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1

In the first spring after the collapse of the United States, the blossoming of the jacaranda trees felt to Ari like grace. The trees bloomed in the same week that international peacekeeping troops withdrew from Los Angeles, and the convergence of flowers with the absence of foreign soldiers brought a delirious kind of hope. Everyone in the spring of 2031 knew the city was one terrorist attack away from disaster, but that peril made the season more vivid, not less.

It was Ari’s first spring outside of prison in nearly two decades, and she spent hours at a time walking the streets. Prison is a wasteland of sensory deprivation, and now the city was overwhelming. She kept expecting that the details of the world would cease to be extraordinary, but that kept not happening. No one around her seemed to notice the jacarandas, because in Los Angeles there are flowers every month of the year, but she walked streets where the trees were lit up by purple-blue blossoms and thought, My god. This place. She was forty-eight years old but felt younger, because so much of the world was new.

The United States had come undone following a coup d’état. Several states had seceded within a week of the coup, either alone or in alliances with neighbours, and war had broken out within the month. Now the fighting had subsided, for the most part, and Ari had been released into an uneasy aftermath.

“When I think of what the city was a year ago,” Gloria said. Gloria was Ari’s roommate in a very small apartment in Echo Park. She was about a decade younger than Ari, a refugee who’d fled fighting between rival militias in Tennessee. Gloria slept in the bedroom. Ari slept in the living room, with an old sheet stapled to the door frame as a makeshift door, and they met one another in the tiny kitchen. Gloria seemed to spend most of her time reading the news online, her eyes wide and blank in the blue light of her laptop. What the city had been like a year ago was Gloria’s favourite topic of conversation.

“I know,” Ari said gently, although she didn’t. Their experiences were not the same. A year ago, Ari had been imprisoned in what was now a different country and Gloria had been holed up in this apartment with a different roommate.

But tonight the curfew had lifted, and when Ari had gone for a walk earlier, her impression from passing conversations was that everyone in Los Angeles was going out tonight. Gloria was going to her friend Kareem’s party, one neighbourhood over, and had invited Ari to come. But now, with dusk approaching, she’d settled into her familiar position with her laptop at the kitchen table, and showed no signs of getting ready.

“What time shall we leave for that party?” Ari asked.

“Oh, I don’t know.” Gloria often went a little vague when the subject of leaving the apartment came up, but Ari had hoped that tonight might be different. Gloria’s gaze slid away, and Ari knew that she was listening to imaginary curfew sirens. “Maybe just you could go. I could text Kareem and tell him it’ll just be you.”

“I don’t know your friends,” Ari said. “It’d be awkward if you didn’t come.” This wasn’t actually true—after spending most of her adult life in prison, Ari wasn’t particularly intimidated by the social intricacies of a party in Silver Lake—but Ari had been beset all her life by premonitions, and she felt pulled toward that party by an invisible thread. They had to leave for the party because they were going to be at the party later, but of course she knew better than to try to explain this. Also Gloria had a dissipated look that worried her, an air of having spent too much time indoors. If something happened to Gloria—if she had a nervous breakdown, say, or faded into the wallpaper like some kind of cartoon ghost—then Ari wouldn’t have a place to stay.

“It’s just, what if going to the party jinxes everything?” Gloria said. “The last time I went to a party, it was the night of the Sacramento Accord.”

The Sacramento Accord had formally established the Republic of California, but it was also the night of the Highland Park attack, when a United States loyalist had blown himself up in the living room of a crowded house party. News of the attack had broken while Gloria was at a different party, some distance away. Gloria had mentioned that evening before, and now, as then, Ari was certain Gloria was lying about something.

“You can’t think that way,” Ari said. “That’s magical thinking. You said you’d been to other parties at Kareem’s place, right? Parties where nothing bad happened that same night?”

“Yeah. I know you’re right.” Gloria was quiet for a moment. “It’s just, when I think about parties, I think about bombs.”

The party was walkable from their apartment, barely. A hot day had subsided into a humid evening. They walked down the hill to Sunset Boulevard, where California Republic soldiers with bomb-sniffer dogs had formed a gauntlet on the sidewalk. There were still terrorist attacks from time to time—some from United States loyalists trying to destabilize the breakaway republics, some from Shasta County Protectorate operatives trying to bring the border war into the cities—but the last bombing had been months ago. Ari and Gloria stood still while the dogs sniffed at them.

“You’re good,” a soldier said, after a few seconds. A cool breeze was breaking through the heat, and the boulevard felt alive. They passed the Walgreens that had been taken over by the Red Cross to house displaced persons fleeing fighting in the interior, families congregating in the parking lot with their music and their card games, half-feral kids playing tag and battling over toys. Entrepreneurs had set up taco stands. A group of teenagers was having some kind of dance-off, and Ari and Gloria stopped for a moment to watch them before they continued west.

They were on a stretch of Sunset now that Gloria had warned would be desolate, but it seemed to Ari that Gloria had been describing a previous version of the city. There were so many more people in Los Angeles now. Shantytowns had sprung up in previously vacant lots. The strip malls down on Sunset had sprouted tents on their roofs, plywood staircases running to the top between stores. After a while they climbed a hill into a quieter neighbourhood of large houses, steep terraced gardens, but even here there were more people than before. The wealthiest Americans had fled overseas or to Mexico or Canada, but that population had been replaced several times over by refugees fleeing more violent places in the interior of the former nation. A soft rain was starting to fall. There was a tent in seemingly every driveway, the streets clogged with parked cars. Ari heard children’s voices from inside most of the tents. A few people were cooking dinner on camp stoves and barbecues out front.

Ari and Gloria walked slowly, following a route on Gloria’s phone, from the sidewalk to a flight of public stairs. Gloria was gasping for breath by the time they reached the top.

“You should get outside more,” Ari said.

“I like being inside.”

The rain had been falling for a while, and there were streaks of light on every surface, on cars and streets and Red Cross tents. Of all the beauty Ari missed in prison, rain on city streets was one of the beauties she’d missed most. Gloria had put something in her hair to make it shine like lacquer. Her lip gloss gleamed too, and the sequins on her shirt reflected the streetlights, so it was like walking through the shining city with an animate piece of the shining city. Ari admired the effect. But Gloria was walking slower and slower, while Ari pretended not to notice, until finally Gloria stopped.

“Come on,” Ari said. “It’ll be good for you, being around people again.” Was that true, though? When had being around people ever been good for Ari? She stifled the thought.

Gloria nodded. She glanced at her phone, put it away, looked at it again. Ari thought that a kinder person might suggest skipping the party and going home, but she wanted to go to the party and she wanted Gloria to come too.

“Hopefully it won’t be like my dreams,” Gloria said, with a little laugh that was meant to be lighthearted but absolutely was not.

Gloria had dreams where she was talking to someone in a dimly lit room, quite close, just the two of them. Then the other person told her that someone here was wearing a bomb vest just like at Highland Park, and then, in the dream, Gloria realized that actually she’d misjudged the situation entirely and it wasn’t just the two of them at all. She and this other person had been talking in the middle of a packed room with one door, crowds blocking the path to the exit. She fought her way through the gauntlet of people, but any second now there was going to be an explosion—she could hear a clock ticking—and she couldn’t get out. In the dream Gloria sank into a blind panic and sometimes woke up shouting, which was how Ari knew about the dream.

“It won’t be like the dream,” Ari said.

Gloria nodded, once, then continued onward with a grim expression. The address turned out to be a house clinging to the hillside, the second floor lit up. They ascended the side stairs and knocked, and Kareem opened the door, resplendent in a green silk shirt.

“You’re here,” Kareem said. This was a gift of his, this quality of making you feel like exactly the person he’d most hoped to see. “Come in.” His apartment was both cramped and glamorous. He’d gone to some effort. There were flowers everywhere.

What Ari would remember for the duration of her life was that from the moment Kareem swept her into the room, the party carried an electric charge. All those people. It was overwhelming in the way that stepping into a grocery store for the first time after nearly twenty years in prison is overwhelming, a sensory-overload explosion. The air was warm and the mood was ecstatic. There were lilies in vases, roses spilling out of glass bowls. Either Kareem had sprayed a quantity of expensive air freshener around, or the flowers had caught the mood and were on some kind of fragrance overdrive. The air by the windows was soft with rain.

“I thought the curfew would last forever,” someone was saying, as Ari poured red wine for herself and Gloria.

“Here,” Ari said to Gloria, who was looking a little strained.

“I mean, I just never wanted to be a part of history,” someone else said, quite near to Ari.

“Thanks.” Gloria accepted the glass. “I’m going to go out to the terrace.”

“Where’s the terrace?” But Gloria was gone. “Hi, I’m Ari,” she said to the man who didn’t want to be a part of history.

“James,” he said.

“So,” a woman near her right elbow said. “How’s the collapse of the country going for you?”

“Oh, you know,” Ari said. “Could’ve been worse.”

“Sounds about right,” the woman said, and launched into a story about the morning she realized the country was really breaking apart, that one strange day when Texas seceded in the morning and Arizona followed in the afternoon, the day her sister called to say she’d pulled her children out of school and maybe there was going to be a war, then the woman went to fill up her car and the gas line extended around the corner, and that was how she knew it was real. It was a boring story that Ari had already heard in a dozen variations.

“What about you?” the woman asked finally. “When did you know it was real?”

“I don’t think about the past at all,” Ari said.

“That’s it,” James said approvingly. “Face the future head-on, right?”

“Only way to live,” Ari said.

“I’m just trying to connect,” the woman said, and it looked to Ari like she was about to cry, so she relented.

“Okay,” Ari said, “I was living with a few other people, and then one night I woke up and someone was listening to the radio.”

“See, I’m a Taurus, so I can’t live with other people,” a man said. “You had a lot of roommates?”

“Yeah,” Ari said. “A lot of roommates.” She’d been drifting in and out of sleep that night, because her cellmate was listening to a radio tuned low in the lower bunk, but then she woke up and caught the words. Troops, militias, secession, shots fired. What Ari remembered of that night was lying unblinking in the darkness and thinking, At least this is finally something new. Her life had been unchanging for so long. When had she last felt any excitement or any dread at all, about anything? The murmured radio voices followed her into sleep and became dreams of dark streets and faceless soldiers.

“The problem is we didn’t know anything,” the woman said, “like how does a person prepare for something like that? But I’m a Virgo, so, you know, logic, so I just went to the gas station and filled my car, then went to the bank and withdrew most of my chequing account and went home.” Ari nodded. She was trying to look interested. James was standing by her side. He wasn’t paying attention to her, just looking at his phone, but she was extremely aware of his presence, the warmth of his body so near to hers. When the woman stopped talking, he leaned in close.

“You know what I didn’t expect about living in a dramatic historic moment?” He was speaking softly, hot gin breath in her ear. “How unbelievably boring it is, because everyone around you lived through the exact same thing and they all need to process their complicated feelings.”

Ari smiled. “You read my mind.”

“Where were you living with all those roommates?” he asked. “DP camp?”

“No,” Ari said. “Do you know where the terrace is?”

“Right this way. I could use some air myself.” The party was so crowded now. Ari was trying to remember when she’d last been in a room with so many other people. No, it wasn’t that, she’d been in crowds in the recent past, but what was dazzling was the way everyone in this crowd wore different colours, fabrics of different textures, instead of a sea of prison-issue beige. There was a pretty woman with soft lips in a silver dress like tinfoil, a thousand tiny pleats; Ari admired the effect as she brushed past. She would have liked to kiss the woman.

The terrace was a balcony on the side of the building, with a view of a hillside, trees, distant glimmering lights. A handwritten sign forbade smoking. There were a few people out here, Gloria and Kareem among them. “Okay,” Gloria was saying, “yeah, that was crazy, but you remember that night with the double graduation parties?” and Ari knew they were talking about the long-closed West Hollywood restaurant where Kareem and Gloria had met as servers.

“How do you know Kareem?” Ari asked James. “Same restaurant?”

“We lived in the same dorm in college, believe it or not,” James said. “And now we’re roommates again.”

“You live here too?”

“Yeah, I crash in the living room. The sofa folds out.”

“Is Kareem a good roommate?”

“Much better than he used to be. He’s much better than he used to be.”

This was interesting to Ari, who toyed intermittently with the idea of becoming a better person. “Better how?”

“Just better overall. Better able to not completely lose his shit at the slightest provocation.”

“There you are,” Gloria said to Ari, and she looked a bit lost, so Ari put an arm over Gloria’s shoulder.

“How do you two know each other?” James asked.

“We’re roommates,” Gloria said, and Ari felt a flush of something like love in that moment. She knew Gloria because she’d been in prison with Gloria’s cousin.

Time passed; the conversation moved on; Kareem went in to attend to something; at some point Ari looked up, and a woman she didn’t know was standing in the doorway, staring at them.

“Hey, Saraya,” someone said, “you coming out? The rain stopped.”

Ari realized that this was the same woman she’d seen earlier, wearing a silver pleated dress, but she’d changed into casual clothes now, jean shorts and a T-shirt. There was something oddly focused in the way the woman was looking at them, specifically in the way she was looking at Ari. 

“Ibari,” she said, “where are we?”

There was a beat of silence, then Gloria said, “Who?”

It was a moment before Ari could speak.

“Ibari is my legal name.” Ari was staring at this stranger, this Saraya. “How did you know that name?”

“Really?” Gloria said. “I didn’t know that was your name.”

“Because I’ve literally never used it. It’s just the name on my ID.”

“I don’t know where I am,” Saraya said. There was panic in her voice. “I don’t know where I am.” She was looking at Gloria now. No, looking at the scar on Gloria’s forehead. Gloria’s hand drifted up to touch the scar.

“You look like someone,” Saraya said to Gloria. Gloria frowned.

“I thought she’d left the party,” James said in a choked voice. Ari glanced at him and saw fear on his face. He was afraid of Saraya. It didn’t make sense to her—Saraya was a small person, much smaller than James, and she seemed disoriented—but then Saraya turned away and slipped back inside, and he exhaled.

“Is she on something?” someone asked.

“It’s a stressful world,” someone else said. “Who isn’t on something.”

“Excuse me,” Ari said, and went to find Saraya, because she’d never been more baffled by an interaction. She moved through crowded rooms, she looked into every face, she circled back through the kitchen and stepped out for a moment onto the landing to look down the stairs at the quiet street. Saraya was gone. But there: in the crowded living room, by the window, a small knot of people were talking and laughing. One of them was the woman in the silver pleated dress. The fabric gleamed in the lamplight as she moved. Her back was to Ari, but she was Saraya, Ari was certain of it. No, that wasn’t possible. Saraya must have had a twin. Ari moved on through the apartment and realized there was one room she hadn’t checked, a closed door by the bathroom.

It was Kareem’s bedroom, jackets piled on the bed. James was here, sitting on the bed with his eyes closed.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“I feel crazy,” he said.

She closed the door behind her, and then, on impulse, locked it. She came to sit beside him. “I feel crazy too.”

They sat for a moment in silence, listening to the party on the other side of the door.

“There’s . . . too many people out there,” James said, but she wouldn’t fully understand what he meant by this for several years. In the moment, she just thought he didn’t like crowds. “Nothing makes sense,” he murmured, and then, “Could I kiss you?”

“Yes,” she said, and five minutes later they were having sex on top of the pile of jackets. When they were done she kissed him again, and left him there blinking with his pants around his ankles.

The rest of the party was a blur in retrospect. You don’t remember parties, you remember snapshots: a passing comment, a drink, a feeling of companionship, a green silk shirt, a rain jacket pressed to the side of your face in a locked bedroom. There was a moment around midnight when Gloria seemed tearful—she couldn’t find Kareem, which was confusing, because why would he leave his own party—but she recovered and a half-hour later was dancing with Ari and some other people in the middle of the living room, furniture pushed to the sides. James was somewhere on the periphery, talking with everyone, a little flushed.

Ari wanted fresh air, and more importantly quiet. She slipped out of the apartment and down the stairs to the street, where she sat for a while on the bottom step. The steps were wet but she didn’t care. She listened to the sounds of insects and distant music, far-off voices, a barking dog. It still felt like a revelation to be outdoors and alone in the world, unsupervised, with nowhere to be. She was thinking of Saraya again, wishing she’d been able to find her. How could Saraya possibly have known Ari’s legal name?

A man was approaching, walking up the street. Kareem. He looked a little wild-eyed, his green silk shirt dark from the rain. He said, “You’re Ari, right?”

“Hi. Yes.” She wanted to ask why he’d left his own party, but he spoke first.

“There’s something wrong with the party.” Kareem was looking up at the windows of the apartment with deep apprehension, or so it seemed to Ari.

“What do you mean?”

“I’d tell you more,” he said, “but you’d think I’m insane.”

“I doubt that.”

“No, it’s actually crazy.” Kareem sighed. “You don’t want to know.”

“If I didn’t want to know I wouldn’t have asked,” Ari said, but she kept her voice as light as possible and laughed a little to make it seem harmless, because after all she was a guest at his party. One of the things she hated most in the world was being told what she did or didn’t want.

“What’s that tattoo?” Kareem asked. He was looking at her wrist, where a few ink letters were showing. “Do you mind me asking? I like tattoos.”

Ari pushed up her sleeve to show him. The words TRUE DILIGENCE were tattooed in uneven letters on the back of her left wrist.

“I’ve had it for a decade or so,” she said.

“You got it done in prison?” Kareem asked. Then, “I’m sorry. It’s none of my business. Gloria let it slip, but I don’t think she meant to tell me.”

“It’s okay.”

“You were in for a while, right?”

“Eighteen years,” Ari said. “I’ve been out for two months.”

“Jesus,” Kareem said. “Can I ask . . . ?”

“I took out a contract on my cousin,” Ari said. “It was a mistake and I’m not that person anymore.”

“Okay,” Kareem said. “Just when I thought this evening couldn’t get any stranger.”

“Why, what was strange before?”

“I can’t . . . There’s something really wrong with this party,” he said.

In that moment he looked so troubled and bereft. The party had meant so much to him, Ari could see that, he’d gone to such effort to create something beautiful after such a long and awful time, and now something had gone wrong with it. She was shocked by the compassion she felt for him. She’d closed herself off from feeling too sympathetic to other people, because it made prison easier, and the sensation now was unexpected. She wished she could say the right thing, tell him it was going to be okay or something similar, but he clearly didn’t want to talk about it, he was moving past her, and she ascended the stairs behind him in awkward silence. The party had quieted in their absence, shifted into intimate conversations in the living room and kitchen. Quite a few people had left. James was still here, talking with a pretty woman on the couch. He winked at Ari, then saw Kareem, and rose with an unmistakable look of relief.

“Kareem,” Ari heard James say, “Kareem, my friend, did someone spike our drinks?” And he laughed in a nervous way, like he was trying to turn something horrible into a joke. But Kareem was preoccupied, looking around, seemingly checking the apartment for something, or looking for someone. They disappeared into the hallway together. What would it be like to have a friend like that? Or any friend at all. Could she be friends with Kareem? A few people were dancing in the living room, and Ari joined them to assuage her loneliness. Some time later she found herself sitting in an armchair, an open beer bottle in her hand, a little dazed.

It was around two a.m. now, the party winding down. For how long had she been sitting here? She was exhausted. It wasn’t the sex, she realized, or the dancing, or the late hour. It was that social interaction was deeply taxing, like playing a sport for which she hadn’t trained. Gloria had disappeared. Ari went searching and found her in the dining nook, looking at a painting that hung above the table. Here was Kareem again, finally, coming in from the terrace.

“Excuse me,” he murmured as he moved past them. He seemed to hesitate when he saw Gloria looking at the painting, but then walked behind her and disappeared into the kitchen.

“Kareem told me I could take this,” Gloria said to Ari. “He’s redecorating.” It was an oil painting, a rectangle about the size of two sheets of office paper, mostly blue. Ari studied it. She didn’t think of herself as a connoisseur of art or actually anything, but she found the painting beautiful: dark oil-paint waves, a cold ocean far from the tropics, with a little pair of feet disappearing into the upper-right corner. As she watched, Gloria carefully lifted it down from the wall.

“You sure he said you could take it off the wall?”

“Yep,” Gloria said, in a bored voice. She turned the painting over, and Ari saw the neat lettering in pencil on the back of the frame: Swan Dive / L. Alkaitis 1960. “I always liked it,” she said. “You want to head home?”

“Sure,” Ari said. “Let me just thank Kareem.”

But when she looked into the kitchen, he wasn’t there. Ari stood in the doorway, confused. How could Kareem have slipped by again without her seeing him? There was no other door. A window by the stove was open, just a crack. She crossed the tiny room and examined it. The window had a guard on it and would open no further. She turned back, and the painting—Swan Dive—was lying in the middle of the kitchen floor.

No one else was in the room with her. Ari was perfectly still, staring at the painting, except that now it was gone, blinked out of existence. The kitchen floor was a blank expanse of linoleum with a bottle cap and a few broken chips strewn here and there, debris from the party. She closed her eyes, opened them, and the floor was still blank. Her drink had been spiked, she decided, or she was so overstimulated by the ex-prison world that she was hallucinating, or she had a brain tumour or was having a stroke.

“Are you coming?” Gloria was in the doorway, absorbed in her phone, mapping the walk back to Echo Park. The painting was under her arm, where it had always been.

“Just one moment,” Ari said, and made a quick search of the living room, the bedroom, the bathroom, the terrace. The apartment wasn’t large, and Kareem wasn’t in it.

Gloria caught her eye and then slipped out without saying goodbye to anyone, so Ari followed. The street carried a breath of menace now, given the hour. Gloria seemed tired. She walked slowly, hugging the painting to her chest.

“Did you see Kareem leave?” Ari asked. “It’s the weirdest thing, I thought he was in the kitchen, but then—”

“Hold on a moment,” Gloria said. She hooked one arm around the nearest streetlight and closed her eyes.

“Are you okay?”

“A little nauseous.” Gloria stood with her forehead pressed to the steel for a few deep breaths. “Okay. I can walk again.”

“Want me to carry your painting?”

“No, I got it.”

Ari offered her arm, and they walked on, very slowly.

“You okay, Gloria?”

“I don’t know what that word means,” Gloria said.

Ari wasn’t sure she had a working definition either, now that she thought about it. “Me neither,” she admitted. It was frightening to admit. Never show weakness had been the mantra of her entire life, but she’d emerged from prison into a different world, even the country was gone now, and in the disorientation it seemed possible that she’d changed too. “You think it was something you ate?” she asked.

“No. Who the fuck gets pregnant by accident at the age of thirty-seven?”

“Oh my god. Really?” Ari had herself never wanted a child, but she was capable of being awed on someone else’s behalf.

“It’s early.” Gloria was looking away, clearly trying not to cry. “Nobody knows except Kareem. But you probably noticed I haven’t been drinking.”

Ari hadn’t noticed this, and made a mental note to try to pay more attention to other people. She could be a different person, she found herself thinking. More attentive, less hard.

“Are you . . . it’s none of my business, but are you dating the father?”

“It was a one-time thing,” Gloria said miserably. “The father’s Kareem.”

This was surprising to Ari, who’d thought Kareem was gay. “He knows?”

“Yeah.” Gloria’s voice was small. “We were supposed to talk at the party, but we kept missing each other.”

“Why don’t you text him? Say you want to find a time to talk.”

“I did. Just now.”

The following morning, Gloria still hadn’t heard from Kareem. Ari was trying to find a job and was mostly gone from the apartment, papering the neighbourhood with résumés that were ignored because there was an eighteen-year gap in employment and more people in this city than jobs, until on the fourth day after the party she walked into a restaurant seconds after she saw someone hang a handwritten SE NECESITA LAVAPLATOS sign in the window and talked her way into a dishwashing job, and after that she was never home.

Ari had some money from her old, pre-prison life, a little, not enough to live on by itself but enough that she could stretch it for a while with the addition of the dishwashing money, but the thought that kept her up at night was: Is this it? It wasn’t that she thought she deserved more than what she had, or more than other people, it was just that she’d once had a considerable amount of money, her own business, and a beautiful apartment in a tower in New York City, and now she felt disoriented and a little incredulous. Before prison she’d operated under the assumption that she could bend reality to her will, but that had been an entirely different version of the world. Was this going to be the rest of her life? That was the question she was thinking about when she woke on the seventh morning (afternoon) after the party, drifted into the kitchen in her bathrobe, and almost walked into James. He was leaning on the stove, arms crossed, and he was holding a little spiral notebook and a pen. Gloria was at the table with another man whom Ari vaguely remembered from the party.

“Morning,” James said. “Sorry for materializing in your kitchen.”

“Good morning,” Ari said. The bathrobe was long, but she felt naked.

“This is James,” Gloria said, as if Ari weren’t presently caught up in some extremely pleasant flashbacks, “and Bruno.”

“Hey,” the man at the table said. He also had a little notebook and pen. There were only two chairs, which was why James was standing by the oven. Ari took another step into the room, and stood with her back pressed to the fridge. The kitchen was too small for four people.

“They’re here about Kareem,” Gloria said softly. “He’s missing.”

“You still haven’t heard from him?” Ari and Gloria had been keeping opposite schedules. She hadn’t seen Gloria in days.

“Not since the party,” Gloria said. “I thought he was just ghosting me, but . . .”

“You must be the roommate,” Bruno said. He glanced at his notes. “Ari . . . Walker?”

“Waker. Are you a detective?”

“The LAPD doesn’t have time for this kind of thing,” James said. “We’re doing our best.”

“Yeah, we’re just talking to everyone who was at the party,” Bruno said. “Trying to figure out if anyone saw anything, if he said anything to anyone.”

“You haven’t seen him since the party, have you?” James asked. This close to him, she could smell the detergent he used on his clothes.

“No. You’re saying no one’s heard from Kareem?”

“No one,” Bruno said. “Did you talk to him at the party?”

“Not really,” Ari said. “One brief conversation. He said nothing memorable.”

“Did you see him leave?” Bruno was leaning forward, pen over his notebook.

“No,” Ari said, “I remember I saw him go into the kitchen, and then we left a few minutes later.”

“This was when?”

“Around two or two thirty?”

“Someone else said that,” James said to Bruno.

“Said what? The thing about the kitchen?”

“Yeah, the kitchen, and then not being able to find him after that.”

“It’s the weirdest thing,” Gloria said to Ari. “They told me everyone said the same thing. No one’s talked to him since the party, and it seems like no one actually saw him leave.” Her voice wavered. “It’s awful, right?”

“Yes,” Bruno said quietly, “it is absolutely awful.”

“Has anyone searched the house?” Ari asked. “I mean the building where the party was. There were two apartments, right? One upstairs, one downstairs.” She was thinking of a woman she’d known in prison, a mild-mannered person with pretty blond hair who’d shot her husband five times and then attempted to conceal the body in the basement.

Gloria and the two men stared at her, and she watched Bruno recalibrate his initial impression.

“Yeah,” James said, after a pause. “We talked to the downstairs neighbour and we checked the basement.”

“The basement?” Gloria asked. “Why would he be living there?” And in that verb Ari felt the vastness of the gulf between their respective life experiences. Gloria knew about collapse, but she didn’t understand murder.

Weeks passed, weeks of dirty dishes that became clean, chapped hands from too much soap and hot water, weeks of drinking with the kitchen staff after work and walking home too late at night through quiet streets, weeks of rising in desperate need of coffee in the guilt-inducing light of late morning, early afternoon, weeks in which Kareem remained missing and his face appeared amidst all the other MISSING PERSON posters on the east side, until finally Gloria decided to leave the city.

It had been seven weeks since the party. A sous-chef at the restaurant wanted to rent out her garage, so Ari moved out of Gloria’s apartment and into the garage, then out of the garage and also out of Los Angeles, into an exhausting five years of retail and restaurant jobs, through three relationships of varying quality—two women, one man—and from the West Coast over the mountains into the city-state of Las Vegas, to the Kingdom of Deseret, and then through innumerable small countries until she came to rest in exurban Ohio.

The Republic of California was fairly stable by then, and therefore unaffordable. In most other places, it was a time of collapse and disarray. Some cities had declared themselves city-states, while others had been swallowed up by larger new countries. Most territory was contested. There were militias everywhere, flashes of gunfire at night. The skirmishes were constant but stopped just short of all-out war. The combatant groups were innumerable, militias forming and breaking apart in complex and ever-shifting allegiances. Gun runners passed through the towns like smoke, shadows moving over the landscape. There was constant migration, cars laden with luggage and boxes traversing the expressways, because what does it mean to belong to a territory? The question had practical implications. Some people stayed where they were, because for them the idea of home was a physical place, but for others home meant something like memory or blood, so they moved closer to the people and the places they didn’t want to lose, back to hometowns and aging parents. Was Ari doing the same thing? She’d driven east and north in search of cheaper housing and jobs and less violence, but it was undeniable that this drift was bringing her ever closer to New York. But New York was the capital of the Atlantic Republic now, and the Atlantic Republic wasn’t affordable either, because it was the most stable part of the entire former nation and people will pay anything for the feeling of not living in a war.

In the Ohio Republic, Ari lived in a motel and worked in a retail stockroom, handling clothes mostly. The Ohio Republic borders were more or less settled at this point, except for an area in the east that was held by a consortium of militias from Pittsburgh, but the would-be city-states were an open question. The collapse had been in motion for so long by then. She kept expecting outright anarchy but it kept not arriving. There were displaced people living in malls but there were also functional stores, a few jobs, gas in the gas stations; people still got married, signed leases, sent their children to makeshift schools, bought things. There were still a few doctors, but now their services had to be paid for with cash or in trade, and the only functional hospitals were run by Doctors Without Borders and the Red Cross. There was no mail. There were unending supply chain issues, gunfights between rival militias on the edge of town, permanent unease.

By then she was long past the point of believing that her life was going to be extraordinary except in bad, unmentionable ways—but even there, was there really anything exceptional about being an American who’s done time in prison? Possibly not—but what she did sometimes hope for was a more interesting job. Boxes arrived at irregular intervals, the contents always a surprise, and she unloaded them, sorted them into categories, laid them out for her boss to examine. It was someone else’s job to figure out how much all the things in the boxes should cost. She unboxed, she sorted, she listened to music on her phone and moved quietly through the days with her earbuds. A relationship had ended a month before she’d arrived here, and now she spent her evenings alone. There were entire afternoons that she couldn’t account for later. In those months she felt like she was haunting her own life. But then after six months she was laid off with a few other people, after which she spent a week trying to find a new job. No one was hiring.

At the end of that week she came home exhausted one late afternoon—she was worried about being able to afford gas, so she’d been walking for miles—and found her next-door neighbour sitting outside his door, admiring the sunset.

“Good evening,” he said. He was a few years younger than Ari. He’d arrived a few days earlier, in the middle of the night, and she thought he might be an arms dealer. People came and went from his room at all hours, walking in empty-handed and leaving with duffel bags.

“Evening,” Ari said. She sank into the lawn chair outside her room door. Why not? She was tired, and the sunset was beautiful, rose shades fading to watery blue and a cloud lit red.

“I’m Felix.”

“Ari. Nice to meet you.”

A truck was pulling up, and she saw the way Felix’s attention was drawn to it. She sat on the plastic lawn chair by her door, and carefully didn’t look at the two men who got out of the truck, although she felt their eyes on her. They disappeared into Felix’s room, emerged a short time later with two black duffel bags, and drove away. The truck was painted with the thin blue stripe of the Blue Night Militia—why were they called that? Some long-dead meme, probably—and then after some time Felix came back out.

“Guess I missed the sunset,” he said.

“I’m afraid so.” Ari angled her chair to face him. “Felix,” she said, “obviously I don’t know the details of your operation, but if you happen to be hiring, I’m looking for a job.”

“I’m not hiring,” he said, “but as it happens, I know someone who is.”

“Militia?” she asked.

“That a problem?”

“No.”

“Tell me about yourself,” he said.

“I’ve been living this version of my life for a few months. Living in motels, working retail. But I got laid off and I need to find something else.”

“And before that?”

“Retail. Waitressing. Dishwashing. Whatever I could find. But there was another version of my life, a long time ago, where I had an interesting business in New York City.” All these years and lives and collapsing versions of the world later, it was like talking about a stranger. “It wasn’t that long after the 9/11 attacks, so immigration was a problem for a lot of people. I provided my clients with US passports.”

Felix whistled softly. “Tell me more.”

“Do you have a passport?”

“Sure.”

“Then you know how it works. How it worked, I guess, when the United States was still a country. Wherever you went to get your passport, the human element was important. A clerk signed off on the application, checked your ID, and confirmed that your photo matched your face.”

Felix smiled. “So a single clerk was all that stood between the State Department and chaos, is what you’re saying.”

“A single fallible human, with considerable discretion. So if you could find a clerk with a debt problem and a weak moral character, well, that’s an opportunity.”

“I have a working theory that almost everyone has a debt problem and weak moral character,” Felix said.

“I don’t disagree. It wasn’t that hard to find the clerk.”

“And you made some money.”

“Yes, I did.”

“Until . . .”

“Until I paid someone to kill my cousin Anton.”

Felix’s eyes widened, just slightly.

“He survived,” Ari said, “and it was a mistake. It was an evil thing to do and I will always regret it.”

“Why did you do it?”

“He was obstructing me in a way that felt existential. I overreacted.”

“I see. And you need a new job.”

“There isn’t enough work in retail or waitressing. It isn’t sustainable.”

He nodded. “Difficult landscape now,” he said, “economically speaking.” They were momentarily silent, to let the understatement settle around them.

“What did you do,” Ari asked, “before whatever it is you’re doing now?”

“Here’s something unfortunate,” Felix said. “I’m going to tell you what I did, I’ll be speaking sincerely and telling you the truth, but you won’t believe me.”

“How do you know?”

“Because my previous job sounds like some kind of utopian fantasy at this point. I was a professional ballet dancer,” Felix said.

“You’re right,” she said. “I don’t believe you.”

“No one does. Did you ever go to the ballet?”

“Once,” Ari said, and was ambushed by memory. Sitting between her parents when she was six or seven years old, feeling grown-up and pretty in a stiff new dress, waiting in the hushed dark for the New York City Ballet’s rendition of The Nutcracker to begin. A feeling of joy. Where were her parents? Could they possibly still be alive? She pushed the thought of them away and tried to concentrate on the present moment. There were bruised colours on the horizon, and night was coming in across the sky. Could Felix have been a ballet dancer? It seemed improbable. The streetlights flickered on, then off, then on again. On the other hand, there had been ballet companies, which of course meant there had been ballet dancers, and they had to have gone somewhere.

“Ari,” Felix said, and rose from his chair. “I will tell my friend about you. He’s looking for an assistant, and I believe he’ll find you interesting.”

“Thank you,” Ari said.

Three hours later she was sitting in her room listening to Bach’s cello suites with her eyes closed, visualizing her lost apartment in Manhattan, from the years just before prison. Almost everything in that space had been white. Her cousin Anton had called it sterile, but it had felt at the time like living in some pristine kingdom high above everyday life, or like living in a cloud. She’d returned so often in memory that certain details were beginning to rearrange themselves—sometimes now the bathroom door was to the left of the coat closet, sometimes to the right—but the tranquility of the space remained. A knock at the door made her jump.

As she opened the door, Felix stepped back. Ari was moved by the gesture. She was a woman alone in a motel room, and he was demonstrating that he wouldn’t step in uninvited. These small kindnesses mean everything, that was what she was thinking when he spoke.

“I spoke with my friend,” he said. “The one who’s hiring. He’d like to meet you.”

“Thank you,” she said, “thank you so much. Where can I find him?”

“You know the mall with the TGI Fridays? About three miles south?”

“Sure,” Ari said.

“He’ll be there tomorrow morning, he said around ten a.m. He works out of the real estate office.”

“Thank you. It was kind of you to speak with him.”

Felix smiled. “It’s not an easy time,” he said. “Helping each other where we can, well, maybe that’s how you keep mayhem at bay.”

In the morning, Ari walked to the mall to save money on gas. She arrived early, so there was time to wander. The interior of the mall was one of the more interesting places she’d seen in a while. A flag and a sign identified it as territory held by one of the larger militias, Cincinnati United. A whole section had been converted into housing for displaced persons, so there were tents in orderly rows on the two mezzanine levels. There seemed to be an operational school in the former TGI Fridays, students grouped by age in the booths and at tables. At the far end of the mall, the population thinned out and there were a few businesses: a grocery store where the food was kept in what looked like Starbucks pastry cases and glass freezers that had previously only held ice cream cakes, where she bought a cheap sandwich; a pharmacy that also sold clothes; a business that apparently handled wire transfers, divorces, adoptions, loans funded by individual sharks, and insurance. After some time she found herself, at the far end of the mall, looking at an old RE/MAX office, a papered-up window with five-year-old listings still on display.

The door was unlocked. The real estate office was a dull, quiet place, just a few desks around the edges of the room and a stack of plastic crates in the middle. It was much more officelike than she would have expected of a militia headquarters. There were filing cabinets, a calendar on the wall, a table for meetings. The space was gentle, that was Ari’s first thought. Nothing terrible had ever happened here. At the same time, the filing cabinets bristled with interest. She felt certain that she’d like to do whatever work was being done here. There were a few people here, working at desks or speaking quietly.

“Can I help you?” a woman asked from the nearest desk. Ari thought she might be in her eighties. She had a benign smile and tightly curled white hair. She wore pink lipstick and she was dressed like a church grandma, in a cardigan and flower dress and honest-to-god pearls, but an old knife scar ran down the entire left side of her face.

“I’m looking for Eduardo.”

An older man on the other side of the room looked up at the mention of his name. He was thin, perhaps in his sixties, dressed in an aggressively bland style that seemed designed to blend in.

“You must be Felix’s neighbour,” he said, and brought over two chairs. “Thanks for stopping in.”

“Thanks for meeting me.” Ari had been to more job interviews than she could remember, but never one for which she knew so little about the job. “I understand you’re looking for an assistant.”

“In a manner of speaking, yes. The job involves some errands, but mostly surveillance.”

Ari nodded. Something in the idea of surveillance appealed to her. She’d been studying other people all her life. “Why do you surveil people?”

“I’m involved in a large organization,” the man said. “You know what Cincinnati United is?”

“The largest of the local militias,” Ari said. “You control traffic on the river.”

“Correct. We hold the territory now, and it’s been a calm few months, we’ve got the local population on our side with improved security and a school, but there’s always the possibility of incursion by rival groups. I run a surveillance operation, just keeping an eye on things.”

“Detective work, essentially?” She’d thought she was long past the point of feeling excitement about a job, but the idea was stirring.

“Well, more or less. You might think of it that way. I can’t pay you a retainer, but I’ll pay you a day rate.”

“I’m interested.”

“It’s boring, most of the time,” Eduardo said. “I don’t want to misrepresent it. It’s hanging around a given bar for hours to see if a particular man walks in, and who he talks to if he does. It’s sitting in cars with a camera. Following people, on occasion, which means blending into the scenery while they take their goddamn time eating lunch.”

“I’m still interested.”

“Why? Aside from the fact that you need a new job, obviously.”

“I’ve always been drawn to the idea of detective work,” Ari said. “Ever since I was a kid. I know that makes me sound naïve.”

“So much of the job is waiting. Waiting, following, observing. Are you patient?”

“Yes. Very.”

“Can you give me an example of your patience?”

“I served eighteen years in a federal prison and I didn’t lose my mind,” Ari said. “That is eighteen years of waiting patiently.” There was a time when she would have gone to any length to avoid revealing her prison record to a potential employer, but she felt that that world and its rules had fallen away. It wasn’t clear to her what would either win or lose the job, and therefore it was possible to say anything.

“That’s a reasonable qualification. Did some time myself once.” He extended a hand. “Eduardo Harris.”

“Ari Smith.” She came up with the surname at that moment.

He asked, “Was it a violent crime?”

“I wasn’t the one committing the violence,” Ari said.
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A year later, in a parking lot five miles from the office, Ari was sitting in her car with a camera. She had been waiting here for forty minutes, behind a massive development that was both a mall and a village. The shops and condos were mostly hidden from the parking lot, which was framed on one side by a sheer concrete wall—the back of a department store, with loading docks located some distance away—and otherwise the view was of the kind of exurban hinterland that isn’t really anywhere or anything in particular: an overgrown meadow that was seemingly no one’s responsibility, an expressway, the building-block shapes of a housing development and a prison for juvenile offenders in the near distance. But these were the golden minutes just before sunset, and the parking lot was awash in the kind of light that lent an undeserved beauty to the scene. In the distance, the beige rectangle of the children’s prison was warm and benign.

She was taking pictures of another woman, a retail manager named Nico, who was oblivious in her own car some distance away. Nico was a very thin woman with a platinum blond buzz cut, who dressed entirely in black, wore utilitarian glasses, and never smiled. Nico’s husband was Eduardo’s cousin, and the husband was certain that Nico was having an affair. He was so certain that he’d come to the RE/MAX office, which was irritating. Eduardo had called her over, told her that he’d like her to surveil Nico for a week as a favour to his cousin. Ari preferred to avoid face-to-face meetings whenever possible, because by this point in her life she’d met too many people and found them mostly annoying.

“Ari,” the husband said, “can I call you that?” You already did, she didn’t say.

“Of course. Ari or Ms. Smith, either’s fine.” Even after a year the surname retained a sheen of unfamiliarity, which pleased her.

“Thank you,” the husband said. “I came down here today because I am taking this entire situation very seriously, and I want to do my due diligence before I make any sudden moves.” There was fear in him. He was desperately afraid of not being taken seriously.

“Anything for family,” Eduardo said.

“Due diligence is important,” Ari said, in her best professional voice. Professionalism is not revealing your distaste for humanity. “Tell me your situation.”

“Well, it’s my wife. Nico.” Nico worked at the home store, which was a place Ari had heard of but never entered. The store sold everything you could need for a home, the husband said. Small appliances, furniture, towels, bedding, odds and ends. You could pay in cash or you could barter. Sometimes there were new things, but mostly it was used. Nico was an excellent salesperson, really excellent, and they’d both liked that she had this job because the early shift got her home in time for dinner. Except that lately, just in the past few weeks, she’d taken to coming home late.

“How late?” Ari asked.

“Just late enough,” the husband said cryptically.

“So are we talking midnight, one a.m., or . . . ?”

“Oh. No. Nothing like that.” He sounded offended, like he hadn’t been the one to bring up Nico’s lateness in the first place. Nico had been coming home about an hour or two hours later than normal, almost every night, and she’d always eaten, that was the thing he found suspicious. “I’m a good cook,” he said. “I mean, a really good cook. I went to culinary school.” He wanted to give her the benefit of the doubt, but, well, who was she meeting for dinner? She always said she was starving after her shift—“which is actually plausible,” he said, “the woman has the metabolism of a hummingbird”—and so she’d just grabbed something, but she never wanted to have dinner with him anymore.

One evening last week she’d come home three hours after her shift with no real explanation. She was evasive about it. There were no checkpoints around here, and there hadn’t been any serious violence in over a year. Traffic was bad but not that bad, right?

“I agree,” Ari said. “I know the store you’re talking about. It’s not a long drive. Can I ask, have you seen any behavioural changes?” This was a diplomatic way of asking whether Nico had seemed happier lately. Ari was imitating a TV show detective who followed cheating spouses as a full-time job.

“No,” the husband said, after a moment. “Same as always.”

“How would you describe her demeanour? I guess I’m asking what always means, in this case.”

“She’s reserved. I’ve always found her hard to read. I used to find that kind of hot, I mean, I appreciate a sense of mystery as much as the next guy, but . . .” He shrugged. “Sometimes mystery is exhausting.”

“Do you think she has secrets?” Ari was more interested in this woman than she would’ve expected.

“No, I know she does,” he said. “Early on, when we first started dating, we agreed not to tell each other everything. Look, it’s been a bad decade. No one’s had an easy time. Everybody’s lost a lot. So we were like, let’s move forward into the future together, let’s stay the fuck out of the past. No need to dwell on all that, right?”

“Right,” Ari said. “I don’t dwell on anything.”

“Smart. But when you live with someone, you pick up intimations of past lives, you know? Just a sense you get sometimes, or they let things slip. I know she was married before,” he said. “Somewhere long ago and far away. I don’t know where or when or to whom. It’s none of my business. But I think, and I don’t know this, I think she may have had a kid, or maybe kids plural. In some other life.”

Here in this parking lot the following evening, Ari glanced at her watch and took refuge behind a magazine. She had taken a dozen photos, but so far Nico’s secret life appeared to consist of eating a takeout salad and reading The Economist in her car.

After some time, Nico closed her magazine, set it on the seat beside her, and got out of her car. The last light of afternoon was fading now, the parking lot cast in a soft half-light. Ari tensed, hand on the door latch, ready to follow, but Nico was only leaving her car to throw out her trash. Ari didn’t move, and so made herself invisible. She watched Nico spray air freshener into the car’s interior and then open all four windows.

Nico’s car pulled out of the lot. Ari followed. She trailed Nico for twenty minutes, out onto the expressway and south, until Nico made a right turn into Willow Gardens, the gated community where she lived with her husband. Cincinnati United gunmen stood on either side of the entry road. Ari pulled over to the side of the expressway. She wished she could keep driving. Sometimes when she first came to the Ohio Republic she’d driven with no real destination, just for the solitude and motion of driving alone, but gas was more expensive now. She leaned back in her seat, closed her eyes, and tried to empty her mind of conscious thought. She was waiting to see if something pulled at her.

Ari didn’t think of herself as having a particularly good memory. There were years of her life that she hardly remembered, because one way to speed up time in prison is to make every day as similar as possible to the day before. But something about Nico was bothering her. She felt a strange certainty, improbable but impossible to ignore: she knew Nico from somewhere.

True diligence means following the improbable path. Her favourite line from a book she’d read as a child, a story about a girl detective. The following evening Ari was back in the same parking lot, at the same time, waiting. She liked this line of work. This is what being a detective might have been like, she found herself thinking. Why hadn’t she just become a detective, instead of turning to crime? She could’ve saved herself some trouble. It was interesting to imagine a life played out in the ranks of the NYPD. At 7:20 p.m. Nico emerged from the employee exit at the back of the complex, carrying a takeout bag that turned out to contain a barbecue sandwich. For an hour Nico sat in her car and did absolutely nothing of note. She read The Economist, using her phone as a reading light. She ate her sandwich. Sometimes she gazed through the windshield, as if considering the twilight landscape.

Ari stared at her through the viewfinder, trying to map this woman onto her life. Nothing fit, but the sense of having known her at some point was inescapable.

There was a wail of sirens from the expressway just then, and she looked up to watch a convoy pass, a long line of mismatched pickup trucks with the Ohio Republic and Cincinnati United flags fluttering. Some of the militia commanders had taken to using sirens to get wherever they were going faster, although this time of day it was hardly necessary. She watched the convoy and then when she turned back to Nico, the answer came to her, so unlikely that she had to close her eyes momentarily to absorb it. She had lived with this woman. Except the woman had been fundamentally different. Not just her name, which hadn’t been Nico, or her hair, which had been a good twelve inches longer and a different colour, or her glasses, which in Ari’s memory didn’t exist, but something in the way she carried herself. And yet the woman’s face was exactly the same. Ari was looking at her former roommate Gloria, whom she’d last seen six years ago in Los Angeles.

Ari sat up straight, blinking. Impossible, but there it was. She decided that her work was done. She would make the report to Nico/Gloria’s husband: his wife wasn’t having an affair, his wife just preferred eating sandwiches alone in her car to dinner with her spouse. There was no good reason, Ari decided, why she couldn’t suddenly come upon her former roommate here in the parking lot, in a strictly personal and nonprofessional—the word that flitted through her mind was unprofessional—capacity. She got out of her car, walked over to Nico’s car, and waved through the driver’s-side window.

Nico started when she saw her, and lowered the window.

“Ibari,” she said.

Ari stepped back. Perhaps if she hadn’t just been thinking about her time in Los Angeles with Gloria, which is to say thinking about Kareem’s party, it wouldn’t have registered. But these were the facts: although the name Ibari was on her birth certificate, in homage to a long-ago woman who’d saved her father from drowning, she had never once in her life used that name. She’d been Ari as a very small child, Aria from the beginning of kindergarten through the end of her prison sentence, Ari again afterward.

“I’ve never gone by that name,” Ari said. “Are you . . . you’re not Gloria, are you?”

Nico hesitated, as if trying to think of how to explain something extremely complicated. “No,” she said, “but I know who you mean.” Her voice was Gloria’s voice. It was unmistakable.

“You look exactly like her. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude, I just saw you here, and . . . you actually have her voice. It’s kind of uncanny.”

“That is uncanny,” Nico said, but it was obvious to Ari that she was only playing along. She knew something Ari didn’t. There was one small difference, Ari saw now, between Nico and Gloria. Gloria had a scar on her forehead, and Nico didn’t.

“Can I ask you something?” Ari asked.

“Sure.”

“You’re the second person in my life who’s called me Ibari, but I’ve never used that name. Do I look like . . . is there another Ibari? Someone who looks like me?”

“Yes,” Nico said with a sigh. “You look like someone else.”

“Someone in Los Angeles?”

“Someone very far away,” Nico said. “I don’t think I can explain it.”

“Can you try?”

“I would, but I don’t think I understand it myself.” Nico was quiet, gazing out at the meadow again. “I hope you find the person you wanted to find,” she said.

“Thanks,” Ari said. “You too. I hope you find Ibari.”

Nico’s pleasant expression didn’t waver, but Ari felt her sadness. “I won’t find Ibari,” she said. “She’s . . .” Nico shook her head.

“She’s what?” Ari asked softly.

“She’s . . . elsewhere,” Nico said. “In a very fundamental way. I’m going to go now.”

Ari stepped back. It seemed to her that Nico wasn’t talking about death but something quite different. Nico closed her window and was gone seconds later, pulling out of the lot. Ari watched her taillights recede before she turned back to the meadow. Was meadow the word for it? She knew the tall grass hid all manner of foulness, discarded beer bottles and random trash. If a person were going to hide a body—which she realized was a morbid line of thinking, but that’s what comes from forced association with murderers—the middle of the meadow wouldn’t be the worst choice. It was a forgotten, neglected place, just an acre or two between a parking lot and an expressway. It wasn’t clear who owned it. And yet it was beautiful sometimes. The wind had picked up, and the grass rippled in the fading light.

There was a burst of gunfire. Ari dropped into the grass at the edge of the meadow and lay flat, listening. It was on the other side of the mall, she thought. Sure enough, two pickup trucks came screeching around the side of the building, full-speed toward the expressway, flying the black-and-yellow flag of one of the Pittsburgh militias. Why had they ventured so far into Ohio? Ari rolled over and lay on her back, looking up at the sky. Small clouds passed slowly against the darkening blue. Another vehicle—no, another two or three vehicles, marked with the Cincinnati United insignia, were chasing the Pittsburgh trucks. She watched the clouds and listened to the gunfight moving away from her.

She had dinner the following evening with her boss. Eduardo Harris had an uncanny talent for invisibility. It took a moment to spot him when she came into the diner. Her gaze slid over him twice before she saw him, sitting against the far wall, reading something on his phone.

“Interesting,” he said, when she told him about her day. She sometimes thought they were friends, but it’s hard to be certain when you’re working for someone. If they were friends, then she had exactly one friend in the world. “You think Gloria has a twin?”

“Maybe. But that’s like a bad B movie, right?”

“I like B movies,” Eduardo said, but he smiled in a way that conceded the point.

Ari went quiet, concentrating on her chicken wings. “It’s the thing with the name,” she said.

“Ibari,” Eduardo said. “Unusual name in this country. I don’t know that I’ve heard it.”

“I know. It’s . . .” But she was afraid of being called crazy, so she didn’t finish the thought.

“We’re talking about a kind of doubling, aren’t we?” Eduardo said. This was something she liked about him, his willingness to put things into words when sometimes she wasn’t. “There’s you, and also apparently someone who looks exactly like you, with the same name. There’s my cousin’s wife, Nico, and also this Gloria person, who looks like her.”

“Yeah. I don’t know if there’s a word for what we’re talking about.”

“There is,” he said, and they were silent, because it was a word that Ari wasn’t ready to say. “You know, Ari, if it were me, I’d probably start running down leads, just to satisfy my own curiosity.”

“Do you have any work for me this week?” She’d done nothing for him in the two weeks before photographing Nico.

“My operation’s shrinking,” he said. “A lot of my people defected to the new militia.”

“The Pittsburgh group?”

He nodded.

“What’s going to happen?” she asked.

“To you? To the region? I don’t know the answer either way.” Eduardo sighed. “I thought Nico might be meeting with them,” he said. “That’s why I had you watch her. But sounds like she’s just eating sandwiches.”

“Yes.”

“Well.” He signalled for the bill. “It’s an exhausting moment to be alive, don’t you think?”

If Nico knew who Gloria was, did Gloria know Nico? That night after dinner Ari let herself into her motel room and switched on the bedside lamp, which cast the room in her favourite kind of light. Apartment rent was cheap here, but she preferred the scale and anonymity of motel rooms. She didn’t like signing leases. She would never have enough money to buy a home. Her belongings fit in the trunk of her car, and she went to some effort to keep it that way.

Her most treasured possession was a record player, which she loved for reasons that extended back into childhood. She had placed it on the room’s small table, and now she carefully selected a record from her crate—Bach’s cello suites, played by Yo-Yo Ma—and settled down with her laptop and a beer. First the soft crackle of static, which she loved, and then the first notes, for which she momentarily closed her eyes. Then she opened her laptop and began looking for Gloria, but quickly came up against an impediment: she absolutely could not remember Gloria’s last name. She’d known it, once, but there had been too many people and too many names since, and the information had been crowded out. After a while the wifi stopped working. She fell asleep a few hours later, lying on top of her bed with an arm draped over her forehead, trying and trying and trying to remember.

Ari woke from a confused dream of prison at three in the morning, sweaty and disoriented. She’d left the record spinning on the player. She lay for a while listening to the crackling static, resting in the sound. She’d always liked these early in-between hours. Ari let her thoughts drift, hoping that Gloria’s last name might come to her, but there was nothing. Who remembers their roommate’s surname, years later? They’d lived together for four months, give or take, before Gloria went to Europe and Ari began her northeasterly drift across a fracturing continent, to come to rest in this territory of big box stores and strip malls and ever-shifting governance. Four months that nonetheless loomed large in memory, because those were the first months out of prison, and in those months the non-prison world held a wonder and sheen that was gone now, however much she might have wished to hold on to it. She filled the kettle in the white glare of the bathroom and began the ritual of instant coffee. She stood gazing at the kettle’s blue light, hoping something would come to her, and then something did: Kareem’s last name had been Fayed. She’d seen it on the MISSING posters. But data was throttled on her phone because she hadn’t paid her bill on time, and the motel wifi was still down.

Ari dressed in her usual uniform—jeans, white button-down shirt, black sneakers, lipstick—and this morning she added a jacket. The motel parking lot glittered with frost when she left the room around seven in the morning.

The walk to the RE/MAX office took her across an expressway, along a back road that led to the service entrance of a massive convention centre that had functioned as a Red Cross regional headquarters for the past three years, through several parking lots, past all of the usual names and places: Chili’s, McDonald’s, Dunkin’ Donuts. She stepped over a drainage ditch behind the doughnut shop and crossed a strip of long grass to the parking lot behind the Walmart. At the back of the parking lot there was a mass of blackberry vines that no one seemed to care about, a thicket of thorns and green. This was her favourite part of the walk. The Cincinnati United mall was just ahead.

No one else was in the office at this hour, so she let herself in and settled in front of a computer. It took her some time to find Kareem. There were so many missing people now, dead or just out of touch with loved ones, and she was unsure of the spelling of his name. But once she found him, she pieced the story together quickly, mostly through his friend James’s social media posts. (“I feel crazy,” James said, in some back corridor of memory, and she locked the door and came to sit beside him on a bed with a pile of jackets.) Kareem had disappeared from a party in Los Angeles in the spring of 2031. He’d never resurfaced, and his body was never found.

It took very little time to find James’s phone number.

“I’m not sure if you’ll remember me,” she said, when they’d gotten names out of the way, “but we met at the party where Kareem disappeared.”

He laughed. “You’re not sure if I’ll remember you? I don’t know what kind of parties you go to, Ari, but that wasn’t the kind of thing I’d normally do.”

“That was memorable,” she said.

“It certainly was. You calling to reminisce? Because I’m here for that, if you are.”

“I’m trying to track down my friend Gloria. She was at that party. Did you know her?”

James was quiet. “Yeah,” he said, in a guarded way.

“She moved to Europe, right?”

“I think Paris. But that was years ago already, who knows where she is now.”

“James, did Gloria have a twin?”

He said nothing, but there was tension in his silence.

“I live in Ohio now,” Ari said. “Outside Cincinnati.”

“I heard the Republic of Ohio’s splintering. North and south republics, or something?”

“Yeah, it seems like it,” Ari said. “It’s definitely less stable now than a year ago. Anyway, I work for a militia.”

