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In memory of Bob Davies—
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who made physics fun





An excerpt from
An Insider’s History of the Paradox Club

(unpublished), by Prefect 16

You may have walked past one of us on the street without realizing it. We are people from all ethnic and cultural backgrounds. We are just like you. You would not give any one of us a second glance in the market or the TSA line or at your kid’s soccer game. But what we do might keep you alive. What we do might protect you from dangers you cannot even imagine. What we do might preserve the future of humankind.




THERAPIST N + 1

“Do you have any place to go?”

“No.”

“There must be someplace.”

“No.”

“Where do you feel safe?”

“The island.”

“An isolated, uninhabited island is probably not the best place for someone suffering a mental health crisis.”

“Is that what this is?”

“When you called, you said you felt like a marble falling off a table, Tess. You told me a dark wave was cresting over you. These are not healthy metaphors. You didn’t get out of bed for three days. And before you sat down just now you had to tap the arm of the chair three times. Yes, this is a mental health crisis.”

“I always tap the arm three times.”

“Tess.”

“Okay, fine, it’s a mental health crisis.”

“Do you feel stressed?”

“Are you kidding? Papers due, exams coming up, and every time I try to do any work, I have to tap the arm of the chair or…or something. And if I make it through this year, what then? I’ve always had school. What do I do without it?”

“You like having structure?”

“Doesn’t everyone?”

“Are you having suicidal thoughts?”

“I don’t know. I want to feel safe.”

“Who makes you feel safe?”

“Harry.”

“Your father?”

“Yes.”

“Why do you call him Harry?”

“It’s his name.”

“But people don’t usually call their parents by their first names.”

“Don’t they?”

“I’m glad you have happy memories of Harry, but you do know that he’s dead.”

“Of course I know that.”

“What about your mother?”

“What about her?”

“Does she make you feel safe?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Haven’t we been through this before?”

“No, we haven’t. Maybe you’re thinking of another therapist?”

“Maybe.”

“It says here you’ve seen four other therapists in the office since you came to the University of Illinois.”

“Sounds about right.”

“How many therapists have you had in your life, Tess?”

“I don’t know. I just think of my previous therapist as number n, which makes you therapist number n + 1. And here you are two sessions in and we’re already having fun.”

“So, why doesn’t your mother make you feel safe?”

“She doesn’t love me.”

“I’m sure that’s not true.”

“She blames me for Harry’s death.”

“What makes you say that?”

“She said so.”

“Was she abusive?”

“She didn’t pay enough attention to me to be abusive. She acted like I didn’t exist.”

“She neglected you.”

“After Harry died, she didn’t want me around. We tried a few times—a week here, an overnight there. Once even as long as a month. But it was even worse being ignored in person than being neglected from across town. Once in a while she might notice me enough to harp on me about something. You hung your toothbrush up backward. You didn’t fold the towels properly. You can’t possibly wear that shirt with those pants. I actually liked it when she nagged me. At least it was an acknowledgment of my existence. Those were rare.”

“Did you ignore her, too?”

“Eventually.”

“And where did you live, when you weren’t with your mother?”

“With my aunt Vivian.”

“Right. You mentioned her last time. ‘Crazy Vivian,’ I think you called her.”

“Something like that.”

“How do you think your mother would react if you reached out, if you told her you needed help?”

“She’d be annoyed, and she wouldn’t lift a finger. But she’d come up with some excuse to make her—what did you call it?—her neglect seem reasonable.”

“Maybe you underestimate her.”

“Not possible.”

“Look, Tess, if you drop out of school, it means you can’t go on living in the dorm. You don’t have a job or any significant amount of money. You won’t even be able to see me or anyone else in this office once you’re officially not a student anymore. I don’t want you living on the streets. You have to go somewhere.”

“And you think I should go to Marie?”

“Your mother. Yes. That would certainly be one choice. But you shouldn’t go there if you think she’s only going to make the situation worse.”

“Then I shouldn’t go there.”

“When was the last time you saw your mother?”

“Two years ago, I think.”

“You haven’t seen her since your sophomore year?”

“Maybe three years ago, then.”

“Why haven’t you seen your mother in three years?”

“Harry died when I was twelve.”

“In the fire.”

“Right.”

“Ten years ago.”

“Right.”

“And…”

“And, like I said, I did spend some time with Marie, even though she clearly didn’t want me there. But finally, I couldn’t do it anymore—sitting there absorbing her resentment. So, when I was fourteen, I stopped going. On the advice of therapist number one. I mean, I’d visit for an awkward hour or two at Christmas, but other than that…”

“How long had you been in therapy?”

“A few months.”

“Your father was dead, your mother ignored you, and you waited almost two years to see a therapist?”

“I was a kid. What did I know?”

“Not even a school counselor or anything?”

“Therapist number one was the school counselor.”

“And you lived with Aunt Vivian?”

“On holidays. When I wasn’t at boarding school.”

“Who decided to send you to boarding school?”

“I got the impression Marie and Aunt Vivian talked about it together. Something about giving me a fresh start.”

“And they didn’t think you were a little young to go away to school?”

“I was intellectually mature, Vivian said.”

“Is Aunt Vivian your mother’s sister or your father’s?”

“Neither. Friend of the family.”

“And did you feel safe with her?”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you mention her before, when I asked you where you would feel safe?”

“Like I said, Vivian is, I guess the polite word is eccentric.”

“In what way is she eccentric?”

“She tells stories.”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“I mean stories about her own past—stories that can’t possibly be true.”

“Let’s set her storytelling aside for a minute. Would you feel safe with her?”

“Yes.”

“Is there someone you could talk to there? A professional, I mean.”

“I suppose.”

“Then it doesn’t seem to me that a few strange stories merit eliminating your aunt Vivian’s as a possible safe haven.”

“I’m afraid she’ll be disappointed in me.”

“Has she ever been disappointed in you before?”

“I’ve never dropped out of college before.”

“You dropped out of your own family, and she took care of you then.”

“I got forced out.”

“Don’t you think she’d take care of you now?”

“Sometimes I like her stories. Sometimes they make me feel better.”

“Then why not go to her?”

“What if the stories mean she’s got dementia or Alzheimer’s or something? What if I end up taking care of her?”

“Would that be so bad?”

“I don’t know.”

“I’m going to adjust your meds, Tess. And I’m going to encourage you not to drop out of school. But I do think you should take some time off. I can arrange for you to take a medical leave. You need to get away from the stress of school for a while. Do you want to call Vivian and tell her you’re coming?”

“She likes surprises.”

“Do you think you can get there safely?”

“There’s a bus. And then I can take an Uber.”

“You might take this as an opportunity to at least reach out to your mother. You clearly have some unresolved issues.”

“They’re resolved as far as she’s concerned.”

“Just a suggestion. Give the new meds a little time. Do you think you can stay here a few more days?”

“If I don’t tell them I’m dropping out, they won’t kick me out of the dorm.”

“I want you to check in with me every day until you’re with Vivian, okay, Tess? Even if it’s just a two-minute phone call.”

“I can text.”

“I want to hear your voice.”

“Okay.”


TESS AND HARRY ON THE DOCK

On the dock beneath the night sky at age eight Tess asked her father, “Why do you like telling me stories?”

“Why do you like hearing them?”

“I asked you first.”

“The answer to both questions is the same. Because we’re human.”

“But stories aren’t important. Not like science. Science can save your life.”

“You think stories aren’t important? You think stories can’t save your life? Let me tell you a story. Once there were two men, or perhaps a man and a woman, trapped in a mine or maybe stranded on a desert island or lost in the wilderness.” Harry would often begin stories this way, probing possibilities for the best combination of details.

“Could it be two women?” asked Tess.

“It could be two women,” said her father. “In fact, it was two women. And these two women were lost in the wilderness.”

“Because there aren’t many women miners.”

“I suppose you’re right about that. For better or for worse there are not many women miners. So, these two women were lost in the wilderness. They had a tent and matches for a fire. The forest around them was full of ripe berries and a nearby stream was flowing with fresh water and teeming with fish. They had everything they needed for their bodies to survive. But we’re more than just our bodies, aren’t we?”

“Are we?”

“Do you read and think about stories and imagine things and understand science with your body?”

“I read with my eyes and I listen with my ears and I think with my brain.”

“You think with your mind, which is much more than just a brain. Even the lowest animal has a brain, but you have a mind and, just like your body, it can get sick or injured.”

“And that’s what happened to the two women?”

“That’s what started to happen to the two women. After a few days they both began to feel afraid and nervous and anxious, and they even began to imagine things that weren’t there.”

“I feel anxious sometimes.”

“Not like this. Their minds were playing tricks on them, reacting to their isolation in the worst possible way. The two women were going insane.”

“What does insane mean?”

“It means that, if things kept on as they were, their minds wouldn’t work properly anymore, and they wouldn’t be able to survive.”

“Your mind can kill you?” This thought chilled Tess to the bone, though she gave no indication to her father that her question was anything more than a child’s idle curiosity.

“In a way, yes. The two women needed medicine for their minds. They needed something to help them stay sane. And what do you think that something was?”

“Pills?”

“You can take pills if your mind isn’t feeling well, but the women were in the wilderness. There are no pills in the wilderness.”

“What then?”

“Stories. They told stories. Every day they sat for hours on the cool forest floor, and they told each other stories. And telling the stories and listening to the stories kept their minds from being sick, it kept them from going insane. When the two women finally hiked out of the wilderness and back to civilization, they felt fine.”

“The stories saved them?”

“The stories saved them. So, don’t tell me that stories aren’t important or that they can’t save lives, because they saved the lives of those two women.”

“But that’s just a story.”

“Exactly.”

“And stories are made up. They’re not true.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” said Harry. “Every story is true…somewhere.”


THE PRESIDENT OF THE PARADOX CLUB

The president of the Paradox Club sat on a cushioned lounge chair in the shade of a cabana, looking out over the undisturbed surface of the pool and listening to the rhythm of the waves on the beach a hundred yards away. Retirement, he thought, was not such a bad thing. He had spent forty-six years working in academia in cities where the winters were long and the pace of life was frenetic. Now nothing seemed so seductive as sitting in one warm place listening to the ocean for the rest of his days.

At the Waves Beachside Retirement Community, he was Richard Pollard, though on the premises of the Paradox Club he was known by his club alias, Calvin 4. Each member of the club chose a single name—generally from a classic science fiction book. Richard had been the fourth person in the club’s history to choose the character from Asimov’s I, Robot, so he became Calvin 4. Most members did not know each other’s real names, but Richard found this particular club tradition—which was not enshrined in any constitution or set of bylaws—silly. He made no secret of his identity as Richard Pollard within the halls of the club and often didn’t even answer to Calvin 4, but in this he was nearly unique. He knew the “worldly names” of only a small handful of members, chief among them one of the few members ever who refused to take a club alias, his friend and colleague Harry Maxwell.

Richard wondered if the relaxation and mental ease he felt at the Waves was akin to what Harry had felt at his lakeside cabin. Harry had never invited Richard to the island, but the stories of summer days there had filtered back from Harry’s wife, Marie, and their friend Vivian. Richard had felt jealous of that trio right up to the night of the fire. He had even tried to wrangle an invitation to the island that summer of 2005. He and Harry had sat sipping brandy in Harry’s office at the University of Wisconsin as the last snow of the season fell outside.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Richard had asked. “You don’t have to bring it to the club at all.”

“The club should know,” Harry said. “Maybe not all the specifics, but the club should know.”

“You haven’t told me all the specifics,” Richard said.

“And they should know about Pilgrim 3 and the danger she poses.”

There was a long silence as Richard swirled the brandy in his glass. “Will you go back this summer?” he finally asked. “To the lake?”

“You know I will.”

“I’m not teaching summer classes this year, so if you wanted some extra company…”

“You might need to keep an eye on the club after next week’s meeting,” Harry said. “And on Pilgrim 3.”

“It’ll blow over. You’ll go to the lake for the summer and by fall everyone will forget about it.”

“I doubt that,” said Harry, setting his glass on the desk and leaning across its expanse to look Richard in the eyes. “You will have to keep up the fight. Trust me, Richard, until the day you die you will have to keep up the fight.”

“With you to help me, of course.”

“I’m not the president,” Harry said. “After next week I could be persona non grata. And besides, I might not always be around.”

“You’re younger than me, Harry.”

“That’s not what I mean, and you know it.”

“Planning on doing something stupid on that island this summer? Because if so, I’d like to talk you out of it. And if I can’t do that, I’d like to be a part of it.”

“Marie has trouble sleeping,” Harry said, obviously eager to change the subject. “Things have been…strained between us.”

“It’s been a hard year.”

“She says she doesn’t want to go to the island this summer, but she’ll come around.”

“You could always take me instead,” said Richard. “I could help with any projects you have in mind.”

“Look after the club, Richard,” Harry said, standing and draining his snifter. “You look after the club and let me worry about what goes on at the lake.”

Richard had intended to do just that—to look after the club. And after the fire he had intended to look after Marie, too. But it hadn’t worked out that way. Marie blamed Richard for what happened at the island almost as much as she blamed Vivian and Tess, and she shut them all out of her life as completely as she could. After the fire, Richard had left Wisconsin and taken a job at Columbia so he could be close to the club. Over the past ten years he had kept reaching out to Marie. She had shut the door in his face or hung up on him more times than he could remember. He’d never even spoken to Tess.

In the first couple of years, Vivian sent him a message once in a while: a postcard with a perfunctory greeting or a Christmas card—just enough to let him know that she and Tess were safe. Richard had wanted to visit Vivian, to see her and Tess, but Vivian said it was safer if he stayed away. Richard wondered if she also didn’t want to be reminded of the days before the fire when they had all been so close. And, considering the increasing hold on the Paradox Club exerted by Pilgrim 3, she was probably right about the safety issue. He had finally convinced Vivian to accept a bimonthly phone call of five minutes or so, but she never put Tess on the line. He wished he could do more for Harry, but at least he kept up his efforts to suppress the influence of Pilgrim 3 at the club.

Then, eight months ago, he had been on his usual thrice-weekly run in Riverside Park when he had stumbled and fallen. He hadn’t inflicted any serious damage, but two cracked ribs and some frightening-looking facial bruising left him wincing in the mirror a week later, at which point he came to a decision. Richard was a seventy-two-year-old man living alone in a fifth-floor walkup. It had snowed two days ago and turned frigid last night; it was twenty-one degrees outside and there were frozen slush pools on every street corner. He was having flashbacks to childhood winters in Sterling, Kansas. In his hand he’d held a brochure for the Waves Beachside Retirement Community. In Florida the temperature was seventy-five. Richard had announced his retirement that afternoon, finished out the academic year, and packed his bags. He knew that Pilgrim 3 would be not-so-secretly celebrating his departure from New York, but he had been careful to give himself eyes and ears inside the Paradox Club. When he had joined the club almost forty years ago, he couldn’t have kept tabs on its inner workings from a thousand miles away. But in the age of instant communication, nothing would happen in the halls of the Paradox Club that the president wouldn’t know about within minutes. And New York was just a plane ride away if his presence should be required.

In his first four months at the Waves, Richard had taken up croquet and tennis. He had read a stack of spy novels. He had learned to play bridge and mah-jongg. He had taken to writing long rambling letters to Vivian. He had even had a brief affair with a younger man. To all the other residents of the Waves, Richard Pollard appeared as retired as they come. They had no idea that he received almost daily dispatches from the Paradox Club. They had never even heard of the Paradox Club.

Richard took a sip from his piña colada, shifted in his chair to keep his legs in the shade, and opened his copy of The Enigma Affair. He looked not at the text, but at his bookmark—a strip of yellowing paper with two dates written on it in Harry Maxwell’s handwriting: June 17, 2005, the night of the fire, and October 14, 2015, ten days from now.


MAXWELL’S ISLAND

In the middle of a lake in northeastern Wisconsin, a mile from the closest shore, stands a ten-acre island shaped, its owner Horatio Maxwell Sr. had once said, like a cocker spaniel. Horatio’s father, Tess’s great-grandfather, had purchased the island after World War I and in the 1930s had built a rustic cabin on a rise on the island’s west side, affording views in all directions. Improvements such as electricity and hot water came along when Tess’s grandfather inherited the cabin, but its chief luxury remained isolation. From the dock, a hundred yards or so from the cabin’s deck, one can, when fog does not intervene, just make out the boat launch that provides access to the cabin and the two other cottages on the lake, which can be reached only by water.

The lake is far enough north that only summer residence is feasible. The nearest town is far enough away that residents bring supplies for two or three weeks at a time. By mutual consent, there are no outdoor lights at any of the houses, making the lake, and particularly the island, an ideal spot for stargazing. Whether Horatio Maxwell Jr., Tess’s father, loved the lake because of his fascination with the stars or developed an interest in astrophysics because of the view from the island, Tess never knew. To her, it didn’t matter. The lake and the stars were inextricably interconnected.

Tess had not set foot on the island in a decade, but when therapist n + 1 had asked her where she felt safe, Tess didn’t hesitate with her answer. When she was a child, the lake had been her “happy place.” But that happiness was not just about the lake and the island and the peace and the beauty. The happiness of the lake had everything to do with her father. She had sometimes gone for days or even a week at a time without thinking about Harry and the island. But lately, as the stress had been weighing on her and the darkness closing in, she had felt their pull more and more strongly. Four days after her appointment with therapist n + 1, as she sat staring out the window of a bus headed from Champaign, Illinois, to Madison, Wisconsin, that tug only increased.

Her memories of the lake were as liquid as its dark waters. She remembered most clearly lying on her back on the dock, long past her usual bedtime, gazing up at a sky ablaze with a hundred million stars and listening to her father explain the universe. She remembered his story about the night he lay on that same dock looking up at the moon knowing that men were walking on its surface. The fact that, for the first time in human history, its representatives were strolling about on a celestial body seemed miraculous to Harry Maxwell, then a six-year-old boy who already knew more about celestial bodies than most adults. Tess remembered her father telling her that, even though the word in the corner of the television read Live, the images his parents were watching and the words he heard through his transistor radio, like the light from the moon itself, took over a second to make their way back to Earth. What Harry Maxwell saw when he looked at the night sky was the past.

Tess remembered the night—she couldn’t have been more than six or seven herself—when her father told her about measuring the speed at which a star is moving away from Earth by looking at the Doppler shift. She could still feel that moment of epiphanic clarity when she realized that the amazing panorama above her was not a stationary vista—every dot of light was in incomprehensibly rapid motion. And so was she. That realization made Tess deliriously happy. And of course, she remembered the night he had first told her about his special star—the one he said would always be watching over her.

Even now, so many years later, if she came across a reference to orbital wobbles or Hubble’s law or the search for Earth-like planets, whole conversations with her father on the dock would come flooding back, as if the recordings had been locked away waiting for her to discover the key.

What she found harder and harder to remember were the ordinary moments. Vivian, in her rare nostalgic moods, had told her about rainy afternoons reading books by the fire and playing endless rounds of canasta, but those memories slipped away from Tess, as impossible to catch as a slithering eel in murky waters. And of the house itself, other than the silhouette seen in the moonlight from the end of the dock, she could recover only snippets, as if it existed in another universe—close enough to feel yet infinitely far away.

What she did remember about the lake was Marie and Vivian and Harry. Her mother, Marie, emerging from her kitchen with a tray of cookies or pulling Tess close on the sofa to read aloud a favorite book; Vivian taking her for walks around the island or swims in the lake on warm days; and especially Harry. She remembered the way he smelled after a day on the water (all sweat and fish and a hint of oil from the outboard motor) and the way he smelled after he showered and dressed for dinner (Old Spice and tweed and some sort of hair tonic so old-fashioned it might as well have been Macassar oil). She remembered the feel of his corduroy pants on her bare calves when he hoisted her into his lap after dinner and the sharp taste of the hard lemon candies he’d slip her when her mother wasn’t looking. She remembered his voice, so comforting in its basso profundo, whether he was talking about his day on the lake or explaining the uncertainty principle.

She could remember, too, the shadows cast by her father and Vivian as they sat by the dying fire late at night talking about science. Silhouettes and shadows—like Plato’s cave—were the memories Tess carried of the lake house. It seemed to her, though, that those shadows, and not the figures that cast them, represented the ideals: the ideal father, the ideal mother, the ideal family friend, the ideal spot in the world, protected from everything in the middle of a lake. The real people, and the real house, had not lived up to those ideals. But the shadows remained perfect in her memory.

She remembered captured fragments of those conversations between her father and Aunt Vivian—whispered tête-à-têtes that lasted deep into the night. Like a radio straining to catch a faraway signal and achieving only brief flashes of clarity, she would discern words like universe and paradox and Armageddon.

But, although so much of life at the lake was hazy with time and nostalgia, Tess remembered three nights with cinematic clarity: the night the voices first spoke, the night she heard every word of Harry and Vivian’s conversation, and the last night she ever saw Maxwell’s Island.


A QUIET MORNING AT THE PARADOX CLUB

In a secure basement room of the Paradox Club, on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, a young woman in a black suit sat in the midst of an array of antique computers listening to the buzz of a fluorescent light overhead. The only piece of equipment in the room that postdated the creation of the smartphone was the iPad on which she played word games and math puzzles. A low-resolution display covering one wall of the room pulsed in various shades of green. To the digital native sitting in front of it, the wall looked like a matrix of Christmas tree lights, but if she squinted and looked from the back of the room, it was possible to tell that this display was meant to show a map of the world. At the bottom of the display was a series of numbers capable of flipping over like an old railway station departure board. This morning, like every morning, they were all zeros.

She had no idea how most of the equipment worked, or even if it worked at all. Her job was to sit in the room and pick up a red phone if a red light appeared on the map. She couldn’t believe they actually had a red phone—connected to a landline, no less. In this bunker of a room with its antique display and its red phone she felt as if she were back in the Cold War—or at least in a Cold War movie. At twenty-six, she had no recollection of the actual Cold War, but she had seen Fail Safe and Dr. Strangelove.

She had a name, carefully chosen by her parents after long consideration and only days before her birth in a Long Island hospital. But in this room, and in the rest of the Paradox Club, she was Valentine 6, having named herself, like five other members before her, after the central character in Robert A. Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land.

Valentine 6 did think, when she had been recruited to the Paradox Club after finishing her doctorate in theoretical physics, that she might have some responsibilities beyond babysitting ancient computer equipment, but so far that had not turned out to be the case. Many of the members of the club, she knew, had never even seen the “big board,” and she supposed she ought to feel grateful to have access to a room that was off-limits to all but a few. But the room she really wanted to explore—the room even deeper in the earth than the basement in which she whiled away four hours several times a week—remained forbidden. Perhaps, she thought, if she did this job well, she might see for herself the collection that was the sole reason for the club’s existence.

Valentine 6 was on the verge of solving her twentieth sudoku when she heard a small ping, and a reminder appeared at the top of her iPad screen. Was it noon already? She looked up at the wall display, which she had ignored for the past several minutes, but nothing had changed. Even though it wouldn’t send until she went back aboveground, she tapped a message into her iPad, then went on with her game.

Five floors above Valentine 6, in her top-floor office, Pilgrim 3 (named for Billy Pilgrim in Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five) sat in a green leather wingback chair in front of a marble fireplace large enough for her to stand in. Granted, Pilgrim 3 was only five feet tall, but the fireplace was nonetheless impressive. She had instructed Nemo 7 to turn the thermostat down to fifty-five and light a fire. So, despite the unusually warm October day outside, Pilgrim 3 sat wrapped in her favorite cardigan reading, by the light of a flickering fire, a novel that was almost familiar.

Pilgrim 3’s official title was “keeper of the vault,” but in fact on a day-to-day basis she wielded more power than the president, especially now that Calvin 4 had exiled himself to some seniors’ penitentiary in Florida. Presidential lifetime terms, thought Pilgrim 3, had been a bad idea by the club’s founders. One of many bad ideas, if you asked her. With any luck, President Calvin 4 would be dead in a year or two and Pilgrim 3 would become president, appointing her own vault keeper as second-in-command. She’d have plenty of people from which to choose—there was no lack of members willing to suck up to Pilgrim 3, many of them younger recruits who hadn’t even attended the Great Debate, members who had only a vague idea of Pilgrim 3’s agenda. People were drawn to power and Pilgrim 3 exuded it.

It wouldn’t take a brilliant therapist to discover the roots of Pilgrim 3’s obsession with both power and fame. Orphaned at five, bounced around among foster homes, finally taken in by an abusive aunt and uncle—ever since she had escaped to college, Pilgrim 3 had sought to control not only her own destiny, but that of as many other people as she could. When she had been invited, while still an undergraduate, to join the Paradox Club, she had seen her chance. While most members at that time saw the club as a quiet caretaker, Pilgrim 3 saw it as a chance to control the fate of the world. So what if the rules of the club expressly forbade what she had in mind? Once you had enough power, rules didn’t matter. In the decade since the Great Debate, she had recruited members with a wide variety of skill sets to support her. She only lacked one thing—someone who was smart enough to understand Harry Maxwell’s math.

Just as she was reading about a blue light at the end of a dock, Pilgrim 3 heard the door open and looked up to see Nemo 7. She had recruited him a year or so before the Great Debate. Pilgrim 3 knew how to use her looks and charm to draw people to her side. She could flirt, she could sit back and listen, she could impress with her knowledge and flatter the wisdom of others. She’d needed none of that with Nemo 7. He had sidled up to her in the lounge one day and whispered, “I have a feeling you’re going to be running this place one of these days, and I wondered if you needed any help.” He had been with her ever since.

“Another cup of tea, Madam Vault Keeper?” said Nemo 7.

“No, thank you. Is everything quiet?”

“Everything is quiet.”

“Then I think I’ll go home.” Pilgrim 3 shelved her copy of Gatsby the Great, shed her cardigan, and strode out through the members’ lounge of the Paradox Club, scattering the few members present and leaving them, as she saw it, awestruck in her wake.

Nemo 7 watched from the window until he saw Pilgrim 3 on the sidewalk below. Then he pulled out his cell phone and typed a message: All quiet on the Western Front.


TESS AND HARRY ON THE DOCK

“Will the stars always be moving away from us?” asked Tess, feeling the cold wood of the dock against her back as she gazed up into infinity.

“Always is a big word,” said Harry. “But as far as you and I are concerned, their motion will stay the same.”

“Why?” It was Tess’s favorite question because Harry loved answering it.

“Newton’s first law.”

“Stars have to obey the law?”

“Everything in the universe has to obey the laws of science.”

“Who made the laws?”

“A very good question, Tess. When you find out the answer, I hope you’ll tell me.”

“What’s Newton’s first law?”

“Isaac Newton was a scientist who reasoned that three laws govern all motion in the universe. The first law states that an object in motion will remain in motion—at the same speed and in the same direction—unless it is acted on by an external force. It’s called inertia.”

“Inertia,” repeated Tess, rolling the word around in her mouth. “Marie uses that word when I won’t get out of bed.”

“Because inertia also says that an object at rest will remain at rest.”

“Marie doesn’t let me remain at rest.”

“And in that example, your mother is the external force that acts on you and changes your state from being at rest to being in motion.”

“And inertia says that whatever direction an object is moving…”

“It will keep moving in that direction.”

“So, wherever I’m headed in life—I’m going to keep moving in that direction?”

“Not at all, Tess.”

“Why not?”

“Because you are your own external force.”


VIVIAN AND MOTHER TERESA

Vivian Harbottle had inherited Harry Maxwell’s office furniture after his death. Marie had allowed the movers from the University of Wisconsin to box the books from Harry’s campus office and stack them in her garage, but she had no interest in cluttering her house with Harry’s oak desk or the overstuffed swivel chair that sat behind it, so Vivian had asked the movers to bring them to her office down the hall, where they replaced her standard-issue metal desk and plastic chair. Every time she sat down, she felt Harry. How many times had she sat on the other side of that desk, her lunch in her lap, talking to Harry about anything and everything? Especially Tess.

Nikola Tesla Maxwell was named after the Serbian American electrical engineer and inventor. Her father had not cared that the predicted boy turned out to be a girl—the name remained the same. Given Harry’s passion for astronomy and physics, Tess often joked she was lucky not to have been named Hubble Higgs-Boson Maxwell or worse, gone through life as Alberta in memory of Herr Einstein. Her parents tried, for a year or two, to call her Nicole, but, as her mother declared one hot summer night when the two-year-old howlingly refused to fall asleep, she was clearly not a Nicole. So, Vivian had suggested, to the sleep-deprived parents of that screaming toddler, shortening her middle name to Tess.

“Perhaps she is a Tess,” Marie had said, and the sound of the name had seemed to soothe the child. She fell asleep five minutes later and her parents had called her Tess ever since.

The morning that Tess boarded a bus a few blocks from the University of Illinois campus, bound for Aunt Vivian, Professor Harbottle herself sat before a pile of student papers thinking that Richard Pollard had got it right. Though Richard was a generation older than Vivian and Harry, retirement—especially the retirement Richard had described in his most recent letter—had an appeal that could not be found in one more essay on the application of quantum theory.

She missed Richard. He had moved to New York after the fire and had kept his distance for safety reasons, but they had chatted on the phone every couple of months, Richard asking about Tess and about the stories. Vivian couldn’t remember a story after she told it the first time. She had started writing them down instead of speaking them aloud when Tess left for college, and this meant she could share them with Richard when he called. But since his move to Florida, Richard had stopped calling, preferring to write long, rambling letters full of dull accounts of life at the Waves. She thought about calling him and sharing the latest story. He might be amused, if nothing else.

The first story she had ever written in her journal she was only able to record because Tess had repeated it back to her a few days after Vivian told it. Tess called it “the Mother Teresa Sketch.” It had been the first of Vivian’s stories that seemed to disturb Tess. At sixteen, Tess had reached the age when stories were no longer just stories, and Vivian’s insistence that she had really done the things in her stories gave Tess genuine concern. Maybe Vivian should have told Tess then—told her where the stories came from and why they were so real to her. But she hadn’t, she just kept telling Tess the stories whenever they came. Sometimes she told two stories in as many days; other times she’d go months without a new one. Often, the stories comforted Tess; sometimes they worried her. But Vivian had to get the stories out. She tried not telling Tess a story once and within two days she couldn’t sleep, couldn’t eat, and felt like her brain was on fire. The stories demanded to be told.

She pushed the stack of ungraded papers aside and opened the bottom left drawer of Harry Maxwell’s desk, taking out a battered leather-bound journal. It took her only a moment to find the Mother Teresa story, and as she read it over the whole scene with Tess came tumbling back to her.

“Did I ever tell you that I wrote ‘the Mother Teresa Sketch’?”

“No, Aunt Vivian. What’s ‘the Mother Teresa Sketch’?”

“You never saw it? It was famous. Or at least infamous. I suppose the network buried it—kept it off that internet, you know. They can do those things.”

“Tell me about it.”

“I got hired as a writer on a late-night comedy show. My big break, or so I thought. It was my first week and the host was that…oh, what was her name? She was that teenage pop star who dressed like a cheap prostitute.”

“Isn’t that all of them?”

“Something like Melody Barely Pubescent. Anyway, I wrote this sketch, my very first piece to make it onto the show, where she played Mother Teresa calling a bingo game at the local Catholic church. She had funny expressions and phrases for each combination of letter and number. They start out innocently enough. Things like ‘B–four. Before I go on to the next number…’ or ‘G–twenty-two. Gee, twenty-two was a good year, wasn’t it?’ But then gradually her little asides become less and less appropriate for a Roman Catholic fellowship hall. First, it’s ‘B–thirty-two. Hey, that’s my cup size.’ And then ‘I–sixty-nine, well, actually, I don’t because I’m a nun.’ When she draws the last number, she starts to speak, and all the TV audience can hear is the censor’s bleep being held down while they see her lips move and then we cut to the dumbstruck looks on the faces of the little old Catholic ladies. Then, after a long awkward silence, the oldest, most wrinkled lady jumps up with a big smile on her face and shouts, ‘Bingo!’ And that’s the whole sketch.

“It killed in rehearsal, and Melody, or whatever her name was, actually went on this profanity-laced rant under the bleep, and the studio audience could hear her, so they were laughing hysterically. But during the live show something went wrong with the bleeper and Melody, who had done a couple of lines of coke since dress rehearsal, upped the wattage on her tirade and left even the studio audience in silent shock, to say nothing of every home in America. Well, the complaints started pouring in—viewers, sponsors, network brass, and of course the Catholic Church. They couldn’t have been angrier if she had torn up a picture of the pope on live television. For Melody, the FCC fine was a pittance—fifty thousand dollars or something. She was a gazillionaire already, so it meant nothing to her. And she was big enough to withstand the fallout—a few boycotts, some radio stations stopped playing her music for a while. But I was a nobody. So, two weeks after being hired I was back on Fifty-Second Street with a two-hundred-dollar severance check in my pocket and no prospects. That’s when I quit writing. I can’t believe you’ve never heard of that sketch.”

“I know I’ve led a sheltered life, Vivian. But I’ll tell you this: When you have as much trouble sleeping as I do, you watch a lot of late-night television. I’ve watched it live and in reruns and on YouTube. But I’ve never seen a sketch about Mother Teresa. I’ve never even heard of a sketch about Mother Teresa.”

“You think I’m remembering wrong?”

“I think it was a great story, Aunt Vivian, but I worry that you think it was more than that. Maybe you should see…someone.”

“What do you mean someone?”

“Like a doctor. I mean it could be Alzheimer’s or something.”

“I don’t need a doctor,” said Vivian, pulling Tess close. “All I need is you.”

Vivian turned to the next page in her diary and watched as a slip of paper fluttered to her desk. The slip of paper that had been weighing on her mind more and more lately. The paper on which Harry had written two dates. And the second one, October 14, 2015, was only eight days away.


HEADLIGHTS IN THE LAKE

Tess stared out the window of the bus at the billboards slipping by. With the index and middle fingers of her right hand, she tapped out SOS in Morse code on the arm of her seat over and over. One hundred times. Then counted to fifty. Then one hundred times again. And so on. It only took a small part of her brain to keep up the tapping, so her mind wandered to Aunt Vivian. Tess couldn’t decide if she was excited or worried or embarrassed about taking refuge at Vivian’s house. She couldn’t even muster the energy to feel ambivalent. She didn’t feel anything. But that lack of emotion gave her the chance to replay memories of Vivian, watching them like an in-flight movie. And that was how, watching herself picking blueberries with Aunt Vivian, she had stumbled into the memory of the first of those three nights on Maxwell’s Island that haunted her still. Nights whose sharpness of detail had never faded.

It had started as a perfect day on the lake. Vivian and Marie had cooked breakfast, and when Tess came into the kitchen the smell of the bacon and the sound of the two women laughing together cocooned her in comfort. They’d all sat outside to eat, and Vivian and Marie continued their joking—telling funny stories about things Harry had done.

“That time he fell in the lake trying to dock the canoe,” said Marie.

“When he tried to split firewood and got the axe caught in the log,” said Vivian, and they both exploded in laughter until Tess joined in.

“All right,” Harry said with a smile. “I could tell some stories on you two, you know.”

“But you won’t because you love us,” said Marie, leaning over to kiss her husband on the cheek and wipe a smudge of syrup from his face. They ate for a few minutes in happy silence. The bluebirds sang and a kingfisher perched on a dead tree limb that overhung the lake. The cloudless sky promised excellent starwatching come nightfall, but until then the day stretched before them without cares or responsibilities—or so it seemed to eleven-year-old Tess.

Harry took her fishing after breakfast, paddling the canoe into a secluded cove on the north shore of the lake. It was Harry’s special spot, and this was the first time he had ever brought Tess along when fishing there. It had buoyed her spirits to be taken into Harry’s confidence in this way. Tess had caught a smallmouth bass, which she had thrown back, and a rainbow trout, which, along with two other trout caught by Harry, Marie pan-fried for lunch, letting Tess hold the pan and slide the sizzling fish onto a plate.

“I think it’s time I started teaching you to cook,” said Marie, and Tess felt warmth suffuse her body. Being invited into Marie’s kitchen was as special as being invited to Harry’s secret cove.

In the afternoon, Harry read in the hammock while Vivian and Marie played cards on the deck, their laughs tinkling across the lawn all the way to where Tess sat on the dock reading The Hobbit. Marie and Vivian often laughed together, but especially that day, Tess recalled. She had wondered if they were telling more silly stories about Harry. Tess occasionally dipped her toes into the frigid waters. Even though it was already mid-July, it had been an exceptionally long winter, and the lake wouldn’t be warm enough for swimming for at least another week.

Later, Vivian took Tess to the other side of the island to gather blueberries while Harry and Marie took a nap. Tess had a pretty good idea from the smirks on their faces what “taking a nap” meant.