“Sounds like a dangerous line of work.”

“It’s more boring than you’d think. It’s a lot of sitting around in cars and hanging out in bars waiting for people. No one really notices me. But the other day I was assigned to photograph a woman, and, well, she looks exactly like Gloria. I mean, exactly the same face.”

“Christ,” James murmured, seemingly to himself.

“It took me a while to see it, because every detail is different. When I knew Gloria she had long dark hair, no glasses, too much makeup. This woman, her hair’s buzzed and bleached, she wears these big glasses, but their faces are exactly the same. A lot of people look alike,” Ari said. “But it’s her voice, her voice is the same too. And even then, okay, that’s weird but not impossible, but she called me Ibari.”

“But you’re Ari, right?”

“Yeah. Ibari’s the name on my birth certificate, but I literally never use it, and the last time a stranger called me Ibari, it was at that party in LA.” There was a sound from outside, gunfire in the far distance. Ari listened but it didn’t come again.

“This woman,” James said, “this other Gloria. She looks the same, but she doesn’t have the scar on her forehead, right?”

“Right,” Ari said. “You know her?”

“No. But I’ve seen her before. I will spend the rest of my life trying to understand what happened at that party,” he said, “but I’m afraid you’ll think I’m some kind of maniac if I try to describe it.”

“I promise I won’t think you’re crazy.”

James sighed. “There was a problem at that party, even before Kareem disappeared. Hours before. There were . . .” He paused, seemingly searching for words. “There were extra people.”

“You mean uninvited guests?”

He laughed in a rough, mirthless way. “You could say that, yeah.”

“Could you please just tell me what you’re talking about?”

“Look, I’m not trying to be mysterious. It’s just, we had a fun time together, but I hardly know you.”

“Okay. My name is Ari Smith. I’m from New York City.”

“Yeah, okay, but I still hardly know you.”

“There was this thing a friend of mine used to say, when she wanted something.”

“Go on.”

“She’d say, ‘Can we trade a story for a story?’ and then she’d tell the other person something they didn’t know, in exchange for information.”

“Interesting,” James said. “I like that.”

“Me too. So let me tell you something I never tell anyone, and then maybe you’ll feel like you know me better. Okay?”

There was a beat of silence on the line. “Okay. Why not. I’m literally just sitting here waiting for my laundry.”

“I had a business selling fake passports in my twenties,” Ari said, “but that’s not why I went to prison.”

“You went to—wait, what? Like, are we talking prison prison? As in actual, literal—?”

“Yes, an actual literal medium-security federal penitentiary, because I committed an actual serious crime.”

“What kind of crime?”

“Will you tell me about the party if I tell you?”

“Sure. Yes.”

“I tried to kill someone,” she said. “I took out a contract on my cousin. He’s fine, by the way. The plan failed.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“Listen, I’m not that person anymore. But now I’m here, in this place, and there’s a person who’s . . . very much like Gloria, but isn’t Gloria, in a way that I don’t understand, and I just . . . James, now you know more about me than anyone except possibly my cousin and my parents, and I don’t even know if any of those people are still alive. Whatever happened at that party, I promise I won’t think you’re crazy.”

James drew a shaky breath. “Okay,” he said, and it seemed to Ari that he was speaking more to himself now. “Okay. There was this girl—there was this woman at the party, Saraya. She arrived not that long after I did, but then a little while later, another Saraya was there too.”

“What do you mean, another Saraya?”

“I’d gone out to get more alcohol when the first guests started arriving, because Kareem was worried we didn’t have enough. When I got back, people were coming in. I took the beer to the kitchen, and then I came out to the living room and he was staring at someone across the room. So I look, and there’s his friend Saraya, by the window, in this beautiful silver dress.”

“Okay. Why was that strange?”

“Because another Saraya had just come in from the kitchen, wearing a pink shirt and shorts. I remember Kareem said something like ‘James, there’s two of them.’ I remember we just stood there for a minute, staring from one to the other, then Kareem went into the kitchen and I followed. I was so freaked out.”

“What happened then?”

“Kareem was dissociating, I think. He didn’t know what to do, so he was just busying himself. He was looking for a bottle opener or something, I remember he was kneeling down looking in a cupboard. Then I saw a woman kneeling next to him. I got a funny feeling, something about the way Kareem was staring at her. I knew something was wrong. He stands up, the woman stands too, and it’s another Gloria.”

“It was Gloria?”

“No, another Gloria. It was a version of Gloria, but with different hair and no scar on her face. The woman you just met, presumably. Then a second later, our friend Gloria comes into the room, and the other Gloria slips out. I went out into the living room, and there was only one Saraya, the Saraya in the silver dress. We were out on the terrace together a little while later, and that’s when the other Saraya appeared again, the woman in the T-shirt and shorts who called you Ibari. We had our little thing in the bedroom, you and I, which by the way I’ve never had that much fun at a party before or since. Later I looked everywhere but the second Saraya was gone, and I could only find one Gloria. Our Gloria. So those two extra women, those two . . . copies, they must’ve slipped out.”

“Do you know what happened to Kareem?”

“No. He left for a while. Just kind of wandered out with a dazed look on his face. He came back a long time later, like over an hour. That whole night I was trying to act normal, and also I felt a little crazy. I felt like I was just on the edge of something, like some kind of great mystery. I don’t mean to sound grandiose.”

“You don’t sound grandiose.”

“You’re kind.”

“Not really,” Ari said truthfully. “I’ve never been an especially kind person.”

“In any event, at a certain point in the evening, I couldn’t find Kareem anymore.”

“And no one ever saw him again,” Ari said. She had a vague memory of having followed Kareem into a kitchen and then seeing that he wasn’t there, but the details were hazy now. Too much had happened since.

“Right. No one ever saw him again.”

“What happened to the other Saraya?”

“Who?”

“The other Saraya. The one who came out on the terrace and called me Ibari.”

“I don’t know. She wandered out of the party and into the city, and I have no idea how that story ends. I’m going to say one more thing about that party, my new friend Ari, and then I’m going to end this call and go scream into a pillow or run circles around the reservoir or something, because thinking about this gives me panic attacks.”

“Okay.” Ari spoke very softly. She was conscious of trying to soothe him over the phone line. She was staring at the bulletin board in front of her face, which featured a number of phone numbers with initials and code names, but she saw nothing. In memory she was back at the party, moving oblivious through crowded rooms: drinking beer, fucking James, dancing, watching Gloria steal a painting, skirting the edges of some incomprehensible mystery that she’d entirely failed to notice at the time.

“I think there’s another place,” James said. “Like maybe a different version of reality, with different versions of us in it.”

“Okay.”

“I told you you’d think I was crazy.”

“I don’t think you’re crazy,” Ari said.

“Why not?”

“My entire life,” Ari said, “I’ve known things that were about to happen.”

“Like premonitions?”

“Like premonitions. So yeah, I don’t think you’re crazy. I think there are things in the universe that can’t be explained.”

“Thank you.” His voice was almost a whisper. “The thing about that party, Ari, is I don’t think the party was just a party. I think the party was also a door. I think it swung one way, and another Gloria and another Saraya entered, and then it swung the other way, and Kareem was gone.”

“James,” Ari said, but the line went dead.

She hung up and sat for a moment in the quiet office, but no one else was there and she felt like a trespasser. Did Eduardo even realize she still had the key? He’d had no work for her in a while. Ari needed groceries, which in those days was an all-day errand. She let thoughts of the party carry her through the tedium of the day. It was hard to find the things she wanted now, given the supply chain disruptions. But the size of the stores hadn’t changed yet, so there were always acres of empty aisles, and then enormous quantities of, say, oranges, because a shipment had broken through the Florida blockade, or in another store there would be no oranges but a small mountain of off-brand breakfast cereal boxes. After several hours she’d managed to gather everything except milk and eggs. In the late afternoon she found oat milk in a gas station convenience store.

“You ever get real milk anymore?” she asked the clerk.

He shrugged. “Milk trucks keep getting robbed at the border.”

She wasn’t sure which border he meant. From which direction had milk arrived, in the more tranquil past? You don’t notice the supply chain till it collapses. “Right,” she said. “You know where I can find eggs?”

“There’s a new chicken guy behind the Exxon,” he said. “’Bout a mile north.”

The chicken guy turned out to be a chicken family, a couple and two dead-eyed teenage boys who’d built a coop behind the gas station and set up a roadside stand that one of the boys guarded with an AR-15. She bought six eggs for a sum of money that immediately made her sick with remorse.

Back at the hotel she took a hot shower, in search of clarity, but none came. When she stepped out of the shower, a silvery house centipede rippled over the wall. She shuddered. Perhaps she should return to the inexplicably named Motel Petersburg, a mile down the expressway. But she liked this place, and it wasn’t like the Petersburg was less likely to have bugs. Thinking about bugs was easier than thinking about the unsettling madness of James’s story, thoughts of a party that functioned like a swing door between worlds. She towelled off and dressed.

The sun was setting, a rosy light coming in through the curtains. She put on her jacket and stepped out into the winter air. The parking lot was quiet, but there was an unmarked black SUV parked nearby. Which militia? Impossible to say. There was a new unease settling over the landscape. She sat for a while, breathing the cold air, until the door next to hers opened and three men came out with black duffel bags. She was careful not to look at them or their vehicle as they left.

“Evening, Ari.” Felix had stepped out behind them, to see them off.

“Hi, Felix.” They’d chatted occasionally, in the year she’d been here.

“I heard Eduardo left town,” Felix said.

She stared at him. “Okay,” she said. “Thanks for telling me. I guess I haven’t seen him in a few days.”

“It’s hard to persist in this kind of environment,” Felix said.

“You have a real gift for understatement.” She delivered it with a smile, and he smiled back.

“Listen, Eduardo said you were reliable,” he said. “I might need some help, if you’re looking to pick up some work.”

Felix told her he had to make a supply run, and he was gone for a week before he reappeared at her doorstep. It had been a week of increasingly inadequate dinners, walking for hours to avoid buying gas, submitting job applications at restaurants and retail outlets. None of the businesses had texted or called her back. Ari wouldn’t have described herself as afraid, exactly, but she was increasingly aware that this version of her life was drawing to a close. Eduardo was gone. New militias were moving into the territory. She knew the logical thing would be to relocate a hundred miles north, where she’d heard rumours of warehouse jobs, but she was interested in Felix’s business—interested in the unmistakable whiff of criminality, if she were to be honest with herself—and she wanted to give him just a few more days.

When he knocked on the door that night, it felt like deliverance. “I have a client coming by in a half-hour,” he said. “If you’d like to come in and observe.”

“I would love to,” she said, and a half-hour later she was in his room, which looked identical to hers except for the locked cases chained together behind a makeshift curtain.

His clients were a silent man in his fifties or sixties and a boy who looked to be about fifteen. The boy did the talking. He had a way of speaking that was difficult to follow at first, words that came out in little machine-gun bursts with long pauses between them. The kids were all a little messed up in those days, but so was everyone. The man was mostly silent. The boy wanted six semiautomatics and five handguns, but the man shook his head. The man was the money. They left with three semiautomatics and two handguns. The boy was flushed and wouldn’t meet anyone’s eyes. The next clients were different: four large men in red bandannas, whose eyes flickered over Ari without interest before they turned to the goods. The men lingered for longer than necessary, talking about guns and the territory. They wanted more guns than Felix had on hand and were irritated when he said they’d have to come back tomorrow, but they acquiesced and sloped out with half their order.

Ari was woken twice that night by gunfire and once by an eerie wail of militia sirens, a convoy passing by on the expressway. She woke for a third and final time around five a.m. and lay without moving for a while, sleep-deprived in a way that made her face feel bruised. Thinking of Felix in the next room, his business and his clientele. For a long time now, possibly her entire life, she’d been training herself to recognize endings, and she had a sense that morning of having slipped into a new life.

That afternoon Ari drove back to the mall where Nico worked, and waited in the parking lot by the overgrown meadow. There was movement in the far distance, a man working at something over by the expressway, and when she got out of her car she saw that he was digging. There was no real reason to think he was digging a grave, she told herself, but the thought wouldn’t leave her.

“You again,” Nico said. She’d emerged from the building with a sandwich wrapped in paper.

“Me again. The person who disappointed you by not being Ibari.”

Nico shrugged. “Hardly your fault.” To Ari’s surprise, she came to stand nearby. “I meant to ask,” Nico said, “is Gloria still in LA?”

“She moved to Europe a few years back,” Ari said. “Her kid must be school-age by now.” She was looking out at the meadow, at the digging man, and didn’t immediately notice that Nico was staring at her.

“Her kid?” Nico’s voice was a whisper.

“She was pregnant when she left California.” Ari had hoped that Nico might tell her something—anything!—in response to this indiscretion, a fact for a fact, but instead Nico began to cry.

“You don’t remember where in Europe?” Nico’s voice was choked.

“Paris.” Ari sensed an opening. “Nico,” she said, “were you at Kareem’s party in Los Angeles?”

“Yes,” Nico said.

“You were the woman in the kitchen,” Ari said, testing James’s story. “Kneeling by the cupboard, beside Kareem.”

“Yeah. I remember that. I’d thought I knew him, but he wasn’t . . . he’s not the person I thought he was.”

“The same way I turned out not to be Ibari.”

“Yes, exactly.”

“Do you know what happened to him?” Ari asked. “To Kareem?”

“What do you mean?” Nico asked.

Ari hadn’t actually known Kareem at all—he’d been a momentary presence, flickering into her life for the length of a party and no longer—but still, it was a terrible weight to have to tell someone. “He disappeared,” she said. “He was at that party, and then no one ever saw him again.”

“He must have gone the other way,” Nico said.

“What?”

But Nico was staring out over the meadow, and Ari realized she was talking to herself. “You said Gloria was pregnant,” Nico said then. “Who was the other parent?”

“The father was Kareem,” Ari said, “but like I said, he disappeared at the party.”

“Thank you for telling me,” Nico said, and left Ari there in the parking lot.

In the far distance, the digging man was leaving too, a small figure receding toward a car parked on the shoulder of the expressway, carrying his shovel over his shoulder. Ari was alone in the scene, in the end-of-day light. There were things she knew, although it was difficult to say whether they were obvious things that anyone might have known just then. She knew Nico had lost a child, or children. She knew the man in the distance had been digging a grave.

Ari was back in Felix’s motel room that night, and the night after that. She realized that the customers wanted to talk, and that was the key that unlocked the business. They began offering the customers a drink, a cigarette, bowls of chips. The customers relaxed a little, spent more money. The motel room became a lounge. There were long nights with the militias, the air dense with cigarette smoke. She learned their language and their fears. Protect the homeland, they said, and they understood the homeland to be Ohio, or at least most of Ohio, sectors having been lost to the Pittsburgh militias and to two cities that wanted to become city-states. Some of them felt this was just as well. Cultural differences was another line she heard often in the haze, delivered in a sarcastic tone but meant sincerely. Ghost strikes, they said, which was shorthand for the way they operated. They rose up in insurgency and then melted back into the crowd before the remnants of the US military arrived.

There was a morning when Ari woke with a sense of imminent departure. She lay in the bed for a long time before she got up, trying to understand why she was leaving, but came to no conclusions. She was alert through the day for signs and portents, but felt only a series of certainties: this is the last shower I’ll take in this bathroom, this is the last time I’ll pull these jeans from this drawer, this is the last time I’ll brush my hair with this hairbrush. She couldn’t account for it, but had suffered these certainties often enough in her life to accept them as facts.

In the late afternoon she drove down the expressway a few miles, toward the store where Nico worked. There were fewer cars on the road than there had been. Gas was so expensive now that motorists often drove to within a mile or two of their destination and then walked. Everyone had locks on their gas caps. The demand for bicycles far outpaced the supply.

Ari had some time, so she parked a mile from the mall and walked from there, in a route that brought her eventually to the far side of the derelict meadow between expressway and mall parking lot. She could see Nico’s car parked up there in the distance. She was tempted to cut across the meadow, but she didn’t want to know what was hidden in that grass, so she walked all the way around and by the time she reached the parking lot Nico was already in her car, eating her dinner sandwich. Ari waved as she walked in front of the windshield—Nico stared at her, frozen, sandwich in mouth. Ari was very tired, less from the walk than from the certainty that her life was about to change again. She wished she could rest. She sat on a cement block with her back to the parking lot, and waited until Nico came to sit beside her.

“There’s something I remembered from the party,” Ari said. “I wanted to tell you, in case I don’t see you again.”

“Are you leaving?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. There was a woman at the party,” Ari said. “She seemed confused, and then I saw her on the street later, and she asked what city she was in.”

Nico frowned. “Do you remember her name?”

“Sarah. No, something like Sarah. I feel like I’m getting her name wrong. The reason I thought of this is, she called me Ibari too.”

“Saraya,” Nico said flatly. “She came through too, but she didn’t really make it.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean I last saw her in a psych ward in LA,” Nico said. “She wasn’t able to adjust.”

“Nico,” Ari said, “was the party also some kind of door?”

“It’s complicated,” Nico said. “I don’t understand it, so I can’t even try to explain.” A long silence passed while Ari tried to think of how to get Nico to tell her more, because whatever had happened at that party was beginning to seem like the strangest thing Ari had encountered in her entire life. She gave up after a while, and opted for a different line of questioning:

“Why did you come to Ohio?”

“I met my husband in LA,” Nico said. “He wanted to move back to the Midwest, and Ohio was cheap and not that dangerous.”

“Can I ask you something about Ibari?” This other me. It seemed a fair transaction, for what she’d just told Nico.

“What about her?”

“Is she from New York?”

“Yes.”

“Did she ever know when things were going to happen?”

“Sometimes,” Nico said. “Just little things.”

“Like what?”

“Like we’d be going out, and she’d say, ‘I feel like I’m going to need a pair of scissors later,’ and I’d dissuade her from putting scissors in her handbag, because that’s insane, but then later in the day there’d somehow be some kind of unforeseen circumstance where we actually did need scissors.”

“She was like that her whole life?” Ari was distracted by trying to imagine what a scissors emergency might look like.

“I think so. As long as I knew her.”

“Where did you meet her?”

“Why do you want to know?” Nico asked.

“Can you blame me for being curious? She’s another me, isn’t she?”

“I don’t know,” Nico said, and it seemed to Ari that she was making a considerable effort to hide her despair. “I don’t know how much like you she actually is. I don’t know how similar I am to Gloria.”

“I don’t know either,” Ari said. “It’s been too long since I’ve seen Gloria, and I don’t know you well enough to say.”

A breeze rippled across the long grass in the quiet.

“We met at university,” Nico said. “She was doing a master’s degree and I was in undergrad, and we were always studying in the library at the same time, then one day we got lunch together and became friends.”

“I didn’t go to college.”

“You didn’t?” Nico seemed genuinely startled.

“I had some business opportunities,” Ari said, but she couldn’t meet Nico’s eyes, because actually what she’d had was corruption. She’d discovered in the tenth grade that she could make a lot of money buying and selling luxury goods with stolen credit card numbers, after which it was difficult to seriously entertain the idea of either a straight job or college.

“Ibari held two master’s degrees,” Nico said.

“Then I guess we aren’t much alike.” Ari had a sense of another, unimaginable life passing by in the near distance, like a ship with no lights.

“I don’t know.” Nico was looking at Ari, and there was such sadness in her. “You might be more like her than you think. The last time I saw her, she’d just been promoted to detective.”

“She was police?”

“Something like that.”

Nico fell silent, lost somewhere distant.

“Who was Ibari to you?” Ari asked.

“She was someone I trusted,” Nico said. “She was my closest friend.”

Was Nico her friend? Friendship was a puzzle to Ari and always had been. That night a group of buyers came to the motel room with a girl Ari had never seen before. The girl was about nineteen, quiet and polite, dressed all in black with a feather in her hair. They were all regular customers, except for the girl. “She’s cool,” the others said, offhandedly, but their tone was too casual, the girl too watchful, and Ari felt death moving through the room. The girl and Ari spent hours engaged in a kind of dance: Ari offered the girl drinks, and the girl sipped just enough to make it look like she was drinking but not enough to get drunk. The last customers left at four in the morning, all of them drunk except the girl, who was only pretending. Felix was yawning as he closed the door. “Why are you brewing more coffee?” he asked.

“Because we’re not sleeping tonight,” Ari said, and they were gone in under forty minutes, in Felix’s van, the vehicle packed to the ceiling with guns and ammunition.

“But how did you know she was casing the room?” Felix asked, for what must have been the fifth time. They were on the expressway by then, his face lit by passing lights.

“I just know things sometimes, Felix.”

He seemed to accept this. It was a time in which almost anything seemed possible. The van had false plates because no one was checking plates by then. Ari wore big glasses and they both wore wigs. They joined a flow of displaced people moving south and west.
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Traffic was slow until after the first checkpoint. It was a more elaborate checkpoint than Ari had seen in a while. Young men and women with bandannas over their faces and mismatched guns peered into the car and shone lights in Ari’s and Felix’s faces for an agonizingly long time before they were allowed to drive away. It wasn’t clear who the people at the checkpoint were looking for, but they waved half the cars into a Target parking lot where makeshift cages had been set up in the darkness. Ari breathed very slowly as she drove past. She preferred driving cars to vans, and the armaments behind Ari’s and Felix’s seats were not particularly well disguised. In the parking lot there were more militia fighters than Ari had ever seen in one place, shadows moving between the cars. Her window was open, and there was a trace of chemical smoke in the cold air.

“That’s going to explode any moment,” Felix said, talking about the parking lot.

“Don’t look,” Ari said. “It doesn’t concern us.”

“You think it was random? The cars they pulled?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.” The checkpoint felt like a border, but it wasn’t a border that existed on any map, just some new demarcation between shifting territories. Ari drove at a medium speed. Hands at ten and two, nothing to see here, trying to be invisible. Just another displaced couple travelling with our worldly belongings, she thought, calm because we’ve done nothing wrong, absolutely not carrying a small fortune’s worth of weaponry, and she hoped the thought reflected on her face, in her demeanour, in the speed at which she drove. They were headed for a northern district of Phoenix, where Felix had a friend.

They took turns driving through days and nights of checkpoints and expressways, overlapping with the migration patterns of the people around them. Sometimes everyone seemed to be driving in the opposite direction, suitcases and mattresses and bins strapped to the tops of cars, then they’d pass through an eerily empty area where the only people they saw were hitchhikers in a line down both sides of the expressway, everyone trying to get out, and then after some interminable stretch everyone was travelling with them, so they were absorbed into a convoy that seemed miles long. Ari liked the anonymity of driving in a crowd. Somewhere in the middle of Oklahoma the skeletal trees of the Midwest disappeared and the land became perfectly flat. They pulled over at a former rest stop where someone had rigged a makeshift shower, where they paid $10 each for five minutes of lukewarm water. Afterward, Ari felt shockingly clean. She found Felix talking with another driver.

“He says to avoid Tulsa,” Felix said, when they were back in the van. “Apparently it’s a death trap.”

“I’m in favour of avoiding death traps,” Ari said. Avoiding Tulsa took them a day out of their way. There were few signs of life on the periphery of the city, just abandoned farms and abandoned businesses, fast-food places with broken signs and smashed windows. There were wind farms out here, turbines spinning silently in the dark, then the plains subsided to desert, to plateaus and sandy buttes. The expressway was full but few people seemed to live out here. There were places where stopping felt like death and other places where stopping seemed reasonable. The dirt was orange now, and the air was warmer. As they neared Phoenix, checkpoints started appearing more often. In the distance there were massive tracts of housing, patrolled by armed guards. “Keep moving,” the men at the checkpoints told them, “keep moving, you’re not welcome here, you cannot stop.”

They arrived at two in the morning in a territory of big box stores and strip malls, and found Felix’s friend and his wife waiting for them at the designated meeting point—the parking lot of an office supply store—with bottled water that tasted like plastic.

“Felix Washington,” Drew said, and performed an elaborate handshake/pull-in/half-hug choreography that Ari had only ever seen between men. Drew had a body like a wire and dark hair that flopped over one eye.

“Drew,” Felix said. “And you must be Cali.”

Cali was Drew’s new wife, a small woman who wore her hair spiked short and dyed the colour of a pomegranate, eyes a little wild in a way that made Ari nervous.

“You didn’t have to get up at this hour, Cali,” Felix said, apologetic.

“We never leave each other’s side,” Cali said, “and that way we can’t lose each other.”

“Do people live here?” Ari was looking at the office supply store. The doors were open, and people were passing in and out, but the lighting was strange. It wasn’t the glaring overhead lighting she remembered from the big box stores of the past, in other places. It was bright little lights strung up inside, Christmas lights disappearing down the aisles.

“Staplestown,” Drew said. “We’ve lived here for a year. It’s not a bad place.”

“Busy for this hour, isn’t it?” A family was coming out, with children, headed for a taco stand near the doors. One of the children, a little girl, turned a quick cartwheel on her way to the tacos.

“It’s too hot during the day in summer,” Cali said. “It’s dangerous. If that kid did that cartwheel in daylight, in August, she’d have third-degree burns on both hands. So a lot of people sleep all day and stay up all night in summer here, and then some never switch back when the seasons change.”

“Stay here long enough, you’ll turn into a night creature,” Drew said.

Drew knew the owner of a motel nearby. He called ahead, then they drove a few more minutes and Ari and Felix unloaded the merchandise while Drew and Cali talked to the owner, and a short time later Ari found herself sitting in the new motel room with a sense of déjà vu. Days of travel to come to a place almost identical to the place she’d left. Only the details varied. There was a generic painting of a meadow hanging above the bed. She’d brought her record player from the old place, and she set it up carefully on a fake-wood dresser.

Felix was lying on one of the beds, too tired for sleep.

“Do you mind music?” she asked.

“Please,” he said. “I wondered what you listened to on that.”

She put on the Bach cello suites again, for continuity.

“We did it,” Felix said quietly. “We made it.”

“Made it to where? I don’t mean to be negative.” Ari went to the window. The parking lot seemed benign to her. There were vendors set up nearby, two groups of teenagers selling groceries and odds and ends, bright packages that might have been headphones and socks. There were flickers of light in the hills across the expressway. A firefight, she realized, too distant for sound. “Isn’t this almost identical to the place we just left?”

“Yeah, but no one from Ohio knows where we are. I trust Drew,” Felix said. “We can do business here. Listen, what happened back in Ohio, whatever that was, it wasn’t personal. They just wanted the merchandise.”

“I guess it’s almost never personal,” Ari said, but the thought was exhausting. It isn’t personal because it’s chaos. She wished she could return to Los Angeles, but when she thought of those months after prison when she lived in Echo Park, the time of trees exploding into purple blossoms and the party at Kareem’s place, it was like remembering a lost world. What she’d liked about talking with Nico, she realized, back in Ohio, was that Nico made her time in Los Angeles feel real. They’d been to the same party, and that wasn’t much but it was something. If you don’t have a witness, your past starts to feel fictional.

“Maybe you should sleep,” Felix said.

“I could try.” Sleep felt far away, but nevertheless she lay on the other bed, staring at the ceiling. Thinking of Nico, whom now she would probably never see again, which led to thoughts of the party, of James. When she turned her head, Felix was looking at her. “Come here,” she said.

Business was good in the outer suburbs, because Phoenix was trying to become a city-state and the boundaries were unclear. They think their wealth gives them the right to the Colorado River, the customers said, and bought weaponry to carry to the downtown core. There was a dance party every night in front of the mall across the street, dancers backlit against bonfires and battery strobe lights, an atmosphere of desperate joy. By now Felix and Ari were low on stock. Felix needed to meet his contact who brought the weapons in by sea, which meant driving to the Port of Houston.

“I’d invite you to come with me,” Felix said, “but I’m afraid you might die.”

Ari was moved by this. “You’ll be safer if I’m with you,” she said. There were traces of chivalry among some of the militias. She felt the van was marginally less likely to get shot up at a checkpoint if there were a woman in the front seat. They moved through a day and a black night streaked with checkpoints, Felix driving, Ari in the passenger seat, and she wore a dress, makeup, a voluminous wig. They were travelling to see her sister who was having a baby, she told the teenagers at the checkpoints, who shrugged—they didn’t care—and asked for money or clean water. It took eleven hundred dollars in bribes to get to the Port of Houston, where they waited for six hours in a parking lot with the skeleton silhouettes of shipping cranes black against the sky. They waited through the blazing afternoon and into a tropical evening, the air hot and still, scents of saltwater brine and diesel drifting in from the gulf. A great white bird passed overhead, something like a heron but pale in the fading light.

“He isn’t coming,” she said finally, stating the obvious. Felix sighed. He knew. There was gunfire in the near distance, scaring a flock of seagulls that wheeled through the sky. They were quiet for a while, listening, but the sound didn’t come again.

“There’s a secondary location,” he said. “We’ve literally never used it.”

They got back in the van and drove away from the port, into a neighbourhood of decrepit little houses separated by high chain-link fences and razor wire. Muscular dogs stared from dead-grass yards. The sight made Ari tired. It was getting on toward eight in the evening and there was no one else on the street, no people or cars. She knew something dangerous was going to happen soon. She wished she were somewhere quiet and safe.

“This seems like a bad place,” Felix said. Ari was driving, and he was twisting his baseball cap in his lap.

“I agree,” she said. They kept the radio off and the windows cracked, listening, then the world turned white. She was blinded. Someone on the road ahead was shining a powerful light directly into her face.

“Turn left,” Felix said, a thin note of hysteria in his voice, “turn left now,” and she did it although she couldn’t see anything, driving blind, holding a hand up to shield her face against the glare. They were on a street identical to the one they’d just left—small houses, chain-link fences, sad menacing dogs—and she was still dazzled, her vision blanked out by a green afterimage, but she saw lights ahead, some demarcation between neighbourhoods, and sped forward with the thought of sanctuary. There were a couple of shots fired behind them, but no pursuit.

“That seemed a little half-hearted,” she said, talking about the gunshots, but Felix’s breath was shallow, his face beaded with sweat.

“The checkpoints around here are dangerous,” he said.

“This whole country’s dangerous.” But Ari realized as she spoke that she didn’t know which country she meant. Texas had declared itself an independent republic years ago, but the territory between cities was mostly contested. The lights turned out to be a strip mall and a gas station, facing one another, with a tent city in the gas station parking lot. The tent city didn’t read as dangerous to her, or at least no more dangerous than anywhere else. A group of people were singing and playing guitars around a campfire. No reason to believe their lives were easier than hers, but there was joy there and she wished she could join them.

“Where are we going?” Ari asked.

“Just ahead. Make a right at the lights.”

Ari felt a flicker of unease as she made the right turn. She was moving toward death. Something lay in wait.

“We’re going behind that Denny’s,” Felix said.

She pulled up behind the Denny’s, where there was another tent city. There was a certain beauty to it. Some of the structures had clearly been here for some time—it was half tent city, half shantytown—and strings of lights lit makeshift alleyways between them. There were no visible weapons, and no one was obviously watching them, but Ari was deeply afraid.

“Felix,” she said.

He’d been just about to get out of the van, but he stopped and turned to her, startled by her tone.

“Felix, I think we should leave now.” It was very important that he not get out of the van.

“Okay,” he said, confused. “Why? You see something I don’t?”

“We’re going to die if we stay here,” she said.

“Yeah, okay, but I want to—”

Death was drifting toward them like mist, and she needed him to be aware of it too, because—the realization made her draw in her breath involuntarily—she cared about him. He was staring through the windshield into the shantytown, concerned but also impatient with her, and she realized he was trying very hard not to hear what she was saying.

“Felix,” she said. She touched his shoulder, and he softened a little as he turned to her.

“It’s always dangerous, Ari.”

A knock at the window interrupted her. A child stood there, a girl of about eight with a look of wild hunger. Her hair was matted around her face.

“Message from Gopher,” the girl said flatly, when Ari opened the window.

“That’s my contact,” Felix muttered beside her. “Something’s wrong.”

“A message for me?” Ari asked the girl, but the girl was gone, she’d already dropped a folded piece of paper onto Ari’s lap and was running away into the shadows and firelight. Felix reached for the note as Ari pulled out of the parking lot, and it was an interesting data point that he didn’t ask her what she was doing or ask her to go back. He was staring at the piece of paper as she pulled out onto the expressway, following a route she’d mapped out earlier that day. Houston was under the full control of the Republic of Texas and had a functional airport.

“How did that kid know who we were?” Ari asked finally.

“My contact had the plate numbers,” Felix said. “He must’ve posted a kid to watch arriving cars.”

“Are you going to tell me what the note says?”

He handed it to her, and she glanced at it as she drove. One word: RUN.

“Run,” Felix said. He sighed. “Run where?”
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I would like to dive off a cliff into the sea in a warm country. I’d like to swim to shore, climb up on the rocks—I used to scrape my knees in this manoeuvre, which necessitated long cocktail dresses later on in the evening—and then lie in the sunlight until my thoughts dissolve like salt in water, before travelling inland in an open-top car. I would like to meet my lover in a café with a terrace, maybe with a view of hills receding blue into the distance and beyond that the sea. I think we’re talking about Italy here, or actually a conflation of Italy, Greece, and France. Actually I haven’t been talking at all, I’ve been drinking scotch in my apartment in the 7th arrondissement and staring at a painting of a person diving into the sea while the young man who’s come to see me drones on about Post-Collapse Formalism. He seems harmless enough, but perhaps we could all agree that there is a difference between being in love with paintings and being in love with talking about paintings, or more to the point being in love with being lectured to about paintings by a person about a third my age, which seems to be the situation here.

My guest’s name is Sebastian. I think he’s in his early twenties, a reasonably good-looking individual with glasses and a nervous manner. He’s ostensibly a student of art history who’d like to write about a painting in my collection for his dissertation, but I’ve been aware for some time that he’s a liar. This is our first meeting. I gaze intently at him, but turn down the volume on his words, which is a trick I learned by necessity some years ago, in an era when my late wife and I were spending too much time at dinner parties. I visualize a still pool and let his ripples play across the surface. I observe, and then it comes to me. I set my glass down so abruptly that he stops talking.

“You know what would be interesting,” I say.

“What?” He looks a little alarmed.

“It would be interesting if this whole dissertation story were just a cover and in actuality you turned out to be an art thief.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” he says, but a furtive tone has crept into his voice.

Oh, dear boy, I almost say, but I pull back at the last minute. A decade ago—in my late fifties—I was in the habit of referring to young men as boys, but it’s never too late to rid oneself of bad habits. “Sebastian,” I tell him, “please don’t be offended, it’s just that I’ve met several of you, over the years.”

He’s looking around for his umbrella.

“Please don’t leave,” I say. “You’re the most interesting visitor I’ve had in some time.”

“Well, thank you,” he says, trying his best to sound offended, “but I’m not a thief, Ms. Soriano.”

“Okay,” I say, in my brightest tone. “I’m sorry, I interrupted you. Please, go on.”

“What was I saying?”

“Something about Post-Collapse Formalism.”

“Oh. Right.” He’s playing with his glass, rotating it on the table. “I had a health scare, a couple years ago. Have you ever had an MRI?”

“Several. It’s like lying in a coffin, isn’t it?”

“Exactly.” He looks up. “Something about the distance from your body to the walls of the tube, right? Those dimensions are very coffinlike. Anyway, I found it awful, but in a manageable way. I stayed calm. After a while I got used to it, and I’d asked for classical music, so as time passed it became peaceful. I just listened to the music, and to the voices of technicians, and the clicking noises that the machine made. And then afterward, I stepped out of the clinic, and stopped just outside the door. I found myself completely mesmerized by the trees across the street.”

“Was there something unusual about them?” This section of the apartment has expansive skylights, installed illegally and at great expense by the apartment’s previous owner, and I’ve been aware for some time of the sky darkening. It’s beginning to rain, a soft percussion over our heads.

“I had a feeling of sensory overload.” He sips his drink. “After the tube, which was extremely featureless, the ordinary details of the world were overwhelming to me. I was caught up by the details of branches, colours, the way the leaves moved in the wind. It was almost too much. I just stood there for a while, staring. I think of Post-Collapse Formalism as that, but in reverse.”

“In reverse.”

“Yes.”

“Tortured analogy,” I say after a moment.

“I’m saying that if a person had too much in the way of sensory overload, you might want to retreat to the equivalent of the MRI tube.” He’s a little flushed.

“Okay.”

“I was born in the thirties,” he says, “so obviously I don’t really remember the collapse years. But there was this prolonged period of unrest, to hear my mother speak of it, and then afterward, this longing for order and stillness. Does that sound right?”

“Yeah,” I say, “I’d agree with that.” But I’m watching him very closely now, because prolonged period of unrest is a quote from the Post-Collapse Formalism Wikipedia page.

There’s movement on the periphery of the room: Pilar, my housekeeper/assistant/French tutor/manager-of-my-entire-life, coming in to switch on the lamps. She’s lived in this apartment with me for twelve or so years, in a little suite off the library, and she keeps the whole operation going. There are no overhead lights in this part of the apartment, but there are lamps everywhere, on all the surfaces. It’s raining harder now, and light slides down the skylight glass. Pilar switches on the lamp at the table by my side, and the painting I was looking at earlier—Swan Dive, by Lucas Alkaitis, a wash of deep blue with feet disappearing into the waves—is altered. Warm light works strangely on the blue, turns it into a dark sea filled with menace. When I observe the painting by lamplight, I fear for the diver.

“Pilar,” I say, “might we have some espresso?”

“I think if I drink espresso at this hour, I’ll be up all night,” Sebastian ventures.

“I don’t like to sleep.” I lean forward, confidingly. “Can we play a game? Just a kind of thought experiment.”

“Okay.”

“What if we said, just for the sake of argument, that you were an art thief.”

“I’m not—”

I give him my warmest, most harmless smile. “Do you know what ‘for the sake of argument’ means?”

He settles back, arms crossed.

“The truth is,” I continue, “I’ve been appallingly bored.”

“Really?” But he’s being kind. My life is objectively boring, and he can probably perceive that even after only knowing me for an hour. My beloved wife has been dead for two years, and after the first year my grief distilled into a deep stillness that has, over the passage of months, solidified into a set of unchanging routines. I drift about in my beautiful apartment. I go to my favourite café and watch the passersby or chat with friends while I eat pastries. I go to the opera, not because I like opera—I don’t—but because several of my most interesting friends love the opera, and I love chatting with them in the splendour of the lobby. I sense danger in isolation, and when I’m there I feel closer to Eddie, who went whenever possible. I still pay for her seat, because I cannot bear the thought of a stranger sitting there, and when I’m mingling with friends in the lobby I like to imagine that she’s just gone to the ladies’ room, or stepped away to speak with someone, and that she might at any moment materialize from the crowd, smiling in one of her oversized suits. The shiny black oxfords she liked to wear to the opera are lined up neatly by my apartment door. Pilar dusts the shoes and says nothing.

In the mornings I go for walks in parks, very delicately, because some years ago I was caught in an explosion that shattered my left leg. I like sitting by carousels and watching children glide by on wooden horses, shouting out triumphant reports to their parents as they capture brass rings—“J’en ai cinq!”—and I like the pool where more serious children and their parents float small sailboats. I like observing the procession of dogs with their stylish owners. Hey, buddy, I say quietly, to the dogs who come closest, and this is the only scenario in which I use English in my day-to-day life. I like spaces in the world where there’s sound and movement, other people, because in those spaces I feel the irrational possibility that my wife might momentarily appear.

After the park I return to my apartment and read books, watch films, stare at paintings, and sometimes—but not very often now, because I’m out of wall space—buy other paintings. I’m known for my collection of Post-Collapse Formalist art, and to a lesser extent for my paintings from New York City in the late 1950s and early 1960s.

There’s a great deal to recommend this life, and it’s certainly a wildly better life than I would’ve imagined for myself, say, twenty years or so ago, when I was imprisoned in what was then the United States. But it is not, shall we say, exciting. Just in these last few months I’ve begun to wonder if a peaceful life is maybe ever-so-slightly overrated, though that thought pierces me with guilt. Sebastian is staring at me, and I realize I’ve been gazing up at the rain slipping down the skylight. My thoughts take longer now than they did before my wife died, or perhaps it’s just that it takes me longer to come back from them.

“You were saying,” he says gently.

“Right, yes. Here’s the question, my friend. If you were an art thief, which I’m not saying you are, what painting would you steal?”

He smiles. “Okay.” He’s looking around the room, playing along. “That one,” he says finally. He’s pointing at a small painting called Olivia on Yellow Sofa. And it’s exquisite, I’ll grant him that. It’s a head-and-shoulders portrait of a beautiful, pensive young woman. But I was watching him closely just now, and I saw the way he considered all of the paintings except one. The one he carefully didn’t look at hangs on the wall to his right. He means to steal Swan Dive.

“That’s an excellent choice,” I say. “Olivia on Yellow Sofa. A portrait of the artist Olivia Collins. Exact date unknown, but it would’ve been sometime around 1960.”

“Painted by whom?”

“That I do know. Lucas Alkaitis.” How strange it is to speak normally with this person, to carry on a conversation, when he wishes to steal the object I love most in the world. Swan Dive means more to me than the entire rest of the collection taken together.

“The colours are striking,” he murmurs, returning to his drink. “Do you think we . . . could we take a tour of your other paintings?”

“Of course,” I say, and rise carefully from my chair. Sebastian passes me my cane.

“Would you like to hear something extraordinary?” Sebastian offers an elbow, and we walk, very slowly, into the adjoining room, which is also a sort of parlour. My apartment was formerly four separate apartments, which I bought one at a time from my neighbours or their heirs. The first time I brought Eddie here, she wandered from room to room and made a joke about a labyrinth.

“I would.”

“We’ve actually met before.”

“Really? When?”

“When I was a boy,” he says, with a smile, “you knew my mother.”

“I’ve met too many people. I don’t mean to be rude.”

“Not at all. You knew my mother in Los Angeles,” he says. This room, too, is filled with paintings, but he doesn’t stop; he’s leading me through to the gallery that follows. This gallery is also a kitchen, and the air is heavy with the fragrance of Pilar’s signature chicken/lemon/artichoke soup. She’s at the stove, stirring a very large pot and listening to a podcast, a low murmur of voices.

The memory still isn’t coming to me. Who did I know in Los Angeles who had a child?

“I’m trying to remember a friend in Los Angeles with a child,” I say finally.

“We didn’t meet there,” he says. “We met in France.”

We’ve passed through the kitchen now, into the room on the other side. It’s a corridor lined with books. There’s a figure at the far end, in the shadows, but I know not to comment on this. It’s the ghost of my first husband, Felix. He comes here sometimes in the evenings. I sink into a pink velvet armchair.

“Is there a restroom I could use?” Sebastian asks.

“Of course. Just off the kitchen.”

“I’ll be right back,” he says, and vanishes.

“We met in France,” I say softly, to myself, trying to summon the memory. “And I knew your mother in Los Angeles.”

And then it comes back to me, and I close my eyes to inhabit the memory more fully. It was back in the late ’30s. I had been in Paris for no more than two or three years, and felt that I was doing fairly well in the city, all things considered, with “all things” being shorthand for the death of my first husband, the condition of having lost a country, generalized societal collapse, etc.

In the spring of 2039 I was married to my second husband, Bill; I was studying French six days per week and accumulating a collection of interesting friends, mostly refugees. Bill was wealthy and I had some money of my own, ill-gotten means from the sale of weapons in the former United States. I was trying to be a new person on a new continent and aware of the absurdity of this, because moving through a different language in a different city with a different person in no way negated the reality that Bill was absolutely as sketchy as Felix had been, possibly more so. The exact parameters of Bill’s business were never clear to me, and I took pains to keep it that way, but I wasn’t an idiot. I knew I’d chosen criminality, yet again. I was thinking a lot about corruption. And then one morning I was out for a walk, and my phone rang, and it was Gloria, my former roommate from Los Angeles.

She spoke all in a rush. She’d heard in some roundabout fashion that I was here in Paris and that I sometimes bought paintings from New York City in the 1950s and 1960s, and she happened to own one she wanted to sell. She didn’t tell me she needed money, or that she knew I had somehow acquired money, but those facts were deep in the wiring of the conversation. Anyway, would I like to come see the painting sometime soon? We set a time for the following Saturday.

Gloria’s apartment building was unremarkable, one of those newer structures scattered here and there throughout Vincennes. The interior was a little shabby, last remodelled in the previous century. But when she opened the door, I was struck by her elegance. I don’t know what I’d expected: a harried single mother, a screaming child, squalor and disarray. But Gloria was impeccable. Dark jeans, an oversized white shirt, good lipstick, hair pulled back in an appealingly messy chignon. Parisian, in other words, according to the style of that particular moment. She had acquired an ageless quality that I didn’t appreciate.

“Ari,” she said. She was doing the same thing I was doing, her eyes flickering over my face, hair, clothing, shoes, making a thousand tiny appraisals. I saw the way I confused her. The last time we’d seen one another, I’d been a restaurant dishwasher with secondhand clothes and a bad haircut. Now everything I wore was more expensive than everything she wore, and my hair had cost more than I’d used to spend on rent. Money is disorienting. Finally she regained some semblance of decorum and said, “It’s good to see you again.”

“You too, Gloria. It’s been a long time.”

The apartment wasn’t immaculate, but almost. The trick to this order, I saw, was that she didn’t have very many things. Two identical sofas and a rocking chair, and on one of the sofas, a boy of maybe seven or nine—determining the ages of children has never been among my strengths—watching something on a tablet, blue light flickering over his face. He was wearing enormous red headphones. He didn’t look up.

“You were pregnant when you left LA,” I said.

She smiled. “Can you see his father in him?”

But all these years later, I couldn’t quite picture Kareem’s face. What I remembered was more the fact of Kareem than the man himself. I remembered charisma, kindness, a green silk shirt.

“I’m not sure,” I said. “It’s been so long.”

“Hasn’t it,” she said, in a dry tone that wasn’t easy to parse. “Here, let me show you the painting . . .”

The painting was propped against the wall, halfway wrapped in what looked like an old tablecloth. I went to kneel before it, and carefully pulled down the cloth.

“It’s called Swan Dive,” she said.

“I’ve seen this before.” I have a better memory for art than for people, which concerns me sometimes if I allow myself to dwell on it.

“Good memory. You were there when I took it from Kareem’s apartment.”

“Of course.” I remembered the moment now, so distant that it was like remembering a scene from a play: Gloria standing before the painting at the end of the party, Gloria lifting the painting down from the wall. And then another moment just after, one I’d tried not to think about because its strangeness unsettled me, when just for a second I’d seen that painting lying in the middle of Kareem’s kitchen floor.

“He told me I could have the painting because he knew I loved it, and I had this idea that I’d hold on to it, but, well, can I be honest here?”

“Of course.”

“I had an unexpected expense this year, and I need money more than I need to look at that painting,” she said. “If you don’t need a painting, I don’t think you should devote the wall space to it.”

“I’ve never thought of it in those terms,” I said, “but I don’t disagree.” Did she have any idea of the painting’s worth?

“Would you—” Gloria glanced at the boy, still gazing blank-faced at his screen. “I so rarely get to speak with another adult in English. Would you like a cup of coffee?”

“That sounds nice,” I said. “Thank you.” Nice was a strong word under the circumstances—I had other appointments—but Gloria seemed lonely and I wanted the painting. We sat for a while, drinking ghastly American-style drip coffee from cups half the size of my head, while the boy sat in his corner and was entirely absent. The last weeks with Gloria in Los Angeles were coming back to me. I’d been working such long hours that I usually felt delirious. Gloria had spent a lot of time weeping and messing around with tarot cards, pregnant and scared, her child’s father having vanished, before she’d pulled herself together and by some Herculean effort transported herself out of the apartment and across the Atlantic.

“Would you like to hear something sinister?” she asked.

“Always,” I said.

“Okay, so Kareem,” she said. “His father.” She nodded in the direction of the boy. “You remember how he disappeared at that party.”

“Do you think there was foul play? Or you think he just walked out of his life?” The coffee was acidic. My stomach was beginning to hurt.

“His phone and his credit cards haven’t been used since he vanished.”

“Eight years, isn’t it? That seems . . .”

“You can say it,” she said. “That seems like he’s dead, right? But on the other hand, he had this fantasy. He was obsessed with this thing he saw on the internet once. There was a website where you could send in secrets.”

“For what purpose?” (Maybe I could create a distraction and pour the coffee down the sink?)

“Well, just to tell someone, I guess. Some people just want to confess.” Gloria paused for a moment, took a sip of her coffee. She seemed actually to be enjoying it. “Anyway, there was this one secret he really liked. Someone sent in a postcard that said, ‘Everyone who knew me before 9/11 thinks I’m dead.’ Words to that effect. I might be getting the wording wrong.”

“Well, I suppose if you were going to fake your own death, that would’ve been the moment,” I said.

“He brought it up a few times. It would just come up in conversation every so often, over the years.”

“You think he had it in him? Disappearing like that?”

“I don’t know. I think I just don’t want to think he’s dead.”

I nodded. I didn’t want to talk about loss. If the conversation were more boring, might it end sooner? I steered us into one of those tedious expat discussions of paperwork and visa requirements, in the course of which I remembered that I’d never found Gloria to be a particularly interesting person. The boy in the armchair—Sebastian—finally took off his headphones. “I’m hungry,” he said. “I didn’t have lunch.” I glanced at my watch. It was four p.m. For the first time, I noticed the blanket and pillow crumpled around him.

“Does he sleep out here?” I asked. “On the couch?”

“Well,” Gloria said, suddenly unable to meet my gaze, “we should probably settle up.”

“What do you think would be a reasonable price?”

She hesitated. “I don’t really know what it’s worth.”

“What do you know about it?”

“Just what Kareem told me. It belonged to his uncle, who I guess was a painter in New York in the 1950s, and it was painted by his uncle’s friend.”

I nodded. “Would five thousand euros seem fair to you?”

“Yes,” she said, and the relief that washed over her face was almost enough to make me feel guilty, almost. “Thank you.”

When I left the apartment a few minutes later, I found that my driver had fallen asleep. I knocked on the window and he woke with an accusatory look, like I wasn’t paying him by the hour for his nap. The two of us rode back to my apartment in stony silence. I remember that ride, that feeling of watching the streets of my beloved city slip past with the painting wrapped like a beautiful secret beside me on the seat. You buy art to own a piece of history, or to own a piece of beauty, or just for love. The painting beside me in the car was worth around a hundred thousand euros, but that isn’t why I wanted it. I wanted it because it was my only link to an unimaginably distant life.

“You were the boy in Vincennes,” I say now, in the apartment in Paris, over a dozen years later. “Of course you were.”

But Sebastian hasn’t returned from the restroom, and I realize my mistake: my calculus had been that Pilar would see him if he ventured through the kitchen, which is to say beyond the restroom and back in the direction of Swan Dive, but Pilar is cooking and listening to a podcast, her back to the room, which means Sebastian could easily have passed by without her noticing. I make my way to the kitchen—past the open restroom door—and find her stirring the soup.

“Did Sebastian come through here?” I ask. But she’s hopelessly distracted, listening to a rapid-fire conversation about European unity, and I have to repeat the question.

“Your young guest, madame? You’ve misplaced him?”

“I’m afraid I have. He had to have come through here.”

She comes to me and takes my elbow, which provides additional safety but not additional speed, and then at a pace that makes me want to jump out the window we make our way across the kitchen, to the living room—no Sebastian—and then to the dining room, where there’s also no Sebastian.

I know what I’m going to see before I look at the wall. Swan Dive is gone.

I would like to speed through the city in an open-top car. When I first arrived in Paris, the taxi that picked me and Felix up from the airport had a glass roof, and the sun was rising as we entered the city. It was late spring, leaves flashing overhead against the morning sky, buildings so beautiful that I wanted to weep. I’d been living a ghostly kind of life in the former United States, the Republic of Ohio and then the Ex-Phoenix Protectorate, a life of guns and motels and large quantities of cash. Even if I hadn’t been fleeing for my life, I would’ve wanted to come to Paris in search of solidity, if nothing else. I wanted buildings constructed with an eye toward permanence. I wanted a place that wasn’t overrun with warring militias. I wanted—

“Ari,” Pilar says softly, summoning me back.

I nod briskly, to show her I’ve returned. In a previous iteration I might have apologized for absent-mindedness, but I became much less apologetic after the explosion. Thinking of my arrival in Paris and open-top cars is preferable to thinking about the lost painting. I can’t bear to look at the naked white rectangle of wall where it hung.

“Where did you find him?” she asks.

“He found me.” At the usual café, where I like to eat chocolate croissants and watch the fashions of passersby, the ballet of the delivery drones floating through the air outside, the way light glints off the inside surface of the Paris dome. An impeccably dressed young man came to my table, and said, “Forgive me the intrusion, but are you Ari Soriano?” in such perfect English that I’d thought he was a tourist.

“I think it was personal,” I say to Pilar. “It belonged to his mother.”

She nods, and we sit together in the quiet, in the lamplight. It’s still raining. “Then we start with his mother,” she says.

“We should start with him,” I say.

“I already did. I couldn’t find anything.” Pilar produces a tablet—discreetly producing objects that I hadn’t previously noticed is among her subspecialties—and shows me the results. There are several people named Sebastian Li on the internet, but none are exactly him.

“The good news,” she says, “is that his mother’s apparently still in Vincennes.”

“Do you have a phone number?” I ask, and then think better of it. “No,” I say, “perhaps a visit would be better.”

There’s more space in Vincennes than in Paris, which depending on my mood I either appreciate or dislike. The first time I came here I found it indistinguishable from Paris, but after all these years the distinctions are obvious to me. The buildings are lower, the streets wider; on the edge of town there’s a massive keep, and beyond that a forest park, surprisingly wild given its proximity to the Paris metro. I’m certain that the address Pilar found is the place I visited all those years ago, and there’s a sense of closing a loop here—the painting came into my life and then left via Vincennes, I find myself thinking, as if Vincennes were some kind of trapdoor in a stage set. In the back of a taxi, I watch the passing streets and try to imagine how the conversation will go. Hi, Gloria, your boy stole my painting. Does she know the degree to which I underpaid her for the painting? Does she think of me kindly? Gare de Lyon slips past in the twilight and I’m remembering past voyages. My first few years here, I travelled all over the country. In those days France was dangerous because everywhere was dangerous, but I loved moving through it, all the ancient towns. I want to fall asleep aboard a southbound train, green fields slipping past the window.

“Madame,” the driver says. Apparently I’ve fallen asleep aboard an eastbound car.

“Oh,” I say. “Thank you.”

He jumps out quickly, opens the door for me, and offers his arm. I emerge very carefully onto the wet pavement with my ugliest, most stable cane. Night is falling, and when my driver leaves, the street holds an air of abandonment.

Gloria’s building hasn’t changed at all since I was here last, or perhaps my memories are shifting to accommodate present conditions. I’ve been thinking a great deal about memory lately, because I have too much time on my hands. The doorbell system has changed, though, that’s one thing. I press a button and a light shines in my eyes, illuminating my face for the camera.

“Who is it?” Her voice is surprisingly clear through the little speaker. I gaze into the camera lens and try to look as harmless as possible.

“Hello,” I say, in English. “It’s me. Ari Soriano. Your old roommate.” She says nothing, so I add more detail: “From that apartment in Echo Park? In LA?”

There are a few beats of quiet, during which I feel her staring at me through the camera.

Then the door buzzes, and I’m in. There’s an elevator, thank god. I think the hallway has been repainted since I was here. It’s a dreamy blue that dulls the senses. A short time later I’m once again before that apartment door. When it opens, Gloria is standing there, and I have a sense of collapsing time: we’ve been in this moment before, but at an interval of thirteen years.

“Ari,” she says. “Please. Come in.”

Her face is softer now, her hair streaked elegantly with grey, but her style hasn’t changed: the white shirt, the jeans, the red lipstick, the carefully unkempt hair pulled back with strands escaping. She’s put considerable effort into the appearance of not trying too hard, and I respect that. The lipstick is perfect.

“Good evening.” I can go months at a time without speaking English, except for greeting passing dogs, and then the language sounds discordant to me. “I’m sorry to drop in on you like this.”

“Not at all.” She’s slipped into French. Gloria steps aside, and I walk into one of the stranger apartments I’ve ever seen. In memory it’s bland and standard-issue—white walls, wood floors, unremarkable detailing—but now the walls are entirely taken over by a mural. It’s a garden at night, almost photorealistic. Deep sky, wide dark leaves, white flowers, a white birdbath glowing softly in the dark.

“My sister commissioned that,” Gloria says, almost apologetically. “She lived with me for a while when she first came to Paris. She has . . . interesting tastes.”

“You have a sister?”

She looks away immediately. “May I take your coat?”

“I—” There’s no easy way to say it. “Gloria, this is somewhat unpleasant, but I’m trying to find your son.”

Something in Gloria falters. I can see that Sebastian is a person she worries about.

“Oh,” she says softly. And then, “Did he . . . did he do something wrong?”

“Yes. He stole a painting.”

Gloria sighs. “Did you go to the police?”