“Aunt Vivian. Is it true that you’re not my real aunt?” Tess asked as they crested the hill where the blueberries grew.

“Of course not, honey,” Vivian said. “A real aunt would be your father’s sister or your mother’s sister. But I’m something much better. You call me Aunt because there’s not really a word for what I am.”

“What’s that?”

“Your best friend and Marie’s best friend and Harry’s best friend.”

“Why do you and Marie laugh so much?”

“Your mother and I have always made each other smile and laugh and feel…happy.”

“Does Harry make you laugh?”

“Harry makes me think.”

“Yeah, me too.”

“Ooh, look, this bush is full of them,” Vivian said. “You pick the low ones, and I’ll pick the high ones.”

“How did you and Harry and Marie meet?”

“Your father never told you?”

“Harry tells me stories and he tells me about science, but he doesn’t tell me about things that happened.”

“We were all at college together. Marie and I were neighbors in our dorm. One night she invited me to come along with some of her friends to see a play and the boy who sat next to her was your father.”

“Were they already married?”

“No, sweetie, they weren’t even dating yet. But we started hanging out together. I talked to Harry about science, and I talked to Marie about art and history and literature, and Harry talked to Marie about love and marriage and family. And together we all did what college students have always done—tried to figure out the meaning of life.”

“And did you?”

“I think we discovered that life is all of that—physics and art and love and family. But most of all we discovered how to be friends.”

“And you still are,” Tess said.

“Yes,” said Vivian. “We still are.”

“I hope you’re always friends,” Tess said, taking Vivian’s hand as they walked back toward the house.

“So do I.”

That night, with a belly full of Marie’s blueberry pie, Tess lay on the dock with Harry calling out the names of constellations.

“What’s that bright red star?” she asked, pointing in the general direction of the sky.

“I’m guessing you mean Arcturus,” Harry said. “Also known as Harry Maxwell’s star.”

“It is not!”

“I didn’t say it was widely known as Harry Maxwell’s star, but here on the island it’s mine. That was the first star my father ever told me about when I used to lie on the dock with him looking up. He told me everyone should have their own star and that one would be mine. So, Tess, whenever you need me, just look to the night sky and I’ll be right there.”

“That’s silly.”

“Perhaps.”

“Why is Harry Maxwell’s star red?”

“Arcturus is a red giant.”

“What’s a red giant?”

“It’s a very old star, much older than our sun. When it gets old it cools off a little bit, which is why it looks red, but it also expands. Arcturus is about twenty-five times the size of our sun.”

“That’s big.”

“Not really,” said Harry. “It looks big in our sky, because it’s only about thirty-six light-years away. But some red giants get much, much bigger.”

“How big?”

“Hundreds of times bigger than our sun.”

“No wonder they call them giants,” Tess said.

“Our sun will be a red giant one day.”

“Does that mean the sky will turn red?”

“It means there won’t be a sky. The sun will be so big it will probably reach all the way to Earth, and even if it doesn’t it will be close enough to incinerate the entire planet.”

“You mean burn it up?”

“Yes, burn it up.”

“And we’ll all die?” Tess asked, a tremor in her voice.

“None of us will die from a red giant,” Harry said with a chuckle. “It’ll be at least five billion years before that happens.”

“Good,” said Tess, “because I want to know how my book turns out.”

Visions of the sun engulfing the earth kept Tess awake that night, so she crawled onto the window seat and tried to read The Hobbit by the faint light of stars. But the red giant kept pushing Bilbo and his companions out of her head. She didn’t like the idea of Earth burning up, even if she wasn’t living on it anymore. What would happen to the blueberries and the dock and the hammock and the cabin? She felt almost angry at the stars as she stared out the window, so she shifted her gaze from the heavens to the opposite shore of the lake, where the boat landing and the gravel road that led to civilization were mere smudges of charcoal in the starlight. They sometimes went days without seeing a car arrive or a boat depart from the landing, but tonight, Tess saw a pair of headlights, bouncing in the distance—tinier, at first, than many of the stars overhead.

She had never seen anyone drive to the boat landing this late at night, and she watched as the headlights gradually grew and she could just hear the rumble of an engine through the open window across a mile of smooth black lake. She expected the lights to stop moving when they drew level with the landing, but they kept coming toward her. And then their angle changed, and they shone through the water of the lake and the noise of the engine stopped. What had been two distinct lights merged into a faint glow on the surface of the lake, which then faded to near blackness.

Tess was just about to return her eyes to the stars when she suddenly realized what had happened. She leapt to her feet and ran for the front door, hearing its annoying squeak as she pushed her way through and dashed toward the dock. Without the slightest thought for how an eleven-year-old girl would save someone trapped under the lake in a car a mile away across icy water, Tess dove off the end of the dock. The cold water sucked the breath out of her. In the warm waters of late summer, Tess was a fair swimmer; but just this afternoon her toes had gone numb after a few seconds in the lake. A cloud rolled across the moon as she gasped for breath only to find her mouth full of water. Disoriented in the darkness, she couldn’t find her way back to the dock, and the weight of her sodden flannel pajamas pulled her down. Numbness crept through her limbs, and she began to slip below the surface, unable even to tread water. She thought she’d better shout, but then she felt the water covering her mouth, her nose, her eyes. Reality had started to fade and then something pulled her hard and the next thing she knew she was lying on the dock coughing and shivering, Harry panting next to her.

In front of the fire, wrapped in blankets and sipping hot cocoa, her mind slowly surfaced, and she heard her parents and Vivian talking.

“She could have drowned,” said Marie, sniffing.

“She would have drowned,” said Harry, “if I’d gotten there ten seconds later…I can’t even think it.”

“You heard the door?” asked Vivian.

“That damn squeaky door saved her life,” said Harry.

“The door I asked you to oil this afternoon,” said Marie. “Thank God you ignored me.”

“I didn’t ignore you,” said Harry. “I had the can of WD-40 on the counter and then the phone rang, and I forgot about it.”

“Who called?” said Marie.

“Richard.”

A call on the island was a major event. Cell phones didn’t work there, and they often went for a week without hearing the jangling of the landline.

“Are you feeling warmer?” asked Marie, sliding down next to Tess and putting an arm around her.

“They drowned,” said Tess, tears leaking out of her eye. “I just know they drowned.”

“Nobody drowned,” said Marie. “Your father saved you.”

But Tess could feel the blood in her veins again and the whole scene reappeared before her—the lights coming toward the lake and then into the lake.

“No,” said Tess in frustration, jumping up and throwing off the blanket. “They did drown. They must have drowned.”

“Tess, honey, calm down,” said Marie.

“You’ve got to go!” cried Tess. “You’ve got to go find them!”

“Find who, sweetheart?” said Harry.

“The people. The people under the water.”

It hadn’t been people under the water. Just one person. Tess finally managed to explain through her hysteria what she had seen, why she had jumped into the lake. While Vivian and Marie tried to calm her, Harry phoned the police and then jumped into the tiny outboard motorboat and raced toward the landing. They all knew he would either find a wet, shivering motorist who had narrowly escaped death, or a body strapped into a vehicle. Tess felt certain it would be the latter. She watched as the flashing red and blue lights arrived twenty minutes after Harry landed on the far shore. An hour later, he would return with the news, but Tess already knew. Someone had died and she had watched it happen.

Later that night, though she had been banished to bed, she heard Harry talking to Vivian and Marie. A teenager had driven a pickup truck into the water, apparently without even slowing down. He had been wearing a seat belt, and the windows had been rolled down. Tess had never heard the word suicide, but it didn’t take her long to figure out what it meant. What happened on the lake that night hadn’t been an accident.

When she finally fell asleep, Tess dreamed of lights—of a giant red light that swallowed up the earth and of two white lights that disappeared into the water. And the next day, the voices began.


TESS AND HARRY ON THE DOCK

“What is light?” asked Tess on a night when the stars shone particularly brightly.

“Scientists have been asking that question since…well, since the beginning of science,” said Harry.

“And do they have an answer?”

“Remember when I told you about waves?”

“Radio waves?”

“That’s one kind, yes. And do you know what particles are?”

“Little pieces of stuff?”

“Exactly. Now, some scientists believed that light is made of waves because it acts like a wave.”

“So light is made of waves like radio waves.”

“But wait—other scientists thought that light was made of particles, because it behaves like particles.”

“But waves aren’t particles.”

“No, they’re not.”

“And particles aren’t waves.”

“You’re catching on.”

“So, which is it?”

“Both.”

“But it can’t be both. Because neither one is the other one.”

“And yet it is both.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“No, but the truth doesn’t always make sense. Light behaving like waves and light behaving like particles—those two things seem contradictory.”

“What does contradictory mean?”

“It means they shouldn’t both be true.”

“Okay.”

“But opposing forces keep the universe in balance, Tess, and the human mind—your own brain—is capable of believing things that are contradictory. It just takes a little work.”

“What things do you believe that are contradictory?”

“Well, as an example, I believe in science, and I also believe in God.”

“Come on, Harry, even I know that those two things don’t have to be contradictory.”

“You can be annoyingly smart for a ten-year-old.”

“I know.”

“Okay, how about this. I love your mother more than my own life. And some days I want to hurl her into the lake.”

“Do you really hate Marie?”

“Of course I don’t hate her. Not like you’re thinking. It’s just that two people who live together all the time and share as much as your mother and I do are going to get on each other’s nerves now and then.”

“Does Aunt Vivian get on your nerves?”

“Sometimes. But I don’t love her the way I love your mother, so I don’t need the balance of—let’s call it annoyance. If light can act like a particle and like a wave, then I suppose I can want to be with your mother every minute of every day and at the same time never want to see her again.”

“You’re weird.”

“So is light.”


THE HOUSE ON VILAS AVENUE

The contradictory thoughts that Tess held simultaneously as she climbed into the Uber at the bus station were all related to Vivian. She was excited to see her aunt and to have a safe place to rest and hopefully recover, but as always she feared that Vivian’s mental health would have slid since her last visit a few months ago, that she’d end up being the caretaker and Vivian the patient. She couldn’t wait to lie back and listen to one of Vivian’s stories—the only thing since Harry’s death that consistently kept the voices in her head quiet—but she feared the stories were nothing more than delusions, the sign that she was losing a little more of Aunt Vivian each day. Excitement and trepidation—she could almost hear Harry saying, Just like waves and particles.

The car took her within a mile or so of Marie’s house in the Eken Park neighborhood—the house Tess had lived in (except during the summers) until she was twelve. Unlike the lake house, which had been the site of such happiness and yet slithered in and out of her memory, she could picture every room of Marie’s house in precise detail. Probably nothing had changed in the past decade, she thought. Harry’s study preserved like some sort of museum, Harry’s picture in the den next to the television, Harry’s bathrobe still hanging on the hook in the closet, his slippers aligned neatly below. In the little time Tess had spent in that house after he died, Harry’s spirit permeated the place, at times even more than it had when he was alive—when he was so often absent, working late at the office or off visiting some radio telescope as part of his work for SETI. As for Tess, even before she finally and completely absented herself from the house, she had been absent from it. No photographs of toddler Tess adorned the walls, no childish artwork clung to the refrigerator, no bicycle stood gathering dust in the garage.

Tess had been amazed at how quickly Marie had managed to erase a daughter from her life. After Harry died, Tess had spent some time with Aunt Vivian—she and Marie agreed it would be too traumatic for Tess to attend the funeral, which had infuriated her. And Marie said she needed time to “get things in order.” Tess soon discovered that getting things in order meant “removing all signs of Tess from the house.” In her memory, which couldn’t possibly be correct, it seemed that when she had returned home a few days (or had it been a few weeks?) after the fire, all trace of Tess, except for a few stuffed animals and the pink-painted furniture in her room, had been removed. Even her desk drawers had been emptied—her preteen diaries, her carefully saved multiplication tables and notes from science class, her treasured collection of art supplies were all gone.

As the Uber passed by Marie’s neighborhood, Tess looked out the other side of the car.

The leaves had already begun to fall from the oak tree in Vivian’s front yard, and acorns crunched under Tess’s feet as she made her way up the brick walk to the front porch. The tire swing on which she had spent so many hours rocking lazily while reading stirred ever so slightly in the breeze. She loved the smell of early October in Vivian’s yard—the musty aroma of the summer dying with a sharp hint of the winter to come. If she could bottle this, she thought, maybe she wouldn’t need all those drugs.

She knocked gently on the solid oak door, then harder when no response came. When she knocked for the third time, almost bruising her knuckles, she began to think that coming here without warning Vivian had been a mistake. Then she heard a loud click and the door creaked slowly open, revealing a white-haired woman in a house dress holding a book in one hand.

“Hello, Aunt Vivian.”

“Tess,” whispered the woman in the doorway. “How lovely to see you. Come in out of the chill.”

Tess stepped through the door into a dim hallway. An antique hall tree with a cracked mirror stood against the wall between two elaborate sconce lights, only one of which worked. A threadbare carpet covered the floor, and the dull floral wallpaper peeled in places. If anyplace was home to Tess, it was this gracefully aging house.

“Your hair’s gone white,” said Tess.

“I just stopped dyeing it. Damn, it’s good to see you, honey.” She pulled Tess into a tight embrace. “Come into the light where I can get a good look at you.”

She led Tess into a sitting room furnished with a hodgepodge of flea market furniture in every style—or at least every style that was wildly incompatible with the Victorian architecture. On every available surface were framed pictures of Tess—Tess and Vivian in front of a pile of leaves, Tess at her high school graduation, Tess next to a snowman.

“You look like hell,” said Vivian.

“I crashed and burned,” said Tess, dropping onto an overstuffed plaid couch.

“Oh, please tell me you’re seeing someone.” Tess knew that someone meant a therapist.

“I’m always seeing someone, Aunt Vivian. I can’t keep track of all the someones I’ve seen. When I fell apart a few days ago, the latest someone said I should come see you.”

“Don’t you have class, papers, midterms coming up?”

“All part of what led to the latest crisis. That’s what my current someone calls it. A mental health crisis. I kind of wish they still called it a nervous breakdown.”

“And it was definitely this therapist’s idea that you come here? You didn’t feel…I don’t know, pulled here in any way?”

“No offense, Aunt Vivian, but if I feel pulled anywhere, it’s to the island.”

“Of course.”

“What do you mean of course?”

“Nothing. I’m just glad you’re here. I was thinking it would be a good time for you to visit.”

“Why’s that?”

“No reason, the timing just seems…right.”

“I’m glad my mental breakdown happened at a convenient time for you.”

“It’s not that, Tess, not at all. Oh, Tess, there is so much that you don’t understand, and I don’t know how to explain it to you. Or whether to explain it to you.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Nothing. Just an old lady rambling.”

“Harry could always explain things I didn’t understand.”

“He could. I wish your father were here.”

“You’re not an old lady, you know.”

“I’m Harry’s age, and he would have been fifty-two.”

“Fifty-two isn’t old.”

“Tell me that when you’re fifty-one.”

“I told my therapist that the one thing that always stops the voices in my head is listening to you tell one of your stories.”

“I can’t tell you a story on demand, you know. They have to…to happen to me.”

“Have you ever seen anyone, Aunt Vivian?”

“You mean a therapist? Goodness no.” She knocked a fist against the side of her head. “This old noggin is working just fine.”

“And the stories?”

“Don’t you worry about the stories, Tess. Now let’s get you something to eat. You look famished.”


PILLOW TALK

Marie and David lay supine side by side in her king-size bed, the fairy lights that she had strung across the ceiling sparkling above them. They both still carried a sheen of sweat from what Marie considered their most passionate evening of lovemaking to date, and, for once, Marie did not crave a drink or a cigarette. She glanced at the gold band on her finger and thought she might actually be happy.

“How did you meet Harry?” asked David.

“Why would you ask me about my dead husband right after we had sex?”

“Because he was important to you. He’s part of who you are, and I want to understand him. And I want to understand what happened so I can help you heal.”

“No one understands what happened.”

“I wish I had met him.”

“No, you don’t,” said Marie.

“You think because he was a world-class physicist and I’m an HVAC contractor we couldn’t have been friends?”

“Actually, Harry would have liked you.”

“How so?”

“He would have liked your sense of humor—how you can laugh at a stupid Will Ferrell movie or at a Dorothy Parker turn of phrase with equal enthusiasm. He would have liked your taste in beer—leaning toward the English, respectful of the German, dismissive of the mass produced. He would have liked that you do something useful. He used to worry that his work didn’t improve people’s lives in any meaningful way. I never knew a college professor who was more friendly with the custodial staff, the IT team, the guy mowing the lawn, the plumber. He loved the idea of tangible results, and he lacked that in his own career, so he felt drawn to people who could, at the end of the day, point to something and say, ‘I did that.’ Most of all he would have liked the fact that you take care of me. He didn’t always do that, but he felt guilty when he didn’t. He used to say to me, ‘Maybe the next husband will do a better job than I have.’ I hated it when he said that, but if Harry were here, he’d look at you and say, ‘I told you so.’”

“He sounds like a nice man.”

“Don’t get me wrong. He could be a real bastard. His work obsessed him, and he never believed I would understand what he was doing, even though I knew a hell of a lot more about astrophysics than most school administrators. But he walled that part of his life off from me. He would share it with Tess, even when she was a little girl, but never with me. I resented that sometimes.”

“Did you resent Vivian, too?”

“Because of the way they bonded over science?”

“Yeah.”

“You have to understand—Harry and Vivian had an intellectual relationship that I could never be a part of, but Vivian and I had a sisterhood that Harry could never be a part of, and Harry and I had a romantic relationship that Vivian could never be a part of. But we all had a friendship that bound us together as tightly as any spouses.”

“So, they never had an affair?”

“Harry and Vivian? God no. But he loved her. Hell, I loved her. I still do.”

“Then why the hysterics about Vivian ruining everything?”

“She did ruin everything. She’s the only one who could have stopped Harry. And she just stood by and let it happen. But that doesn’t mean I don’t miss her every day. It was bad enough losing Harry, but Vivian was my best friend. Losing her hurt, too.”

“But doesn’t she still live in town? Still work at the university? Couldn’t she still be your friend?”

“It’s complicated, David. I shut her out afterward because I blamed her, as much as I blamed Tess. Seeing her again now—it would just be too painful.”

“And what about Tess?”

“I don’t want to think about Tess,” said Marie.

“I want you to know that you can talk to me about them—no judgment, no jealousy, no resentment. I promise.”

“Thank you, David. You really are a good man. I don’t deserve you.”

“Of course you do. But you still didn’t answer my question.”

“What question?”

“How did you and Harry, and for that matter Vivian, how did you all meet?”

“The official story,” said Marie, “or the real story?”

“You mean there’s a secret story you never tell anyone?” asked David, turning on his side so he could look into Marie’s eyes.

“There is,” said Marie mischievously.

“Tell me that one.”

Marie fidgeted with her pendant—an art nouveau concoction of turquoise and gold with tiny emeralds and sapphires set around the edges. She never took it off, wearing it on a silver chain around her neck hidden underneath her clothing. Now, it was the only thing she wore, and she let it drop into the cleft between her breasts as she returned David’s gaze.

“The official story is that we all met at a party, or a movie, or a play. I can’t even remember exactly what we decided. The world’s most boring meet-cute. But the real story is one that could only have been dreamed up by Harry Maxwell. Even though he was just a sophomore, he drifted around campus like he was already a professor—dressed in tweed, chomping on an unlit pipe. He was in a couple of my classes, but he never said much. Harry was one of those people that everybody knew about, but nobody knew. I was aware of Harry, though I didn’t know his name. And I didn’t know Vivian at all.

“Winter of sophomore year I was in the library one afternoon looking for a book on the history of science fiction for a literature class I was taking, but in the spot where that book should have been was a plain black binder. I slipped the binder off the shelf and took it back to my carrel. I felt a thrill of secrecy as I opened that binder to see twenty sheets of paper covered from edge to edge in meticulous handwriting and headed Chapter One. I read the whole thing, and at the end of the last page were the words Please return. Chapter two on Wednesday.

“This was on a Tuesday night, so I returned the folder and came back the next afternoon and sure enough, there was chapter two. And the next Wednesday, chapter three. Chapter twelve came right before spring break, and while most of campus was headed for someplace warm like Florida, my big plans included organizing my sock drawer and getting ahead in my reading for spring semester. I was double majoring in English lit and art history, so I had plenty of work to do. But when I reached the final page, it didn’t say Chapter thirteen on Wednesday. It said, The End. And below that it said, Readers gather Saturday night at midnight, followed by some numbers. Now I’m thinking, maybe Millhouse College has secret societies and I’m about to be in one—especially given the content of the manuscript I just read.

“It didn’t take me long to figure out that the numbers were map coordinates, but this was before everybody had a GPS device in their pocket, so I had to find an atlas, and then a more detailed map of the area and so on until I finally found the spot—an island in the middle of a lake in northeastern Wisconsin. And Millhouse is in central Pennsylvania—that’s a solid two-day drive. So, I skipped my Friday classes and drove. Saturday afternoon I made it to this boat landing where a man was on a ladder painting the boathouse. I paid him five dollars to ferry me across the lake, and ten minutes later I was standing on the dock of what I later learned was Maxwell’s Island watching the man head back to shore and wondering if I’d made a huge mistake.

“Now it was maybe three o’clock and I’d had nothing to eat all day and as far as I could tell I was all alone. There was a cabin just up the hill from the dock, so I went up there, but all the doors were locked, so I sat down on the steps to wait. And wait. And maybe two hours later, I heard the boat coming back and I went down to the dock and that’s how I met Vivian.

“‘You read it, too?’ she said. And we started talking about the manuscript; she said she thought the science was a little iffy and I said the prose was stilted and before you knew it, we were talking like old friends, not like two strangers abandoned on a deserted island.

“At midnight, the lights suddenly came on in the cabin and the doors to the deck flew open and that’s how I met the famous Harry Maxwell.”

“And…” said David.

“And what?” said Marie. “You wanted to know the true story of how we met. That’s the true story.”

“But what happened? What was the book about? Did anybody else show up? What did Harry say? Did he write the book?”

“Nobody else showed up. Just the three of us.”

“And the rest of my questions?”

“Oh, I can’t answer those,” said Marie with a smile, twirling her pendant on its chain.

“Why not?” said David.

“It’s a secret.”

In spite of all the pain that had followed, Marie smiled at the memory of Harry Maxwell’s secrets. In that first meeting he had confessed that he had chosen Marie and Vivian—watching them in class and in the library and placing his story where he knew they’d find it. And he had confessed something else: Every word of the story he had used to lure them to Maxwell’s Island was true.

Long after David had rolled over and begun snoring lightly, Marie lay awake staring at the fairy lights—intensely aware that the sparkles in the dark blue ceiling did not represent the actual pattern of the night sky that she knew so well from summers at the lake with Harry and Vivian. Those summers began a few months after they first met and while in later years one summer blurred into the next, she could remember almost every detail of that first summer. They quickly discovered several things—that Vivian had that rare scientific mind that could keep up with Harry (though some of his math still puzzled her); that Marie and Vivian shared a taste in art (encompassing both Pre-Raphaelites and Postimpressionists) and literature (from Jane Austen to P. G. Wodehouse to Umberto Eco); and that Harry and Marie were in love. While Harry and Vivian found their greatest intimacy in scientific speculation and Marie and Vivian talked endlessly about books and paintings, Harry and Marie were soon sharing a bed nightly and to say they had been sexually compatible, thought Marie, would have been a grand understatement. Their relationship evolved that first summer into what it would be for the next decade and a half. Harry and Vivian couldn’t think without each other; Vivian and Marie couldn’t laugh without each other; but Harry and Marie couldn’t live without each other.


RICHARD RUNNING

Richard loved running barefoot on the beach, just at the edge of the water, where he kicked up wet sand that dried on the backs of his calves and he would rinse off later in the walk-in shower. He was usually up early enough to watch the sun rise out of the Atlantic as he ran. This morning that happened at low tide, which put Richard as far away from the cluster of buildings that made up the Waves Beachside Retirement Community as he could get without leaving the property. There were a few other runners at the Waves, and on most mornings he passed one or two on his way up or down the beach, but today, aside from a beachcomber and his unleashed but lethargic dog, Richard saw no one. After spending the past decade dodging other people on busy sidewalks or in crowded parks, he felt like he had discovered running all over again.

He did not, like some of the other runners he had observed, carry his phone with him when he ran. He didn’t listen to podcasts or to the music of his youth, nor did he care about timing himself or calculating his pace. He simply ran to the end of the beach and back, a distance which, if pressed, he would guess was about three miles. But Richard didn’t run for the miles or the pace or the time plugged into some audio program. He ran to feel the sand beneath his feet and the damp sea air in his lungs and to feel the first rays of the morning sun on his face.

When he finished showering and dressing, he picked up his phone and saw he had four missed calls. His ringer had been silenced for at least the past couple of days. It was just luck, he thought, that he had picked it up at all. He rarely made or received calls. Richard had no children, no siblings, and, after losing Harry, no close friends. He did not object to being a loner, but he had little use for the cell phone that was required of all Waves residents. His encrypted messages to and from certain members of the Paradox Club came via an email server that he usually accessed with a laptop computer. His phone sometimes sat for days unnoticed. He had lately been using it as a paperweight to protect a few unpaid bills from the breeze that wafted in off the sea through the patio’s sliding glass door. Only because he decided to pay those bills had he reached for his phone.

VIVIAN—MISSED CALL read his screen over and over. Eight o’clock last night, midnight, two in the morning, and about the time the sun rose—twenty past seven. He hadn’t had an actual phone call from Vivian in ages. He had only called her once since moving to Florida, preferring to use his leisure time to write letters. She never called him. He knew everything was quiet at the club. Both of his moles had checked in last night. Had something happened since then? Richard had hoped to make it past October 14 without doing anything but reading by the pool and running on the beach. With apprehension he hit the CALL BACK button.

“Tess is back,” said Vivian without preamble.

“And hello to you, too, Vivian. What do you mean Tess is back?”

“She showed up on my doorstep yesterday afternoon. She’s taking a break from school because of, I don’t know, mental stress or something.”

Richard felt his pulse quicken. His fantasy of a quiet life by the beach and the pool seemed in danger of evaporating. “And she just happened to show up on your doorstep a week before—”

“Maybe it’s a coincidence.”

“If it’s a coincidence, it’s an awfully inconvenient one,” said Richard.

“She did say she felt pulled to the island.”

“Damn,” said Richard.

“Maybe it’s time to tell her,” said Vivian.

“You want to tell a person with fragile mental health…you want to tell her that?”

“She’s got to find out sooner or later.”

“Let’s just get through the fourteenth, Vivian.”

“Richard, you don’t think that maybe we should…”

“Don’t even say it.”

“Why not? It may be her one chance.”

“You know what happened last time,” said Richard.

“I feel like I’m all on my own here—if anything should happen. If anyone at the club were to find out—”

“I’ve got eyes in the club. If anyone finds out, I’ll know.”

“Yes, but you’ll still be a thousand miles away. Couldn’t you come stay here until after the fourteenth?”

“If we’re trying not to draw attention to your house, having me show up is the worst thing we could do.”

“Somewhere nearby, then. Shack up in a cheap motel out by the highway.”

“You realize I’m sitting on my private veranda looking out over the ocean.”

“Please, Richard. I’m not sure I can handle her.”

“What’s to handle? Just tell her stories. That always works on her.”

“I can’t just tell stories, Richard, you know that. I have to experience them.”

“I would have thought, if Harry’s math was right, you’d be experiencing them constantly these days.”

“Okay, fine. I’ll tell her stories. But I’d still feel a lot better if you were closer.”

“How about this: Remember that resort up near Sheboygan where Harry and Marie went for their tenth anniversary?”

“I remember.”

“How about I migrate up there until after the fourteenth? Keeps me out of the way, but I’m only a couple of hours away if anything happens. And I’ll have a view of a lake instead of a truck stop.”

“Would you, Richard? I’d feel so much safer knowing you were nearby.”

“I’ll fly up this afternoon. I’ll call you when I get there.”

Richard assumed Pilgrim 3 was having him watched, and he knew she wouldn’t dare risk sending tails who were not members of the Paradox Club, so he had no trouble spotting the two men assigned to follow him as soon as he was in the ticket line at the airport. He played the old man character for all he was worth—hobbling through the cavernous ticket hall on his cane, telling the agent he needed a ticket to Los Angeles in a voice loud enough to be heard not just by the men ten feet behind him but by everyone else in the vicinity. He lingered near the ticket desk long enough to hear the two men buy tickets to LA before accepting the proffered offer of a ride in a wheelchair to the security line, where he had his only moment of panic as the tall young man from the airline pushed him toward the TSA PreCheck area. But his tails had been smart enough to anticipate this and had paid extra to be in the shorter line themselves. When pre-boarding began, he tottered over to the bathroom, where he spent twelve minutes in a stall making a variety of noises designed to turn the stomachs of his pursuers, then spent another three minutes washing and drying his hands. By the time he returned to the gate only a handful of people still waited to board. One of his tails had apparently already gone down the jetway and the other went through the door as soon as he saw the president hold a boarding pass out to the gate agent. Then it was a simple matter to whisper to the agent that he had the gates mixed up, sprint back down the concourse, and board his actual flight seconds before they closed the jetway door and before his tails could even make it back into the terminal. He settled into the first-class seat he had purchased online that morning and smiled. Pilgrim 3 had no idea who she was dealing with.


THERAPIST N − 7

“Why do you like your aunt Vivian’s stories so much?”

“They calm me down. I don’t know why, but they make the voices go away.”

“The intrusive thoughts.”

“The voices.”

“Auditory hallucinations.”

“You can call them intrusive thoughts or auditory hallucinations or whatever you want, but when Vivian tells one of her stories, they back off. I like that.”

“Do you think that’s because the stories relax you, make you feel less stressed?”

“The voices don’t only come when I’m stressed.”

“But you said they’re worse when you’re stressed.”

“I guess.”

“Are you stressed right now?”

“I don’t know. Aren’t all teenagers stressed?”

“You’re tapping out a pattern on the arm of the chair.”

“So?”

“So that’s a compulsive behavior, Tess.”

“I know. But it makes me feel better and it doesn’t hurt anyone.”

“Does it make you feel better the way your aunt’s stories do?”

“No.”

“So why do you think those stories have such an effect on you?”

“Aren’t you supposed to answer that question?”

“Not really, but I can. I think it’s because of your father.”

“What about him.”

“You said he told you stories.”

“But I don’t remember most of them.”

“Do you remember any of them?”

“Yes.”

“How many?”

“One.”

“Right, the story about the ogre in the cave.”

“Yeah.”

“Don’t you think that connection between your father and storytelling, those happy memories of listening to him, are part of why you connect so strongly to your aunt’s stories?”

“Maybe.”

“Was your aunt Vivian ever there when your father told you the ogre story?”

“Sometimes.”

“So, she heard the story.”

“I suppose.”

“Did she ever tell you that story?”

“Of course not. It wasn’t her story. It was Harry’s.”

“No one else could tell it?”

“No.”

“So that story was like a part of Harry’s identity to you.”

“I suppose.”

“And are Aunt Vivian’s stories a part of her identity?”

“She thinks so.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“She thinks they’re real. She thinks they really happened.”

“And does that bother you?”

“Of course it bothers me. You of all people should know what it’s like to be around people who are insane.”

“Do you think your aunt is insane?”

“Okay, maybe not insane.”

“Then why does it bother you that she believes the stories?”

“Because they’re not true.”

“But they make you feel better.”

“Which makes me feel guilty.”

“You feel guilty because the stories help you, but you think they hurt her?”

“Yes.”

“Maybe they don’t hurt her. Has she ever complained about telling them?”

“No. But if you’re going crazy, you don’t know you’re going crazy.”

“Maybe she’s not going crazy.”

“Then why does she believe the stories?”

“Do you remember what your father told you about stories? You mentioned it to me a few sessions ago and I wrote it down because it made such an impression on me.”

“I remember.”

“What was it?”

“Every story is true…somewhere.”


THE MOLE

“What do you mean you lost him?!” Pilgrim 3 shouted into her phone.

“We think he got on another plane,” came the voice.

“Which plane?”

“There were at least twenty boarding and that’s assuming he didn’t go to a different concourse.”

“So, he could be anywhere?”

“Yes.”

Pilgrim 3 hit the red icon that ended the call. “God, I miss slamming down phone receivers!” she shouted. This interjection alone was enough to bring Montag 5, the most physically imposing and loyal member of Pilgrim 3’s inner circle, into her office.

“Trouble?” he asked.

“Our esteemed president has flown the coop and slipped through our fingers and is off to God knows where.”

“I’m sure it’s an innocent trip,” said Montag 5. “He’s probably going stir crazy down there.”

“He’s been loving it!”

“But still…”

“If it was an innocent trip, he wouldn’t have gone to all the trouble to elude our surveillance.”

“Maybe he has a girlfriend.”

“I don’t think Calvin 4 has ever had a girlfriend,” said Pilgrim 3.

“A boyfriend then?”

“He’s up to something, I can feel it,” said Pilgrim 3. “Tighten security in the club. Who’s on the big board this afternoon?”

“Valentine 6.”

“Do we trust her?”

“She’s too green not to trust,” said Montag 5.

“Peek in there once in a while,” said Pilgrim 3. “Keep her on her toes.”

In the basement of the Paradox Club, Valentine 6 wished she could check her messages. She had been worried about Calvin 4 ever since she had called the president that morning on her burner phone. She had received an encrypted email just after eight a.m.: Mother is doing better. Thanks for the card. That meant to contact Calvin 4 as soon as possible.

She had felt honored when Calvin 4 had stopped by her apartment one night several months ago and asked if they might chat for a few minutes. She had only been a member of the club for a few months, and the legendary Calvin 4 wanted to have a tête-à-tête. She had spent enough time at the club to know that Calvin 4 was a towering figure in the organization. Though now he was essentially president emeritus in all but name, he had scores of loyal followers, earned over decades of service. Even though Valentine 6 was not yet privy to the whole nature of that service, she had heard enough about Calvin 4 to hold him in high esteem. She had even heard whispered in one of the members’ lounges a story about Calvin 4 presiding over something called the Great Debate—some sort of conflict between a former member and Pilgrim 3 that threatened to tear the club apart. And now he was sitting at her kitchen table, sipping a cup of decaf.

“Have you heard of the Great Debate?” Calvin 4 asked.

“Only snippets. Someone said you kept the club from splitting apart.”

“A bit of an exaggeration. Would you believe me if I told you that what we do at the club can have ramifications for all of humanity?”

“From what I’ve been told so far, that wouldn’t surprise me,” said Valentine 6.

“And would you believe me if I told you that if Pilgrim 3 has her way and does what she was accused of aspiring to do at the Great Debate, those ramifications could be extraordinarily dangerous?”

“To be honest, I never really liked Pilgrim 3,” Valentine 6 said. “She seems too fond of power. And of herself.”

“Precisely,” said Calvin 4. “I had you pegged as perceptive at your first meeting, and I wasn’t wrong. Now, I’m about to go into something called retirement, and I’d like to have some chance of enjoying it. But I can’t just leave the club in the hands of Pilgrim 3.”

“Of course not.”

“I need someone to keep an eye on things for me. Someone who can contact me if certain things happen. And someone I can contact when I need information.”

“You want me to be a mole,” said Valentine 6, leaning across the table and whispering the last word. She felt a jolt of excitement. She had not even been a member for a year, and she had been handpicked as personal spy to the president.

“Are you up for it?”

“Yes, sir,” said Valentine 6. “You’ve come to the right person. Now, tell me exactly what events I should be looking for.”

That had been a little over four months ago. She hadn’t had another conversation with Calvin 4 until this morning.

“I need to take a trip,” Calvin 4 had said when she called back. “I’m leaving later today, and I’m sure Pilgrim 3 will try to have me followed. Text my burner from yours every four hours when you can. I need to know anything you hear about me or about two people named Tess Maxwell and Vivian Harbottle from anyone at the club. I also need to know if we get any red lights on the big board while you’re on duty. Text the word avocado if nothing happens, but as soon as you hear anyone talking or you see a red light on that board, text peaches, and call me as soon as you can.”

“This sounds very cloak-and-dagger,” Valentine 6 said. “Are you sure you’re safe?”

“I’m not sure at all,” Calvin 4 said. “That’s why I need you to watch out for me.”

Valentine 6 had haunted the halls of the club all day, drifting in and out of its various lounges and eavesdropping wherever she could, but she heard nothing about the president or about Tess Maxwell or Vivian Harbottle. At five, she began a shift in the basement, where she was certain to hear nothing. The lights on the board glowed green and the machinery gave off a low hum. For the first time since she had started in the basement, Valentine 6 actually paid attention to the big board. Her iPad stayed in her bag along with her burner phone as she stared at the lights. What would happen if one turned red? What, exactly, did it mean? Valentine 6 was only a level two club member, and while she understood the basic purpose of the club, she was not yet privy to specifics. To make it to the next level, she had to devote five hundred hours of service to the club. She worked four-hour shifts several times a week watching the big board and was only a few shifts away from getting her five hundred hours. As she stared, glassy-eyed, at the lights, she wondered what would happen if one of them turned red when she was not on duty? Would the light still be red when she arrived for her next shift? By then would it be too late to warn the president? Or did Calvin 4 have other moles besides herself? For the first time in her four hundred fifty hours in the basement, Valentine 6 felt a bead of sweat trickle down her back.


THE ARCHIVIST

Tess watched as the flesh of her arm bubbled like molten lava, the heat of the flames searing her with pain while her feet stayed rooted to the ground. Her mother’s screams and Aunt Vivian’s crying sounded so faint they seemed to be seeping in from another dimension. But the one voice she longed to hear was silent. Silent forever, she thought as the flames swept around her and she erupted into a pyre of light.

She bolted up in bed, her pajamas soaked with cold sweat. It was her third night at Aunt Vivian’s, and the dream had gotten worse every night. What she hated most about this dream was its proximity to reality—as if her mind had taken a memory and twisted it two degrees to the left. And when the dream came, as it too often did, the voices came with it—voices that had invaded her consciousness long ago and that even the best medications could not always keep at bay.

“You were screaming,” said a voice next to Tess. She looked up and saw Aunt Vivian in the yellow glow of the bedside lamp. Vivian pressed a hand gently against Tess’s arm. “A nightmare?”

“The same nightmare as always,” said Tess. “My therapist adjusted my meds, but some things can’t be medicated away.”

“I’m sorry, dear,” said Vivian in a soothing voice. Tess looked up at Vivian’s placid face. She hadn’t really looked at her closely since arriving. Although her hair had turned prematurely white in the ten years since the fire, other than that she looked just as Tess remembered from those happy days at the lake—her face, though now in its fifties, was largely unlined; her blue eyes sparkled with life and curiosity; the smooth curve of her cheeks and gentle subtlety of her smile were as welcoming as a hot cup of tea. Vivian possessed a softness that was as much a factor of her gentle voice and kind eyes as of her slightly padded figure.

“Would a story make you feel better?” Vivian asked.

“I thought you had to wait for the stories to come to you.”

“One did,” said Vivian.

“While you were asleep? Like a dream?”

“Something like that,” said Vivian with a smile. “Now, did I ever tell you about working for Hilton Deramus?”

“Who was that?”

“He made his money in investments—I’m not sure if they called them hedge funds back in those days, but it was one of those make-billions-without-actually-doing-any-work sort of things. But he was a decent man in other respects. Good to his wife, loving to his children when they were home from boarding school.”

“What did you do for him?”

“I was a cataloger. There were three of us. One for the paintings and the sculpture, one for the books, and one for the manuscripts. Did I mention he was a collector? I was the manuscript cataloger. Letters from famous people, signatures of every president, literary manuscripts, scientific manuscripts. But my favorites were the musical manuscripts. In addition to the Park Avenue apartment, he had this huge house in the Hamptons and in the living room he had a piano that had once belonged to Maurice Ravel. From the bench, you could look out and see the ocean. He let me play it whenever I wanted. Did I ever tell you I played piano?”

“No, Vivian, I don’t believe you ever mentioned it.” There had been a battered old upright piano in the lake house, but Tess had never heard anyone play a single note—though Vivian had often sat on the bench during cocktail hour, when the adults drank gin and tonics and Tess nursed a Shirley Temple.

“Oh, yes. I once played Beethoven’s third piano concerto with the Radcliffe Symphony Orchestra, but that wasn’t the highlight of my musical career.”

“What was the highlight?”

“One day I was at the Hamptons house and a package arrived from Sotheby’s in London. I was the only one there, working on cataloging an archive of E. M. Forster letters, so I signed for the package and, since it was from Sotheby’s, I opened it. I knew what Mr. Deramus had bought at the most recent auction and I couldn’t wait to see it. Inside was a twenty-two page, previously unknown musical manuscript by Clara Schumann—my idol when it came to the piano. The manuscript had been described as an ‘unfinished work for keyboard, never performed or recorded.’ I didn’t need to know any more than that. I set the pages on Ravel’s Steinway and started to play.

“Oh my God, Tess, can you imagine? Hearing a piece of music that no one has heard except the composer who died a century ago? And having it come out of your fingers through Ravel’s piano and seeing the waves of the Atlantic whenever you glanced up? I wept. When the housekeeper came in with the FBI, they found me sitting there weeping.”

“I’m sorry, did you say the FBI?”

“Oh yes. FBI, SEC. Turns out Deramus was running a Ponzi scheme. Defrauded investors of something like two billion dollars. But, you know, easy come, easy go. It was the last time I ever went to the Hamptons. The government sold the Schumann manuscript along with everything else. I’ve no idea where it went. But I remember it—I can’t play it note for note, but I can hum the themes and I can remember how it made me feel. They can never take that away.”

“Could you play a little of it for me?”

“What do you mean?”

“The Schumann,” said Tess. “If we went someplace with a piano, could you play some of it?”

“Don’t be silly, Tess,” said Vivian. “I don’t know how to play the piano.”

This was how it always went with Vivian’s stories—she told them with total commitment as if they had been a real part of her life. Then as soon as the story ended, Vivian forgot all about it. Quizzed on the details she’d look nonplussed and ask where in the world you got such a silly idea. And yet the story soothed Tess, as Vivian’s tales so often did. And it quieted the voices. They’d be back, Tess knew that, and she wouldn’t always be able to count on a new story from Vivian, but as she slipped back into a dreamless sleep, the voices were silent.


TESS AND HARRY ON THE DOCK

“Why can’t we have a television here?” nine-year-old Tess had asked her father one night. “You said you watched the moon landing from the lake on a television.”

“That’s true, but it was my parents’ decision to bring a TV that summer, and it was the only year we ever did. And the reception was terrible. Besides, it’s not like we sat around watching game shows all summer. We watched the moon landing and that was it. It was a special occasion.”

“There are other special occasions,” said Tess sulkily.

“We have a radio.”

“It’s not the same. There are no cartoons on the radio.”

“Radio waves are the most beautiful things in the world, Tess. They can send us music and entertainment, and they can teach us about the stars and the origin of the universe.”

“And that’s what you do at your work, right? Listen to the radio?”

“Not exactly. I teach at the university, you know that. But I also work for SETI analyzing radio waves.”

“Listening for aliens, right?”

“Something like that,” said Harry.

“If you ever hear a message, what will you say back?”

“Think about this, Tess. We believe that the earth is near the edge of the Milky Way Galaxy. That galaxy is something on the order of fifty thousand light-years across.”

“And a light-year is really far, right?”

“If we sent a radio wave to a star one light-year away, it would take a year to get there.”

“So really far.”

“Really far. Now, let’s suppose that there is an intelligent, technological civilization on a planet just halfway across our home galaxy. When you consider the size of the entire universe, that’s practically like a next-door neighbor. Suppose that civilization sends a radio signal that reaches Earth and suppose we discover a way to reply. Never mind about different languages or modes of communication. Now, if that signal left this nearby planet today, we would receive it twenty-five thousand years from now and if we responded immediately, they would receive our response fifty thousand years after they sent the original signal. Fifty thousand years ago, our species was making crude tools out of stone and maybe starting to think about painting on the walls of caves.”

“So, if they sent a signal and it took fifty thousand years to get a reply,” said Tess, “they might not even be there anymore.”

“And even if they were, they might have no record of the original signal. Or their means of communication might have changed so much they couldn’t understand our reply. Our species has a hard time planning things a few years in advance—imagine making plans to be carried out two thousand generations from now.”

“You couldn’t,” said Tess.

“When we listen at SETI—when we listen for one of those signals, we’re not just listening for signals from far away, we’re listening for messages from long ago. We’re listening to the past.”

“You’re time traveling,” said Tess excitedly.

“In a way,” said Harry with a smile, “we are.”


TAKING PAPER TO MARIE

On Saturday morning, Vivian outdid herself at breakfast: french toast, home fries, thick-cut bacon, and a heaping bowl of fresh fruit with cream—just like breakfasts at the lake she had cooked with Marie. The house would be filled with the smell of sizzling country ham and the table piled high with fresh biscuits, steaming scrambled eggs, and even (poured by Vivian when Harry looked the other way) a mug of “coffee,” for Tess. It was mostly warm milk, but Vivian knew it would give Tess that delicious sense of being grown-up.

“That was the best night’s sleep I’ve had in weeks,” said Tess. “I feel almost human this morning. I thought I might go see Marie.”

“Why would you do that?” asked Vivian.

“Why wouldn’t I? She’s my mother.”

“You haven’t used that reason to see her for…how long has it been?”

“Four years.”

“So, why now?”

“My therapist thinks it would be a good idea. She says we have unresolved issues.”

“Hard to argue that point. But don’t you want to get settled? Give it a week or two and then go see her?”

Vivian had no idea if anyone would be watching Marie’s house and if they were whether they would know who Tess was, but with October 14 only four days away, she thought it best to take no chances. If she could convince Tess to just lie low until after the fourteenth, there would be plenty of time later to attempt reconciliation with Marie.

“I feel good this morning,” said Tess. “For once I feel like she can’t hurt me, like I’m emotionally armed to see her. Who knows what I’ll feel like two weeks from now?”

“Probably even better,” said Vivian.

“Or maybe a lot worse.”

“There’s another reason you might not want to go over there,” said Vivian. “Marie met someone.”

“You mean another man?”

“Yes.”

“How did you find out? Do you see her? Do you talk to her?”

“She’s made it pretty clear she doesn’t want to talk to me, and I respect that. But this is a small town and word gets around.”

“All the more reason to go visit her. I can meet my new stepdaddy.”

“I don’t know if it’s that serious yet.”

“One way to find out.”

“Think about this, Tess. Take a minute and go through in your mind what it might do to you—not just to see Marie for the first time in years, but to see her happy with another man.”

“It might be good for me to see her happy,” said Tess. “I haven’t seen that since the fire.”

“I’m just afraid she’ll disappoint you like she always does.”

“Maybe I need to prove to myself that she has no power over me anymore,” said Tess. “Can I borrow the minivan?”

Tess drove out to the Costco on the edge of town to pick up a peace offering of paper products. Marie Maxwell refused to become a member of anything. “Membership is a dangerous thing,” she once said, without explanation. But Tess knew of her mother’s propensity for keeping an endless supply of certain essentials squirreled away, so she filled the back of the van with bulk packages of toilet paper and paper towels and tissues.

She pulled up in front of her mother’s house just before noon to find Marie standing on the front steps in a housedress, her hair in curlers. She looked like some 1950s version of a suburban housewife.

“Tesla Maxwell, this is a surprise. I almost didn’t recognize you all grown-up.”

“Hello, Marie.”

“I won’t explode if you call me Mom.”

“When did I ever call you Mom?”

“Never.”

“I made a Costco run. I thought you might want some supplies.”

“A peace offering.”

Tess felt an instant pang of annoyance that Marie had used the same words she had thought as she piled items into her cart. “I didn’t know we were at war.”

“What did you think?”

“Never mind,” said Tess, and then after a pause and because she couldn’t resist, “Aunt Vivian says hello.”

“I thought you were in college.”

“I’m taking a break.”

“And of course you run straight to Vivian.”

“She takes care of me, Marie.”

“That woman! If it hadn’t been for her your father wouldn’t…”

“Wouldn’t what? I’ve heard you say that sentence a thousand times, but you never finish it. Wouldn’t have shut you out from his work? Wouldn’t have spent so much time at the office? Wouldn’t have been happy?”

“Let’s talk about something else.”

Her mother’s solution to everything.

“I’ll put these away,” said Tess, nodding at the minivan.

“Thank you,” said Marie tersely.

Tess lay awake many nights wondering about that unfinished sentence that Marie had repeated nearly every time Tess had come to stay with her after Harry’s death. “If it hadn’t been for Vivian, Harry wouldn’t…” She had made a game out of speculating endings. Her favorites included, wouldn’t have understood half of what he did about physics, wouldn’t have made the secret scientific breakthrough that no one will ever know about, and wouldn’t have been nominated for a Nobel Prize. So far as Tess knew, Harry Maxwell hadn’t been nominated for a Nobel, but she liked that ending nonetheless. Once she even finished the sentence with wouldn’t have had a daughter. It would explain a lot, but it seemed unlikely. In another universe, maybe.

Despite her creative clauses, Tess suspected the more mundane. If it hadn’t been for that woman, your father would have been faithful to me. Even as a child, watching her father and Vivian sitting in front of the fire at the lake house, leaning in toward each other as they spoke, Tess wondered if there was a more than collegial friendship between the two. She knew that their relationship was based on a level of scientific understanding that, by its very nature, excluded her mother. What she didn’t know was how far beyond science those discussions by the fire extended. What happened after her father had told Tess her story and tucked her in, after Tess had fallen asleep and Marie had gone to bed alone and Harry Maxwell returned to Vivian?

When Tess finished arranging the tissues and paper towels and toilet paper on two dedicated shelves in the curiously barren pantry, she found her mother outside on the front step, smoking a cigarette.

“I thought you quit,” said Tess, without trying to hide the scorn in her voice.

“I did,” said Marie, dropping the cigarette on the brick steps and grinding it out under her shoe. “Lots of times.” She blew a long plume of smoke toward the street and turned to Tess. “Would you like some lemonade?”

“That would be very nice, Marie, thank you,” said Tess, trying on kindness to see how it might feel.

Tess thought Marie might have invited her into the den to sit, but instead her mother poured out two glasses of lemonade and stood at the kitchen counter drinking one of them. Tess picked up the other and took a long drink. It tasted of happier days—of days when her father had just come in from mowing the lawn and Vivian was putting plates on the table and Marie was cooking fried chicken.

“Aunt Vivian says you have a boyfriend.”

“How would she know?”

“Small town.”

“It’s true. I do have a companion. His name is David, and he installs and services heating and air-conditioning equipment.”

“Wow, you went the other way.”

“He’s a good man, Tess. He makes me happy. And he doesn’t start fires.”

“Harry didn’t start the fire.”

“There is so much you don’t know, Tess.”

“I’m getting sick and tired of people saying that. If there are things I don’t know, then tell me.”

“Now is not the time.”

“It’s never the time. And I don’t understand why you always have to blame someone for what happened. You blame Harry, you blame Vivian, you blame me.”

“You want me to tell you something?” said Marie, setting her glass on the counter. “Okay, I’ll tell you something. David and I got married.”

Tess almost couldn’t swallow her mouthful of lemonade. She felt as if she had been kicked in the stomach by this simple declarative sentence. She suddenly realized why Marie hadn’t led her into the den—what she hadn’t seen when she glanced into that room on the way down the hall laden with paper towels. Harry’s picture no longer stood by the television.

“Marie, you didn’t…” began Tess, but she couldn’t complete the thought. Instead, she ran down the hall and threw open the door to Harry’s study. The Museum of Harry Maxwell—books untouched on the shelf, a neat stack of papers on the desk where he had left them—had been replaced with a pair of exercise bikes and a yoga mat. The built-in bookshelves held nothing but an assortment of DVDs and a large television. Only Harry’s desk, cleaned of its papers and shoved into a corner, gave any hint of the room’s former occupant.

“You erased him,” said Tess, turning to Marie, who had followed her. “You erased Harry. Just like you erased me.”

“Harry erased himself,” said Marie, not rising to Tess’s tone of anger. “Your father is dead, Tess. Dead. When will you get that through your thick skull?”

“But that doesn’t mean his books and his picture and his desk should be…”

“Those are things, Tess. Things are not life. I don’t need Harry’s things anymore.”

“Still, you had no right to—”

“I had every right. Harry gave me the right when he…” A pause hung in the air and then Marie’s tone softened. “David and I are married, Tess. He’s a good man. You’d like him.”

“But couldn’t you have waited?”

“Waited for what, Tess? I’m done with waiting. Done with living in mourning. Believe me, I’ve been through all the stages of grief. The anger lasted a particularly long time. But I’m through grieving.”

“But Harry—”

“Harry would want me to move on with my life,” said Marie.

“Harry would want you to take care of your daughter,” said Tess with bitterness.

“The past is past, Tess. And it’s much more complicated than you will ever know.”

“Then explain it to me.”

“I still have a life to live, Tess, and David is kind and he loves me and I want to spend the years that I have left someplace warm and comfortable where I can forget all about—”

“About me?”

“About the things in my life that have made me unhappy for so long.”

“I think that answers my question.”

“We all deserve happiness, Tess. You deserve it, too. Vivian deserves it. But so do I. I should have told you about David before, and I’m sorry for that. But we’re married and we’re moving to Florida, so I can have a fresh start.”

“You’re moving?”

“We bought a condo close to the beach. I’m flying down on Thursday.”

They stood looking toward each other but not making eye contact for a long minute.

“And Harry? All his books and…”—she motioned around the room—“and everything.”

“I won’t take the past with me, Tess. The books are still here, boxed in the garage. Everything else…”

“Everything else is gone,” said Tess flatly.

“Not everything,” said Marie. “Come with me.” She led Tess back into the kitchen and opened what Tess had always called the stuff drawer, though Harry and Marie called it the junk drawer. She pulled out a framed photograph and handed it to her. It showed Harry and Tess standing on the dock at the lake in their bathing suits. The sun sparkled off the water behind them and they both smiled broadly. Tess had no memory of the red-and-white-striped bathing suit she wore, but she did remember Marie snapping that picture.

“I was eight,” said Tess.

“You should have this,” said Marie.

Tess didn’t understand how she could be so furious with her mother yet still feel tenderness toward her.

“Thank you,” she said.

They sipped lemonade in silence for a few minutes and then Tess spoke again. “I’m happy for you, Marie. I’m happy that you found David and that you can…can leave it all behind. I wish I could.”

“Do you want the books?”

“Harry’s books?”

“Harry wanted you to have them. They’re yours if you want them.”

Tess felt tears welling up at the thought that she might still have this part of Harry in her life—the books he had loved so much. “Yes,” she said, trying not to cry. “I would like that.”

“We have a couple of boys with a truck helping us clean out. I’ll have them bring them over to Vivian’s on Monday. Call it my wedding present to you.”

“And what should I get you?”

“I don’t need anything from you, Tess.”

Crushed by her mother’s words, Tess left the house. When she reached the minivan, she turned to see Marie standing in the yard. “Goodbye, Tess,” she called, as if they had just enjoyed a typical mother-daughter visit.

“Goodbye, Marie,” Tess managed. She pulled out of the driveway and made it halfway down the block before breaking into sobs.


THE OGRE STORY

“What sort of stories did your father tell you?” asked therapist n − 7. Tess wished she could remember more of the stories her father had told her on the dock—stories that not only entertained but elucidated whatever scientific principle her father had been teaching her about earlier in the evening. Her father’s stories owed at least as much to Edwin A. Abbott’s Flatland and George Gamow’s Mr. Tompkins as they did to the Brothers Grimm or Hans Christian Andersen. But just when she thought she had had pulled one up from the depths of her memory, it would disappear again into the murky corners of her mind. While she couldn’t remember the details of the stories her father told on the dock, she did tell n − 7 Harry’s favorite bedtime story.

“At least a dozen times every summer he’d tell that story.”

“The same story every time?”

“Not exactly the same story. There were always differences. I concentrated on the differences.”

After her father died, Tess tried to write the story down, first in her meticulous twelve-year-old printing, later on an old Olivetti manual typewriter she purloined from Vivian’s study, and eventually on a series of computers and tablets. She wrote the story over and over, always trying to hear her father’s voice, always striving to match his words. But she had been a child; she couldn’t remember with any degree of precision. Yet she persisted, believing if she wrote enough versions, one of them might cast that perfect shadow in the moonlight, the silhouette of her father’s story, every word just as he told it. She might never know which story was perfectly synced to her father, but she could live in hope that one of the ninety-six versions that sat in file folders in a Bankers Box in Vivian’s attic was a perfect reproduction of one of those moments, lying snug under a pile of blankets with the cool night air blowing in through the window and the smell of her father’s aftershave tickling her nose as he spoke in stentorian tones.

The story always began with the same responsorial. Harry would say, “There was once an ogre,” and Tess would reply by stating the ogre’s color. Harry would affirm the color and continue with the story, uninterrupted from that point on. As Tess grew older her choices of color expanded from simple green and red and purple to vermilion or chartreuse or lilac. One day she found a fan of paint chips her mother had brought from the hardware store in Madison to pick out a new color for her bedroom, and for the rest of the summer she demanded that the ogre be avocado or seafoam or cappuccino. But on the first night that Tess decided to write the story down, the night she stayed up until two a.m. with a flashlight under the sheets scribbling in her Jimmy Neutron notebook, the ogre had been simply purple.


There was once an ogre. A purple ogre.

The purple ogre lived in a cave at the top of a hill. Don’t ask me what the cave was doing at the top of the hill when caves are usually underneath hills. All I know is that the cave was at the top of the hill and the ogre lived in it. Now the strange thing about this hill was that it was shrouded in fog all the time. Fog clung to the top of this hill like a proton to an electron so that whenever the ogre looked out of his cave all he saw was a white mist. And so, naturally, the ogre assumed that the world was made of fog and that his cave was the only place fit for ogre habitation.

To be sure, there were amenities in the ogre’s cave. There was a deep seam of coal so that he always had fuel for a fire. There was an underwater lake teeming with fish so that he always had food and water. And if there had been a third amenity, I would list it here, because in stories things so often come in threes. But the coal and the lake were the extent of the cave’s comforts. The ground where the ogre slept was covered with sharp rocks. The wall against which he often sat was cold and damp. And the view from his front porch was, as I believe I mentioned before, nothing but fog.

Deep within the cave, on a wall that the ogre could just make out if he carried a glowing ember of coal to light his way, was a strange mural, painted eons ago by an ogre or ogres unknown. Every few days (I might have said once a week, if the ogre had had any concept of a week) the ogre would spelunk into the depths of the cave to gaze upon the mural, always hoping he would be able to make some sense of it. It showed strange tall shapes in a color the ogre decided to call green and a winding ribbon of something that seemed to deserve the name blue. Along this blue stripe stood creatures that looked like poorly designed fish with legs or ogres with small shoulders and more than three fingers. The ogre had no names for these odd creatures, some of which walked on two legs as he did and some of which, inexplicably, walked on four. The four-legged creatures might be considered attractive, the ogre supposed, but the two-legged ones were quite hideous with their skinny arms and legs, hairless bodies, and tiny feet. Strangest of all, at the top of the mural, where the ogre could only see it if he stood on his ogre tiptoes, was a large round object in a color that the ogre chose to call yellow. The ogre knew that if such a large object really were up in the air like that, it would crash to the ground immediately, probably crushing several of the poorly drawn fish. He had seen rocks crash from the ceiling of the cave and the welt on his leg was testament to the damage even a small falling object could do.

The ogre concluded that whoever had painted the mural knew nothing about fish, nothing about falling objects (or what the ogre liked to call science), and nothing about art. But still, when you live in a cave with nothing to do but fish and dig coal, you spend a lot of time staring at your mural, no matter how bad it is, because it’s the only work of art you have.

It was a rather dull and boring life for the ogre with nothing to do but eat fish, drink water, dig coal, gaze into the fog, and stare at the mural. Sometimes the ogre would try to re-create the images of the mural on the walls near the entrance to the cave, using the blood of fish as paint. But every time he did this, the damp from the fog seeped into the cave and washed the walls clean of the blood—erasing the ogre’s efforts and quashing his nascent artistic aspirations.

There were two important days in the ogre’s life that happened shortly after this story begins—we’ll call them a Wednesday and a Thursday, even though the ogre had never heard those words and knew nothing of the gods Woden and Thunor.

On Wednesday, the ogre happened to glance into the still surface of the lake while holding a coal ember, and he saw something he had never noticed before. In the past he had always splashed out into the water to chase after fish; he had never stopped to look at the lake when its surface was undisturbed by his ogorial thrashing. But that Wednesday, the ogre saw, staring back at him from the lake, the face of an ogre. He did not realize it was the face of an ogre, because he had never seen either his own face or anyone else’s, but he did immediately recognize the beauty of the face that looked up at him from the depths. The protruding brow erupting in a forest of spiky hairs and glowing pustules; the bounteously bulbous eyes; the pointed nose elegantly bent to one side; the jagged, stained teeth overhanging the charmingly chapped lower lip; and all covered in a shimmering sheen of nostril slime. What could be more beautiful? The ogre tried to speak to the stunning creature in the water and as he spoke, the beauty moved its lips, but no sound came. The ogre waved a hand at the vision. The vision waved back. The ogre felt a stirring deep within himself and a single word welled up inside him. Love. He dove into the water, but the creature instantly disappeared.

Every day from that fateful Wednesday, the ogre would visit the lake, staring at the exquisite creature for hours on end like some Neanderthal Narcissus. But the ogre had never heard of Narcissus, nor did he know any of the laws of the behavior of light on a reflective surface, such as that the angle of incidence equals the angle of refraction—that sort of thing.

Now, it so happened that the ogre decided to pay a visit to the mural one day—a Thursday in fact—to see if he could find any creature upon that wall as stunningly beautiful as the one beneath the surface of the lake. And on that fateful Thursday, after a careful examination lasting from ten in the morning until a quarter past three in the afternoon—that is to say roughly the amount of time it takes a point on the equator of the earth to rotate through sixty-four degrees—the ogre discovered two things he had never noticed before.

The first was a creature, all alone at the far end of the panorama, who looked very much like the object of his affection in the lake. Even the shimmer of slime had been captured by the artist. Gazing upon that flawless figure, the ogre began to reconsider his previous evaluation of the artist. This creature stooped beside the ribbon of blue, staring into an equally lovely face that looked up from what the ogre now realized must be a body of water. And then the ogre noticed, high in a corner of the wall just above this stunner of a creature, a drawing of a hill with a cave at the top. Could this be his own hill? And if so, what was the meaning of the fluffy whiteness that ringed it just below the cave’s entrance?

Now what do you suppose the ogre did next? Did he realize that the mural depicted a glorious world outside the cave and beyond the fog—a world of diversity and beauty and light? He did not. Did he use the evidence of the mural to formulate a hypothesis about the world and then test that hypothesis by venturing beyond the fog? He did not. Did he consider the depiction of a beautiful creature staring at another beautiful creature within a body of water as vindication of his own behavior at the lake deep within his cave? He did.

And from that day forth the ogre spent every spare moment—which, in all honesty meant most of his moments—gawking at that visage in the lake. He did not, as Narcissus did, die staring at his own reflection; he still took time to eat and drink and sleep. But the rest of the time, he gazed silently into the deep, completely convinced, against, one might say, all evidence to the contrary, that he was happy.



The story was never the same and always the same. In its essentials it never varied, but in its details it always did. Some nights, especially if Harry had been fishing that day, the story would contain long digressions about the angling successes of the ogre. Other times the ogre would go on extended spelunking expeditions, discovering other paintings, other seams of coal, and other lakes. As Tess grew older, Harry would incorporate more complex vocabulary into the story, so, while the story he told seven-year-old Tess included nascent and vindication and panorama, by the time she turned nine the narrator had peppered in words like ambidextrous, pusillanimous, and antediluvian. Nor was Harry afraid of invented words—though he did caution Tess never to invent words when a perfectly good one for the purpose already existed. Tess’s favorite of her father’s etymological creations was: ogorial, adj., of or pertaining to an ogre or ogres.

After each telling, Harry would reiterate the story’s meaning, despite Tess’s protest that “I got it, Harry. You practically hit me over the head with it this time.” But Harry would persist in explaining that the story showed that if we allow our own points of view, assumptions, and biases to obscure the truth, we can never be successful in our scientific inquiries—or in any explorations of the world around us. We might believe we have achieved happiness by hiding behind our prejudices, but it is a specious pleasure founded on ignorance and as shallow and meaningless as the reflection of a purple ogre in an underground lake.


AN ORGANIZATIONAL PARADIGM

Monday morning, Tess awoke to the sound of voices and heavy thuds. She watched from an upstairs window as two burly men unloaded forty-two boxes of books from a panel truck and stacked them on the front porch. As the truck pulled away from the curb, belching smoke from its tailpipe, Tess tried to muster the energy to rise from the window seat on the upstairs landing and face the mountain on the front porch that was, along with the memories of his friends and family, all that remained of Harry Maxwell on this earth. She longed to surround herself with Harry’s books, steeped in the smell of his pipe and overflowing in the margins with his notes and comments. At the same time, she dreaded opening even one box, knowing that the books’ presence would be a constant reminder of Harry’s absence.

She considered several means of dealing with her inertia: asking Vivian for a cup of coffee, standing in a hot shower for a half hour or so, even taking a run through campus or out toward Picnic Point on Lake Mendota. But the voices had other ideas. Before she had stirred from her spot, they began to clamor at her, and while she couldn’t quite make out their words at first, as they spoke over one another, soon enough they gelled into a unison that said, If you don’t organize Harry’s books, something bad will happen to Vivian.

Tess despised the lack of specificity in the voices. They never indulged in details. How should she organize the books? By author or title? By height or color or publication date? And what would happen to Vivian? A car accident or a kidnapping? A heart attack or a robbery? A little more information would be helpful, she said to the voices. But the rudeness of the voices extended to their never listening to her, never responding when she asked for clarification. If you don’t organize Harry’s books, something bad will happen to Vivian.

“Looks like you have a delivery,” said Vivian, discovering Tess in the window seat.

“Harry’s books,” said Tess.

“What will you do with them?”

“Could I have some breakfast?”

“Of course you can, dear.”

There are two parts of OCD, Tess had learned from therapist n − 8. There are the obsessions and there are the compulsions. Obsessions usually take the form of unwanted thoughts or ideas—in Tess’s case, the voices, or the auditory hallucinations as therapist n − 7 insisted on calling them. Those obsessions drive the person to perform compulsions—at times for Tess that meant organizing things. Two days ago, after returning from Marie’s, she had organized a giant pile of old L.L.Bean catalogs by date. And that was when the voices had been fairly quiet. The voices that spoke to her as she opened the front door and emerged next to the mountain of her father’s books were louder and more insistent that any she had heard in a long time.

Tess had spent many happy afternoons of her childhood in a beanbag chair that her father deigned to allow in the corner of his study, quietly reading while Harry worked. After Harry’s death, Marie had forbidden Tess to set foot in that room. Harry’s will had specified that no headstone be erected for him, so his collection of books had been the only monument left to Horatio Maxwell Jr. Tess hadn’t seen these books up close since she was twelve, but they now formed a wall between her and the world and echoed back the voices of doom. Even though her logical mind told her not to, when the voices began, she paid attention. After all, once the voices had been right.

Tess stared at the boxes, not sure how to begin. She couldn’t just pile them up on the floor of an empty room. They needed to be carefully arranged on shelves. She closed her eyes and envisioned the shelves in her father’s study and in his office on campus, trying to count how many bookcases, how many shelves in each case. Fifty shelves all together? Or sixty? In the long upstairs corridor of Vivian’s house, Tess counted the shelves that lined the north wall. Eight shelves in each section; eight sections running from the front of the house all the way to Vivian’s bedroom door. Sixty-four shelves. Probably enough, she thought, and half of those shelves were already empty. The rest were sparsely populated with old paperback thrillers, figurines of animals, back issues of the New Yorker and Scientific American, and a miscellany of dusty, forgotten objects from glass milk bottles to empty picture frames to a moth-eaten Easter bonnet that looked like it had sat in the same spot since World War II.

“Do you mind if I move some of these things?” Tess asked Vivian.

“Get rid of the lot as far as I’m concerned. I’ve been meaning to clean off those shelves myself for years. Just never got around to it. Do you need any help? I don’t have any Monday classes.”

“I’ll be fine,” lied Tess.

“I’ll be downstairs in my study if you need anything.”

By midday Tess had emptied and dusted the shelves, sweeping their contents into a dozen heavy-duty garbage bags, which she stacked by the street for the next day’s collection. Every time she carried a bag downstairs, she carried a box of books upstairs. That still left thirty more boxes to lug up the steps, and by the tenth box she was beginning to resent the high ceilings in the house that meant the staircase felt endlessly long. The voices never stopped pestering her, but their volume dropped as she worked.

“Are you sure it’s okay to unpack them all?” asked Tess as she and Vivian shared lunch at the kitchen counter.

“Tess, Harry was special to me, too. I’m glad Marie has found someone and is finally moving on. She’s a woman who takes grief very seriously. So, I’m happy about David and Florida and all the rest of it. But I still miss Harry. Walking past his books every day, being able to pick one off the shelf and read it and look at his marginalia—that’s a great gift to me, a wonderful reminder of my old friend.”

An hour after lunch, Tess had emptied ten of the boxes and arranged the books in alphabetical order by author, leaving plenty of gaps for the rest. She had hoped that beginning this task of ordering would fully quiet the voices, but it did not. Maybe she hadn’t arranged them the right way. Maybe they should be in alphabetical order by title. Or arranged by height. Or color. Or page count. She could spend the rest of her life arranging and rearranging these books and still not protect Vivian. As puzzled as she was by the question of organization, she was equally nonplussed by some of the books themselves. Of course, her father had volumes by every physicist from Newton to Feynman. Naturally he had biographies of Tesla and Einstein and books about NASA and SETI and books on calculus and astronomy. It made sense to find works of fiction like Flatland and even His Dark Materials. But what about The Pantyhose Craft Book? Why did he have a Harlequin romance called Once Is Not Enough? What on earth did the great astrophysicist Harry Maxwell need with a book on the history of Lithuanian pastry making? In Lithuanian?

Tess found dozens of books that didn’t seem to belong and considered leaving them out—like bastard points in a scientific experiment. Surely, she thought, her mother had added these books in by accident or maybe they had been left in the house by visitors. But for now, she kept them on the shelves, not daring to guess which were Harry’s books and which were intruders. The strangest book was a copy of Darwin’s The Descent of Man—a one-volume edition from 1874. Nothing particularly odd about that title in the library of a scientist, even if Harry was an astrophysicist not an evolutionary biologist. But on both the title page and the spine the name Darwin was spelled with a double n. Darwinn. Tess had looked it up on her phone to be sure she wasn’t remembering it wrong, but there it was on Wikipedia: Charles Darwin. One n. A typographical error, perhaps? But how bizarre for the same error to be repeated in two places. Shaking her head, she slipped it onto the shelf between works by e. e. cummings and Humphry Davy.

From the top of the next box, she withdrew a tattered nineteenth-century copy of Beowulf. Harry had loaned her this very copy to read when she was eleven and school had been canceled due to a blizzard. He usually only gave Tess books to read in the summertime, when the long days stretched before her like the smooth surface of the lake. “But Beowulf isn’t for summer,” he had said. “This is a story for a dark winter day.”

“I like Grendel,” Tess said when she had finished the book.

“Why Grendel?” her father asked.

“Haven’t you ever been to a birthday party where everyone was laughing and having fun and you just wanted to sit quietly and think?”

“Have you?” Marie asked, looking up from her own book.

“Listen to this,” Tess said, turning to a page she had dog-eared. “‘The troop of nobles knew not sorrow, the wretchedness of men. They knew not aught of misfortune.’ That’s why Grendel attacked them. I mean, he probably shouldn’t have killed thirty of them, but still, I can understand why he felt upset.”

Later, Tess snuck out of bed to eavesdrop on her parents.

“What was that all about?” Marie asked. “Should we be worried about Tess? Is she depressed?”

“I think it was the boy who drove into the lake,” Harry said. “She’s been acting more serious ever since that happened.”

“Do you think we should get her some help?”

“She’ll be fine,” said Harry.

Too bad, the voices in Tess’s head said—voices she had not yet learned to consider as both friends and enemies. You could probably use a therapist.

Now, n + 1 therapists later, Tess looked at the volume of Beowulf, the page still dog-eared where she had turned down the corner over a decade ago. Where should she shelve it? The author was anonymous, but scholars referred to him as the Beowulf Poet, so she could file it under B. John Kemble had translated this edition, published in London in 1837, so she could place it next to Kepler’s Astronomia Nova. But as she stood before the shelves, hesitating between B and K, Tess felt neither was right. Suddenly the whole idea of alphabetical authors seemed misguided. Arrange them properly, the voices chimed, or something bad will happen to Vivian. But what did they mean by properly? Had Tess rushed into the task of organizing the books too quickly without giving full consideration to the scheme of organization?