“People like me don’t go to the police.”

She nods and doesn’t quite meet my eyes.

“But I have to imagine he already knew that,” I say, “or he wouldn’t have stolen it so brazenly. He wanted me to know who he was.”

“I was about to have dinner,” Gloria says. “Please, won’t you join me?”

“Thank you,” I say, because engaging with her seems like the best way to get my painting back, and I sit at her little round table.

“Dinner seems like the least I can do, considering.” She disappears into the kitchen, and I’m alone in the strange apartment. I’ve been in apartments with murals before, but there’s something oddly, determinedly immersive about this one. The person who painted it—or the person who commissioned it—wanted to be in a specific place, it seems to me, and tried very hard to re-create that place here in this room.

Gloria returns with two grilled cheese sandwiches.

“Why did your sister commission a mural in your apartment?”

“Well, she was here for a while,” Gloria says, “and it’s a place she misses. Her garden, I mean, not my apartment.”

“Does Sebastian come here sometimes?” I ask, when it becomes apparent that she isn’t going to say anything more. Her gaze keeps shifting toward the bedroom door, in a way that makes me wonder if he’s here now.

“Sometimes,” she says placidly, “but not tonight. Sometimes he stays with my sister.”

“Wait,” I say, “are we talking about Nico?”

“Yes.” She absolutely cannot meet my eyes. “My sister Nico.”

I put my sandwich down, and stare at her. “I understand why you lie about Nico,” I say, when she finally looks at me. “Anyone would, under the circumstances. But I wish you wouldn’t lie to me, Gloria. I was at that party.”

Gloria looks at me for another moment, unreadable, and then returns to placidly eating her grilled cheese. She’s lapsed into distance. I think I remember this from the time when we lived together; the way you could be sitting across from her and she’d somehow recede without leaving the table, until you were alone with a kind of Gloria placeholder.

“You’d like Nico,” she says finally. “You and she have some things in common. She lived in Ohio too, you know.”

“Yes, I know,” I say. “I met her there.”

“What? You met her?”

“I came across her by chance in Ohio, and told her you were in Paris. I’m the reason she’s here.”

Gloria’s eyes widen. She was always a discreet person, I remember that about her, and it’s interesting to realize that Nico shares that quality. There was a time in my life, back in Ohio, when how alike or unalike Nico and Gloria were was something I spent a lot of time thinking about.

“I didn’t know any of that,” she says, after a moment. “Have you seen her since?”

“I got hurt a few years ago, in an explosion. She came to visit me in the hospital afterward.”

“That was kind of her.”

“I thought so too, but unfortunately we got into a screaming argument.”

“In your hospital room?” Gloria sounds incredulous.

“I have some regrets,” I say.

“I can’t believe you got into a screaming fight from your hospital bed,” she says.

“Well.” I shrug. I can’t believe she used to believe in tarot cards, but I manage—just barely—not to say this aloud. Instead, after a moment of consideration, I go for her throat: “Why do you pretend that Nico’s your sister?”

“She is my sister.”

“We both know Nico’s not your sister, and we both know your degenerate son is in this apartment with my stolen painting.”

Gloria has gone very still.

“Look,” I say, “I’m not saying you owe me anything, Gloria. Maybe we owe each other nothing at all. But I wish you wouldn’t be such a liar.”

“I think you should leave,” Gloria says quietly. She rises, walks to the door, and holds it open, face like a closed fist, and after that I have no choice but to gather my rain jacket and cane and walk out with as much dignity as I can find in that moment—she’s the one harbouring a thief, I tell myself, I’ve no reason to be embarrassed here—and I’m back out in the dream-blue corridor, the elevator, the rain.

I wait for a while in the shadows of a doorway across the street, a rectangle of darkness. Under the Paris dome the weather is never terrible, but tonight I’ve worn the wrong jacket for a scheduled rainfall, and I’m cold. I expect to see Sebastian at any moment—there are so few constants in my life, but this is one of them, this unpleasant awareness of pending events—and he emerges within a half-hour, with a suspiciously Swan Dive–shaped bundle under his arm. He looks both ways, then sets off to the south.

I follow as rapidly as I can, breathing hard, trying to strike a balance between not losing him and not falling—one misjudged footfall on a rain-slick night street and I’ll break my already shattered and pinned-together leg—but the street curves just ahead and he disappears. There’s a light coming from around the curve, from high above, a dim blue glow that I don’t quite understand. I approach the corner very cautiously—don’t fall, don’t fall—and on the other side of a dark building, I see the massive shadow of a castle keep, the Château de Vincennes, and beyond that, lights and movement in the sky. It’s a moment before I understand what I’m looking at: this section of the Paris dome has been undergoing maintenance and upgrades for some weeks. The construction project is directly above the forest.

I can’t see Sebastian—or anyone, actually, the street by the château is all but deserted tonight—but I’m certain that this is the direction he walked, and so I follow as quickly as possible. Alongside the château, past the goats grazing peacefully behind fences and a guard in a raincoat who’s there to prevent people from stealing the goats, to the thoroughfare that’s been empty of cars since the dome was constructed. Before me, across the deserted road, there’s an empty square, beyond which the forest is a mass of darkness. A billboard-sized sign warns of danger from the construction project overhead, access forbidden, etc., but there’s no one around to enforce this rule.

What I should do, if I’m being rational, is summon a taxi and go home. But I have a sense of fulfilling an appointment. I need to go into the forest, because I’m meant to be somewhere up ahead, at a specific time, in a specific place. There’s something I need to see, or perhaps someone I need to meet. In any event I’m crossing the empty expressway, making my way over the gravel square that lies between me and the woods.

Walking is an excruciatingly slow meditation, placing the cane deliberately before each step. It’s almost impossible to think of anything else. I hear someone growling and realize that it’s me. When I was a child in Brooklyn I loved to run through the streets after a rainstorm, and the speed and momentum are so close to the surface that the memory makes my muscles twitch. After approximately a half-century I’m on the other side of the square, just on the edge of the woods.

Before me, the avenue extends into the darkness of the park. There are lamps at intervals, sentry-like, but their pools of light serve only to deepen the shadows. I see no one, but I’m certain that I’m not alone, and the disquieting next thought is that anyone out here will, like me, be a person who pays little attention to boundaries. In another life I had a boyfriend in Brooklyn who had an enormous dog, and when we went out walking at night people crossed the street to avoid us. I haven’t thought of that animal in years, but I wish now it were with me. I resume walking, my bad leg throbbing, and there’s a shift: the forest is abruptly cast in a silvery light. It’s like being onstage. The construction workers above me have switched on a new, intensely brilliant work light that casts a faint glow down to the ground, like starlight.

I stand for a moment looking up at the workers, tiny dark figures suspended on their safety wires, sounds of music and machinery coming from above. What if I chose, just once, not to look into the future? I always thought of it as an involuntary tic, but on the other hand I never really tried to control it. Perhaps the hazy knowledge of coming events might be dialed back somehow, like turning down the volume on a radio. What good does it do? There were protests all over Paris when the dome was announced, and again when construction began. Some protesters resorted to violence to try to stop the dome. One group tried to blow up a construction site and instead blew up my left leg and my second husband. But the future arrives regardless. I walk forward again, into the dark, until finally I hear voices and music in the distance.

There are settlements here and there in the forest, I know that, little clusters of tarps and tents under the trees, and I know they’re hypothetically dangerous but I don’t really care. I’m coming up on a village of sorts, a settlement constructed on the grounds of a former equestrian centre, a blaze of light in the forest. I smell meat cooking on a grill.

Here, finally, is Sebastian. He’s standing some distance away, waiting for food from a roadside stand where an old woman is ladling something over rice. He’s clearly nervous, bouncing on the balls of his feet, the painting under his arm. Out here in the dim light, he looks younger than I thought he was. But my attention is drawn to another man, approaching rapidly. This man’s attention is directed at me, and I realize my mistake: I am carrying an expensive handbag. I cannot run.

“Sebastian,” I call out.

He turns and sees me, and then registers the other man, who is by now quite close and smiling in a predatory way. But Sebastian seems to not quite understand what’s unfolding. The man is almost upon me. In a swift, practised motion, he separates me from my handbag with one hand and shoves me with the other, the fall too fast to register: I’m standing and then there’s a sound that I realize is my skull connecting with the pavement. Footsteps running away.

“Ari.” Sebastian is kneeling beside me. “Ari, Ms. Soriano, keep your eyes open, let me just call . . .”

Felix is standing behind him, peering down at me with a look of concern.

I blink hard, trying to stay awake, but it’s useless. Someone has turned down the volume on Sebastian—his lips are still moving, but now without sound—and I feel myself receding from the scene.

When I was a child I used to run full-speed over the Williamsburg Bridge and the thing I most wanted when I was six and seven and eight, which I knew better than to ever admit aloud, was to take off like an airplane. I wanted to run so fast that my feet skimmed over the pavement, so fast that I might begin to rise, perhaps to float. I receded from Sebastian, I was on the ground, then floating—just as I’d always wished for!—then there was a lurching sensation and I realized that I’d been mistaken. I wasn’t floating at all. Sebastian was beside me. I was propped up against glass, looking at an abstract pattern of blurred lights that resolved gradually into passing windows and streetlights, details filling in until I understood that I was in the back of a taxi. The pain hit me just then, and I gasped aloud.

“Ari,” Sebastian said, “Ms. Soriano, can you hear me?”

“You stole my painting.” The words took some effort. The pain was dazzling. It had form and substance. It had hammers. It was made of light.

“We’re going to the hospital,” he said, as if I hadn’t spoken.

“No,” I said, “no hospitals.”

“You need a hospital.”

“I hate hospitals. I won’t go.”

The driver was taking some interest in the conversation, but trying not to show it. He looked like a nightclub bouncer.

“Don’t be . . . You have to,” Sebastian said. “You were just knocked out.”

“Oh, now you’re telling me what to do? What are you, seventeen?”

“Twenty,” he said. “I’m sorry, but it’s just—”

“If you take me to the hospital,” I said, “I will tell them that you stole my painting.”

“I’m trying to help,” Sebastian said. “You were unconscious in the forest, and I—”

“Shall we talk about what I was doing in the forest in the first place? I was recovering the painting you stole from me, thief.”

“Is there a problem?” the driver asked, interested. I could tell he was a man who liked problems that could be solved with fists.

“None,” I said, and switched to English: “Take me where you were going. Wherever you were going with my stolen property.”

“What? Why?”

“I want to stay with the painting,” I said.

“The thing is,” Sebastian said, “I promise that painting means more to me than it does to you.”

“What an assumption,” I said. “You’re probably too young to get this, but I’ve had too many lives. That painting is my only constant.”

Sebastian cursed under his breath. He leaned forward to address the driver. “Sir,” he said, “I need to change the destination.”

“Not the hospital, then?”

“No. Madame is feeling much better.” He rattled off an address with a street I’d never heard of.

The driver looked at me consideringly. I winked.

“Fine,” the driver said.

I didn’t quite recognize my surroundings, but once when we turned a corner I caught a glimpse of the dome, semi-opaque in the middle distance. We were outside the dome, then. My eyesight blurred, then resolved. The pain throbbed in a steady rhythm. I sensed that it was very important to stay awake, but the warmth and movement of the car were working against me. The taxi slowed and came to a stop. We’d reached an uneven row of small apartment buildings in a derelict neighbourhood. The nearest streetlight was broken and the street held a general air of disarray.

“What is this place?” I asked.

“We can’t all afford to live under the dome, princess,” the driver said.

I opened the car door in lieu of answering him, and only then did I realize that my cane was gone. I climbed out very slowly, using the door for support. The pain in my head was worse when I moved. I was alarmingly dizzy. Nearby, two men were sitting on the steps of an apartment building, watching us.

“Good evening,” Sebastian said to one of them, who nodded in grave acknowledgment.

“Sebastian,” I said, “where is my cane?”

I’d made a terrible error in not going to the hospital, I saw that now. I wasn’t thinking clearly. At the hospital, helpful authority figures would have contacted Pilar. In this desolate neighbourhood outside the dome, my life was in the hands of the mendacious little fraud who’d stolen my painting, because of course my phone had disappeared along with my handbag.

But Sebastian hurried to my side, and extended his elbow. I took his arm with reluctance.

“You know those men?” I asked.

“I went to school with one of them.” We were walking toward the nearest building, very slowly. I was floating a little and felt sick, but all that mattered was forward motion, one foot before the other to the elevator, where all that mattered was remaining upright as we ascended. We came to a hallway with a flickering light. Sebastian fumbled with keys by a numbered door. Felix was approaching down the hallway. I refused to look at him.

“Ari,” Sebastian said. Had I fallen asleep? Time had skipped just a little. I was leaning against the corridor wall, my head pressed to the door frame.

“In here,” Sebastian said, “come in and sit down.”

I stepped into an apartment, and felt a jolt of déjà vu: the artist who’d painted the garden mural in Gloria’s apartment had come here too. But here, it seemed, they had been given more licence, or had been paid more, in any event being in the room was more like being outside in a garden at night. No, not a garden, the same garden. I recognized the birdbath, the shine of glossy leaves in the half-light, a row of jasmine vines flowering along a fence, the unearthly purple-blue of a jacaranda tree in full bloom. Here, unlike the version in Gloria’s apartment, the scene extended beyond the garden walls. Glass towers rose over the garden. Sebastian helped me into a chair.

“Sebastian,” I said, “is this Nico’s apartment?”

“Yes.”

“That garden’s a real place, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” he said. “Would you like some water?”

“Coffee, please, if you have it.”

“On it,” he said, and disappeared into the kitchen. The sound of the coffee machine made me dizzier. I closed my eyes for a second, but then time slipped and Sebastian was there with a cup.

“Thank you.” A strange formality had settled over the scene. If you force a person to bring you somewhere, are you his guest?

Sebastian nodded, and sat on a couch nearby. But he was flustered, glancing at his watch and shifting the painting around, from the floor to the couch and then to a low table. I sipped my coffee, but it was the wrong thing. The first sip made me nauseous.

“Where’s the garden?” I asked. “In real life.”

“Far away,” he said. “The place Nico’s from.”

I couldn’t bear the coffee, so I set it carefully on the side table, and closed my eyes. The pain in my head was extraordinary. This was my last coffee, I realized. I’d been paying attention to endings all my life.

“Sebastian, could I lie down somewhere?” It was difficult to form the words.

“Of course,” he said. “There’s a guest bedroom just through here.”

He helped me into a small room whose door I hadn’t noticed, camouflaged by the mural.

“Was this your room?” I asked. The bedroom was aggressively minimalist, just a bed under a window, a narrow dresser, a mirror. It had possibly been intended as a walk-in closet.

“I stayed here on school breaks,” he said. “Gloria didn’t like it, but she couldn’t really stop me. I’d run away from her apartment every time she brought me back there.”

The bed was so soft. “I’m just going to rest for a moment.”

“Okay. Nico should be home soon.”

“Then what?” I was genuinely interested. I had no idea how any of this would play out.

“I don’t know.” Sebastian left the room, and returned with the painting. He unwrapped it with a certain reverence, and placed it carefully on the dresser, leaning against the wall, facing me. He closed the door then, and I was alone in the room, in the dim light coming in from the street. No, not entirely alone. The ghost of Felix was standing by the window, looking out. When I looked past him I could see the curve of the Paris dome in the distance, farther away than I would have thought.

Sebastian was back in the room a moment later. “I just looked it up,” he said, “and it’s important that you stay awake.”

He looked very young in the half-light. Also the ghost of my second husband had entered too, wandering in behind him.

“Soriano,” I said, but Soriano paid me no mind, just stood in front of the painting and considered it with his hands behind his back.

“I’m not Soriano,” Sebastian said, in tones of genuine fear.

“I know. You’re Sebastian. Is that your real name?”

“It actually is.”

“What’s your real age?”

“Twenty,” he said. I nodded. I was drifting again. When I was about that age I’d recently met my friend Ilieva, my only real friend in New York when I thought about it. She was a waitress at the Russian Café in the East Village, and I’d spent hours down there with her, crafting the beginnings of a business idea—

“Listen,” Sebastian said, “you have to stay awake.”

“I’m very tired.”

“Can you keep talking?”

“About what?”

“Tell me about your life,” he said.

“That’s too general.”

“Then tell me why you came to Paris.”

“I chose the city at random,” I said.

2

Because the avoidance of patterns can save your life. I was speeding through the dark down a Texas highway, Felix in shock beside me, that scrap of paper with one word—RUN—held loosely in his hand, and then a short time later in the Houston airport I stood in front of a screen showing departing flights, calculated that the next flight we could reasonably catch was the flight to London, but the former UK was at least as unstable as the former United States in those days, and also was the next flight too obvious? Possibly. I considered the next two flights after that, and flipped a coin: heads for Paris, tails for Vancouver.

We were waiting at the Paris gate when a text came in on Felix’s phone from an unknown number. Two photos, one each of his friends Cali and Drew, tied to chairs. The message: You have one hour to deliver the entirety of the Company merchandise to Staplestown parking lot.

“I’ve known him since I was nine,” Felix said. His eyes were wide and panicked. “We were in The Nutcracker together.”

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “What is the Company?”

“A competitor.” Felix was carefully maintaining eye contact, in the studied manner of a man who’s been told to maintain eye contact while lying.

“You’re a terrible liar and you have to tell me,” I said.

“I made a mistake,” he said, “about a month before I moved to Ohio. I cheated someone out of money I owed and left town.”

“A lot of money?”

“A lot of money.”

“Where was this?”

“Maryland,” he said. “I didn’t think I was traceable, but I think they found me.”

“Why did you do it?”

“Because I thought I could get away with it,” he said. “I’m sorry, Ari. It was stupid.”

I nodded. “This entity you cheated, this was the Company?”

“Yeah. They were a local militia.”

“Was this near the Virginia border?” I asked.

“Very near. Silver Spring. How did you know?”

“I spent years reading in prison libraries,” I said. “Nonfiction, mostly. How far is that from Langley, like a twenty-minute drive?”

“I don’t remember. About that. Why?”

“It’s a militia based twenty minutes from Langley, called the Company, and you thought they were local?” I’d dropped my voice to a whisper, because I was trying very hard not to shout.

“I’m not sure what you’re getting at,” he said.

“I’ll bet their weapons were unusually advanced,” I said. “Kind of stuff you couldn’t get anywhere else, right?”

“How did you guess that?” he asked.

“Here’s the thing about Drew and Cali,” I said. “I think they’re already dead.”

He nodded, slowly, and closed his eyes.

“I’m going to take your phone,” I told him.

“Okay.”

I held the phone in my hand for the hour that followed, waiting at the gate while other travellers filtered in. At fifty-eight minutes, I left Felix sitting there and walked away. The new texts came in as I was approaching the gate for the flight to Vancouver. I allowed myself a quick look. The same two pictures, except now Drew’s and Cali’s throats had been cut. At the Vancouver gate, I dropped the phone into a woman’s open handbag while her back was turned, and watched from a distance till I was certain the woman and the phone were on the plane. When I returned to the gate, Felix was watching me.

“There was no way to get back in time,” I said. “Absolutely no possible way.”

“We could’ve told them that,” Felix said. “We could’ve made arrangements.”

“We could’ve,” I said, “but I think then we’d be dead too.”

We landed at Charles de Gaulle at 6:20 in the morning, grimy and exhausted after a night spent unblinking in a class of service where the seats didn’t recline, where we had to pay for plastic cups of water and no suitcases were allowed, a night in which I’d stared into the cold darkness of the cabin and thought of hails of bullets, bombs wired to car engines, being pushed from a tall building, Cali’s unblinking eyes in the second photo. Whenever I looked at Felix, his eyes were open too, fixed on nothing. We held hands as we left the plane—his was damp and hot—and moved like ghosts toward passport control. By then I was too tired to be afraid. We were still dressed in the clothes of the previous day—previous country, previous life—and Felix wore a blank, shell-shocked expression, although in fairness I probably looked no better. We’ve done all we could, I told myself, but I knew this wasn’t true. I knew I could have gone further, because it is always possible to go further. There’s always one more precaution you could have taken.

“Our passports are perfect,” I murmured to Felix, as much for myself as for him, and he nodded in a way that made me think he hadn’t heard me. His attention was focused on the border agents, a line of blue-uniformed men and women encased behind glass at the front of the line. But he seemed stunned, and I was afraid of how he might react if we were questioned. I was trying to be patient but it was wearing on me a little, this feeling of being entirely in charge of our fates. I wanted him to snap out of it. The line was moving very slowly.

There was one person ahead of us, then no one, then we were moving toward a window where a blank-faced young man examined our passports without interest. We were Adrienne and Jeremy Spanner of Philadelphia, citizens of the Atlantic Republic, with a few years to go before our passports expired and a modest history of travel to nonthreatening locales. The agent paused over my passport, stamp poised in the air, and for just a moment my heart seized up, but then he glanced to his left and I realized it wasn’t my passport that had pulled his attention, it was a scene playing out at the neighbouring window, where a young woman was speaking softly, urgently, to a border agent who kept shaking his head—Desolée, madame, mais vous n’avez pas les papiers—and now police officers had materialized at the young woman’s elbows and they were leading her away, the woman crying silently now, while in the meantime our passports were returned to us under the bulletproof glass.

A short time later we stood swaying with exhaustion in a taxi line outside the airport, in the first sunlight of our first morning in France, first morning of a new life. I felt delirious. The sky was very blue. We took a taxi to Place St. Michel, chosen at random from a memory of a long-ago novel set in Paris. It felt important to avoid patterns of any kind, because patterns can be predicted. Patterns are death. It seemed unlikely that whatever malign interests had pursued us back in Texas would follow us over the Atlantic, but we could be certain of nothing. At Place St. Michel we sat on a bench for a long time in silence, staring at people, exhausted. The security presence was significant, but all of the agents I saw seemed to be agents of the state—no obvious militias—which was reassuring. I liked the idea of being in a stable country.

“Ari,” Felix said, “why Paris?” Which was a reasonable question on the face of it, but he was asking for a fourth or fifth time.

“I chose it at random,” I explained, again. “I think you’re in shock.”

“I like Italy,” Felix said, also for the fourth or fifth time.

“Well, me too, but we’ve been there, both of us. So a person who knows that about us might look for us there.” It was like being stuck in a conversational time loop. I felt that I was being very patient. The sunlight was too bright, and Felix was blinking in an idiotic way that made it hard to look at him. “Let’s find a hotel,” I said. What I meant was Let’s build a new life, since we can’t go back to the old one. But he wasn’t the right person for a new life, that was the next thought, and I felt such sadness at this. I really did like him.

Still, I did what I thought I was supposed to do: I rose from the bench, and took his hand. I walked with him—led him—down streets that I chose at random.

“Do you think anyone’s following us?” he asked after a while. We’d gone away from the city centre, into a quieter district where the buildings were shabbier. I didn’t answer his question, because I’d already answered it several times and my patience wasn’t actually infinite.

“Here,” I said. We’d reached a narrow blue hotel, wedged in between other four-storey buildings. It looked modest but possibly not infested with cockroaches, which was the level of hotel I’d been searching for.

“Why here?” he asked, and I looked at him for a long moment. I was beginning to think he might not be as intelligent as I’d thought.

“I picked it at random,” I said.

“Just now?”

“Just now.”

“Oh,” he said. “Okay.”

We used a second set of fake passports to check in. I’d procured these from a different vendor, under different names—now we were Monica and Halston da Silva of Salt Lake City, Kingdom of Deseret—but still, that first week we kept the curtains drawn and ventured out only in the early mornings. Our days in the room were long and strange. I kept a lookout, but I detected no menace in the patterns of the neighbourhood. As far as I could tell, the bread delivery truck was just a bread delivery truck; the woman who walked her sleek black dog at precisely seven every morning was just out walking her dog; the deliverymen who gathered at the corner were only going about their day-to-day lives: smoking cigarettes, eating meals standing up in a circle, sometimes glancing at their phones and then setting off on their bikes or scooters, returning some time later to smoke and drink a little and argue in four or five languages into the night, a society of men and a few women who made their living delivering goods to people with slightly more money than they had. The delivery people dispersed by five in the morning, but it wasn’t like deliveries ever stopped, so I assumed there was a morning outpost elsewhere, a place where another congregation smoked and ate breakfast sandwiches and argued between jobs.

In the afternoons, the protests began. There were plans to build a dome over Paris, using a glass-based composite that had been successfully deployed over several Asian cities. Once complete, the city would be protected against extremes of weather, and could be sealed off in the event of a pandemic or a dirty bomb. There were protests both for and against: the cost of the dome would be borne by the taxpayers of all of France, but only the elite centre of Paris would be protected, and construction would require the demolition of nearly a thousand buildings. The sounds of shouts and drums and chanting ricocheted off walls and echoed in the streets. As best as I could decipher from the French news, a particularly militant protest group was sabotaging construction equipment.

“What’s your plan?” Felix asked, on day eight. Away from his home continent, he’d slipped into a passive state. Sometimes I caught him staring into space and I knew he was thinking of Cali and Drew. Not everyone can weather the shocks of this world. He spent his days reading the news on a burner tablet. It was late afternoon, and the shouts and chants of protesters had combined into a background din in which I could seldom discern individual voices. I felt a now-familiar irritation—Why don’t you tell me what the plan is, why is everything up to me?—but on the other hand, it was a fair question.

“How much money do we have?” I asked. In the we, I laid claim to half the business, and I saw him absorb this. Whatever else I was now, I was certain that I was no longer his employee.

“A lot,” he said. “We have a lot of money. The business was lucrative.”

“It’s too loud here,” I said. “Let’s go somewhere quiet.”

We went to Greece, through Athens and then to a hotel on a cliff in the Peloponnese, a white palace that glinted aggressively in sunlight. It was hard to look at it directly, which was what I liked about it. The hotel marked the upper extremity of a village that terraced all the way down to the sea, the hotel at the crest of a wave of rooftops. On the first day Felix and I walked down into the village to buy clothes—I found some passable cocktail dresses and Felix found a suit in a consignment shop—and then in the late afternoon we went for a walk. Behind the hotel we found a staff quarters—a dilapidated two-storey apartment building, imperfectly hidden behind a row of cypress trees—and behind that was a disused service road, gravel, with a heavy chain across it. On the other side of the chain there was garbage that no one had bothered to remove, and this lent the chained-off road an air of decrepitude and criminality that called to me. It must have called to Felix too. We were Americans, which is another way of saying that chaos felt like home. There was no discussion. We looked at each other, looked at the road, stepped over the chain, and kept walking.

The road wound down a hillside, into a landscape of scrubby dry trees and tinderbox grasses. There was a great deal of trash strewn about, and as we walked further, the trash began to take on an unsettling coherence. A long time ago, a quantity of flowers had been placed here, some kind of memorial. There were just desiccated husks of bouquets now, a few still encircled by dirty cellophane and ribbons. Just ahead, we came upon the scene of a long-ago fire. There had been structures here once, tiny plywood buildings crammed haphazardly together, but they’d burned. There was tangled wiring, charred wood, and sharp angles of scorched metal. Bright pink flowers grew from the blackened earth. I felt myself resisting identification of what I was looking at—just angles, just lines, just ashes, nothing to see here—but what I was thinking of was the tent city behind the Denny’s back in Texas, the musicians and dancers, the girl emerging from the night with the note that sent us flying over the Atlantic. RUN.

“This was a settlement,” Felix said softly. “I wonder what happened to the people here.”

“They fled when they lost their homes or they died in the fire,” I said.

“I don’t know why you’d think that.” He was wearing his dream face, as I’d come to think of it, the face I’d first seen in the Houston airport. It was an unfocused expression in which I saw something furtive, a desperate wish to not understand what was in front of him. I think you’re overreacting, he’d said at the airport, even after the photos of his murdered friends had come in on his phone, no one even knows who killed Drew and Cali, I mean it was probably just some random thing that had nothing to do with us, and that note probably wasn’t even for us, while at the same time he’d let me dispose of his phone and had done absolutely nothing to stop me from saving us both, from spiriting us off that continent. He’d had to work so hard to not understand the danger we were in, just as he was working hard now to not understand what had happened here. He was a man in a self-imposed trance, but I saw the strain under the haze.

“There were all those old bouquets on the road, though,” I said. My gaze had settled on a particular form in the ruins, something that wasn’t quite a stick. Was that a human femur at the base of a leaning blackened wall? The shape was ambiguous.

“I didn’t see flowers, I just saw garbage,” Felix said, and what I would have expected to feel in that moment was fury—This man will never grow up—but I was surprised by tenderness. He would never grow up, he was stuck in some fundamental way, and he had no one else in the world but me. There was a terrible vulnerability in it.

“Let’s keep walking,” I said, and his gratitude was so visible and obvious that I stopped to kiss him. His lips were very warm. We held hands as we left the scene of the crime, and had gone some distance further—past more remnants of bouquets—before it occurred to me to wonder how I knew it was a crime scene and not, say, an accidental cooking fire in an overcrowded shantytown. The road was leading us back uphill, toward a line of four villas dark against the sky.

We approached the villas slowly, but there was no movement in the landscape, besides the rippling of grass in the wind. A black rabbit came into view on an overgrown pathway leading up to the first villa, then disappeared.

“They’re abandoned,” Felix said, stating the obvious. All the windows were smashed. I climbed halfway up the steps of the first villa. When I turned back, I saw the blackened ruins in the near distance. From this place there would have been a clear view of the shantytown. (Clear view of the fire, clear sounds of the screaming.) I knew the fire was a crime scene because it was obviously a crime scene, it really was that simple. We walked around to the front of the villa. The sea glittered below. There were stairs here, almost hidden behind overgrown bushes, and I led us down to a lower cliff. Someone had built a stone platform with a diving board extended over the edge.

“Tell me something, Ari,” Felix said. “Have you ever jumped off a cliff into the ocean?”

I smiled. “No,” I said.

“All lives have gaps in them,” Felix said.

The sun was too hot. I kicked off my shoes and took the diving board at a run, before I could think about it, and the terror and exhilaration of being airborne was like nothing I’d felt in years, maybe not in my entire life, flight and then submersion, annihilation, the water cooling my skin. I was laughing as I surfaced and Felix was high above me, a small still figure on the distant diving board. I swam out of the way and watched as he raised his arms as if in ceremony, took a step forward, and launched. His dive was a thing of beauty. I saw the years of ballet training in his form. He broke the surface like a seabird and emerged beside me in a cloud of white bubbles, caught me in his arms, and for just a second I felt something almost akin to surrender. I was weightless.

“I love you,” he whispered.

“I love you too,” I said into his ear, very softly. It wasn’t a lie but also it wasn’t enough, I understood that even as I was saying the words. The moment passed; we swam to shore and climbed up on the rocks, walked back by a different route through the sun-blasted landscape, and I didn’t notice until the hotel lobby that I’d skinned my knee in the manoeuvre and had blood on my leg. I didn’t care. That night I wore a longer-than-usual cocktail dress and we danced to a jazz quartet on the terrace, languidly because the music was slow. Try to think of the dive, I told myself, try to think of the dive and not the ruins of the shantytown near the diving cliff. Try to rest in the music.

I was thinking of the spring of 2031, Los Angeles, that moment just after the formation of the Republic of California, when the foreign soldiers were gone from the streets and the curfews had been newly lifted and war seemed temporarily at bay. I’d returned to instability shortly afterward, in that zigzagging drift through Ohio and Phoenix, but what I’d learned in the disorder was to recognize good moments. The party at Kareem’s place was a good moment. This was a good moment, here on this terrace at this Peloponnesian hotel. Try to think of the dive, not the diver. Looking at Felix’s face made me sad, because I loved him but also I felt that the ending was very close. We would go back to Paris in a week or two, I decided, and then I’d break things off with him. He was too much of a burden and I was afraid he was going to get me killed, so he’d have to face this harrowing world alone.

We returned to the diving cliff almost every day for the four days that followed. On that fourth night I woke at three a.m., and knew immediately that I was alone in the room. I rose and dressed quickly, made my way down to the hotel lobby and along a candlelit stone corridor to the bar. Felix was there, drinking with two other men. One was a bulky individual in his sixties, his shaved head gleaming in the dim light; the other was much younger, perhaps in his thirties, dressed all in black with a military haircut.

“So then we just peel out,” Felix was saying. “My wife, Ari, god bless her, she’d procured us fake passports. So we just drove like hell to the Houston airport, and—”

“Felix,” I said quietly, since apparently we were using real names.

“Oh hi, babe,” he said. “I couldn’t sleep.”

“Me neither.”

The bald man shifted over one stool, and I sat between him and Felix.

“Ma’am,” the bartender said.

“A Coke, if you have one.”

“I have an excellent local equivalent.”

“Perfect,” I said.

“Bill Soriano,” the bald man said. I shook his hand. His sleeve rode up a little, and I saw the AB+ tattoo on his wrist. Only one kind of man requires a blood-type tattoo. The thought made me tired.

“American?” I asked.

“Canadian.”

“Chris Jasper,” said the younger man. His accent was Australian. Both men were dangerous but Jasper was dangerous in a specific way, it seemed to me. Something in his gaze. This was a man who liked to hurt women. The bartender set a glass of some fizzy brown liquid before me. The taste was a rough approximation of Coke, with a bitter aftertaste that could be negated only by continuing to drink it.

“How is it?” Soriano asked.

“Small miracle we can get soda of any kind, I suppose.” I felt a familiar vertigo in the contrast between this life—Felix and I had enough money to stay for some time in this beautiful hotel—and all of the lives I’d lived since prison. My life as a dishwasher in Los Angeles, my life working for a militia in Ohio, the months I spent selling weapons on the outskirts of Phoenix.

“I’m grateful for soda, but more grateful for scotch,” Soriano said. “Actually, I’m grateful for everything. Forgive me, I’ve had one too many drinks. Ignore me.”

“I’m grateful too,” Felix said. He smiled drunkenly at me. “I’m grateful to you,” he said to me. “I was just telling them how you got us out of Texas.”

“Is that wise?” I asked, as lightly as possible. “Telling our story to strangers at a bar?”

“Absolutely fucking not,” Jasper said warmly. He was in a good mood. “You’ve married a careless man, darling.”

“Are you careless?” I asked Felix, in a tone intended to be mistaken for flirting. I sensed a shift in Soriano’s attention. He was watching me closely, less drunk than he’d seemed a moment earlier. “Let’s get you to bed,” I said softly, to Felix, “before you tell these gentlemen our entire life story.” He was too drunk to protest in any serious way. It wasn’t difficult to draw him off his bar stool and toward the elevator. In the elevator he kissed me, but in a slack-mouthed drunken way that made me flinch.

“You can’t tell stories to strangers,” I said. “That and your general incompetence are going to get us killed.”

“They’re strangers,” he said. “We’ll never see them again. What’s the harm?”

We’d reached our floor. “How have you made it this far?” I asked.

“There’s so much luck in the world,” he said, “even now. I’ve been so lucky.” We were in the corridor. I unlocked our room and led him in, sat him on the edge of the bed, and began unlacing his boots like he was a child. But I’d never once in my life wished for a child, that was the problem here. “Look at how we escaped from Texas,” he said.

I stopped midboot to stare at him. “That wasn’t luck,” I said. “That was me. I procured two separate sets of passports and kept them in the van in a go bag.”

“You’re my luck,” he said. He fell back into the bed and was snoring within seconds. When I finally fell asleep that night I dreamt of Los Angeles again, for the first time in a while: walking with Gloria in the Silver Lake hills at twilight, talking about something that I couldn’t remember when I woke. Felix had opened the curtains, and the room was violently bright. I covered my eyes.

“Morning, love,” he said. “Join me for a walk?”

The dread I felt wasn’t the dream, I realized. The dream had been benign. The dread was premonition.

“I don’t think I’m awake enough for a walk,” I said, and as I spoke, the dread solidified into understanding: if Felix went for a walk this morning, he would die. I knew it in the same way I knew the name of the hotel, the day of the week, the colour of his eyes. It was just a fact.

“Why don’t I order you some coffee,” he said. “I’ll be back before you know it.”

“Thank you. Yes.” I watched him pick up the room phone and order a latte for the last time, the sunlight on the side of his face. His hand on the phone, his beauty, his eyes when he turned to me.

“You okay?” he asked.

I knew that if he walked out of the room, he wouldn’t come back.

“I’m fine,” I said. “Enjoy your walk.”

“Enjoy your latte,” he said, and was gone. Even after he closed the door, it still wasn’t too late. I could have run after him, explained that I had a bad feeling about the walk and endured his skepticism to bring him back into the room, or dispensed with the truth and just used the promise of sex to pull him back into bed. Instead I lay still, staring at the ceiling, for enough time that he must now have been at the elevators, now down in the lobby, now gone. Out of reach. Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, what is a murder?

A knock on the door startled me, but it was only room service with the coffee. I showered and then went out to the terrace, where I sat staring at the water beyond the village rooftops. There were a few bursts of gunfire far out at sea, but the morning was tranquil, until it wasn’t: I had dropped my cup, I was standing, I was watching coffee spread in a pool around my feet. Felix was dead. There was no external sign of this truth in the world around me, but I knew it was true. I ran down five flights of stairs to the lobby, where people stared. I must have looked frantic. Some of the guests in the lobby were vacationing mercenaries and others were more innocent, old-school tourists of a breed that hardly existed here anymore and had disappeared altogether on the other side of the Atlantic. I saw the two men who’d been drinking with Felix last night, sitting separately, staring at their phones. The older one—Soriano, I remembered dimly—rose with a look of concern as I ran past him into the hot still air.

Outside, the sky was cloudless and I was aware in a way I hadn’t been before of how scorched this place was, how the orderly lines of cypress trees and the cacti were the only things alive in a landscape of rocks and dry grass.

“Felix!” I shouted, although of course I was too late. Behind the hotel, two security guards were playing dominoes at a folding table in the shade; one of them called out half-heartedly as I passed, but no one stopped me from running down the path to the staff quarters, then behind the staff quarters to the chained-off road. I jumped the chain and sprinted past the burnt ruins of the shantytown—a nightmare blur—and up to the villas. As I ran past, en route to the diving cliff, I dimly noticed that the second villa was occupied now, white curtains billowing in an open window. Down the empty path to the diving platform, which was of course deserted, because Felix was dead. I wasn’t thinking clearly, I realized, but how could anyone. I walked out to the end of the diving board, and stood very still. It felt like standing on the edge of the world. The only movement was water, and the ripples of dead cliffside grass in the wind.

No, I was thinking clearly. This was the right place. I felt Felix’s recent presence here, then saw him. He was floating face down in the water, far below.

There was a sound behind me on the path. When I turned I saw Soriano.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

I stared at him for a moment before I shook my head.

“No,” I said, “not at all.”

“I followed you from the hotel,” he said. “You seemed distressed.”

“Felix just died.”

He blinked. “I’m sorry. Listen, could you do me a favour and come in off that diving board? You’re making me nervous.”

I walked in from the diving board, and then, because I didn’t know what else to do, sat on the cracked concrete of the platform. I felt weak. He was looking around in a casual way.

“Is this a setup?” he asked.

“If it’s a setup,” I said, “then I’m being set up too.”

He stood for a while, surveying the terrain, then eventually came to sit near me.

“Why did you come here,” I asked, “if you thought it might be a setup? Who takes that kind of risk for a stranger?”

“I do,” he said. “Depending on the stranger. I’m Bill Soriano, we met last night.”

“Ari Waker.” Giving him my actual name was a reckless move, but I had a sense that the name he was giving me was real. I was surprised to realize I was crying. I hadn’t cried in so long. I was thinking of the nights with the militias in the motel rooms, Felix’s grace as he moved through the cigarette smoke. Felix’s impeccable dives, his strength as a swimmer.

“You saw it happen?” he asked.

“No,” I said, “but he’s floating down there.”

He walked to the edge, looked down, and winced. “Not a good swimmer?”

“He was an excellent swimmer. I don’t know what happened.”

Soriano sighed. “Did he have enemies?”

“Not here. Back in Texas.”

“Then I’d bet a thousand dollars someone just wanted his wallet,” he said. “I’ll help you bring him to shore.”

Felix had been stabbed and his wallet was missing. I want to set this world on fire and burn it to the ground.

I had a cousin named Anton. We were close as children, less so as teenagers, in business together in our twenties, then I tried to have him killed and that was the end of our association. I’m not sure where he is now, if he returned eventually to New York or remained in Europe, what became of him after my attempt on his life. But whether alive or dead, he belongs in the past tense. When I knew him, in the vanishingly distant part of my life before I went to prison, he was a passably intelligent person who talked to himself. This habit was generally more annoying than interesting, but sometimes, and I very much enjoyed this, he would address an invisible jury: “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury,” I once heard him say, toward the end of our time together in New York, “allow me to explain. Some things weren’t possible by normal channels. There were certain shortcuts I had to take.”

It turned out the imaginary jury was contagious. They followed me after that, a little congregation of invisible witnesses, and I addressed them too, on occasion: Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, of course I knew that gunrunning was wrong, but I was out of money and everything was collapsing, and there were no jobs to be found in that disastrous time. Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, I no longer loved Felix, or I loved him but didn’t love him enough, or our love was on its way out and had entered a half-life stage—the particulars were confusing—but I didn’t want him to die.

I wasn’t sure at first where I wanted to go, and I’d been lingering at the hotel for another week before I noticed that Soriano was lingering too. After the initial shock, after the coroner was called twice and failed to arrive, after I helped two housemen bury Felix behind the hotel—a task they performed in an unnervingly bored way that I didn’t want to think about—and after a few days on my terrace staring out at the sea, I began to notice Soriano. He was drinking orange juice in the lobby. He was doing push-ups in the middle distance when I went for a walk. He was birdwatching when I passed him on the path to the village, where later, when I doubled back—I often walked for hours—I would see him leaning on an outdoor bar with a beer.

On the ninth or tenth evening, when I came down to the nightly party on the terrace for the first time since Felix’s death, Soriano was dancing. But not, I noticed, with any dedicated partner. One woman after another, and the women didn’t adhere to any particular type. They were tall, short, older, younger, larger, smaller, of different races, and I recognized that I was looking at a man who also knew about avoiding patterns. After a while he came to sit with me.

“Evening, Ari,” he said. “Beautiful night.”

“Can I ask what you’re doing here?”

“Dancing,” he said.

“I mean at the hotel.”

“Same thing as you, I suppose. Waiting for clarity on the next move.”

I nodded. This sounded right.

“What brought you here?” I asked.

“Business. A client was at the hotel a day or two ago.”

“What kind of business?”

“Sales.”

“Of what?”

“Discreet arrangements,” he said.

I laughed at him and we watched the dancers.

“It’s no good being alone,” he said.

“I wasn’t, Soriano.”

“Yes, but I’m talking about now, not a week and a half ago.” He looked at me sharply. “I’m not talking about loneliness, to be clear. I’ve been alone for years at a time, but pragmatically, operationally, it’s not ideal.”

“It’s easier than being with a person, though.” Earlier in the day I’d brought flowers to Felix’s grave and wept beside it, but I wasn’t too grief-stricken to recall his incomprehension, his total inability to absorb shocks, the feeling of being the only adult in the room.

“True,” said Soriano, “but it’s more dangerous. I used to be a soldier.”

“Obviously. You’ve got a blood-type tattoo.”

He smiled. “The thing is, one person can only do so much. When you’re out on patrol, you need another person with you, so you can take turns keeping watch.”

This did make a kind of existential sense to me. If Felix hadn’t been alone at the diving board, then probably my thoughts at the present moment would be occupied by the logistics of breaking up with him, not by grief. Beyond the lights, beyond the dancing couples and the musicians, the ocean was a black abyss.

“I’m not getting down on one knee,” he said. “But I’m available for a partnership, should you so desire.”

“Romantic,” I said.

“You know we don’t live in a romantic world.” He was leaning forward, speaking softly. “One of several reasons I’d like to be with you, Ari, is you seem to understand that. I think you understand what kind of world we live in.”

“You did prison time,” I said, testing a theory.

“Yes, we have that in common.”

“How could you tell?”

“Something in the way you carry yourself.”

I watched the dancers, considering this. I never thought about prison anymore, or rarely. It was terrible but it ended. It was terrible in a way that didn’t break me. If it had marked me in a manner visible to others, well, there are worse scars a person can carry.

“What do you want?” he asked, after a while. The question unfurled into a dozen other questions that he didn’t have to ask because they were all implicit—What are you doing here, what will become of you, etc.—and I didn’t tell him because I didn’t know him well enough to try to express this, but what I wanted, actually, the thing I most longed for, was to get to live in a different kind of world. Soriano was watching me, then I watched him give up on waiting for my answer. He rose, smoothing his jacket. His smile was unreadable.

“Well,” he said. “You don’t have to tell me what you want. I’ll ask again later.”

Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, perhaps we can agree: this is a bad timeline. I didn’t have to do what I did. I want to wake on that last morning with Felix, but instead of waiting on the balcony while he goes for a walk, I want to make love to him, eat lunch, maybe go swimming later so I can watch one last dive. Later that day or the day following I want to board a series of trains and return him safely to Paris, where I wish to separate from him in some mildly-sad-but-not-devastating way, because it was obvious to me by the time of his death that he wasn’t a person I could stay with forever or, if we’re being honest here, probably not even for another month. But then, post-breakup, after a little time has passed, I want to meet him for drinks at some quiet bar and reminisce about the time we fled a collapsing country together. I want someone to get drunk with who was there in my past.

“Let’s dance,” said Soriano, and I took his hand.

We boarded a flight from Athens to Barcelona, then a night train to Paris the following evening. The train was heavily fortified—steel plates on the outside, two men with heavy weaponry posted outside the door to our private carriage—and it took me a moment to realize that this was how Soriano habitually travelled. “I had to clean up after an exploded train once,” he said, by way of explanation. “It gave me a lifelong appreciation for armour plating and armed guards.”

“It seems expensive.” Our carriage had an air of faded luxury. There were plush seats upholstered in threadbare velvet, gilt wallpaper peeling. I took a seat by the window. The glass was so thick that it warped the station, the lines of the platform curving at the edges of my view.

“The alternative is too stressful. One’s nerves get frayed in specific ways,” he said, “in my experience. Most kinds of stress I can manage, Ari, but I struggle with travelling in a train carriage with other passengers, wondering which of them might suddenly set off a bomb.”

“Fair,” I said.

Soriano sat across from me, travelling backward, peering out through the bulletproof glass. The lights of a passing town flared and receded. We didn’t speak.

It was a bullet train of the kind that never existed on my home continent, and it glided so smoothly that after a moment I forgot we were moving. It felt like being suspended outside of time. Soriano fell asleep, his head drooping, arms folded, but I sensed that he was never far from leaping to his feet, ready for combat. The thought made me weary. I drifted into an uneasy sleep, and woke when Soriano touched my shoulder.

“Come with me,” he said. He unbolted a series of locks and I followed him out of our car and into a narrow hallway, empty now. We passed through into an adjoining carriage, this one more of a regular train car, but entirely empty, between rows of seats. The train was slowing, I realized. As we reached the end of the second carriage, I heard piano music, quite close. I couldn’t identify the composer, but it was familiar, and virtuosic. That next carriage had been stripped of seats, and was being used for transporting goods. Crates were stacked halfway to the ceiling, and at the far end, a piano had been tethered to a luggage rack. The pianist was a small man in an oversized coat, bent low over the keys.

“Are we in a World War Two movie?” I muttered.

“Mozart,” Soriano said. “This is one of my favourite sonatas.”

The pianist glanced at us, and I saw that I’d been mistaken. She was a woman in men’s clothing, a small person in a large scarf, somewhere in her fifties. She had beautiful eyes. I thought her face looked kind. The train lurched to a stop, and through the music I heard the hiss of a hydraulic door. Someone was standing between cars with a flashlight. I couldn’t see their face in the shadow, but they used the light to gesture toward an open door.

“We’re leaving the train?” I asked. “What time is it?”

“Just after four a.m.,” Soriano said. “Careful on the steps.”

I descended the metal steps. We were nowhere, in the woods, somewhere far from any station. Clear night, full moon, but the forest was made of shadow. Soriano came down behind me. “Here,” he said, “move quickly,” and he took my hand. Piano music leaked out into the dark, then the doors hissed shut and the music was gone. Soriano led me down over the gravel, into the blackness of the pines. The train began to move, slowly at first and then picking up speed, gliding onward without us.

“You must think I’m insane,” Soriano said, “and you must think you’re in danger. But I pose no threat to you, Ari, I hope you realize that.”

“I’m too old for this,” I said, although I wasn’t sure at that moment what “this” was, exactly. I liked holding his hand, which was a useful data point. Aligning myself with him wasn’t the worst play, I thought.

“See, that’s the kind of thinking that’ll get you killed,” Soriano said. “No one’s ever too old for any given misfortune or inconvenience, just remember that.”

“What are we doing?”

“I have to tell you a story to make this make sense, but I promise to be brief. I was in a unit, a long time ago.”

“What kind of unit?”

“A private unit,” he said. “This way, Ari. A unit of discreet gentlemen and one lady with considerable expertise in firearms and explosives, dispatched as needed on an international basis.” I was walking carefully, thinking of how much I didn’t want to sprain my ankle in the dark. The ground was uneven underfoot. “We would perform the duty for which we’d been dispatched, and then disperse. My commander, he would point to each of us in turn and say air, land, sea, and the thing he said to you was how you’d leave that country, whichever country you were in, and make your way home.”

“Does this story have a point, Soriano?”

“It does, Ari, it does. I realized at one point, and this may be eccentric but stay with me here: Why not all three? What better way to throw someone off the trail, if a person happened to be tracking you?”

“We’re returning to Paris by boat?”

“Yes, because we set out by air and then took a train.”

There was some kind of logic here. A flight, then a train, then a hike through the forest, then a boat. Why not.

“What about our luggage?”

“It’ll be sent to my apartment.” We stumbled out onto a dusty road, pale in the moonlight. “Et voilà, la France profonde,” Soriano said. Across the road there was an enormous building, set back a little in the field. No, not a building. Ruins.

“I don’t know what that means.” My eyes were adjusting. The ruins had once been a cathedral, I saw now, a tower and a shattered dome rising into the night.

“You should learn the language, if you’re going to stay here.” He stepped out onto the road, peering into the darkness.

“I’ll learn French.” I sat at the roadside. “What are we waiting for?” I heard an owl call softly, somewhere nearby, and then a pale shape flew from the ruined cathedral.

“We’re waiting for my car,” Soriano said. “It’s close.” He came to sit beside me, and a moment later a small black car pulled up. The driver was a thin man in a dark suit and a white shirt. He opened the door for us without a word.

“Please,” Soriano said, and climbed in beside me. A moment later we were driving in silence through the countryside, headed north.

“We could’ve stayed on the train,” I murmured.

“But if anyone’s after us,” Soriano said, “they’re looking on the train as we speak.”

There was a gap in the logic here—if our hypothetical assassins knew about our train itinerary, might they not also know about the car?—but I was too tired to chase it. My thoughts were drifting in a way that meant sleep was close. I opened the window and fought for wakefulness in the rush of cool air. We were close to the ocean. We were moving through the dark streets of some provincial town now, passing a bakery with warm light in the windows, a man moving about inside. The other windows of the town were mostly dark.

“You awake, Ari?”

“I am, Soriano.” I liked saying his name. Perhaps I could take it, that was my next thought. I’d been Ari Smith for a while now, since Ohio, and there was a certain pleasure in the thought of switching names again.

“We’re almost there.” The car turned a corner and the ocean was before us, deep grey to the horizon. The first colours of sunrise streaked the sky. The car drove out onto a pier, wheels vibrating on the uneven wood, toward a midsize yacht.

“We’ll move quickly again,” Soriano said. “Forgive me, it’s a habit. The car stops, you open the door, you walk briskly out and directly onto that boat, and I’m beside you all the way. Do not stop for any reason.”

The car stopped and I stepped out into the beautiful cool air. I walked up the gangway and moved rapidly across the rear deck, in through a door that opened to receive me. Soriano came in behind me and closed the door. We were in a very small but expensive-looking living room, or so it seemed to me—there must be some nautical term for this room, I thought, but I knew nothing about ships—with deep carpeting and armchairs, a miniature fridge, paintings on the walls. A young man who I assumed must be the captain nodded to Soriano and disappeared up a narrow flight of stairs.

“If you’d like to sleep,” Soriano said, “there’s a bedroom through there. You can have the bed, I’m quite happy on an armchair.”

I glanced at him and he looked quickly away. What were we to one another? I’d agreed to come with him, but the parameters of our association were unclear.

“I’ll stay awake for a while,” I said, and took a seat by the window. The glass was tinted in a way that rendered the sky and the sea unnaturally dim. I was bone-tired.

Ladies and gentlemen of the jury: You get more than one life. The transition between lives is sudden or slow. Sometimes it’s a night flight to Paris, sometimes it’s waking to the news that your country is ending, sometimes it’s soldiers flooding the streets. Sometimes it’s the FBI crashing through your Santa Monica rental house in a wave of black uniforms, pressing your face into the carpet while they snap cold metal on your wrists, you have the right to remain silent. Sometimes it’s a prison sentence, sometimes it’s a boat. I gazed out at the seascape, at the choppy waves of the Atlantic under a dove-grey sky. Sleep was very close again. The sound and vibration of the engine were all around me. In a half-awake, half-dreaming state I saw a translucent periscope rise above the waves and fade out, some ghost submarine from long-ago memories of war movies.

“Wake up,” Soriano said gently. Some time had passed. I’d been back in the motel room in Ohio, observing Felix’s grace as he carried an AR-15 across the room and placed it with reverence in the arms of the girl with the feather in her hair, the girl dressed in black who was pretending to be drunk.

The boat was pulling into an industrial port in a landscape of warehouses, an unobtrusive rusted-steel pier that looked comically small beside the massive cranes. (Involuntary memories of a parking lot by the Port of Houston, listening to distant gunfire with Felix in the gathering twilight, a white bird flying overhead.) “We’ll stay inside till the car pulls up,” Soriano said. I followed his gaze and saw the car approaching, a grey sedan cruising slowly down the line of container stacks.

“How do you know it’s the right car?”

“I think you should marry me,” he said.

“What?”

“We think exactly alike. Watch.”

The car stopped by the pier, and the driver—a dockworker, or a man dressed as one—got out, left the driver’s door open, opened the back passenger door, and walked away. Then, as I watched, a woman emerged from some other part of our ship, walked briskly down to the car, and climbed into the driver’s seat.

“That’s Pilar,” he said. “I trust her.”

“She’s been working for you for a while?” I couldn’t see the woman’s face, but assumed she was watching us. The windows of the car reflected the sky.

“Yeah,” he said, “and also she’s my cousin.”

“Same as before, then?” I wished I’d slept longer. I wasn’t well. I could feel the beginnings of a fever, dull heat behind my eyes.

“Yes. No matter what happens, walk straight to the car. What will you do if I’m shot on the pier and fall dead beside you?”

“I’ll walk to the car.”

The outside air carried oil and saltwater brine, indistinguishable from the Port of Houston. I wished I could stay outside for longer, but in a moment I was inside the car and Soriano was closing the door behind us. The door cut off sound in a way that made me understand that the windows were bulletproof. It was like being encased in a hermetically sealed pod. I had to fight off claustrophobia as we set off. Pilar’s gaze flickered to mine in the mirror. She was younger than me by at least a decade.

“Soriano,” I said, “what exactly is your business?”

“I have several,” he said. “My main business is, I transport people. It isn’t human trafficking. I’m talking about willing individuals who desire to start over in an entirely different place, with a different name and different identity papers.”

“That sounds expensive.”

“Very,” he said. “I’m good at my job, and I charge accordingly.”

“I did that without you,” I said. “The name, the place, and the identity papers.”

“Yes, but you weren’t in the Mafia,” Soriano said. “I’m using the Mafia as an example. There are countless people who’ve sworn fealty to organized crime, and the only way out of that is death, usually.”

“Death or you?”

“Death or me,” he said. We were leaving the port, through a steel gate that closed behind us, then out into a larger territory of warehouses and parking lots, huge trucks passing. “We’re a good match for several reasons,” he said, “and one of them is that you understand how to operate in this environment. Felix’s story about your flight from Texas made that clear.”

“Why do you travel like this? Is someone specifically after you?”

“Not that I’m aware of, but I’ve learned to be careful.”

“I can operate in this environment, but I dislike it,” I said. “Don’t you wish life were easier?”

“Of course. Doesn’t everyone?” He looked at me. “We don’t get to choose the world we’re born into. But you either learn to navigate that world, or you don’t.”

I nodded. I was very tired. Pilar merged onto an expressway, and we lapsed into silence. Time collapsed and I was six years old again, drifting toward sleep in my mother’s arms in the back of a yellow taxi, steel girders of the Williamsburg Bridge sliding past overhead, suspended between and above the lit-up shores of Manhattan and Brooklyn. I had a sense of blurred borders, of having travelled in so many cars between so many places that I was somehow in all of the cars at once. I drifted in and out of sleep through the grey hours between the ocean and Paris.