She went downstairs, still clutching Beowulf, and borrowed a sheet of notebook paper and a pencil from Vivian. Standing at the kitchen counter, eating a handful of stale pretzels, she began a list:


Ways to Arrange Harry Maxwell’s Books

By author

By title

By year of publication

By place of publication

By height

By color

By number of pages

Any of the above backward or forward



At the bottom of the page, she wrote: How would Harry want them arranged?

She hadn’t spent any time in Harry’s study since she was a child, and in those days she paid no attention to how the books on his shelves had been organized. But she suddenly remembered something Harry had said the last time she had sprawled across her beanbag chair, committing the heresy of reading a Nancy Drew book in a room crammed with the scientific knowledge and literary achievements of generations.

“Someday these books will speak to you, Tess,” he had said. “Listen to them.” If Nancy had not been so close to solving the mystery, she might have asked for some further explanation of that cryptic statement, but she had simply returned to her book with a shrug. Harry never brought up the subject again.

“I’m trying, Harry,” Tess said aloud, her voice echoing in hallway. “I’m trying to listen, but the books aren’t speaking loudly enough.”

She sat down in the window seat and opened Beowulf to the title page. It did not speak. All she heard was the distant echo of her father’s voice when he caught her reading the last page of an Agatha Christie mystery before beginning the first chapter. “Begin at the beginning,” he had said. “In reading and in life, begin at the beginning, go on until you get to the end, then stop.” She knew even then he was quoting Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. She thought at the time he was saying something profound about his own field—the study of astrophysics. Ultimately, after all, Harry Maxwell was trying to discover the beginning of everything. But now she wondered if the advice had been more practical.

The title page of Beowulf, which promised A Copious Glossary, Preface, and Philological Notes by John M. Kemble, Esq., M.A., of Trinity College, Cambridge, seemed like the beginning of the book, but Tess knew Harry better than to assume the obvious. She turned back to the previous page, which bore simply the word Beowulf in bold type. Before that was nothing but the endpapers—plain white with the occasional brown freckle of foxing, but nothing printed on them. At the top right corner of the free endpaper a bookseller had penciled a price, £35. Whether Harry had bought the book on a trip to London for an academic conference or from a dealer’s catalog, she had no idea. But she couldn’t very well arrange the books by price, could she? On the paste-down was the bookplate of the man Tess assumed was the original owner of the book. Below an intricate armorial design, the name Lewis Duncan McCall was printed in gothic type. Harry had bought more than half of his books new, so she couldn’t shelve them by original owner.

She was just about to slam the book shut in frustration when she noticed another small pencil mark in the lower left corner of the free endpaper. She had seen enough secondhand books to know that book dealers usually wrote at the top of the endpaper, not at the bottom. The mark at the foot of the page was so small she couldn’t make it out, and that in itself was enough to make her think Harry had put it there.

“Size is relative,” he had told her one night on the dock. “Compared to many other stars, our sun is tiny. Compared to an atom, a grain of sand is almost infinitely large.” Just the sort of thing a man who put miniscule writing in his books would say. One of the random objects that Tess had cleared from the shelves had been a magnifying glass—not some gold-handled antique, but the rectangular plastic kind that came in the little drawer of the compact edition of the Oxford English Dictionary. It took her twenty minutes digging through the garbage bags on the curb out front to find it, and under its lens she made out Harry’s micro-writing: E–789. She pulled another book off the shelf and found, in the same spot on the front free endpaper, Y–38. The next one was marked M–1251. She didn’t need to wonder how to organize the books. Harry had told her.

Everything started off well enough. She had shelved A–333 and A–786, left room for the Bs and Cs, shelved D–883, and several others when she came across two books in a row with numbers but no letters. 727 and 1445. A quick search of the rest of the box she had been emptying revealed that more than 10 percent of the books had no letters—some had a dot preceding the number instead of a letter, others just the number. Fine, thought Tess. Then A–333 didn’t belong in the first spot, it belonged in the three hundred thirty-third spot. For the third time that day, she started over. This time she didn’t stop shelving books until the heap of boxes she had thrown down the stairs grew to forty-two and every volume from D–1 (Simon Singh’s Big Bang: The Origin of the Universe) to O–1502 (The End of the Dream, a 1972 novel by Philip Wylie about the end of human life on Earth) sat in order on the shelves. Tess couldn’t help but smile at Harry’s humor. Naturally his library began with the beginning of the universe and ended with the end of what Harry called “the human experiment.”

Only one book in the entire collection had no writing on the endpaper—the strange copy of The Descent of Man by Charles Darwinn. She treated it as book zero and placed it at the left end of the first shelf.

She might not have realized that Harry’s numbers were anything other than an organizational paradigm if the last four books out of the final box hadn’t been numbers six, seven, eight, and nine—their order preserved from Harry’s shelf to the packing box, which, being the last off the truck, must have been the first to be packed. T–6, E–7, S–8, S–9. Tess. Harry had wanted Tess to inherit his books, and he knew that she would obsessively organize them. When he told her his books would speak to her someday, Harry hadn’t been talking metaphorically. Harry Maxwell had left his daughter a message.


TESS AND HARRY ON THE DOCK

Tess had been ten when she read a book about the Apollo missions and encountered a new word.

“What’s quarantine?” she had asked her father as they lay on the dock gazing up at a waning moon.

“Do you remember when I read you The War of the Worlds?” asked her father.

“Yes.”

“What killed the Martians?”

“You said it was, like, a cold.”

“Tess,” said her father with a hint of warning in his voice.

“Sorry,” said Tess. “You said it was a cold.” Harry abhorred the misuse of the word like.

“Exactly. There are all sorts of illnesses and viruses on Earth that our bodies have learned to deal with.”

“What’s a virus?”

“A tiny speck, so tiny you can’t see it without a microscope, that can make you sick. It’s sort of alive, but it needs other life-forms to reproduce—that’s why it likes people. Now if we get exposed to a cold virus, our bodies are used to that. We might get a stuffy nose or a headache, but probably nothing worse. But the Martians had never been exposed to a terrestrial virus.”

“What’s terrestrial?”

“Having to do with the planet Earth. The Martians had never been exposed to a terrestrial virus, so their bodies didn’t know how to handle even the common cold.”

“And it killed them.”

“Exactly.”

“Oh, and the astronauts were afraid the same thing would happen!” said Tess excitedly.

“Very good. They were afraid there might be a lunar virus…”

“A virus from the moon.”

“Right, a lunar virus that no one on Earth would be able to fight against. The same thing could happen to us as happened to the Martians in The War of the Worlds. So, they put the astronauts in quarantine. That means they put them in a room by themselves so that if there was a virus, no one else could get sick from it.”

“How long did they have to stay?”

“About three weeks, but that included the time they spent in the space capsule coming home from the moon. And after they got to Houston, they stayed in a bigger place with lots of rooms, and doctors and scientists to check on them who were also in quarantine.”

Tess considered all this for a long moment before asking, “But if a virus could survive on the moon, where it’s super cold—”

“And also super hot, when the sun is shining,” added her father.

“Right, if it can survive super cold and super hot and it can survive with no atmosphere and no life-forms for it to reproduce, don’t you think it might be able to survive inside an astronaut for three weeks without anybody finding it?”

“That, my dear Tess, is an excellent question.”


WHO’S TALKING ABOUT HARRY MAXWELL?

On the afternoon of Monday, October 12, Pilgrim 3 closed the door to the vault’s anteroom and turned to the three men she had summoned. The vault was three floors below ground level and so had no windows, and Pilgrim 3 kept the anteroom dimly lit, relishing the feel of dark secrets that the shadows imparted to the space. Montag 5, Nemo 7, and Lidenbrock 2 stood patiently in front of her desk. Her three most trusted allies. Lidenbrock 2 had stood by her side since before the Great Debate. Stood by her side was the expression Pilgrim 3 used; others in the club might be more crass. Kissed her ass was a phrase not infrequently heard in the corridors of the club when Pilgrim 3 was not nearby. Nemo 7, on the other hand, while he had quietly supported Pilgrim 3 for just as long, achieved his ends without drawing attention to himself. Half the members of the club had no idea he was a disciple of Pilgrim 3. Montag 5 was a more recent recruit but had the physique and the killer instinct of a Nazi storm trooper. And about as much subtlety.

“Anything to report?” asked Pilgrim 3.

“Nothing,” said Montag 5.

“The club is usually quiet this time of year with so many members working at universities,” said Nemo 7. “The past few days the lounges and the library have been almost empty.”

“And you haven’t heard anyone talking about Harry Maxwell?”

“Didn’t Harry Maxwell die ten years ago?” asked Lidenbrock 2.

“I didn’t ask for a history lesson,” snapped Pilgrim 3. “I asked if anyone in the club has been talking about Harry Maxwell.”

“No one,” said Montag 5.

“What about the big board?”

“Nothing,” said Montag 5. “Valentine 6 is on duty.”

“No problems with her?”

“None so far,” said Montag 5. “I’ve checked on her a few times. She seems attentive.”

“I’m not sure I like her,” said Pilgrim 3.

“Why not?” said Montag 5.

“Because I’m not sure she likes me,” said Pilgrim 3.

“Pardon me, Madam Vault Keeper,” said Lidenbrock 2, “but why this sudden concern about security? The president is out of the way, just like you wanted. Everything is going perfectly.”

“Have any of us figured out Harry Maxwell’s math?” asked Pilgrim 3.

“We have not,” said Nemo 7.

“Do any of us know exactly what will happen on October fourteenth at five twenty-two a.m.?”

“We do not,” said Nemo 7.

“Is the president sitting comfortably by the pool in Florida?”

“He is not,” said Montag 5.

“Then everything is not going perfectly,” said Pilgrim 3. “What about the wife?”

“The president never had a wife,” said Lidenbrock 2.

“Not the president’s wife,” said Pilgrim 3, raising her voice. “Harry Maxwell’s wife.”

“Marie Maxwell? You know she never supported his actions in the first place,” said Nemo 7. “After the memorial service, we had no more contact with her. Lidenbrock 2 searched Harry’s office at the university before they emptied it, but he didn’t find anything.”

“And the house?”

“I searched that, too,” said Lidenbrock 2, “right after Harry died and before Marie got home. Nothing of interest.”

“I wonder if we should have been watching her all this time,” said Pilgrim 3.

“It’s not like we have a police force,” said Nemo 7. “Most club members have full-time jobs. We can’t exactly run a ten-year surveillance project. It was hard enough finding people to keep an eye on the president.”

“Don’t worry,” said Lidenbrock 2. “If anything happens, it will show up on the big board.”

“Don’t tell me not to worry,” said Pilgrim 3. But she did not go on to express her real concern. Pilgrim 3 wasn’t afraid that something would happen; she was afraid that something would happen without her. That somehow, from beyond the grave, Harry Maxwell would find a way to thwart her quest for power and fame. Because if the same thing happened on October 14 that happened on the other date Harry Maxwell had calculated—the date of his death—then Pilgrim 3 might have the opportunity to become very powerful and famous indeed.

“Keep watching that board,” said Pilgrim 3. “And be ready to go anywhere if it lights up.”

An hour later, from a quiet spot in the Ramble in Central Park, Nemo 7 called the president. In the past few days, Richard had paid for two mediocre spa treatments, read a poorly written thriller that someone had abandoned in the lobby, eaten twice in each of the resort’s two restaurants, and tried without success to find a decent place nearby to take a run. The pleasures of the Lakeside Hotel and Resort were wearing thin.

“Tell me something interesting?” he said when he heard Nemo 7’s voice.

“Not much to tell. Pilgrim 3 is as nervous as a two-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs. I’m not sure she suspects Valentine 6, but she certainly doesn’t trust her. She doesn’t know where you are, but she thinks your disappearance means something. And she’s asking questions about Marie.”

“Not about Vivian?”

“She thinks Vivian was Harry’s friend, maybe his mistress, but nothing more.”

“So, what, I’m stuck at this place until the fourteenth?”

“Would you like to explain to me why you left Florida?”

“Tess showed up at Vivian’s. Six days ago.”

“She just showed up?”

“Had some kind of mental breakdown and left school.”

“That timing can’t be a coincidence.”

“Exactly what I told Vivian.”

“If Pilgrim 3 finds out about her—”

“Then there may be no way we can protect her,” said Richard.

“Where are you now?”

“About two hours from Vivian by car. If anything shows up on the board, I’ll be able to beat Pilgrim 3’s goons there.”

“So, what do we do?” asked Nemo 7.

“You keep watching and listening, I keep eating crappy resort food, and maybe on the fifteenth we can all go home and have a nice tall scotch.”

As Nemo 7 walked west through the park toward his brownstone, his phone rang and he heard the voice of Montag 5, summoning him back to the club. Fifteen minutes later he and Montag 5 were back in Pilgrim 3’s office.

“Where is Lidenbrock 2?” she asked.

“Apparently he has plans for the evening,” said Montag 5.

“Plans that are more important than club business?”

“He said something about dinner reservations,” said Montag 5.

“I’ve changed my mind about Marie Maxwell,” said Pilgrim 3. “Can you both get away for a few days?”

“Yes, ma’am,” the two men replied in unison.

“I want you to go out there and keep an eye on her. See if she’s up to anything or if she has any visitors.”

“What about the big board?”

“We’ve got people watching the board, and I’ll talk to Lidenbrock 2 in the morning. Tell him no more dinners until after the fourteenth. You two go straight to the airport. I want you in place as soon as possible.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Montag 5.

“And one other thing,” said Pilgrim 3. “I don’t want either one of you to let the other out of his sight—not for ten seconds.”

“You don’t trust us?” said Nemo 7.

“I don’t trust anyone,” said Pilgrim 3.

Nemo 7 wanted to call Richard and warn him that Pilgrim 3 had sent a reconnaissance party to keep an eye on Marie Maxwell, but Montag 5 took the instruction to watch his companion seriously. Nemo 7 couldn’t even get thirty seconds alone in a bathroom stall. “Keep the door open,” Montag 5 had said. They managed to get an evening flight out of Newark and by the wee hours of Tuesday morning they sat in a rental car across the street from Marie Maxwell’s modest house in the Eken Park neighborhood of Madison, Wisconsin.

“This is a total waste of time,” said Nemo 7 an hour into the stakeout. “The big board could light up anywhere and we’re stuck here watching the one place we’ve already searched.”

Montag 5 did not respond. Nemo 7 thought for a moment his companion might have fallen asleep, but when he turned his head, he saw Montag 5 staring intently at Marie Maxwell’s front door. There would be no calling Richard tonight, thought Nemo 7, and he slid down in his seat, hoping to catch a few minutes of sleep.

Nemo 7 had met Harry Maxwell shortly after joining the Paradox Club and felt drawn to him immediately. Nemo 7 had joined the club at the same time as Lidenbrock 2, a scrawny, awkward twenty-year-old completely lacking in both fashion sense and social graces. If there could be such a thing as a nerd in the halls of a club populated almost entirely by scientists, Lidenbrock 2 was it. Harry Maxwell, on the other hand, was the big man on campus. He oozed self-confidence but not in a conceited or off-putting way. Harry’s confidence rubbed off on others. When Harry entered a room, everyone became a better conversationalist. And Harry didn’t have to know you for thirty seconds before he would engage in much more than idle chitchat. When Nemo 7 had sat next to him in the junior lounge one spring afternoon, Harry propped his feet on an ottoman, turned to Nemo 7, and said, “What do you think about the ethics of trying to communicate with other species?” They had been friends ever since. Nearly everyone in the club had been friends with Harry. Even after he’d aligned himself against Pilgrim 3, those who opposed him in matters of club policy or politics still enjoyed his company. Until that September when Harry had entered the Paradox Club a changed man. The jovial, friendly conversationalist had been replaced by a silent brooding introvert who rarely spoke even when directly addressed. A month later, in a diner on Broadway, Nemo 7 had looked up to see that Harry had slipped into the booth opposite him.

“This is unexpected,” Nemo 7 said. “I feel like I haven’t spoken to you in months.”

“You haven’t,” said Harry. “But only because of me. I haven’t been myself lately.”

“I heard what happened,” said Nemo 7.

“Let’s not talk about that,” Harry said, leaning forward and lowering his voice to a whisper. “I’m thinking I might do something crazy and irresponsible.”

“Do you need my help?”

“I need you to become a spy for Pilgrim 3.”

“The vault keeper? The one who makes no secret of her ambition to take over the club and throw most of its rules out the window?”

“That’s the one. I need her to believe that you’re completely loyal to her.”

“But really I’m loyal to you.”

“And to the president,” Harry said.

“Of course. Always to the president.”

“Can you convince her?”

“Can I convince Pilgrim 3 that I want to support her ambitions, make her trust me completely, and then serve as a mole for you and the president?”

“Yes. Can you do that?”

“Absolutely. But what exactly are you planning to do?”

“Nothing anytime soon. But I want to have all the pieces in place so when I’m ready…”

“Pilgrim 3 won’t stand in your way,” Nemo 7 said.

“Something like that,” said Harry.

And Nemo 7 agreed. He had wormed his way into Pilgrim 3’s inner circle, although Harry had done his crazy and irresponsible thing without Nemo 7’s help. But after Harry died, Nemo 7 had quietly made overtures to the president to tell him that whenever Richard needed to know anything about Pilgrim 3, Nemo 7 would be happy to provide information from within the vault keeper’s camp. And now that he finally had something compelling to report, he had that brute Montag 5 sitting two feet from him, tracking his every move. For now, Nemo 7 would simply watch and wait, but the time might come, and soon, when the sleeper agent planted by Harry Maxwell over ten years ago would finally take action.


HARRY’S MESSAGE

By the time Tess had unboxed, examined, and shelved over fifteen hundred books, it was nearly ten p.m. Vivian had come upstairs at seven asking Tess if she wanted any dinner, and again about nine thirty to go to bed.

“Don’t stay up too late, dear,” she had said before disappearing into her bedroom.

Tess warmed up some navy bean soup in the microwave and ate sitting at the table in the kitchen. After putting the empty bowl in the dishwasher, she crept into Vivian’s study to look for a pen and paper. The task at hand required something more elegant than a used sheet of notebook paper and a number two pencil, she thought. Vivian’s study was the opposite of what she remembered of Harry’s. Harry always had a clean desk, with a single pile of neatly arranged papers in one far corner and an antique pottery mug holding his collection of pens in the other. The books on his shelves were perfectly aligned as if by a butler in some grand English country house. Vivian’s study looked like the world’s smallest EF5 tornado had just passed through. Heaps of papers cascaded off a desk and two tables. Accumulations of magazines, journals, and newspapers on the floor had ceased to be piles and had become mountains long ago. Books were shoved haphazardly on shelves, some sideways, some backward. Some had fallen to the floor. Finding blank paper and a pen, which would have taken ten seconds in Harry’s office, occupied Tess for ten minutes.

Back in the upstairs hall, she began to transcribe Harry’s message, pulling each book off the shelf to record the letter on her paper. Books with no letters indicated a space between words, she soon discovered, and those with dots indicated punctuation. At the rate of a little better than five books a minute, the whole process took her nearly five hours, so that it was past three a.m. when she sat in the window seat and read the message over for the fifth time.


Dear Tess,

If you are reading this by yourself, rather than sitting on the dock under the stars listening to me read it to you, it means that my greatest scientific theory was almost completely correct. I hope you and Marie are happy, even if I am not there to enjoy the results of my experiment. Surely, she will be glad to have you back. I have asked Marie to give you all my books when you turn eighteen. You are both clever and an obsessive organizer, so I have no doubt you will discover my message. As you enter adulthood, it is time you begin to understand the true nature of my life’s work. Your aunt Vivian is the best person to explain it to you. Tell her you want to know about October 14, 2015. She will understand. There is a good chance that you may be in danger as that date nears. If danger comes, you will recognize it. When you do, find Vivian and get to the island. Marie has something you may need. She will know if you ask her for it, though she may take some convincing to give it up.

I love you, my little Tess. I’ll see you on the other side.

Much Love,

Harry

P.S. I added some extra books so I can also say this. Don’t be angry with your mother. Don’t blame her. Nothing bad that happens is her fault. Only good ever came from Marie.

P.P.S. Vivian may tell you some strange things over the years, but it’s important that you know that, in a very real way, everything Vivian tells you is true.

P.P.P.S. Don’t you admire the way I made this letter just long enough to use up every bo



What the hell, thought Tess. October 14, 2015, was tomorrow. Why didn’t Marie give her these books when she turned eighteen like Harry wanted her to? And what did Marie have that Tess needed? And what did Harry mean about Marie being glad to have her back? Back from where? Could it be true that only good came from Marie? Maybe before Harry died, but not so much after. And why hadn’t Vivian already told her whatever it was she needed to know about tomorrow?

She read the message again, and, despite a mixture of anger, fear, and confusion, she couldn’t resist a chuckle at the final postscript. She knew her father well enough to know he could have ended the message both with the final book and with the end of a sentence, but Harry thought it would be more fun to break off in the middle of a word. And the whole message explained why he had some truly odd books in his collection. He hadn’t had enough volumes to complete the letter to Tess, so he had probably thought it would be funny to go down to the local Goodwill and buy the strangest books he could find. But how could he be funny when this message from beyond the grave was so riddled with mysteries and warnings?

She tiptoed down the hall to Vivian’s room, where the door stood slightly ajar, and listened to the sound of her aunt’s gentle snoring. She considered waking Vivian, hoping that understanding Harry’s message would quiet the voices, but, as a frequent insomniac, Tess had respect for the luxury of sleep and no intention of depriving her aunt of its pleasure.

Sleep rarely came easily for Tess. Her brain simply refused to stop working. Her father had called it her peculiar blessing—perhaps because he equated her insomnia to his own late-night sessions trying to make scientific sense of the universe—but to Tess it had never been anything but a curse. It wasn’t like she could bend her mind to something useful—like contemplating the Big Bang or outlining a paper in her history class. Even more than during the day, her brain made the rules at night, rules she had no power to alter. Rules like whatever is bad during the day is worse at night or if you fall asleep, all the threats of the voices will come to fruition. Ultimately her mind feared sleep because it meant loss of control.

And so, she lay awake listening to the voices, even talking to the voices. Although she hated the voices, hated the way they made her feel, at times she couldn’t imagine life without them. At times the voices were her only friends. This, she knew, was exactly what the voices planned. They made it impossible for her to make friends, so she came to rely on them for friendship. And the more she listened to them the harder it became to interact with people in the real world and so the more she became friends with the voices the more she listened to them and so on. Before the night the headlights disappeared into the lake, Tess didn’t understand how a circle, a simple geometrical construct, could be vicious. Now she knew.

As a teenager living with Vivian, Tess had plastered her ceiling with little plastic glow-in-the-dark stars, carefully arranged to represent the constellations, but by four a.m. they had lost their power to glow, and so Tess stared up into a darkness as deep as a cloudy night on the lake.


HARRY AND VIVIAN MAKE A PLAN

Her last summer at the lake, Tess heard the voices almost every night, more often than ever before. She stayed up late arranging the crayons in her box alphabetically or recording the sixth letter on each page of her copy of The Hobbit or lining up Legos on the floor of her closet. She shared a bedroom with Vivian, so she always knew when Vivian came to bed—and when Vivian did not come to bed. Tess often had to scramble back under the sheets from her desk or her closet—wherever she happened to be doing the voices’ bidding—when she heard Vivian’s footsteps in the hall outside her door. She had not told anyone about the voices, even though as the summer wore on, they become more insistent that if Tess did not do some mindless, meaningless act, something horrible would happen.

What will happen? she wanted to ask. Tell me what it is and then I’ll decide if that’s bad enough to make it worth my time doing all these silly tasks.

But the voices never answered such questions. Conversations with the voices were distinctly one-sided. One night, when she still heard their echoes even though she had written down all the integers from one to a thousand, she cracked her door, hoping the unintelligible whispers of her father and Vivian chatting by the fire, as they did every night, would lull her to sleep. But as soon as the door was open, she felt drawn through it by those voices. She crept down the corridor and hid behind the couch, close enough to hear every word—words that imprinted in her psyche and made this the second of the nights on the island she would never forget.

“Are you sure want to do this?” asked Vivian. “What about Marie?”

“I’ve given the past fifteen years to Marie,” said Harry. “It’s time we did this. This may be our only opportunity.”

“And Tess?”

“If everything goes well, it won’t affect Tess at all.”

“That’s a big if. We can’t do it while they’re on the island.”

“They’ll be in the house; we’ll be in the woods. They’ll never know,” said Harry.

“I’m still not sure.”

“What do you think is going to happen? Do you think lightning is going to strike us dead?”

“What if they find out? You know how Marie feels about this.”

“And she knows how I feel. Marie will forgive me.”

“For doing something she’s begged you again and again not to do?”

“Marie will forgive me.”

“And Tess?”

“We’ll explain it to Tess. When she’s older.”

“Sometimes I think that girl is smarter than you and me put together,” said Vivian. “We shouldn’t wait too long.”

“She’s twelve,” said Harry. “It will wait.”

“I worry about her.”

“Don’t.”

“Have you ever heard of obsessive-compulsive disorder?” said Vivian.

“OCD? Sure, I’ve heard of it.”

“I think Tess might have it.”

“That’s ridiculous. Tess is fine.”

“You don’t know Tess, Harry, not like I do.”

“Of course I know her.”

“When was the last time you went into her room in the daylight?” asked Vivian.

“I can’t just barge in there. She deserves her privacy. So do you, for that matter.”

“She organizes things, Harry.”

“Okay, so she organizes things. Big deal. She gets that from her mother.”

“I don’t mean she keeps her socks matched and her T-shirts folded. I mean she lines the Legos up along the closet wall—one day by color, the next day by size. She sharpens pencils until they’re all exactly the same length and if she uses one to write, she starts all over again.”

“Tess has always been precise.”

“This goes beyond precise. You know psychology isn’t your strong suit, Harry. You might need to trust me on this one.”

“Fine, when we get home, I’ll take her to see someone. But in the meantime—I want to do this. We need to do this.”

Tess found the part of the conversation that concerned herself the least interesting. She arranged the Legos and sharpened the pencils because if she didn’t, something bad would happen. Not because she had some disorder with initials. But the fact that Harry and Vivian planned to do something Marie had begged them not to do stunned Tess. She trusted no two people in the world more than Harry and Vivian. But now, her father and her aunt were going to…she had heard the word affair and, at twelve, Tess had enough of a handle on the concept of marital infidelity that she had a good idea what Harry and Vivian were talking about doing. One of her classmates had divorced parents and a father who lived with another woman. Is that what Harry had planned? Would Tess be shuttling back and forth between her house and some apartment where Harry and Vivian lived together and slept in the same bed together? As much as she loved Vivian, the prospect was horrifying. Her legs had started to go numb, but the information she had gleaned was worth the discomfort of the cramped space behind the couch from which she eavesdropped.

She peeked out of her hiding place long enough to see the silhouettes of Harry and Vivian sitting motionless in the dying light of the fire, then crept back to her room to write integers backward from one thousand to one, just like the voices told her to. Vivian did not come to bed that night.


THE PHILCO 70

There is an unmistakable smell that emanates from the glowing glass vacuum tubes of a vintage radio like the Philco Model 70 Baby Grand Cathedral tabletop model that sat in front of Tess. The aroma is warm and metallic and oddly comforting, at least to someone who, like Tess, associated it with her last days of happiness. That final summer her father had insisted on lugging this old radio to the lake, where it became their only link to the outside world aside from the rarely used landline. On nights when she couldn’t sleep, Tess would sneak out of her bedroom and turn on the set, waiting patiently for the tubes to warm up and the voices to whisper to her from the beyond. Her father always tuned the radio to a station whose format was in keeping with the 1933 set—big band music; reruns of classic radio mystery shows; and Tess’s favorite program, Classical Music Through the Night. Tess paid no attention to the infrequent news updates. Though she had a wide-ranging knowledge of science, she knew so little of current events that they would have meant nothing to her if she had listened.

Plagued by insomnia after deciphering the mysterious message from Harry, Tess lay in bed thinking of Vivian’s story about Ravel’s piano and the Clara Schumann music. Bits of classical music ran through her head, but she could identify none of them as Schumann. Finally, around five a.m., Tess gave up on sleep, crawled out of bed, and pulled on the robe and slippers that had waited for her in the closet ever since she left for college. She thought perhaps the ogre story might relax her the way it had when Harry told it on summer nights at the lake. She hadn’t revisited the story since high school, but she knew where it waited for her. She tiptoed up the steep stairs to the attic, careful to avoid the squeaky board on the fourth step as she had on many a summer night as a teenager. In those days, Tess had fixed up one end of the attic as a sort of hideaway—an old stuffed sofa, a few bookshelves made from boards and bricks, and a broken coffee table duct taped together and holding a few candles melted nearly to the stub. Here she would sit and read on quiet afternoons or retreat from insomnia in the dead of night.

A small round window above the couch let in enough moonlight that Tess didn’t bother with turning on the single bulb that dangled from above. As she picked her way across the dim space, she swept cobwebs out of her path and ducked under Vivian’s puffy pink prom dress that hung from one of the rafters. Vivian had tried to interest Tess in wearing this monstrosity, but Tess had pointed out that 1) it was no longer 1982, and 2) she had no intention of going to her school’s prom.

As Tess reached for the Bankers Box that both served as a side table and held her scores of versions of the ogre story, she noticed a strange gothic silhouette peering out from the shadows. For a moment, she ignored it, pulling the top off the Bankers Box and inhaling the familiar smell of manila file folders and erasable bond typing paper. Then a memory clicked into place, and she realized that the silhouette was the old radio from the lake house. Tess had assumed it had been destroyed the night Harry died—it certainly hadn’t been in the attic during all those hours she had spent here as a teenager. Apparently, Vivian had moved it up here sometime in the past few years, along with her prom dress and who knew what else.

Tess put the top back on the box of stories and lifted the radio out of the shadows. She had never picked it up before—only Harry had been allowed to touch it—and she was surprised how heavy it was. She had to lean back as she carried it down the stairs to keep from falling forward. She set it on the floor by her bed and plugged it in, then snuggled under the covers. As she waited for the set to warm up, staring at the picture of herself and Harry in swimsuits she had placed on the bedside table, she had an irrational fantasy that the room would soon fill with the music of Clara Schumann, which would lull her to sleep. Soon enough, the familiar smell of the warm tubes permeated the air, and she began to hear voices—but these voices she liked to hear. They took her right back to evenings on the lake, listening to the radio while Harry and Vivian nodded knowingly at each other.

The radio seemed to be pulling in the same station Tess remembered from her childhood. She listened to the end of a big band show that purported to be coming live from the Excelsior Room (though obviously it had been taped decades ago). A classic radio mystery followed, and Tess felt the sound of voices telling a story begin to relax the tension she had been carrying in her shoulders.

Both the detective and the narrator were women—surprisingly forward-looking for the 1930s, thought Tess as she let the narrator’s tinny voice wash over her.

“The eye patch was the first thing everybody looked at when they met Alison, and she liked that just fine. It meant while they were staring at the eye patch, she could look at everything else, and what she saw now convinced her of two things. Susan Jenkins had not murdered Jacob Roberts at his home in the Hollywood Hills two nights ago, but she might hang for it nonetheless.” The signal would sometimes fade in and out, as would Tess’s attention, so she had only a rough idea of the case as it unfolded, but certain lines did jump out.

“She could go for a guy like him, if she went for guys at all.” Tess wondered if this was a vintage show after all. Did they have lesbians in 1930s radio mysteries? Later the detective had a long conversation with her wife, and Tess became convinced that this was a modern production, done in the style of an old-fashioned radio play. They had reproduced the patterns of speech and the sound effects and the slightly slapdash nature of the whole production perfectly.

The voices on the radio didn’t soothe her the way Vivian’s stories did or the way she suspected the music of Clara Schumann would, but they helped. Still, she felt restless, so she climbed out of bed and looked for something to organize. In her closet she found a mountain of old New Yorkers, and she set to work putting them in order as the mystery on the radio continued. At first, she arranged the magazines by publication date, but she soon realized that many weeks were missing, so that wouldn’t work. She needed a classification system that left no gaps and decided on alphabetical order of the first word on page twenty-two—she liked the contradictory nature of a system both totally random and highly specific. She began to reorganize the magazines, just as the mystery show was giving way to a show in which a host named Juan Ramirez interviewed a British movie star named Reginald Leach. Tess had never heard of Leach, or of any of the movies they discussed—but she had never been much of a pop culture enthusiast, so this was hardly surprising. She had made some significant progress arranging the magazines in stacks on the floor of her room and between that and the radio, she felt almost human when the news came on.

“The White Star Liner R.M.S. Titanic arrived in New York today after its two hundredth transatlantic crossing. Governor Franklin Roosevelt strode down the gangplank with a smile on his face, home from his visit with Chancellor Hitler.”

Tess had never been enthusiastic about studying history—preferring the precision of physics and calculus—but even she knew that report was teeming with inaccuracies, things she might never have noticed at age twelve, that summer when the news on the radio was so often mere background noise to games of canasta or Yahtzee. The report moved quickly through stories about local and state politics and an unsolved murder, all of which meant nothing to Tess, before reaching the feature segment, a profile and life story of what the newscaster called “the biggest star in the world,” Reginald Leach. Again. Who the hell is Reginald Leach? thought Tess. Is this whole station some sort of fictional construct—like Orson Welles’s War of the Worlds broadcast? By the time she had checked IMDb on her iPad, finding no listing for Reginald Leach, the station had moved on to Classical Music Through the Night, odd as it was now after six a.m.

Tess turned the volume down low and tried to remember what she had heard on this radio as a child. Had it been wildly inconsistent with reality? She probably wouldn’t have thought twice about a female detective, and she might not have even noticed that the female detective had a wife—Tess always just wanted to solve the crime. But had she listened to news reports of repeat voyages of the Titanic and of Franklin Roosevelt walking without assistance without realizing the inconsistencies? It was certainly possible. She turned the radio around and stared into the open back where the tubes glowed orange. Was this really a radio? Or was it something else?

She crawled back into bed and lay awake listening to the sounds of Classical Music Through the Night, hoping for a piece by Clara Schumann that never came. Every time she thought she recognized the opening of a piece, the music would morph into something unfamiliar. Surely that passage didn’t belong in Bach’s Double Violin Concerto, and she was almost certain some of the notes were not quite right in the spring movement of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons. And who was the great Italian Romantic composer Maria de Sala? Tess had taken a music survey course during her first semester of college and she was certain that name had never come up.

She finally turned the radio off, and as she drifted into sleep, Tess thought that between Harry’s hidden message and his old radio, there was some very weird shit going on. But Tess’s focus on that weird shit had somehow calmed the voices in her head and had, for the first time in weeks, distracted her from her depression. There was a mystery to solve, maybe two, and Tess, who grew up reading Nancy Drew and Agatha Christie, loved a good mystery.


TESS AND HARRY ON THE DOCK

“Did you finish your mystery book?” asked Harry, nodding at the Agatha Christie paperback on the dock.

“I did,” said Tess. “Do you want to know who did it?”

“Don’t spoil the surprise for me.”

“Are you going to read it?”

“Probably not.”

“You don’t like mysteries, do you?”

“On the contrary, I have dedicated my life to mysteries.”

“But I never seen you read anything but science books.”

“Exactly, and what is science?”

“Explaining how the universe works?”

“Solving mysteries! Why do certain bright objects in the sky move in certain ways? Copernicus and Kepler and Newton solved that mystery. How are mass and energy related? Einstein solved that mystery. How can we send a man safely to the moon? It took a lot of people to solve that mystery.”

“That’s not the same as who killed Roger Ackroyd,” said Tess.

“No, it’s better, because planets and orbits and gravity and relativity and the moon are real. Roger Ackroyd is made up. When you solve the mysteries of science, you can make the world a better place. When you find out who murdered Roger Ackroyd, you just have to start another book.”

“But science doesn’t always make the world a better place, does it? You said because of Einstein they made a big bomb that killed a lot of people.”

“Science is not to blame because people misuse it. You need to understand, Tess, that almost any scientific discovery can be used to do good things or to do bad things. And sometimes, especially in the beginning, it can be hard to tell which is which. People still argue about whether the atomic bomb was a good thing or a bad thing. And that can be the biggest mystery in life—what’s good and what’s bad. But you have to try to solve that mystery, Tess. You have to try, no matter what you’re using—whether it’s a baseball bat or a bicycle or the theory of relativity or a hydrogen atom—you have to try to use it for good.”