“Not much longer,” Pilar said. It was the first time she’d spoken, and I was startled by an American accent. Who were these people, actually? I closed my eyes for a moment, trying not to sink too far into exhaustion. Thinking, How did I land in this life. Or How did I land in yet another life, how often do I get to blow my life up and start over, how many completely separate lives am I going to get to live before I run out of chances. We were passing through a neighbourhood of narrow streets, somewhere near the city centre. The car came to a halt in front of an elegant apartment building.

“Welcome home,” Soriano said, and looked confused when I laughed.

I married Soriano quickly. He needed a wife for social events. I could have built a new life on my own, in a new city, but the thought was exhausting. I would attach myself to Soriano’s life for a while, I thought, and see what came next. It was a life of dinner parties, for the most part. At some point in the evening, the party would divide: a selection of guests—mostly men—would withdraw into another room to talk business, while the rest of us—mostly women—talked about everything except what our spouses were up to. Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, I am not a monster. I don’t think I’m a monster. I held considerable doubts. But the world changes and you have to change with it, and it was that understanding that propelled me from one life into the next without dying.

Our street was on a popular route for anti-dome demonstrations, and I woke some mornings to the howls of protesters and the metallic clash of pots and pans in the street below. I liked watching the surging crowds from Soriano’s bedroom window.

“It’s adorable that they think they have problems,” I said to Soriano, and this struck me at the time as a reasonable stance for an American to take, but also it was true that I was floating through a city that I didn’t understand. On our last night together, we went to a dinner in the 5th arrondissement, not far from the river. I’d slept poorly the night before, and had drunk too much espresso to compensate. When we left at eleven, I felt almost manically awake. Pilar was waiting with the car, but I hesitated on the steps.

“What is it?” Soriano asked.

“Could we walk a little? I’m overcaffeinated.”

“Of course,” he said. He leaned into the car window and said something to Pilar, who drove away. A small crowd had gathered by the curb, people in extremely expensive clothing waiting for their cars, and there was something mildly subversive in walking away on foot.

“I feel like we’re getting away with something,” I said.

He laughed, and I took his arm. “Living in this city feels like getting away with something,” he said. “Let’s walk along the river a little ways.” The Paris dome wasn’t going to be a dome, exactly, so much as a series of giant soap bubbles. One of the support beams was quite nearby, just on the other side of the river, a massive square tower rising improbably into the night air.

“Are you worried about the protests?”

“A little,” he said. “But I’m more worried about the dome.”

This was interesting to me. He’d been working long hours while I studied French and wandered the city, and we hadn’t spoken much about it.

“Why?”

“If you’re talking about a structure,” he said, “then operationally speaking, being protected by a structure can easily turn into being trapped by it.”

“I suppose you have a point.”

“The dome will protect us against the heat and the storms,” he said, “but what if something happens inside the dome?”

We’d reached the river. We descended a walkway down to the bank, and walked in silence for a few minutes. I was admiring the beauty of the river at night, lights sliding over the surface. All my life I’ve loved dark water.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked.

“New York,” I said, and registered his mild surprise. I never talked about the past. “I lived by the river as a kid.”

“In Manhattan?”

“Brooklyn. Near the Williamsburg Bridge.” When I was twelve—after my mother was deported, after my father followed her back to Ecuador, after there were no more parents—I used to slip out of my aunt and uncle’s apartment at night and go down to the water. Why? To stare at it. There were places on that industrial waterfront where I never saw another living soul, and I liked inhabiting a secret night world that was only mine.

“Something’s wrong,” he said softly.

I snapped back to the present, and I saw it too. A small dark ship was moving down the river. A passing shadow, no lights. I glanced over my shoulder. Two dark figures had materialized at the top of the walkway we’d taken. There was something in the way they stood, side by side, watching the boat. They were dressed in black, dark masks over their faces. Something glinted in the streetlight and I was certain they were armed.

“We have to go forward,” I said, and we increased our pace. Just ahead, the river path diverged. To the left, rough cobblestones continued along the water. To the right there was a pedestrian tunnel, lit with blue lights. I took Soriano’s hand and led him into the tunnel, still at a strolling pace. If we ran, I feared the spell could break and the night dissolve into gunfire.

“Why the tunnel?” he asked. Not afraid, just curious. Soriano had nerves of steel.

“Because surely those people are connected to the boat,” I said, “so I want to get us away from the water. Can you run?”

“Of course,” he said, and we broke into a light jog, footfalls as quiet as possible. I’d been here before in daylight and it had been reasonably well populated, but at this hour we were almost alone. A cyclist passed going the other way—he glanced at us curiously—and then we were alone entirely, moving rapidly between graffitied walls. The walls were lit at intervals by streaks of ultraviolet light: political slogans—Le dôme = la mort—but mostly names, stylized roses, stars, human figures, animals. We passed a one-eyed fox, a blue rabbit. The sound behind us was almost certainly gunfire. The cyclist who’d passed us a moment ago came back the other way, whirring past us in a blur, pedalling frantically. This far into the tunnel, the air was stale. There were fans overhead but they were stilled. We had to get back to air, that was what I was thinking. I sped up, so Soriano did too, the two of us moving at a dead run now.

There was some kind of cacophony ahead, shouting and sirens. We were running toward danger. Soriano stopped.

“We have to keep going,” I said.

“I think it’s worse ahead of us,” he said. “Whatever’s going on. You hear all that?”

“No,” I said, “it’s worse where we came from.”

“You’re not thinking clearly.”

“It’s not a matter of thinking,” I said. “There are things that I know, and one of them is that we can’t go back that way.”

“With respect, Ari, I’ve spent time on battlefields. I think you’ll die if you go forward.”

“Soriano, please.”

He stared at me. “Well, I suppose the only way is to test our theories, then,” he said. It took me a moment to understand.

“Whoever gets back to the apartment first wins?”

“That’s my girl,” he said. “I can’t dissuade you?”

“I’m afraid not. I’m going forward.”

He said, just checking, “You’re not in love, are you?”

“Of course not. No offence.”

He smiled. “None taken. I’ve enjoyed our alliance.”

“You’re my best friend, Soriano.”

“I like you too,” he said. “I’ll see you soon, I hope.”

We walked backward for a step or two, away from each other, then he gave me a little salute and began running back the way we’d come. We were about at the tunnel’s midpoint, I thought, but it was impossible to be sure. As I ran onward, I felt myself in a fugue state: I had always been running. My lungs burned and my mind wandered. I was thinking of Felix, the absurdity and pointlessness of that death in Greece. I wondered if I’d see him soon. The light was changing, siren sounds growing louder, and then I came out into the clear night air, into the last few seconds of my life when I was able to run.

If I heard the explosion, I retained no memory of it later. I was running, and then I was airborne, and for an exultant moment it felt like the impossible thing I’d longed for as a child—I want to run so fast that my feet leave the cobblestones—before I landed into shocking pain.

I lay very still, and felt an unexpected peace. I was lying on a sidewalk. Smoke in the air, distant screaming and sirens, but none of that had anything to do with me. The pain turned out to be a kind of transport. I was in the blue water under the diving board, Felix above me, but then in the dream I could run time in reverse: he dove and then rose upward, smiling, back to the starting point. I want to dive off a cliff, but I don’t want to descend. I want gravity to reverse itself. What I want is to rise.

I opened my eyes into pain and soft light, the gentle beeping of machines, an industrial hum of hospital air circulation. It felt like returning from a far distance. My throat was dry. The woman by my bed was familiar, but it took a moment to place her.

“Hello, Ari,” Nico said.

I blinked, drifted off, woke again, and Nico was still there, largely unchanged from how she’d looked in Ohio, except that her hair—still buzz-cut—was now pink instead of platinum. I tried to speak, but could make no sound. She gently raised my head, and held a glass of water with a straw to my lips.

“I was far away,” I said. My voice was like a raspy hinge.

“Don’t try to move,” she said. “You’ve had an elaborate surgery on your leg.”

My left leg was suspended, I saw now, in a kind of sling that came down from the ceiling. Someone else was in the room with us. I turned my head very slowly.

“What are you looking at?” Nico looked where I was looking, but it was clear she saw no one there. “Do you need something?”

Felix was standing in a corner of the room. He was watching me with an interested, neutral expression, his hands in his pockets. He was a little insubstantial, I saw now. I thought I could see the radiator lines through his sweater. I’d returned from a far distance, but I hadn’t come back alone.
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3. THREE CONVERSATIONS AFTER AN EXPLOSION
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Three conversations between Nico and Ari in a Paris hospital room, fall 2039

CONVERSATION 1

ARI: No, I’m not too tired. It’s fine. Can I be honest with you? If I spend another night in this hospital, I might actually die of boredom. I appreciate you visiting me here.

NICO: . . . 

A: I’ll talk about anything, but why do you record conversations?

N: . . . 

A: I suppose. I wish I understood the world better too sometimes.

N: . . . 

A: Well. I had two reasons for coming to Los Angeles after prison. One is just that I wasn’t far away. There were all these prisoner transfers toward the end, as the corrections system was falling apart. I ended my sentence in Nevada, of all places. I didn’t want to make my way back to New York, it was too far away and there was nothing there for me. Also, I had a contact in LA. My girlfriend in prison had a cousin in Los Angeles who needed a roommate.

N: . . . 

A: Yes, Gloria. I met her, and she agreed to let me move in. I had some money from before I went to prison, a bank account under my mother’s name that the Feds hadn’t found. So those first weeks, I took a vacation. I had enough money to pay my rent, for a little while, before I had to find a job.

N: . . . 

A: You mean you want to know about the beginning. The reason why I went to prison in the first place, back in New York.

N: . . . 

A: Well. I’d have to take you back a ways. What you have to understand is, I was raised with a degree of corruption. From twelve onward I lived with my aunt and uncle, and my cousin Anton. Anton and I, we were like siblings. His parents were dealers in stolen antiques. I worked for them as a teenager, but their business didn’t really interest me. I wanted a business of my own, so I started running a small operation in my twenties. It was a strange time. The 9/11 attacks had just happened, a year or two earlier.

N: . . . 

A: Seriously?

N: . . . 

A: Okay. Well, in that case you’ll just have to believe me when I tell you it was a hinge moment. Can I ask you something?

N: . . . 

A: Do you believe in ghosts?

N: . . . 

A: No reason. I was just wondering.

N: . . . 

A: No. It’s just a topic that interests me. I’m on a lot of painkillers.

N: . . . 

A: When I say it was a hinge moment, I mean the world wasn’t the same afterward as before. Men from other countries crashed planes into buildings in two cities, killed around three thousand people, and after that, immigration got a lot harder. There was a demand for US passports. I’d been engaging in criminal activity for a while by then, mostly theft, but—

N: . . . 

A: Yeah, well, I’m not Ibari. I started selling passports. Can you pass me that controller? The blue thing hanging on the cord there.

N: . . . 

A: Thank you. If I press the button, I get more painkillers. Okay.

N: . . . 

A: Right, yes. Okay, so, my passport business, it all hinged on a single post office clerk. Luis. I still think about him.

N: . . . 

A: He was lonely, I think. He was in his sixties, I think never married, I don’t know if he had friends. I’d go over to his apartment and watch TV with him. He never tried anything, by the way. We were friends, kind of, in that uneasy way where there’s an underlying transaction. He would approve any passport application I gave him. I liked him. I thought he maybe liked me, but it’s hard to tell when you’re paying someone.

N: . . . 

A: My true friend back then was Ilieva. But I was paying her too. I’d helped her get back into the country after she was deported, and she’d been part of my delivery system. I was trying to limit my exposure, so my rule was, I was never present when the passport or the money changed hands. The transactions only involved Ilieva, and my cousin Anton.

N: . . . 

A: It’s a fair question. Friendship’s always been difficult for me. I’m not sure I’ve ever fully understood it. But I paid them a cut and they took the risk. The risk was what I was paying them for. It was a good business, for a while.

N: . . . 

A: Well, after some time, a few years, Ilieva got recruited by someone we sold a passport to. A man who often came into the Russian Café, where she worked. The guy looked so gentle, that’s the way I remember him. He had a kind face, and he spoke softly. He looked like a mild-mannered professor, like the absolute last person you’d expect to do anything dangerous or unkind, but that was just a mask. He was Russian organized crime. I got involved, and I was working on a new project with him. Not just supplying passports, but bringing people into the country.

N: . . . 

A: Yes, human trafficking. But what you have to understand is, these women desperately wanted in. No one was forcing them.

N: . . . 

A: No, of course I can’t be sure of that. But . . . look, I see the way you’re looking at me, but these girls were coming in from places with no jobs, these desolate ex-Soviet republics where the oligarchs had stripped away all the resources. There’s a lot of organized crime, in places like that, and not a lot of options. It wasn’t that there was no economy, in those countries they were from, it’s that they were the economy.

N: . . . 

A: Yes, I did use that line on Anton, and yes, I know that I’m justifying a serious crime. I’m not an idiot. But, Nico, the thing you have to understand is that all of these girls wanted out of their home countries. Most of them had been forced into prostitution. They all wanted to come to New York. But we’re getting away from the crime. I couldn’t leave New York for complicated reasons. I needed someone on the ground in Europe to complete the transaction, and Anton was going to Italy on his honeymoon. But then the transaction was delayed, and he ended up having to stay there for weeks, and he started to get anxious. He didn’t want to go through with it. He started calling me and demanding more money. I was afraid he was about to go to the FBI.

N: . . . 

A: It’s not that I thought I didn’t deserve punishment. I’m not a psychopath. I don’t think I’m a psychopath. It was more that . . . okay, yes, I didn’t want to go to prison. I was obsessed with the idea of freedom. That was why I’d gotten into a criminal life in the first place, because I knew I was alone in the world and I wanted to be free. The alternative I saw all around me in Brooklyn, the life where you work yourself to the bone and you barely get by, that felt like the opposite of freedom to me. I don’t know, maybe everyone feels that, but I just . . . I wanted something different. So I made an arrangement. It was shocking, actually, how easy it was. I paid someone a very large amount of money to remove Anton from the equation. And then I got the call that the job was done, that Anton was gone.

N: . . . 

A: Yes. I mean dead.

N: . . . 

A: I left New York that night, and went to California. I used to rent a little house by the beach in Santa Monica. It was the most half-hearted effort at fleeing. I knew anyone could find me if they put a half-hour of work into it. It wasn’t that I wanted to be caught, it was that I knew I would be. It’s hard to explain, but it’s been like that all my life, I sometimes just know what’s coming. I knew I was going to prison.

N: . . . 

A: Then time kept passing, and the police kept not coming. Those months were ghostly, that’s how I thought of that time later. I walked to the grocery store, and walked on the beach, I lay awake at night listening to the city. I had this feeling of being in between lives.

N: . . . 

A: Yes. Like now.

N: . . . 

A: After a while I thought, Maybe I’ll stay free, but I knew that wasn’t a true story. I started making plans to travel, but there was no life in those plans. I don’t know how else to express it. I knew prison was approaching. The delay was confusing. It didn’t matter what I did, because I was always going to go to prison.

N: . . . 

A: Until one morning I woke up and I couldn’t stop looking at the door. Like my attention was just drawn to it. I sat there staring at it like it was the most interesting thing in the world, like I was high or something, but I wasn’t. Then in the late morning the FBI broke down that door and swarmed my house. I didn’t resist. I kept not resisting until all the guns and shouting started to seem a little stupid, and the agents kind of looked embarrassed, I remember that. I just lay there pinned to the carpet with my hands behind my back until finally it got a bit quieter, and they took me in. After I confessed, they told me Anton was still alive in Italy. Pass me that controller again.

N: . . . 

A: Yeah, it’s terrible. My leg’s shattered in five places and I can feel the metal pins attaching to my bones.

N: . . . 

A: I don’t know. Either my contact in Italy lied to me, or my contact in Italy was mistaken himself, which means he killed the wrong man.

N: . . . 

A: When the hit man called me, I felt that he was telling the truth.

N: . . . 

A: Yes. I think someone else died. I think there was a case of mistaken identity. I don’t know who died in Italy, but I know someone did.

N: . . . 

A: Of course I do, Nico. Of course. I think about that other man all the time.

CONVERSATION 2

N: Are you familiar with the final dream?

A: . . . 

N: There’s a whole religion devoted to the idea, in the place I’m from. The idea is that after you die, your neurons keep firing for a while. Something like seven minutes. What’s that time like, when your body’s dead and your brain is trying to make sense of that? Obviously no one knows what that time is like, I mean the subjective experience of that time, but some people think when you die, you get one last dream. Think about the way time works in dreams. Those seven minutes might feel like a lifetime. That’s what I thought Kareem’s party was, when I arrived there. I thought I’d died and arrived in the final dream.

A: . . . 

N: My working life now isn’t very interesting. I pick up retail shifts at a department store when I can, and I transport packages for the men who run my neighbourhood. I assume those packages have drugs in them, and that isn’t what I wanted for my life, but financially speaking, I have no real choice. But in the other place, the place I came from, I had a more interesting job. I was a physicist. I don’t really want to talk about the other place, because I don’t want to think about how much I’ve lost.

A: . . . 

N: Getting from one place to the other, it was . . . it’s hard to describe the sensation. I was in the other place, then there was a feeling like plucking the string of a guitar, but I was the string. Then I was in a kitchen, at a party. I remember opening my eyes, and thinking, This is it. I’m dead, and this is the final dream. That was the only explanation that made sense to me, because I was in a lab in the other place, and then I was in a party, with absolutely no intermediate step. There was a man kneeling beside me, looking for something in a cupboard, so I crouched next to him and it was my husband, it was Kareem, but like a dream version. It wasn’t just the clothes, or the haircut, it was that there was something different about him, like he had a different soul. I know that sounds crazy. I asked him where I was, and he said, “My kitchen.” He called me by the wrong name.

A: . . . 

N: Yes, he called me Gloria. I didn’t understand why until much later. Anyway, it was obvious to me that this Kareem wasn’t actually my husband. He was some kind of doppelgänger. I felt like I was losing my mind. I moved out into the next room, trying to get my bearings or find someone I recognized, but there was no one. All these strangers. They were talking about things I didn’t understand. It was all place names I didn’t know and references to events I’d never heard of.

A: . . . 

N: Well, Saraya came through too. My colleague. I found her in a psych ward in Los Angeles. She was completely undone.

A: . . . 

N: The shock was too much, I guess, and Saraya had completely broken from reality. When I saw her, she wasn’t coherent. I know the kind thing would’ve been to stay in Los Angeles, to try to help her, but I’d lost everything too and I was trying to stay alive. I had to keep moving.

A: . . . 

N: Well, after a while I left the apartment and walked down a flight of stairs to the street. I remember wandering for a long time, staring up at the streetlights, because they were just completely wrong. The shape of them, I mean, the colour of the light, everything. A car passed and I almost didn’t understand what it was.

A: . . . 

N: Yeah, I know, I’m used to all of that now. But at the beginning the tiny differences were so jarring, it was all I could see. I just kept walking. I had no idea where I was. After a while it began to seem to me that the dream was lasting too long. Also it didn’t feel like a dream anymore, after the first half-hour or so.

A: . . . 

N: I was walking and walking, but I had no destination. I was in shock, I think. Crying and stumbling around in the dark. But then I had this awful thought: obviously the experiment had gone wrong and I’d passed through some kind of door. What if the door opened again, in the same place as before, but I wasn’t there to pass back through? I had to get back to the party. I had to get home. All I could think of was my children.

A: . . . 

N: I have two children. Marlowe and Samir. Marlowe was two when I left, and Samir was almost four.

A: . . . 

N: Marlowe was named for a fictional detective. Samir was my husband’s grandfather’s name.

A: . . . 

N: My husband? He was a revolutionary, or he wanted to be. He was secretive about it. He didn’t know that I knew. But to explain all that, I’d have to tell you about an entire world that I don’t want to think about too much. Ask me about something different.

A: . . . 

N: So I retraced my steps, or tried to, but it took me until morning to find Kareem’s apartment again. I walked back up the stairs at the side of the building, and the door was unlocked, but the apartment was empty.

A: . . . 

N: I guess Kareem had left by then. I know no one saw him again, you told me that in Ohio. The party had been abandoned. All the lights were on. I smelled something burning. Someone had left a candle burning in the living room, and a flower had fallen into it and caught fire, so it was kind of smouldering there, just slowly ruining the shelf it was sitting on. I put it out, and started looking around. I remember I was desperately thirsty. It took me a minute to figure out how the taps worked in the kitchen, because the design of everything was just completely different than where I’m from. I ate and drank whatever I could find. I didn’t know what I was searching for, but I kept looking. I kept walking in and out of rooms, but there was no . . . there was nothing. I wasn’t transported back. I could find no door. The empty rooms were just empty rooms.

A: . . . 

N: I don’t know what I expected to find.

A: . . . 

N: Well, after a while I gave up on the idea of the door reopening, for the moment. I knew it wasn’t my apartment and I had to leave, but I was desperate. You have to understand, I was in a foreign place and I had no money, nothing. I found a suitcase. All of the clothes in the apartment were men’s clothes, but Kareem wasn’t very large. I found some things I could wear. I packed them up, also some soap and shampoo from the bathroom, a towel, all the things I thought I could use. I’m not a thief. I’m not usually a thief.

A: . . . 

N: Then I left with a packed suitcase. I started asking people on the street where I could go, and they kept pointing me toward a Red Cross processing centre down on Sunset Boulevard. It felt like an unsettled time. I didn’t know what had happened, but it seemed like there’d recently been a war, or some kind of social unrest. I remember signs everywhere that said RESPECT THE CURFEW, but they looked old. It felt like maybe the curfew was over. Finally late in the day, I found my way to the Red Cross, and got in line for food. I told a worker I didn’t remember where I was from, and that got me a bed in a tent for people with mental health issues. I just stayed quiet and tried to understand where I was. I woke the next morning, and I was still in the wrong world.

A: . . . 

N: No, the thing I couldn’t stop thinking about was my children.

A: . . . 

N: Well, you know the next part. I met a man at a DP camp, and went with him to Ohio, because, why not? I wanted to find a way to stay alive, in case I could find a way to get home somehow. I tried not to hope the door would reopen. Then I met you, there in Ohio, when you were staking me out in the parking lot.

A: . . . 

N: I decided to leave my husband after that, but it took me a while to save enough money to leave him and come to Paris. I came to Paris because you told me Gloria was here.

A: . . . 

N: People leave their lives scattered all over the internet. I found her within days.

A: . . . 

N: How do you think she reacted? How would you react, if you met your doppelgänger? She was stunned. I’d called her and I fudged it a little, what I told her was that I’d been at that party in LA and that I knew where Kareem was, because I’m pretty sure that’s true, I’m pretty sure I actually do know where Kareem went. She agreed to meet. I told her that she might find my appearance shocking. I didn’t know how to warn her. So we met in a café, and I thought she was going to faint. She sank into the chair across from me and stared at me. I had to order for her, even though she was the one who spoke French, not me. It took her a long time to say anything.

A: . . . 

N: What’s it like talking to your double? You compare notes, and you find that you have the same memories, until you don’t. The same parents, except not. It’s like a dream version of yourself.

A: . . . 

N: Then I went over to her apartment, the following night. That was when I started to understand that there was something really wrong with her. There was some kind of massive demonstration in Paris the night I was supposed to come over, and I was very late. Our train stopped between stations, because protesters were on the tracks. Finally I got out and had to walk to Vincennes, because there were no taxis. Anyway, it was almost midnight when I arrived. She let me in, and there was her son. Just a little kid, watching TV alone in the dark. I found out later that he had no bedtime.

A: . . . 

N: Trash. He was watching trash. Old American reality TV programming, hour after hour. He was watching Dance Moms. Gloria didn’t seem to care about him very much. It took me a while to realize how messed up she was. She has two jobs, both entirely remote, and she works the way alcoholics drink. Or maybe another way of putting it, let’s say work is the place where she hides. I’ve never seen anything like it.

A: . . . 

N: Yes, every waking hour. All she wanted to do was work, all the time. It made me realize how extraordinary it was that she agreed to meet me in a café. She must have been incredibly lonely. But at the same time, she didn’t seem to want to talk much with her son. She would make deals with him: I’ll take you to the park if you leave me alone and don’t ask me for anything for the next two weeks. Or sometimes it was worse, sometimes it was for things he actually needed, as in, I’ll buy you a winter coat that fits if you promise to leave me alone and let me work for a month. He was starved for any kind of interaction with her, so he always agreed to the deals.

A: . . . 

N: No, it’s not a money thing. A lot of people with much less money than Gloria take better care of their kids. The thing is, he looked—he reminds me so much of my children. Marlowe and Samir. It’s not just that he’s Arab and Chinese, it’s the way he moves, little mannerisms. It’s uncanny. It still startles me sometimes when I’m with him. I asked Gloria’s permission to spend time with him, to look after him after school and such. She said yes right away, and just retreated back into work.

A: . . . 

N: Yes, he has been like a son to me. I’m certainly a much better parent to him than his mother ever was.

A: . . . 

N: I don’t know what’s wrong with Gloria. I think something happened to her, and now she’s unavailable.

CONVERSATION 3

A: I’m getting out of the hospital tomorrow, did I tell you that?

N: . . . 

A: I’ll go back to the apartment where I lived with my husband. Pilar said she’d keep her job and help me. I can’t walk very well.

N: . . . 

A: No, of course I don’t trust you. Don’t be offended, I don’t trust anyone.

N: . . . 

A: Well, look, I’m sorry that that was the wrong answer, but I’m trying to be honest here. You absolutely cannot depend on other people. I’ve known that since I was a kid.

N: . . . 

A: Oh, for fuck’s sake, Nico. What are you, twelve? Especially not the people who care about you.

N: . . . 

A: Stop recording me and I’ll tell you.
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I began researching Ari Soriano when I was fifteen years old and living at a boarding school in Normandy. I liked the school, but I couldn’t seem to acclimatize to the coastal wind. I lay awake at night listening to it, the way it howled and whined around the buildings. I’d read somewhere that if sleep doesn’t come, there’s no sense chasing it, so after a half-hour or so I’d make a little fort under the blankets to avoid waking my roommate, fire up my tablet, and resume my research project in the airless dark. In those years I was angry in a permanent, low-level way that made me feel unhinged sometimes, especially at night. My life was a slippery, confusing thing. I didn’t like being fifteen and was desperate for adulthood. It was important to have a project.

Ari was a philanthropist. My school had been a recipient of her generosity, which meant that half of my classes were in Soriano Hall. The new opera house in Paris was the Soriano-Kalisa Opera House, named for Ari and her current spouse, and there was a Soriano School for disadvantaged children of refugees just north of Paris. She had a great deal of money, from somewhere, and this was the part I found interesting. Her past seemed complicated. She walked with a cane and a serious limp. Her left leg had been badly injured in the explosion that had killed her second husband, an infamous episode in which anti-dome extremists had sent a boat laden with explosives down the Seine. Was her wealth from Bill Soriano’s life insurance policy? Possibly, but she’d also engaged in illegal activities. I imagined duffel bags stuffed with cash, high-speed shootouts on American highways, Ari holding a gun to someone’s head. Before she’d come to Paris, Ari had been a criminal in the former United States, or in Italy, or in both. The particulars of the crime were unclear, but my mother told me she’d served time in an American federal prison.

“I don’t know why Ari was in prison,” Gloria said when I asked. This was near the beginning of my research project, and she was accompanying me back to boarding school after the holidays. We were waiting under an awning in the rain at the Bayeux train station. The school transport bus was late, per usual. “It seemed rude to ask.”

“It seemed rude to ask,” I repeated. “I don’t know, Gloria, I kind of feel like if I were interviewing a potential roommate, I’d maybe ask why she’d done time in a federal prison?”

“I don’t appreciate your tone,” Gloria said.

“Then get on the next fucking train and go back to Paris. I don’t know why you came with me.” I’d gotten drunk with a childhood friend the night before, and now I had a headache and very little patience.

I watched Gloria perform a cost/benefit calculation re: getting into a fight with me. She averted her eyes and studied a vine that was curling around a nearby signpost.

“My cousin was her cellmate for a while, and she told me Ari wasn’t violent. They got along.” Gloria shrugged.

“But you told me she was in prison for something like fifteen or twenty years,” I said. “That implies violence, does it not?” Does it not was a formulation I’d been experimenting with lately. I was aware it was pretentious but it seemed to give adults pause, like they’d look at me for just an extra beat before they moved on with the conversation, and destabilizing adults was a hobby of mine.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Gloria said, retreating into vagueness. “Not necessarily.”

“Come on,” I said. “That’s an extreme sentence.”

“Not by American standards, my little Parisian,” she said, and for just a second I heard Nico in her voice. My little Parisian was the kind of thing Nico would say. I may have winced. On the list of things I hated most in those days—bananas, humidity, falling-down socks, the Paris dome, being embarrassed in front of people my own age—any point of overlap between Nico and Gloria was near the top. Nico had left France four days ago on one of her research trips, and I missed her already. “Anyway, why are you so interested in Ari Soriano?”

“She has my father’s painting,” I said. “That was the only thing I had of his in the world.”

“It was . . .” Gloria had started to say It was mine to sell, but we’d been having this argument since I was seven so she didn’t finish the sentence. I heard the low electric whirr of the academy bus before I saw it, rounding the corner between low buildings. The bus looked a little shabbier now than it had last year, red paint fading to pink.

“Are you happy there?” Gloria asked, watching the bus’s approach. “At the school?”

“Seriously,” I said, “what do you care?”

“Of course I care,” she said. “I’m your mother.”

“If you say so, Gloria. I was raised by reality TV until Nico showed up.”

“I don’t think that’s quite fair,” she said. I rolled my eyes, but I saw she was about to cry, so I said nothing further. The conduct of the president was unforgivable, one of my history professors had said a while back, in relation to some long-ago financial scandal, and the phrase had stayed with me because that was how I thought of my mother. I thought her conduct as a parent had been unforgivable, but on the other hand I didn’t actually want her weeping and causing a scene on a train platform. A guy from the year above me was moving down the platform, also headed for the bus. We exchanged stiff nods. My mother didn’t start crying in front of him and social disaster was averted.

But if I’d just answered the question instead of going on the attack, the answer was that I was happy at boarding school, for the most part. I was having a good time there. School had always been easy for me, and I’d been learning a lot about drugs and petty theft from the degenerate offspring of the international elite. I wasn’t bad-looking. My American ancestry lent an air of tragedy that was helpful with the girls, especially the girls who did well in history.

“I could visit you,” she said. “During the school year?”

“Bit late to take an interest, isn’t it?”

“Sebastian,” she said, with a pained expression, but there was nothing she could really say to this. I basked for a moment in victory as the bus glided to a stop.

“Gloria,” I said, “someone told me Ari Soriano’s been married three times. Who was her first husband?”

“I don’t know,” she said, and then “I really don’t, Sebastian,” in response to the look I gave her. “All of that drama was after I knew her.”

2

Ari Soriano’s current spouse was a woman, the pianist Eddie Kalisa. They were a glamorous couple, both well into their fifties by the time they married. They had an enormous apartment in the 7th, or so I’d been told. Their dinner parties were legendary. My friend Cole had attended one of them with his parents—his parents and Eddie were opera friends—and I grilled him on Ari, on the paintings, the layout of the apartment, the other guests, until he told me to shut up.

“She was intimidating,” he said, about Ari, but struggled to articulate what he meant by this. When I asked Nico if she’d ever been to a dinner party there, she laughed at me. “I’m probably the last person she’d invite to a dinner party,” she said. She’d visited Ari in the hospital a few times, she told me, after the explosion. They’d talked, and then argued. They’d nearly come to blows.

“But she still paid my tuition,” I said to Nico, who shrugged.

“I asked her to,” Nico said, “and she said yes. One thing I’ll say for her, she does what she says she’s going to do.”

“But why would she do that for a kid she doesn’t know?”

“Guilt, maybe? The source of her wealth isn’t exactly aboveboard, Sebastian. She was a criminal for most of her life.”

“Well, she did seem a bit volatile,” Cole said when I told him that. We were smoking on a park bench in the village by the school, with my other friend Obie and this girl Aurélie who was friends with Obie. Obie always had cigarettes. Obie’s curse in life was that he’d been born to Shakespearean actors and his legal name was Oberon. His father was a marginal figure who’d long since abandoned acting for petty crime, and his mother had died some years earlier during a heat wave in Spain.

“Volatile how?” I asked. It’s important to know your enemy.

“Like a panther at the zoo,” Cole said. “Volatile’s maybe not the right word. Like perfectly calm, but you felt like she’d kill you at the first opportunity.”

“Tightly wound,” Obie said. “That’s what you mean, not volatile. Like a coiled spring. My dad’s like that.”

“All springs are coiled,” Aurélie said, “or they wouldn’t be springs.”

“Not all springs,” Obie said.

“No, they’ve all got that spiralling thing,” Cole said, “you know, like—”

“Why are you so hung up on this person?” Obie asked.

“I’m planning on stealing a painting from her,” I said. I sensed a shift among my friends, an increased admiration. We respected criminality, as a group. Aurélie looked interested.

“You should talk to my dad,” Obie said. “He’s good at stealing stuff.”

“Why do you want that painting so badly?” Cole asked.

“I never met my father.” I couldn’t quite meet my friends’ eyes when I talked about this. “The painting was his.”

“Then you should get it back,” Aurélie said. The other two grunted in a noncommittal way. No one taunted me.

What I didn’t say: I used to stare at that painting by the hour, and imagine my father staring at it in the past, and then imagine time collapsing so we were looking at it together, and there was comfort in that. When my mother sold the painting, the only trace I had of my father was gone.

Nico came to visit me at the school that winter. “You’re not missing anything in Paris,” she said, when we went for a walk together after classes ended for the day. Our destination was a café in the local village. It was January and raining, but not cool enough for jackets, so we walked in our T-shirts under umbrellas. She looked tired, I thought, like she’d been travelling too hard. She’d been meeting with scientists elsewhere in Europe, but she didn’t really want to talk about it. I suspected she’d been dismissed more than once as a lunatic, showing up at universities and asking to speak with fringe members of the physics department about the possibilities of travel between parallel universes. It must have taken a toll.

“I sometimes miss it, though,” I said. “Just seeing people I don’t go to school with.”

We were walking down a perfectly straight driveway lined with dripping trees, the passage from school to village.

“The dome construction is unbelievably loud. Everyone’s always in a bad mood.”

“Everyone in Paris is always in a bad mood anyway,” I said.

“It’s worse now, though. No one can sleep.”

“Nico,” I said, “can I ask you about Ari Soriano?”

“Why?”

“She has my father’s painting.”

Nico gave me an appraising look. “You’re talking about that painting Gloria sold her, all those years ago?”

“Swan Dive,” I said. “I loved the painting, Gloria told me it belonged to my father, and then she sold it.”

“You’ve told me that a few times.”

“The painting was in the other place too, wasn’t it? The place you came from.” Two girls from my school were approaching, in the opposite direction, and the one closest to me was wearing a distractingly tight shirt.

“It hung in the lab,” Nico said quietly. “I always thought it was beautiful.”

“Can you tell me anything more about Ari?” I was distracted by the girls.

“She did a lot of different things,” Nico said. “She worked for a militia for a while, in the Republic of Ohio, then she got into some kind of trouble that sent her fleeing to Paris. Then she was a kind of professional wife for a year or two, married to a retired mercenary. I visited her in the hospital a few times, after he died, but I’ve barely spoken with her since.”

We’d almost reached the end of the avenue. The damp streets of the village were ahead, and the boba tea café was lit up, windows shining in the gloom. Few people moved in the streets.

“What about before the militia?”

“Look, Sebastian, these are all just biographical details. If you’re trying to understand her,” Nico said, “the only important point is that she doesn’t trust anyone, and I don’t think she cares very much about anyone but herself. She does whatever she wants.”

I was careful to maintain a neutral expression, but what I was thinking was, There’s freedom in that. We’d reached the café, and I held the door open for Nico. It had been built as a farmhouse in the seventeenth century and now it was a warm, crowded place, with tiny round tables and uncomfortable wood chairs. The fragrance of tea and sugar and fruit was intoxicating. I found us a table by the far window, with a view of the grey village square, and went to get boba tea.

When I returned she was gazing out the window, and for the first time I noticed my friend Cole at the next table, drinking tea and eating miniature waffles with Aurélie, who he was dating these days. I nodded and waved in the most minimal way possible, really just the twitch of a hand—that was the only socially acceptable way to say hello that year, and even at fifteen I thought that was stupid—and settled into the chair just behind Aurélie’s. Her handbag was hanging precariously on her chair back.

“Who did you see this time?” I asked Nico. “On your research trip.”

She sighed. “I was in Copenhagen,” she said. “Talking to a professor there who had ideas about travel between parallel universes. Did I say professor? Ex-professor. Defrocked professor. He was basically a paperweight. He couldn’t be fired for contractual reasons, but he hadn’t taught a class in decades.”

“What were his ideas?”

“He has an idea about objects,” she said. “A notion that objects might be where parallel universes converge, and that if one could identify an object that exists in two universes, it might be possible to use the object to travel between them.”

“How, though,” I said.

“Indeed, Sebastian. How.”

“Wait, is this like the quantum entanglement thing you tried to explain to me?”

“Even stranger,” she said. “I don’t know how deep you’ve gone into physics at this point.”

“Not very. No one comes here for the science classes.”

“All objects emit electromagnetic radiation.”

“Okay.”

“This professor, his theory was that identical objects, existing in different universes, might emit precisely the same electromagnetic radiation, so in other words a unique signature, so to speak, which might link the objects in space-time. But as I said to him, there’s no way of testing the hypothesis that either the objects or the signatures are exactly the same, and of course none of that would explain how a door could open between them.”

“What did he say to that?”

“That he was still developing his theory,” she said, with an unpleasant smile. I could tell she thought he was stupid.

“I’d think there would be doors everywhere if it were true,” I said. “I mean, if I think about how many objects must exist in more than one universe.”

“Right, and believe me, there aren’t doors everywhere. I’ve looked.”

“I know,” I said. “You’ve been looking all my life.”

Nico glanced at me, and the thing we never talked about—I needed her to be my parent because my parents were shadows, and she needed to find a way home to her actual children—flitted between us. “The thing with his theory,” she said, “is I’m a physicist too, and it made no sense to me.”

“But?”

Nico smiled at me. “You know me so well,” she said. “But I can’t stop thinking about Swan Dive.”

“Why?”

“Because it hung in the lab,” she said, “in the other place. Of course it’s interesting to imagine that perhaps it had something to do with . . . with what happened.” She was looking out the window again. A couple and a child were walking a dog in the rain. “But it’s absurd, I think,” she said. “The idea of an object as a conduit. If I had any faith in the theory, I’d go looking for the painting myself, but, well, I don’t. I think there must be countless objects that exist in both worlds, and I think the painting’s a red herring.”

“But it was something you loved?” I asked.

Nico looked at her hands, clasped before her on the table, and I saw that she was blinking back tears. “I did love it,” she said, very softly. She managed a smile. “I suppose we have that in common, you and I.”

I heard a sound behind me, the gentle thump of Aurélie’s handbag finally sliding to the floor. I was quiet, listening, but it was clear she hadn’t noticed. She and Cole were talking about yesterday’s math exam, which had gone poorly for him but beautifully for her, as far as I could tell.

I dropped my metal straw. “Oh. Excuse me,” I said, and ducked under the table. Aurélie’s purse was lying there in the crumbs, carelessly unzipped. Her wallet was a shiny bright red, a beacon. I flicked it open, palmed a hundred-euro bill, and surfaced with the handbag and the straw.

“Aurélie, your handbag fell,” I said, but her back was to me and she didn’t hear. I waved at Cole.

“Yeah,” he said, with a why-are-you-talking-to-me-when-I’m-with-a-girl look. Aurélie twisted around to look at me, which made her shirt cling in a distracting manner that I had to work hard to not notice.

“Your handbag,” I said. “It fell off the chair.”

“Oh,” Aurélie said, “oh, thank you,” and her smile was the most beautiful thing I’d seen in a while, but I was careful to maintain a neutral expression because she was Cole’s girlfriend, not mine. I saw the way Aurélie’s eyes widened just slightly when she saw Nico, who didn’t notice. Nico was still watching the family with the dog. Was she strange looking? A little. Perhaps. She was the most utilitarian-looking person I’d ever seen in my life, that was how I thought of her. Nico kept her hair buzzed close to her skull and wore large glasses with dark frames that dominated her face. She wore oversized clothing, and as far as I could tell owned no more than three or four shirts and the same number of pants. I’d never seen her in makeup.

“It was a dead end then?” I asked. “The guy in Copenhagen?”

“Probably,” Nico said.

“You’re not certain.” I had a feeling I often had when I talked with her, of vast mysteries opening up all around us.

“I’m not certain of anything. Look, I loved that painting. It kept me company in the evenings, when I was working and wished I could be at home with my children. It was nice to look up and see a beautiful thing. But . . .” She shrugged.

“But you’re a physicist,” I said, “and you’re saying that you can’t imagine how a painting could be a door.”

“Right,” she said. “On the other hand, I absolutely cannot explain how the accident happened, so clearly there are variables I don’t understand.”
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Ari Soriano moved in a cloud of wild rumours. “Someone told me her first husband was an assassin,” Cole told me, late at night in the library when the two of us and Obie were cramming for some exam or another. I didn’t believe in studying until the night before exams. Cole had to study for weeks to make the bare minimum grades to stay at the school, and tonight he had dark circles under his eyes.

“Nah, they were both killers,” Obie said. “I heard she did like thirty years in an American prison.”

I liked looking her up online and trying to divine clues to her character in photographs. Ari Soriano was still beautiful, in a formidable way, but she had that haunted air that’s common among refugees, that look of having seen too much damage and of having lost too much too quickly. That whole generation was a little wrecked.

Her current spouse was a pianist. Eddie Kalisa no longer performed, except for the occasional fundraiser for the music school with which she was affiliated. She taught students at a Paris conservatory, mentored at-risk youth in some music-based program out in the suburbs, and always smiled for photographers. Cole had told me that she and Ari often went to the opera, so when I came back to Paris for spring break, when Nico asked what I wanted to do, I said the opera and we went together.

I might have asked for the opera even if I didn’t have an ulterior motive, or at least that’s what I told myself during the first act. I’d always liked doing things like that with Nico. She sat perfectly still, perfectly focused. She’d told me once that if she was stuck in this world, she could at least try to understand it, which was why she recorded conversations, made lists of things that to me seemed both everyday and random, and absorbed every experience she could. At fifteen I was only just beginning to realize that these activities were a counterweight to despair. She was busying herself in my timeline because she couldn’t get home to hers.

“Did you used to go to the opera, before?” I asked, during intermission. Before was our shorthand for the place she’d come from.

“Where I’m from,” she said, “opera hasn’t been a thing since my parents’ generation. I was surprised to find it here.”

“I mean, opera’s evolved, though,” I said, feeling obscurely protective of my home universe. The opera we’d been watching involved a DJ and breakdancers.

“I just never had much time for concerts,” she said. “I was always working, and then . . .” She stopped there, but I knew the and then meant her children, Samir and Marlowe, very young when she was separated from them. She couldn’t quite look at me. “Life gets in the way of doing things like this,” she said. “But I did occasionally go to the ballet with friends.”

I was looking past her, because I’d just spotted Ari Soriano and Eddie Kalisa. Eddie was a small woman in rumpled tweed. Ari was better-dressed, in an elegant dark suit, with a shock of white hair that ended just above her collar. Her silk scarf was a dash of red that perfectly matched her lipstick. She walked slowly and used a cane. Eddie stayed by Ari’s side, her hand on Ari’s back.

Nico looked where I was looking, and winced.

“Did you know they’d be here?”

“No,” I said. “I knew Eddie came to the opera sometimes, but not her wife.”

“I don’t believe you.” She didn’t sound angry though, because in my experience Nico was almost never angry. The worst thing she could imagine had already happened to her, and nothing that followed was worth getting all that upset about.

“I swear. My plan was to approach Ari through Eddie.”

“Well,” she said, “perhaps now you won’t have to.” But a few minutes later Ari had vanished into the crowd. I watched Eddie Kalisa carefully after that. She seemed to be alone now. I saw her on a mezzanine staircase. From our seats on the lower level, I craned my neck until she appeared on a side balcony. The chair next to hers was empty and remained so when the lights went down. Her wife had seemingly left at intermission.

“It’s data,” Nico said later, out on the street. We were walking together toward the metro, on a narrow street empty except for delivery robots, these sweet-looking animalistic characters who glowed softly on their wheels. “Now you know that Eddie and Ari go to the opera, but Eddie likes it more than she does.”

“Well,” I said, “Eddie’s the musician.”

“What are you doing, Sebastian? Why are you so fixated on this?”

“I’m a fixative person,” I said. “I get fixated very easily.”

“I know, but you’re avoiding the question,” she said.

“Before you, I was always by myself.” I didn’t like to talk about it.

“I know,” Nico said. “I’d never met someone so alone as you.”

“With my mother in the same apartment.” I was trying to keep my voice light, but I felt and sounded like I was choking.

“You know she wasn’t really there,” Nico said. I didn’t know what to say to this. What does it mean to be with someone, what does it mean to be there? I’d liked the way Eddie stayed so close to Ari as they moved through the lobby at the opera; it wasn’t just Eddie’s hand on her wife’s back, it was an overall impression of care. When I saw the two of them together, I felt that she loved her. Nico and I were almost at the metro now. “Listen,” Nico was saying, “your mother sold it. You have to accept that. The painting was hers to sell.”

“I know,” I said. “But it was my father’s. It was the only thing I had of his. I’d like to see it again.”

Nico gave me a sidelong glance. I’d like to see him was the thing I didn’t say.
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I didn’t return to Paris till I was seventeen. Nico drove me back the day after graduation, in a rickety little car she’d just purchased. She was a wild driver, because she’d purchased the driver’s licence too. “I’m not sitting through classes,” she said, when I asked her about it. “I’ve known some idiots who could drive.” In the place she came from, cars were apparently quite different. She insisted that the basic steering principles were the same, but I had my doubts as she braked and veered on the Paris-bound expressway. My plan was to live with Nico for a few months and find a job while I decided what to do next. What had Gloria been doing, while I was away at school? I hadn’t seen her in a couple of years by then, but Nico checked in on her occasionally.

“She just works,” Nico said. “She’s always on that computer, talking to her office in LA. You know work’s always been her coping mechanism.” A solar truck passed so close that the car shook, the driver leaning on his air horn.

“Coping with what?” I said. “Life in general?”

“You know what happened to her,” Nico said.

I knew what had happened to her, but only because Nico had told me. I knew that one night in Los Angeles, before I was born, Gloria went to a party at a house in Highland Park. I knew that someone at that party blew himself up with a bomb vest, someone aligned with a terrorist campaign by United States loyalists trying to destabilize the emerging Republic of California, and that she walked over bodies—pieces of bodies—to get out. I knew the gash on her forehead had required ten stitches to close. I knew the bomb was the reason she was the way she was, why she flinched at loud noises, why she avoided leaving the apartment, why she was such a goddamned ghost in this world, but the unkind thought that flitted through me was Get over it. How long after a terrible event do you get to be a ghost? I knew the question made me a bad person.

“That was a long time ago,” I said, testing the waters.

“You can’t predict how you’ll be affected by the things that happen to you.” Nico was attempting to switch lanes. I closed my eyes and clutched the edge of my seat. She made two failed attempts—horns blaring, a screech of tires to our right—and then managed, and a beat later the Paris dome came into view. My heart was too fast but I felt exhilarated, in a near-death-experience way.

“I’m not sure how we all ended up living in a pile of soap bubbles,” I said. The dome—really domes, plural, but no one called it that—looked dim and greasy on the horizon, considerably less iridescent than the architectural renderings had led me to expect.

“It’s the only domed city outside of Asia,” she said. “We should all be grateful.” We were passing through an area that had been blasted by wildfires a year or two earlier, blackened ruins collapsing in the near distance.

“There are domes going up over Toronto and Sydney,” I said.

“Really? Well, good for them. My information’s outdated.” She was frowning at the road. “I’m not a particularly good driver,” she said, “but some days I think almost everyone else is worse.”

“Does Gloria ever talk about it?” I asked.

“The bomb?”

“The bomb.”

“Never,” Nico said. “I had to pry it out of her. I gather she has a habit of telling people she was at an entirely different party that night. Hold on, I need to switch lanes again.” I closed my eyes. “You can stay with me for as long as you’d like,” she said, while my eyes were still closed. “I’ll help you find your own apartment when you’re ready.”

Nico’s apartment wasn’t far from the dome. She lived a kilometre or two from that inhuman wall of composite glass for which a thousand centuries-old buildings had been razed, this glass that broke the city into an inside and an outside and rose too high into the air. The anti-dome protests had kept her awake for a year, but now the dome was a reality. I didn’t like the way it looked outside my window, that greyish semitransparent wall where once a building had stood, other buildings faded out like ghosts on the other side. In the quiet of my tiny bedroom in Nico’s apartment, I read through my notes on Ari Soriano and Eddie Kalisa. I was formulating a plan.

Of the two, Eddie seemed to me to be the more approachable figure. I went to some effort to secure a seat next to Eddie’s at the opera. Usually, but not always, Ari was there for the first half. I was careful not to look at her or otherwise draw attention to myself. I sat on Eddie’s other side. If Ari came, she left at intermission. I suffered through three productions, being careful to look engaged and moved and not bored out of my mind, with the whole ordeal leading up to the moment where I nodded casually to Eddie and wished her a good evening at the end, until after the third opera I finally judged the moment right to drop some pre-rehearsed opinion about the second act of Caravage, which made Eddie’s face light up. I sat through two more operas and two more similar exchanges before she asked if I might like to join her for a quick drink.

Eddie was born in Rwanda but grew up in Marseilles, she told me. The city was run by a cartel at the time, but could have been worse. She started playing piano at seven but didn’t excel until her late teens.

“What changed?” I asked. We were at one of the sidewalk tables of a forgettable café in the 15th arrondissement. It was a beautiful night in early April.

“Well, Sebastian, my mother died.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It happens. Parents don’t stick around forever. You’re young, aren’t you?” She leaned forward to pick up a dropped napkin. I liked her cologne. She carried a fragrance of cedar and cigar smoke.

“Twenty-one,” I lied.

“Parents still alive?”

“That’s a surprisingly complicated question.”

“Well,” she said, “we live in complicated times.”

The thing I didn’t say aloud was You have no idea.

“Tell me about yours first,” I said, “then I’ll tell you about mine.”

“Deal.” She took a slow sip of wine. “I was in high school when my mother got sick, and she was gone a month later. On her deathbed, she said, ‘For fuck’s sake, Edeline, take your foot off the brake.’”

“She was talking about piano?”

“Yeah,” she said. “I started working harder, and started winning competitions.” It was a complicated life after that. She married a woman who died in a car accident, she told me, then married another woman. They’d had a child together, a daughter, Esme, after which an extraordinary percentage of Eddie’s income went to childcare. Her second wife left her for someone else. Eddie rose in prominence until the chaos of the 2030s put an end to her touring career. She first saw Ari on an armoured night train in the south of France sometime in that era. Eddie was on her way home from one of her last concerts. Ari was travelling with her second husband.

“What was your first impression of Ari?”

“She was pretty,” Eddie said, “and tired, but we were all tired in those years. Societal breakdown is exhausting.”

The reason she remembered her was that at a certain point in the evening, Ari and her husband disappeared. They didn’t emerge from the train in Paris, which made no sense, because Paris was the only stop. Eddie remembered that the train had stopped for just a moment at some point in the night, “but there was nothing around,” she said, “just pine forest. It was sinister, actually.” She thought for a long time that they might have been killed on the train, the two of them, their bodies shoved out into the dark. Later, when they met again at a dinner party, Ari told Eddie the story, a confused tale about travelling on foot and then by car and then by boat and then another car to Paris, where she lived with Soriano for a year or two, until the explosion that killed Soriano and ruined her leg.

“But here I’ve been talking endlessly about me and my wife,” Eddie said, “and I know almost nothing about you.”

“Well. I’m twenty-one, as I said.” Eighteen, but repeat a lie often enough and it starts to feel true. “Born and raised in Paris.” (Technically Vincennes, but close enough.)

“You’ve lived here all your life?”

“I spent a few years away at a boarding school in Normandy. Otherwise yes. I’m studying art history. I love opera and paintings.” I shrugged. “It’s hard to sum up your life, isn’t it?”

“That’s why I stopped doing interviews,” Eddie said. “I was always trying to sum up my life, and it always sounded like a series of cocktail party anecdotes. Or like a tabloid story, depending on the era. Are your parents here, in Paris?”

“My father disappeared before I was born,” I said. “That was back in California. I was raised by my mother and a . . . well, she was a sort of guardian, I suppose. She came to me when I was seven.”

“I see,” Eddie said. “Was she a good guardian?”

“Mostly.” She was a haunted guardian, Eddie, if we can be honest here. She left two children behind in another world, and if that sounds insane, well, you’d be surprised at what you can get used to in this life. “No, you know what? I don’t want to sell her short. She saved me, a little.”

“Oh,” Eddie said, startled. She was looking at me differently, interested in a way she hadn’t been before.

“She was the only adult in my life who cared about me,” I said. “Before she came, it was just me and my mother, and my mother didn’t make an effort.” I’d made the moment fantastically awkward. Eddie nodded in a tactful way. It was a cool evening, perhaps the way April had been in Paris in the past, and I wasn’t sweating for once.

“It must be ten degrees cooler inside the dome than out,” I said.

“Ah,” Eddie said, clearly grateful for the change of topic. When all else fails, discuss the weather. “I believe the weather inside the dome is modelled on a previous version of Paris.”

This was obvious now that she said it, but I’d never thought it through. “Which version?” I asked.

“Sometime in the nineties, I believe? I can’t remember the exact year. But where there’s a deadly heat wave outside the dome, it’s still the summer of 1997 inside it. Maybe ’96? I can’t remember.”

“Do you like the dome?” I asked. In those days the dome was still so new that no one took it for granted, which made it a reliably interesting topic of conversation, but I could already feel the moment slipping away. Soon, very soon, we’d be in a time when the dome would be so much a part of everyday life that no one would notice it anymore.

Eddie sipped her wine. “I believe in the dome,” she said. “It’ll save us in the next heat wave or killer storm. But the problem is, it only keeps out the weather.”

“What do you mean?”

“I was in a flood once,” she said. “A very long time ago, in Valencia. I was being driven to a concert, so I was wearing this ridiculous suit, and it had been raining. I remember realizing that the driver was nervous, then looking out and seeing a sheen of water over the road. Then a moment later the water was halfway up the door. Have you ever seen floodwater?”

“Yes.”

“Then you know what I’m talking about. It’s not like bathwater, you know? It’s muddy and dark. I climbed out the window onto the roof, even though the driver shouted at me. He didn’t want me to get that water on the upholstery. Then very quickly the water reached the roof, and I had to jump into it, because another car came washing toward us and shifted on top of the car I’d just been travelling in. I swam to safety. It was all very quick.”

“So what happened?”

“A lot of people died,” she said, “including the driver. I wake up here, in my beautiful apartment, and sometimes before I’m fully awake I hear the noises of the flood, the cars clanking together, the driver screaming.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “That sounds horrible.”

“It was a long time ago. I do like the dome, that’s the short answer to your question. What happened to your father?” Eddie asked.

“It’s a mystery,” I said. “He went to a party with my mother, when she was pregnant with me, and then at some point in the evening he was gone and she never saw him again.”

“Was this during the collapse years?”

“Yes.”

Eddie nodded, as though that explained everything. “Still,” she said, after a moment. “What an awful thing.”

“Is your wife a musician as well?” I asked, with a nod to Eddie’s wedding ring.

“Ah,” she said. “No. She appreciates music, but she’s not a musician.” I liked the way Eddie’s face brightened when she talked about Ari. At eighteen I was always on the lookout for evidence that true love might exist in the world, although I would literally have died before admitting that to anyone. “She travels. She collects art and friendships.”

“She sounds like an interesting person. What kind of art does she collect?”

“Abstract stuff from the late 2030s,” she said, “also works from New York City in the mid-twentieth century.”

“So Cecile Gray Bazelon, Richard Pousette-Dart, all those characters?” I’d done my research.

She smiled. “Possibly? Those names ring a bell. She walks me through the apartment, she names names, she points out details, but I’m afraid it’s in one ear and out the other. I just get lost in all the images.”

“What an extraordinary thing,” I said, “getting to live with those works. I’ve never even seen most of them.” I was fishing desperately. I was trying to sound much older than I was.

“It really is extraordinary,” she said. “I’m a lucky woman.” The conversation moved on. No dinner party invitation presented itself.
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Eddie wasn’t at the opera the next week, or the week after, and then I read her obituary: the noted pianist Eddie Kalisa had died unexpectedly in a Paris hospital, following complications from surgery. She was survived by her wife, Ari Soriano of Paris, and her grown daughter, Esme Léon-Kalisa of Lisbon. I would need another angle of approach.
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In that first year after high school I was working at a grocery store in the 2nd arrondissement, and living in a tiny apartment in Nico’s neighbourhood. My apartment was a single room with a tiny closet for a toilet carved out of the corner. There was a bathtub next to the kitchen sink. I could open my fridge from my bed. I’d rented it sight unseen and never regretted it—restocking grocery shelves didn’t pay well, and after all those years in dormitories I was desperate to not have roommates—but when I tried to think ahead, to consider living in this space in a year, five years, ten, the walls closed in and I felt very tired.

“But what a gift to have your own apartment,” the girl I was dating said. Her name was Marie-Ève. We’d met at the grocery store, where we worked overlapping shifts, and she lived out in the Vincennes forest, in a former equestrian centre that had been taken over years earlier by climate refugees. It wasn’t terrible, she said, but it was crowded, and the apartment she shared with another woman had previously been an administrative office.

“I know,” I said. “It’s incredibly fortunate.” We were lying together after sex, and she’d gotten chilled so I’d wrapped her up in the blanket. I loved the weight of her head on my chest at these moments, her soft hair. I was running flashbacks in my head from the preceding half-hour, and Marie-Ève was blinking shortsightedly at my kitchenette. Her glasses were on the side table.

“I don’t even want to know how you managed to get this place,” she said. “You must have some serious connections.”

Did I have serious connections? I had Nico. She was the one who’d gotten me this place, but until that moment, lying there with Marie-Ève, I hadn’t entirely thought through what that meant. Nico worked in a retail job, but there was no possibility, now that I thought about it, that this work lined up financially with the size of her apartment a few blocks away, let alone her travels around Europe to speak with other scientists about parallel universes.

“It’s not like we’re inside the dome, though,” I said.

“Still.” There was a heaviness in Marie-Ève’s voice that meant she was falling asleep.

My apartment was south of the dome, on a street that had been abandoned by the municipal government. A local gang had negotiated control of the block, but the cost of that control was an absolute absence of municipal services. Garbage had to be hauled to a designated corner, where hypothetically some gang-affiliated service was supposed to pick it up on Tuesdays, except they seemed to miss the pickup three Tuesdays out of four. My street was so dirty that the sidewalk appeared several shades darker than the rest of the neighbourhood.

There were a few old people on the block who went out with brooms sometimes and tried to restore order to the sidewalks, but it’s difficult for individuals to fill the void left by absent systems, and an air of abandonment remained. The men who ran the neighbourhood were a constant presence. They were sitting on stoops, they were pulling up in their cars at all hours, they were carrying boxes of who-knows-what in and out of buildings. They were elaborately polite in a manner that chilled me.

My school friend Obie was among them. I stumbled across him almost literally one night, on my way home from a bar where I’d been drinking with Cole and the girl he was dating. We’d lost track of Obie immediately after graduation, and now that I saw him, I understood why. Obie was on a corner with two older men whom I recognized as local gangsters, the three of them speaking quietly, confidentially.

“Obie!” I said, too loud, too bright.

He responded with a nod, unsmiling. I thought I detected a warning in the way he looked at me. He’d moved past me somehow, and seemed much older than I felt. He’d slipped into his father’s underworld. The other two men stared flatly at me.

“We went to school together,” he said finally, to one of them, who nodded too. I didn’t like their gaze on me, the three of them. I found myself thinking stupidly of a long-ago TV show, some drama about people who could see ghosts, and the thing that was announced in a portentous tone at least once per episode was that if you can see ghosts, the ghosts can see you back. I’d seen these men, because Obie was among them, and now they could see me. I’d drawn their attention.

“Well, good night,” I said awkwardly, “good to see you again,” and went up to my apartment feeling like an idiot. But the weeks slid past without incident after that, and I tried not to think about it. I didn’t mind living there. The neighbourhood wasn’t noticeably more dangerous than anywhere else in the area, I was close to Nico, and so long as my hours didn’t get cut at the grocery store, I could make my rent. I didn’t have to think about how Nico had gotten me the apartment.

“Are you happy working at the grocery store?” Nico asked. It was a spring evening in her apartment, where we met for dinner twice a week.

“It’s fine,” I said. “I could imagine staying there for a while.” We sat side by side, so that we could both look at the mural. She’d had it painted two or three years ago, but it retained a sheen of novelty for me. It was beautiful. I liked to imagine myself standing in that garden, looking up at the lights of towers. I liked to imagine that my mother was Nico.

“What do you want to do with your life?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I know that sounds like an evasion. I’m just not sure. I don’t think I’m the most ambitious person.”

“Sometimes it’s clarifying to pose the question in reverse. What don’t you want your life to be, Sebastian?”

“I don’t want to be violent,” I said, after a moment. I was thinking of a bully at school, a terrifying boy who’d pushed me down a staircase and given me a mild concussion when I was fourteen. “I don’t want to be mean. I know that sounds childish.”

“It doesn’t,” she said. “A word of advice, Sebastian, if you don’t want to be mean?”

“What is it?”

“The guys who run the neighbourhood,” she said. “You see them around.”

“Sure.”

“Don’t get into debt with them,” she said. “I don’t just mean money, I mean don’t put yourself in a position where they do you a favour of any kind.”

“Because then I’ll have to work for them?”

“They’ll own you,” she said.

Did they own Nico? I didn’t want to ask.

It’s important to have a mission. After Eddie Kalisa died, I decided I would wait a beat, so for two long, careful years I put my mission on hold. I would steal the painting from Ari Soriano, but not yet. A man has to have a code, a character said in some reality TV episode I watched as a child, and I knew that idea was outdated but it was something I thought about. I wanted to steal my father’s painting, but I didn’t want to steal from a woman reeling from the loss of her wife. I wanted to give her time to recover and then steal it, instead of joining a parade of bad luck. I didn’t want to be mean.

Waiting was difficult. Can you be the still point of the turning world? Can you remain still, purposefully still, when all of your instincts bend toward action? For two years I worked in the grocery store, commuted on the metro between home and work, said my careful good mornings and good evenings to the quiet men who moved through the neighbourhood, slept with Marie-Ève and went on dates with other girls on occasion, went to Nico’s apartment for dinner when she was in town, and ignored Gloria. Twenty-five months after Eddie Kalisa’s death, I began staking out Ari Soriano’s apartment.

She was a surprisingly busy person, at least on the surface. I’d known old people in Paris who’d settled into their apartments and almost never left, but Ari wasn’t like that. She was up early, walking very slowly down the block toward the park—her housekeeper followed at a discreet distance—and once at the park she would sit and watch people go by. She seemed to like dogs. She went to lunches with friends, she sat in a café not far from her apartment, she went to concerts and to the opera. On a spring morning, on one of my days off from the grocery store, I dressed carefully and approached her at the café.

“Excuse me,” I said, in English, “are you Ari Soriano?”

She looked at me appraisingly. She was impeccably dressed, as always, and she carried what I’d come to recognize as her opera cane: it was black, very elegant, with an ivory handle.

“You’re an American,” she said.

“My parents were American. I was born in Paris.”

“Please,” she said. “Sit.”

I sat across from her. “I’m sorry to bother you,” I said, “but I’m studying art history, and, well, I’ve been working on a master’s dissertation that involves some of your art collection.”
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On the appointed afternoon I entered her building and took the elevator to the fifth floor, which was as high as the elevator went, but she lived on the sixth. I did two laps of a silent carpeted square at the top of the stairwell before I realized that the closet-sized door furthest from the grand apartment entrances wasn’t a closet at all. It opened into a cavernous space, an oddly unfinished back stairwell, with extremely sketchy electrical wiring flowing down the walls and bare lightbulbs suspended overhead. I climbed a long flight of wooden stairs to a plain white corridor. There were three doors here, but now my instructions made sense, and I followed the corridor to the end.

The housekeeper answered the door. She was younger than Ari by at least a decade. Pilar.

“You must be Sebastian,” she said. “Please, come in.” She turned, and I followed her into a labyrinthine apartment lined with art and bookcases.

Ari was reading at a dining room table. She maintained an air of formality, even sitting at a table with a book in her own home. It seemed to me that she was someone who never fully relaxed. She looked up, and for just a heartbeat before she smiled, her expression was that of a hawk evaluating its prey. She was wearing full makeup. I glanced around the room in what I hoped was a casual fashion, and there it was: Swan Dive, my window into the sea from childhood, the last trace of my father in the world, crammed in amidst all the other works on an overcrowded wall like it meant nothing to her. Childhood memories of lying on the couch after school, imagining being somewhere—anywhere—other than in the oppressively silent apartment where my mother worked hour upon hour behind a closed door, imagining swimming, diving, weightlessness, escape. Sometimes I imagined my father was the diver.

“Good afternoon,” she said.

“Hi. Hi. Good afternoon.” I was more nervous than I’d hoped. I shook her hand and exchanged pleasantries and then launched into a prepared monologue about Post-Collapse Formalism, which I’d researched precisely because it had nothing to do with the painting I was about to steal.

The theft itself wasn’t difficult. I found a way to walk with her as far as possible from the painting, and then told her that we’d met before, at Gloria’s apartment in Vincennes. I’d noticed that she closed her eyes whenever she was trying to remember something, and she didn’t disappoint. When I asked to use the bathroom, she nodded distractedly. I walked back the way I’d come, past the bathroom door and then silently through the kitchen, where Pilar was stirring soup, her back to me; she didn’t turn. I lifted Swan Dive from the wall, grabbed my shoes, and slipped out of the apartment. I felt wildly alive. I’d brought a thin piece of cloth with me, and I wrapped the painting on my way down the stairs to the fifth floor, where by some miracle the elevator was waiting. I put on my shoes in the elevator and within minutes was in a taxi bound for Vincennes. How had this been so easy? I could have done it years ago, that was the thing I kept thinking.

“Sebastian,” Gloria said, when I walked into her apartment. I hadn’t lived here in a long time, but I’d kept a key on principle. She was sitting cross-legged on her sofa with a laptop. The apartment was messier than I’d ever seen it, cups here and there on surfaces. “You still have a key.”

“Thanks for not changing the locks.” I hadn’t seen her in how long now, three years? Four? She’d slipped over some threshold and was visibly older.

“You came for a visit?” Gloria asked.

“I just stole something,” I said. “I’m going to lie low here for a few hours.”

“Oh,” she said. “Does that mean someone’s following you here?”

The thing about terrible parenting is that it creates a debt. She owed me and she could keep paying me back forever, that was how I saw it.

“It’s possible,” I said. I took the painting into her bedroom and locked the door, and was struck by the absolute unfamiliarity of the space. I couldn’t remember ever having come in here, in all the years I’d lived in this apartment with my mother. It was her room, and hers alone. There was a large desk that could be adjusted between standing and sitting heights, with two monitors and a keyboard. A computer hummed quietly under the desk. A wave of sticky notes cascaded over a wall. There was a professional-looking camera for her video calls, and an attractive wood screen that ran from floor to ceiling as the video background. On the other side of the screen, there was just enough space for a single unmade bed. No art of any kind on the walls, just featureless white paint.

I stood there in my mother’s private little realm, and only then did it occur to me to wonder why I’d come here. Why here, and not my own apartment? Because the police would come to my apartment, I thought, but on the other hand, does a person like Ari call the police? The thought chilled me. Perhaps a person like Ari would have other contacts at her disposal. Why had she been imprisoned in the United States? By what means had she acquired her fortune?

Gloria knocked softly at the door. Some time had passed, perhaps an hour, wherein I’d paced and wondered if I was going to die.

“Ari Soriano is on her way up,” she said. “You stole something from her?”

“I’m not here,” I said.

I heard her sigh. “I understand,” she said. I understood too, now that I thought of it: I’d come here because if any bad luck followed me in, I wanted that bad luck to adhere to Gloria, not to Nico or to me.
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I didn’t expect Ari to follow me, when I left the apartment an hour later, but I stopped at a food stand by the equestrian centre settlement in the Vincennes forest, and Ari appeared before my curry rice was ready. I looked up when I heard my name.

She was quite close, walking toward me with a grim expression. But she was looking past me, at another man approaching. I thought for just a second that perhaps they knew one another, I didn’t quite follow the sequence of events, but then he pushed her hard with one hand and grabbed her handbag with the other, and she hit the pavement with a horrible thud.

I ran to her and knelt by her side. “Ari,” I said, “Ari,” but it took her a moment to come to, blinking. There was blood on the pavement under her head.

“You have to go to the hospital,” I said, and at first she didn’t protest. I helped her to her feet—it was awkward to support her while I held on to the painting I’d stolen from her, and yes, I was aware of the absurdity of the situation—but I half-walked, half-carried her to the roadway and flagged a passing cab. She let herself be bundled into the back seat without protest, and seemed to drift off for a while, then she was awake and arguing with me. She wouldn’t go to the hospital. If I tried to force her, she would tell everyone I’d stolen the painting. Finally, exasperated, I took her back to Nico’s place and somehow got her up the stairs and into my old bedroom, where I helped her lie down.

Ari looked terrible in the lamplight, dazed and ill. One of her pupils was larger than the other. I would wait for Nico to come home, I decided, which would be any minute now, and then I’d insist she go to the hospital.

“I’m not going to the hospital,” she said, as if she’d read my mind.

“Fine,” I said, and left her there with the painting. I sat in the living room for a while, researching concussions, and then returned to the bedroom and asked her questions to keep her awake. She had a long strange story about fleeing the Republic of Texas, a flight across the Atlantic under an assumed name, a first husband, a second husband, murder, an explosion. Finally she trailed off, and I realized she’d fallen asleep. Her breathing sounded all right, quiet and steady. The sleep just seemed like sleep, nothing sinister. Perhaps it wasn’t the worst thing to let her rest.

I returned to the living room, and paced for a while. I had my father’s painting, the thing I’d most longed for, but things had gone so catastrophically wrong. Although, on the other hand, was I at serious personal risk? If she died, I thought, if she died here in the apartment, I could call either Obie or a guy Obie worked with who’d once given me his number, one of the local gangsters who spent considerable time smoking in front of the café on the corner, and I was fairly confident that he’d make the body disappear. But then, of course, I’d owe him a favour. He’d own me. I saw a life of crime unfolding before me, grey decades where I wouldn’t be the kind of person I’d hoped for. I had to wake her.

“Sebastian,” Nico said. I startled, my hand on the bedroom door handle. She’d come in quietly, while I was pacing around and not paying enough attention.

“I wanted to see you on your birthday,” I said, and realized at the same moment that soon, very soon, I’d have to explain why Ari Soriano was asleep in her guest bedroom. For how long should I let Ari sleep? I should call an ambulance, I thought, and yet in a strange way I admired Ari, and she’d made her wishes clear. Who was I to insist on the hospital? What did I know about head injuries or actually literally anything? It was none of my business, I told myself, although the presence of a woman bleeding into a pillow in the next room logically made it my business and I knew it. I forced myself to sit in an armchair and stop jittering around.

“You seem preoccupied.” Nico was taking off her coat, hanging her keys on a hook. She had a faraway look that I knew too well.

“I have a lot on my mind,” I said.

She came to sit by me. “How long were you waiting?”

“Not long,” I said. “You were out for a walk?”

“For hours.”

“Is that any kind of way to spend your birthday?”

She managed a thin smile, and looked at her clasped hands. Birthdays were the worst days for her, the absolute hardest. In another timeline—a better timeline—her birthday was when her children had made her crayon drawings and helped her blow out the candles on her cake.

“How old are you, Sebastian?”

“Twenty.” I leaned forward, and maintained steady eye contact. Sometimes that was enough, sometimes that alone could bring her back.

“Twenty,” she repeated, and shook her head.

“That means Marlowe’s twenty-three now, doesn’t it?”

She nodded.

“And Samir’s twenty-five.”

“Yes,” she said quietly. “Twenty-five.”

(But did time move differently in the other place? If there’s more than one universe, why would we assume that time moves identically from one to the next? It seemed equally possible to me that an hour had passed since she left there and no one in that other world had yet realized she was gone, or that a century had passed and her children were dead. I would never say this aloud.)

“And they’re safe,” I said. “You were pulled away from them into a bad timeline, but your children, they got to stay. They’re safe in . . . wherever they are. The other world.”

She nodded again, blinked, and took a long, wavering breath. Steadying herself. “Yes,” she said.

“Nico,” I said, “I’m glad you came here. I know it was an accident, but I’m glad you’re here.”

When she looked at me, I saw something in her eyes I hadn’t expected. She was strangely peaceful.

“I realized something today,” she said. “I was walking in the park, and I was thinking about Ari Soriano, of all people.”

I blinked.

“Of all people,” I said. My voice may have been a little strained.

“You know I spent some time with her, after the explosion.”

“You told me you mostly argued the whole time.”

“That’s true,” she said. “I was thinking about one of the arguments. The last argument, the one that ended any possibility of friendship. She made a comment I didn’t like, something to the effect of having lost a world too, because her country collapsed. I took offence. I said, you and three hundred sixty million other people, you think that makes you special? I shouted at her. I left and never saw her again. But just now, when I was out walking, I realized she was right.”

“What do you mean?”

“I think if you live long enough,” Nico said, “you become a migrant from another timeline. There’s the world you learn to navigate as you enter adulthood, and then that world slips away from you by degrees, and after a while there’s nothing left of it, but you’re still here. That’s what I mean.”

“You’re saying if you live long enough, your life turns into sci-fi?” I didn’t like to think about getting older. I’d hated being an adolescent but I was afraid of adulthood, and I wished to stay for a moment in the in-between. I was desperate to change the subject. “I can’t bring back everything you lost,” I said, “but I have something for you. Hold on a moment.”

I slipped quickly into the guest bedroom. I closed the door behind me, and stopped, listening. Ari was speaking softly in the dark.

“Eddie,” I heard her say, very quietly, “Eddie, my love, you’re finally here.”

“It’s me,” I whispered. “It’s Sebastian.” But she didn’t respond. I had a creeping awareness just then that the silence emanating from the bed was too still, too deep. I took a long breath, and realized as I did so that I was the only person breathing in this space. There was a faint scent that I recognized, that hadn’t been here before: cigar smoke and cedar. It was as if Eddie Kalisa had just passed through the room.

I grabbed the painting quickly and went back out to the living room. My heart was beating too fast. I closed my eyes, trying to gather myself. Nico, thank god, didn’t notice: she was gazing at the mural, that almost photo-real rendering of a garden that was either unimaginably distant or just on the other side of a gauze curtain.

There were times in the years that followed when I looked back to that night and recognized a hinge moment, to borrow a turn of phrase I’d heard Ari use. There was my life before Ari Soriano died in Nico’s apartment, and my life afterward. No, that break point can be isolated further: there was the moment before I called Obie, before he came with two of the other men who ran the neighbourhood and made the body disappear, and the moment that followed. Or the moments after they took the body away—Ari Soriano absolutely could not be found dead in Nico’s apartment, of that I was certain—but before Obie’s boss called me, that dreaded and expected Since we did this little thing for you, Sebastian, perhaps you’d be so kind as to meet us tomorrow to discuss working with us. All of it was already in motion when I stepped out of the bedroom with the painting, but for now there was only this: Nico turning to look at me, the way her eyes went wide when she saw Swan Dive in my hands.

“Oh my god,” she whispered, “how did you get this?” I sat in the other armchair, and handed the painting to her. There were tears in her eyes. She took Swan Dive from me, ran her fingertips lightly over the oil-paint brushstrokes.

“I bought it back from her,” I said. “I thought you could hang it in your apartment, and I’ll visit it here.”

“Thank you,” Nico said softly. “Thank you so much.” I’d wanted her to believe me but it was painful when she did, because what I saw in her face was a belief in a version of myself that didn’t exist. She thought I was a better person than I was. In a moment I would have to tell her, I would have to make the call to someone who could make Ari’s body disappear, I would be sucked into a long grey vortex of crime and favours that I already knew would end badly, but not yet, not yet: for now I could just sit with Nico for a moment, this woman who had been my only parent, and observe her happiness.

“Happy birthday,” I said.
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The back room in Nico’s apartment is dim, lit only by streetlights filtering in from outside, but Swan Dive is propped up on a dresser, facing me, and it shines with an aquatic light. I can hear Sebastian moving around the apartment. I have reached a destination, and all I have is desire: I want to dive off a cliff into the sea in a warm country. No, the opposite. I want to dive off an iceberg into the Arctic Ocean. I want to plummet through clear air into shocking cold. I want to surface with the aurora borealis shifting overhead, green light rippling through the sky. I want to climb aboard a passing boat and set off for an unknown country. I want extremity. I want annihilation. I want to blow up my life and remake it, but how many times do you get to do that? I have spent my whole life pulling pins on grenades.

No, what I want is to run time backward, all the way back to a party in LA, and when that door opens to take Kareem, I want to step through too. No, further: I want to go back to a moment in the first few years of this exhausting century, and instead of hiring a man to kill my cousin Anton, I’d like to go to Anton in Italy and tell him he’s free, I’m sorry, the transaction’s off, he can leave the business if he wants. Go home, Anton, it’s okay, it’s okay. I want a less haunted life. I would like to have been less villainous. I want a cocktail, or absolution, or to get out of bed.

Eddie has entered the room and now she approaches, smiling at me, the ghost I’ve most wanted to see all this time.

“Eddie.” I can still speak, just barely. One or two breaths remain to me. “Eddie, my love. You’re finally here.”

“I came for you,” she says gently, that voice I’ve missed so much. “We don’t have to be apart anymore.” I am so close to Swan Dive now. The painting is expanding behind Eddie and it’s become real, translucent, the ocean rippling through the room, until finally I take her hand and rise from the bed—I don’t need my body anymore, it’s finished and anyway I’m feeling much better—and there’s a diving board here that I didn’t see before, extending before me.

“Go on,” Eddie says, with a smile, “you know you want to.” Swan Dive is all around me, and I’ve somehow misjudged the situation: this isn’t a room at all. The sea ripples below. I take a few steps out onto the diving board, and dive into the blue.
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Picture Marlowe at night in a different world, thirty-three years old, married but chronically lonely, on her way home from a faculty party. In the passenger seat, as always, because her husband insisted on driving. By this point she hadn’t driven a car in several years. She’d gone to some effort with her appearance: hair down around her shoulders, which she knew was how her husband preferred it; careful makeup; a matching set of onyx earrings and necklace that her in-laws had given her on her wedding day. Her dress was the wrong size, but she wouldn’t realize that for another year.

There were few other cars on the road at this hour, mostly just long electric trolleys carrying passengers across the city of Los Angeles. Having a car in LA was an extravagance—so few people used them anymore, and the State imposed a significant annual fee for car ownership—but Marlowe’s husband, Hugo, liked driving. Their car moved silently through the quiet streets of Culver City, between the massive towers where thousands of people lived, glass walkways strung across the expressway like corridors of light. In this part of the city, the camera arrays were supplemented by surveillance drones, and at night the drones looked like fireflies, drifting golden through the air.

Marlowe liked how fragile the towers looked at night, steel fading into darkness so the buildings looked like constructions of light and glass, stacked lives with luminescent kitchens. As they travelled east, the massive solar fans that cooled the city stopped spinning for the night, a gradual cessation of movement in the sky overhead.

Usually Marlowe didn’t go to faculty parties, because there was no way to not bring her husband, and when Hugo and Marlowe saw people together, she somehow always said the wrong thing. But she’d been so lonely, and on her way home that night she felt, at first, that going to the party had been worth the risk. While the car slipped past the first array of State cameras, she was reviewing her every move. She’d thought the evening was beautiful. There were good conversations. The room was gorgeous. Hugo had seemed happy. He’d smiled when people praised the transport lecture she’d been developing, he’d raised his glass for her, he’d charmed her colleagues and made them laugh. They were passing under a second camera array. A light flashed yellow and her husband slowed the car. Marlowe and Hugo leaned forward, looking up into the yellow light—looking at a lens—until a moment later the light turned white and Hugo drove them onward.

“I heard the array’s getting upgraded,” she said. “Soon the cameras will be embedded in the buildings, so we won’t even see them anymore.”

Hugo said nothing. She glanced at his profile, and felt a familiar falling sensation. His jaw was set.

“Is something wrong?” Marlowe asked.

“What were you thinking?” he asked quietly.

“What do you mean?” She touched one hand to her chest, absently, because her heart was beginning to speed up. It was important to breathe very slowly and carefully. She was replaying the evening in her head. Where was the mistake? It wasn’t always obvious.

“The way you introduced me,” he said. “I just can’t imagine what you were thinking.”

How had she introduced him? She remembered having said, “This is my husband, Hugo,” on several occasions throughout the night, but Marlowe was exquisitely sensitive to her own shortcomings, and in memory there was no unease attached to those moments.

“What do you mean? How did I introduce you?”

“The way I was just so clearly an afterthought,” he said. “It’s just, do you not even see me? Do you understand that we’re in a marriage? When you say, ‘This is my husband . . . ’”—he exaggerated the pause, longer and longer—“‘This is my husband . . . Hugo,’ like you could barely remember my name.”

“I don’t think I did that,” she said. “I don’t think I paused like that.”

“Oh, you did, and people noticed,” he said. “I saw them react. It was humiliating.” He glanced at her, and a warning light pulsed softly on the windshield. The car had registered that he’d looked away from the road. He looked forward again.

“Okay,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

He ignored this, because no apology would ever be enough. There was an agonizing period of silence. The car glided onward between shining towers. Marlowe let her mind go blank while she waited for the next round. In her peripheral vision, Hugo ran his hand through his hair. He only did that when he was particularly agitated. He would still be angry tomorrow, and the day after that.

“I don’t think you even realize you’re doing it,” he said. “That’s how much difficulty you have, socially. It’s hard for you to read social cues and connect with people.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You really can’t hear yourself in those moments, can you?”

“I’m sorry,” she said again, on autopilot now.

“It’s like you just don’t get it,” he said, in tones of wonderment.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to.” Marlowe was very far away. She was floating. She was looking out at the lights of the city and she was somewhere out there in the brightness. A fugitive thought: What if I wasn’t in this car anymore?

“Ten years of marriage, and you just don’t quite get it. You don’t really get that this is a partnership, do you?”

“I’m sorry.” What if there were no more car rides like this one, ever?

“The thing is, it’s just . . . we’re together, Marlowe. When you do something like this, when you humiliate me publicly, it’s just very difficult for me to understand where you’re coming from.”

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.”

“I don’t think you understand how people see you,” he said.

“I guess not,” she said, very quietly.

“There’s something very wrong with you,” he said, “I think that much is clear.”

“Please,” Marlowe said, “I’m really, really sorry.” What if I were to open the door of the car, and jump out?

This was the thought that shocked her back to herself. The latch was so close to her hand. She would only have to shift her hand a little to open the door and fly out into the night—they were on a high overpass over a low-lying residential neighbourhood—and then she would never be in a car with him again. But that wasn’t right. She didn’t want to fly out into the night and break on the pavement, because what she wanted, she realized in a distant way, was to be alive. What she wanted desperately just then was to talk to her father. He’d always said to call when she was in trouble, and she was in trouble, she realized, she was in so much trouble. How had she not seen it before? She looked at Hugo. He was wounded, incredulous.

“Marlowe,” he said, “do you understand how much I do for you?”

In the normal course of events she would apologize again, and again, and again—I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to, I’ll do better, I’ll do better—because there was always something she’d said or done wrong. On a hundred other nights she’d fallen over herself apologizing on the car ride home, then wept and begged forgiveness for days. But tonight, the thought of death had jolted her. Ten years of apologies, she found herself thinking, and what, actually, was she apologizing for?

“Marlowe, I asked you a question, and I’m going to ask you to extend me the basic courtesy of a response. I asked if you understand how much I do for you.”

She looked at him, and instead of apologizing again she spoke the words that began the last fight, the fight that ended with her filing for divorce five days later: “Actually,” she said, “you don’t do anything for me at all.”
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A year and a half later, elsewhere in the city, a detective stood by her office window, waiting for Marlowe’s lecture to begin. Detective Ibari Waker was seventy-nine now, and at some point in the previous decade had slipped into the habit of dressing entirely in black. She held a high rank in the Internal Security Service, which had no central office.

There were bureaus scattered everywhere in Los Angeles, as in all of the other cities of the United State. Other countries had crumbled in the past few decades. The State would not, because the difference between mayhem and order is control. The State was a fortress and Service was the wall. It was difficult to get in or out. Immigration had been largely frozen for some time, with narrow exceptions for investors. Leaving required an exit visa, and exit visas were reserved for citizens with no history of pro-democracy activities or other subversion. Ibari had devoted her life to Service. She had some regrets.

From her office she could see the beach, just barely, a sliver of pale sand between the glass towers of the Harbor City neighbourhood. She was watching the movement of a kite between towers, a speck of red against a brilliant blue sky. This view had been hers for a long time now, decades, but she was close to retirement. She glanced at her watch, then sat at her desk, entered a code into a console, and put on her VR headset. The code was her key into a virtual auditorium. Holospace rooms felt like real rooms now, for the most part. Only a faint shimmer in her peripheral vision gave it away. Ibari’s virtual seat was halfway back in the auditorium, her favourite vantage point for lectures. She’d missed the introduction. On the stage, a holographic projection of Marlowe Li stood behind a podium.
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Picture Marlowe behind the podium, thirty-four years old now, awake against all odds after twenty hours without sleep. Still in trouble, but in a different way. She concentrated on breathing and clutched the podium with both hands. The audience was a dark void but she sensed their presence, all these souls gathered from so far away. Can you hold the room? An old question from the beginning of her academic career, and there was victory in the answer: I can hold the room. Internal call-and-response, trying to steady herself. Panic is an ocean. She gazed out into the auditorium and imagined a ship sailing toward her through the dark.

“I think we should begin,” she said, in a faux-conversational tone that she’d been perfecting for some years now, “with some fundamental definitions. What is transport?” She paused, as if anyone were going to answer that, then answered herself: “It’s the movement of matter through time and space. Incidentally, that’s also life.”

Was that line pretentious? She worried it was pretentious. There was a murmur of appreciation from the audience, which was reassuring. But now a text message appeared on the periphery of her vision. Her brother, Samir:

Marlowe call me it’s urgent

Marlowe took a deep breath.

“What we have to consider, whether we’re talking about goods or people, is the impact of those variables—” But, and if she hadn’t been so tired she would have remembered to switch off messaging, another text from Samir had appeared:

Dad is drying

“The impact of those variables,” Marlowe said, “time and space, on—”

*dying

Marlowe fell silent. My father holding my hand when I was four, on a steep climb up a grassy hill. My father baking cookies when I was seven, carefully distributing an equal number of chocolate chips. My father playing the piano, my father eating ice cream—

Another text from Samir:

There isn’t much time

—my father applauding in the front row of my school play, my father driving me to college. My father last year on my roof deck, lying back in a lounge chair, staring up at the night sky like he’d never seen stars. Another text from Samir:

I’m sorry to tell you via text but we both know you won’t call me back

The audience was stirring now, making inquiring noises. Someone coughed.

“I’m sorry,” Marlowe said to the audience. “I have a personal emergency to attend to.” And then, because she was delivering this lecture via holograph, she disappeared into thin air.
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Ibari had attended several of Marlowe’s lectures, because her closest friend—actually, her only friend—was Marlowe’s father, and she’d known Marlowe and her brother since their early childhoods. Ibari knew Marlowe wouldn’t vanish unless it was a true emergency. She waited a moment in the VR room, watching the empty stage to see if Marlowe would return. Then a text appeared in her field of vision, from one of her informants:

Kareem is dying.

Ibari removed her headset—the auditorium and the floating text disappeared—and sank back into her office chair. She’d known this moment was coming for a long time, and her own grief was surprising to her. You have so much time until you don’t, that was the thing she kept thinking, and she knew that was nonsensical but the thought ran on a loop in her head. She rose and went back to the window, hoping to steady herself. The kite was still there, between towers. Strange to realize how little time had passed, when the entire calculus of the world had just shifted. What she longed for in that moment was to talk to Nico, but of course no one had seen Nico in over thirty years.
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Samir was on the moon when Ibari called. He’d worked on and off in Colony One since college and held a job that on paper should have been ideal. But what he hadn’t understood, when he’d started out as an architect, was that excelling in his field would mean less and less time actually designing buildings and their interior spaces, and more and more time in client meetings. He’d advanced to a high position in the premier architectural and engineering firm for off-world development, and his least favourite clients, who by some horrible luck were currently his only clients, were seated across from him. One of his colleagues was presenting an engineering report that Samir had already read, so it seemed reasonable to take Ibari’s call. He rose and stepped away from the table.

“I just spoke with your father’s doctor,” Ibari said.

“Yeah,” Samir said, “he called me a half-hour ago. I have to get through this meeting, then I’m headed back to Earth. Do you know if Marlowe knows that we’re close to the end?”

“You should be the one to tell her.”

“Samir,” someone said, behind him.

“I’ll call you back,” Samir said. When he turned back to the table, everyone was staring.

“Forgive me,” he said, “just dealing with a, a personal—I’m sorry.”

“Quite all right,” his colleague said. They hadn’t worked together for very long, but had already developed some rudimentary telepathic communication. His colleague was giving him the look that meant The client is an idiot. “Our client was just asking a question about surface development.”

“I . . . what? I’m sorry,” Samir said, “say that again.”

The client smiled. His teeth were unnaturally white. When he leaned forward, several of his staffers leaned forward too, unconsciously.

“Well,” the client said. “It’s just, I’ve been hearing all about these underground dwellings, right?”

Samir nodded. “That’s the only way to build on Proxima Centauri B, unfortunately.” Under the table, he was texting Marlowe:

Marlowe call me it’s urgent

“Sure,” the client said, “okay, I hear you, but are we being too timid here?”

“Too timid?” It was difficult to concentrate on the meeting now. There was no scenario where Marlowe was going to call him back. They weren’t particularly close. Something was off about Marlowe and had been for some time, but the exact parameters of the problem were confusing to him. She’d told him something vague about PTSD but hadn’t really gotten into specifics, and he didn’t entirely understand what had happened to her.

“We are pioneers,” the client continued, “are we not?” His staffers nodded. Yes. Pioneers. “Pioneers are bold. Pioneers take risks. Let’s build on the surface.”

“We can’t build on the surface,” Samir said. Everyone at the table looked nervous. Several of the client’s staffers frowned. Marlowe hadn’t texted him back, so he texted her again:

Dad is drying

“Okay,” the client said, “but Proxima Centauri B, that’s in the Goldilocks zone, am I right?”

*dying

The client’s second-in-command flashed her most helpful smile. “Not too hot, not too cold.”

“Right,” the client said. “Neither too far from nor too close to its nearest star.”

“Between the two of you, you just said the same thing three times,” Samir said. He sent another fast text under the table:

There isn’t much time

“Which makes me think,” the client said, as if Samir hadn’t spoken, “we’re not thinking big enough. Let’s think bigger. Let’s build on the surface. Let’s make this work.”

“We can’t make this work,” Samir said.

“Can’t? I’m sorry,” the client said, with a business-school smile, “that word’s not in my vocabulary.”

“We cannot build on the surface of this planet, because there are gale-force winds one hundred percent of the time. It’s hard on structures. You have to have a structure, a dome, because we can’t breathe the air there.” Samir was working very hard to keep his voice steady. Why hadn’t he gone home more often? He couldn’t have asked for a better father.

“Well,” someone said, “but there’s no atmosphere on the moon, bro, and here we are.” Someone laughed. “Home sweet home on Moon Colony One.”

“You’re right,” Samir said. “The moon has no atmosphere. But you know what else the moon doesn’t have? Permanent fucking gale-force winds.”

Everyone was staring at him, but all his thoughts were of his father. How could Marlowe not have responded? He texted her again, not bothering to conceal it this time:

I’m sorry to tell you via text but we both know you won’t call me back

“Hey, Samir,” his colleague said. “Let’s maybe just—”

“What I am asking for,” the client said, very slowly and clearly, “is simply—Samir, where are you going?”

Samir himself wasn’t sure, but he did know that he was leaving the room.
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PTSD is timeline corruption. The past interrupts the present. Marlowe had waited too long to leave her marriage, and the price was that she could no longer sleep. Some nights she woke at two a.m. and there was a feeling almost of clockwork, of gears engaging; her thoughts began to whirr and once that mechanism was in motion it was difficult to stop. It was sometimes possible to fall asleep around dawn, but she only knew she’d slept when she realized she was thinking of a recent nightmare. She tried sleeping pills but they made her feel like a ghost.

In the dazed weeks after her divorce was finalized, when the panic attacks were just beginning to surface, she visited a therapist who diagnosed her with PTSD and talked about emotional abuse and domestic violence support groups. But was violence exactly what had happened? She had doubts about the terminology because there were gaps in her memory, and because she had doubts about everything. She had doubts about everything because her husband had worked very hard, over a long period of time, to ensure that she doubted herself. She had undergone something subtle and profound, a kind of rewiring. It was hard to fully grasp what had happened to her, which left her perpetually in search of evidence.

Sometimes the evidence was terror. There was a night not long after she moved out when she pulled a clean set of sheets out of a cupboard—sheets she’d brought with her from the marital home—and froze. The sheets were attached to a memory, she was certain of it, but the memory itself was gone. What remained was something like an afterimage. Marlowe only knew that looking at the sheets made her feel like she was going to die. She threw them away and didn’t sleep that night. Sometimes the evidence was a nervous habit: she needed to be told things two or three times, which she knew had to be annoying, but after a decade of gaslighting it was hard to ever fully believe that she’d heard what she thought she’d heard. (“You’re not the most reliable narrator,” her husband used to say, laughing to turn it into a joke. “Bit of a fantasist, I’d say.”)

Once the evidence was a size XS sweater: “I think this one’s more your size,” a clerk in a clothing store said, and when Marlowe protested that the sweater would be too small, the clerk looked confused. The sweater fit perfectly. Marlowe stared at herself in a mirror, and realized that all of her own clothes were three sizes too big. Her husband liked very thin women, and had gone to some effort to instill a belief that Marlowe was considerably larger than she actually was—how often had he casually referred to her as “big-boned,” or suggested that a larger size of clothing might be more flattering?—which had been effective, she realized belatedly, because in her teens she’d had an eating disorder. (Did she still have an eating disorder? For some time she’d made a practise of eating less food than she wanted to eat, she realized, and had managed somehow to avoid thinking about it.) How many years had it been since she’d worn clothes that fit?

That first year after Marlowe left her husband, she was consumed by a horrible and belated realization of strategy. When they met she’d been twenty-one, and he’d been in his midthirties, and she hadn’t previously considered the implications of this, the way she’d come to him half-formed and he’d shaped her. She was pleasantly surprised to find that she was not actually chronically socially inept and unable to connect with other people, as he’d always suggested, but devastated to realize that he’d encouraged that belief in order to keep her as isolated as possible. She found at the end of the marriage that she didn’t know what music she liked, or what food she preferred, or how she wanted to spend any given day, or the size of her body. It was like discovering that she’d been the subject of a long-term experiment.

But of course all of this was invisible to outsiders. She wasn’t sure what to tell people, but there was almost no one to tell. She wasn’t close with her brother. She loved her father and wanted to protect him from heartbreak, so she spared him all of the details. She had only one friend now, Violet, mostly because of the isolation but also because if you leave, you’re the villain. How could she have left him, Hugo asked, when they’d been so happy? He proclaimed himself blindsided. Sympathetic friends flocked to his side. The friends took him to dinner and listened to a sad story about his wife deciding overnight that she wanted a new life and throwing the marriage away on a whim. Did the friends believe the story? Apparently. Only Violet was immune to it, because Violet was the one friend she’d retained from before her marriage and they’d known one another since kindergarten.

But even Violet:

“You’re so successful, though,” Violet said once, “and you make money, so doesn’t that make your life relatively easy?” and after that Marlowe was careful not to lean on her, because if she lost Violet there would be no more friends.

What Marlowe wanted was for time to pass. She wished to speed forward into some imagined point in the future where she didn’t lie awake half the night. There was solace in work. She cut back on teaching, because on her worst days it was hard to look at all those faces staring at her in the classroom, but she accepted every lecture opportunity that came to her. Faces stared at her during the lectures, too, but she couldn’t see them, because the audience was always dark. Onstage, holding the room, she never felt like an unreliable narrator or an imposter. And then she learned that her father was dying, and a few hours later she was on a high-speed ship gliding east over the Pacific.

The ship docked in Los Angeles in the early evening, and Marlowe made her way slowly down the ramp with her suitcase, toward closed steel gates. She stood for a moment before an array of cameras and placed her right hand on a scanner, and a moment later the gates opened and she was free to walk into the city. It was cooler here than in Hong Kong, less humid, a suggestion of the desert in the breeze. Her face ached from crying, a dull congested pressure behind her eyes. Her jacket was inadequate, but her father’s house wasn’t far and she longed for fresh air, so she ignored the waiting taxis and walked inland. She was startled for a moment by fireflies, a cloud of them moving through the air in yellow pinpricks of light, but they were only a new model of weather drones measuring atmospheric conditions.

She hadn’t been back here in a year. Her ex-husband was still in this city, so she preferred to avoid it, but on the other hand there was no reason to think he was anywhere near this neighbourhood. A construction site by the commuter harbour had transformed into a cluster of residential towers, made of the blue-green glass that had been in fashion for the past decade or so. There was more air traffic than she remembered, drones wheeling between towers on mysterious errands. She passed between two towers linked by a glass-bottom swimming pool that formed a bridge around the ninth or tenth floor, and was momentarily distracted by the tiny black silhouettes of swimmers high above. (Might swimming be a model for a kind of transport? Interesting to imagine a ship with fins like a flutter kick.)

Her walk took her through the centre of the Harbor City neighbourhood, and past the statue of the Lost Travellers in Memorial Square. Her father had always liked to pause here, and now she did too. Marlowe walked to the statue of the two lost physicists and gazed for a while at their faces, at the plaques with their names: Nico Li and Saraya de Santos, vanished in a catastrophically botched teleportation experiment.

Nico was Marlowe and Samir’s mother, but she’d disappeared when they were very small, and Marlowe had no clear memories now. The bronze version of her mother was stern, eyes set on the horizon. A plaque noted the significance of Nico and Saraya’s disappearance: following the disastrous experiment in which they’d vanished, the State had taken control of every university, thus saving countless lives and helping to ensure a harmonious society.

Now, as always, Marlowe looked at her mother’s bronze face and tried to force it somehow, by sheer will, to produce memories of the woman herself. Marlowe’s lost mother was a void, a space, a ghost in the shadows behind her thoughts; the void, she thought, was part of the reason why she’d been so susceptible to her ex-husband’s machinations. The story that underpinned her life was Once I had a mother who disappeared, but her mother was so distant now that the line was like something from a fairy tale.

Her father’s house had been built over a century earlier. There had been other houses like it when Marlowe was a child, but now his was the last of its kind on the street. Towers had sprung up on three sides. The towers made the house look tiny. She raised her hand for the gate code, but the gate was unlocked. She slipped in and closed it behind her, then paused for a moment, disoriented. Her father preferred wild gardens to orderly ones, which meant that on every visit since she left for college, Marlowe had encountered the garden in a state of ever-increasing disarray, tangled vines moving through the glossy dark leaves of overgrown bushes, masses of exuberant flowers. But now, time seemed to have reversed. The grass was as smooth as a golf course. The birdbath had been scrubbed down—she’d forgotten that its stone had originally been white—and the bushes had been shaped into a double row of giant eggs lining the path to the door. The flowers were in orderly patches for the first time in thirty years.

A man was kneeling some distance away, tending to a flower bed. For a soaring moment she imagined he was her father, but of course that wasn’t possible now. Where had the gardener come from? She pulled her suitcase down the walkway to the house. The door was unlocked, and the interior replicated the baffling order of the outdoors. Her father had taken a casual approach to housework, but now the entry hall was immaculate. She left her suitcase there and followed the sound of a distant voice down the corridor, to her father’s bedroom.

Her father was lying in a hospital bed. He was improbably thin, that was the first thing she noticed. His eyes were closed and sunken into his skull. A nurse in a white uniform leaned over him, dabbing his lips with some moisturizing agent. “Here we are,” she was saying softly, “that’s nice, isn’t it?” Marlowe froze in the doorway. Her father looked dead, but then his chest moved. His breaths were too far apart.

The nurse looked up. “You must be Kareem’s daughter,” she said. “Hello.” She was an older woman, perhaps in her seventies, with PREMIUM HOME CARE embroidered on her shirt.

“Hi.” Marlowe came into the room and sank into the chair beside the bed, lightheaded. She thought she might faint. Her father’s thinness made him look taller than she remembered. This strange long man, his proportions unnatural. She should have asked the nurse’s name, she realized belatedly, but the truth was she didn’t particularly care. Her father was going to die soon and nothing else mattered. His skin had a greyish cast. She wasn’t sure how long she stared, dazed and mesmerized by his proximity to death, until finally some movement the nurse made caught her attention.

“Can he hear me?” Marlowe asked.

“I can hear you,” her father whispered. He opened his eyes, and she flinched from the intensity of his gaze. Burning was the word that came to mind.

“How are you feeling?” Marlowe asked, and immediately felt like an idiot. “Are you in pain?”

“Not just now,” he said. “There are some things I need to tell you.”

“I’m listening.”

“I saw your mother,” he said. “Afterward.”

“What do you mean, afterward? After what?”

“I’m very tired,” he said. His eyes fluttered closed.

“Do you mean after she disappeared?” Marlowe asked, a little desperate. But Kareem seemed to have fallen asleep again. The stillness in the room was absolute.

There was a sound behind her. The nurse was reentering the room, although Marlowe hadn’t noticed her leaving.

“You heard that too, right?” Marlowe was desperate for a witness.

“It seemed like a private matter,” the nurse said. She had a gentle voice that Marlowe liked. “Did he tell you something important?”

“I don’t know what’s real.” Marlowe wasn’t sure if she meant the thing he’d just said or literally everything, all of reality, the relentless doubt that she’d carried out of her marriage like a contagion.

“He’s on heavy painkillers,” the nurse said. “It’s possible that fiction and fact could blur a little.”

Marlowe decided to change the subject. “Are you with a private agency?”

“Yes,” the nurse said. “Premium Home Care.” It was kind of Samir to pay for all this. When had she last spoken with her brother? It had been a very long time.

“You have his eyes,” the nurse said.

She heard footsteps, and then Samir walked in.

“You made it,” he said.

“You look like hell,” she said, and then froze up inside because she’d said exactly the wrong thing. Samir was saying something else now, but she couldn’t hear him, because she was involved in a complicated flashback in which her ex-husband was berating her for saying the wrong thing. Her ex-husband moved through life in search of offence, and was therefore extremely easy to offend.

“I’m sorry,” she said, when she realized Samir was staring at her. “What did you say?”

“I was sorry to hear about your divorce,” Samir said.

“You shouldn’t be. It’s the best thing I ever did.”

She had his attention now. His eyes widened involuntarily. “Ending your marriage was the best thing you ever did?”

“Yes.”

“Jesus, Marlowe. That’s fucking dark.”

“No, it was dark before I ended it.”

But Samir was staring at the bed. “Dad?”

Kareem was waking again. One of those skeletal hands was shifting back and forth, as if fumbling for something lost in the blankets.

“Hello, Kareem,” the nurse said, very loudly. “Your children are here.”

Their father’s eyes opened. He looked at Marlowe, and then Samir. His gaze was accusatory, like he’d just been rudely jolted from an interesting dream. Then he seemed to recover himself, and blinked.

“Hello,” he said. His voice was weaker than it had been.

“Dad,” Samir said. “Dad, can you hear me?”

“Let me just adjust those pillows for you,” the nurse said, and fussed about by their father’s head.

“There were days of interrogation, after the accident,” Kareem murmured. His eyes were focused behind Marlowe now. She turned, but there was no one behind her, only the blank wall of his bedroom.

“What?” Samir asked. “What accident?”

“Interrogation and testing,” Kareem said. “I want you to know, Ibari’s the one who made this all possible.”

“Would we like to try some chamomile tea this evening, Kareem?” the nurse asked.

Marlowe saw that Samir had gone very still. “Ibari,” he said carefully, “as in your friend Ibari Waker?”

“I’m going to just change your IV,” the nurse said. “You’re going to feel a little pull as I take this tape off.”

“I’ve been so lucky,” Kareem said. “I was so lucky to come here.”

“I’m sorry,” the nurse said, “but there’s going to be a little pinch. If you’d take a deep breath for me, I’m just going to—”

“I’ve loved being your father,” Kareem said. He smiled at them. His eyelids were heavy. “This is such a hard place. This State. But I’ve loved being here with you.”

“Dad,” Samir said, very quietly.

“I’ll get tea sent in,” the nurse said, and retreated. Marlowe was aware now of passing time, twilight subsiding into darkness through the open window. The slightest breeze moved through the room. Marlowe and Samir glanced at one another, and waited.

“Dad,” Samir said, “what did Ibari make possible? What did you mean by that?”

Kareem was lying with his eyes closed, seemingly sleeping. They sat with him for a while, watching his face, and then at last he opened his eyes again, and smiled at them.

“I learned something important once,” he said. His voice was a little stronger now.

Samir leaned forward. “What’s that, Dad? What did you learn?”

“Countries don’t last forever,” Kareem said.

“I like that idea,” Marlowe said.

“Careful,” Samir murmured. “We don’t know who’s listening.” She stared flatly at him until he looked away. When they looked back at their father, he’d fallen asleep again, and he didn’t stir when they touched his hand. Marlowe studied her father’s face. His eyes were moving again behind closed eyelids. What was it like to be Kareem at this moment? Sometimes when Marlowe was falling asleep, there was an in-between state wherein she was conscious but could not move. She imagined her father wandering through a dark forest, hearing voices to which he couldn’t respond.

“Let’s go out to the hallway,” Samir said. “We could use a break.”
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In the hallway, Marlowe closed her eyes and leaned back against the wall. She looked utterly exhausted.

“How does he even have cancer?” Marlowe’s voice was low and tired. “We’re all immunized against cancer in infancy. I asked his doctor about it on the phone last week and he said no one could explain it.”

“It must not be a hundred percent effective,” Samir said. “The vaccine, I mean.”

“Have you ever known anyone else who had it?”

“No,” he said. “I’d thought cancer was ancient history.”

“He said something before you came in,” Marlowe said, “and no one heard it.”

“But you heard it,” Samir said.

“I think so, but how can I be sure?”

“How can you . . . why aren’t you sure?” He felt a little lost.

“It’s hard to be certain of things,” she said.

“What did he say?”

“That he saw Mom. I think he said he saw her afterward,” Marlowe said.

“After what?”

“I wasn’t sure. I thought he might mean after she disappeared.” Her gaze was shifting around in a furtive way.

“He said that?”

“I’m not sure,” Marlowe said. “What time is it?”

“About twenty-one hundred hours,” Samir said. “Maybe twenty-one fifteen.”

“I think I need to go to bed. I haven’t been sleeping much. I’m sorry, I know you just got here, I just, I can’t stay awake.”

“It’s okay,” he said. “We’ll catch up tomorrow.”

Her smile was shaky. “Good night,” she said. He watched her disappear into her childhood bedroom, then went to the kitchen and poured himself water from a pitcher in the fridge.

The fridge door was topographical, a mess of overlapping photos and notes. In the oldest of the fridge photos, the three of them—Samir, Marlowe, Kareem—were beaming with ice cream cones in the park. A card on the fridge read Happy Birthday, the letters rendered in a gorgeous calligraphy. Samir pulled it off, idly, and flipped it open. Dad: Thanks for always being there for us. We couldn’t ask for a better father. M. He agreed with the sentiment but reading it felt like trespassing. He magnetted the card back to the fridge and took his glass of water outside to the garden, to his favourite place out here—a line of jasmine vines that grew alongside a wall—which was also, he calculated, the furthest possible point from Marlowe’s bedroom window. He should call his husband, who’d left a voicemail earlier, or his boss, who’d messaged him twice. Instead, he called Detective Waker.

“Samir,” she said. That warm voice, a constant over decades. She must be in her seventies now, he realized, around the same age as his father, but he hadn’t seen her in so long that she was frozen at some indeterminate point in the far past. In his earliest memories of her, he and his sister were very small and she was the dark-haired woman with a pretty smile who drank hot chocolate with them in his father’s kitchen when they got home from school. She’d asked him to start reporting to her about Marlowe when he was eleven. Why was he reporting on Marlowe? Did that imply that Marlowe was reporting on him? This was how Service operated, she’d told him. People reported on one another. His situation was not unusual.

“I think he’s going to die soon,” Samir said.

“I know,” she said. “I’m so sorry.” Of course she knew. Who else was reporting to her? The doctor? The nurse? The gardener? All of them? What no one tells you about life in a surveillance state is that it’s exhausting.

“Samir, are you still there?”

“Something’s wrong with Marlowe,” Samir said. “She’s jumpy. She seems confused.”

“It’s PTSD,” Detective Waker said. “She told you that herself, didn’t she? A while ago?”

“I don’t think I fully grasped what she was saying.” Samir felt that he’d failed Marlowe in some complicated way. He’d been so distracted.

“Well, she’s lucky to have you.”

“I don’t know, Detective, is she?” He felt the old fury rising, all the unsayable things. I never wanted to be a citizen informant. “What kind of brother am I if I’m reporting on her? Doesn’t seem that friendly, to be honest.”

Detective Waker was silent.

“Nothing further to report,” Samir said, and hung up. My constant, he thought, my enemy. I want to be a better brother. He should call his husband. He sat on the grass, and selected a holographic setting for the call, so that when Mo picked up, it was as if he were sitting facing Samir, the two of them cross-legged and no more than a half-metre apart. In actuality, Mo was on a business trip to Indonesia, but Samir had apparently called at a good moment; the sketchy outlines of a hotel room shifted faintly in the background behind Mo’s head.

“How is he?” Mo asked.

“Fading out,” Samir said.

“Are you out by the jasmine?” Mo was leaning forward, squinting a little, and Samir realized he must be able to see the faint traces of jasmine flowers behind him.

“My favourite part of the garden,” Samir said. The knot in his chest was loosening, a little. Talking with Mo always made him feel calm.

“I know,” Mo said. “How’s Marlowe holding up?”

“Not great. If we ever have kids,” Samir said, “do you think they’ll know us?”

“What do you mean?”

“As people, I mean. Or do we always just know our parents as our parents?”

“What? Samir, are you . . . ?”

“I’m sorry. I don’t know what I’m talking about.” They lapsed into quiet. Mo was watching him with concern. “I think I should go. Can we talk later?”

“We can talk at any hour of the day or night,” Mo said. “I love you.”

“I love you,” Samir said. “Good night.”

He ended the call, and sat still in the shadows. He liked listening to the sounds of the city around him, the voices and trolleys and occasional car, the low electric hum of drones. He should go in, probably. He should see if Marlowe was still up, if she needed anything. But what a pleasure to be alone for a moment with the scent of jasmine around him, in the quiet, in the shadows. When he was in his mother’s garden, he almost remembered her. The impressions were too slight to be called memories, but there was a hand, warm soil in sunlight, a spade. The windows of the towers cast a diffuse light that made the birdbath shine a little across the lawn. There was no real privacy here anymore—all the neighbouring towers looked down into the garden—but the sense of an oasis remained. He wished he were in Mo’s arms. What he wanted was to freeze time. His phone screen lit up with the email he’d been waiting for, from his boss: In light of your failure to respond to my messages, and in light of your conduct at our recent client meeting, I have no choice but to consider your employment terminated. I hope . . . 

Samir switched off his phone and closed his eyes. There was no need to read further. He’d known this was coming. The horrible thing was that there was another job available to him, if he wanted it. “There’s a career in Service for you,” Detective Waker had once told him, a decade ago. “We always need intelligent people.”

“What do you like about it?” he remembered asking. “About working in Service?” In memory they were in a bar, in dim lighting, not far from here.

“I studied history before I came to Service,” she’d said. “It made me terrified of discord.”

“But there’s . . .” He felt a swell of rage that he carefully suppressed. It was important to speak cautiously. Of course she herself was Service, but also Service was everywhere. He knew that even if she liked him personally, even if she chose not to report everything he said, it was best to assume he was being recorded. “There have been other states in history,” he said, “where order was maintained by means of . . . an internal intelligence apparatus.” He thought briefly of writing Stasi on a napkin, but there could be hidden cameras.

“We’re not the Stasi,” she said, which was eerie. His eyes may have widened slightly. “Or the KGB. We don’t terrorize, or threaten. We observe. We do not act unless there’s a clear and present threat to the State.”

It was dangerous to point out the obvious, which was that clear and present threat is a wildly subjective term, so he’d changed the subject, or he’d dropped the subject because a waitress had arrived; in any case the conversation had gone no further. He remembered quietly shredding his napkin into a thousand pieces on his lap under the table.