THE BIG BOARD

Bleary-eyed and exhausted, Valentine 6 sat on the downhill side of a double shift, this one from midnight to eight a.m. She had not brought her iPad today, had not whiled away the hours with Scrabble or sudoku or the crossword. She had spent the past six-and-a-half hours staring at the green lights on the big board, one hand on the red rotary phone that sat in front of her. She had hardly moved, so she thought it unfair that she should feel so tired. But her focus on the board over so many hours, along with the worries that crowded in on her closer and closer as her shift wore on, had drained her of all energy. What if she blinked and missed something? What if the change on the board President Calvin 4 was so worried about happened after her shift ended? Worst of all, what if she passed information to Calvin 4 and she got caught? Expulsion from the club would probably be the least of her concerns.

Why the hell hadn’t they added sound to this display? she thought. That way she could rest her eyes, secure in the knowledge that an alarm bell would alert her when the board changed. She was just imagining the ways that Pilgrim 3 might punish her if she got caught spying for the president—empty her bank account, make sure she could never get a job, frame her for some heinous crime—when she saw it. One of the steady green lights on the big board switched to blinking red. Her pulse raced and her hand trembled as she watched the numbers at the bottom of the display flip over until they came to a rest. Two sets of three two-digit numbers, each followed by a letter.

The red phone on the table in front of her seemed to expand to threatening proportions, but Valentine 6 pulled her hand away from it. Her job was to pick up that phone immediately and call Pilgrim 3 if anything changed on the big board. But her shift didn’t end for another hour and a half, and she wouldn’t be able to safely contact the president until after she had left the club. She didn’t know what that light and those numbers meant, but she hated the idea of Pilgrim 3 knowing about them before the president did. But how long could she delay calling Pilgrim 3 without raising suspicion?

She had disliked Pilgrim 3 the first time they had met. It wasn’t that Valentine 6 didn’t care for powerful women. She loved powerful women. The chair of her physics department, the president of her university, her first boss, and of course her mother—these women had been her idols, her role models, and her friends. Her mother worked as a corporate consultant, sat on the boards of six different companies, and had single-handedly raised Valentine 6 after her father had gone off to Bermuda with the person she and her mother had always referred to as “that woman.” The one powerful woman in her life that Valentine 6 did not admire. Until she met Pilgrim 3.

Just because Valentine 6 had spent most of her life either in a science lab or with her nose in a book didn’t mean she didn’t understand human nature. She could tell by the way Pilgrim 3 held the handshake just a beat too long when they met, by the dismissive look in her eyes, by the way she brushed past her out of the room as soon as the introduction of the new member had been accomplished, that the keeper of the vault of the Paradox Club thought of Valentine 6 as an automaton to be programmed by her superiors at best and as a wholly dispensable pawn in Pilgrim 3’s plans for the club at worst. Valentine 6 had met, admired, and befriended several powerful women during her months as a member of the club. Pilgrim 3 was not among them.

Nor did she admire the way Pilgrim 3 posed as president. Yes, Pilgrim 3 was the highest-ranking officer to daily grace the offices of the Paradox Club, but as keeper of the vault she had a job, and it was not to conduct unscheduled meetings announced so late that only her closest allies attended. And Valentine 6 had not failed to notice that Pilgrim 3’s group of allies was just enough to make a quorum. She wondered if the news of the red light she would deliver to Pilgrim 3 would bring those allies running to vote on some emergency measure that would give her even more power than she had already usurped.

Valentine 6 thought of her mother and suddenly flashed to the memory of a day in high school when a boy had called her a bitch because she got an A on a test. She had come home in tears, but her mother had put an end to that.

“You’re a bright, powerful young woman,” her mother had said, “and men are going to resent you for that because we live in a system that was designed by men for men, and every time a man sees you succeed, he sees a little piece of that system fall away. I’ve dealt with it my whole life, but do you think I cried? Hell no. When a man called me a bitch, or ignored my idea in a meeting, or didn’t invite me to the golf course where the real business happens, I didn’t go home crying. I fought back. I came up with a better idea that couldn’t be ignored; I became a better golfer than anyone in the company; I chipped away at their system. And now all those men work for me. So you go back to that school and you don’t get an A on the next test, you get an A-plus, and someday that asshole kid will be working for you, if he’s lucky.”

It hadn’t exactly happened that way, but after Valentine 6 had graduated from college summa cum laude, she had come home for a summer and that “asshole kid” had bagged her groceries at the FoodMart.

As she stared at the blinking red light, she thought that maybe someday she’d be the leader of the Paradox Club, and she’d certainly do a better job than Pilgrim 3. But soon, she would have to pick up the red phone, dial the three-digit extension for Pilgrim 3’s office, and inform this arrogant, dismissive woman that one of the lights on the big board had turned red. Could she wait ten minutes? Twenty? An hour? Would Pilgrim 3 even know that she had delayed? Probably so, she thought. She decided she would wait a half hour, claiming she had dozed off if Pilgrim 3 confronted her about the timing.

“What’s the situation?” said Pilgrim 3 as she paced in front of the fireplace. The fire leapt behind her and, in her red dress and with her eyes alight with anger, she looked like a demon.

“We’ve got a light on the big board,” said Lidenbrock 2.

“Where are the coordinates?”

“Just a few miles from Marie Maxwell’s house.”

“A few miles? Not at her house?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Does she have a storage unit? Or an office?”

“It’s a residential neighborhood,” said Lidenbrock 2. “There’s something else. I went down to the big board when Valentine 6 called. I didn’t want to wake you until I saw it for myself. But I noticed something strange. The signal had a pulse to it.”

“What’s odd about that?”

“The signals are usually steady. We’ve only ever seen one other signal that pulsed like that.”

“And what signal was that?”

“The radio,” said Lidenbrock 2. “I was there when Harry Maxwell turned it on here at the club just before the Great Debate to see how the big board would react.”

“The radio,” said Pilgrim 3, whirling around from the fire to face Lidenbrock 2. “You think this signal is the radio?”

“It could be,” said Lidenbrock 2.

“I thought the radio was destroyed.”

“We all thought that, but according to that signal, it may still exist. And someone has activated it.”

“If we could get the radio,” said Pilgrim 3 with a gleam of greed in her eyes, “we could…”

“We could what?” said Lidenbrock 2.

“Get Nemo 7 and Montag 5 over there right away,” said Pilgrim 3. She tried to suppress a smile, without much success. If the radio still existed, and if it still worked, Pilgrim 3 could be free to do what she had wanted to do ten years ago—what Harry Maxwell had tried, and failed, to do in private Pilgrim 3 could accomplish in public and the acclaim would be instant. She would be the most famous person on the planet. She just needed that damn radio.

“Find out everything you can about that address,” said Pilgrim 3. “And tell Nemo 7 and Montag 5 not to go in until they get the signal from me. We may not get another chance like this, and I don’t want to screw it up.”

“Absolutely. Oh, and, Madam Vault Keeper, there is one more thing.”

“What’s that?”

“Valentine 6 waited almost twenty-eight minutes after the light turned red before calling.”

“Twenty-eight minutes?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Why would she do that?”

“She was working a double shift overnight. She claims she dozed off.”

“Do you believe her?”

“No reason not to.”

“Take her off the big board,” said Pilgrim 3. “Make up some excuse—it’s down for maintenance or something.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Can you jam her phone?”

“Absolutely.”

“Do it. And, Lidenbrock 2?”

“Yes, ma’am?”

“Follow her.”

“Absolutely. I’ll find someone right away.”

“No, you follow her.”

“Me?”

“Yes, you, Lidenbrock 2. Did I not make myself clear?”

“Absolutely, ma’am. Perfectly clear. I’ll get right on it.”


THERAPIST 1

“It’s called obsessive-compulsive disorder.”

“You think I don’t know what it’s called?”

“I thought you said you hadn’t told anyone about this.”

“Doesn’t mean I didn’t diagnose myself when I was twelve.”

“Before or after the fire you told me about?”

“After. It got worse after the fire. A lot worse.”

“You’ve known for two years that you have OCD, and you haven’t done anything about it?”

“I’ve arranged a lot of Legos.”

“Did you know there are medications that can help?”

“Drugs, you mean? Yeah, I know about those.”

“And therapy can help, too.”

“That’s what my advisor said.”

“That’s one of the reasons you have an advisor at boarding school. Yours is Ms. Russell, right?”

“Yes.”

“And she suggested you come see me?”

“Ms. Russell; my history teacher, Mr. Rice; my dorm mother, Mrs. Davis; even my roommate—pretty much everybody said I should come see you.”

“I’m glad you took their advice.”

“It’s just, I don’t like telling people about my personal stuff.”

“If you don’t tell anyone you can’t expect them to help.”

“Yeah, okay.”

“Would you like to try?”

“Drugs or therapy?”

“Both.”

“Would you have to be my therapist?”

“Not necessarily. It can be any professional you feel comfortable with.”

“I won’t feel comfortable with anybody.”

“Then it might as well be me.”

“I suppose.”

“Is something else bothering you?”

“I don’t know.”

“Because I’d think you’d be happy to know that we might be able to help you. With the proper treatment, we can help you manage your condition, maybe turn down the volume on those voices you’ve been hearing.”

“Yeah, I guess I should be. Happy, I mean.”

“But you’re not?”

“It just that the voices are…they’re like a part of who I am. I don’t want to lose who I am.”

“You won’t lose who you are, I promise.”

“It’s kind of like they’re my friends.”

“But they harm you, Tess. They get in the way of your leading a full life.”

“Yeah, but haven’t you ever had a friend you knew was bad for you? Even though they kept you from, what did you call it, leading a full life, you didn’t want to lose them as a friend.”

“You just described about half a dozen of my ex-boyfriends.”

“So, you know what I mean.”

“But they’re ex-boyfriends, Tess. Even though it was hard, I got rid of them, and I’m happier because of it.”

“I’m not sure I know what happy feels like.”

“That’s something else we should talk about. I think you may be suffering from depression.”

“Don’t you think I’ve earned that after everything that’s happened?”

“Depression is not something you earn, Tess. It’s an illness and we can treat it. If you had a broken leg you’d treat it, wouldn’t you?”

“Yes.”

“So, let’s try out some medication and see if we can’t get you to a better place.”

“Okay.”

“And, Tess?”

“Yes?”

“I didn’t say you’d be happy. I said you could be happier. I don’t like to define terms like happy because they can become unattainable. I don’t want you to think in terms of any goal other than feeling better tomorrow than you did today. Do you think you can do that for me? Just focus on feeling a little better each day?”

“I suppose.”

“I think this is an important day for you, Tess. We have a lot of work to do, but I think this was an important day. It took a lot of courage to come to me. Do you think you can keep being brave?”

“I don’t know.”

“Will you try?”

“Okay.”


MESSAGE FROM THE MOP CLOSET

Valentine 6 had a habit of imagining worst-case scenarios. She would lie in bed at night planning what she’d do when the city was hit with six feet of snow or a chemical weapons attack. Walking down the street she’d pick out a fellow pedestrian, decide he was an assassin on her trail, and figure out how to evade him. In any restaurant or public place, she silently noticed the fire doors and the places where she might hide from an active shooter. To her it never felt like paranoia—it was simply a mental exercise, like solving the crossword puzzle.

When she left the Paradox Club at seven thirty that morning and headed west toward Central Park, she had a better reason than ever to exercise her mind in this way. She had delayed calling in the alert on the big board and then Lidenbrock 2 had informed her that her shift would be ending early. Did they know she had lied about falling asleep? Did Pilgrim 3 plan to discipline her in some way? If so, Valentine 6 would be ready. She checked the reflection in every angled shop-front window and was not surprised to see Lidenbrock 2 about fifty feet behind her. Too close to outrun, but close enough to keep an eye on.

She was less worried about being harmed by Lidenbrock 2 than she was about his preventing her from contacting the president. She had memorized the numbers on the big board, which she finally recognized as a latitude and longitude, but she needed to call or text Calvin 4. Even though she didn’t understand what was going on, she knew enough of intrigue to understand that the moment she had been waiting for all this time had finally arrived. Would she be a successful mole, funneling important information to the president of the club at a critical time, or would Lidenbrock 2 stymie her attempts to contact Calvin 4? Glancing in the next window, she reflected that Lidenbrock 2 didn’t seem up to the job. Had Montag 5, another of Pilgrim 3’s stooges, been following her, she might have feared for both her ability to contact the president and her own safety. Lidenbrock 2, doing such an abysmal job of staying inconspicuous, hardly seemed a threat to either.

She gripped her phone in her pocket. If she took it out and started texting, Lidenbrock 2 would be on her in an instant and her phone would probably end up in a storm sewer. She could try to lose him in the park, but he was tall and rangy and looked like he might be a runner. She had dressed down for the overnight shift, and in her black work boots and heavy jeans, she would be neither fast nor agile. So not the park. That left one of three establishments between the club and her apartment—businesses that played into her constant plans to avoid catastrophe. The rules for such businesses were simple: They had to be open twenty-four hours a day, they had to be located near Valentine 6’s usual routes, and they had to have friendly proprietors and employees who would play along with her little game. The closest was the Parthenon Diner on the corner of Fifty-Eighth Street and Ninth Avenue.

The bell jangled as she pushed through the door. Lidenbrock 2 was maybe fifteen seconds behind her, ten if he started running.

“Good morning—” began the broad man behind the register, but before he could even say her name, Valentine 6 ducked past him.

“Code red, Mr. Drakos,” she said quietly. “Tall man, blue jacket, vacant look on his face.”

“Got it. Supply closet off the kitchen.”

Valentine 6 stooped low behind the counter so that no one entering the shop would see her make her way into the kitchen through the swinging door. The staff didn’t give her a second glance as she dashed past a grill piled high with sausage and bacon and into a dark closet cluttered with mops, brooms, and buckets. She pulled the door almost closed behind her and took out her cell phone, its glow illuminating the tiny space. In a lull in the kitchen ruckus, she thought she heard raised voices from the dining area. She punched her passcode into the phone, and nothing happened. She tried again, still with no results.

Idiot, she thought. What are you even thinking using your own phone? We’ve practiced this. She shoved her phone back into her pocket. Good thing Lidenbrock 2 was somehow jamming it, she thought, or else she might have made the mistake of sending a message to the president through her own account. In the darkness she dug a hand into her canvas bag and felt around among pens and notebooks, tampons and medications until she felt the cold metal of her burner phone. Not just any burner phone, but one that unlocked with a ten-digit alpha-numeric code. No way Lidenbrock 2 could hack into that.

Twenty seconds later she had texted the message to the president, peaches followed by the coordinates. Thirty seconds later she had just dropped the burner into a bucket full of murky mop water when the door flew open and a red-faced Lidenbrock 2 stood in front of her.

“What do you think you’re doing?” he hissed.

“Didn’t you know that I moonlight cleaning floors at diners?” she said, picking up a mop and using the handle to hold him at bay.

“I have a weapon in my pocket that is considerably more powerful than a mop.”

“Yes, and if you shoot me here, there will be plenty of witnesses,” said Valentine 6, nodding to where the kitchen staff watched the proceedings.

“Do you want me to call the police?” asked Mr. Drakos, his wide frame blocking the kitchen door.

Valentine 6 considered her position. Involving the police would only delay the moment that someone dragged her back to the Paradox Club and before Pilgrim 3. If she spent her morning being interviewed by cops about Lidenbrock 2, she would accomplish nothing. They probably wouldn’t even arrest him. All he’d done so far was follow her. But if she went with him now, for better or for worse she’d be back at the club. Back where she could watch and listen and maybe learn something useful.

“There’s no need for that, Mr. Drakos. This gentleman and I were just leaving.”

* * * *

President Calvin 4, known to the staff of the Lakeside Hotel and Resort as Richard, had finally found a place to run. A young woman in the lobby decked out in running attire complete with Bluetooth earbuds and an armband to hold her cell phone had informed him to look for a narrow path into the woods from the lower corner of the rear parking lot.

“It’s twisty and bumpy for a hundred yards or so, with lots of roots, so you have to be careful, but it leads to this nicely maintained path that goes for a couple of miles along the lake. It’s easy to get in five miles if you want.”

The next morning, he woke before dawn, put on his headlamp, and found the path. Much as he hated the feeling of his cell phone bouncing against his thigh in the pocket of his shorts, Richard was not about to leave it behind. The path by the lake was made of soft mulch that sprang beneath his feet and Richard felt six days away from running pushing him forward all the way to where the path ended at a picnic ground. If the woman in the lobby had been right, he was about two and a half miles from the hotel when, as he was having a drink of water from the fountain by the restrooms, his phone pinged and vibrated with a new text message.

Peaches, read the text from Valentine 6. Richard sat down at one of the picnic tables and entered the coordinates into Google Maps and watched as the app zoomed in on an address. His stomach sank as he looked at the screen. What the hell had Vivian done?

For two and a half miles, he ran faster than he had in years.


IN THE CAR ON THE CURB

“You fell asleep,” said Montag 5, jabbing Nemo 7 awake. Morning sun flooded the car, and Nemo 7 had a crick in his neck from sleeping with his head against the window.

“Got to sleep sometime.”

“You were supposed to keep an eye on me.”

“Did you do anything awful?”

“Just watched the house,” said Montag 5. “And watched you.”

“And did I do anything awful?” said Nemo 7.

“Not so far.”

“It’s still early.”

“We have a message,” said Montag 5.

“Why didn’t you say so?”

“Just came in. The board lit up.”

“Who called it in?”

“Valentine 6 was on duty,” said Montag 5, “not that it matters.”

“Where?”

“Not far from here. Buckle up.” Montag 5 started the car and pulled away from the curb.

“Anything happen at the house?”

“Lady in her bathrobe came outside for a smoke about twenty minutes ago. Then a man in a bathrobe came out and she went inside with him.”

“A man. Really?”

“Does that surprise you?”

“Not particularly. I just didn’t know Marie Maxwell had a man. Last I heard she was still pretty angry about Harry’s death.”

“When was the last you heard?” asked Montag 5.

This guy thinks he can interrogate me, thought Nemo 7.

“I don’t know, years ago, I guess. Even that was only secondhand.”

“Secondhand from whom?”

“I don’t even remember. Just gossip in the club lounge. Glad she’s found somebody, though.”

“You were a friend of Harry’s, weren’t you?” said Montag 5.

“I wouldn’t say that,” said Nemo 7. “I knew him, but then everyone at the club knew him. You couldn’t help it. But we weren’t close. Not sure I ever even had a conversation with him.” There was a slight chance that Montag 5 would know this was a lie, but Harry had died ten years ago. Nemo 7 could always claim forgetfulness. “Where are we headed?”

“About five miles from here—125 Vilas Avenue,” said Montag 5.

Nemo 7 felt his face flush and his stomach harden. He knew exactly who lived at 125 Vilas Avenue and if the big board had given an alert for that address, it couldn’t be good news. He turned to look out the window, keeping his face away from Montag 5, so as not to betray his unease.

“Why don’t you see what you can find on the address?” said Montag 5. “I’m sure Pilgrim 3 is working on it, too, but I’d like to know where we’re going.”

There was no point in delaying, thought Nemo 7. Pilgrim 3 would find out soon enough who lived there, and he didn’t want to look like he was dragging his feet. As they sat at a red light, he pulled up the information on his phone.

“House is owned by a Vivian Harbottle,” he said. “No one else living at the address according to the most recent records.”

“Vivian Harbottle,” said Montag 5. “Why do I know that name?”

Why did Montag 5 know that name? Doubtless from a private conversation with Pilgrim 3, who was privy to all sorts of information and who also obtained all sorts of information to which she was not privy.

“No idea,” said Nemo 7. “Says here she’s single, fifty-two years old, teaches at the university, not much else on her.”

“Social media accounts?”

“I’m checking, but I don’t see anything.”

“I swear I know that name from someplace.”

“Vivian Harbottle,” said Pilgrim 3 under her breath. “We meet again.” She stared at her computer screen and wondered if Vivian had been foolish enough to turn on the radio. Only a few members of the club knew the name Vivian Harbottle, but plenty of them remembered Ardan 1. Ardan 1 had been a colleague of Harry Maxwell and a close friend to him and his wife, Marie. Some whispered that she had been more than a friend and colleague to Harry. Pilgrim 3 didn’t care about any of that. Ardan 1 had spoken briefly at the Great Debate and, following Harry’s death, had disappeared from the halls of the club. She hadn’t exactly gone into hiding—she still taught at Wisconsin, so Pilgrim 3 had always assumed she lived somewhere in Madison, but when it came to the club, Vivian had exercised none of the privileges of her membership since Harry Maxwell’s death. Until this morning, Pilgrim 3 had been convinced that Vivian Harbottle was ancient history, a woman who had lost her best friend in a tragic accident and who had forgotten all about the Paradox Club and its work.

But if Vivian Harbottle had really left the past behind, why had she turned on the radio? And without the protection Harry Maxwell had used to shield it from detection? Surely, she knew it would be picked up by the big board and that its unexpected survival would attract the attention of the vault keeper. Nor could the timing, so close to October 14, be a coincidence. It was almost as if Vivian was saying, Come and get it—I dare you. Could it be a trap? Could Vivian be using the radio to lure Pilgrim 3 away from the club? Or to distract her while the real action played out somewhere else? The existence of the radio could be a major opportunity for Pilgrim 3, but best to proceed with caution. She picked up her phone and called Montag 5.

“It’s Vivian Harbottle,” said Montag 5. “We’re outside the house now. Nemo 7 looked her up. Don’t I know that name from somewhere?”

“Never mind about the name,” said Pilgrim 3. “Right now, I just want you to watch and report. Don’t go into the house unless she leaves and even then, if you can get in be extremely careful. Don’t touch anything, don’t move anything, just look for an antique radio.”

“And if we find an antique radio?”

“Get it and get out of there. Don’t let anyone see you.”

“Is this the radio that Harry Maxwell brought up in the Great Debate?” asked Montag 5.

“Just do what I tell you to and don’t ask questions. Has Nemo 7 done anything suspicious?”

“He fell asleep when he was supposed to be watching me,” said Montag 5, glancing at Nemo 7 who rolled his eyes.

“Doesn’t sound too worrisome,” said Pilgrim 3.

For the moment, Nemo 7 decided not to fret. The longer they spent waiting outside Vivian’s house, the more time the president or his representatives had to arrive. If his fellow mole Valentine 6, whom Calvin 4 had told him all about, had seen the big board light up, she had certainly warned the president, and he must either be on his way or have already dispatched a team of loyalists. The surveillance assignment Montag 5 had outlined seemed harmless enough. If Nemo 7 had the opportunity to slow things down even more, he would. But for now, he would, like Montag 5, simply sit and watch.


MEN IN BLACK

Tess woke up a few minutes before eight o’clock, after a brief sleep, to the sound of the screen door slamming, a sound that had woken her often in her teenage years—the sound of Vivian leaving to bike to campus. She pulled on her bathrobe and made her way downstairs, following the smell of coffee. Vivian had left a note on the refrigerator. Coffee in the pot. Bacon and eggs in the fridge. An old friend of mine named Richard is coming to visit. Should be here midmorning. He knew your dad. I only have one class, so I’ll be home a little after 9:00. Tess wondered if Richard could be her father’s old colleague and mentor from the university. She had only met him once or twice, but she had heard Harry and Vivian talk about him—once even calling him president. Tess had assumed Richard had been president of some faculty club or other.

She poured herself a cup of coffee and was considering whether she wanted to go to the trouble of warming up the bacon and eggs when the doorbell rang. Tess glanced up at the clock. Five past eight. That was not midmorning. Clutching her mug of coffee with one hand and pulling her bathrobe tightly around her with the other, she walked down the hall and opened the front door.

Two men in black suits and aviator glasses stood on the porch, one a hulk of a man with a thick neck and broad shoulders, the other a wisp of a thing with a pale complexion and hair so blond Tess thought it looked the color of Scotch tape. They could not have looked more threatening to Tess if they had brandished baseball bats or grenade launchers. I mean really, she thought, two men in black suits? Anyone who had ever read a comic book or watched a cartoon knew that meant either Mormons or trouble, and these were clearly not Mormons. If danger comes, you will recognize it, said Harry’s note. He had been right. This danger couldn’t be any more obvious if it came with a flashing sign and a bullhorn.

As she opened the door, Tess caught a fleeting look of surprise on the face of the larger man, but then both men smiled cordially, which only made them appear more threatening. Harry’s ogre story had taught Tess to pay attention to details and not make assumptions. In this case she did not assume that just because the men acted friendly they posed no threat; nor did she assume that just because they seemed so obviously dangerous Tess might not turn the encounter to her advantage. As for details, she committed to memory the precise design of the small silver pin each man wore on the lapel of his black suit. It consisted of two interlocking uppercase letters in a sans serif typeface: C and P. Circling these was the thin line of an ellipse with a small red orb on the left side—like a diagram of an electron orbiting the nucleus of an atom or a planet orbiting a star.

“Good morning, ma’am,” said the wisp.

“There’s no need to call me ma’am.”

“Well, good morning then, Miss…” The hulk let the sentence hang unfinished.

“Tess,” said Tess reflexively, checking herself before she said her last name. Idiot, she thought. Two seconds into the conversation and they’re already winning. She took a slug of coffee, hoping it would wake her up enough to prevent another blunder.

“Would you like to tell us your last name?” said the wisp.

“I would not,” said Tess, further unnerved by the fact that she couldn’t see the man’s eyes.

“As I said then, good morning, ma’am,” said the wisp.

The wisp glanced at the hulk for an instant, and Tess could see that her visitors had no plan. They had been surprised that she came to the door. That meant they thought the house was empty and weren’t expecting to have this conversation. And if they thought the house was empty, that meant they had watched Vivian leave.

“We are trying to get in touch with a Vivian Rosemary Harbottle,” said the hulk before adding pointedly, “ma’am.”

“A Vivian Rosemary Harbottle? You mean there’s more than one?”

“Probably,” said the hulk, without any indication that he found Tess’s question either confrontational or sarcastic.

“The one we’re looking for lives at this address,” said the wisp.

“I’m the only person at this address,” said Tess. She considered that this statement was, in the most literal sense, true.

“Are you saying that Ms. Harbottle is not in at the moment?” said the wisp.

“I’m saying,” said Tess firmly, “that I’m the only one at this address.”

The hulk reached up and pulled his glasses just far enough down so that he could bore into Tess with his deep brown eyes. “Would it be all right if we came in and looked around?” he said.

“It would not,” said Tess. “Unless you’d care to give me some identification and a warrant.”

“That won’t be necessary,” said the wisp. “We’ll be going now.”

“Good day, ma’am,” said the hulk, sliding his sunglasses back up. He turned and walked across the porch and down the steps to the flagstone path that led to the street, but the wisp stood motionless, still looking at Tess. The hulk stopped and turned back toward them.

“Aren’t you going to join your friend?” said Tess.

She had, often enough, struggled to know what to say. To a roommate about her compulsive behaviors, to a therapist about Harry, to Vivian about her stories. Tess recognized the look of someone unsure of how to proceed. The wisp seemed caught between his companion and Tess—as if he wanted to tell her something but couldn’t with the hulk listening.

“Tell Vivian Harbottle we look forward to chatting with her,” said the wisp, finally turning to follow the hulk. Tess watched as the two men walked down the street, silhouetted against the morning sun. The wisp made no attempt to catch up with the hulk and the hulk didn’t slow his pace to allow the wisp to draw even. At the end of the block, the hulk turned left onto Hudson Street and disappeared behind the Romanos’ garage. A moment later, the wisp followed.

If danger comes, you will recognize it, Harry had said. Find Vivian and get to the island. Simple enough instructions, but she had no idea where Vivian’s class was this morning. Besides, Vivian would be home in about an hour. That gave Tess time to get dressed and ready to go. She could pack a bag for Vivian, too, and maybe pull together a box of groceries. There would be nothing to eat on the island. She wondered if Vivian had sleeping bags in the back of a closet somewhere. By the time she closed the door, she had a plan in place and a mental list but as soon as she stepped back into her room and saw her laptop sitting on her old desk the list seemed to evaporate as quickly as it had materialized.

Who the hell were the men in black? As much as she knew that she should rush to prepare for Vivian’s return and the journey to the island, Tess couldn’t resist trying to find out something about them. She’d give herself fifteen minutes to dig—that would still leave time to pack. She slipped into her desk chair, shut her eyes, and slowed her breathing. She could often summon forth the stars when she did this, especially Arcturus, Harry’s star that he said would always guide her. Now, though, in place of Arcturus or Gemini or Orion she saw an electron orbiting the letters C and P. The pin that the men in black suits wore.

She opened her laptop and began to search. CP was mostly commonly used as an abbreviation for cerebral palsy, she discovered. Those men were certainly not raising money or awareness for cerebral palsy or any other illness. She also dismissed the idea that they had anything to do with Canadian Pacific Railway, Comboios de Portugal (another railway system), or the C.P. sportswear company. After searching for CP, she thought perhaps she had read the interlacing letters backward and tried PC. In addition to the obvious politically correct and personal computer she found the stock symbol for Pirelli, the Italian tire company; the Latin phrase post cibum, meaning after meals; and prostate cancer—all obvious dead ends. She tried every kind of search she could think of—even sketching out the pin, photographing her drawing, and running a Google image search. Nothing.

The clock at the top of her screen read eight thirty. Better get packing, she thought, not knowing it was already too late.


DON’T DO ANYTHING ELSE STUPID

While most of Vivian’s mind was occupied with her class on advanced quantum mechanics and the eight confused students staring back at her as they grappled with the mysteries of the universe, a small part of it turned over and over the text message she had received from Richard Pollard early that morning. Other than a quick call to let her know that he had arrived at the Lakeside Resort, Vivian hadn’t heard from Richard since he left Florida. But this morning a cryptic message had arrived. I’ll be at your house midmorning or sooner. Don’t do anything else stupid. What did he mean “Don’t do anything else stupid”? The implication was clear—she had already done something stupid. But what? Did it have something to do with Tess?

Vivian had kept Tess in the house except for the one excursion to Marie’s. Besides, no one knew who Tess was. Those few neighbors with whom Vivian had any contact had believed the story that she was Vivian’s orphaned niece. None of them would have found it odd to see Tess arrive at the house. And no one else knew she was there. Except for Marie. Had Marie told someone? Not likely. What had Vivian done to make Richard scold her? For what seemed like the millionth time in the past ten years, she missed Harry.

Vivian had frequently sat in the dark, her feet dangling off the dock into the water, listening as Harry explained some aspect of science to Tess. Had he ever tried to explain quantum mechanics? Not likely. A twelve-year-old simply couldn’t grasp the concepts. He did try relativity on more than one occasion. She remembered the second time Harry tried to elucidate the concept of time moving more slowly as an object approaches the speed of light.

“So, if you travel through space for a hundred years,” Tess said, “when you come back, we’ll be the same age?”

“Something like that,” Harry said.

“I’d miss you if you were gone for a hundred years.”

“I’d miss you, too.”

“Maybe you should stay here after all.”

“Maybe so,” Harry said.

Tess had fallen asleep on the dock that night and Harry had carried her up to the house and tucked her in. When Vivian came to bed two hours later, she was just drifting off to sleep when Tess said, “Aunt Vivian, do you think Harry will ever really travel in space?”

“I don’t know,” Vivian said. Space travel fascinated Harry, and unlike in his youth the astronaut club was no longer limited to test pilots. These days there was plenty of room in space for an ordinary astrophysicist.

“If he does, I hope he’s not gone for a hundred years.”

“I’m sure he’ll never be gone for a hundred years,” Vivian said.

But now it felt as if Harry had been gone for a hundred years. Marie might have found someone to fill the void Harry had left behind, but neither Vivian nor Tess had managed that trick. Now Vivian wanted Harry to tell her what she should do tomorrow on October 14, what she should tell Tess about the night of the fire, whether she should be worried about Pilgrim 3. Perhaps Harry could even tell Vivian what the hell she had done that Richard considered “stupid.”

Richard’s GPS informed him he had an hour to go before arriving at Vivian’s. He nudged his speed up another five miles an hour. If Pilgrim 3 and her cohorts got their hands on the radio, the results could be unpleasant at the least. But if they found Harry’s daughter, that could be disastrous for everyone, especially Tess herself. He wondered if Vivian had been in the middle of one of her stories, events that played out like an alternate reality for her, when she turned on the radio. She might not even know she had done it. The only thing in which he could take comfort at the moment was that he was a lot closer to Vivian’s house than the Paradox Club was. Even if Pilgrim 3 had sent goons to Vivian’s the second the board lit up, they’d take the better part of the day getting there. He figured he’d have time to get Tess and Vivian out of there and take them someplace safe.

He was wrong.


ONUS PROBANDI

“I demand to know why I have been dragged here by a fellow club member in complete contravention of club rules,” said Valentine 6. She stood in front of Pilgrim 3’s desk while the vault keeper glared at her from her leather swivel chair.

“I didn’t drag you,” said Lidenbrock 2.

“You brought me here under threat of physical violence,” said Valentine 6. “It amounts to the same thing. This action requires a convening of the disciplinary committee. I believe that the actions of Lidenbrock 2 should lead to his immediate dismissal from the club and as I have been escorted to the office of the vault keeper, I can only assume, Pilgrim 3, that you are part of this and should be similarly disciplined.”

“Calm down and sit,” said Pilgrim 3.

“I will do neither,” said Valentine 6, slamming her bag down on Pilgrim 3’s desk. “If you do not tell me this instant why I was brought here, I will not only contact the president and the disciplinary committee, I will also contact the police.”

“You have no business lecturing me on rules!” shouted Pilgrim 3, rising and leaning across the desk. “You signed an oath to follow the directions of your superiors in all matters of club business.”

“And I have done exactly that.”

“You have done nothing of the sort. You delayed reporting an alert on the big board by twenty-eight minutes.”

“I was working an overnight double shift. I fell asleep.”

“So you say.”

“Yes, I do say!” said Valentine 6.

“And furthermore,” said Pilgrim 3, “you reported the alert to someone outside the club.”

“And who am I accused of reporting this alert to?”

“Calvin 4.”

“First of all,” said Valentine 6, “Calvin 4 is our president, so he can hardly be construed to be ‘outside of the club.’ And secondly, can you show me one shred of evidence that I made any such report?”

“You hid in a mop closet,” said Lidenbrock 2, speaking up for the first time.

“I hid in a mop closet because I believed I was in physical danger. I was being followed in a threatening way by Lidenbrock 2.”

“There was nothing threatening about the way I was following you.”

“Oh really? If you weren’t threatening, then why did you chase me into a restaurant, behind the counter, into the mop closet, and tell me you had a gun in your pocket? That strikes me as the very definition of threatening and a direct violation of rule seventeen, paragraph three: ‘No club member shall commit any act of violence or physical intimidation to any other club member.’”

“Yes, we’re all very impressed that you’ve memorized the rules. You’re a good little initiate,” said Pilgrim 3 with a sneer of condescension. “Now tell me what you told Calvin 4.”

“I told Calvin 4 nothing. You can check my phone. Which you jammed by the way, making it impossible for me to tell anyone anything.”

“That is a very serious accusation,” said Pilgrim 3.

“Do you deny it?”

“Perhaps you haven’t heard of something called onus probandi,” said Pilgrim 3. “It isn’t my responsibility to deny accusations, rather yours to prove them.”

“Exactly,” said Valentine 6, a hint of triumph in her voice. “And you have no proof of the accusations you’re making against me. Now, if that is all, I will be going.” She picked up her bag and turned toward the door. Lidenbrock 2 stepped in front of her.

“That is not all,” said Pilgrim 3.

“It is all,” said Valentine 6 calmly, without turning back. “And if I were you, I’d consider carefully where I tread right now. At the moment, you might avoid disciplinary action. It’s possible that no one saw me in the street being hustled here by your lackey. But if you keep me in this office against my will or if you harm me in any way, your days at the Paradox Club are ended. Now, Lidenbrock 2 is going to step aside, I’m going to leave this office, and you’re going to stop harassing me.”

Pilgrim 3 nodded to Lidenbrock 2, who moved from the door, and Valentine 6 left the room. She hurried down the steps toward the ground floor. She had held it together in Pilgrim 3’s office, but now her heart raced, and cold sweat ran down her back. It had been a bold bluff, and it might work, but Valentine 6 wouldn’t believe it until she was safely out of the city. Especially considering that this time, she actually had broken club rules.