He’d been out there in the garden for a long time, hours, his thoughts drifting, when he saw movement at the garden gate. Samir sat very still at the far end of the garden, watching. Someone was opening the gate slowly, taking care to not make a sound. A man was entering the garden, moving like a shadow over the grass, appearing and reappearing between bushes and trees. Samir hardly breathed. He watched as the man went to the third window to the left of the front porch, and looked into Kareem’s bedroom. He expertly removed the mosquito screen—the sound was minimal—and climbed awkwardly up and in.

Only then did Samir move, to rise and cross the garden at a crouching run. He stopped below the window, listening, and then raised his head just enough to see in.

Kareem was lying still, breathing in an unnervingly slow, ragged way, too much time between breaths. The man who’d just climbed in through the window sat on the edge of the bed, his back to Samir. The two men were alone in the room, and the intruder was speaking.

“I wanted to see you again,” he said. Samir felt a wavering vertigo. Did the man have his father’s voice? The accent was different, but the timbre of the voice itself was the same. Samir was desperate to see the man’s face, but if he ran inside and into the room he thought the man might leave again through the window, so he stayed still, listening. “I know you thought I was weak,” the man said. “I could see it in your face. I know you judged me.” The man waited, but of course he’d come too late. Kareem had passed to a point beyond speech, perhaps beyond response of any kind. Kareem was a waxen figure in the bed, his chest barely moving. “But we both know it wasn’t just because of the Resistance, it was that I didn’t have it in me to stay. I believe the kids could see that.” The man was quiet, waiting, then sighed. “I should’ve come sooner. I don’t even know if you can hear me anymore. But Nico was gone, and they deserved—”

The door to the room opened, and Samir caught a glimpse of Marlowe’s startled expression as he ducked below the windowsill. There was a blur of movement above him, the man dropping from the window. He landed hard beside Samir, then broke into a run. Marlowe came to the window—Samir saw her face from below, her deep confusion—and then as Marlowe turned away, back toward Kareem lying still in the bed, Samir came to his senses and set off after the intruder.

Samir had never been a particularly athletic person, and was immediately out of breath. The sidewalks were crowded at this hour, people walking home from the train stations, and the intruder had disappeared. He stood just outside the gate for far too long, unsure of which way to run. But someone down the block was moving too quickly, an impression of a man dressed in black slipping through the open door of a twenty-four-hour convenience store. A moment later Samir was gasping for breath in a confusion of coloured packaging and glaring white light, chilled air, a woman behind the counter staring at him. Movement up ahead, at the end of an aisle. Samir jogged between shining packages of potato chips and found an open back door.

There was an open-all-night café in the alley behind the store, a few people at round tables under hanging lamps. Samir studied them. Two couples, a group of college students, a girl alone with a book. Music was playing somewhere. The café was a pool of bright light and beyond it, deep shadow. He was tired and disoriented, sweating from his run. He walked past the café, but it was hard to see much. A few tidy trash containers, a couch that someone was throwing away, a bicycle rack half-filled with commuter bikes. Whoever that man had been, Samir had lost him. Finally he sat at a café table, out of breath.

A waiter appeared. “Can I get you something?”

“Water, please. No, seltzer.”

“Lemon or lime?”

“Lime, thanks.”

There was a particular shadow further down the alley that he had his eye on, just at the base of the dumpster. Why did it look wrong to him? Because it had changed. The shape had been different just seconds ago, he was certain of it. Samir leapt up from the table and ran full-speed toward the dumpster, just in time to collide with the man he’d been chasing. Samir grabbed his arm. The man doubled over, breathing hard.

“Who are you?” Samir asked.

The man straightened, and Samir stepped back. He was looking at a rough approximation of his father. But this man was a different Kareem who wasn’t dying of an inexplicable cancer, a Kareem who drank heavily—this man’s nose was red and misshapen—and who had gotten into at least one fight in the recent past. He smelled bad. He had a black eye and a cut on his forehead.

“No one,” the man said, wheezing. “Fucking Christ, I’m too old for this.”

Samir couldn’t speak.

“Why are you staring at me?” the man asked. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” He laughed once, a barking sound that ended in a cough. “You Service, or Control?”

“Neither,” Samir whispered.

“I’m guessing Service,” the man said. “Junior agent probably, no fucking idea what you’re doing. You look surprised.” He coughed again, then spat phlegm on the sidewalk. “I’ll give you some intel for free,” he said. “There’s no state behind the State. That’s what nobody’s telling you. Half the surveillance drones don’t even work anymore.”

“You don’t recognize me,” Samir said.

“Sweetheart, I am one hundred percent certain I’ve never seen you before in my life. Go back to your little friends at Service, tell them we’re onto them and their days are numbered.”

“I’m not Service.”

“It’s written all over you,” the man said.

“Then tell me your name.”

“Kareem Fayed.” The man stared at Samir for a moment, and Samir sensed the man’s profound desire to spit in Samir’s face. Samir stepped back, and this shifted some balance between them: the man turned and was gone, walking now, limping a little.

Samir stared after him, dazed, out of breath. He texted Detective Waker:

Who is the other Kareem Fayed?

This late at night he expected no answer, but her reply came almost immediately:

A ghost.

Samir turned back to the café. As he moved toward the tables, a young couple rose quickly and left. They were absorbed into the darkness beyond the café’s pool of light. They thought he might be Service, he realized, because of the way he’d chased the older man. He ordered another seltzer. He tuned in and out of the conversations around him, listening for patterns and signs. How many of these people were reporting on one another? How many reported to Detective Waker? After a while he walked back to the house, very slowly now. The house was silent. He avoided his father’s bedroom and went instead to his childhood room, where someone had dropped his duffel bag on the bed. The walls were a pale grey that he’d found sophisticated when he was fourteen. There was a rocket-ship bedspread. He felt undone by exhaustion and strangeness. In the bathroom he shaved, brushed his teeth, showered, tried not to meet his own eyes in the mirror. Thinking of the man in the alleyway, thinking that only a ghost can speak freely, because they’re already a ghost. Does freedom require losing everything? In his bedroom he lay on his back, staring unblinking at the pattern of glow-in-the-dark stars on the ceiling, until he was awakened by a knock on the door.

Marlowe was crying.

“Oh god,” Samir said, “oh god, I thought we had more time.”

8

In a run-down office building a kilometre away, Ibari knocked softly on her boss’s door, and waited a moment until he called out something inaudible from the interior. It was very late, but Service never sleeps and there were people here at all hours, running surveillance operations, running computational risk assessments on subjects’ interactions. Ibari found Haruki behind his desk, staring intently at his monitor screen, but his eyes were bright—a tell that he’d been drinking—and a perfect circle of condensation was fading quickly from the desk near his right hand.

“I saw your message,” he said. “Please, come in.” He was looking closely at her now. Ibari had been here for so long that she’d all but merged with Service, in the sense of carrying vast troves of secrets and institutional knowledge. She knew she was something of a curiosity. Most people retired earlier. “He was a friend of yours,” Haruki said, clearly testing a theory. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Ibari said. “I spoke with his doctor. It was peaceful.”

“Well, good.” Haruki looked tired. Ibari had been here long enough to observe his gradual transformation from bright-eyed management trainee to exhausted bureaucrat. “If I understood correctly,” he said, “this means you’re leaving us.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Don’t call me that,” he said. “Please.”

“As you wish,” Ibari said.

“Do you have plans?” he asked. “Where will you go?” He was trying and failing to conceal envy. He was only in his midforties, but Ibari sensed that he wished he could retire too. You go into Service because you think then you’ll be safe or at least have an interesting job, but it’s a shadowy life.

“Ohio,” Ibari said. “I inherited a property there.”

“Well,” Haruki said. “You’ve been an extraordinary asset to the organization. Would you like to make this official?”

“Yes, I would. I’m ready to be done.”

Haruki held out his hand.

“I’m invoking the right of incineration,” Ibari said.

“As you wish,” Haruki said. “You’ve been here long enough to earn it.” In the way he rose from his desk, she saw that his back hurt. He moved slowly to a steel panel on the wall and entered a series of numbers into a console, and the panel slid back to reveal a small dark opening. When Ibari came to stand by the opening, she felt the heat shimmering up from fathoms of darkness. She dropped in her phone—it clanked twice against steel walls on its way down to the furnace—and then her watch. In the absence of her Service devices, she felt almost deliriously light.

“There’s a guard outside,” Haruki said. “He’ll escort you down to the street.”

“My coat’s in my office.”

“The guard has your coat.”

“Okay,” she said. “Well.” A certain awkwardness had descended on the scene. For a moment neither of them knew what to say.

“Thank you for your service,” Haruki said finally.

9

“I can’t go home,” Samir said. He was sitting with Marlowe on the porch in the first light of morning, watching the coroner’s van pull away from the curb. All of the Premium Home Care people had gone.

“Why not?” Marlowe had a dazed, faraway look about her.

“I saw something last night,” Samir said. “I mean met someone. I can’t . . . there just isn’t a way that I can return to my normal life.”

“I think I saw something too,” Marlowe said.

“Tell me.”

“How can I be sure that I saw it?” Marlowe turned to him, and he saw the panic in her eyes. She was certain of absolutely nothing.

“Why don’t you tell me what you saw,” Samir said, “and then I’ll tell you what I saw, and then we can decide if we’re both crazy.”

10

Marlowe had gone to bed with no expectation that she’d get much sleep. She fell asleep immediately, as always, but then she was awake in the darkness and her thoughts were in motion. She knew before she looked that it was two thirty in the morning. She’d been dreaming. She’d been running through a darkened garden at midnight. It was her father’s garden, but wild and strange. The lights of the towers shone down on a jungle, leaves in her face and grass that whipped around her knees, animals stalking in the dark. There were three birdbaths instead of one, standing in a row, and spiderwebs between them. She was being pursued, and then something pulled her out of sleep.

Marlowe lay in bed for a moment, a little breathless, thinking of her father. She thought, He’s gone. She rose and moved down the hallway. The door to her father’s room was ajar. She pushed it open, and blinked at an impossible vision: her father was sitting on the edge of the bed, his face clearly illuminated by the nightlight.

“Dad,” she said.

He had changed miraculously. He looked healthy, although there was a bruise on his forehead, and was at least thirty pounds heavier than the last time she’d seen him. But something was wrong. He was staring at her with a look of alarm, and then he’d jumped to his feet and was moving quickly to the open window. He was gone almost instantly, climbing over the sill and dropping to the grass on the other side. She followed him, stunned, and watched him run away across the garden and out through the gate. Never in her life had she been more confused, and something was terribly, nightmarishly wrong: as she stood there, with her back to the bed, she gradually became aware that someone was in the bed behind her. She turned around quickly, to get it over with, and her father—the too-thin, too-frail version, the version that was going to die soon—was lying very still with his eyes closed.

She would have been frightened, but he was so diminished. She switched on the bedside light and sat beside him, and it was extremely possible to convince herself that she hadn’t just seen what she’d seen, that some other instance of her father hadn’t just arisen from the bed, climbed out the window, and run away, because after all none of that made sense. She’d had years of training in not believing herself. (“You’re not the most reliable narrator,” her husband said, in some recess of memory, and lifted her off her feet.)

“Dad,” she whispered. He stirred, just slightly, and she saw movements behind his eyelids. He was dreaming. “Dad, can you hear me?”

Marlowe sat by the bed, waiting, but he didn’t wake. Still, his eyes kept moving. She couldn’t reach him anymore in the waking world, but it was nice to think that she was part of his dream.

“It’s been a bad time,” she told him. “Something was done to me. I wish I’d told you sooner. I didn’t understand how much trouble I was in. I know you would’ve wanted to help.”

He said nothing, of course, but his dream continued. There wasn’t really more that Marlowe wanted to say, when she thought about it. She wanted him to be alive in the world, but words seemed extraneous now. It seemed to her that what mattered was presence, just being here with him at the end. She took his hand, cool and dry and too thin, but holding it was awkward—she hadn’t held his hand since she was, what, nine?—so she placed his hand gently under the covers, leaned back in the chair, and closed her eyes.

She slipped back into her dream of running through the garden, but it wasn’t frightening anymore. There was true exhilaration in running through the dark. She was sleeping in the chair when it happened, and she knew what she was going to see before she opened her eyes. In that last moment before Marlowe looked at Kareem, before she saw that he was no longer breathing, she had a sense of departure, of her father having slipped away. Death is transport.
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True diligence is following the improbable path. I read the sentence in a detective novel in childhood, when I was eight or nine years old, and then the phrase stayed with me forever after.

For a long time I wrote True Diligence in stylized curly letters on the inside page of every notebook, or sometimes on the front cover. I had notebooks for writing down clues, because even at nine I wanted to work for the Internal Intelligence Service. What child doesn’t secretly wish to be a spy?

We were terrified and fascinated by Service in equal measure. Service was dark cars moving down the block, men and women in forgettable clothing stopping our parents on the street for brief random interrogations. Service was the force that made people disappear—when I was in the first grade, my friend from across the street climbed into the back of a black car with her parents, and their apartment stood empty for a year before other people moved in—but also Service carried a kind of dark glamour, an aura of power that called to us.

We played Ghosts and Agents all the time, my friends and I, but eventually they drifted off into other interests and I still wanted to be a spy, so after high school I applied successfully to the Service Academy in Los Angeles. I was talented and moved through school quickly, and afterward I was posted to Fillmore, a pretty town about eighty kilometres north of LA. My parents came to visit me there in my first year.

“This is lovely, Ibari,” my mother said, when she stepped off the train. The town made a good first impression. The central station was beautiful, one of those Southern California structures with no serious boundary between indoors and out, a tiled platform that turned into a waiting area with benches, then archways opening out to the street.

My parents had been on the train since Ohio, and they looked worn and dazed, blinking in the relentless sunlight. I was only in my midtwenties at that point, which is to say I hadn’t thought much about the reality of aging parents, and their haziness was a glimpse into a future where I was the adult and they were confused. I didn’t like it.

“Not a cloud in the sky,” my father said.

“Do we need a taxi?” my mother asked. “I wouldn’t mind walking a bit, stretching my legs.”

“My house is close,” I said. “We can easily walk there if you’d like.”

“Downtown residency permit?” my father asked, and whistled softly.

“What can I say,” I said. “I’ve been well-behaved.”

I’ve spent a long time thinking about the nature of life in a surveillance state, which is perhaps obvious given my work, but there are observations I’ve made that I share with no one, and one of them has to do with the way in a place like this, reality splits into two.

This will seem a bit obvious—there’s your actual job, which is Service, and then there’s your cover, which is what you tell everyone you do—but for a long period of my life, at the beginning of my career, there was truth in both versions.

At the Service Academy I’d been trained in espionage and investigation, obviously, in relevant law, in the ins and outs of running down leads, interrogation, documentation, maintaining relationships with confidential informants, etc., but also I’d earned a master’s in urban planning, and this was my cover. As far as my parents and everyone else in my life was concerned, I was an up-and-coming academic with a tenure-track job at the local college. My parents didn’t know I was Service, because no one in my life knew I was Service.

Here was the branching, as I thought of it, the point where one reality split off into another: it was actually true that I was a junior professor in an urban planning department. I’d applied for and earned that position, or so I told myself—if strings were pulled behind the scenes, that was well above my pay grade—and I took that job seriously. With that being the case, was it really just cover? It was a real job, a real life. When I introduced myself as a college instructor in urban planning, it wasn’t a lie. There was an expansiveness about it. It was like getting to live two lives at once.

But in every version of reality I had an absolutely clean record, no subversion or other crimes of any kind, which had qualified me for a permit to live in an attractive neighbourhood close to downtown. My parents and I walked out of the train station and up the hill together, and as an exercise in gratitude I tried to see Central Avenue through their eyes: the double row of palm trees, the century-old restored movie theatre, the candy-coloured awnings above the shops, an overall impression of having been unmoored from time and history sometime around 1965.

“I feel like I’m in a time capsule,” my mother said, and then quickly, “In a good way, I mean. It’s nice here.”

“It is nice,” I said. I really did like it here, for the most part. In Fillmore, as in most backwaters without a significant history of subversion, the State operated with a fairly light touch: identity cards, neighbourhood permits, and facial recognition technology, like everywhere, but none of the random interrogations and drone surveillance that one might expect in larger cities.

My father took a nap on my couch while my mother and I went for a walk. We took a circuitous route that led us back through downtown. As we turned back onto Central Avenue, my attention was diverted by a scene playing out farther up the block and across the street. A black van had pulled up in front of the florist’s. The shop had been open an hour earlier, but now a crew had gone to work on it: the sign had been painted over, and two men were carting armloads of flowers into the van. The owners—a couple in their sixties whom I’d been surveilling for some time—were standing nearby, seemingly in shock. A second van pulled up, and the couple were led inside. They didn’t resist.

In a moment, the two vans were gone, and with them all trace of the business and the business’s owners. The shop was locked and blank now, no merchandise, no signs, the erasure complete. I knew, because I’d reported on this couple to my supervising officer, that they’d criticized the State on social media. They might be sent to prison, or to a black site, but I thought it more likely that they’d be sent to a work camp servicing the massive agricultural operations in the valley, a decade or so of picking strawberries or kale in the sun and sleeping in locked dormitories. People were rarely able to return to their previous life after that. I didn’t expect to see them again.

“This weather’s perfect,” my mother said.

Dinner that night was at a metal table I’d purchased for my backyard grove, as I thought of it: two ancient orange trees and a lemon tree that together formed a canopy. This was my favourite place in the world, and the main reason why I’d bought the house.

“Ibari,” my mother said, “I brought something for you from home.”

Home, for them, was Ohio, where they’d moved from New York when I’d left for the academy. I’d never lived there, and hearing the place called home was obscurely irritating. My mother had brought an ancient canvas tote bag to the table—could this possibly be the same one she’d used for grocery shopping in my childhood in New York?—and from it she pulled a battered old notebook, on which TRUE DILIGENCE and associated curlicues took up the entire front cover.

“Good lord,” I said. “Where did you find that?”

“I was cleaning out the storage unit,” she said, “and thought you might like to have it. What does the phrase mean?”

“True diligence?” I was going for lightness. I felt I’d succeeded. “Just a phrase I liked when I was a little kid. I think I must have seen it on TV or read it in a book somewhere.” If asked, I could have cited the book title, the author, and possibly the page number. Why was I lying about it? Because lying was my job. I pushed this thought down.

“I opened it up,” she said, “before I knew what it was. You should’ve been a detective.”

“Why,” I said, “what’s in it?” She was passing it across the table. I opened it, and for a moment didn’t understand what I was looking at. A timetable? No, the times of day when the neighbour at the apartment building across the street entered or left the building, except it was all only between four p.m. and six p.m., because that was the time when I was sitting at my desk by the window doing homework, between school and dinner. He came and went a lot during that period, which I’d apparently found suspicious. The heading was straightforward: Times when Andy Commidy (sp?) enters or leaves home, with separate columns for enters and leaves. His schedule was remarkably consistent. I’d started the notebook after my friend across the street had disappeared, I remembered now. I was seven. But all these years later, I couldn’t remember my friend’s name.

“Wow,” I said, “I’d forgotten what a weird kid I was.”

“You should’ve been a detective,” she said again. Could she possibly know? It wasn’t possible, I told myself, but on the other hand, how did I know my mother wasn’t Service too? One of the more exhausting aspects of life in a surveillance state is that anyone can be surveilling you at any time, including the person whom you are yourself surveilling.

“I like the academic life,” I said. “It’s peaceful.”

“Anything you did here would seem peaceful, I’d think,” my father said. “Nice little town.”

“Well, Ibari,” my mother said, and raised her wineglass. “It looks like you’ve found a quiet life in a beautiful place.”

“Here’s to that,” my father said, and I smiled and joined them in sipping wine. Why did that comment bother me so much? She’d meant it kindly. Soon enough they returned to Ohio, and I settled back into the rhythms of my life. I was good at my work, both in Service and at the college. My students seemed to like me well enough, and I enjoyed teaching them. My Service work involved surveillance on a handful of local people, adults much older than me, who’d attended the last pro-democracy demonstrations a decade earlier.

It was easy work, observing their activities, listening to their mind-numbingly boring phone calls, meeting regularly with their next-door neighbours, friends, and colleagues. In my cover life, I liked my colleagues at the college. My home was beautiful. The dating pool was small, but I maximized it by dating both women and men. I collected a few local friends and enjoyed their company.

But in the years that followed my parents’ first visit, my mother’s comment—a quiet life in a beautiful place—stayed with me in a way I didn’t understand. It was like a splinter I could ignore for months at a time. Occasionally, in unexpected moments, I was struck by an uneasy sense that I was living the wrong life, or conducting my life in the same way I checked items off my grocery lists, or doing the wrong thing, or in stasis. 

Sometime around my fortieth birthday, while my friend Nico was visiting, I broke my glasses. I was picking oranges in the backyard when it happened. I’d taken the glasses off for only a moment, to wipe sweat from my face, but managed to drop them. I stepped back, looking at the ground in the dim greenish light under the orange tree, and heard a quiet snap under my shoe. The nose bridge was broken.

“You got a backup pair?” Nico asked, from the lounge chair. She’d been reading a book.

“In my office at the college,” I said.

“Do you have tape?”

“Probably. Keep reading, I’ve got this.” But all I seemed to have in the house, tape-wise, was a reflective silver tape that my cousin Anton had left behind on a recent visit, when he’d come for a few days with his four-year-old twins, who were forever immersed in complicated art projects. The tape was very narrow but surprisingly strong. I carefully wound it around the broken section, then the right lens popped out, so I added more tape on the right. The glasses felt secure when I put them on, but the overall look was insane. I was staring in the mirror when the doorbell rang.

“Nice repair job, Ibari,” the UPS driver said. He came around often enough that we were on a first-name basis. In those days I did a lot of online shopping.

“Thank you. I just stepped on them.”

“Happens to the best of us,” he said, and raised his device close to my face. “Voice?”

“My voice is my passcode,” I said reflexively, and waited, with the driver, for the signature of my voice and the image of my face to match with my address in the UPS system, so that the driver could leave the small package he held, which I thought was probably my new toothbrush. Instead, his device emitted a sharp warning beep.

“Seems like there’s a problem with the face scan,” the driver said. “Let’s try that again.” He raised the device.

“My voice is my passcode.” The beep came again.

“Try again without the glasses?”

“My glasses have never been a problem,” I said, but took them off anyway. “You’re sure you can’t just leave the package?”

“Without ID verification?” The driver grinned. “I didn’t know you did stand-up. Okay, take three?”

“My voice is my passcode,” I said, with the glasses in my hand, and this time the machine produced a melodic chime.

“There you go,” the driver said. “Enjoy the rest of your day.”

I thanked him, and brought the little package in. I felt very strange. It was as if a curtain had been pulled aside, just for a second, and I’d seen the machinery hidden behind it. I’d never really thought about facial recognition systems before, because they were everywhere and always had been, my face recorded and uploaded to a central database several times a day since earliest memory. The question was whether the glasses could thwart any facial recognition software, or if it was just a faulty UPS scanner. I returned to the backyard with a feeling of carrying a dangerous secret. I wanted to test my glasses again.

“Nico,” I said, “you want to go for a walk, maybe get some iced tea downtown?”

Nico smiled. “Your poor glasses,” she said. “Yes, iced tea sounds perfect.”

We walked slowly, in the direction of iced tea. It was a hot day, but the solar fans in the business district created a gentle breeze. There was a man walking a block or so ahead of us. One of the former pro-democracy agitators whom I’d been surveilling. I’d studied him so carefully that I’d have known him anywhere.

“When do you need to be back in LA?” I asked.

“I thought I’d take the four o’clock train.” It was still only late morning. As we entered the tea shop, a discreet scanner embedded in the door frame flashed white—Face not found—but confirmation didn’t come until I reached the front of the line, ordered an iced tea, and stared directly into the screen to pay with credit.

“I’m sorry,” the barista said, and swivelled the screen so I could read the message: Facial recognition error. “I can’t remember the last time this happened.”

“Oh,” I said, “no problem, let’s do fingerprints.” I pressed my right index finger to the screen, and a moment later a green check mark appeared. Nico was studying the muffins.

“I think these glasses are throwing off the scanners,” I said.

Nico went still for just a second, and shook her head. The movement was barely perceptible. She was still looking at the baked goods.

“The muffins here look good,” she said, as if I’d said nothing.

This was when I understood: my friend was Service. I had no doubt that she was who she said she was, which is to say an associate professor in the physics department at UCLA, but also she was something else. It shouldn’t be disappointing, I told myself. A lot of people were Service. I was Service. The barista could be Service. Anyone around you, at any given moment, could be observing and reporting. But was she reporting on me? We were quiet on the walk back to the house. The iced tea tasted like cardboard.

“I’ve never reported on you,” Nico said, when we were close to my house. She spoke so quietly that I barely heard her, and I knew it wasn’t a coincidence that she’d waited until our backs were to the downtown camera array.

“Okay.” I felt vastly relieved. I knew that rationally there was no reason to believe her, but all my life I’ve had a sense of intuition, and I felt very strongly that she was telling the truth. And then, because she was my closest friend and she’d taken the risk first: “I’ve never reported on you either,” I said.

She didn’t stop walking, but I heard a slight intake of breath.

“You know,” she said, again very softly, “I think it doesn’t take that much to become a ghost.”

“You’re probably right.” I appreciated the warning. Ghost was slang for a person who ran afoul of the State. A ghost is undesirable. A ghost lives in the shadows. A ghost is not entitled to a home, or health care, or the protections of the law, or a social security number, bank account, credit, or entry into most spaces, because does a ghost even really entirely exist? There were rumours of people out in the hinterlands who hunted ghosts for sport.

I have lived all my life in the ordered calm of the State, and I have always believed in its essential contract, which can be summarized as follows: The opposite of disorder is harmony. Peace is achieved through surveillance. Service is the surveillance department of the State. Harmony at any cost.

This last one was the most important, and if you grow up here, it’s the first of the tenets that you learn. Three-year-olds memorize it in preschool. But my broken glasses revealed anomalies in the surveillance, and what is an anomaly if not the encroachment of disorder? In the weeks after Nico’s visit, I found myself distracted. I kept it together in my work, because I am nothing if not a professional, but sometimes when I was alone in my house I found myself drifting into strange thoughts, and I’d realize that I’d been staring into space while the teakettle shrieked, or that I’d let my pasta boil over. The surprise wasn’t that chaos had always been there, embedded just under the surface. The surprise was that I liked it.

When the silver tape was on my face, facial recognition almost invariably failed, but these failures played out on a spectrum of mystery. When I wore the broken glasses, screens flashed white instead of green. Usually this meant that access or payment was denied—my identity couldn’t be verified—but sometimes I was allowed through doors that shouldn’t have opened.

When I wore my broken glasses, the Donors Lounge at the college let me in. A discreet light on the door frame glowed white when I approached, no name appeared on the screen below, but the lock clicked open and I was allowed into a quiet, beautifully designed space with a view of the Santa Clara River, where the only other people were extremely wealthy visiting donors, and everyone assumed I belonged there, because if I didn’t belong, then how could I have gotten in? I enjoyed the circularity.

When I wore my glasses, I couldn’t enter the local public pool where I’d been swimming for years, but I could enter the private botanical garden up in the hills. Before my glasses broke, I’d only been in there once, years earlier, for a birthday party. Now I visited every few days, for the pleasure of wandering through a green oasis in this desert state. I graded papers and prepared for my classes at a little table by the waterfall in the garden, green fronds all around. When I wasn’t there, I missed the waterfall’s rushing white noise. I thought, I want to dive into freezing water. A strange idea that came out of nowhere, and where on the Southern California coast could one even find an ice-water pool with a diving board? I wasn’t sure that such a thing existed. But the idea stayed with me. One evening I lost track of time and remained later than usual, until an employee came to me and said they were closing.

I rose to leave, and then it occurred to me: I could probably come here at night. No, coming here at night wouldn’t work, because of surveillance cameras. What I could do, though, is steal an employee uniform—easy enough with my magic glasses, my unrecognizable face—and then anyone watching the surveillance would think I was a security guard. Only then did it hit me that I was considering committing a crime.

“Ma’am,” the employee said.

“I’m going.” On my way out, I passed a white bus coming in. It was filled with children, a line of unsmiling faces pressed to the windows. There was something off about them, but it didn’t register until I was standing a few minutes later on the Botanical Garden Station platform, waiting for the trolley that would carry me downtown. All of the children’s heads had been shaved. What I’d seen was an orphanage outing.

From here, on the platform up in the chaparral hills, the business district was lit up like a distant stage set below me. What I’d discovered in myself was a faint shadow of corruption. I could become a criminal, I realized, and there was freedom in that. With the glasses, I’d already in a small way stopped following certain rules. But this thought was followed by terror, because people who broke the rules disappeared, everyone knew that. Their children filled the State orphanages. In distant childhood memory, a girl whose name I couldn’t remember waved at me from across the street and disappeared into the back of a State car with her parents.

The trolley was gliding toward me. I took off my glasses before I stepped aboard. Without them, the world was softer and a little dreamlike, the lights on the ceiling possessed of a gentle aura, and I couldn’t read the propaganda screens inside the train. The problem was that the broken glasses had exposed some underlying flaw in the world, and I couldn’t unsee it. I didn’t want to pretend it wasn’t there. If I were to avoid becoming a criminal, I thought, then perhaps my safest option would be to move deeper into the police.

I applied for a competitive promotion to the rank of detective. Some weeks passed while I waited for a response, and in those weeks Fillmore took on an almost supernatural beauty. I knew that I would get the promotion, in the way that sometimes all through my life I’ve just known things, and the nearness of my departure made everything vivid. This is one of the last times I’ll walk up this street, I thought, on the walk from the college to my house at dusk in the evenings, and the double row of palms was otherworldly in its symmetry. This is one of the last mornings I’ll wake up here, I thought, when my alarm went off in the mornings, and I admired the patch of sunlight that came through leaves to land in a gilt square on my bedroom floor. After about three weeks, a man I’d never seen before knocked on my office door at the college.

“Good morning, Ibari,” he said, when I looked up. “David Grissom.” He closed the door behind him and sat on the other side of my desk. “I’m here from Service.”

Grissom was aggressively ordinary, that was my first impression. He was dressed like every professor on campus, like every dad in the park near my house, in jeans and a short-sleeve button-down. He was dressed to disappear into a local crowd. If I’d needed confirmation that I’d been surrounded all my life by other Service agents, Grissom was the proof.

“Good morning,” I said. I touched the confirmation button on my watch, and he did the same.

“Three cities later you look up from the table,” he said.

“You look up, startled from something foreign and incomprehensible,” I said, “and you are surprised by the question.” I hadn’t done this in a while, and the exercise felt a little silly. My watch buzzed once, registering the first round of the confirmation phrases, then the screen display read NEXT PHRASE: GO. “On the ferry at night there is no sky and no sea, the horizon marked only by scattered lights.”

“Scattered lights in darkness,” Grissom said. He spoke very seriously. “Starless, no moon, cold wind, cold night, lights in the distance.”

“Lights in the distance. Always coming home.”

My watch vibrated once more on my wrist and displayed a green check mark.

“Okay,” he said, and smiled at me. “Your Service record is impeccable. You’ve been in this posting for a while now, haven’t you?”

“Two decades, give or take.”

“What is the attribute that distinguishes you from your colleagues in Service?”

A vulnerability to corruption and a chronic case of low-level dread. “I’d say intelligence,” I said, “but everyone at the academy was intelligent. So I think I’d have to say intuition. Premonition. I realize that sounds strange.”

“As it happens,” he said, “notes from your supervisors back you up on that, so you don’t need to worry about sounding like a lunatic. How would you describe your premonitions?”

I’d spent a lifetime brushing it off—Oh, it’s nothing, I just sometimes have a sense of something that’s going to happen—but I wanted the promotion, I sensed Grissom’s willingness to take me seriously, and I decided to take the risk. “It’s a kind of deep listening,” I said. “If you’ll permit me an analogy, you can walk into a café and register that there’s a song playing on the sound system, or you can really deeply listen to the song, and in so doing you can predict when the beat will drop, or when the chorus will come in.”

He nodded, and made a note. “Something to do with listening and pattern recognition.”

“Yes, I suppose that’s fair.” Pattern recognition wasn’t quite it, but some things are difficult to articulate.

“You have a nice life here,” he said, “by all appearances. Fillmore is a highly coveted post.”

“Absolutely. I’m grateful for it.”

“In the detective position,” he said, “there is no more cover life. You would be a full-time detective, and your cover would just be a story you told people.”

“I understand.”

“Why do you want to give up your current life?”

“I want to do something more.”

“The position you’re applying for involves a higher level of trust,” he said, “and that means, if we can speak frankly here, a higher possibility of encountering cases that you might find personally distressing. It is necessary work, but there’s a darkness in it, there is personal sacrifice in performing this service, and there’s a price we pay to maintain a harmonious society. I’m speaking candidly and off the record.”

“I appreciate that.”

“There are people who ascend the ranks because they want power, Ibari, and people who ascend because they wish to be of greater utility to the State, and people with different motives altogether. I’m going to ask you again, and I need you to be absolutely honest with me. Why do you want to give up this seemingly very pleasant life as a midlevel agent, in order to take on a high-stress detective position in Los Angeles? Why do you wish to ascend in Service?”

A series of barely plausible lies flitted through my head—I just want to give back, I believe in the Promise of the State, the relentless propaganda just really resonates for me—but my basic understanding of Service was that Service knew everything, so I went with something closer to the truth. I want to dive into freezing water. “Lately,” I said, “let’s say over the past year or so, I’ve felt restless. I’ve been living this life for a while, and I’ve enjoyed it, but I’d like to be a more active person. I mean someone who’s more actively engaged in the world.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I think I’ve too often been an observer,” I said. “In my life, but also in the world. I don’t want that anymore. I’d like to be someone who does things. I guess I like the idea of being closer to the centre of things. Just, doing more. Going further.”

He nodded. “I understand. Would you be alone in Los Angeles? Do you know anyone there?”

This felt like a trap—didn’t Service know everything?—but I answered anyway. “I have a good friend there,” I said.

“Nico Li?”

It’s only unsettling if you choose to be unsettled, that’s what I remembered my father saying about Service when I was young. You can choose to accept surveillance as an inevitability, like taxes or the weather, and there’s peace in that. “Yes, Nico Li. We went to grad school together.”

I saw Nico a week later, when I came down to LA for a ballet performance at her invitation. Nico had trained as a dancer in childhood, and loved going to the ballet. I don’t specifically love ballet and have never really understood it, but I admire technical excellence in all things, and there was pleasure in taking the train into the city, to have dinner with Nico and then sit for a while in a beautiful theatre.

“It’s Felix Washington’s farewell tour,” Nico said, as we settled into our seats.

“Who?”

“The male principal. He’s one of the great dancers of his generation.” The lights were dimming, so she dropped into a whisper. “American Ballet Theatre, then San Francisco Ballet because he was sick of the East Coast.”

“He said that in an interview?” The overture was beginning.

“Yes.”

Felix was a magnificent dancer. Everyone onstage was good, or so it seemed to me—I have no real eye for ballet—but there was a power and fluidity in his movements that set him apart. If he was less precise than some of the others, he made up for it with a kind of physical charisma. I could’ve watched him for much longer. I could’ve taken him to bed.

“I see why you wanted to see him,” I said to Nico at intermission.

“He’s good.” Nico seemed reluctant to rise from her seat, so I stayed with her as the theatre emptied out around us. I liked this place, all the red velvet and gilt, the volume of empty air between me and the ceiling. I worked too much, I thought. I worked so hard and didn’t leave enough space in my life for beauty. But Nico was clasping her hands together. I felt her unease.

“Nico,” I said, “is everything okay?”

“Ibari, are you sure about what you’re doing? You’re sure you want this?”

“You mean leaving the college to move to Los Angeles?”

She gave me a steady look, and I understood. She meant Service. She sighed, and held up her wrist.

“Nightfall found me at the harbour,” she said. But she hadn’t touched the confirmation button on her watch, which meant her watch wasn’t recording. These phrases weren’t for the benefit of Service. They were to confirm beyond a doubt that I was Service too.

“We set out at twilight,” I said. “Visibility was poor.”

“You avoided the airless interiors of the ship,” she said, “preferring at all times to stand at the bow.”

I was sick to death of variable passphrases. “Are you sure about it?” I asked.

Nico hesitated. “I was recruited out of high school,” she murmured.

“It’s always optional.”

“You sure about that?”

“You have doubts?”

“Surveillance creates stability,” Nico said flatly. But the line sounded more like propaganda than like Nico. I felt a shiver of unease, but I’d already blown up my previous life. My last day at the college was the following Friday.
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Eight years later, on the day I was promoted to the rank of senior detective first class in a Special Investigations unit, I was sent to a field office by the harbour. I arrived at my new office in the late morning, carrying a box of my belongings from my previous desk, and found a building so nondescript that it was practically camouflaged. There were faded signs for an insurance company, a beauty supply wholesaler’s, and Harbor Imports Inc., which I recognized intuitively as a front for Service. Sure enough, my instructions—“Suite 220”—lined up with the import company in the directory. Suite 220 was a locked door next to the beauty supply company.

I stood out in the corridor for some time, waiting for someone to buzz me in, then entered into a dusty reception area with forty-year-old plastic chairs and a rippled carpet. Service employed some of the most advanced surveillance technologies on the planet, but this was paired with an almost pathological resistance to modernizing our offices. Service offices were cluttered spaces with mismatched furniture, and had a way of looking provisional even after several decades of use. I had noticed this years ago, and wasn’t sure why it bothered me.

In this office suite, an elderly man sat behind a decades-old reception desk with peeling wood veneer. He was also immediately recognizable to me as Service. He had the air of a man on his last posting.

“Ah, Detective Waker,” he said when I held my hand over the scanner. “You have a corner office.”

The room to which he sent me—far down at the end of the passageway, next to the janitor’s closet—turned out to be one of the smallest offices I’d ever seen. There was a fine layer of dust on every surface. A sliver of harbour was visible between two towers, a massive ferry sliding in. I closed the door and used my jacket sleeve to wipe dust off my desk. I knew, in the way I just sometimes know things, that I would work in this room for a very long time.

I spent the rest of the day reading old case files, then left in the morning for a long weekend in Ohio. The trip had been approved long before my promotion and I’d been looking forward to it, but as the bullet train gathered speed on the way out of the city I felt an obscure resentment. I didn’t want to go to Ohio, I wanted to be at my desk. The case I’d been working just prior to my promotion had involved infiltrating a group of academics who had begun speaking, in veiled terms, about what it would take to restore democracy to the State. I’d insinuated myself into their social circle, and what was difficult now was that, well, I missed them. They were intelligent, warm people. They’d liked to talk about interesting ideas. They were naïve about me in a way I didn’t understand—why had they let me infiltrate them so easily?—and my suspicion was that this was because they’d liked me, just as I’d liked them, and now I’d vanished from their lives without explanation. They didn’t like me, I told myself, they just liked my cover, they liked talking to an urban designer with an academic background who missed the rigour of academic life, but the obvious problem with that formulation was that my cover was me. I did miss the college in Fillmore, sometimes. With each passing year, my life in that town felt more and more like a dream.

The train was speeding out over the desert now, a chaparral landscape dotted with abandoned towns, buildings fading into ruin in the waterless heat. In the distance, a massive white detention centre rose up like a mirage. There was a cluster of buildings nearby, a sprawling work camp for low-level offenders, rooftops shimmering in the heat. I was on an express train, no stops till Nevada. The prison train station flashed by my window—just a platform, no shelter—and I looked away. People sent to the desert prison seldom returned, in my understanding. The thing about Service was that I could only do my job effectively if I didn’t think about the endpoint, about where the people whom I investigated actually went after my reports were submitted. The thing about living in a place like this was how hard you had to work to not see the obvious, that was the thing I was thinking about as the train gathered speed on the run toward Las Vegas.

I was thinking about Nico, about the night at the ballet. I hadn’t seen her in a while, because I’d been working long hours and she had two small children now. It had been months, I realized, since Nico and I had spoken of anything of substance. I’d call her as soon as I returned to LA, I decided. We’d have dinner. I had a sense as I sped eastward that I’d see her again soon.

My parents had built a house in a meadow in Ohio. It had been a kind of non-place at the time, a neglected area between a highway and a mall, but the mall had been torn down years ago and was now an expanse of cracked concrete, which my mother and a neighbour had seeded with wildflowers. The highway was only lightly used now, since a new expressway had gone in a few kilometres away. On the approach from the train station, in the passenger seat of my mother’s car, it seemed to me that the meadow had acquired an unexpected beauty. There were three other houses nearby, but the neighbours were on good enough terms that they’d agreed to take down the intervening fences, and now it looked like a postcard. In the distance, the beige rectangle of a prison for juvenile offenders was mostly hidden by trees.

“It must be nice for you to take a break from work,” my mother said, as we got out of the car. Her understanding of my life was that I’d left academia to work in an urban planning consulting firm.

“Oh, it’s a good job,” I said. “I’m enjoying it so far.” Trying not to think about the desert prison as I got out of the car.

“Do you think you could help me with the garden while you’re here?” my mother asked.

“Are we still planting wildflowers?” I was looking up at the site where the mall had been. On a previous visit I’d helped pry broken concrete pieces out of the way to create narrow spaces for planting, and it was a pleasure to see the spindly apple trees emerging from the gaps.

I’ve never been much of a gardener, but I can follow instructions and dig a hole, so the following afternoon, I put on the oldest clothes I could find and went up to the former mall. The work was hard in a meditative way. It was possible to still my thoughts, and only in the stillness did I realize my thoughts had been racing. I was thinking of a study I’d read once, a long time ago, about a rise in the number of gardens following the formation of the modern State, which is to say the version of this country in which voting was no longer required and the president would one day be succeeded by his son.

The rise in gardening had been presented in purely positive terms, evidence of a new pastoral tranquility settling over the nation, but it’s not a coincidence, I found myself thinking, that gardening is an activity that blunts your sharpest thoughts. I’d been at it for a while, pulling weeds and pouring fresh topsoil into ever-widening cracks, when I became aware of someone watching me. I looked up, and almost dropped my trowel.

“Nico,” I said. “Good lord.” She looked terrible, that was my first thought. I hadn’t seen her in some months, and she looked like she hadn’t been sleeping much. There were dark circles under her eyes. She needed a haircut. “I had no idea you were in Ohio.”

Nico held my gaze, and raised her left wrist. She mimed unbuckling a watch—her wrist was bare—and throwing it away. I hesitated just a moment before I nodded. I walked quickly away, well beyond my watch’s audio range, and laid it carefully at the base of an apple tree.

When I turned back, she was sitting cross-legged between banks of flowers, close to where I’d been working. She watched my approach. I wasn’t sure what to do, so I sat too, facing her.

“Nico,” I asked softly, “is everything all right?”

“No. Not at all.” Nico sighed. “I heard you just got promoted.”

“You didn’t come here to congratulate me on my promotion.”

Nico glanced over her shoulder. No one stirred among the houses in the meadow. My parents and the neighbours were indoors. “Let’s start with the cover story,” she said. “I am going to tell you something true, and this is the moment you’ll think of when you’re asked what we talked about.”

“What?”

“I’m the only parent,” Nico said. She held my gaze. “I make the same amount of money as my husband, actually a bit more because I have one more degree than he does, but I’m the only parent. I think he used to love me, but now he cares about his research and literally nothing else in the world. My kids are two and almost four, and he’s literally never brushed their hair. He doesn’t know what food they like, or what time they get dropped off at preschool, or the name of their doctor. The reason he doesn’t know these things is because he doesn’t care.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “You’ve talked to him about it?”

“A thousand times, and nothing changes. This isn’t why I’m here.”

“Okay.”

“For the past five years,” Nico said, “I’ve been reporting on my husband and two colleagues.”

“Jesus, Nico.”

“He and two other scientists are running illegal experiments. I infiltrated the group for Service.”

“What kind of experiments?”

“Dangerous ones,” Nico said. “Experiments involving technologies that could undermine the State.”

“You reported them?”

“No,” Nico said quietly. “I want it to work.”

I sat back.

“Why would you tell me this?” I whispered. “Why would you do this to me?”

“It’s a gamble,” Nico said. “I’m not entirely sure what you’ll do, and that’s why I didn’t sleep last night. But in a few days I’m going to participate in a dangerous experiment, and I need you to promise me something.”

“What?”

“If something happens to me, don’t let my kids go into a State orphanage.”

I said nothing. Could this conversation be a trap? It seemed possible. Nico could be recording me, I thought, waiting for an incriminating response. The next thing I said could be the difference between continuing to live my life and spending the rest of my days in the desert prison or elsewhere, in some hellish black site in a basement under the city.

Nico was studying a cluster of snapdragons near where she sat.

“The State orphanages are terrible,” Nico said, still looking at the snapdragons. “That’s where they start training soldiers.”

I didn’t respond. But all my life I’ve known when people are lying and when they’re telling the truth, and I felt Nico’s sincerity. Whatever this was, I didn’t think it was a trap.

“Everyone knows that,” I said finally, because some response seemed to be expected.

“What else does everyone know?” Nico lay on her back, and gazed up at the sky. Her hair was in the dirt now, but she didn’t seem to care.

After a moment, I lay on my back too. Popcorn clouds passed rapidly over blue.

“Everyone knows that we pursue harmony at any cost,” I said. Speaking carefully, with an eye toward an eventual transcript. “That’s why we do what we do. That’s why we’re Service.”

“You still believe that, Detective?”

“If we didn’t have doubts,” I whispered, “we’d be inhuman.”

“Probably,” Nico said. “Promise that if anything happens to me, you’ll do everything you can to keep my kids out of the State orphanage?”

I was trying to imagine myself raising Nico’s children, who were very small and utterly mysterious to me. “Nico,” I said, stalling, “is this something you absolutely have to do? This . . . experiment?”

“I don’t want my children to grow up in a surveillance state,” Nico whispered. “Not just my children. Anyone’s children. This has to end.”

“If the experiment works,” I whispered back, “what will you be able to do? How does it work?”

“If it works,” she whispered, “we’ll have a way to spirit dissidents away to safety.”

I tried to imagine this. The borders of the State had been closed for a long time now. Years. I lay still, not speaking, until Nico turned her head to look at me, so I looked at her too. There were a few wildflowers between us. “Do you know if something will happen to me?” Nico asked. “Is that unfair to ask?”

She was talking about the premonitions. I studied her face through the stalks of flowers, and I found that I did know. I was absolutely certain. This was the last time I was going to see my friend. There were tears in my eyes. She read my expression, and sighed.

“Okay,” Nico said softly. “Okay.” She returned her gaze to the clouds.

“If something does happen,” I said, and I was horrified to realize that I was crying now, actually crying, for the first time in possibly years, “I promise that I’ll do everything I can for your children.”

“Thank you.” She sat up. We were almost out of time.

“Nico,” I said, “why do you trust me?”

“You’re in a high position now. There’s a lot you can do.”

“But why do you trust me?”

Nico smiled. “Because,” she said, “I remember the glasses.” She rose, brushing soil off her clothes. “Goodbye, Ibari.” I didn’t rise. I wanted to lie on this concrete forever. I wanted to stop time and not see what came next. “I hope you’re wrong,” she said, “just this once.” The last I saw of Nico was my friend disappearing behind the flowers, until she had vanished completely, and I heard her car glide quietly away.
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On Tuesday morning I was once more in my tiny office, shaken, reading case files, waiting for the console on my desk to light up. I had barely slept since I’d seen Nico. What had I promised? What did I owe my friend? I had never actually wanted children and wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do to help Nico’s, if something did happen to her, which something was about to. I want to dive off a cliff into freezing water. I want to swim away into the dark. The desolate platform at the desert station flitted through my thoughts. I want to jump off a train at a desert station and run until I reach the horizon line. That platform was decrepit in a way I knew to be intentional. It was meant to demoralize. Sometimes after all these years in Service I felt the logic of the State bureaucracy like a second consciousness, a second string of thoughts running alongside my own. I understood it in a way I’ve never understood another living person.

Late in the day, the console on my desk finally did light up, and I was summoned to my boss’s considerably nicer office a few blocks south.

Alberto Vasquez had been with Service for his entire career. He was a large, slow-moving person, in his seventies now. His office would have been entirely impersonal if not for the aquarium, glowing blue on a table beside his desk. It was stocked with tropical fish, and was his only concession to a personality, interests, or a private life. The rest of the office was undecorated. Nothing on the walls, all spotless surfaces and closed cabinet doors. Alberto rose and smiled when I came in, then settled back into his chair and pulled something up on his computer.

“Congratulations on your promotion,” he said, without looking away from the screen.

“Thank you. I’m very happy about it.”

“You should be.” He seemed to be looking through files, in an unhurried way. He had a placidity about him that I knew to be entirely false, because I’d trained under him. Alberto was a master interrogator. He noticed everything. “I want you to know, I like that you spent some time in a lower-level position before you started moving up through the ranks.”

“Why’s that?”

“It isn’t good, Ibari—Detective Waker—only doing one thing with your life. You were excellent in your cover life, by all accounts. There was some concern that you’d abandon Service.”

“The thought never crossed my mind, but I did like the college,” I said. “It was interesting work.” Remembering my years in Fillmore was like remembering a different life. No, it was remembering a different life.

“I have people who’ve been Service since middle school and done nothing else, and they’re good at their jobs, but there’s a narrowness in that.”

Service since middle school wasn’t something I especially wanted to think about. He looked at me in a blandly appraising way. “When was the last time you saw Nico Li?”

Here it was. I ran the calculations: Service likely knew that Nico had been in Ohio, but Nico had left her phone and watch in the car, which meant that most likely Service didn’t know what she’d said.

“She came to visit me in Ohio this past weekend,” I said.

“Why did you hesitate just now?”

“She was distressed about a personal matter. I didn’t want to betray a friend’s confidence.”

He nodded. “I believe in humanity,” he said.

Low bar, I thought, but nodded back instead of speaking.

“Nonetheless,” he said, “I do have to ask.”

“Of course. I understand. She was . . . she’s been having some marital difficulties,” I said.

“Of what nature?”

“Tension related to the balance of childcare.”

“Ah. When my wife was pregnant, she had me sign a contract,” he said. My gaze flickered to his left hand, which was of course ringless. The suggestion of a life outside Service was an extraordinary concession, coming from him. “It seemed a little extra at the time, but in retrospect I’m grateful. There’s no room for misunderstanding when you’ve got it on paper.”

“Is Nico why you asked me to come here?” I asked.

“A case has come in that concerns her.” There was a heaviness about Alberto, a suggestion of pain in the way he hesitated. He’d mentioned his wife because he was stalling. “We’re trying to piece together exactly what happened, but it seems that there was some kind of accident at UCLA last night. As best as we can determine, a small group of physicists decided to run an illegal experiment involving quantum entanglement.” He stopped talking, and turned his gaze to the fish. He seemed at a loss for words. “This is going to sound insane, but stay with me. The experiment began with four scientists. One of them was only there to operate the controls. The other three participated in some way, as subjects in their own experiment. Of those, two apparently disappeared into thin air, but the third . . . seemingly doubled.”

“What do you mean by ‘doubled’?” Now I was stalling too. Nico was gone.

“I mean that at the beginning of the experiment there was one man named Kareem Fayed, and at the end there were two. Two Kareem Fayeds. Both are being held here while we run testing and interrogations.”

“Kareem Fayed as in Nico’s husband?”

“Yes. Now there seem to be two of him,” Alberto said. “I don’t know that I can explain it better than that. They’re not exact copies. They’ve lived different lives. There’s your friend’s husband, and then there’s the other man, and he seems to have come from, well, from some other place. The men are genetically identical.”

“What about Nico?”

“Nico Li and Saraya de Santos are missing. They disappeared in the course of the experiment. I’m sorry.”

“Can you tell me what you mean by ‘disappeared’?” The word that flitted through my mind was escaped. Nico had gotten out, I thought. She’d told me about an experiment that would transport people out of the State, and now she was gone. I was surprised by the jealousy that overcame me.

“They were testing a technology that could be used to transport people long distances,” Alberto said, “in my understanding. But in this case, because they were still in experimental phases, they tried to transport three scientists across the length of a room.”

“What happened?”

“They’re gone,” he said. “Those two, Nico and Saraya, disappeared from one side of the room, and never reappeared.”

“No one knows where they went?” I felt like I was falling.

“Correct. What you’re going to do, Detective, is you’re going to speak with both Kareem Fayeds, first the one you know and then his double, and see what you can come up with.”

“You think I’ll care more and do a better job because Nico’s a friend of mine.” I would not cry. My heart was still. I want to dive off a boat into freezing water. I want to float in the dark until I feel nothing at all. I want to dive and keep diving into fathomless deep.

“Yes,” Alberto said, “because you’re human. Your friend has disappeared. See if you can find out where she went.”

On the walk to the first interrogation, I tried to let my mind go blank and still. An interesting challenge here was that I disliked Nico’s husband, and had always tried in small ways to avoid him. I hated the thought of two Kareems in the world. What I wanted to know, because this was less painful than thinking about Nico, was how similar these two men might be.

Studio Five was one of the newer interrogation rooms. It had been designed to look like a living room from some decades previous, from an unfathomably reckless era when houses in Los Angeles had been made of wood. Two armchairs faced a sofa, with an old wooden coffee table between. The wall art was all framed nature photography. Nico’s husband was sitting in one of the armchairs. He was slumped, dark circles under his eyes. I’d been entertaining wild thoughts—perhaps the experiment had been successful, actually? Perhaps Nico had staged her own disappearance and the technology had in fact worked as intended and she was perfectly safe somewhere, outside of the State?—but when he looked up at me, that last flicker of hope was snuffed out. He looked devastated. He looked like a man who’d just lost his wife.

“Ibari,” he said, “what are you doing here?”

“I’m Service,” I said gently.

“I didn’t know.”

“No one did. I have a convincing cover story.” When had I last seen him? At Nico’s holiday party, months ago. Did Service know that I disliked him? Possible but unlikely, I thought. What I’d come to understand over the years was that although Service was extensive, Service was fallible, because Service was people.

“Why were you assigned to me?” He wasn’t just tired, I realized. He was dazed, which meant this was an important time. A state of shock can be useful for interrogations.

“Because Nico’s one of my closest friends.” I sat across from him, in the other armchair. “But I’m also here for strictly professional reasons. I’m good at my job.”

“Where are my children?”

“Samir and Marlowe are right where you left them,” I said. “They’re with Nico’s parents.”

“I’d like to see them.”

“I talk to Nico regularly.” I couldn’t help myself. “My understanding is that you often go days at a time without seeing your children.”

“I mean, I work late sometimes, sure,” he said. “I don’t know what that has to do with anything.”

“Oh, my point is just that Marlowe and Samir are used to not seeing you for a few days at a time,” I said, “so I wouldn’t worry about them too much, for the moment.”

“I’m tired,” he said.

“I know. Walk me through it again,” I said, “from the beginning. I know you’ve discussed this before, with different people, but sometimes details can emerge with the fourth or fifth retelling.”

“Or ninth or tenth?”

“Or eleventh, or twentieth.” You have no power, that was the thing I didn’t need to say to him. He glared at me, then deflated.

“Okay.” He sighed. “Fine. From where?”

“The last time you saw your wife.”
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TRANSCRIPT

I don’t know where my wife went. But there was a lot of joy, in those last minutes before Nico disappeared. On the day we decided to run the experiment, we’d hardly slept. Nico and I lay awake most of the night before, just talking about how our lives were going to change. Saraya told us she’d done the same. We knew how much this technology could benefit the State, potentially, and we were terrified of our technology falling into the wrong hands. There are no records of our plan, written or otherwise, because we’d been careful to only discuss it in person. We were convinced of the safety of what we were doing.

What can you tell me about your technology?

Respectfully, you’re not a physicist.

Give me the nontechnical version, as best you can.

We’d developed a technology involving quantum entanglement, by which we’d been able to teleport mice, rabbits, and a dog across the length of a room. Obviously a very short distance, but the point was proof of concept. Our setup was fairly simple. There were three platforms at one end of the room, and three at the other. So we’d transported objects and then animals from the A platforms to the B platforms. Over a hundred experiments.

Were there any anomalies in the experiments? Any reason to believe something might go wrong?

None.

Did you consider seeking official permission?

Something of this nature, the university would’ve had to get permission from the State, and you know what the State bureaucracy’s like, Ibari, no disrespect. Even though teleportation is of obvious benefit to the State, getting official permission to teleport ourselves would have taken a decade or longer, just endless paperwork, so we decided to short-circuit that.

Let’s pause for a moment. You saw the technology as being beneficial to the State?

Absolutely. Absolutely. It’s a powerful tool.

Describe a potential application.

Imagine if officials could instantaneously be transported to far-flung corners of the State. It’s a big country. Imagine if a problem arose in, say, Montana, and an official from Washington, DC, could arrive there within seconds.

Could you imagine an application that could work against the State?