She stopped at the end of the block to catch her breath. Looking back down the sidewalk, she saw no one following. Leaning against a wrought iron railing, she unclasped her hand from around her canvas bag, revealing a book that had been sitting on the vault keeper’s desk and which she had swept up with her bag before leaving the office. Valentine 6 smiled. She felt rather pleased with herself that she had been able to purloin this volume even while under duress. President Calvin 4 would be delighted. That first night, when Calvin 4 had recruited her, he had mentioned this volume.

“If you ever have to flee the club—”

“Why would I have to flee the club?” Valentine 6 asked.

“It might become necessary,” the president said, “especially if Pilgrim 3 discovers you’re communicating with me.”

“Isn’t it perfectly reasonable for a member to communicate with the club president?”

“Nothing is perfectly reasonable when it comes to Pilgrim 3,” the president said. “So, if you do ever have to flee the club, it might be extremely helpful if you could bring me something.”

“What?”

“It’s a book in Pilgrim 3’s office. We sometimes use it to screen new members. It really ought to be in the club library or in the vault, but Pilgrim 3 enjoys reading it and showing it to members so any time the club isn’t using it she keeps it in her office.”

“What is this book?”

“It’s called Gatsby the Great.”

“You mean The Great Gatsby.”

“I mean precisely what I say.”

“Gatsby the Great?”

“That’s correct. It may not be possible, but if you leave under, shall we say, dangerous circumstances, the book could prove useful to me.”

“Why don’t I just steal it now?”

“There is no need to alarm Pilgrim 3. I won’t need it except in case of emergency.”

“How will I know it’s an emergency?”

“You’ll know,” said the president.

And she did know. Now Valentine 6 shoved Gatsby the Great into her bag, turned the corner, and headed home. She decided to walk, taking the long way around, paranoid that the park wouldn’t be safe. It would give her time to think and possibly to spot anyone following her this time.

“Are you tracking her?” said Pilgrim 3.

“Put a GPS device in her bag,” said Lidenbrock 2.

“Excellent. Let me know if that little bitch steps five feet out of her neighborhood.”


WHO THE FUCK WAS THAT?

“I thought the house was supposed to be empty,” said Montag 5.

“It was. From what I could find online, she lives alone,” said Nemo 7.

“Then who the fuck was that?”

Nemo 7 was pretty sure he knew exactly who the fuck that was, and if he was right, he had to find a way to keep Montag 5 from finding out. “Probably the housecleaner.”

“The housecleaner?” said Montag 5. “Wearing a bathrobe?”

“Maybe she took in a lodger.”

“Only one car in the driveway,” said Montag 5, “and Vivian Harbottle left on foot.”

“Maybe she has a visitor.”

“Pretty inconvenient time to have a visitor.”

“Inconvenient for us, you mean.”

Before knocking on the door, they had parked their rental car around the corner, but now Montag 5 had driven to the end of the block where they had a view of the front door.

“We’ve got to get in there and check for that radio,” said Montag 5.

“We can’t get in there,” said Nemo 7. “Not with a witness. Pilgrim 3 said—”

“Maybe we should immobilize the witness.”

“What do you mean immobilize?”

“I hold her down while you search the house. I can keep her quiet for a few minutes. We grab the radio, get the hell out of there, and by the time she calls the police we’re on the highway.”

Nemo 7 considered this. On the one hand, if they took the radio now and left, Montag 5 and Pilgrim 3 might not ask any questions about the young woman in the house. She might be safe. But it seemed an awfully big risk. Could there really be no evidence of her identity in the house? And could Nemo 7 count on her to keep silent when he had no way of warning her?

“Pilgrim 3 told us to not let anyone see us,” said Nemo 7. “Robbing a house while we hold someone hostage isn’t exactly inconspicuous.”

“She’s already seen us,” said Montag 5.

“But she doesn’t know who we are or what we want. Let’s give it an hour. Maybe she’ll leave.”

“If nothing happens by nine o’clock,” said Montag 5, “I’m calling in.”

Nemo 7 felt cold sweat trickling down his back as the minutes ticked away. Why didn’t Vivian return? Why didn’t Richard or one of his allies arrive? And what could he do to save Tess with Montag 5 watching him the whole time?

At exactly nine o’clock, Montag 5 made the call. “I’m putting it on speaker,” he said.

Nemo 7’s stomach sank as Pilgrim 3’s voice crackled on the line and Montag 5 started to relate what had happened.

“Hang on,” said Pilgrim 3. “I’m just coming up from the vault. We’ll have a better connection in a couple of seconds.” After those couple of seconds, Montag 5 described their encounter with the young woman in Vivian Harbottle’s house.

“She said her name was Tess?” said Pilgrim 3.

“That’s right,” said Montag 5.

“You’re absolutely sure it was Tess?”

“Absolutely.”

“How old would you say she was?”

“Youngish. Maybe college-aged, I’d guess. But it was hard to tell. It looked like she just woke up. Hair in her face, bags under her eyes. She could have been nineteen or she could have been thirty-five.”

“Which means she could be twenty-two?”

“Yeah, I suppose,” said Montag 5.

“Dammit, we should have kept an eye on Vivian after…after the event. I heard she had a niece living with her for a while, but I never suspected…”

“Suspected what?” said Nemo 7, afraid it might look suspicious if he didn’t participate in the conversation.

“Did you know that Harry Maxwell had a daughter?” asked Pilgrim 3.

“It was common knowledge,” said Nemo 7. “He talked about her around the club until—”

“And her name was Tess,” said Pilgrim 3.

“She’d be about twenty-two years old,” said Montag 5.

“If that’s Tess Maxwell—” said Pilgrim 3.

“It can’t be,” said Nemo 7, desperate to somehow keep the attention off the young woman in Vivian Harbottle’s house. “It’s just someone getting in the way of our retrieving that radio. But Montag 5 has an idea of how we can—”

“Forget about the radio,” said Pilgrim 3. “That is, don’t forget about it. The radio is still important. But if Tess Maxwell is in that house, she’s much more important.”

“But how can we be sure that it is Tess Maxwell?” said Nemo 7. “It’s probably just a coincidence. Christ, the woman was nervous—I’m not even sure she gave us her real name.”

“It’s her,” said Pilgrim 3. “I can feel it.”

“You want us to take her?” said Montag 5, sounding almost eager.

“Listen,” said Nemo 7. “It’s great that you can feel from over a thousand miles away that some random woman is Tess Maxwell. But now Montag 5 is talking about kidnapping. Boosting an old radio is one thing. Probably nobody would even believe the lady if she reported it stolen. But kidnapping is a federal offense.”

“It sounds like you’re not willing to support an effort that is for the good of the club,” said Pilgrim 3.

“Is it for the good of the club or for the good of Pilgrim 3?” said Nemo 7.

“You’ve never questioned the difference before.”

Nemo 7 knew he was treading on thin ice. If Pilgrim 3 or Montag 5 suspected he was a mole for Calvin 4, he’d be sitting on the curb while Montag 5 drove off with the girl and the radio. But he had to do something.

“You’ve never asked me to commit a federal offense before. Not to mention this would be a major violation of club rules.”

“The club rules state that all artifacts should be retrieved and placed in the vault,” said Pilgrim 3 calmly. Just as Pilgrim 3 said this, the front door of the house opened and the young woman, now dressed in leggings and a baggy sweatshirt, pulled a black rolling suitcase onto the porch. Nemo 7 saw what she did next but hoped Montag 5 didn’t notice.

“She might be on the move,” said Montag 5. “She just put a suitcase on the front porch and went back inside.”

“If she leaves, we can divide and conquer,” said Nemo 7. “I’ll follow the girl and Montag 5 can deal with the radio.”

“She did something odd when she closed the front door,” said Montag 5, ignoring Nemo 7’s suggestion.

Nemo 7 felt hope draining out of him. He couldn’t stand up to Montag 5 in a physical confrontation. He’d just have to hope an opportunity to do the right thing without violence presented itself.

“What did she do?” asked Pilgrim 3.

“She tapped the doorknob three times with her finger.”

“That’s her!” shouted Pilgrim 3. “Take her. Take her and bring her to me.”


TESS AND HARRY ON THE DOCK

“If there are an infinite number of universes,” said Tess, “does that mean there is one where my hair doesn’t get tangled all the time and I get good grades in Spanish?” She wanted to ask if there was a universe where she didn’t hear the voices, but she had not confessed the presence of those voices to her father. Still, she liked to think that somewhere, in some parallel plane of existence, there lived a happy, untroubled Tess.

“Not necessarily,” said her father. “Just because there is infinite variety in the universes doesn’t mean that all possibilities exist.”

“But why not? It seems like it should mean exactly that. That anything is possible.”

“Anything is possible, but that doesn’t mean every possibility exists. Consider the willow oak.”

“Why should I consider the willow oak?”

“Because I’m going to use it as an example of how infinite variety doesn’t mean the existence of all possibilities. Now a fully mature willow oak can have as many as a million leaves. And the tree can live for over a hundred years, so that’s more than a hundred million leaves. Each leaf has its own pattern of veins. Each leaf buds and drops from the tree at a specific moment in time. After falling from the tree each leaf might blow away to any of millions of specific spots or be eaten or partially eaten by any of millions of individual insects or be carried away by a bird to countless locations. And there are tens of millions of these trees alive at any given moment—and each one has an arrangement of limbs, a specific height, a pattern of roots, and so on. It’s easy to imagine an infinite number of universes that only differ in almost unnoticeable variations of this one species.”

“That’s pretty boring,” said Tess. “All those universes and the only difference is a leaf drops five minutes earlier in one universe than another.”

“It may seem boring to you, but the truth doesn’t have to be fascinating.”

“But even if there are millions of possibilities for millions of leaves and so on, that doesn’t have to mean infinity, does it? I mean a finite number, no matter how big, times another finite number, no matter how big, is still a finite number.”

“I forget sometimes how smart you are,” said Harry. “Take another example. A blank sheet of paper.”

“White,” said Tess, who had recently discovered musical theater in the form of a stack of CDs in Marie’s closet. “A blank page or canvas. His favorite. So many possibilities.”

“Exactly,” said Harry, completely missing the Sondheim reference. “So many possibilities. When you take out a blank sheet of paper to create a work of art or a poem or a page of a book or a paper airplane or an origami swan, the possibilities are limitless.”

“But are they infinite?” asked Tess.

“They might be. You might take out a piece of paper tomorrow and draw a picture of the moon on it. And in every other universe—every one of the infinite universes—the only difference might be what you put on that piece of paper.”

“But what about the butterfly effect?”

“I see you’ve been paying attention when I talk to you.”

“Of course I pay attention,” said Tess.

“You’re right, Tess. It’s possible that there is a universe that is exactly like ours except a particular leaf falls off a tree a nanosecond earlier. And it’s also possible that, in falling from its branch a nanosecond early, that leaf changes everything.”

“But we’ll never know, will we? We’ll never know what that leaf changes.”

“No,” said Harry, hoisting himself up. “We never will.”

A few minutes after Harry tucked in his daughter, Marie came in to say good night to Tess.

“Still awake?” she asked.

“I’m just thinking about universes,” said Tess.

“Oh, just universes, so nothing big.”

“I want to believe that if there are an infinite number of universes, at least one of them has a Tess who doesn’t have my troubles.”

“And what troubles would those be?”

“Just difficulties.”

“We all have difficulties, Tess. I’m sure there is a universe in which Tess has different difficulties from the ones you have, but I can’t imagine a universe in which Tess or anyone else has no difficulties.”

“I’d settle for different ones,” said Tess.

“Be careful what you wish for.”


FIRE ON THE ISLAND

On a night two weeks after Harry told Tess about infinite universes, the voices in her head would not shut up. She had learned Morse code the previous summer, but no matter how many times she tapped shut up on the top of the little desk in the room she shared with Vivian, the voices kept up their incessant nattering—louder and louder. Worse than they had ever been before. If you don’t line up the Legos, something bad will happen. So, she lined up the Legos. If you don’t write the alphabet backward twenty times, something bad will happen. So, she wrote the alphabet backward twenty times. But still they kept on.

She and Harry hadn’t gone to the dock that night because a front had swept through and dark clouds filled the sky, threatening rain and lightning and obscuring the stars. Nights when she couldn’t see Harry’s star made her nervous. The wind whistled through the pine trees and blew hard enough that twigs and small branches occasionally thwapped against the roof, making Tess jump in her chair. The air felt electric, as it often did before a summer storm, but this time Tess tingled not with excitement but with unease. The whole universe seemed on edge and the voices knew it.

She had a set of twenty-five colored pencils in a metal box in her desk and the voices insisted that they each be sharpened to a fine point and that they all be the exact same length. The only sharpener she had was one of those cheap little plastic ones that came in your school pencil box, and it made precision all but impossible. Every time she had ten pencils perfectly lined up, the point would break on the eleventh one. Or when she had fifteen lined up, she’d notice that the royal blue was a hair shorter than the others. The pencils got shorter and the pile of multicolored shavings on the desk got bigger and the voices did not stop.

Marie had gone to bed early—with a headache, she had said. “Don’t stay up too late,” she had told Tess when she kissed her good night in front of the fireplace where Tess had been reading The Return of the King. Even then the voices had been warming up, but Tess kept reading for another hour or so until they became too much of a distraction. Then she said good night to Harry and Vivian—each in a chair with a book—and went to her room to arrange Legos, write alphabets, and sharpen pencils. Never had the voices been so demanding, yet they still didn’t totally drown out Tess’s memory of Marie’s voice—gentle and loving—telling her not to stay up too late. She wished more than anything that she could comply.

When the aquamarine pencil was nothing more than a nub, Tess crept out of her room and to the edge of the living room, lurking in the shadows as she watched Harry and Vivian. They sat together on the sofa, close enough that their legs pressed into one another. Too close, thought Tess. They leaned slightly forward, their cheeks almost touching, and whispered words that Tess could not have heard if she had been sitting in the chair directly across from them. But Tess understood the intonations of secrecy. And of intimacy. Whatever Harry and Vivian were discussing, they didn’t want Tess to know. Or Marie.

Tess loved Vivian like a second mother, but she loved Marie, too. She didn’t like Harry and Vivian having secrets from her mother. Especially when those secrets involved sitting so close to each other in the dying light of a fire. Tess tiptoed back to her room and slid under the covers, praying for sleep. Thunder began to rumble outside, and she considered closing her window against the coming rain, but the fresh air soothed her. Besides, if the rain blew in the window maybe it would wash away all the pencil shavings and in the morning the voices, and all evidence of their existence, would be gone.

Tess drifted in and out of sleep, often awakened by a boom of thunder. Lightning flashed, but the rain still did not come, heightening her nervous anticipation. It felt as if the world was holding back, letting the pressure build until the release would be catastrophic. The third time she awoke, she got out of bed and looked out the window. Harry and Vivian, laden with blankets and what the lightning revealed to be Harry’s antique radio, were walking toward the woods, Harry unspooling a long orange extension cord behind him. Why in the world would they take the radio outside when it could start pouring rain at any moment? Harry loved that radio. He dusted it with care almost every day and never let anyone else touch it. It could be ruined in a rainstorm.

As Harry and Vivian entered the woods to the north of the house, Tess watched the bouncing beam of Vivian’s flashlight. When that beam stilled, she realized where Harry had taken Vivian and became more convinced than ever that they were about to do something that would tear her family apart.

Since the time she was four or five, Tess had been allowed full access to the island. But that liberty did not come without rules. Before she learned to swim, she had to stay a few feet away from the lake itself. Before she was a strong climber, the tree branches were off-limits. But essentially, the island was hers to explore, and explore it she did, learning its every rise and fall, befriending each tree and shrub, building miniature cairns out of smooth stones or crude shelters out of dead branches. By the time she was ten, she knew the island more intimately than most children knew their own homes. The freedom to gain that intimacy had also built Tess’s sense of independence—the true purpose, she suspected now, of her parents’ giving her the run of the place.

But one spot on the island had always been forbidden: A circle of trees a short distance to the north of the house surrounded a clearing about twenty feet wide. The trees were tall, slender pines whose branches did not spread far enough to prevent sunlight from falling in the clearing at midday in the summer. A small patch of grass grew there, and a few laurel bushes almost enclosed the space, leaving a gap on the side facing the house just wide enough for an adult to pass through. This clearing was Harry’s sanctum sanctorum—the one place on the island where not only Tess but also Marie and Vivian were forbidden to set foot.

“I used to read there as a child,” explained Harry when Tess had asked him why she couldn’t enter the circle. “And my parents agreed that whenever I was there, no one would disturb me. So, it became special to me, my little retreat. And I’ve kept it that way over the years.” Harry himself only ventured into what he called his “private circle” occasionally. Sometimes a whole summer would pass without him slipping through the laurel bushes and disappearing for an hour or so.

But now, Tess watched as Harry led Vivian into his most private space and felt betrayed. There was no other word for it. Tess was Harry’s family, his flesh and blood, the rightful heir to the private circle. Marie was his wife, the person with whom he should share the most secret and intimate parts of himself. Yet here he was leading Vivian into the very place from which both Tess and her mother had been barred.

She watched as the flashlight moved around within the laurels and then heard, in between the claps of thunder, the sound of music coming from Harry’s radio. Romantic music, thought Tess. Some love song from the days when young men took their girlfriends to secret spots in the woods.

Tess had a good grasp on the basics of sex by this time. Neither Harry nor Marie had given her “the talk” that she had heard some of the girls at school blushingly refer to. But she had talked to Vivian, and Tess read and listened and had even peeped through the keyhole one Sunday afternoon when Harry and Marie were “taking a nap” and glimpsed something that, while not wholly comprehensible, was certainly not nap-taking. Most importantly she understood that sex was a type of intimacy that a loving husband enjoyed only with his wife, that sex with someone else—with Vivian for instance—was the sort of thing that presaged anger and fights, accusations of betrayal and broken promises, separation and divorce.

Tess felt a great pull inside herself, as if a game of tug-of-war as wide as the universe passed its rope directly through her gut. “Under no circumstances should you ever set foot in my circle,” Harry had said, reiterating, “No circumstances.” But what if those circumstances were the possible implosion of the family that she loved: the destruction of her tender, kindhearted mother; the expulsion of one of her parents from the family home; a dagger in the heart of the friendship between Marie and Vivian; and the condemning of Tess to an adolescence of misery and a broken home? Weren’t those circumstances dire enough to lift the ban on setting foot on some meaningless piece of ground? Wasn’t saving her family a cause noble enough to justify defying her father?

Even as these questions tore at her, she saw the flashlight extinguished and she fell back into her desk chair. She was too late. In front of her, the uneven ends of her colored pencils stood silent witness to the fact that this was all Tess’s fault. If she had only obeyed the voices. They had told her something bad would happen. If she didn’t sharpen the pencils properly, something bad would happen. And she hadn’t sharpened the pencils properly and now her happy childhood was over, her family rent apart, and the man she had loved and trusted most in the world stood at the center of that betrayal. She threw her head down on the desk and cried, finally falling asleep in the chair to the smell of pencil shavings and the rumble of thunder.

Tess started awake to the sound of voices shouting. Vivian and Marie shouting. One word, over and over: “Harry!” Not shouts of anger or frustration like Tess heard from each of them at times. No, these shouts bore the emptiness of utter despair. They sounded, at first, as if they came from right outside her window, but they quickly faded. Marie and Vivian were running away from the house.

Tess lay on the floor. She must have woken when she slipped out of the chair, she thought. Sweat poured down her face, as it sometimes did when she awoke after a nightmare, but her sleep had been dreamless as far as she could remember. While the voices in the distance continued shouting, the voices in her head were uncharacteristically silent. Tess felt breathless, hot, confused, and disoriented, but the absence of those voices calmed her, and she reached for the leg of the chair to pull herself up. As soon as she wrapped her fingers around the metal she jolted into a higher state of alertness. The chair leg was so hot it burned the flesh of her hand. Tess let go immediately and tried to sit up. Only then did she realize that the room was filled with smoke and flame. If she hadn’t slipped to the floor, she thought, she might already be dead. The bed where she ought to have been sleeping was ablaze and she watched in horror as flaming scraps of blanket fluttered to the floor. In trying to listen for the voices, she hadn’t noticed the roar of the fire but now it pounded in her ears as she began to choke on the smoky air.

She squeezed her eyes shut and felt panic welling up in her throat. Only the floorboards were slightly cool, and she pressed her cheek against them. Why didn’t Vivian and Marie come and rescue her? Why were they moving away from the house instead of toward her? And where was Harry? Harry would know what to do. And then Tess realized, Harry did know what to do.

“What kills you in a fire?” Harry had asked one night as he sat before the fireplace with Tess watching the flames leap up to welcome a new log.

“Why do you frighten her like that?” Marie had said from across the room.

“I’m not frightening her,” said Harry. “I’m keeping her safe.”

“By giving her nightmares,” said Marie. “‘How does a fire kill you?’ ‘What happens to your head if you don’t wear a bike helmet?’ ‘What are your chances of surviving a crash without a seat belt?’ It’s morbid.”

“Have you noticed that she wears her bike helmet and her seat belt?” Harry said.

“The smoke,” Tess said, loudly, hoping to end the spat between her parents.

“Yes,” said Harry. “The smoke. And where does the smoke go?”

“It goes up.”

“So, to escape a fire…”

“Stay low and crawl,” said Tess.

Stay low and crawl. Harry had repeated those words hoping to keep Tess safe. Now she had a chance to prove that she had been listening, that he had not been wasting his breath. She pulled her T-shirt over her nose and mouth and began to shimmy across the floor toward the door, squinting to see through the smoke and her tears. The poster of Einstein by the closet peeled off the wall and landed next to her, spurring her on as his eyes charred and flaked away. Through the door and into the hallway. The smoke was just as bad here, but there was less fire, making navigation even more difficult as she moved in near darkness. Twice Tess bumped her head into the wall, but finally she made it into the open space of the living room, where flames licked the walls and spread out across the ceiling.

She wanted nothing more than to stand up and sprint for the door, but Tess kept hearing Harry’s voice. Stay low and crawl. The braided rug in front of the door was already ablaze. Tess wasn’t sure she could stay low all the way to the door, but she did her best, choking and wheezing from the smoke, her eyes burning, snot flowing from her nose. She made her way across the room until she reached the rug, then stood and dived toward the flame-filled doorway, hoping the door was open. She burst onto the front porch and stumbled down the stairs, still feeling the intense heat behind her. She looked down to see the left leg of her sweatpants on fire and remembered the other thing Harry had told her about fire. Stop, drop, and roll.

She fell to the grass and rolled down the hill toward the dock, coming to a stop about halfway between the house and the lake. She checked to see her clothes were no longer burning and turned to see the entire cabin blazing so fiercely the yard was lit up brighter than daylight. To one side of the cabin, she saw something that froze her to the ground. The circle of trees that enclosed Harry’s private spot were burning like torches, crackling loudly and sending black smoke high into the sky.

What had Harry done? Had he taken candles into the trees to light his assignation with Vivian? Had the radio malfunctioned, sending off a spark unnoticed by either of them because they were in each other’s arms? And had Harry escaped from that ring of fire that must surely be visible from miles away? Then she turned toward the lake, where the reflected flames made impressionistic patterns on the rippling water. On the dock she saw two figures—Marie and Vivian. Harry was nowhere in sight.

She wanted to pull herself upright, wanted to run to her mother’s embrace, but she felt she had to try to get some clean air into her lungs first. She lay on the grass, gasping in air, coughing up murky colored phlegm and watching, heartbroken, as the cabin blazed. Then her mind, clearing from her ordeal in the house, once again admitted the sight of Marie and Vivian on the dock. A wail of anguish erupted from Marie, and she lunged toward the house, but Vivian wrapped her arms around Tess’s mother, holding her back from rushing into the inferno. Vivian’s face was bright red and streaked with tears and her body wracked with sobs. For several minutes, Tess lay on the ground, panting and coughing while the sounds of Marie’s wailing and Vivian’s sobbing rose over even the roar of the fire. They both finally quieted for a moment, lying in a heap on the dock, then Marie pulled herself away from Vivian and stood with a look of such fierce anger on her face Tess could hardly believe she was watching her own mother.

“I can’t believe you would do this with him!” screamed Marie.

“I tried to stop him,” said Vivian between sobs. “I did! But you know Harry.”

“Do I? Do I know Harry? Because the Harry I know wouldn’t have done this. Wouldn’t have risked this.”

“He wanted to try.”

“And don’t tell me you couldn’t stop him. I’ve seen you two conspiring all summer. This is as much your fault as it is his.”

“Please, Marie, listen to me. Ever since he thought we might have a chance—”

“A chance for what?” said Marie. “For more loss and more tragedy?”

As the voices continued, repeating the same accusations and the same denials, Tess realized two things. First, she agreed with Vivian. It wasn’t her fault. Once Harry had decided on something, there was no way Vivian could talk him out of it—anyone knew that. Yes, Vivian had gone along with the affair, but who could resist Harry? No, this was Tess’s fault. She could have stopped it. She could have marched into that forbidden circle and confronted Harry. She would have angered him and embarrassed him, but he would have stopped. He would have shouted at her, and maybe even not spoken to her for a few days, but that would have been a small price to pay. No, this was all her own fault.

The other thing Tess realized was that neither Marie nor Vivian was looking for her. Had they forgotten her in the heat of their argument, the depth of their despair at apparently losing Harry? She couldn’t imagine that. They must believe she was dead. And if they thought she was dead, and yet she was alive, maybe Harry was alive, too. Hope leapt in her chest, propelling her to her feet, and Tess sprinted down the hill toward the dock shouting, “I’m alive. It’s me, Tess, I’m alive.”

She arrived, breathless on the dock, still coughing from the smoke, but certain that her salvation would be a bright spot in this tragic night.

“No,” said Marie, backing away from her, her expression suddenly turning from grief to horror.

“Tess?” said Vivian, looking confused. “Is that really you? Can it really be?”

The two women stared at Tess without moving, stunned, apparently, to see she had survived the fire.

“I did what Harry taught me,” said Tess. “I stayed low and crawled, and I made it out of the house.”

“You,” said Marie, in a voice Tess had never heard directed at her—a voice of disgust and contempt. A voice Tess couldn’t comprehend. “This is all your fault. Harry’s dead and it’s all your fault.”

“Dead?” said Tess, who had known he must be but who still couldn’t coax her mind into comprehending the fact.

“But, Marie,” said Vivian, stepping toward Tess. “It’s a miracle. It’s Tess.”

“Don’t you think I fucking know who it is?” said Marie. “It’s absolute proof that this is her fault as much as it is yours!”

Tess stared at her mother in confusion. Where was the joy at her daughter’s survival? Where were the hugs and kisses, the tears of relief?

“It’s not her fault,” said Vivian, reaching out to Tess and pulling her into an embrace. “She didn’t even know.”

“Yes, I did,” said Tess pulling away from Vivian and looking beseechingly at her mother. “I did know. I heard you and Harry, and I knew, and I could have tried to stop you, but I didn’t. So, you’re right. It is my fault.”

“No, it’s not, honey,” said Vivian. “You’re just a child. You couldn’t possibly understand. And you couldn’t have stopped Harry any more than I could have.”

But Tess knew. Marie was right. This was all her fault. If she had marched out and confronted Harry and Vivian, everyone might be shouting and fighting, but Harry would be alive, and the house wouldn’t be burning down.

“Marie, look at her. She’s here. She’s alive. This is your daughter.”

But Marie turned away and looked out across the lake where the lights of a boat were approaching. “I don’t have a daughter,” she said.

At that moment, in a roar of sparks and flame, the house in which Tess had known so much happiness collapsed. But Tess only looked to the end of the dock, where Marie had stepped into Harry’s boat and was starting the motor. A moment later, she pulled away from the dock, leaving Tess and Vivian, clinging to each other in the firelight.


THERAPIST N − 3

“Do you think sometimes you worry too much about things?”

“What do you mean?”

“You can work yourself into a panic over things that aren’t that important.”

“Maybe they don’t seem important to you.”

“Last time we talked, you had a paper due in your history class.”

“So?”

“You’d finished the paper. You’d proofread it four times. It wasn’t due for another three days. But you were still driving yourself crazy with worry.”

“Do you think you should use that expression—driving myself crazy?”

“You know what I mean, Tess. A lot of college freshmen take things too lightly. You tend to take things too seriously. What could I do that would make you relax and enjoy life a little more?”

“Put me in a universe where nothing bad ever happens.”

“I know a lot of bad things have happened to you, Tess. Your father’s death, your mother withholding affection…”

“Is that what they call it now? When your mother denies your very existence, it’s ‘withholding affection’? And my father’s death was my fault, by the way.”

“It wasn’t your fault, Tess. We’ve been over this before. And not everything is bad. There are good things in your life you could concentrate on. You’re a good student. You’re smart and self-motivated.”

“How do you know it’s not my worrying that motivates me?”

“We’re controlling your OCD pretty well now.”

“That’s supposed to go in the ‘good’ column? That the voices talk to me less often?”

“I’m just saying, there are good parts of your life you could focus on. Vivian loves you.”

“Yeah, the one person in the world who loves me just might be certifiable. That’s a positive for sure.”

“Sarcasm doesn’t help in these conversations, Tess. We’ve talked about this.”

“Sorry. Do you really think I worry too much?”

“I do.”

“But how do you know which things to worry about and which things to let go?”

“Let’s start by picking one thing. One thing that you’ve been worried about that you’re not going to worry about anymore.”

“One thing?”

“Yes.”

“What?”

“How about your grades?”

“All of them?!”

“Okay, your history grade. You’ve got an A average. You know the material cold. Why don’t you try not worrying about that class?”

“I guess I could try. But what if my grade slips?”

“If your grade slips, the world will not come to an end.”

“What if it really slips? What if I fail?”

“If it goes down more than five points, send your professor to me and I’ll tell her it was my fault.”

“Can you really tell which things are worth obsessing over and which things aren’t important? In your life, I mean.”

“Most of the time I can, yes.”

“Must be nice.”


TESS AND HARRY ON THE DOCK

Tess and Harry had dinner alone on a night when a full moon erased the stars from much of the sky. Marie had traveled east two days earlier for the wedding of an old friend and had missed her return flight, arriving at the gate just moments after the door to the aircraft had been closed. It would be another day before she returned. Vivian had driven Marie to Madison and would drive her, and a car full of groceries, back the next day. In the meantime, Harry and Tess made do with peanut butter crackers and canned soup.

“Why did Marie miss her flight?”

“Even if we assume that infinite causal regression is metaphysically impossible, we can’t know,” said Harry.

“Sometimes I wish you would answer a question without trying to confuse me.”

“I’m not trying to confuse you, Tess. But think about it. Let’s say that your mother would have made her flight if she’d gotten to the gate two minutes earlier. What caused that two-minute delay? Maybe someone in the TSA line in front of her got stopped because he had something suspicious in his bag. Why did that person make it to the line before your mother? Because he found a parking space right next to the shuttle stop. Why did he get that parking space? Because someone else had just pulled out. Why did that person pull out at that precise moment and not two minutes earlier? Because she stopped to buy a newspaper. Why did she buy a newspaper? Because—”

“Okay, I get it,” said Tess. “You’re saying you can always trace the cause back one step further.”

“If that were true, then the regression would be infinite,” said Harry. “And metaphysics tells us that’s not possible. So theoretically you may always be able to trace it back one step, but practically you can never trace it back to the beginning.”

“But aren’t you assuming that the only reason Marie missed the plane was because of the person in front of her in line? Aren’t there lots of other things that could have delayed her by two minutes?”

“Very good, Tess. Yet another reason that we can never answer the question.”

“So, we can never know why anything happens?”

“In a way that’s true. We can never know the root cause of anything.”

“Why do you think she was late?” asked Tess.

“She dawdles,” said Harry.

“Or maybe it was fate,” said Tess.


TAKEN

Tess left the suitcase on the front porch, then went back into the house. She had packed enough things for herself and Vivian for a couple of nights of roughing it—sweatpants, T-shirts, sweaters. She couldn’t find any sleeping bags or camping equipment, and she knew that October would be cold on the island, so she pulled the comforters off the beds and stuffed them into a garbage bag, which she tossed down the stairs where it rolled to a stop by the front door.

When the black rental car pulled across Vivian’s driveway, blocking any possible exit for the minivan, Tess was upstairs in Vivian’s bathroom, emptying the contents of her medicine cabinet into a paper grocery bag and hoping that represented all of Vivian’s prescriptions. Her own medications were in her purse, which sat by the front door. She decided to wait another ten minutes for either Vivian or her friend Richard to show up, but then she’d leave. She hadn’t been to the island since she was twelve, and she usually slept in the car during the three-hour trip from Madison, but she had an idea of its general location. She could at least get somewhere where the men in black couldn’t find her, then call Vivian, who must know how to get to the island.

She was in the kitchen filling a cooler with cold cuts, cheese, fruit, and cans of soda when Montag 5 stepped onto the front porch and eased the unlocked front door open with the barrel of his handgun. If she had not had her head inside the refrigerator examining the contents of various Tupperware containers, she might have heard his footsteps in the front hall. She dropped the cooler by the front door as Montag 5 was tiptoeing through the rarely used dining room, leaving footprints on the dusty floor. By the time Montag 5 reached the kitchen, Tess had returned to her room upstairs to see if she had forgotten anything. She glanced at her phone—two minutes more, she thought. She wished Vivian and Richard would hurry the hell up. She didn’t relish heading into northern Wisconsin by herself, nor did she delight in the possibility of confronting the men in black a second time without backup.

In the doorway of her bedroom, Tess pulled a piece of paper out of her pocket—the sheet onto which she had transcribed Harry’s message. She wanted Vivian to explain Harry’s life’s work, and to tell her what was so important about October 14—now only a day away. And maybe Vivian would know what Marie had that Tess needed. How could she even begin to understand Harry’s message if she didn’t talk to Vivian? Maybe she should wait a little longer. She looked in the room at the one object she wasn’t sure she should leave behind—the mysterious radio with its bizarre broadcasts. There was plenty of room in the back seat of the minivan. It couldn’t hurt to bring it along. She unplugged the radio and wound up the cord, shoving it into the back of the radio’s case.

* * * *

Nemo 7 paced back and forth on the front porch, glancing up and down the street. Not only had Montag 5 taken charge and gone into the house to “take” Tess, but he was unexpectedly armed, which put Nemo 7 at a distinct disadvantage. He ran over the events of the morning, trying to decide what he might have done differently. Could he have warned Tess when she met them at the door? Could he have confronted Montag 5? No and no. He would call the president if he still had his phone, but Montag 5 was too smart for that.

“Give me your phone,” he had said when he finished the call with Pilgrim 3.

“Why should I give you my phone?” said Nemo 7. “Why don’t you give me your phone?”

“Because I have the gun,” said Montag 5. “And because I know I’m not going to betray Pilgrim 3, but I don’t trust you as far as I can throw you—which, to be fair, is pretty damn far. Now give me your phone.”

Nemo 7 could see there was no use in arguing. He handed over his phone, and now he had no way to warn Richard what was happening. As he stood and stared at the front door, he heard heavy footfalls behind him. A woman was running up the front walkway toward him, white hair flying behind her. For a moment, Nemo 7 thought she was some sort of lunatic against whom he might need to protect himself. Then he recognized the face he had not seen in a decade. When she slowed her pace, Nemo 7 stepped off the porch to warn her of what awaited them inside the house.

“Who the hell are you?” said Vivian. “Get off my lawn.”

“Ardan 1, is that you?” Nemo 7 said. “It’s been so long.”

“Why are you using that name? And what are you doing at my house?”

“It’s me. Nemo 7. From the Paradox Club.”

“I don’t have time for the Paradox Club right now, my niece is—”

“Pilgrim 3 found out about Tess.”

“What did you say?”

“Pilgrim 3 knows about Tess. She knows Tess is here and she sent Montag 5 and me to…”

“To what?” said Vivian.

“To bring her to the club.”

“Where’s Tess?”

“Montag 5 has her inside the house. He has a gun, and I don’t know how well you remember Montag 5…”

“I remember.”

“He doesn’t know I’m working for the president.”

“You’re working for Richard?”

“For Calvin 4, yes. But Montag 5 doesn’t know that, and neither does Pilgrim 3. I can’t blow my cover right now, but I’ll look for a chance to get her out, I promise.”

“I’m going in.”

“If you go in, he’ll kidnap you, too.”

“I’m not leaving Tess alone with that man.”

Vivian tried to shove pass Nemo 7, and he did his best to keep her from mounting the steps, grabbing at her arm, which she wrenched out of his hand.

“We’re better off out here, making a plan,” whispered Nemo 7.

“If Pilgrim 3 finds out the truth about Tess…”

“The way she’s been talking, I’m afraid she already knows.”

“Then I’m going in. Richard will be here any minute. You can make a plan with him.”

“The president?” said Nemo 7. “He’s coming here?” But before this information could settle, Vivian had slipped by him and was turning the knob of the front door.

“Don’t worry,” she said in a low voice, just before stepping through the door. “I won’t tell Montag 5 about you.”

Tess heard the front door slam and rushed to the top of the stairs to see her aunt standing in the entryway, the door closed behind her.

“Vivian, thank God,” said Tess. “We’ve got to leave right away. I’ll explain in the car. I’ve already packed for us.”

“I’m so sorry, Tess,” said Vivian. “I never meant for this to happen.”

“It’s okay, Harry warned me.” Tess felt a sudden exhilaration. Yes, she and Vivian were in danger, but she was on an adventure and Harry was with her for the first time in ten years. He wasn’t just a star in the night sky. She felt his presence almost as strongly as if his voice had been coming out of the radio she clutched in her arms. Vivian didn’t need to apologize. In fact, Tess should thank Vivian. For the first time in months the voices were completely silent. Tess felt no compulsion to tap on the radio or organize the clothes in the suitcase. She felt…she supposed the word was happy. Happy and excited and—she knew she wasn’t supposed to use this word, but she so longed for it—normal.

Then a man stepped from the shadows and held a gun against Vivian’s temple.

“Miss Maxwell,” he said, “nice to see you again.”


TESS AND HARRY ON THE DOCK

“I still don’t understand about the butterfly,” said Tess.

“What butterfly?”

“The one who flaps his wings in Brazil and then there’s a typhoon in Japan.”

“A hurricane in Texas.”

“Whatever. How can that happen?”

“It’s called chaos theory. Some systems are so complex that their behavior seems to be random.”

“What do you mean by systems?”

“Like the oceans, for instance. If you toss a bottle with a message in it into the water, it’s impossible to predict where it will end up. There are too many different forces working on it—different currents, changing temperatures, wind and weather—”

“Dolphins,” said Tess.

“Dolphins aren’t exactly a natural force.”

“Sure they are. A dolphin could pick up the bottle and take it somewhere.”

“Fine, dolphins. The point is the system seems chaotic and unpredictable. But chaos theory says that the movement of that bottle is not random. It conforms to underlying patterns, which may be far too complex for us to detect or understand. At least when we are nine.”

“I understand more than you think.”

“I’m sure you do, Tess.”

“What does all this have to do with the butterfly?”

“Chaos theory states that a small change in the initial condition of a system can lead to huge differences over time. In other words, if you throw that bottle into the ocean at one spot, it might end up in France, but if you walk fifty yards down the beach and throw it there, it might end up somewhere else.”

“That’s kind of scary.”

“Why is it scary?”

“Because if I change one little thing about my behavior, if I go to bed now instead of ten minutes from now, it could change the whole course of my life.”

“I don’t think you have anything to worry about, as long as you don’t stay up too late.”

“But you’re wrong,” said Tess, standing up and clenching her fists. “You’re telling me that not only can I not predict where the complex system that is my life will lead, but if I make one tiny mistake, it could end in catastrophe.”

“It’s just a physics theory,” said Harry.

“It’s not just a physics theory,” said Tess, tears rolling down her cheeks. “You taught me that. You taught me that physics governs everything and now, because I stood up when I did, I might end up homeless and alone.”

“What’s going on here?” asked Marie, striding onto the dock. “Why are you crying, sweetheart?” She pulled Tess into an embrace and shot an angry look at Harry. “What did you do?”

“I told her about chaos theory.”

“Why would you do a thing like that?” said Marie.

“She asked.”

“One of these days, Harry Maxwell,” said Marie, leading her sobbing daughter off the dock, “you’re going to have to be the adult in the relationship.”



An excerpt from
An Insider’s History of the Paradox Club

(unpublished), by Prefect 16

The prenatal gestation of the Paradox Club began in the autumn of 1933 (no one involved recorded the exact date) when Morris Parrish, a businessman and book collector living in Pine Valley, New Jersey, was reshelving his collection of the works of Charles Dickens. He happened upon a copy of Great Expectations bound in dark blue leather and bearing a bookplate indicating it had been presented as a prize for school attendance in 1887. Parrish, who knew his own collection intimately, had no recollection of this book and set it aside for further examination. That evening, in want of something to read, he picked up Great Expectations and discovered, in the second chapter, a paragraph he had never seen before. Over the next three days Mr. Parrish consulted every bibliography and a stack of articles in academic journals. He made discreet inquiries with the leading booksellers and librarians and finally reached the conclusion that not only was this variant of the novel unrecorded, but that something was further amiss than mere bibliographical lacunae.

Several days later Mr. Parrish read in the Philadelphia Enquirer that Albert Einstein, freshly arrived in Princeton, would “give no interviews, issue no statements, and make no public appearances.” Such was Mr. Parrish’s influence that a week later he sat in the office of Dr. Einstein, who had, by that time, already examined the mysterious volume. No transcript was made of this discussion, only brief notes in the diaries of Mr. Parrish and Dr. Einstein, from which the following reconstruction is created.

Parrish: You will admit, Dr. Einstein, that this book is odd?

Einstein: When I first encountered it, I thought it nothing more remarkable than a misprint or perhaps a forgery. But as you say, there are too many unusual aspects to this volume to be so easily dismissed.

Parrish: The bookplate designating it as a school prize is from a school that never existed.

Einstein: Yes, and the paragraph you discovered in chapter two is not the only textual aberration.

Parrish: I’m not surprised to hear that, though I am impressed by your knowledge of Dickens.

Einstein: And there are other, more technical issues with which I shall not bore you. [Ed.: These “issues” are enumerated in Einstein’s notes preserved in the club archive, but as the present study is intended for the general reader, I shall omit them here.]

Parrish: And your conclusion?

Einstein: That this book did not originate in our universe.

Parrish: My thought exactly. I’m happy to hear you confirm my thesis.

Einstein: There is a deeper question here, though, Mr. Parrish.

Parrish: And what is that?

Einstein: What do we do with this…this object? I hardly know what to call it.

Parrish: As it has become detached from its universe of origin, I suggest untethered foreign object. [Ed.: Later Einstein would claim to have originated this moniker, but the notes show clearly that the coinage was Parrish’s.]

Einstein: Very well, what are we to do with this “untethered foreign object”? Its value to science is immeasurable, but so too may be its danger to humanity.

Over the span of several conversations, Einstein and Parrish decided to quietly convene a select group of scientists and philosophers to wrestle with this problem. They first met in a room of the Grolier Club, on East Sixtieth Street, of which Parrish was a member. Two meetings over the course of a weekend concluded with the drafting of the charter of the Paradox Club and an agreement among those present that the primary purpose of the club would be the gathering and safeguarding of untethered foreign objects in such a way as to prevent their irresponsible use.




THERAPIST N + 1

“You were happy?”

“I don’t know if you would call it happy, but I was having a good day.”

“Tell me about your good day.”

“I slept through the night. This morning the voices didn’t tell me to do anything more than tie and untie my shoelaces three times. I felt hungry for breakfast. And in my advanced psych class I spoke up. I’d never done that before, but someone mentioned OCD and I contributed to the conversation. I didn’t admit I was talking about myself, of course. I said I had a friend who heard voices. And as I was walking back to my dorm after class that phrase kept echoing in my mind. I have a friend. I thought maybe it could be true someday. And I felt this lightness in my chest. Breathing came easily and I noticed the sunlight in the trees and the birds reminded me of being on the island, and I think I smiled. It was the best I’ve ever felt at this place.”

“What you’re describing sounds a lot like happiness.”

“But it didn’t last. I got back to my dorm and my roommate, Ashley, had packed all her stuff in boxes and was shoving the last of her clothes into a suitcase. She said she couldn’t stand living with me anymore. I mean we hardly ever spoke, and she barely came into the room except to sleep and get dressed. But she said she was sick of my constantly rearranging her shoes and lining up pencils on the windowsill and remaking my bed ten times every morning. I didn’t even like her and I had wanted a single all along; a lot of seniors get singles. But for her to storm out like that, packing everything up when she knew I’d be gone—I just felt so rejected.”

“I’m sure you did. That’s a reasonable reaction to her behavior.”

“Ashley walked out with the suitcase and said her boyfriend would come and get the boxes and I was left alone sitting on my bed and I felt hollow. No, not hollow, empty. Like a balloon that had been popped. That crash from happy, if that’s what you call it, to miserable, left me unable to move or think or even breathe for a moment. And then the voices started back up and I spent the rest of the morning making and remaking her empty bed with my sheets.”

“I’m sorry you had to go through that. Ashley certainly could have handled the situation with more compassion.”

“Do you think I could have manic depression? It’s happened before—teetering on the brink of happiness and then plunging into the dark abyss.”

“Something good happened and you felt happy; then something bad happened and you felt sad. That’s not manic depression, Tess. Those are normal human emotional reactions.”

“But that crash from high to low felt so devastating. I think what happened with Ashley would have been so much easier if I’d already been in my usual dour mood.”

“You shouldn’t use depression to dull your emotional senses.”

“Then what should I do?”

“That moment of happiness didn’t just happen, Tess. You created it. You got a good night’s sleep. You ate breakfast. You spoke up in class. You paid attention to the positive things in the world around you. These are all things that can be in your control. You can take steps to make yourself happy.”

“But if I’m happy, I could crash into misery again. The higher you are, the harder the fall.”

“That’s a risk we all take as human beings. But happy people are the ones who think it’s a risk worth taking.”


LEAVING VILAS AVENUE

At first Tess couldn’t process what she was seeing. The hulk had returned, entered the house, and was holding a gun to Aunt Vivian’s temple. Had the voices found a way to create visions? Because what she saw did not sync with the reality that she and Vivian were about to flee to the island where they’d be safe. Tess had believed that. But after five seconds standing motionless at the top of the stairs, that belief crumbled and the joy she had felt moments before collapsed like an imploding building. She struggled to breathe and felt the radio slipping from her arms as she slumped against the banister.

“Hold on to that,” said the man with the gun. “If you break that radio, I might have to break Miss Harbottle.”

“Aunt Vivian?” said Tess, renewing her grip on the radio and steadying herself slightly. “Aunt Vivian, what’s happening?”

“It’s all right, Tess,” said Vivian. “He’s not going to hurt you.”

“But you…the gun…”

“Just come down the stairs slowly,” said the man. “And keep hold of that radio. We’re all going to go for a little ride.”

Tess felt she had no control over her own body. She had made no conscious decision to obey the man and descend the stairs, yet her feet moved, and she came closer and closer to Aunt Vivian’s inappropriately calm face. The radio seemed to fuse to her chest and after a few seconds she found herself standing just feet from the man in black.

“What does PC stand for?” asked Tess, nodding at his lapel pin. She had no idea why she asked the question. What possible difference did it make? But her entire being was on autopilot, as if her psyche had decided that feigning normalcy would effectively combat the emotional carnage of the moment.

“Curious little girl, aren’t you?” said the man.

“She’s not a little girl, Montag 5,” said Vivian. “She’s a grown woman.”

“As much as I’d like to stand here and argue semantics with you, Ardan 1,” said the hulk, “we have places to go. Now, Miss Maxwell here is going to put that radio in the trunk of my car and put herself in the back seat. She’s going to do it slowly and quietly and if she doesn’t, the last thing her ‘aunt Vivian’ is going to feel is a bullet entering her brain.”

“Who’s Ardan 1?” asked Tess. She didn’t want to stand there asking questions. She wanted to take action, to kick the gun out of the hands of the man in black and throw him to the ground like some sort of Marvel superhero. But her body wouldn’t let her. She had read of people being frozen by fear, and now that she stood close enough to see Vivian’s skin pulled taut around her temple where the gun pressed into her, Tess felt fear flowing into her veins like cold saline solution from an IV. Vivian was the only person who had consistently loved and cared for Tess since Harry’s death but if Tess couldn’t convince her body to get going and obey the man in black, Vivian might end up a crumpled heap on the floor, dead in a pool of blood.

“You have a lot to explain to her, Ardan 1,” said the man, gripping Vivian’s arm with his free hand and shoving her toward the door. “But we’ve got a long ride ahead of us, so you’ll have plenty of time. Now, as I’m sure you remember, I have many fine qualities, but patience is not one of them. So, what’s it going to be, Tess Maxwell? Are we all going together or is Aunt Vivian staying behind and staining the carpet?”

Tess felt a haze descending over her eyes. Her own voice echoed in her head: Not hollow, empty. Words she had spoken to her therapist at college. A therapist who had told her feeling that way was a perfectly normal human reaction. If she could replace fear with emptiness, she might be able to move, to save Vivian. She seemed to watch her body from above as it walked through the front door, down the porch steps, and toward the black car. She saw the gun glinting in the sunlight and fear assaulted her, but she warded it off by feeling nothing. Not hollow, empty.

“Jesus, put the gun away. Somebody’s going to see you.”

The voice of the second man in black, the wisp, who stood by the black sedan, pulled Tess toward reality and enough out of what had felt like a hypnotic state that she seemed to have control of her body again. She took another step toward the car, and the man Vivian had called Montag 5 spoke.

“Secure the radio and get in the back seat with the girl. I want the old lady in front with me. Either of you set a foot out of line and she gets it in the gut.”

“Hey, I’m on your side,” said the man, lifting the radio from Tess’s arms.

“I’m not taking any chances,” said Montag 5, “and I’m not trusting anybody.”

“Lovely to see you, Nemo 7,” said Aunt Vivian.

“Who are you people?” whispered Tess. “And why can’t you leave us alone?”

“Tess, stay quiet and get in the car,” said Vivian calmly.

“Listen to what she says,” said Montag 5.

The man called Nemo 7 slammed the trunk closed, having placed the radio inside. He opened the back door for Tess with all the gallantry befitting the doorman at a five-star hotel. Tess sensed something different about this man as she stepped past him and slid into the back seat. He didn’t possess the power and anger of Montag 5, yet for some reason Tess felt he was the smarter of the two kidnappers.

Montag 5 shoved Vivian into the front passenger seat and kept the gun trained on her as he walked around to the driver’s side. Thirty seconds later, they were driving down Vilas Avenue, the morning sun flashing through the windows as they moved in and out of the shadows of the trees.

“Well,” said Montag 5 when they reached the end of the block, “isn’t this a cozy reunion.”


FINDING PHILCO

Harry knew from the moment he and Marie walked into the little antique shop on a side street in Chicago that everything had changed. He felt it like an electric shock before the bell on the door had stopped ringing, signaling to the crumpled old man in the back room that the rarity known as a customer had entered his realm. Not everyone is attuned to the presence of an untethered foreign object, but Harry, like his father and his grandfather before him, could always sense a nearby UFO. For those blessed (or cursed) with the gift of detection, a UFO vibrates the scalp or seeps into the tips of the fingers like a damp day in February. Not only his heritage, but also frequent visits to the vault of the Paradox Club—back in the days before Pilgrim 3 had closed it to all but a select few members—had attuned Harry to the tingle of something from another universe. As the door shut and the wizened face of the proprietor emerged from behind a curtain, Harry scanned the shelves, tables, and heaps of random objects for which the only unifying factor was age. His previous encounters with untethered objects had been in places considerably less cluttered than Herbert’s Antiques and Such. He squeezed Marie’s hand then dropped it, stepping into a dim corner of the shop where the dust betrayed Herbert’s lack of custom.

“Are you Herbert?” asked Marie cheerfully.

“The one and only,” said the old man, in a voice that belied his age. “How may I help you this fine day?”

“I’m looking for a few odd bits in my grandmother’s china pattern. Cups and saucers and a milk jug that have gotten cracked or chipped over the years.”

“And what was her pattern?”

“I don’t know the name, but I’d recognize it.”

“Indeed,” said the man, stroking a few wisps of hair on his chin that hardly deserved the moniker beard. Harry smiled as he listened to Marie work, all the while holding his hand out in the direction of one object after another. Half of an oak barrel, a glass inkstand, a Kodak Brownie camera, a gilt picture frame—each felt dull and cold when Harry touched them.

“Come with me,” said the man, leading Marie toward a narrow flight of stairs. “As the sign says, I keep the china upstairs where the bulls won’t knock it about.”

Harry marveled at the spryness with which Herbert mounted the stairs, but as soon as the old man was out of sight, he set to work more deliberately touching every object in the shop one at a time. He could hear the murmur of voices from above and knew it would be only a matter of time before the antiquarian concluded he had no china in the fictitious pattern of Marie’s grandmother. A leatherbound family bible, a salt cellar with a miniature silver spoon, a globe on a wrought iron stand, a lamp with a mica shade—Harry felt nothing. But the charge of the untethered object emanated from this corner, thought Harry. No doubt the big board was flashing red and Pilgrim 3 would soon be dispatching one of her minions to Chicago. He heard the clink of dishes upstairs and knelt on the floor, pulling back a moth-eaten tapestry that hung off the front of an oak table. And there, amid the cobwebs under the table, stood a Philco Model 70 Baby Grand Cathedral tabletop radio. Harry did not recognize it as such—he only knew it was an old radio, he’d say from the 1930s if he had to guess. The second he touched it, the buzz of another universe was amplified tenfold so that he could feel it, or so it seemed, on an atomic level. The sensation was so strong, Harry wasn’t sure he’d be able to lift the radio and carry it to the counter, but he managed, collapsing against the marble countertop just as Marie and Herbert reappeared.

“Are you all right, dear?” said Marie.

Harry wiped the sweat from his brow with a sleeve and stood up straight. “Yes, yes,” he said. “Just one of my spells. I wonder, how much for the old radio?”

“Goodness me,” said Herbert. “Where did you find that?”

“Just in among the…treasures,” said Harry, waving his arm to encompass the entire shop.

“My mind’s going,” said Herbert. “I used to remember every item in the shop. But I don’t remember ever seeing this.” He ran a finger along the top of the radio, then wiped the dust off onto his rumpled shirt.

“Memory is a funny thing,” said Harry. “But I would be interested.”

“It won’t work, you know,” said Herbert.

“I want it more as a decorative piece.”

“Fifty dollars?” said Herbert uncertainly.

“If you’ll throw in a box for me to carry it in,” said Harry, “we can call it a deal.”

Harry phoned Richard as soon as he had the radio back in the hotel where he and Marie were spending their weekend in the big city.

“You’re sure it’s a UFO?” said Richard.

“Positive,” said Harry. “I’ve never felt such a strong pull.”

“It’s just odd,” said Richard.

“What’s odd?”

“I’m at the club right now, and I was just downstairs. The big board is nothing but green lights.”

Harry digested this piece of information for a moment before responding. If the radio was not on the big board, that meant Pilgrim 3 didn’t know about it and couldn’t trace it. Which meant Harry could have private access to a powerful untethered foreign object without any interference from the keeper of the vault.

“I’ll be back in Madison tomorrow,” he said to the president.

“Don’t you think you should bring it to the club, if it really is a UFO?” said Richard.

“Of course, of course,” said Harry. “I just want to…get it working first.”

“Harry,” said Richard, his voice rising in warning, “don’t do anything stupid.”

“I won’t,” said Harry, before adding, “not without consulting the club first.” Before Richard could respond, he hung up.

Harry had every intention of informing the membership of the Paradox Club, including Pilgrim 3, about the radio. But he knew as soon as Pilgrim 3 found out about this newly discovered artifact, she’d want to lock it away in the vault—in what amounted to her private safe—where Harry would never see it again. Before that happened, Harry wanted to understand what he had found and what it might mean.

The next day he stopped by the engineering department, where Professor Napier was known to dabble in vintage electronics.

“Where did you get these?” Napier asked Harry, turning the tubes from the Philco over in his hands.

“I’m restoring an old radio,” said Harry.

“I’ve never seen any exactly like these. But I think I have some that will work.” He scrounged through several wooden boxes and presented Harry with six vacuum tubes that looked similar to the blackened ones he had removed from the Philco.

“Have all your grades in?” asked Napier.

“Just about,” said Harry. “Headed to the lake in a few days.”

Harry took those days to construct a copper shield that he fitted inside the radio and a small antenna that extended through the shield. To anyone else the shield would look like an ordinary part of the interior of the radio. But if, as Harry suspected, turning the radio on would cause the big board to light up, the copper over the top of the radio’s inner workings should block it from the detection, and, by extension, the probing of the Paradox Club. The antenna would circumvent that obstruction and allow the radio to receive signals. He didn’t want to damage the radio’s case with glue or nails or screws. So, he simply tented the copper shield over the vacuum tubes. With careful handling of the Philco, the copper would stay in place.

At the lake, with the new radio tubes and the copper shield in place, Harry confirmed what he had suspected the moment he had walked into Herbert’s Antiques and Such. The Philco was no ordinary untethered object. The radio was something special. The broadcasts, with their coverage of Amelia Earhart’s successful flight around the world; the peaceful arrival of the airship Hindenburg in Lakehurst, New Jersey; and other altered versions of the history that Harry knew told him two things. The radio was somehow receiving broadcasts from a parallel universe, and those broadcasts had originated in what was called in our universe the year 1937. Harry listened for the whole summer and set to work on the math.


THE PRESIDENT ARRIVES TOO LATE

Richard possessed many qualities that made him an excellent president of the Paradox Club—his intelligence, his ability to remain calm in a crisis, his talent at building consensus, even his occasional wit had all served as assets to the club at one time or another. But the talent he used most often in the halls of the club was his uncanny ability to remember names and faces, even after a single brief meeting. Some members believed he must have worked for hours every week with flash cards bearing names and pictures, but Richard could simply register a face and its accompanying name as easily as taking a photograph. Had he ever had political aspirations outside the walls of the Paradox Club, the talent would have served him well.

As he swung his rental car onto Vilas Avenue the memories of his years in Madison flooded over him. He had never been admitted into the inner circle of Harry, Marie, and Vivian, but they had allowed him to orbit their trio. How many times had they had dinner together or taken walks out to Picnic Point? Harry had been his best friend. True, they had sparred over university politics and even over policies of the Paradox Club, but Harry had always been there for Richard, especially in those years when being a gay professor on a college campus had been dangerous. What he wouldn’t give to sit down with Harry and discuss the current situation over a beer. But Richard had no time for nostalgia.

He slowed the car as he approached Vivian’s house and noticed three things at once. The front door stood open, a suitcase lay on its side on the porch, and a black sedan was just pulling away from the curb. The windows were tinted, but the driver had his cracked a few inches, enough for Richard to see the driver’s eyes and forehead as the car passed him. Enough for him to recognize Montag 5 and realize he had arrived too late.

He watched in his rearview mirror as the car continued down Vilas Avenue, then Richard turned left at the end of the block and left again, speeding two blocks down Drake and cutting back over to Vilas in time to see the black sedan a block ahead.

Richard didn’t exactly have a plan, except to keep the car in sight. He would watch for an opportunity, he thought, as they merged onto Route 18 and then Interstate 90 going south. It was a long drive back to New York. He would find his chance.


An excerpt from
An Insider’s History of the Paradox Club

(unpublished), by Prefect 16

The location of the Paradox Club on the Upper East Side of Manhattan (club rules prohibit writing down the exact address) was not a random choice. Ten years after the club’s founding in 1933, two untethered foreign objects appeared almost simultaneously in a brownstone in that neighborhood. In the days before the club’s scientists invented methods for detecting UFOs, many such objects likely escaped the club’s notice. A pair of scissors or a fountain pen or a linen napkin from another universe was unlikely to draw much attention. This is why so many of the earliest discovered UFOs were printed items. A volume of Dickens with previously unknown paragraphs was much easier to recognize as foreign than an ordinary piece of cutlery or an empty beer bottle.

On June 14, 1943, Mrs. Elizabeth X (her name is redacted to prevent the discovery of the club address) found on her kitchen table a newspaper that she at first presumed to be some sort of practical joke, containing as it did references to events she knew had never occurred. The following day, in her guest lavatory, she found a bar of soap inscribed with the name of a company entirely unknown to her. She questioned her housekeeper, who knew nothing of either object. A few days later, walking down East Sixtieth Street, she passed what she knew to be the home of the Grolier Club—a book-collecting society—and, on a whim, entered its doors to discover several members in conversation. She asked if they knew anything about parody newspapers and they laughed her off, but as she continued down the street, one member came after her. That man, a member of the Paradox Club known as Ransom (and later as Ransom 1), accompanied Mrs. X back to her home and recognized the two objects as UFOs.

The club was, at the time, in search of a permanent headquarters, and Ransom 1 suggested that a home in which two UFOs had appeared might be an appropriate spot. In 1944, the club negotiated the purchase of both the building and the foreign objects from Mrs. X, who accepted an invitation to join the club and became known to members as Elaine 1. In the ensuing decades the club renovated the building into the space we know today, with its many subterranean levels. The front of the club has never shown any indication of its true nature and has always been maintained in the style of a residential brownstone.

In the early 2000s, when club member Harry Maxwell (who never adopted a club alias) put forth his theory of “thin places”—certain spots that were particularly apt to become portals to other universes, allowing UFOs to pass through—a club member named Pilgrim 3 asked him if he thought the clubhouse itself was such a place. Maxwell replied that it likely was, noting how prescient the club members who acquired the building had been. When pressed by Pilgrim 3 on the question of whether the club might again serve as a portal at some time in the future, Maxwell replied cryptically that he knew of sites where UFOs had appeared on more than one occasion, and he saw no reason that the clubhouse should be any different.




TESS AND HARRY ON THE DOCK

“What is an event horizon?” asked Tess.

“You know,” said Harry, “most kids your age ask where babies come from. You ask what an event horizon is.”

“I know where babies come from. Vivian told me.”

“Vivian told you?”

“She’s good at explaining things.”

“I explain things to you all the time.”

“You explain science to me.”

“Where babies come from is science.”

“It’s biology. That’s boring science. Physics is real science.”

“There’s no doubt you’re my daughter.”

“So, what’s an event horizon?”

“How do you even know that term?”

“I hear things.”

“An event horizon is the border of the gravitational influence of a black hole.”

“That’s not a very good explanation, Harry,” said Tess.

“Did it ever occur to you to call me Dad?”

“Did it ever occur to you to call me Tesla?”

“Fine. A black hole is a place where gravity is so strong that nothing can escape it—not even light. That’s why it’s called a black hole. A black hole can be created when a dying star collapses on itself. Its own gravity pulls it inward farther and farther until it is so dense it creates a black hole that just sucks everything in.”

“Everything?”

“Everything that is inside the event horizon,” said Harry.

“So, an important safety tip is, if I see an event horizon, I should stay on this side of it.”

“I don’t think that issue is likely to come up in daily life.”

But Tess thought Harry was wrong. Tess knew there were things in life that would suck her in, black holes from which she’d never escape. What she didn’t know was how to recognize the event horizon.


THERAPIST N − 6

“Do you think you might be depressed?”

“I don’t know. What does depressed feel like?”

“What do you feel like?”

“Isn’t that a little on the nose? I mean, for a therapist to ask me how I feel?”

“Isn’t it a little on the nose for an obstinate teenager to avoid the question?”

“Fine. I feel like I have one hand sticking out over the event horizon and the rest of me is being sucked into a black hole.”

“Is that some sort of science fiction metaphor?”

“Science. Not fiction.”

“Would you care to explain?”

“A black hole is an area in space where matter is so dense nothing can escape, not even light. The event horizon is the border beyond which everything gets sucked in.”

“You feel like you’re being sucked into a lightless space from which there is no escape?”

“Yeah.”

“I’d call that depression.”

“But I have one hand sticking out.”

“You do. And I’d call that hope.”

“One hand doesn’t feel like hope.”

“It might be something we can build on.”

“Why do you think I’m depressed?”

“Why do you think you’re depressed?”

“Do you always answer a question with a question?”

“There isn’t always a reason for depression, Tess.”

“Wow, you’re some doctor.”

“But in this case, I think you know as well as I do why you’re depressed.”

“Harry.”

“Your father’s been gone four years, and you haven’t even begun to deal with his death. You haven’t grieved.”

“Isn’t depression one of the stages of grief?”

“Have you been reading pop psychology?”

“I prefer astrophysics. But we read Kübler-Ross in Intro to Psych.”

“As a high school sophomore you’re taking psych? You’re quite the precocious teenager.”

“I get that a lot.”

“And what did you learn from Dr. Kübler-Ross?”

“There are five stages of grief and depression is number four, so I must be doing pretty well. I’m sure my mother would be happy to tell you that I’ve been angry and I’ve been in denial.”

“It’s not a checklist, Tess.”

“Still, three out of five…”

“Tell me this, Tess. How often do you think about your father?”

“About Harry? I try not to think about him at all.”

“Why?”

“Because he left me, okay?! He was supposed to be the one who was always there for me, the one who had the answers, and he left and now there are no answers.”

“You blame him for dying?”

“It was either his fault or mine.”

“It wasn’t your fault, Tess.”

“Tell that to Marie.”

“Okay, Tess, I want you to try something for me before our next visit. Once a day, I want you to take fifteen minutes to sit and think about your father. Replay a happy memory from your time together.”

“Why should I do that?”

“Because you can’t grieve, Tess, until you fully comprehend what you’ve lost.”


IN THE BACK SEAT

Whether it was because of her lack of sleep or the emotional stress of being kidnapped, Tess did not know, but she felt utterly exhausted. By the time they pulled onto the highway her attempts to feel nothing had failed. Now a dark depression had settled over her and she slumped against the door, eyes closed. Neither Montag 5, Nemo 7, nor Aunt Vivian said a word, and Tess couldn’t find the energy to speak, to ask the questions that festered within her. Who were the men in black? Why did they want her and the radio? Why did Aunt Vivian know these men and why did she have another name? And wasn’t Ardan a character in a Jules Verne novel? Vivian had given that book to Tess for her tenth birthday—something about flying to the moon.

Tess had a sudden vision of that party—Vivian, Marie, and Harry standing around the table at the island, wrapping paper scattered everywhere and ten candles burning brightly on the cake Marie had baked that afternoon. Chocolate pound cake with an orange glaze. Tess’s favorite. And with that one image, like a snapshot in a forgotten family album, Tess felt a sliver of light penetrate the darkness that gripped her. She’d looked around the room and seen the presents—a new telescope from Harry, an art set from Marie, and the Jules Verne book from Vivian. She’d tasted the cake, still warm from the oven—the sweet chocolate and the bitter orange. Harry had laughed when Tess got so much sticky glaze on her fingers that the paper napkin adhered to her hand, and Marie had brought her a dish towel soaked in warm water to wipe up with, and Vivian had read aloud the first chapter of that book about going to the moon. And then…was that when she had told a story about working for NASA? Tess couldn’t remember the details. What she did remember is how Vivian’s voice made her feel peaceful, something her storytelling had done ever since.

Tess opened her eyes and saw a billboard flash by. Nemo 7, who sat on the other side of the back seat, had an expression on his face more appropriate for a victim than for a kidnapper. She could see the back of Vivian’s head and Montag 5’s right hand, which gripped both the steering wheel and the gun.

“Tell me one of your stories, Aunt Vivian,” said Tess.

“Yeah, Ardan 1, tell us a story,” said Montag 5. “It’s a long drive.”

“Where are we going?” asked Vivian.

“Where Pilgrim 3 tells us to go,” said Montag 5.

“But you already know, don’t you?” said Vivian. “Tomorrow is October fourteenth, and Pilgrim 3 has no idea where the island is, so we’re going to the next-best place.”

“Can’t you please stop talking about things I don’t understand and tell me a story?” said Tess.

“You know they don’t work like that,” said Vivian.

“Then tell me an old one. Tell me the one about working for NASA.”

“I never worked for NASA.”

“But you told a story about it.”

“Once I tell a story, it’s gone,” said Vivian. “Telling the story is my way of releasing it.”

Tess knew this. Vivian had told her a hundred times. But in her desperation, she persisted. “At my tenth birthday,” said Tess. “Don’t you remember? You told that story at my tenth birthday.”

“I may have told you a story about NASA sometime, Tess. But it couldn’t have been at your tenth birthday. Your memory is playing tricks on you.”

“Are you sure?”

“My stories didn’t start until you were older,” said Vivian.

“You gave me a Jules Verne book.”

“From the Earth to the Moon. That’s why you’re mixed up. Going to the moon made you think of the NASA story.”

“Are we getting a story or not?” said Montag 5.

“Not,” said Vivian.

“Then everybody shut the hell up,” said Montag 5.

“I’m going to get some sleep,” said Nemo 7. “Wake me up when you want me to drive.”

Tess watched as Nemo 7 slumped down, his right hand splayed out on the seat. A story from Vivian would have eased her anxiety, she thought. She could imagine a therapist saying, It’s perfectly all right to be anxious when you’ve been kidnapped for no apparent reason and are facing possible death. But the fact that her anxiety and depression were justifiable didn’t make them any more pleasant. If she could fall asleep herself, she thought, at least she might be unaware of the darkness for an hour or two. She closed her eyes and concentrated on the sounds of the car—the whine of the tires on the interstate, the almost inaudible hiss of the air coming out of the heating vents. In her legs she felt the bump of the seams on the highway. Or possibly not. These bumps made almost no sound. And she felt them only in her left leg, not throughout her body. The car wasn’t bumping; it was something else.

Tess opened her eyes and looked across at Nemo 7. His eyes were closed, and his breathing was slow and regular. But on the bench seat, the middle finger of his right hand tapped rhythmically up and down. Or not rhythmically. Yes, there was a pattern to his taps, but not a rhythmic pattern. She stared at the finger as two minutes went by, then five, then ten. The pattern repeated itself every two or three minutes. Where had she seen that type of tapping before?

And then she returned to the island, returned to Harry on a rainy afternoon when she had finished reading a book and tired of Monopoly and jigsaw puzzles and Harry told her to come and sit by the fire and he would teach her Morse code.

It took her three more repetitions of the pattern to be sure she understood Nemo 7’s message. I am a friend. I will protect you and Vivian. When I can find a way, I will help you. Montag 5 believes I am on his side. I am on yours.

Tess reached out her hand just far enough that her pinkie touched Nemo 7’s. She tapped her simple message three times. Okay.

Then Tess Maxwell fell asleep.


COFFEE WITH BRADLEY

Valentine 6’s feet ached. She had spent almost two hours walking the streets of the Upper West Side, convinced she was being followed and uncertain what to do next. She couldn’t go back to the club; her burner phone was at the bottom of a mop bucket; and likely that witch Pilgrim 3 was having her apartment watched. She needed to get in touch with the president without anyone else knowing and without looking suspicious to anyone who might be watching. She was just beginning to despair of contacting the president secretly when salvation came walking down the block in six feet, two inches of handsomeness going by the name of Bradley.

“Sarah!” said her neighbor. “You actually leave the building. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you outside the stairwell.”

“Bradley,” said Valentine 6, putting on her best flirting voice. She knew he was way out of her league, but she didn’t need a relationship or even a date. She just needed coffee. “Are you going to that next residents’ meeting? I have some concerns I’d really like to talk to you about. Maybe we could get some coffee at Tony’s?”

“I’d love to,” said Bradley, “but I’m a little busy today. And to be honest, all those petty skirmishes between neighbors aren’t my thing. Maybe another time, though.” He started to stride past her, but Valentine 6 put a hand on his arm and gave a gentle squeeze.

“Okay, cards on the table,” she said, trying to look into his eyes even though they were well above her head. “I just ran into my creepy ex and I’m afraid he might be following me, and I don’t want him to see where I live or, you know, think that I’m available. If he sees me having coffee with someone like you, I think it would discourage him.”

“Someone like me?”

“Physically intimidating,” said Valentine 6.

“I’ve never been in a fight in my life,” said Bradley.

“He doesn’t know that.”

“I suppose I can spare twenty minutes for a damsel in distress,” said Bradley. He allowed Valentine 6 to slip her arm into his and they headed down the block. Valentine 6 didn’t like being called a damsel in distress, nor did she care for Bradley implicitly styling himself a knight in shining armor, but she planned to use him for her own ends, so she let the casual sexism slide this time.

Five minutes later they were ensconced in the back booth of the local diner, sipping black coffee. Bradley had made a show of waving down the waiter, as if only a man could undertake such a daunting task.

“Can I borrow your phone for a second?” asked Valentine 6. She saw no reason not to get straight to the point.

“My phone?” said Bradley.

“Mine’s home charging. I just need to send a text.”

“You left home without your phone?”

“Can I borrow it or not?” said Valentine 6, trying to tamp down the exasperation in her voice.

“Fine,” said Bradley, handing her his phone.

She tapped in the president’s number, then the message. V6, two minutes, followed by the phone number of Tony’s West Side Diner, which she copied off the menu. As soon as the message had been marked as delivered, she deleted the whole thread and handed the phone back to Bradley.