I could imagine it, I suppose, but any tool can be used as a weapon. A hammer is a weapon in the wrong hands, isn’t it? If you look at me, Nico, Saraya, Len, none of us have the slightest history of subversion. None. We have never criticized or undermined the State in any way. We love the State. Our intent in creating this technology was to serve the State.

Please continue.

Our calculus was that if we could teleport ourselves, and we had it on video, we’d be disciplined but probably only lightly, in a symbolic way, because we’d have made history. And helped the State. We’d discussed it in secret, in person, mostly while walking outdoors on city streets, where the sound quality on Service recording devices is lowest. We knew that our being seen together in public would raise no suspicions. We’d all worked together for years by then.

You were subverting the State, in order to serve the State.

I know what that sounds like, but yes, we actually were. Our calculus was that we could either wait through a decade of bureaucracy, or we could bring our innovation to the State now.

We’ll return to that later. So you worked together for years, you developed the technology, and then you set a date for the experiment.

Yes. We told Nico’s parents it was a date night, and asked them to take the kids for an overnight. We figured the experiment would be a success and then we’d want to stay out late celebrating. So we said good night to Samir and Marlowe, and then that evening, we went to the lab. I kissed my wife and we hugged Saraya, and the three of us stepped up onto the platforms.

Describe your state of mind?

Jubilant. We were making history. I remember just thinking, I’ve worked so hard to get here.

Is that what you were thinking about, in those last minutes? How hard you’d worked to get there?

I was thinking about fame, Ibari, if we’re being honest here. No, not exactly fame. I was thinking about immortality. I remember thinking that starting tomorrow, my life was going to be different. I was going to be really, really famous. But then I looked at Nico’s face during the last few seconds, and saw something I didn’t understand. She looked . . . she looked faraway. Like I couldn’t even guess her thoughts. You were married once, Ibari, weren’t you?

No. I lived with someone briefly. You met her once.

How briefly?

Two years.

Do you regret it?

Not at all. I’m not sorry I met her, and not sorry it’s over. But what is it about partnership, or about Nico, that you’re thinking about here?

I’m thinking about the way the person you’re closest to can feel like a stranger. In a marriage, or I guess any long relationship, you know the other person so well that you develop a kind of . . . I don’t want to say you don’t see them anymore. Of course you do. Or if you don’t, you know you’re supposed to. But there are rare instances when you look at them and you see something so totally unfamiliar in that face that it’s like looking at a stranger, and if we can be honest here, there’s fear in that.

In realizing that you live with a stranger.

In feeling like you might not know her at all. I looked at Nico, and I almost didn’t recognize her for a second. It was the strangest thing. I realized I didn’t know what she was thinking, or what she wanted. She was absolutely foreign to me.

Okay. So you’re there, you’re ready to commence the experiment. Did you have any fears?

Of course. I was afraid the experiment might fail. But I was thinking in terms of, well, of humiliation. I was afraid the experiment would fail and I’d be personally humiliated, and I thought that was the worst-case scenario. I never would have imagined what happened.

Do you understand what happened?

I was humiliated. I was humiliated and now my wife’s gone.

No, that’s not what I . . . I wasn’t asking about your feelings. I mean technically. The science. Do you understand what went wrong in the experiment?

No. Not at all. It’s inexplicable to me.

What else did you fear?

I don’t know if I should admit this to you.

Why not?

Because you’re Service.

Tell me.

I was afraid of becoming a ghost.

You mean a person who’s lost the rights normally accorded to a State citizen.

Yeah, like I said.

That’s a normal thing to fear.

This is . . . I’m sorry. This feels surreal. I can’t believe I’m being interrogated by my wife’s friend.

You’re being interrogated by a Service agent.

Right. Sorry. Of course.

Let’s return to the experiment. It’s the day of the experiment. You’re ready to begin. You have fears, but you’ve decided to proceed regardless. Then what?

Well, we were ready. The three of us—me, Saraya, and Nico—we were standing on the A platforms, ready to go. We were going to disappear from those platforms, and reappear instantaneously on the B platforms on the other side of the room. To make this extraordinary, historical thing happen, my colleague Len, who wasn’t teleporting, he just had to hit a sequence of switches on a control board. But on the other hand, we were doing something momentous, and, well, we wanted some kind of ceremony, I guess. So when we were ready, we stood there for a few seconds, just looking at each other, like we were unsure of how to begin. Then Len said, “How should we do this, friends? Count down from ten, or just surprise you?”

So I said, “Surprise me,” at the same time as Saraya said, “Count us down. We’re making history.” Then Nico said, “Wait, should we do this in groups? In case something goes wrong?”

I asked, “Why would anything go wrong?” and Nico said, “The extra mouse.”

What did she mean by that?

We did countless animal experiments. They were impeccable. One time, and one time only, we sent three mice across the room and four arrived on the other side. But I actually don’t think that’s what happened. I actually think we were just careless and miscounted.

You think that, or you want to think that?

Both? Can both things be true? The point is, Nico and I disagreed. She was adamant that she’d only put three mice on the platforms. None of the rest of us could be absolutely certain. It felt notable that that was an experiment we performed at the end of a very, very long day. It would’ve been very easy to miscount, that’s all I’m saying. That night when we’d run the experiment, when Nico thought there was an extra mouse, well, none of us were at our sharpest.

Go on.

We were all awkward for a moment, because Nico had gone on and on about the mouse, and none of the rest of us really wanted to argue with her again. We all thought she’d just miscounted, because we’d run the experiment a hundred times before and a hundred times after, so that was the most logical explanation. But finally Len said, “Well, why not? We can do this twice.”

Then what?

I stepped down off the platform. I didn’t even think twice. I didn’t want to go first. Nico glanced at me, and I felt . . . it was like she was done with me, in that moment, just like that. She could see I was a coward.

Do you need to take a moment to compose yourself?

No, I want to get this over with. I hate talking about this. I stepped off the platform, Len did the sequence, and they were gone. That’s it. Like they’d never been there. We stared at the B platforms, for like an impossibly long time, well past the point where they would’ve reappeared, and then I looked back at Len and he was crying. I told him to check the settings. I felt unhinged. My voice was an octave higher than it should’ve been. We checked the settings together, and they were perfect. Everything was exactly the way it was supposed to be, but Nico and Saraya were just gone. Finally Len said, “Let’s try an object.”

I grabbed a painting off the wall. I don’t know why, it was just in my line of vision.

What was the painting?

Does it matter?

Candidly, we don’t know what matters and what doesn’t at this point. Please continue.

Okay, it wasn’t just any painting. It was this painting called Swan Dive. It had belonged to my uncle, and he’d given it to me when I graduated college. It had been painted by a friend of his, or so the story went, and my uncle had taken it from a studio after the friend died of a heroin overdose. Dark story, but it’s a beautiful painting. Nico loved it, so I gave it to her as an anniversary gift, and she hung it in the lab. Anyway, I put it on the A platform. We ran the sequence again, and the painting appeared on platform B, absolutely fucking instantaneously, like some kind of sick joke. It worked perfectly. Len said, “Let’s try something living.”

We didn’t have any mice on hand. So I went outside, and I remember everything was wrong. Like nothing had changed in the world, but the neighbourhood felt sinister to me all of a sudden. All I could think about was my missing wife. I’d seen lizards out on the steps earlier, and a couple of them were still there. I captured two of them, and brought them back to the room, squirming around in my hands. I put them in an empty yogurt container, placed the container on an A platform. Len and I couldn’t look at each other. It felt . . . it feels like a nightmare. I kept thinking that maybe the two missing women would just reappear on the B platforms, like there’d just been some kind of inexplicable delay, and I kept staring and staring at the empty air. We tried with the lizards, and it worked perfectly.

Then Len said, “We could still salvage the experiment.”

What did he mean by that?

He meant that I could still go. He was never going to go. He’d been very clear about that, that was actually the condition of his involvement in the project. A long time had passed by now. Well over an hour.

I had this illogical feeling like if I waited any longer, the trail would grow cold and it would be harder to reach my wife. Like I was tracking her through a dark forest. I was desperate to see her again. I wanted to go after her. I wasn’t thinking rationally.

So you got back up on the platform.

Yeah. I did.

What were you thinking about?

You know what I was thinking? I was thinking that I maybe hadn’t been the best husband, and that going after my wife was the absolute least I could do.

In what ways were you a bad husband?

That’s not the word I used.

Explain what you meant.

Why? Is this punishment, or interrogation?

Let the record show that the subject is resisting interrogation.

Jesus, Ibari, I’m not resisting interrogation. Okay. Nico and I, we had very similar careers. We made about the same amount of money, working the same number of hours, doing similar projects. We’d met in the same department. But when we had kids, she did all the parenting. That’s just the way it played out.

Why is that?

She was better at it than me. Also, if we can be candid here, the work I was doing was more important. I didn’t think that putting the kids to bed was necessarily the best use of my time.

Let’s return to the experiment. So you got up on the platform.

Yeah. I got up on the platform. I watched Len’s face as he ran the sequence. He was sweating. He said, “I’m going to count you down from three,” and I said, “Just push the fucking button.” He stared at me, and then I was standing on the B platform, across the room, and he was staring at the empty A platform where I’d just been. I thought, Okay, it worked. It worked. There’s hope. But then he looked at me, and his face went slack, just this shocked expression. I wasn’t alone on the B platform. There was someone crowded next to me.

The other you.

The other me.
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After the interview was done I went to the employee lounge, which looked a lot like the teachers’ lounge at the college in Fillmore, with scuffed wood floors and mismatched chairs. There was something here that I couldn’t quite grasp when I considered the furnishings, some logic to the room that evaded understanding. I felt drained and shaken. There were other people here, a few, working quietly, and that was the sole reason why I didn’t sit with my head in my hands. What I wanted was to go home and weep, because the inexplicability and mystery of the accident at UCLA felt like horror to me, and whatever had happened to Nico, it was difficult to believe that she was ever coming back.

Service protocol in difficult or complicated cases is to interview the same subject several times, retreading the same ground with different interrogators. After speaking with Nico’s husband, I very much didn’t want to speak with his double. But at least the double had been interviewed already, so I spent some time reading three previous transcripts, stalling in the guise of preparation. This other Kareem Fayed, the man from elsewhere, relayed a very strange story that had remained perfectly consistent from one interview to the next.

He talked about a version of the world where the State didn’t exist. He had a story about civil war, about terrorism and bombings, a coup d’état that brought down the United States, the country fragmenting into multiple small nations and city-states with ever-shifting borders and countless combatants, militias battling for control across the former nation.

It was a fascinating alternate reality to consider, but as I read through the three previous transcripts, I sensed an increasing distance and disinterest on the part of the interviewers. The man’s stories were consistent from interview to interview, but the problem was that there was no way at all to verify anything he said. Still, his story lined up with Nico’s husband’s in a way that couldn’t be ignored. This Kareem had thrown a party, and at a certain point in the evening, doubles of two of his friends had appeared. Which friends? Saraya. There were two of her at his party. Also Gloria, the friend everyone worried about. Why did everyone worry about her? Because she’d survived a suicide bombing, after which she was never the same. There had been two of her at the party, just briefly, but one of the two Glorias had said her name was Nico. My breath caught in my throat.

This was where my friend had gone, then. She had disappeared from an experiment, and appeared at a party, in some dream-sequence version of the world where almost everything was different. I hated everything about this case. I took a deep breath to steady myself, and then went downstairs to the room where the other Kareem Fayed was waiting.

He’d been placed in Studio Three, my favourite of the interrogation rooms. It looked like the waiting room at a high-end spa. Floor, walls, and ceiling were white. There were two white sofas, a single tropical plant, and absolutely nothing else. The featurelessness of it was restful to me. Every time I came in here, I was struck by a desire to throw away all my possessions and paint every interior surface of my home stark white.

The man I was here to interview looked exhausted and folded in on himself, arms crossed. He’d been staring at the floor, but he looked up as I came in.

I’d expected a carbon copy of my friend’s husband, but as I entered, I saw that that wasn’t quite the situation. There were surface differences—his haircut was different from his counterpart’s, he was four or five kilograms lighter and wearing a green silk shirt that I couldn’t imagine Nico’s husband wearing, but it wasn’t just that. I had a sense that I was looking at a fundamentally different person. Yet their faces were nearly identical. I took a seat quickly to hide my vertigo.

“Kareem,” I said.

“Yes.” He spoke in the voice of the Kareem I knew, Nico’s husband. It was best, I decided, to pretend that this man was an identical twin with amnesia. Otherwise the situation was too unnerving to contemplate.

“How are you feeling?” I asked.

“I know you.” He was staring intently at me.

“I’m sure we’ve never met.” But I felt my breath catch in my throat. If there were two Kareem Fayeds, did it not stand to reason that there were two Ibari Wakers? “Wait,” I said. “Tell me more about that.”

“You don’t remember?”

“I wasn’t . . .” But words fell short when I tried to say aloud what I was thinking.

He flinched. “Of course,” he said quietly. “I’m sorry. That wasn’t you. That was someone in the other place.”

“I’m going to ask you about that other place in a moment, but in the meantime, could you tell me more about . . . this other person? The person who looks like me?” This possibly wasn’t a strictly relevant line of questioning, but on the other hand, who was to say what was relevant? There had never been another case like this, ever.

“About the other you? I only met her once. She was Gloria’s friend. She looked like you,” Kareem said. “But she had this tattoo.” He touched his hand to the back of his left wrist.

“What kind of tattoo?”

“It said, TRUE DILIGENCE. Kind of uneven looking.”

I took a deep breath. “What do you know about her?”

“I don’t know you at all,” Kareem said. “Please don’t think I’m implying anything, but . . .”

“But?”

“But this other person, Gloria’s friend Ari, she’d just gotten out of prison. That’s where she got the tattoo.”

I stared at him. What was the most illegal thing I’d ever done? Snuck into a college donors lounge with my broken glasses?

“I’ve never even been arrested,” I said.

“Well, she had. She said she served eighteen years.”

“Murder?” I couldn’t imagine a sentence of that length for any other crime.

“Either murder or attempted murder, I wasn’t clear which it was. I’m sorry, please don’t think . . . I’m not implying that that’s you.”

“I understand. Did she give you any other details?”

“She said she took out a contract on her cousin.”

I drew a long breath. I had only one cousin, and I’d always thought of Anton as something closer to a brother. My watch vibrated softly on my wrist. I knew what the screen would say, so I pretended I hadn’t noticed.

“Did she say why?” I was in a danger zone, but it was impossible to leave the room.

“No. We weren’t . . . I wasn’t friends with her. I just met her at the party. We had one conversation. She was Gloria’s roommate. Gloria had told me about her, but the party was the first time we met.”

“Tell me about the party,” I said.

“The one thing I wanted to do at the party was to talk to Gloria,” he said. “I texted her that day, but we just . . . I didn’t. I was going to, and then it didn’t happen.”

“What were you going to talk to her about?”

“She was pregnant.” His eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry,” he said, “I’m very tired. I was just, I was so excited to be a father.”

“I’m sorry. That must make it very difficult to be here.”

“I’d been reading everything I could about it,” he said, “since she told me. Parenting blogs, books, everything. We were going to talk at the party, but . . .” He looked at the floor.

“Tell me why you decided to throw the party,” I said.

He swallowed hard, and nodded. “Well, there’d been a war. I don’t know if it happened here. The war that broke the country apart.”

“That broke the country apart?” It was a fascinating idea. The State was indivisible.

“Well, no country lasts forever,” he said. “That’s what we told ourselves, anyway, when we were trying to come to grips with the whole thing. Anyway, the party was to celebrate the end of the Los Angeles curfew.”

My watch buzzed again, and I glanced down to see the single word in red: RECUSE. My boss was observing the interview.

“Excuse me,” I said, and left him alone in the room. As I stepped out into the hall, where Alberto was waiting, I remembered: Gloria was Nico’s middle name.

“What is this?” I asked Alberto quietly. “Is there some kind of other world?”

“It would seem so,” he said. “But no conclusions can be made yet.”

Later, when night fell and I was done with the debrief, I decided to walk for a while in the direction of home. After all these years I still lived in Echo Park, across an entire city from the Harbor City neighbourhood, but I’ve always liked walking alone at night and a breeze from the ocean broke the heat. Surveillance drones hummed softly overhead. A delivery robot trundled past, carrying someone’s dinner, its round lights like startled cartoon eyes in the half-light. “Hey, buddy,” I murmured softly, as it passed. I knew it was a strange instinct, talking to it like it was a friendly dog, but I felt lonely and undone. I walked east for a half-hour, until the breeze was gone, then boarded a light rail that deposited me eventually near the base of the hill on which I lived. I climbed the public stairs to the cul-de-sac where the jacaranda trees had scattered purple blossoms over the sidewalk, and entered the key code to my terrace.

I sat out there for an hour or so before I went in, looking at the lights of the downtown towers. I knew this strange other version of Kareem wasn’t lying, because of the tattoo he’d described to me, TRUE DILIGENCE on the back of Ari’s left wrist. Had we had the same childhood, this other person and I? My grasp of quantum physics was weak at best, but that line of text, I thought now, was an entanglement between us, between me and Ari. When I thought of the tattoo, it was easy to imagine a scenario where I’d done something quite different, where I’d become a criminal instead of becoming the police. Two sides of the same coin, I thought, and the inevitable next thought was that if I had become a criminal, I would have been good at it, because I was good at everything I’d ever tried in my life. It was an absurd line of thought. I was very tired. Strange to think there weren’t just two versions of me, and two versions of Kareem and Nico and possibly everyone else, but two versions of our country. There was a world where my homeland had fractured into disarray, and another where my homeland had closed like a fist. A line I remembered from the first day at the Service Academy: The State is a fortress and Service is the wall. I was the wall, but I’d been corrupted now. My most prized secret possession was a pair of glasses that foiled sensors, and I was harbouring a secret for Nico. If I was corrupt, was the rest of the wall crumbling too?
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In the days that followed, I tried to return to my life. I was assigned to a different investigation, involving a group of people who had been accused of selling counterfeit exit visas out of a warehouse in East Hollywood. But the case was fraught. The entire thing hinged on a single informant, who had volunteered the information of her own accord, and who was, I quickly discovered, in contentious divorce proceedings with one of the men she was accusing. I thought the odds were fairly good that I’d find nothing except empty accusations and a desire for revenge, but on a warm afternoon in late May I drove to the informant’s place of work, a hair salon in Culver City.

The salon was a midrange kind of place, where a row of women stared at their own reflections in the mirror while stylists worked on their hair and talked about everything except politics. That spring all the women in Los Angeles were wearing white T-shirts with blue pants or blue skirts, and I understood the instinct for conformity—who wants to stand out, in a country like ours?—but it was jarring sometimes to see women in a group, a line of nearly identical outfits from one end of the salon to the other.

“I’m looking for Latika,” I said to the receptionist. The receptionist was a young person, no older than eighteen, and I saw the countless small calculations she made as she looked at me, the way her eyes skittered over my clothes, face, hair, bearing, demeanour, a pause by my hip to see if she could spot the bulge of a handgun. I felt exhausted for her, actually exhausted for both of us. The calculations wear you down.

“She’s booked all afternoon,” the receptionist said, very carefully, “unless, of course, there’s a mitigating fact that I’m unaware of . . . ?”

“Service,” I said. “Is there a back room?”

The receptionist went pale. She rose, waving to Latika. It took a moment to get Latika’s attention, but I saw the way terror crossed Latika’s face, mirroring the girl’s expression. I didn’t mean to become terrifying, that was the thing I was thinking as I walked with Latika into the cluttered back office. But I’d chosen this. I’d done well in school as a child. I could have done anything with my life, anything within the confines of the State, I could possibly even have figured out a way to emigrate, but I chose Service. I’d told myself that Service was a pathway to an interesting life and the kind of detective work I was drawn to, but of course I knew all along that this was the secret police. I want to swim away into the dark.

“You’ve nothing to fear,” I said, as soon as the door was closed. “You did the right thing, reporting your suspicions.”

She stared at me, wary, and then managed a nod. “It’s illegal,” she said. “Exiting without a visa is a threat to the State, isn’t it?” Her voice was high-pitched, and I wondered if that was how she always spoke, or if it was just that she was frightened. There were beads of sweat on her forehead and upper lip. “I’m an Aries,” she said. “We’re just very honest.”

“Of course you are.” I was using my warmest voice. We’re friends, the voice said, just two reasonable adults having a discussion, and we will solve this together. Latika relaxed, just slightly. “Sometimes people think that if they were peripherally involved in something,” I said, “then they’ll get in trouble too. But nothing could be further from the truth. The truth is, we know that the longer you’ve been involved in something, the more strength of character it takes to extricate yourself and to do the right thing.”

“It was my husband’s deal,” she said. “Well, my ex-husband.”

“How did it start?”

“He has family in China. About four years ago he wanted to go visit them, because his mother was dying, but he couldn’t get an exit visa.”

“Was a reason given for the refusal?”

Latika hesitated. “Once,” she said, “this was years ago now, I cut a man’s hair, and it turned out later he was a democracy sympathizer. I didn’t know. You can look up the interrogation records. I was held for a week, but I was cleared of any wrongdoing.”

“You cut his hair once?”

“No, three times. He came in every two weeks, and then he missed his regular appointment and it turned out he’d been arrested.”

“How does that affect your ex’s exit visa application?”

“Well, at the time he owned the salon,” she said.

On my way out the door, an hour or two later, I uploaded my interview to the transcript department, and by the time I returned to my office, the text was waiting. I spent some time reading through it in the quiet of my tiny office with the harbour view. It was a sprawling case. She had named no fewer than thirty associates of her husband’s, all of whom she thought might be involved in some way. I would need backup. I requested another agent on the case, and a day later, David Grissom arrived in my office.

I hadn’t seen him in years, since he’d appeared at the college in Fillmore to interview me for the promotion to detective, and seeing him here was disorienting. I’d thought of him as belonging to the past, and to a life that had ended.

“This isn’t weird for me,” he said preemptively, immediately making it weird. “You’re in charge of this case, you were promoted on the basis of your considerable merits, and I’m here to be of service.”

“As a first order of business, let’s get some lunch,” I said. It was a little forced, but he rose with a smile and we headed up to the rooftop cafeteria. In the employee garden, up on the roof, we sat under an awning and he described an unremarkable but dignified career. We were around the same age, but whereas I’d languished for almost two decades in a low-level position in Fillmore and then catapulted upward through the ranks when I’d decided to do so, he’d proceeded upward in an orderly fashion, until a year ago he’d landed just below my current rank. He had a calm demeanour that I liked.

“Can I ask you a strange question?” I asked, when I felt I’d established that he was someone with whom I could reasonably work.

“Go for it.”

“What did you want to be when you grew up?”

He blinked at me.

“When you were a kid,” I said.

“Oh.” He looked a little embarrassed. “I wanted to be a painter,” he said. “That was my first idea.”

“What stopped you?”

“No, I pursued it,” he said. “I tried it, for a while.” He was from Ann Arbor, Michigan. He’d gone to art school there, and for a while after school he’d tried, he’d really tried. Still life, mostly, the occasional portrait. All in oil, because the vibrancy of the medium spoke to him. I liked the way he lit up when he talked about oil paints. But then his wife, Evie, had gotten a job in California, and he’d followed her out here. This was a long time ago, just a few years out of college. He’d seen an ad for the Service Academy, and thought, well, why not? He could be an artist with a day job. But the problem is that you take a day job and then the day job takes you, that was what he’d discovered. He hadn’t painted in years now. But his favourite painting—he showed me a photo of it on his phone—was a close-up of half a lime on a plate. I zoomed in. He was very talented, or had been. The lime looked real.

“What about you?” he asked. “What did you want to be, when you were a kid?”

“I always wanted to be in Service,” I said.

He blinked. “Always?”

No, not always, now that I considered it. Since that day in the first grade when my friend across the street and her parents disappeared. A family of three, mirroring mine. If you’re afraid of monsters, becoming a monster yourself isn’t the worst play.

“Always,” I said.

In the months that followed, I immersed myself in the exit visa case. Whether or not Latika was motivated solely by retribution, the case was real and Latika’s accusations were accurate. I wasn’t sleeping well. It wasn’t just that Nico was gone, it was the case itself. I saw the potential for harm in a state not knowing precisely who was within its borders at any given moment in time. But I was born in a world in which exit visas weren’t required to leave the United State, when it was States, not State, with all the diversity of opinion and experience that the plural implied, when there were still elections, and this was something I had to work increasingly hard to not think about.

I worked the exit visa case with David, I ran down leads and cultivated three more informants, I tried to perform to the best of my ability and not think too much. But from time to time, I walked by Nico’s house. I watched Nico’s garden decline and become ragged in her absence. I saw Nico’s children, just once: their father was outside in the front garden, glaring at his phone, while Marlowe and Samir played nearby. The children looked dirty and neglected, their hair falling in their eyes.

Six months after Nico disappeared, my cousin came to Los Angeles. I was eating lunch at my desk when he called. When my phone rang, I stared at the number on the call display—ANTON WAKER—for much longer than usual before I picked up.

“Anton,” I said.

“Ibari, my favourite cousin. You in LA?”

“Always. Where are you?”

“Just landed at LAX,” he said. “I’m here for work. You want to get dinner?”

“I’d love to, if you can make it early?”

The exit visa case was nearing a conclusion. In the early afternoon I checked a Service car out of Automotive and drove to East Hollywood, to observe the first arrest. The exit visa operation was being run out of a warehouse filled with slabs of stone for kitchen counters. At one p.m., Latika’s ex emerged blinking from the front door. The ex kept a clockwork schedule. He turned right, toward my car and his preferred sandwich shop, but had walked no more than a few feet before another man came up alongside him, walking in a casual way, and a moment later a third man joined them, so that the target was flanked on both sides, and now a black van was cruising almost silently down the block. The van’s side door opened. The three men disappeared into the interior, the van glided away and turned the corner, and it was as if the ex had never existed. There were other people on the sidewalk, but they were careful not to notice what had just occurred. A second van was moving up the block, in anticipation of another lunch break, but I didn’t stay for the next arrest. These men were out of my hands now.

I met Anton at a restaurant on the east side, a half-hour on the light rail from Harbor City. I’d been here before, but not for years, and I wished now I’d come here more often. The dining room was a courtyard between former bungalows on a hillside, shaded by palms and canvas sails. Anton was fifteen minutes late, as usual.

I watched him come in, sharply dressed and at ease in his suit, the blank moment of searching, the way he brightened when he saw me. I told myself not to think of Ari, but this only brought her more vividly to mind.

“I’m glad to see you,” I said. “How long’s it been?”

“Eight months? Nine? I’m glad you were free.”

“Me too. It’s good to see you.” He’s safe, I told myself, we are here and he’s safe in a version of reality where I didn’t arrange to have him killed.

“Your mom says hi,” he said. “She and your dad came over to my parents’ place for dinner last night.”

“What do you think of my mom’s new haircut?”

“It’s bold,” Anton said. “The pink suits her. She said you got promoted?”

I went still for just a moment, a stutter in time, and recovered. Was my mother Service? I could think of no other way she could know about my promotion.

“Still doing urban planning,” I said. “Just a promotion at the firm.”

“You ever miss Fillmore?”

“Sometimes.” I was thinking for the first time in a while of my little grove of orange and lemon trees in the Fillmore backyard, the metal table in the shade, Nico looking up at me from the chaise longue when I dropped my glasses. “But sometimes you just want a new life. Have you ever felt that?”

“You ever just want a new state?” He was looking past me. “A new state of being, I mean, obviously.”

“Careful,” I said absently. How had Ari done it? No, not Ari. Ari’s hit man. The human body is so fragile. My gaze wandered to Anton’s neck, to the soft place where his pulse beat.

Anton raised his glass, exposing his inner wrist. “It’s good to see you,” he said.

I clinked my glass against his. “You too. I’m glad you’re here.” In the other world, had he been strangled? Stabbed? Shot? But I was remembering something, which was that Kareem had said that Ari had taken out a hit on her cousin, not that that hit had necessarily succeeded. He himself had said that he didn’t know if the charge was murder or attempted murder. With a fervency that approached prayer, I thought, I hope you survived me. I hope you got away.

“I really thought you’d stay in Fillmore forever.”

I smiled. “I loved academia until I didn’t. Sometimes you just reach an inflection point.” The conversation moved on. The food arrived. It was possible to forget what the Kareem from the other world had told me. Anton was talking about his family now, his wife and twin daughters in New York, and he didn’t ask what the inflection point had been. I knew it was absurd to feel disappointed at this, but who doesn’t wish to be seen? The broken glasses with the silver tape were in a drawer in my kitchen.

“Anton,” I said, “do you ever imagine different lives you could’ve led?”

He blinked at me. “What are you, a poet?”

“Not at all. It’s a thought experiment.”

“Okay.” He thought about it while he swirled wine around in his glass. “I don’t know, I love my wife and kids. I like my job. Water systems are still interesting to me, even after all these years.”

“Well, that’s good.” I was thinking of Ari again. But maybe the question wasn’t whether I personally had the capacity for murder. Perhaps it was more a question of whether anyone didn’t have the capacity for murder, given the correct sequence of misfortune and circumstance. But Anton? Of all people. Who in this world did I care about more than him?

“What are you thinking about?” Anton asked.

My phone vibrated in my handbag. The call display read HARBOR IMPORTS.

“I’m sorry,” I said, “it’s work. I’ll be right back.” I placed my hand over my phone screen as I walked out of the restaurant—the phone clicked softly as it registered my handprint—then looked directly into the camera to unlock the call. “Hello, this is Ibari.”

“Ibari,” Alberto said. “Could you be in my office in an hour?”

“Of course.” We both knew I had no choice, but I appreciated the performance of courtesy. “I’ll see you in an hour.”

“Everything all right?” Anton asked, when I returned to him.

I shrugged. “Work,” I said.

“Are you okay, Ibari?”

“I’m fine.”

He pulled a small notebook and pen from his jacket pocket. I watched while he wrote something, using the menu as a shield: YOU KNOW WHAT NO ONE TELLS YOU ABOUT LIFE IN AN AUTHORITARIAN STATE?

“Anton,” I said.

He was shredding the paper into minuscule pieces now, still covered by the menu. “How exhausting it is,” he said, very quietly, “pretending everything’s fine. The way it warps you, having to pretend.” The paper was shredded beyond any point where it could be reconstructed, and even if it were reconstructed, the sentence wasn’t particularly damning. He understood something about covering his tracks.

What I wanted desperately was to tell him about Kareem, the foreign Kareem in the green silk shirt, telling me a story about my double—no, a story about a doubled country, a country very unlike the State—in an interrogation room six months ago. I wished I could say to Anton what Kareem had said in passing to me, No country lasts forever, because there was such hope in that, but I couldn’t take the risk. I was thinking about the silver tape that Anton had left in my old house in Fillmore. I remembered his twins using it for their art projects, but why did Anton own tape that could foil facial recognition sensors? I didn’t want to know. The only way to keep him safe was by not knowing, and I feared for him now. I remembered Nico shaking her head and refusing to hear me when I’d mentioned the way the tape foiled the sensors all those years ago, and recognized the same instinct in myself, that desperate desire not to learn anything that I’d have to report. There’s so much you have to ignore to live peacefully in a place like this.

“I don’t have to leave for another thirty minutes,” I said. “Shall we get some dessert?”

“There’s a line I’ve been trying to walk,” Alberto said, “for literally my entire professional career.” It was late now, around eight thirty p.m., and we were staring at his fish.

“What kind of line?”

“Humanity versus not, I suppose. I don’t mean to be grandiose about it. In the past several weeks,” Alberto said, “you’ve deviated from your usual routes to walk by Nico Li’s house nine times. What are you looking for?”

“I’m concerned,” I said, after a moment. I was watching a particular fish, bright blue with black stripes. “As a friend, not as a Service agent. Nico and Kareem have two small children, and I don’t think Kareem’s a good father.”

“Our psychologists would back you up on that,” Alberto said. “Listen, the reason I brought you in tonight is to tell you I’m modifying the recusal order. You won’t speak with either of those men again, but I want you running surveillance on the children.”

“To what end?”

“Nico broke a number of internal rules,” Alberto said, “and needs to be interrogated. If she ever returns, our analysis is that she’ll go directly to her children.”

“The children are bait, then?”

“Essentially.” He glanced at me. “If our work were easy,” he said, “anyone could do it.”

“Can I ask you something about the case?”

“Yes.”

“Will their father be arrested?”

“Tentatively, no. We’re more interested in Nico.”

“So her husband’s also bait?”

“I wish you’d stop using that word,” Alberto said.

“What happened to the other man? The version of Kareem Fayed from . . . the other place. From somewhere else.”

“Well.” Alberto rose and went to the fish tank. He was studying a zebra fish down in a corner, a lethargic little creature with its face close to the glass. He tapped the glass lightly, and the fish zigzagged away. “The question to ask here isn’t really what’s in the best interest of the individual, but what’s in the best interest of the State. We have this man, this reluctant arrival from a different world. The place he’s from, Ibari, it’s some kind of violent nightmare version of our country, isn’t it? You read his interview transcripts. There is no State where he’s from, just militias battling for control of the fragments. It’s the absolute opposite of the harmony we work for, you and I.”

“Hardly his fault, though,” I said carefully.

“Not his fault at all. It’s regrettable on every level. But imagine the potential,” he said, “of having a man out in the world who comes from a place where the State doesn’t exist. Spreading wild ideas about an alternate system, or absence thereof. Talking about a place that isn’t an idea, but that actually exists, so far as anyone can tell, because this man is the living proof of its existence. That’s in no one’s best interest, is it? Spreading subversive ideas?”

“I see your point.” I want to dive into the ocean and keep swimming through the blue. Was this an old passphrase? It was an idea that I couldn’t shake. Lately I’d come to an awareness that I wasn’t entirely well. “Has he been imprisoned?”

Alberto glanced at me. I was asking too many questions. “We’re not monsters,” he said. “Of course not. He’s in Camp Five. Working in exchange for room and board, surrounded by scenic desert. It’s a pleasant place by all accounts. There’s a pool. The deal we’ve reached with him is that so long as he doesn’t talk about where he’s from, he will never be imprisoned.”

“I see,” I said. And then, “Thank you for indulging my curiosity. It’s just . . . I’ve never been involved in a case that concerned someone I knew.”

“I understand,” he said. “It’s jarring, the first time that happens to you.”

How were the passphrases generated? I’d always assumed they were AI, pulled from the depths of the infinite internet, more or less random, but it couldn’t be denied that they contained patterns and pieces of something, a narrative of some kind. On my way home that night I was thinking of the passphrases I’d cycled through in the year I’d left Fillmore, that liminal moment between one life and the next. Variations on something, a poem or a scene: At night on the ferry there is no sea and no sky, the horizon marked by scattered lights. Moonless, starless, cold wind, cold night. You avoided the airless interiors of the ship, preferring at all times to stand on the bow.

The problem was, setting aside the absolute injustice of what had happened to the foreign Kareem, I recognized that I had entered a trap. Service knew I was sympathetic to Nico. If Nico returned, she would go to the children, and she would be arrested. If I failed to act decisively in that instance, if I protected her in any way, I would be arrested too. I understood the logic of Service, and I knew I was on probation with as much certainty as if I’d read my own personnel file.

The only way I could protect myself now was by doing my job impeccably. Move deeper into the police, I thought, my mantra from Fillmore, from that night when I stood looking down at the lit-up streets of the town and considered which way to go. When I arrived home that night, I logged into the Service system, and opened two new surveillance files. Samir Li, age four. Marlowe Li, age three. Residence: Harbor City / Los Angeles / California / United State. Parents: Kareem Fayed (Harbor City / LA). Nico Li (whereabouts unknown). I didn’t actually enjoy opening surveillance files on two preschoolers, but there is such a thing as duty.
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A month or so later, Nico was declared legally dead, and I was surprised to receive a phone call one morning from an attorney on the subject of her will. She had left me a painting, the lawyer told me. What could he tell me about it? Not much. The title was Swan Dive, the artist was Lucas Alkaitis, did I know his work? No, I knew very little about art, but the mention of that painting gave me a thrill: I remembered it from my interview with Nico’s husband. When I came home from work a few days later, it had been delivered to my front door. I unwrapped the little bundle, and gazed for a while at the oil-paint sea. Later, at my computer, I looked up the artist. Lucas Alkaitis died of a heroin overdose in New York City in 1960. I spent some time scrolling through other paintings of his, and later, in a meeting with David Grissom, I was distracted by the memory of those works.

He’d been talking about visiting an informant out in Camp Five, which was located in the Mojave Desert. The mention of that camp focused my attention. Was Kareem still there, the foreign Kareem from the other place?

“I haven’t been out there in a while,” I said.

“They need an equipment upgrade. I called for transport from the train station, and my car’s radar system was broken.”

“So the warden didn’t know you were coming?”

“She knew I was coming,” David said, “she just didn’t know when I’d arrived, so no one let me in. I was stuck outside for an hour because they thought my car hadn’t arrived yet.”

There was something here, the wisp of an idea just on the edge of my thoughts. Later it seemed to me that I didn’t formulate the plan, exactly, it was more that the plan was already there and I had to find my way to it.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked, and I realized I’d been staring into space.

“Oh,” I said. “You’ll think it’s silly, probably.”

“What?”

“This room,” I said. He looked around. We were in a cramped conference room between our offices, with buzzing lights, cup stains on the fake-wood table, and mismatched chairs. “We have a substantial budget,” I said. “Why do all of our rooms look like this?”

“I don’t know,” he said, “but I kind of like it.”

“You’re into mismatched chairs?”

“Not specifically, but I guess it reminds me of my high school? There’s just something familiar about it. I’ve got to run to a meeting, but I’ll see you later on this afternoon.”

“Yes, see you then.” I had a meeting too, with a preschool teacher whom I’d cultivated as a confidential informant. A half-hour later I was at the bakery across the street from Marlowe’s preschool. I’d chosen it, I realized, for something like the reason David was alluding to. It was also a little shabby, a little mismatched, and there was comfort in that. I felt that I was beginning to understand. Spaces like the Service headquarters looked harmless. They looked like spaces where nothing particularly sinister was happening, just people doing our jobs, and this allowed us to rest in a delusion that we were ordinary people doing ordinary work.

“Is everything all right?” the preschool teacher asked finally, a little annoyed. She’d been telling me that Marlowe, at three, was still presenting normally: a little sensitive, very intelligent, somewhat withdrawn, no sign of Nico or anyone else observing her when they were out for walks.

“Absolutely fine. My apologies.” I observed her for a moment. She was looking away, twisting a paper napkin into something like a rose between her fingers. “There’s something else you’d like to tell me,” I suggested, “but you’re not sure of how to frame it.”

She looked at me, startled.

“Please be assured,” I said, “this doesn’t have to be perfect. I will always give you the benefit of the doubt.”

The woman nodded. She was very young, no older than twenty-three or twenty-four. I understood how much she hated being forced to report on a small child.

“She’s neglected,” the woman said. “Marlowe. I know that’s a serious accusation, but there’s no other word for it.”

“Tell me more.”

Marlowe’s hair was so tangled that finally the preschool teacher had taken it upon herself to comb it, she said, even though that was against policy. She’d brought it up several times with Marlowe’s father, but he seemed exhausted and distracted; also he routinely picked up Marlowe an hour late. The child’s clothes were often dirty. Her father refused to pack her lunch—“She doesn’t eat that much anyway,” he’d said, “and you yourself told me you always have snacks on hand”—so by informal agreement the teachers had taken to bringing in an extra half-sandwich, an extra apple. Marlowe was never bruised, it was nothing like that. Just not taken care of. The little girl stared at the other parents at pickup. Sometimes she wandered over to them, and asked if she could come too, and you didn’t actually have to be clairvoyant to see where that behaviour might lead.

I sighed. Nico had asked one thing of me, only one thing, before she’d disappeared. “Thank you for telling me,” I said. “I’ll see what I can do.”

That night when I returned home, I spent a few minutes studying Swan Dive, and then went online to try to find more of Lucas Alkaitis’s work. One other painting was available, from a seller in New York: a small square work entitled Olivia on Yellow Sofa. It was a close-up of a young woman’s head and shoulders, a yellow sofa behind her. It was apparently a portrait of the artist Olivia Collins, whoever she was, from the year Alkaitis died. I liked the directness of the woman’s gaze. I ordered it at extravagant cost. When it arrived a week later, I hung it at a point in the hallway where it was the first thing I saw when I came in. Olivia Collins looked at me, and I looked back at her, and I knew it was silly to think this way, but the painting made me feel less alone in the house.
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On the first anniversary of Nico’s disappearance, I stayed late at the office, trying to drown myself in work, but I was consumed by thoughts of my lost friend. Finally, in the early evening, I walked down to a bar where she’d taken me a few times, a small warm place in Harbor City that featured live music on Tuesday nights. Tonight a woman was singing with a guitar. I sat watching and listening, drinking a cocktail, pretending that Nico was beside me, and I’d been there for a while, lost in my thoughts and in the music, before I noticed that someone had taken the next bar stool. A man, a quiet presence, also drinking, also listening. Then the man leaned toward me and said, very softly, “Did you come here with her too?”

I winced. “Fayed,” I said.

Nico’s husband recoiled as if I’d hit him. “Kareem,” he said. “Fayed’s my last name. I always go by Kareem.”

“I know Fayed’s your surname, but I call the other man Kareem.” I was making this up, obviously. I didn’t call the other man anything, because he was in a work camp in the desert. “Your double. So you’re going to have to be Fayed.”

“Awfully formal to call me by my surname,” Fayed said.

“I’m a chronically formal person,” I said. “And yes, I came here with her a few times.”

He nodded, and went quiet for a while. Had I been unkind? I didn’t like him, but on the other hand, he’d suffered a terrible loss. “Are you doing okay?” I asked finally, between songs.

“Terrible,” he said, “thanks for asking. Really absolutely fucking terrible.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I was dismissed from UCLA for violating research protocols. I’m working for a shoe manufacturing company. A whole career, just . . .” He snapped his fingers. “Up in smoke. The commute’s hellish now too. Forty-five minutes every morning. Two trains.”

“You could’ve been disappeared by the State,” I said, “and you’re complaining about your commute.”

He fell silent. “You’re right. Of course you’re right. I’m grateful. Can I ask, do you . . . do you know where Nico is? Where she went?”

“No.” I wasn’t sure if this counted as a lie, exactly. I was thinking of the other Kareem Fayed’s interview transcripts, that strange story about throwing a party at which Nico had suddenly appeared. Where did Nico go? She went to a party. She went to a war. “But what I can tell you,” I said, “is there’s every reason to believe she’s alive.”

“Well. Nico’s resourceful.” There was something dismissive in this that made me look at him. “If there’s a way to survive, she’ll find it.”

“You’re not worried about her?”

“Of course I am. I’m sorry. I’m exhausted. I’m not sleeping much. Parenting was more Nico’s thing than mine. We have two small children.”

“You didn’t want them?” I knew it was a rude question, but I didn’t like Fayed enough to care.

“No, no, I did,” Fayed said. “I kind of pushed for them, actually. It was Nico who was hesitant.”

“Then what happened?”

“I can’t really account for it. They came along, two kids in two years, and I just . . . I liked my life, and my routines. I found I didn’t want to change anything.”

“So what did you . . . what did Nico do?”

“She had to shoulder the burden.” The man spoke as if this were an unavoidable tragedy that had befallen Nico, and had very little to do with him. “It just didn’t come naturally to me.”

I took a deep breath. Thinking of Nico in Ohio, the way she stood before me. I’m the only parent. I was looking at the door. It would be so easy to walk out and never speak to this person again.

In a booth at the back, we finished our whiskey sours and then Fayed set his glass to the side. “Okay,” he said. “That’s better, isn’t it? Takes the edge off. I’ve been here four times a week since she left.”

“You make it sound like she walked out,” I said.

“Are we sure she didn’t, though? Are we sure?” He raised a finger, as if making a solid point, and flashed a strange, hopeless grin. He was much drunker than I was, I realized then. He must have gotten a head start. “I cannot account for what happened,” he said, “and I designed the experiment.”

“You think she changed the settings somehow? Travelled somewhere else on purpose?”

“I’m just asking,” he said, with a don’t-blame-me shrug. “Can I ask you something? How many times a week are you drunk?”

“What? Why?”

“My doctor was on my case about it yesterday.”

“Less than once a week.” I was exaggerating wildly. Less than once a month was more accurate. I’ve never found alcohol especially compelling.

“You dating anyone?” Fayed asked.

“Intermittently. Nothing steady.” I liked first and even second dates, but I found it best to fade out after a night or two. My life had too many secrets.

“Women? Men?”

“Both. I like to alternate.”

“Okay, let me ask you something. You date women, so maybe you’ll understand this. Do you remember when you first realized that women are crazy?”

“What?” Oh, Nico, my friend, what were you thinking.

“I’m sorry. I’m drunk. I don’t mean you specifically, obviously, I mean as a population. Women as a group. I found it liberating, personally.” Fayed’s gaze had drifted to the musician, bent over her guitar. The musician’s hair shone gold under the lights.

“You ever date men?” I asked. “Or just women?” The other Kareem, according to his interview transcripts, had mostly—but by no means exclusively—dated men.

Fayed laughed. “I’m the straightest guy you ever met in your life,” he said.

I looked at him. His jeans were tighter than any straight man’s jeans I’d ever seen.

“She’s hot,” Fayed said, meaning the musician.

“Oh,” I said. “Sure, yeah, she’s pretty.” But she wasn’t really my type. I’ve never been that into blondes. I just thought her music was good. I liked her voice, low and almost raspy. She was singing about travel across the State, hard miles on a motorcycle from Las Vegas to New York. “Remind me,” I said, desperate to change the subject, “how old are your kids?”

“Young. Samir’s four, Marlowe’s three. You don’t have kids, right?”

“No,” I said.

“Dodged a bullet,” Fayed said.

“But just, like, as a hypothetical,” Fayed said. “Would you want to have kids?”

We’d finished what I had decided would absolutely be my last drink of the evening. The singer was gone. How late was it? Very, but it didn’t actually matter that much, because tomorrow was my day off and I didn’t have to get up in the morning.

“I was never that interested,” I said. “Where are your kids?”

“Sleeping.”

“They’ve been alone all this time?”

“They’re fine. Don’t worry about them. Look, I’ve got this app.” Fayed fumbled on his phone, swiping here and there, and then showed me a screen that I was certain he hadn’t looked at all evening.

“Is that your living room?” I was looking at a video image of two small children curled up together on what looked like a pullout couch.

“The kids like sleeping in the living room. It’s like camping.”

“I hated camping,” I said dreamily. Hazy memories of some god-awful span of time next to a lake when I was a kid, rain leaking through the tent into my sleeping bag, cold food, mosquitoes, smoke.

“We both know there’s no crime anymore,” Fayed said. “That’s the Promise of the State, right?”

“To the State,” I said, and raised my glass. “But you’re not worried they’ll wake up and be scared?”

“Oh.” He looked startled. “I guess that never occurred to me.”

“Fayed,” I said.

“I hate that you call me that.”

“I don’t care at all. Do you have any new theories? About what happened?”

He put down his phone, flipped it screen-down on the table, and sighed. “Yeah,” he said. “Maybe. Not so much a theory. More a half-baked idea.”

“Tell me.”

“I came across this paper recently,” he said. “Published years ago in a physics journal. Do you have a pen?”

I gave him a pen, and he reached for a cocktail napkin. “This guy proposed a three-dimensional model of time,” he said. “It has to do with Planck-scale quantum phenomena, cosmological evolution, and—”

“Do me a favour,” I said. “Pretend I’m drunk and also not a fucking physicist.”

“Okay, sorry. Look.” He drew a straight line on the napkin, with some effort. “The first dimension, here, that’s time as we experience it. We’re moving along this line here. Let’s say this line is today.”

“By ‘today,’ you mean . . .”

“The day you just had,” he said. “You woke up in your bed, you went to work, you came to this bar.”

“Okay.”

“But there’s a second dimension, crossing with the first.” He drew a second line, at a slight angle, so that it crossed the first line at the midpoint. “That line was supposed to be straighter,” he said.

“It would’ve been straight two drinks ago.”

“Anyway. The point is, you’re travelling along the first axis, and then you get to this intersection. If you were to step off the first line, onto the second, you might be in a slightly different version of today.”

“Or a slightly different version of the world?”

“Maybe? That’s the first thing I thought when I read it.” He peered into his glass, then gestured to the bartender.

“Is there a third dimension?”

He leaned back on the bench, gazing at me in a blurry, drunken way, and his right hand moved involuntarily to his left. He’d taken off his wedding ring, I saw now, but he was touching a phantom ring. “The third dimension involves moving between the first two,” he said.

“So the third dimension’s the cocktail napkin?”

Fayed wasn’t really listening to me. He was staring at the napkin. “Maybe there was something wrong in one of our equations.” He leaned forward again, touched the point of the pen to the first line. “We always started here,” he said, “and sometimes ended here too, but maybe sometimes our end point was on the second axis.”

“This has to be my last drink,” I said.

“Absolutely,” Fayed said. “Absolutely.” We were out on the street now. The sequence of events between paying for the drinks and leaving the bar was unclear. Why was I outside with a bar glass?

“Did I just steal this glass?” I asked. “I think I just stole this glass.”

“Stay at my place. It’s right there.”

“I didn’t realize how close we were,” I said. We were somehow already walking toward his and Nico’s place, toward the gate that opened with a code into her garden.

“I sometimes wonder if they’d be better off with the State,” Fayed said. We were walking through the overgrown garden, past a birdbath that shone pale in the darkness. Towers rose on either side of the garden and behind the house.

“In an orphanage? What are you talking about?”

“I can’t parent anymore,” Fayed said. “I can’t do it.”

“Okay, but they’re your kids.”

“I don’t want this.” Fayed was waving his hand around drunkenly, in a gesture that encompassed the garden, the house, somehow also his entire life. “Any of this.”

“Your home, your garden, it’s beautiful,” I said.

“It’s haunted. It’s Nico. Everywhere I look in this garden, I see her. You see the jasmine vines?”

I looked.

“She planted those,” Fayed said, “right before she disappeared. She built the garden. She’s all around us. My kids don’t love me.”

“I’m sure they—”

“No, kids know when you don’t want them,” Fayed said. “They can tell.” He was fumbling with his keys.

“Stop,” I said. “We’re not going in.”

“Why not?”

“Hold on a moment.” I sat on the step to search my handbag for the little white pills I always carried, Service-issued pills that erased drunkenness. “Here,” I said, and gave him one. I let mine dissolve in my mouth, and a moment later I felt a sharpening, the alcohol haze dissipating like mist in sunlight.

“Jesus Christ, Ibari, this is the exact opposite of what I’d hoped for when you handed me a pill,” Fayed said. “I liked being drunk. I was enjoying it.” He sat beside me on the step. “You always such a goddamn buzzkill?”

“Occupational hazard.” I took off my watch and threw it into the lawn, and then threw my phone after it. They caught the light in the grass, dark jewels.

“Why are you—”

I touched my finger to my lips. Shhh. I pointed to his phone, in his jacket pocket. He handed it to me, confused, and I threw it across the length of the garden.

“Ibari,” he said, “what the actual . . .”

I shielded my mouth with my hand, and leaned close to his ear.

“I didn’t want to go into your house,” I whispered, very softly, “because your entire house is wired for sound.”

When I pulled back, his face was dim in the half-light, his eyes shining.

“And my phone is listening to me?” he whispered.

“I’d assume so,” I whispered back. “I know you lied to me in the interrogation.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Nico told me everything,” I whispered. “I know your intentions with the experiment. I’m only here because of her.”

He was staring at me. I could see him running the probabilities. It was possible I knew that he’d been working on an experiment meant to subvert the State, but equally possible that I was bluffing.

“Even if you weren’t lying,” he said, “even if this outlandish idea you’re putting forward were true, why would she tell you anything?”

“Because,” I said, “your wife was Service.”
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A few days later, I returned to the hair salon in Culver City. I knew Latika would be working that afternoon. We’d been talking for a long time by then, and she looked less terrified now when I came in. Impossible not to feel guilt at this. I wished I could tell her: I’m worse than you thought.

“Latika,” I said, in the back room, “please give me your phone. This is just a precaution.”

She handed it to me, with a show of making no hesitation. I dropped it into a Faraday bag, and put the bag on the table.

“Is everything all right?” she asked. Still breezy.

“The case is proceeding very well,” I said. “We’re working on establishing the supply chain for the materials used in the forgery, the specialized paper and such.”

Latika nodded. Her gaze darted to her phone.

“I think there must have been help on the inside,” I said.

She frowned. “The inside of what?”

“Inside the apparatus of the State.”

Her pleasant expression faltered. There was a question in her eyes when she looked at me. I nodded, very slowly and deliberately.

“Yes,” Latika said.

Without sound, I mouthed one word to her: Service. She looked away. In the silence I heard the muffled sounds of the salon outside, voices and music.

“Service,” she said woodenly. “There was someone in Service.” Latika met my eyes, and I saw pure pain. None of us want this, I wished I could say to her, but of course that wasn’t something that could be said.

I wrote a name on a piece of paper, and slid it across the table. “I’m going to need a name,” I said. “I know you’ve been protecting someone. Think of your children. Your business. Your future as a citizen of this State.”

Latika looked at the paper. Her gaze softened then, and settled on some distant point, beyond the room. She was dissociating, leaving the scene without rising from her chair. She was somewhere else. I’d seen it in a thousand interrogations.

“David Grissom,” she said.

“Thank you. We’ll speak again soon.” I returned her phone, took the Faraday bag and the slip of paper with David’s name on it, and walked out of the salon. Trying to ignore the glances of customers in the mirrors as I passed. I couldn’t look at myself.

I didn’t return immediately to the office. Instead I boarded an eastbound train, and set out for a desert station.
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Thirty years later, I sat alone in my office in the dark, waiting for my friend Kareem to die. It was the middle of the night, two or three in the morning. I’d been transferring files from the network onto my phone, which I knew would raise no alarms for several hours.

My phone buzzed softly in my hand. A text from Samir Li: Who is the other Kareem Fayed? I stared at the message for only a heartbeat before I replied: A ghost.

He slipped away quietly a few hours later, with his daughter by his side. Kareem, Kareem, my best and only friend. I sat very still in my office for a while when the message came in from his doctor, staring out the window, before I did what needed to be done. A half-hour later, in the first light of morning, I walked out of Service headquarters for the last time.

I’d imagined this moment for so long, and I’d expected something like quiet jubilation, but all I felt was exhaustion.

“A harmonious society comes at a price,” an instructor—Alberto?—had said to me once, in a lecture at the Service Academy, in another life, “and we are not just the ones who exact that price, we are the ones who pay it.”

At the time, I hadn’t fully understood. But now I was seventy-nine years old, Alberto was dead, and for a long time now, decades, I had lived with the understanding that I had devoted my life to the wrong thing. The regret was so fathomless that I marvelled at its scale. I felt more wonder than grief.

It was early morning, and the street was coming to life with the commute. The trains were gliding down Sepulveda Boulevard, a constant background hum. I joined a crowd streaming into a popular café, but walked through that building without stopping, through the kitchen area—the staffers glanced at me, but I moved with a confidence that suggested a high rank in the State bureaucracy, and they were afraid to speak up—and out the back door into the alley. As I stepped outside, I put on the broken glasses that I’d been carrying with me for some weeks, in preparation for this moment. I touched the strips of silver tape holding the glasses together as I walked.

I went to the beach. I couldn’t take public transportation with the glasses on my face—impossible to ride Los Angeles transit without facial recognition—and I wanted to be close to the ocean again, because I expected to be imprisoned soon. I stayed on the boardwalk for a while, walking north, and then when the boardwalk ended I took off my shoes and walked out onto the sand. A cool breeze came off the ocean.

I was close to the fence that separated the burn zone from the inhabited city. It extended inland for miles, but it didn’t go out to sea very far. The biohazard signs on the fence had been there for a long time, decades, and I hesitated for just a moment—force of habit—before I threw my shoes over the top, one at a time. They lay like black sand creatures on the other side. The tide was out, which meant that the fence ended where the water was only just over my head. I swam and moved hand-over-hand around it, retraced my route on the other side. I retrieved my shoes and walked barefoot for a while, until the sand was streaked with black and I no longer wanted that sand to touch my feet.

On this side of the fence there was a sense of desolation. There was a time when soldiers had been stationed here, but at some point over the past few years they’d withdrawn without fanfare. Within minutes the sound of the city faded to almost nothing, a minimal hum. I heard only the ocean waves and the seagulls. A surveillance drone descended, and hovered at eye level. I paid it no attention. The glasses would turn my face into a blur of white light.

There was debris on the beach now, burnt objects, sometimes recognizable and sometimes not. I stumbled over something in the sand, a hard shape, and realized I was walking on the roof of a buried car. After the Palisades burned for the third time, people had been prohibited from returning to the neighbourhood. The debris on the beach was from the first and second fires. Ahead, weeds grew from a line of hills that I knew to be the debris of the 2025 fire, remains of houses dumped on the shore. At the third such hill, I turned inland.

There was a path here. I made my way up to a wide street that in a previous version of the world had been a coastal highway. There were still burnt cars, abandoned in the last evacuation as flames swept down from the hills. On the other side of the highway, the shantytown began. It had expanded considerably since I’d last been here, and now, as always, I was struck by the scale of the shadow city. People were cooking on fires in front of small lean-tos. I saw a new system of umbrellas rigged up between trees, beneath which children sat in rows in an outdoor school.

I continued onward to a place where netting had been strung over the road, around and over several makeshift structures. The netting had been painstakingly filled in with leaves, scraps of plastic, and fabric, so that the sunlight filtered through in pinpoints but drones wouldn’t be able to see in. I passed under it, through net curtains, into a shaded stretch of road. An elderly man—my own age, which was an unpleasant thing to contemplate—sat in a lawn chair, sewing something. When I got closer, I saw he was repairing a shirt.

“Fayed,” I said.

He looked up. He looked rougher now than he had the last time I’d seen him. He had a bruise on his forehead and his hair was greasy. He gestured to the empty lawn chair beside him and I sank into it, grateful.

“Everyone else in my life calls me Kareem.”

“I already have a friend named Kareem,” I said. I closed my eyes for a moment. I’d been up all night and I wished I could rest here for longer, perhaps doze off for a while in the dappled shade.

“He’s still alive?”

“He died a few hours ago.”

Fayed was quiet for a moment. “Strange life,” he said finally.

“What happened to your face?”

“Minor disagreement,” Fayed said.

“I have something for you.” I took off my jacket, and pulled a thread on an inside seam. It came apart quickly. I retrieved my Service phone, in a double layer of waterproof bags, and gave it to him.

“Your phone?”

“It used to be. I retired from Service this morning.”

“Then how do you still have this?”

“I carried a burner phone into my resignation, and then invoked the right of incineration,” I said. “I threw the burner in the furnace. I was escorted out of the building by a guard, and I made him carry my jacket so I’d be clean when I walked through the exit scanner.”

“So the scanner would’ve registered a Service phone on the guard,” he said, “and not necessarily raised any alarm bells.” He was removing the phone gingerly from the plastic. “What’s on here?”

“Everything.” I opened it for him—the screen unlocked with a satisfying click—and gave it back to him. “All the secrets I know. I’ll stay here while you transfer the data,” I said. “In case it locks again.”

“That phone’s still connected? Someone going to come here now that you’ve switched it on?”

“No,” I said. “I made offline copies, then disabled all the network connections. I downloaded everything I could. Just make as many copies of the files as you can. Distribute them widely.”

“Thank you.” He took it, and disappeared into his little house.

I settled into the lawn chair, and let my thoughts drift. Back in the office I’d recently left, my computer was transmitting State secrets to the open internet. I’d written the code with a built-in timer and given myself an hour’s head start before the secrets began pouring out of my office, but surely well over an hour had passed by now. I was drowsy. It was peaceful here. There’d been another fire three years ago, the shantytown burning along with the hills. But the scent of ash was gone from the air now. The shantytown had been rebuilt. I expected to be arrested soon, but prison felt like a distant thought, like something that was going to happen to someone else.

Fayed returned with the phone. “I copied it,” he said. “I’m transmitting other copies. Tell me what I should be looking for.”

“Internal decay is setting in,” I said. “The highest levels of government are corrupt beyond a point where they can continue to function. There are almost as many ghosts as citizens now. If we understood how many of the people around us were ghosts, on any given day, there would be an uprising.”

“You’ve always been such a delightful conversationalist,” he said. “Buoyant.”

“You asked,” I said.

“What can you tell me that won’t make me want to drown myself in the Pacific?”

“Service is everywhere, but Service is failing. A decade ago, I would never have been able to get that phone out of the building.”

Someone was approaching. A girl, jogging swiftly toward us, passing through areas of sunlight and shade. I watched her, and made the calculations. She couldn’t be older than fourteen or fifteen, which suggested she’d been born to ghosts. A girl with no social security number and officially no existence, raised in the burn zone. How many were like her? There were no official numbers, but one of the secrets I knew, one of many, was that there were thousands upon thousands in Los Angeles alone.

“Someone’s looking for you,” the girl said to Fayed.

“Who?”

“A woman. She’s down on Corona del Mar.”

“She got a name?”

“Marlowe,” the girl said.

“What did she say?” I asked, because Fayed seemed to have lost the power of speech.

“She said she’s looking for a ghost named Kareem Fayed.”

“Bring her here,” I said.

“Oh god.” Fayed looked like he wanted to be ill. “What do I tell her? I haven’t seen her since she was three.”

“Improvise,” I said. “Say whatever you want, but you do owe her an explanation.” I took off my broken glasses, and gave them to Fayed. “I don’t need these anymore.”

“I don’t know what to say to her.”

“You’ll think of something. Can you make sure Marlowe sees the interview with Kareem on my phone? The one from the Mojave Desert.”

“Wait, what?”

“I’m going to go,” I said.

Marlowe was approaching now, with the girl. Marlowe walked slowly, looking around in wonder at the shantytown buildings, not just houses but a store, a bar. But as I watched, she saw me and her father, who had his back to her and didn’t realize quite how soon he was going to have the conversation he was dreading. Marlowe slowed, but did not stop.

“Please stay,” Fayed said.

“I have an appointment.”

I turned my back on Fayed, on Marlowe, on the messenger girl, and walked out into the sunlight with my face bare to the sun. Strange to be out here without my glasses. A surveillance drone was somewhere above me, a soft whir in the air over my head. I kept my head down until I was clear of the shantytown, across the abandoned highway, out on the beach. The drone followed me. Other drones were approaching now, little spheres suspended in the bright salt air. By the water, I looked up toward the sky, to give all of them a clear view of my face. There wasn’t much time left now, I knew that. The State wasn’t as far gone as I’d led Fayed to believe. But I knew the contents of my phone and computer would help break it.

There were wisps of clouds very high above, but before me was a world of dazzling blue. Blue ocean, blue sky, a ship passing in the distance. I thought, I will hold on to this forever. I hoped that in the constrained and rapidly approaching future, I’d dream of this moment, of salt water around my ankles and infinite blue. I heard sirens now, drawing closer. I didn’t want to turn my back on the ocean just yet—I didn’t expect to see it again—but I heard the vehicles driving over the sand toward me.

“Ibari Waker.” The voice crackled through loudspeakers. I laughed aloud. The most technologically advanced society in the world, or so we were supposed to believe—I no longer believed this—and we’d yet to master a functional speaker system on police cars. I would go, I thought, to the desert prison, and far from the ocean I would live out my days. More vehicles were approaching, more voices squawking at me. Sunlight glittered on the waves.

I was thinking of Kareem, all of those hours drinking coffee in his kitchen, the conversations that had sustained me over decades of friendship. I’d always come to him, for his protection more than anything else, but now I wished I’d invited him to my house, just once. I wished he could have seen my only other companion, the portrait in my hallway at home: Olivia on Yellow Sofa, a long-dead woman gazing calmly at me through the frame. I didn’t expect to see the image again, but no matter, it was imprinted in memory. I was so grateful to her, grateful for her company over all these years. She had been a presence in my life. She had steadied me. Sea and sky had taken on a supernatural brilliance, because soon, very soon—now people were approaching behind me over the sand, and I sensed rather than heard them—I would disappear into a life of interiors.

A man said, close behind me, “You are under arrest.”

I understood now why that old sequence of passphrases had called to me, all those lines about oceans and ships: I had always been moving toward this moment. There were seagulls diving through the air before me, and I couldn’t imagine anything more beautiful than the sunlight on their wings. I thought, I want to dive into the ocean and keep swimming into the blue. But instead of doing this I took a deep breath of ocean air, and turned to face the arresting officer.
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Thirty years earlier, after I left Latika’s salon:

Only one other traveller disembarked with me at the platform in the desert, a young man who kept glancing at me in a furtive way. I was dressed in a manner meant to communicate Service—a dark suit with a severe collar, dark glasses, no handbag—and I was aware of the impression I made, or thought I was aware of it until I caught a glimpse of my face on the reflective surface of the shuttle bus information screen. I looked more deathly than I’d imagined. I looked soulless. But I wore the dark glasses to hide my fear. Even with the precautions I’d taken—a recording of my informant naming my colleague as a criminal conspirator—visiting a work camp without official reason or permission was a dangerous move.

As a senior Service officer, I was entitled to transport, so I touched my hand to a screen, entered a request, and a moment later I saw a small vehicle driving toward me through the dust, a little white bubble of a self-driving car that pulled up alongside and flashed a number on the windshield that corresponded to a number on my watch.

The man waiting on the platform stared beseechingly at me—he was either gathering his courage to set out walking or waiting endlessly for a transport bus that might or might not arrive—but I didn’t look at him. This was no time for tenderness or distraction. I climbed into the little car and it set off at speed across the desert.

I had been out here only once, years earlier on a different case, and the camp was much larger than I’d remembered. This place wasn’t a prison, exactly, in the sense that the people here were technically free to leave. There were no fences of any kind. But to leave this place without completing one’s sentence was to become a ghost. The people here were in limbo. They were sentenced to camp labour for low-level or first-time offences—one might spend five years here for criticizing the State, for example—and only by serving that time could they reenter society.

The residents lived in barracks, arrayed like spokes radiating outward from a central complex of factories. At the edge of the camp, there was an orphanage. When parents were sent here, their children were sent to the orphanage, and the only possible way to see those children was to serve out one’s sentence in the camp. It all made for a haunted atmosphere. There was deep sadness here. The car sped rapidly down a row of cement barracks, past an empty swimming pool, and into a cracked parking lot in front of the central administrative offices, and here the doors of the car released with a hydraulic whoosh. I stepped out into the dry air.

There was no one in sight, but I heard the dull rumble and whirr of the factories. The main entrance was locked. I put my hand to a scanner and then stared into a camera for a moment until someone buzzed me in. I entered into a wide corridor, which in memory was an antiseptic, hospital-nightmare white, but now it was dingy, dust gathering in the corners. A faded sign directed me to Visitor Processing, a dull green door at the end of the corridor. I passed through into a waiting area, where a tired-looking woman behind a high desk peered down and blinked at me.

“Hello,” she said. “I didn’t realize you’d arrived already.”

“How did you not realize that? You sent the car, didn’t you?” I was more curious than anything, but she flinched as if I’d shouted at her. She adjusted her hair, and I saw the old tattoo on the back of her hand. It was a line drawing of a chrysanthemum, a symbol of the old pro-democracy protests twenty years ago. She was a resident on work duty.

“The systems are weird,” she said. “We get these blank spots sometimes, like it’ll go out for two minutes. I probably shouldn’t have told you that.”

“Probably not,” I agreed pleasantly. “I could be anyone.”

“You’re Service,” she said. “Ibari Waker. I saw it on the transport request.”

“But you didn’t know the transport had arrived.”

“Exactly,” she said. “See?” She rotated a monitor so I could see it. I saw a little dot that must have been the car I’d just taken, blinking on the surface of a map. From her screen, it looked like the car had stalled out in the desert.

“Is it a problem with the car, or with the system?”

“Who knows,” she said. “Who are you here to see?”

“I need a private room for a phone call,” I said, “and then I need to see Kareem Fayed.”

“You have an identifier number?”

“No.”

She sighed, and tapped the name into her system. “Karim with an I?”

“Kareem with two E’s. Middle name unknown. Last name Fayed. His place of birth and home address might be missing.”

“Right,” she said. “Okay. I have him here.” She entered something into the computer, and waited a moment. “He has no identifier,” she said. “I’ve never seen that before. I don’t know how he’s getting fed.”

“Well, hopefully he hasn’t starved to death,” I said. “Where can I make a phone call?”

“Go through those double doors and make a left,” she said, pointing, and a moment later I was in a very small room with a bolt on the inside of the door and a single plastic chair, no other furniture. I bolted myself in and sat for just a moment in the windowless quiet. I didn’t want to be a monster, that was the thing I was thinking as I transmitted the recording from the hair salon to David Grissom, but of course it was too late for that. I appended a message—Call me—and he did, a moment later.

“I don’t understand,” he said. Fear in his voice. “Why is Latika saying I was involved in the exit visa crime? Why’s she setting me up like this?”

“David,” I said, “I can make this go away, in exchange for a story.”

There was a long silence.

“What’s the story,” he said finally. I felt his contempt. He knew I was corrupt, and could do nothing about it.

“Today you went with me to Camp Five,” I said. “Together, we visited a resident, Kareem Fayed. We left together, you and I, while the resident returned to work.”

“Why were we visiting him?”

“Because he came up in relation to the exit visa case,” I said. “Someone mentioned him at a meeting. We were just following a lead.”

“Did the lead go anywhere?”

“Nowhere,” I said.

Later, in a visitors’ room, a white cavernous space with cement tables at intervals, I sat alone with my racing thoughts. There was natural light here, through skylights far above, but sand had settled in patches on the glass and the room was dimmer than it should have been. I felt outside of myself. But there was a world where another me had served almost twenty years in prison, I told myself, and what that meant was that I was strong enough for prison time. The thought of that other person was with me constantly now. Ari, my double, my other, my ghost.

A door clanged open on the far side of the room, and the Kareem from the other place entered. His clothes were several sizes too large, and his shirt had buttons missing. He looked thinner than he had when I’d seen him last, more tired.

“Kareem,” I said. I’d met this version of Kareem only briefly, in the shortest interrogation I’d ever done. “I’m Detective Ibari Waker.”

“You’re the other Ari. I remember you.” He took a seat across from me.

“Explain your clothes,” I said.

“There’s a clothing shortage.” Kareem’s voice was a little hoarse. He cleared his throat and tried again. “There’s an everything shortage, actually.”

“Are you being interrogated here?”

“No. I’m being stored here, I think. No one’s talked to me in a long time. I don’t have an identifier number, and it means I don’t get regular rations. It’s like they don’t really know I’m here.” I felt his desperation across the table. “You’re the first person in a long time. I don’t understand what I . . . I don’t understand what I did to get here,” he said. “It wasn’t my choice to come here. It wasn’t my fault.”

“How long are you meant to stay here?” I asked.

“They said it was indefinite,” he said softly.

“What kind of work are you doing?”

“I’m making licence plates,” he said. “Fourteen-hour days. I want you to understand, I was just, I was at a party. I know that sounds crazy, but I was at a party, there, and then I was in a lab. There was absolutely nothing in between, it was just like a . . .” He shook his head. “I didn’t come here on purpose.”

“Do you understand what brought you here?”

“No,” he said. “No, not at all. One of my interrogators referred to it as an accident, before I came here, and that is my only clue. Something happened, something went wrong, and I’ve been here ever since.”

“Kareem,” I said, “in the place you came from, the place with Ari in it, you told me you were going to be a father.”

He swallowed hard, and nodded.

“You were happy about it?”

“Yeah. I liked the idea of just, of having more in my life, I guess. Being of service to someone, being there for a kid who needed me. Helping to take care of a person.”

I nodded. “Do you think,” I said, “that given the right resources, you might be capable of taking care of two small children?”

He blinked. “Well, I used to babysit my cousins.”

In the inside pocket of my suit I carried an old pair of glasses, the pair I’d stepped on in Fillmore, repaired with their silver tape. I took them out now, and slid them across the table.

“Broken glasses,” Kareem said. “Thanks.”

“You’re going to put these on,” I said, “and keep them on, and do exactly what I say, and the two of us will walk out of here.” I rose, and gestured for him to stand too. “When we walk past the front desk,” I said, “you’ll let me do the talking.”

“Okay,” he said. He looked a little dazed.

“With me,” I said to Kareem. We walked out together, back into the reception area, where the woman with the chrysanthemum tattoo stared at us. I met her gaze, and touched the back of my hand, where the tattoo was on her body.

In later years I returned again and again to that moment, that small movement, because it wasn’t just that her eyes brightened, it was a weight lifting from her. I felt that I was watching someone rise. She stood straighter. She believed in something.

“This man with me isn’t a resident,” I said. “He’s a fellow Service officer. His name is David Grissom. Repeat that back to me.”

She nodded, and lightly touched her tattoo. “David Grissom,” she said.

“You saw me walk in there with him,” I told her.

“Yes,” she said, “I definitely did.” She smiled at me.


“Perhaps you could tell me,” Alberto said, a day later in his office in Los Angeles, “why you and Detective Grissom were visiting a resident in one of the desert camps yesterday.”

“The name came up in connection with the exit visa case,” I said. “It turned out to be nothing.”

“You’re recused from speaking with that particular resident,” Alberto said.

“I didn’t speak with him,” I said. “David did. I observed.”



Outside in the courtyard, the car was waiting. Kareem climbed in beside me. He looked shaky and a little stunned, blinking in the sunlight. “Lower your window,” I said, as the car drove us out down the line of buildings.

“I don’t know how,” he said, after a moment.

I reached over his head and pressed the button on the ceiling, and hot desert air flooded the vehicle. “How do you not know how to open a car window?”

“They’re different where I’m from.” We were approaching a camera array, an archway under which we’d have to pass. I drove slowly toward it. The lights on the array were white, until they suddenly flicked to red.

“What does that mean?” Kareem asked.

“Let me do the talking,” I said. I stopped the car. There was a small guardhouse nearby, from which a tall man in a brown uniform emerged. He moved slowly in the heat, his face shaded by a wide-brim hat. I lowered my window, and he peered in at the two of us.

“Don’t be alarmed,” he said. “It’s a random check.”

“We have a train to catch,” I said, in the most bored voice I could muster. “Myself and my colleague.”

He looked at me for a moment, then held out a palm scanner. I placed my hand on the screen. “I need your voice confirmation,” he said.

“My voice is my passcode.”

“No,” he said, slowly, “that Service shit. Fucking poetry or whatever.”

“Fine.” What was the correct passphrase for the day? My heart was racing. “As night fell the last light remaining was on the highest floor of the tower,” I said. A single green check mark—one of three—appeared on the screen, hard to see in the glare of the afternoon. “Below in the darkness we travelled onward.” Second check mark. The third passphrase was a rewording from a previous month. “Wind on your face, darkness, scattered lights. Lights in the darkness. Always coming home.”


“We took the liberty of examining the contents of yours and Detective Grissom’s phones,” Alberto said. “Why didn’t you tell me what your informant said about him?”

“I’ve prepared a report on it,” I said. “I’d just wanted to look it over again this morning before I submitted it to you.”

“I don’t care about typos,” Alberto said irritably, “when there’s a corrupt agent in play.”

“Enjoy your drive,” the guard said, and stepped back from the car. I kept my window lowered too, because I didn’t trust this car.



“Where are we going?” Kareem asked softly, once we’d cleared the edge of the camp.

“I’m keeping a promise I made to a friend,” I said. The train platform was a small shape on the horizon, shimmering in the heat. Something was wrong with the car. It wasn’t just that the transponder was out, I realized, it was that something had gone wrong with the entire electrical system. The windshield screens were flickering, the control panel too. The car shuddered to a halt and went dark. We sat still for a moment, Kareem and I. It was the end of the afternoon, the sun low in the sky. 

“Now what?” Kareem asked.

“We walk,” I said. “It’s five kilometres, we’ll be fine.”

“My door’s locked.”

“Good thing your window’s open,” I said, and climbed out of mine. I liked this version of myself, that was what I was thinking as I dropped awkwardly to the ground. When I rose, the car looked hollow and inert in the half-light, a discarded exoskeleton.


“Of course,” I said to Alberto. “Forgive me. I’ll forward you the report when I’m back at my desk.”

“Thank you,” he said. “A replacement will stop by your office sometime this afternoon.”

“A replacement?”

“For David Grissom,” Alberto said. “He was arrested this morning.”



Kareem was standing up on the other side of the car, brushing sand off his clothes. “Do I still need to wear these?” he asked. He was holding the glasses.

“Put those on,” I said. “Your name is David Grissom. You’ll keep that name until I tell you to drop it, and that’s a real person, so after you drop that name you’ll never use it again. You’re a Service agent. Don’t talk if we’re questioned.” I set out walking, and after a moment I heard his footsteps behind and then beside me. I’d gone further beyond the rules than I’d ever imagined. I wouldn’t have expected the exhilaration in this. We walked in silence for a while, until I sensed that Kareem was calm.

“With the glasses,” I said, “your face looks like a blur of light on facial recognition systems. The faulty vehicle is helpful too.”

“But they’ll know I’m gone from the camp.”

“They’ll assume you’ve decided to leave society and become a ghost,” I said. “It’s uncommon, but not unheard-of. You weren’t a prisoner there.”

Walking regulates the central nervous system, and is occasionally useful in interrogations.

“I don’t know what will happen,” I said, “or if I’ll have another chance to speak with you.”

“Okay,” he said.

A day or two earlier, I’d purchased a holographic video camera. After a kilometre or so I fished it out of my pocket, clicked it on, and angled it toward him as we walked.


“I never thought Detective Grissom would be arrested,” I said. “He’s a good detective with an otherwise excellent record.”

Alberto shrugged. “Sometimes it’s best to set an example.”

“What will happen to him?”

“He’s out of my hands now,” Alberto said.



The sun was at the horizon now, the desert sliding into a shadowed territory where distance was uncertain. There was a light on the platform, just one, a beacon. Sometimes on long walks I slip into something like a fugue state, where I start to believe that I’ve always been walking and will be walking forever. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed before I spoke again.

“I know you’ve talked about this before,” I said. “Probably more often than you would’ve liked. But I need you to tell me what happened. How you arrived here.”

“Why?”

“I want to understand what happened to my friend,” I said. “Her name was Nico. She disappeared.”

He sighed. “I saw her. She was at my party.”

“Back up. Tell me about the place where the party was.”

“Los Angeles,” he said, “but a different Los Angeles. I don’t understand it.”

“What was that place like? Let’s just say it was a different city, for the sake of our sanity. Describe it to me.”

“Well,” he said, “it was full of refugees. There’d been a war. Los Angeles wasn’t disputed territory, so people came into the city when the California Republic borders were being settled, because it was safer inside the city than outside the city. And then there was a time when the fighting had ended, for the most part, just sporadic violence here and there, and then after a while the curfew was finally lifted.”

“What did you do when the curfew was lifted?”

“I decided to throw a party,” Kareem said.


Thirty years later, in a shantytown in the burn zone on the outskirts of Los Angeles, Marlowe sat in a makeshift building and watched the long-ago recording: a holographic version of the man she’d always known as her father, dazed and dressed in ragged clothing, telling the story to Ibari as he walked toward the Los Angeles train.

Several hours later, she walked out of the burn zone and down to the beach. Was her father alive or dead? Both. Vehicles had been driven on the sand, quite recently, the tire tracks fresh. She walked south for a while, dazed from hours of conversation with the genetic double of the man who’d raised her, and swam around the burn zone fence.

On the other side, by the Santa Monica Pier, two men in grey approached her. State agents, conducting random interrogations in the wake of a historic data breach. Marlowe stood on the sand and submitted to their questions. Had she done or seen anything unusual this evening? Had she heard anyone talking about any breach of State secrets from Service headquarters, or expressing opinions on those secrets? No, Marlowe said. She’d seen and heard nothing. She’d spoken with no one. She’d just been out for a walk on the beach.

Samir had told her she’d someday recover from her marriage and she wanted to believe that, she thought that might be true, but she still carried such doubt. She still didn’t believe herself, most of the time, and it seemed to her later that her doubt was what saved her that night, while she was being questioned on the sand. Nothing at all out of the ordinary? the agents asked. And she was so used to doubting herself, she was so accustomed to rewriting the experiences of her life, that it didn’t feel like lying when she said No, nothing out of the ordinary, nothing at all, just out for a walk on the beach, because how could she be sure that she’d seen what she remembered seeing?

The agents moved on to another target, and Marlowe continued walking down the shore.
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Kareem loved antique cocktails, and was sipping an old-fashioned as the first guests arrived: Gloria, in a sparkly sequined shirt—Kareem appreciated the effort—and her new roommate, a very pretty woman with short dark hair who flashed a dazzling smile and introduced herself as Ari. They smiled when he told them to throw their jackets on the bed and hung them on hooks instead, from which he concluded that one or both had some experience with bedbugs. But there was no time to ask, more guests were arriving, the party was flowing up the stairs and taking shape in the room around him, and he felt a pleasant looseness in his movements, the cocktail settling into his blood.

“Kareem!” someone said. It was his friend Saraya from work. “The place looks beautiful.”

“Thank you,” he said.

It was his first party since his girlfriend had moved out. He’d worried about hosting without her, but to his delight, the evening was taking on a golden quality. The timing here is important: this was the late spring of 2031, days after the formal declaration of secession by the California Republic. The foreign soldiers were gone from Los Angeles, the curfew had been lifted, and the night was ecstatic. Had he gone overboard with the flowers? He had taken some care. There were vases everywhere, on every surface, with candles burning between them. The chandeliers were turned down low. The windows were cracked, and the scent of rain on pavement wafted in.

“I love your dress,” someone said to Saraya in the tumult, “the construction is really remarkable,” and he noticed that Saraya’s dress involved hundreds or thousands of tiny pleats. But his friend Bruno was coming in, doing that double-kiss thing that Kareem had always found embarrassing—he knew it was standard in France and possibly elsewhere in Europe, but on his home continent he found it horribly affected—and then something drew Kareem’s attention to the kitchen door. A woman was coming out of the kitchen, but he couldn’t remember her having entered the apartment.

Then he recognized her.

“Saraya,” he said, “you changed your clothes!” Saraya was wearing shorts now, and a pink T-shirt. “Did you spill something on that gorgeous dress?”

“What dress?” Saraya asked. She looked scared, Kareem realized. Something was wrong. Saraya was looking around as if she’d never seen this place before, no recognition in her eyes. She sank back against a wall. “Kareem,” she said, “what is this place?”

“Are you okay?” he asked, but as he spoke he was turning toward the windows, where the other Saraya—still in her silver dress—was admiring a flower arrangement.

Kareem felt like he was drowning. He reached out and grabbed hold of the closest steady thing in his immediate vicinity, which was his friend James’s arm.

“You okay?” James asked.

“Look,” Kareem whispered. He pointed, and James looked: at the woman standing stunned against a wall in the corner of the room, and her double over by the windows.

“What the fuck,” James said. “She has a twin?”

“Am I crazy?” Kareem felt crazy. “There’s two of them, right?”

The Saraya by the window turned and smiled at James and Kareem. They’re beautiful, she mouthed, meaning the flowers.

“We’re mistaken,” James said softly to Kareem. “We are definitely mistaken.”


“But you weren’t mistaken,” Ibari said, a year later, in a different world. Walking beside him across kilometres of desert in the fading light, a train platform shining in the near distance.

“Yeah,” Kareem said. “There were two of them. But we had to be mistaken, because the alternative was insanity.”



But Kareem felt nauseous now, and he wasn’t too obtuse to understand what that meant. Sometimes the body knows things that the conscious mind won’t accept, a therapist had once told him. The conversation with the therapist had involved this awkward phenomenon where Kareem felt ill every time he had to see his family, but the principle was the same. Someone said his name, new guests were arriving, and Kareem’s attention was diverted, although as he greeted them he did register that the second Saraya had slipped past—a flash of pink shirt on her way out of the apartment. He decided to pretend she hadn’t been there, although this was made harder by the way James was staring at the silver-dress Saraya by the window. Also there was no time, more people were coming in and he had to greet them and pretend nothing was wrong.

“Bold shirt,” someone said. It was a friend who’d brought an armload of flowers.

“Thank you,” Kareem said, and then, “Great to see you!” and then, “Let me get these flowers into a vase!” as he moved through the gathering crowd to the kitchen. When had he become an actor? James was trailing after him with a lost expression.

“I know countries don’t last forever and there’s always going to be new ones,” someone said as he passed, “but it feels like a miracle, right?”

“To the Republic of California,” someone said, raising a bottle.


“Where you’re from,” Ibari said, just confirming, “California is an independent republic?”

“Yes,” Kareem said. “The whole country fractured. But I can’t tell you what a good moment that was, the night of the party. The curfews had finally lifted.”

“That moment didn’t happen here,” Ibari said. “Tell me more about it.”

“It’s just, everything had been hard for so long by then, years. But then there was a new country, and we were so excited. Like a new country meant we were going to be new people.”



The kitchen was crowded. Kareem knelt between his guests to look under the sink for a vase.

“Kareem,” someone said softly, nearby. A woman had crouched beside him. “Kareem, where are we?”

“Hi,” Kareem said, and then, “Gloria?”

The woman frowned, seemingly confused. “It’s me,” she said. “Kareem, it’s me, it’s Nico.”

Kareem clutched the cupboard door, lightheaded. He’d known Gloria for years, and this was the first time he’d heard her use that name.

“Kareem,” the woman said urgently, “Kareem, what happened? Where are we? What is this place?”

This wasn’t exactly Gloria, he saw now. She had Gloria’s face, and Gloria’s voice, but different clothes, different hair, and she didn’t have Gloria’s scar from the Highland Park attack.


“It was happening again,” Ibari said.

“Yeah, it was happening again.”

“And you’re absolutely sure that was the name she used? She introduced herself as Nico?”

“Yes,” Kareem said.

“What did you do?”

“I kept it together.”



He kept it together because that was what Kareem did. Keeping it together was his superpower. “You’re at my party,” he said to this not-Gloria. The thought occurred to him that he might be having a psychotic break. He had no history of mental illness, but what else could it mean that he was seeing extra people, for lack of a better phrase, people who wore his friends’ faces but who weren’t quite his friends, people who were essentially wrong? It felt important to stay very calm.

“Okay,” the woman—Nico—said. She looked so scared.

“Kareem,” Bruno said, “are you Team San Diego Stays or San Diego Goes?” That was the month when San Diego was waffling on the question of whether to commit to the Republic of California or form its own independent city-state.

“If they have to think that hard about it,” someone else said, “they can go join the Pacific Ocean.”

“I’m neutral on San Diego,” Kareem said, without taking his eyes off Nico.

“I think we should keep them,” said Bruno. “I like beach volleyball boys.”

“Kareem, you got a bottle opener?” someone asked. Kareem stood, and Nico rose too. Nico looked like she was on the verge of a panic attack. She looked like she knew no one else in this room.

“Sure,” Kareem said, “just in that drawer over there—” And this time it was less of a shock when Gloria came in, the version of Gloria who didn’t call herself Nico and whom he’d known for ten or eleven years, with her sequined shirt, her familiar curtain of hair, her scarred forehead. Gloria was focused on refilling a cup of Pepsi and Nico seemed not to have seen her, because Nico, it seemed to Kareem, wanted only to escape. Nico was slipping away through the crowd, and then gone. Kareem was vastly relieved that they hadn’t noticed one another. He was aware of the absurdity of wanting to be a good host to both his real guest and his real guest’s doppelgänger, but hosting was something he cared about.

“This is crazy,” James said quietly, beside him.

“We must be wrong,” Kareem said. “Lots of people look alike.” But he felt delirious at this point. He was aware that his shirt was unattractively blotched with sweat. “Excuse me a moment,” he murmured, to James or maybe to no one in particular, and left his own party. It was surprisingly easy to just walk out. “I’ll be right back,” he said brightly to a couple climbing the stairs, and then he slipped past them and down into the street.

Nico was gone. The street was empty, and the cool rain on his face made him feel less insane. He was walking quickly before he’d decided on a direction. He wanted so desperately to get away. He summoned an Uber and a moment later was staring dazed out the window of a westbound car. Traffic was light at this hour. He’d selected the most recent destination in the Uber app, which was, he realized dimly, a seafood restaurant by the Santa Monica Pier.

He stared out the window through miles of night, past strip malls and taco trucks, bakeries with elaborate layered cakes in lit-up windows, auto repair places and apartment buildings, gas stations, new tent cities that had sprung up like mushrooms to house refugees from the inland fighting. The city was less desolate now, he found himself thinking, less desolate but also even more incoherent. Less space between buildings, more people out on the streets. There was no more unused land now, the blank spaces on the banks of expressways colonized for housing. He wanted to get as far away from his apartment as possible.

By the Santa Monica Pier he walked out onto the sand, toward the water. The ocean breeze was beautiful. There were parties here and there on the beach, people gathered around illegal bonfires. He walked to the ocean and stared at the horizon. A ship was passing in the far distance, the faintest constellation of lights. He tried to let his mind go blank, to use all the calming exercises his therapist had taught him, but it was impossible not to imagine the guests at his party doubling in his absence. Perhaps even now other Brunos and other Jameses were spilling down the stairs to hang out with the other Saraya and the other Gloria, a shadow party congregating on the street.

It was the thought of the other Gloria that brought him to his senses. When he spoke with the other Gloria, the version of Gloria who called herself Nico, she hadn’t been menacing. She’d been terrified. Why had Kareem fled? He was struck by the realization that he was being a terrible host—he’d abandoned his apartment, his party, his guests—so he summoned a car that spirited him home. But when he was close to his house he found he was desperate to be outside in fresh air, so he had the driver pull over early and he walked the last half-mile.

Someone was sitting at the bottom of the steps leading up to his apartment. A woman with short dark hair, seemingly staring at nothing in particular, resting there. She looked up, and his heart seized for just a moment, but it was neither Gloria nor Saraya nor their strange doubles. It was Ari.


“It’s strange talking about this,” he said. “I know she isn’t you.”

“Did you speak with her?” Ibari asked.



She smiled when she recognized him. He said, “You’re Ari, right?”

“Hi. Yes.”

For just a moment, he wanted desperately to tell her. “There’s something wrong with the party,” he said. But what if she thought he was crazy? He sighed.

“What do you mean?”

“I’d tell you more,” he said, “but you’d think I’m insane.”

“I doubt that.”

“No, it’s actually crazy. You don’t want to know.”

“If I didn’t want to know I wouldn’t have asked,” Ari said, and Kareem saw that he’d annoyed her a little. He was desperate to change the subject. He saw black tattoo letters on her wrist.

“What’s that tattoo?” he asked. “Do you mind me asking? I like tattoos.”

Ari pushed up her sleeve, and he saw the words TRUE DILIGENCE. The lettering was uneven.


“True diligence,” Ibari said. “You’re sure that’s what it said?”

“Yes. It was a memorable phrase.”



“I’ve had it for a decade or so,” Ari said.

“You got it done in prison?” Kareem asked. Then, “I’m sorry. It’s none of my business. Gloria let it slip, but I don’t think she meant to tell me.”

“It’s okay.”

“You were in for a while, right?”

“Eighteen years,” Ari said. “I’ve been out for two months.”

“Jesus,” Kareem said. “Can I ask . . . ?”

“I took out a contract on my cousin,” Ari said. “It was a mistake and I’m not that person anymore.”

“Okay,” Kareem said. “Just when I thought this evening couldn’t get any stranger.”

“Why, what was strange before?”

“I can’t . . .” He sighed. “There’s something really wrong with this party,” he said, but saying even that was a mistake. Surely she’d think he was some kind of lunatic. They walked up the stairs in silence after that, and as he opened the door he had a wild thought that perhaps everyone had left—for how long had he been gone?—but the party was still there, the party had shed several guests and rearranged itself into something smaller, gentler, someone had switched the music to Django Reinhardt, the party had shrunk to the size of two rooms in lamplight, in candlelight, people clustered in just a few conversations. James was on the couch with a beer. In the living room, the candles illuminated the flowers, and the remaining guests were beautiful in the soft light.

All was tranquil. It was the kind of evening they’d all dreamt of for months, for years, through the desert of successive curfews and fear following the coup d’état. He could see it on the faces of his guests: this night was magical. There was such relief. But for Kareem, scanning his apartment for doppelgängers, there was a quality of nightmare to the scene. He heard someone saying, “Oh please, please, please, please,” over and over, and realized that he was talking to himself, a murmured plea as he looked behind the shower curtain, as he peered faux-casually into groups of people, as he opened the closet—“Oh, just looking for more candles”—and looked under the bed. His hands were shaking. He knew he was losing it, but if he didn’t look under the bed he would have to keep wondering if his double was hiding there. A strange thought when he went out to the terrace: he longed to see his double. No, that wasn’t right. He was desperate not to see his double. No, both. A double, well, was that not something like a twin? A twin might be an ally in an uncertain life. Surrender, he told himself, surrender, there is nothing you can do, but when in his life had he ever surrendered? It wasn’t in his nature.

Nonetheless, it seemed there truly was nothing to be done, so he returned to the terrace, where a few people had gathered. He sat by Bruno, who put an arm over Kareem’s shoulder, and for just a moment Kareem wanted to cry.

“How do you and Kareem know each other?” Bruno asked Ari.

“Oh, I don’t, to be honest,” Ari said. “I’m here with my roommate.”

“Gloria,” Kareem said. “We used to work together, back in the day.” Where was Gloria? He needed desperately to talk to her. Another woman was asking Ari something, so Kareem and Bruno were momentarily alone.

“Everything okay?” Bruno asked softly.

“Fine,” Kareem said. “Why?”

“You seem shaken.”

“It’s nothing,” Kareem said. “I’m good.” He noticed that everyone’s glasses were empty, so he went inside for more wine. He saw Gloria for the last time on his way to the kitchen. She was standing by the dining nook, looking up at the only painting he owned—Swan Dive, by Lucas Alkaitis, gifted to Kareem long ago by an uncle—and finally she was alone. He’d bring wine to his guests outside, he decided, then come back in and finally talk with her. She didn’t seem to notice as he walked by behind her. He walked into the kitchen—


“Then what?” Ibari asked. They were close to the train station now. Night was falling. Later, reviewing her video of the interrogation, she would notice the way he looked up at the sky as it filled with stars.

“I don’t want to talk about this,” Kareem told her. “I don’t think I can keep it together.”

“You walked into the kitchen, and . . . ?”



—and it was the wrong room. The doorway had somehow misfired and delivered him into an entirely different place. He had exited his apartment. He was in a much larger room, surrounded by incomprehensible equipment. He was standing on a low metal platform of some kind, crowded uncomfortably close to someone, so he stepped down to the floor to have more space. He looked up, and the person who’d been standing beside him was him, his double, a man with his face. Kareem closed his eyes. “What the fuck just happened,” someone said.

“Oh. Oh god. He’s another me,” the double on the platform said, and the nightmare deepened: the double didn’t have just Kareem’s face, but Kareem’s voice. “Something’s gone wrong.”

“Who is that?” the other man said, and then, “Who are you? Tell me your name.”

“Kareem.” Kareem opened his eyes, but the hallucination persisted. “Kareem Fayed.” And then, absurdly, “I was just in my apartment.”

“But where are the others?” the other Kareem said, in tones of mounting distress. “Where are the others? The other two? Saraya and Nico?”

“Please,” Kareem said, “can someone tell me where I am?”

But he seemed unimportant. The other two men were shouting at each other and examining the equipment.

What he wished in later years was that he might return momentarily to that version of himself, to the man crouched terrified on the floor in those first minutes, that he could tell him: There will be darkness for a while, you will spend a year in a detention camp in the Mojave Desert, but that life will draw to a close and a new life will begin when Ibari comes for you.

2

He saw his double again only briefly, only once, on the day Ibari came to him. They drove and then walked to the desert train station, while he told the story of the party for what he decided would be the final time, and then took the train into Los Angeles, connected with a trolley, and walked a few blocks to a house between towers. Ibari had explained the terms of the arrangement. He would care for the children. She would be there to help. His double wished to devote his time to working against the State and didn’t want to be a parent anymore. Kareem had braced himself for the meeting, but he still wasn’t prepared when the door to the house opened, and his double stood before him. Ibari pulled Kareem inside quickly, and the two men stared at one another in the foyer. They weren’t exactly identical, Kareem saw now. His double was a little heavier, and had a furtive expression that Kareem didn’t entirely recognize.

“She took all the recording devices out of the house,” the double said finally, with a glance at Ibari.

“Okay,” Kareem said. He wasn’t sure why a house would have recording devices in it.

“I told the kids my brother would be taking care of them for a few days,” the double said.

“Where are you going?” Kareem asked, and immediately regretted it. It was a stupid question, he decided. Whatever his double was up to, it was secret enough that it was best he didn’t know.

“I need to devote myself to the Resistance,” the double said. “It’s easier to do, and less dangerous for the kids, if I remove myself.”

His suitcase was just inside the door, Kareem saw now.

“Can you tell me how I got here?” Kareem sensed the other man’s longing to take the suitcase and run.

“Yeah. I guess I owe you that.” The double was quiet for a second. “The great advances in science,” he said, “the discovery of penicillin and so forth, often they were accidents. I think this will be thought of in the same way, someday.”

“You didn’t answer my question.” Kareem was wondering if he himself was as annoying as his double. The double still couldn’t meet his eyes.

“There was an accident,” the double said. “I don’t understand how it happened. We were experimenting with teleportation.”

“Between universes?”

“Not on purpose,” the double said. “Are you up for this?”

“Up for what?”

The double glared at Ibari. “You didn’t tell him.”

“She did tell me,” Kareem said. “You want me to trade places with you and raise your children.”

“Yes.” The double picked up his suitcase. “I’m sorry,” the double said, finally. “I know it’s a lot.”

“What can you tell me about them? Your children?”

“They’re . . . I don’t know,” the man said. “They’re normal kids.” He met Kareem’s gaze before his eyes darted away. It seemed to Kareem that his double was afraid. In the years that followed, Kareem wished sometimes he could freeze time at this moment, to ask him more, talk to him, trace their stories back to a point of divergence. But the man was gone, walking away with his suitcase.

“Please tell me my manners are better than that guy’s,” Kareem said.

“Let’s sit in the living room,” Ibari said, “and I’ll tell you everything I know.”

Two hours later the children were home from preschool, delivered by a babysitter, who withdrew and left Marlowe and Samir staring at Kareem from the living room doorway. They looked like Kareem, that was the first thing he thought. No, they looked like what his and Gloria’s children would have looked like, if they’d had two children, if he’d been able to stay in the timeline where he’d once thrown a party.

“This is your dad’s brother,” Ibari said brightly. “Remember? Dad told you he’d be looking after you for a few days?”

“You look like our dad,” the boy said. Samir, Kareem remembered now. Samir’s hair was very short, and stuck up oddly in a way that made Kareem think the boy had maybe cut it himself with kitchen scissors.

“Well, I’m related to your dad,” Kareem said. “We’ve always looked alike.” His heart was beating too quickly. Would the entire rest of his life be this awkward? “Did your dad tell you where he’s going, by the way?”

“He said he had to go on a work trip,” the boy said.

“Motherfucker,” Kareem said quietly. It was all a bit much.

“What does motherfucker mean?” the little girl asked.

When Ibari left, Kareem took a shower and changed into his double’s clothes. He found the children in the kitchen, eating oranges and watching cartoons on a tablet, and he felt panic rising in his chest. What did they need? The girl—Marlowe—was tiny. Her hair hadn’t been brushed in at least a couple of days, he saw now. No, it had been brushed in the front but not in the back. In the back it was matted. What was he supposed to do with two children? The children and Kareem stared at each other.

“Do you have a hairbrush?” he asked Marlowe. “Maybe a comb?”

“Brushing her hair is my job,” Samir said gravely.

“You’re four,” Kareem said.

“I turned five.”

“How’d you like to just watch TV,” Kareem said, “and I’ll take care of Marlowe’s hair?”

“Yeah,” Samir said.

It took an hour to get the knots out of Marlowe’s hair. When had it last been brushed? No, a better question was why a five-year-old was in charge of brushing it. He left them there afterward, to explore the house. There were three bedrooms, but it seemed that all three were in use by the children’s father. One was a home office, and then there was the storage room. The storage room had unicorn wallpaper, and the ceiling light fixture was shaped like a cloud. Now there were untidy heaps of a woman’s clothes, a woman’s shoes, several boxes with NICO written on them in all-caps. Tomorrow, he decided, when the children were in school, he’d restore their bedrooms to them.

That first afternoon and evening were long and strange. They played tag in the garden. Kareem read aloud to them for a long time, book after book. They watched more cartoons. Kareem cooked frozen chicken nuggets and made a salad for dinner.

“Do you know where our mom is?” Samir asked, at dinner. At the word Mom, Marlowe stopped eating and looked at the floor.

“No,” Kareem said. A year had passed since his party, and by now Nico could have been anywhere, or dead. “But I think she’s trying to come back.” This had to be true, he reasoned. He saw Nico/Gloria in these children’s faces. The boy had Kareem’s eyes. His double’s eyes, he told himself, but was that not the same thing? A wild thought occurred to him: if he was these children’s father’s genetic double, and Nico was Gloria’s genetic double, then these two children were the siblings of his and Gloria’s baby. He closed his eyes for a moment.

“Are you going to take care of us now?” Samir asked.

I don’t know. I don’t know anything. I don’t know what I’m doing.

“I’m taking care of you now,” Kareem said. Trying not to think about Nico stumbling out of his party into a dream version of the city she knew, the horror of being jolted from this orderly place into that other, vastly wilder Los Angeles.

“You’re nicer than our other dad,” Samir said.

On the third day, Kareem took the children to the park by the ocean. He’d known a version of this place from rare forays to the west side in the city he’d come from, but here the park was much larger. In his city of origin, this park was a narrow green strip above the beach, a ribbon of palm trees and grass between a wide street and a sheer bluff, with the Santa Monica Pier gleaming and spinning like a collection of toys in the near distance. Here the pier was longer, or so it seemed to him, and the green strip was a field with palm trees that extended inland for the equivalent of several blocks, with fountains and playgrounds.

“Can we go to the swings?” Samir asked.

“Sure. Let’s do it.” The swings were some distance away across the green. The three of them walked there together, orbiting each other clumsily. He kept almost tripping over Marlowe, who kept stopping unexpectedly to look at things. What was he to these children? A babysitter, he decided. That was the only sane way to think about it. He stood behind and between two swings and pushed both kids, Marlowe with his left hand and Samir with his right. They loosened up while they were swinging, as if they were creatures meant to live in air, in motion, and he’d returned them to their preferred natural element. Marlowe was laughing now, and this made Samir laugh too. After an eternity had passed, Kareem’s arms were too tired to continue—if he spent time with small children regularly, he thought, he’d have to start lifting weights—and he stopped.

“More!” Marlowe shouted. “Swing more!”

“Do you like ice cream?” he asked in mild desperation.

“I do like ice cream,” Marlowe said.

“We never get ice cream!” Samir said. There was a little ice cream shop installed here in the park, a round building nearby with a spire on the roof and a steel ice cream cone atop the spire. The cone glinted in the sunlight. Kareem ordered ice cream for the three of them, then sparkling water in pink glass bottles. The clerk rotated a screen to face him, and there was a graphic of two eyes. Most people here paid for everything by means of an iris scan, Ibari had told him that, the biometrics connected to a bank account, but this would only work, he realized, if the system thought he was his double.

For an agonizing moment he stared at the screen, not breathing, then there was a soft chime, a green check mark, and the ice cream and sparkling water were his. He felt like he was dreaming. Who are these children? Their little hands reaching for him, for the ice cream. They went back outside and sat on a bench for a while in the sun. After the ice cream, Samir found a Frisbee that had been forgotten nearby and they played for what seemed like a very long time, after which Marlowe said she was hungry, so Kareem bought sandwiches. Was this his life now? Why did all the sandwiches here seem to involve sliced radishes?

The three of them sat together on a bench again, and the kids seemed happy and at ease. Kareem himself was happier than he could remember being in a long time. When he could forget the strangeness, there was such peace in these small actions. They ate their sandwiches while the sun dropped and the light shifted into the golden hour.

“Where do you live when you’re not with us?” Samir asked.

“Nearby,” Kareem said.

“I can do cartwheels,” Samir said.

“Show me!” But then Kareem looked up, and Ibari was approaching. Kareem had a sense that she’d been studying the three of them for some time.

“Samir,” Kareem said, “you’re pretty big.”

“Yeah,” Samir said.

“Do you think you could take your sister to that play structure over there? All by yourselves, just the two of you, and you’re in charge?”

Samir’s face lit up. “I’m in charge because I’m big?”

“You’re in charge because you’re big.”

“Okay,” Samir said, and took Marlowe’s hand. They walked away slowly, while Ibari took a seat beside Kareem.

“You’re good at this,” she said.

“I’m trying.”

“Can you keep trying? Can you be their father?”

He was watching the children. They were so small. They needed him. He had no way to get home.

“I can try,” Kareem whispered.

“They’re so young,” Ibari said. “In a year or two, they might not remember anything about a different father.”

Kareem was thinking of the parents he’d known in the barracks of the desert camp, subdued people who worked their menial jobs all day, uncomplaining, because that was the only way they’d see their children again. What terrified him, when he thought of it, was that kind of love. The idea of loving someone—two someones—so much that you’d give up your freedom for a chance to see them again. A black van was passing on the far side of the park. He watched the way the van drew attention, the way a couple of the older children watched it, the way the adults carefully avoided looking at it at all, the subtle relief when it was gone.

“Ibari,” he said, “is this a place where sometimes people just disappear?”

“It’s best not to talk about that,” Ibari said softly.

She came to him once a week after that, always while the children were at school, and they talked for hours and drank coffee in his kitchen. At first she was his handler, his guide to the territory, the person who told him everything he needed to know to convincingly pass as a local, but quickly he came to see her as a friend. She wanted to know about the place he’d come from. They traded information about their imperfect countries and talked about this place, these children, their lives.

As part of the arrangement Ibari had brokered, the children’s father had paid off the mortgage on the house. Kareem found a job at a clothing store nearby. Retail suited him. He had an eye for clothes. He cared for the children, went to work, maintained the garden, drank coffee with Ibari, cleaned the house. He built a life.

When did he come to love these children? Within a month or two of meeting them, although it wasn’t possible to pinpoint an exact date. When did the children forget their original father, or forget that their first father and Kareem weren’t the same person? Quickly, very quickly, or so it seemed to Kareem. He seldom felt like he knew what he was doing, but he read all of the parenting books he could, and he tried to be a steady presence. It seemed to him that Marlowe and Samir were happy, most of the time.

Samir and Marlowe were seven and five when a statue of their mother was erected in Memorial Square. There was a brief ceremony on a brilliant day in July. Ibari was there, stone-faced behind dark glasses, but few other people were in attendance. Kareem stood with the children under a UV umbrella. Marlowe and Samir were very still. They knew that their mother and their mother’s colleague Saraya had disappeared in a catastrophically botched teleportation experiment. The failed experiment had been highly publicized, because it was the reason the State had taken over not just UCLA but all universities, ending tenure as a matter of public safety. Samir and Marlowe—and the general public—had no idea that their father had been involved.

In popular imagination, Nico and Saraya were the Lost Travellers. They were cast in vaguely heroic terms: yes, they’d been the victims of an inexplicable accident, but also they had set out for a destination at which they’d failed to arrive, and there was romance in this.

“I remember her planting the jasmine in the garden,” Samir said quietly, on the night the statue was erected.

“I don’t remember her,” Marlowe said, but then she couldn’t sleep that night and came to Kareem at two in the morning, crying from a nightmare. He tried to put her back to bed but she couldn’t bear the dark. Kareem took her to the living room and held her on the couch in warm lamplight.

“It’s okay,” he murmured. “It’s okay to be sad.”

“Dad,” Samir said. He’d come out into the living room, blinking in his pyjamas, dragging his favourite blanket. “Is Marlowe all right?”

“She’s just having a hard moment,” Kareem said. He’d come across this phrase in one of his parenting books. “Come here.” Samir came to lie beside his sister, and Kareem covered both of them with the blanket, then held them close. Within moments both children were asleep, warm weights against his body, breathing lightly. He couldn’t move without waking them. He was perfectly happy, and the realization brought tears to his eyes.

Although some nights he lay awake in the darkness and he couldn’t breathe. The State was a malevolent weight on their lives. It was a low-level fear that never entirely left him, it was black cars moving too slowly down sunlit streets, unsmiling plainclothes agents in pairs, drones gliding quietly through the air above him, a constant possibility of disaster. Sometimes people he knew disappeared and he never saw them again.

Sometimes living in this country felt like living at the end of the world. He tried to accept this, tried to find some meaning in it. Who will you be at the end of the world? I tried to be a good parent. I tried to be a good friend.

When Marlowe at twenty-one brought home the man she’d eventually marry—much older, superficially charming but sulky in unguarded moments, obviously jealous of Marlowe’s intelligence, obviously more interested in the aesthetics of being with a younger woman and less interested in, say, the composition of Marlowe’s character or her soul—Kareem was dispirited. He knew that if he stood in the way, he would lose her, so he stepped back. Sometimes all you can do is be there to catch someone when they fall. There are so many different kinds of violence, that was the thing he always thought of when he saw the State’s dark vans moving through the city, when Marlowe started to fade out and make herself small in the face of her husband’s control, when Ibari cautioned him against criticizing the State in public.

He was certain that the children didn’t remember their original father. He felt it was better that way. But when he watched Marlowe fade into her marriage, when he watched her grow quieter in her husband’s presence, what he wondered sometimes was whether some sense memory of Marlowe’s original father remained, some trace memory of neglect that made neglect feel like home.

Kareem hated virtual reality, but in the last few years of his life he liked to come to Marlowe’s lectures, even though usually it was the same lecture, shifting and improving over time. He was so proud of her. He would put on the headset, without telling her he was coming, and visit the silvery virtual rooms where she spoke.

“Let us begin,” she always said, “with some fundamental definitions. What is transport? It’s the movement of matter through time and space.” He loved the next part, and always smiled when he heard it. “Incidentally,” she said, “that’s also life.”
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In a studio in New York City, 1960, Lucas is painting a portrait of his friend Olivia. Actually friend isn’t really the word, but neither is enemy. They’re both painters, but colleague is absolutely the wrong word too. They are professional rivals. They paint portraits of one another to save money on models. Olivia is unreasonably beautiful, but she only sleeps with girls, which is disappointing. Sometimes Lucas enjoys her company, sometimes he can’t stand her, and he thinks this might be mutual. She’s more successful than he is, which feels like a problem. In an abstract way he looks forward to a time in his life when he never has to see her again, but also he likes her. It’s confusing.

It’s three in the morning, lights burning overhead but also a few candles lit here and there around Olivia, to improve both the light and the overall atmosphere. The atmosphere’s wrong, though, and he can’t fix it.

“Okay,” he says, “let’s stop for the night.” This happens to him often when they’re together, a flash of irritation and a desire to be alone. But she doesn’t respond, and when he looks, she’s fallen asleep. He positioned her with the side of her face against the back of the couch, looking at him, and she’s drifted off without moving. She looks softer when she’s sleeping, like a much gentler person.

It seems cruel to wake her, sleeping so peacefully, so he puts the portrait away and does what he was planning on doing once she left: he prepares a new canvas, brews some coffee, and sets up a palette in black, green, blue, and white. Lately he’s been thinking of a painting of an ocean that he saw when he was a boy, actually a painting of a foundering ship in which the ocean was the villain, one of those epic-tragedy-at-sea situations. Ships aren’t interesting to him, but he likes painting waves. How cold is the water? Not very, not deadly cold anyway. When did he last swim in the ocean? Long ago. Lucas is not a sporting man, and this was true even before the heroin. He likes being indoors, with his work, at night.

It’s three forty when Lucas glances at the clock again, the deepest hour. His mother hates that he stays up all night, that’s what he’s thinking about when he resumes painting. It can’t all be ocean. He should break it up somehow. A person? Perhaps not a whole person. Perhaps just a person’s feet as they slip under the surface. When he was a teenager, new to the joys of not sleeping, his mother liked to quote Edna St. Vincent Millay at him, her famous little poem about unsustainable habits:


My candle burns at both ends;

It will not last the night;

But ah, my foes, and oh, my friends—

It gives a lovely light!



“Ah, my foe,” he says aloud to Olivia, and she stirs but doesn’t quite wake up. (Also foe isn’t the right word either.) His mother always quoted the poem as a warning—it will not last the night!—but that’s a misreading, or so it seems to him.

“Obviously working this way is unsustainable,” he says, still to Olivia, “but literally no one expects that.”

“No one,” she says, startling him considerably. She stretches, blinking. “How long was I out?”

“Maybe an hour,” he says, unsure if this is true. When he’s deep in the work, time is elastic. She rises, yawning, and comes around to look at the canvas. He watches her face while she looks at the waves, and he hates that he cares so much whether she likes the work or not.

“Is it going to be all water?”

“No, there’s going to be a diver,” he says. “I think just feet disappearing into this corner, right up here.”

“Just the feet?” She’s gathering her things, putting on a red tweed coat with wine stains on the left sleeve.

“Yeah, because he’s diving.” Christ, she’s irritating.

“Not bad,” she says, and then leaves without saying goodbye, which is one of her signature moves. She thinks it’s bold. He locks the studio door behind her, thinking about the poem again. The point isn’t that the candle won’t last the night. Everything is temporary. The point is that the light is gorgeous while it lasts.
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