“You seem pretty normal in the stairwell,” said Bradley. “Now I’m not so sure.”

She wanted to reply, You seem like less of an asshole in the stairwell, but only mumbled a terse “Thanks for the phone.”

Valentine 6 had eaten at Tony’s at least a hundred times. It was the first establishment she had staked out for its usefulness in avoiding trouble. She knew every inch of its layout and she knew that the phone—yes, Tony’s still had a landline for delivery orders—hung on the wall just around the corner from the restrooms. She watched the second hand on the wall clock behind the counter swing through one and a half revolutions, then excused herself, arriving in front of the ladies’ room, and thus out of sight of anyone in the restaurant, just as the phone rang. With a wink at Tony, she picked up the receiver.

“Trouble?” said Richard.

“Lots of it,” said Valentine 6.

“I could use you here,” said Richard. “I’m in Wisconsin tailing a car that I think is headed your way, but I’m not sure I can stay awake to drive all the way to New York.”

“Who are you tailing?”

“Before you come here, though,” said Richard, ignoring her question, “I have to ask you to do one thing first, and it won’t be easy.”

“What is it?”

“You need to go back to the club.”

“I can’t,” said Valentine 6, panic edging into her voice. “I barely made it out of there the last time.”

“I need Gatsby the Great,” said Richard, “or at least I need Pilgrim 3 not to have it.”

“I have it!” said Valentine 6. “I snuck it off Pilgrim 3’s desk before I left.”

“You’re an absolute dream,” said Richard. “I want you to fly out of there as soon as you can. Right now, we’re south of Madison, headed toward Chicago. Best if you fly to Detroit, that way you might be able to intercept us.”

“Who’s us?” asked Valentine 6.

“Never mind about that. Have you got a phone and credit card?”

“A credit card, yes, but I don’t have a safe phone.”

“Buy a burner at the airport and call me when you land. Don’t waste a minute.” With that admonition, the line went dead.

Valentine 6 stepped into the ladies’ room to assess her situation. Should she risk going home for a change of clothes and a toothbrush, or go straight to the airport? She dumped the contents of her purse onto the tiny counter to evaluate her assets—a phone she dared not and probably could not use; a small blank notebook and two pens; a wallet with three hundred dollars cash, government-issue photo ID, and two credit cards; a toiletry bag with two tampons, her anxiety medication, and some lip balm; the copy of Gatsby the Great she had stolen from the club; a packet of tissues and…a round black plastic object about the size of a quarter. She knew instantly it was a tracking device, and a smile crept across her lips as she imagined Lidenbrock 2 and Pilgrim 3 following her movements. Pilgrim 3 must not have noticed the missing book, or she’d have sent Lidenbrock 2 after it by now. Still, she had to hurry.

She shoved the wallet and the meds into the pocket of her jeans, tucked the book under her arm, and put everything else back in the purse. Leaving Bradley to pay for the coffee—a deception about which she felt no regret whatsoever—she slipped out the back door and walked out of the alley and two blocks uptown toward her apartment before hailing a cab.

“My sister went to Newark Airport and forgot her purse,” she told the driver. “A hundred dollars cash if you’ll drive it out to her. She’s waiting in front of American Airlines departures wearing a red dress.”

“I’m not really supposed to,” began the cabbie.

“One fifty,” said Valentine 6, shoving three fifty-dollar bills through the window. “There’s nothing dangerous in it, I promise. Look for yourself, if you want.”

The cabbie peered into the purse and, perhaps because he didn’t see anything that looked like a ticking time bomb, grabbed it and the cash and peeled away before Valentine 6 could change her mind. A block away she hailed another cab and headed to LaGuardia.


THE GREAT DEBATE

The membership of the Paradox Club generally hovered around two hundred, though at least a quarter of those rarely attended a meeting owing to their living on other continents. When the clubhouse had been outfitted in the 1950s, the club had only sixty members. But, when Richard had hammered the meeting to order on that fateful day in early 2005, over a hundred members were packed into a gathering space built for half as many. The air was still and stifling, and only Richard, who stood at the podium on a small dais at one end of the room, could turn his body without driving an elbow into someone else. Acrimony and bitterness hung in the room like early morning fog clinging to a ridge. After the president’s opening remarks, Harry rose to speak.

“It’s clear from the unprecedented attendance at this meeting that many of you have already heard at least some of what I’m about to tell you. Last spring, I discovered an untethered object in the form of a Philco Model 70 Baby Grand Cathedral tabletop radio. In this universe it would date from the early 1930s. I managed, over the next few weeks, to get it into working condition and began to receive broadcasts that clearly did not originate in this universe.”

“What makes you so sure about that?” asked Lidenbrock 2, who stood pressed to the wall on the left side of the room. One of Pilgrim 3’s minions, thought Harry. The question had surely been planted; Lidenbrock 2 didn’t have the spine to say anything without the direction of Pilgrim 3.

“The events being described were too similar to our own history to originate from another planet in our universe, but too different to originate here.”

“Probably just some local ham radio operator having some fun,” said Lidenbrock 2, glancing at Pilgrim 3, who gave him a slight nod. “After all, nothing showed up on the big board.”

“Nothing showed up on the big board,” said Harry, “because I blocked the signal with copperplate shielding. But right before this meeting I turned on the radio without the shield, and the big board responded, as you well know, Lidenbrock 2, since you were there for the demonstration. As for the notion of a ham radio operator, the signal came on a standard AM frequency, one reserved in this country for commercial broadcasts. The complexities of the differences between the broadcasts and our reality makes a hoax impossible.”

“What do you mean complexities?” said Lidenbrock 2. Clearly, he had instructions to challenge Harry at every turn.

“Young man, tell me,” said Harry, rounding on Lidenbrock 2, “is Pilgrim 3 suffering from laryngitis or perhaps stage fright? Because if she has questions for me, I’d prefer she pose them herself instead of using her lapdog to do her dirty work.”

“Fine,” said Pilgrim 3, rising from her seat in the front row. “I will ask. What complexities of these broadcasts give your theories the slightest credence?”

“I’m sure it will be difficult for someone of your intellectual stature to understand,” said Harry, turning to Pilgrim 3, “so I’ll make it as simple as possible. I observed not just differences in history like Amelia Earhart completing a round-the-world flight or the Hindenburg docking safely at Lakehurst on the sixth of May, but minor changes in things as complex as Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony—two whole measures that simply don’t exist in our reality.”

“But if the news is about the Hindenburg and Amelia Earhart,” said Pilgrim 3, “your theory is shot to pieces. With that sort of news if these broadcasts are real, they must have originated in…”

“What we call 1937,” said Harry.

“All the more proof that it’s a hoax,” said Pilgrim 3. Her comment drew a ripple of laughter from the side of the room where her followers had congregated.

“On the contrary,” said Harry. “If you had any understanding of higher-level physics, you would know that the timing is the thing that argues most strongly for the authenticity of the broadcasts. Just because a universe is parallel to ours does not mean it is perfectly aligned in time. To dumb it down for you, if you think of our universe and the universe this radio belongs to as being two trains running side by side on separate tracks, the two trains are parallel, but when I looked out the window of the car we call 2004 I was looking into the window of the car on the second train that we call 1937. I hope that explains it in a way you can understand.”

Pilgrim 3 blushed deeply and did not respond.

“The question that I bring before the Paradox Club today may be one which challenges our stated mission, but in the light of this new discovery it must be asked. This artifact is more closely connected to a foreign universe than any that has been retrieved in the nearly seventy-two years of the club’s history. The four hundred sixteen items secured in the club’s vault under the expert safekeeping of Pilgrim 3…”—here a snicker ran through that faction of the audience most loyal to Harry—“those objects are, for all intents and purposes, dead. This artifact, this radio, is alive. The pieces in the vault are disconnected from their universe of origin. The radio is connected. It gives us an unprecedented chance to attempt what many in this club have quietly whispered about for years. In short, the question I put to you is: Should a member of the club use this unique UFO to try to contact, or perhaps even cross into, a foreign universe?”

Even though many in the audience knew this was exactly what Harry had been leading up to, an audible gasp went up from the crowd. Every member of the Paradox Club had taken an oath on their induction stating that they would do everything to prevent exactly what Harry Maxwell now proposed. The purpose of the Paradox Club was to protect Earth and its universe from the dangers of contact with parallel universes. And, in the past, no one had enumerated those dangers more precisely or more eloquently than Harry Maxwell. On the other hand, no one in the club had a greater motivation to reach into a parallel universe than Harry Maxwell.

“This is a change of tune for you, Harry,” said Richard from the presidential podium. “I have minutes of no fewer than sixteen past meetings in which you have argued against exactly what you’re suggesting.”

“Maxwell’s Law of Unintended Danger,” said Pilgrim 3 with a sneer. “That’s what they call it around the club.” It wasn’t just what they called it around the club. Without revealing any secrets of the club, or even its existence, Harry had written an article for a scientific journal titled “The Law of Unintended Danger,” summarizing the law thus:


Arguments which have been made against the exploration of deep space because of possible unintended dangerous consequences for both the explorer and the explored apply tenfold to the question of whether, should the technology ever be developed to do so, we should attempt any contact with other universes. Intended harm may be a good enough reason to avoid both such probes—if we make contact with a hostile civilization, we could put our own species at risk. But much more likely is that the danger would come in an invisible form—a virus, a flesh-eating bacteria resistant to antibiotics, or some other microorganism or nanobot that we cannot even imagine, much less protect ourselves against. Equally, a simple cold virus carried by a human explorer might wipe out an entire civilization—one only has to look at the history of Indigenous peoples in North America to see the damage that can be done. For now, even the existence of parallel universes is only theoretical, but when the time comes that a door to another world presents itself, we would be wise to keep it firmly shut.



“It’s true,” said Richard. “Your eloquence in putting forth the Law of Unintended Danger seems at odds with your desire to risk the consequences of contact. What makes this situation any different from the ones you argue against?” Although Richard was strongly opposed to what Harry wanted to do with the radio, he had agreed to let his friend have his say, and to keep the debate on track, so he had asked the question that Harry had written down for him on a slip of paper just before the debate began.

“I’m glad you asked that,” said Harry. “You’re right that I have argued against unfettered explorations of either deep space or parallel universes, but the present situation is unique in many aspects. First, the universe of origin for this radio is extremely similar to our own.”

“You can’t possibly know that from one artifact,” shot back Pilgrim 3.

“The technology of the artifact, the materials used, the preciseness with which it mirrors a Philco Model 70 Baby Grand Cathedral radio in our own universe, and the vast majority of the programming it receives all point to a universe that differs from our own in small ways only. But that’s not all.”

“Oh, here we go,” said Pilgrim 3, rolling her eyes. “Harry Maxwell and his theory of the Paradox Club’s UFOs. We’ve all heard this one before.”

“But now we have astounding new evidence to support my theory,” said Harry.

“You believe that every UFO ever recovered has the same universe of origin?” said Pilgrim 3, eliciting more laughter from her followers.

“Our sister universe,” said Harry. “And this radio proves what was, in the past, simply a theory based on the similarity of all our artifacts to items originating in our universe. The timing of the radio broadcasts shows that the universe from which it originated is not synced with ours in time—what we call temporal alignment. But the difference between our time and the broadcast time is constantly changing, sometimes fluctuating a few seconds and occasionally jumping several decades. It’s taken me weeks to work out the math, but I have proven, not that you have any chance of understanding it”—here Harry glanced at Pilgrim 3, who reddened again—“I have proven that at times the two universes snap into temporal alignment and at those moments and those moments only, objects can slip from one universe to the other.”

“Even if that’s true,” said Lidenbrock 2, “it doesn’t prove anything.”

“Pilgrim 3,” said Harry, ignoring Lidenbrock 2 and turning to the keeper of the vault. “You know more about the history of the artifacts in the vault than anyone. Could you answer a question for me?”

“I could,” said Pilgrim 3 coldly.

Harry strode to the stage and pulled a cloth off an easel, revealing a chart of dates. “Now, can you confirm that these are the dates on which untethered foreign objects have been discovered by the club in the past forty years?”

“You asked me to prepare the chart,” said Pilgrim 3, “so yes.”

“Excellent. Now let’s look for a pattern, shall we?”

“There is no pattern,” said Pilgrim 3. “We’ve already analyzed that.”

“Yes, well, as I said, the math is rather difficult. And math isn’t really your strong suit, is it? I recall an election you lost because you miscalculated the number of members who supported you.”

“Now, now,” said Richard, as Pilgrim 3 lunged toward Harry. “There’s no reason we can’t be civil. If you have a point to make, Mr. Maxwell, see if you can make it without insulting the esteemed keeper of the vault.”

“Very well,” said Harry, turning to the chart. “Let’s begin here. April 1979. After a lull of six years, we found four objects over a period of two months. Then another spell of four years with no new objects located, then beginning in May of 1983 seven objects were found over four months. Then almost ten years with nothing until August 1992 when twelve objects were found in just two weeks.”

“We’ve always known the objects come in groups,” said Pilgrim 3. “There’s nothing new about any of this. And there are plenty of explanations for the clumping of objects.”

“But there is something new,” said Harry. “Because, according to my calculations, at specific moments in April 1979, May 1983, and August 1992 the universe of origin of the radio was in perfect temporal alignment with our universe.” A murmur passed through the crowd. This was the first completely new piece of information Harry had presented, and the implications were astounding. “There may be plenty of explanations for what you so eloquently call ‘clumping’ of untethered objects, but there is only one explanation that is borne out by the math—and that is that all our objects came from the same universe as this radio and that when universes come into temporal alignment, objects, and perhaps even organisms, are able to slip from one to another.”

“How long do these alignments last?” asked a voice from the crowd.

“Usually only a few seconds,” said Harry.

“Then shouldn’t the objects from a particular alignment show up on the big board all at once?” said Pilgrim 3 with a note of triumph.

“You know as well as I do that there are many reasons why the big board can take weeks or even months to detect an object. Satellite paths, objects appearing in protected spots, objects in motion. But if you’re so interested in the detection of objects, Madam Vault Keeper, I’d recommend that you get your object-seekers ready, because the next alignment is going to happen soon.”

“How soon?” said the president.

“Given the uncertain direction of this debate,” said Harry, “I feel it is unwise for me to say anything further.”

“Mr. Maxwell is obscuring the point with math and speculation,” said Pilgrim 3. “This is simply one more example of his attempting to subvert the rules and regulations of this organization. He refuses to take a club alias, he discovers an untethered object and fails to turn it over to the keeper of the vault as required by club statutes, and now he suggests overturning the very mission of the club. I suggest that he deliver this radio immediately to the club where it will be placed in the vault as it ought to have been the moment it was discovered.”

“And what will the esteemed keeper of the vault do with this item once it is secure in her keeping?” asked Harry.

“That is a matter for the vault keeper and no one else,” said Pilgrim 3.

“Which is precisely why I have no intention of turning it over to you. You can pretend all you want, but no one is more eager to make contact with another universe than you are—not for the good of the club or for science but for your own self-aggrandizement. I have no doubt if I hand over the radio it will only be a matter of time before you contrive to have your name splashed across the newspapers as the discoverer of a path to another universe.”

“Those are strong accusations,” said the president.

“And yet I do not hear Pilgrim 3 denying them,” said Harry.

“Of course I deny them,” said Pilgrim 3.

“You deny that on January twenty-fifth of this year, in a conversation with two other members of this club whom I will not name to avoid unnecessary embarrassment, you stated: ‘Mark my words, we will cross over and when we do, I will take my rightful place next to Newton, Einstein, and Neil Armstrong. I’ll be on the cover of Time and Newsweek. They will name high schools after me and put me on postage stamps…’ Shall I go on?”

“How can you possibly know that?” spat Pilgrim 3. “That conversation was privileged.”

“Then you admit the conversation took place?” said Harry triumphantly.

“I…I admit nothing of…of the…” Pilgrim 3 stammered, clearly flustered by Harry’s attack.

“I can play the tape if you like?”

“Ah!” said Pilgrim 3. “You admit to secretly recording another member on club premises.”

“I never said it was on club premises,” said Harry with a smile, “but apparently you do remember the conversation. Yes, I secretly recorded you, violating absolutely no statute of this club. You, on the other hand, conspired to use the club’s collection of artifacts to subvert the very purpose of the club.”

“Which is exactly what you’re proposing to do with this radio!” shouted Pilgrim 3.

“I’m proposing using a single artifact not in possession of the club in a geographically remote and unpopulated area. That is hardly the same thing as standing in the members lounge of a building in the middle of Manhattan and using the club’s own collection.”

“It’s exactly the same thing,” said Pilgrim 3.

“I have a question for Mr. Maxwell,” said a member in the front row.

“Yes, Ardan 1,” said Richard.

“You accuse Pilgrim 3 of wanting to contact an alien universe for her own self-aggrandizement, which I find easy enough to believe. But what is your motivation?”

“Science,” said Harry, not sounding at all certain of his answer.

“I doubt that,” said Ardan 1.

“His motivation is irrelevant,” said Pilgrim 3. “What he proposes is no different from what he falsely accuses me of.”

“I agree,” said a voice from the back of the room.

“You agree with what?” said Richard in a calming voice.

“Isn’t this all simply arguing about which is the best way to destroy human civilization and possibly our entire universe?”

“Would you care to elaborate on that question, Nova 1?” said the president to the woman in the back.

“I can elaborate,” said the woman, “by citing the club charter—rule one, paragraph B. ‘The Club shall take whatever means necessary to protect the citizens of Earth, both human and nonhuman, from any dangers posed by the untethered foreign objects in the club’s possession.’ Mr. Maxwell has in the past been both loquacious and eloquent in describing those dangers, and this radio and the debate over its possible uses makes those dangers even more immediate. I’d like to make a motion that not only the radio but all the untethered objects in the club’s keeping be destroyed as soon as possible.”

This time the collective gasp of the audience was loud enough that a pedestrian outside on the sidewalk might have heard it.

“Not only do we not know what sort of interdimensional chaos might be caused by such a radical action,” said Pilgrim 3, “but it goes entirely against the mission of this club.”

“On the contrary,” said Nova 1, “it is the only proposal today that supports the mission of this club. Listening to you and Mr. Maxwell argue over which one of you will end up contacting another universe and endangering every living organism in our own should make it clear to the entire membership what a danger these objects will continue to pose. Even if cooler heads prevail today, who’s to say the next generation of club members won’t include people more rash than you two?”

Harry had been expecting this reaction from Nova 1, and she was right. Harry had been the loudest voice of caution in the club on more than one occasion, warning of the dangers of foreign viruses, foreign microorganisms, and hazards that couldn’t be anticipated by terrestrial science. But Harry Maxwell was one in whom scientific ethics battled daily with scientific curiosity. It was one thing to argue theoretically against making contact with other universes, quite another to come face-to-face with the possibility of actually doing so and demurring, especially when so much was at stake for Harry personally. Harry had no difficulty making arguments when the idea of connecting with another universe was only a theory, but to resist that idea when the means of making it a reality sat on his dining room table, and when that reality could accomplish what he hoped it would accomplish—that was beyond his abilities.

“For the first time today, we actually have a motion on the floor,” said the president. “Nova 1 proposes that the radio and all untethered foreign objects in the club’s keeping be destroyed. While this body currently holds no authority over the radio, I think it is fair to bring an amended movement to a vote, if there is a second.”

“I second the motion, in amended form,” said a voice from the center of the crowd, “that all UFOs in the club’s possession be destroyed.”

“Very well,” said the president, “the motion has been seconded. All in favor?”

A scattered and weak chorus of ayes echoed around the hall.

“All opposed.”

The word nay would have echoed from the very rafters had there been rafters in the room.

“I believe I can safely state without the inconvenience of a roll call vote that the nays have it and the motion is defeated. The Paradox Club will continue to protect and preserve the items in its possession.”

“And what about the items not in the club’s possession?” said Pilgrim 3.

“As our president has so astutely pointed out,” said Harry, “rule one, paragraph B of the club charter refers only to objects in the club’s possession. The club has no authority over the radio unless and until I deposit it into the club vault.”

“And no doubt you have no intention of doing that,” said Pilgrim 3, “preferring to use it to endanger the lives of everyone on this planet.”

“I assure you, Pilgrim 3, I have made no such decision. If I did not value the opinions of the members of this club, I would not have asked the president to call this meeting. I would have merely acted independently without any reference to the club whatsoever. But, as I said earlier, while recognizing that the club has no authority to compel me to any particular action, I should like to put forth the question of whether the policy of the club should be changed in certain special circumstances, to permit a carefully planned attempt at communication with another universe using untethered objects. I do not ask for a commitment to change any rules of the club at this time, but merely an advisory vote.”

“Very well,” said the president. “Since this is an advisory vote only, no second is required. As I imagine this will be a close vote, I ask for a show of hands for all those who support the ideas put forth by Mr. Maxwell. Mr. Secretary, will you please count the vote?”

The room fell silent as hands shot into the air. The secretary stepped to the podium and counted. After a few moments he turned to the president.

“And your vote, sir?”

“You do not see my hand raised,” said Richard.

“Very well, then the count is forty-seven who support Mr. Maxwell’s ideas.”

“And how many members are in the room?”

“One hundred two, sir.”

“There you have it, Mr. Maxwell. A large minority believes you might be onto something. A majority wishes you would hand the radio over to the keeper of the vault and be done with it.”

“To be fair,” said Harry, “I didn’t hear anyone other than Pilgrim 3 and her lackey make that suggestion. I thank the club for their attention and their vote. I shall take it under advisement and if I have further developments to report, I shall do so directly to the president, who can communicate to the membership.”

Harry turned to leave the room, and before he had muscled his way up the crowded aisle, the president brought down his gavel and said, “Meeting adjourned.”

Later that afternoon Harry would present the president and his friend Ardan 1 with slips of paper on which were written two dates. Then he would leave the club, never to be seen by its members again.

But Hary Maxwell was not the only person who knew how to secretly record conversations. Before the Great Debate even began, Montag 5, at the instruction of Pilgrim 3, had recorded a conversation between Harry and President Calvin 4. After listening to thirty minutes of drivel about weather and how Tess Maxwell might have OCD, Pilgrim 3 heard the exact piece of information she had hoped for.

“Did you finish the math?” asked Calvin 4.

“I did,” said Harry. “Calculated it all on the island.”

“And?”

“My initial calculations were correct. There is one this summer.”

“And after that?”

“Nothing else for ten years. October fourteenth, 2015, at five twenty-two a.m.”

“You can be that precise?”

“I can be more precise,” said Harry. “Five twenty-two and seventeen seconds. And I’ve calculated the one after that.”

Pilgrim 3 didn’t need to listen further. She would have liked the details of the alignment coming in the summer of 2005, but she had the specifics for the 2015 alignment. She could bide her time. Ten years was nothing in the history of science.


MISSING GATSBY

Pilgrim 3 spent twenty minutes searching her office before she realized what had happened. She looked through every drawer in her desk and scanned every shelf in her bookcase before the truth hit her like a thunderbolt.

“The bitch stole it,” she said.

“Stole what?” said Lidenbrock 2.

“I didn’t see you standing there,” said Pilgrim 3.

“Who stole what?”

“That little devil Valentine 6 stole Gatsby the Great.”

“That book you’re always reading?”

“She removed a UFO from club premises without authorization,” said Pilgrim 3.

“That’s against club rules,” said Lidenbrock 2.

“It certainly is,” said Pilgrim 3. “And rule breakers must be punished. Where is she?”

“Valentine 6?” Lidenbrock 2 pulled out his cell phone and after a few taps held the screen up for Pilgrim 3 to see. “Newark airport.”

“I thought I told you to tell me if she left her neighborhood.”

“I just checked on her a half hour ago.”

“And in a half hour she’s driven to Newark?”

“Maybe it was forty-five minutes,” said Lidenbrock 2, taking a step back.

“The question is,” said Pilgrim 3, “does she have the book with her?”

“Can’t we trace it on the big board?”

“The big board doesn’t work that way, you fool. It only detects freshly arrived objects. Gatsby the Great has been here for decades.”

“It detected the radio,” said Lidenbrock 2.

“Because she turned it on. The radio is different. We’ll just have to assume she has the book with her. I want you to find her and bring her back to the club.”

“Isn’t that kidnapping?”

“Rule forty-two of the Paradox Club: ‘The keeper of the vault shall take all necessary action to prevent untethered foreign objects being removed from either the vault or the club premises without authorization.’ All necessary action. That includes sending the sergeant at arms to retrieve a club member who has stolen club property.”

“Who is the sergeant at arms?”

“You are. I’m creating the position. It is a necessary action. Valentine 6 signed the rules; she knows we have every right to bring her in and confiscate the book.”

“I’m the sergeant at arms? Is that like your secret police?” said Lidenbrock 2.

“Not secret,” said Pilgrim 3. “The time for secret is past. Now go get her and be sure she has the book.”

* * * *

Ninety minutes later, Pilgrim 3’s private cell phone buzzed, and she saw Lidenbrock 2’s number on the screen.

“Do you have her?” said Pilgrim 3.

“She’s in the wind,” said Lidenbrock 2.

“What do you mean, she’s in the wind?”

“Isn’t that what they say when a suspect disappears?”

“How do I know what they say? I’m not a police officer.”

“All I know,” said Lidenbrock 2, “is that I found her purse with the tracking device in a garbage can in front of Terminal A. I looked around in departures but didn’t see her anywhere.”

“Is the book in the bag?”

“No, the book is in the wind, too.”

“Shit!” said Pilgrim 3.


THE WHITE PINE MOTOR LODGE

Eight miles east of Sturgis, Michigan, on a two-lane highway largely bypassed by Interstate 90, stands the White Pine Motor Lodge—twelve rooms that lacked anything approaching luxury when the establishment opened in the 1940s and whose allure has steadily decreased ever since. Miss Havisham would have kept the place in better repair, thought Tess as the car pulled into the gravel lot. Nor did Room 8, in which the four of them sheltered, offer any comforts. Vivian lay down on one side of the lumpy mattress; Montag 5 placed a wobbly desk chair against the door and sat there. Nemo 7 and Tess both sat on the floor, Tess leaning against the wall under the window so that she could see Vivian’s face.

“I’ve got to rest,” Montag 5 had said, half an hour ago. “I’m leaving the highway and finding someplace off the beaten track.” The White Pine Motor Lodge certainly fit that requirement.

Nemo 7 thought this might provide the opportunity he needed. Montag 5, by his own admission, hadn’t slept since the night before last. Once he dozed off, Nemo 7 could steal the car keys and get away with Vivian and Tess. But as soon as Montag 5 settled in against the door, Nemo 7 saw the flaw in his plan. The window was probably too small to crawl through—and at some point in the storied history of the White Pine Motor Lodge it had been fitted with what amounted to prison bars, presumably to keep intruders out but equally effective at keeping guests in. Montag 5 put the car keys in his back pocket so there would be no subtle way to retrieve them, or to open the door, even if he did fall asleep. And, perhaps most frustrating of all, Montag 5 did not fall asleep.

“I don’t need sleep,” he said. “I just need rest.”

Tess listened to one end of the phone conversation Montag 5 had after he settled in his chair, but it made little sense to her.

“Yes.…The girl and the radio…Maybe ten hours, that leaves plenty of time.…Not so far, but I’m watching.…Of course not, you know that about me.…Rest, food, a couple of hours…You worry too much about that book.…When we leave and let’s say every three hours after that?…Excellent.”

What did ten hours mean? How long they had left to drive? They had been traveling east—so what was ten hours east of here? Geography had never been a strong suit for Tess, but she guessed another ten hours might get them to the East Coast. New York? Philadelphia? Washington? Not that it made much difference to her where they were headed, but exercising curiosity helped battle depression. At least he had said something about food. When Tess’s depressions stretched for days or weeks her appetite waned. But she had been almost joyful a few hours ago, and her stomach had not yet caught up to her mood. She could murder a burger right now.

After surveying the room for any hope of escape and finding none, Tess let her gaze settle on Vivian’s face. No matter the situation, Vivian always radiated peacefulness. Even with her eyes closed and her light snoring, her face still glowed in the dimness of the motel room and her hair looked almost like a halo. Watching Vivian sleep, thought Tess, might help her fall asleep herself, and sleep promised the only escape from her current state of mind.

And then, Vivian winked at her. Vivian was not asleep. She opened her eyes slowly and stared into Tess’s for several seconds before whispering, “You have Harry’s eyes.”

“That’s what Marie always said,” replied Tess. “I mean before…”

“How would you like to hear a story?”

“Do you have one?” asked Tess, sitting up straighter.

“I do,” said Vivian, winking again at Tess.

“Yeah,” growled Montag 5. “Tell us a story. Might help Nemo 7 fall asleep.”

Vivian sat up on the bed and smoothed her skirt. “This story is for Tess,” she said, “but the two of you are welcome to listen if you like.”


TESS AND HARRY ON THE DOCK

“Have I told you about Heisenberg?”

“No.”

“Werner Heisenberg was a German physicist. He’s one of the people who pioneered quantum mechanics.”

“What’s quantum mechanics?”

“Something I can rarely explain to college students, much less to an eleven-year-old.”

“That’s okay, I’ll look it up.”

“Heisenberg developed something called the uncertainty principle.”

“I’m uncertain about a lot of things. Does that make me a famous physicist?”

“I don’t know about famous, but it’s a good start for being a physicist.”

“I thought scientists were supposed to know everything.”

“Not everything. And the most important thing for them to know is what they don’t know.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I mean don’t trust anyone who tells you they know everything.”

“Not even you?”

“There are many things I don’t know. Any good scientist is much more interested in the things they don’t know than the things they do know.”

“What did Warner Heisenberg not know?”

“Werner.”

“Whatever.”

“The uncertainty principle says that sometimes when we know one thing, it’s impossible for us to know another thing.”

“I thought the more you learned, the more you knew.”

“That’s true to an extent. But imagine you are in a room with two doors. We’ll call them door A and door B. You are only allowed to go through one of those doors. Suppose you pick door A.”

“I would pick door B.”

“Okay, you pick door B. As soon as you pass through door B, you know what is on the other side. But at the same moment, you make it impossible to know what is on the other side of door A.”

“Werner was studying the physics of going through doors?”

“Not exactly. He was studying very small particles, and he said that if you know how fast one is moving, then you can’t know where it is; and if you know where it is, you can’t know how fast it’s going.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“It doesn’t seem logical, you mean?”

“Right.”

“A lot of science doesn’t seem logical. It’s only when we understand it on a deeper level that the logic becomes apparent. Life is that way, too.”

“I think I like the doors better than the tiny particles.”

“As you should. You’re not likely to be faced with many tiny particles in life, but you’ll be faced with lots of doors.”

“Like the door to the house, the door to my room, the door to the kitchen.”

“Those, yes, but I was thinking of metaphorical doors.”

“You’re using big words again.”

“All I mean is that in life, you will have choices and decisions to make. And it’s important to remember that when you choose one path, it makes another path impossible.”

“I can never go back and walk through door A?”

“That’s right. So choose carefully.”

“I will.”


ANOTHER VIVIAN STORY

“Do you remember the first thing Harry ever told you about stories?” asked Vivian.

“They save lives,” said Tess.

“That’s right,” said Vivian. “Remember that. Now this is a story about when I was a blind boxer. It starts when I was sixteen. I had a traumatic experience.”

“What was it?”

“Just something traumatic that happened in front of a crowd of people.”

“Oh, come on, Vivian, if there’s one thing that’s consistent about your stories, it’s the detail. You can’t just say you had a traumatic experience.”

“Fine. I was a cheerleader, and we were practicing our pyramid before a football game. I was on the top and a boy I had gone out with the week before—a boy I refused to sleep with despite his pressuring me—charged the pyramid and knocked it down. My uniform tore open and everyone could see me, and they were all laughing, but I couldn’t move to cover myself up because of this shooting pain in my leg. It turns out I had broken my tibia. He pretended like the whole thing was an accident and before anyone came to help me, he leaned over and said…well, he said something awful. Something that even now I can’t repeat. Is that specific enough for you?”

“You’re making this up, aren’t you?”

“It’s a story.”

“Yes, but you always believe your stories. You shouldn’t, but you do. But this one is total fabrication, I can tell.”

“Let her tell the damn story,” said Montag 5. “I’m enjoying it. The part where her dress tears open is hilarious.”

“Pervert!” said Tess.

“Mind your mouth,” said Montag 5, raising the gun toward Tess.

“You won’t shoot her, and you know it,” said Vivian.

“No,” said Montag 5, turning the gun toward Vivian, “but I’ll shoot you in a heartbeat, and I don’t think she’d like that very much. Now finish the story.”

“I had this traumatic experience, and it made me angry. It made me want to fight back against people who were bigger and stronger than me.” Vivian shot her eyes toward Montag 5 for a split second before continuing. “It took me a long time to figure out what to do with that anger, but when I was a senior in high school, I took up boxing. I trained with a coach and worked out in a gym and after a few months I entered a tournament.”

“Do they even have boxing tournaments for teenage girls?” asked Montag 5.

“Sexist,” said Tess.

“It was the first time I had been in front of a crowd of people since that awful day I broke my arm,” continued Vivian.

“You said it was your leg,” said Tess.

“Right, my leg. Anyway, as soon as I stepped in the ring, everything went dark.”

“What do you mean everything went dark?” said Tess. “Like the lights went out?”

“My lights went out,” said Vivian. “I became blind.”

“You never,” said Montag 5.

“I did. When I heard the crowd it took me right back to that awful day, that trauma in front of a stadium full of people and it triggered a conversion disorder.”

“A what?” said Tess.

“Hysterical blindness,” said Montag 5.

“That’s what they used to call it,” said Vivian, not bothering to look at her captor. “It turns out I had a disorder that made me lose my vision in moments of great psychological stress, and the roar of the crowd had connected to my previous trauma and quite literally struck me blind. And I was in the boxing ring with a girl who had a mean right hook.”

“She must’ve made mincemeat of you,” said Montag 5.

“At first, yes,” said Vivian. “But then I discovered that without my sight, I could focus more on my other senses—particularly my hearing. I noticed that she took a tiny breath in just before throwing that right hook. I never would have heard that sound with my eyes open, but without my sight, I knew when the punch was coming. She grunted ever so slightly before her jabs. And I could hear how her feet shuffled differently when she started to change direction. By the end of the first round, I was starting to fight back. In the second round she didn’t lay a glove on me. In the third, I could smell her fear right before I knocked her out.”

“Did your sight come back?” asked Tess, now caught up in the story and no longer concerned about its veracity.

“As soon as I left the arena,” said Vivian. “But from that day, I never boxed with my eyes open. Even when my therapist helped me conquer my conversion disorder, I remained a blind boxer. And I never lost.”

“That’s utter bullshit,” said Montag 5.

Vivian ignored Montag 5 and smiled slyly at Tess. “Do you understand the story?” she said.

“You used a psychological condition to exploit your opponent’s weakness and achieve victory,” said Tess.

“Bullshit,” said Montag 5. “You got lucky.”

“I thought you didn’t believe the story,” said Vivian.

“I don’t,” said Montag 5.

“Still,” said Vivian, “you know what Harry used to say.”

“Every story is true, somewhere,” said Tess.


THERAPIST N + 1

“You look tired, Tess.”

“Good morning to you, too.”

“I’m just observing. Your eyes are bloodshot, your shoulders are slumping, and you’ve yawned twice since you walked in here thirty seconds ago.”

“I am tired.”

“You haven’t been drinking?”

“God, no.”

“Have you been sleeping?”

“Some.”

“What does some mean?”

“More than none and less than a lot.”

“You know lack of sleep can lead to irritability.”

“Is that’s what’s causing it?”

“Possibly.”

“Or maybe I’m just naturally irritable.”

“It can also lead to poor decision-making.”

“I decided to keep this appointment.”

“So, you’re still making some good decisions.”

“Maybe.”

“Are the voices keeping you awake?”

“Sometimes.”

“What do they say?”

“Among other things, they say that I shouldn’t tell you what they say.”

“And do you believe that?”

“I don’t know what I believe. I just want them to shut up so I can get some sleep. So, I promise. I promise them I won’t tell you.”

“You know I can’t help you if you won’t tell me what’s going on in your head.”

“Isn’t it enough to know they’re talking to me? Do you really have to know what they’re saying?”

“How are the compulsions?”

“Not as bad as sometimes. Four nights this week I had time to get all my homework done before I had to count the cars in the parking lot or tap every doorknob in the dorm. There are a hundred and fifty-three in case you’re interested.”

“Cars in the parking lot?”

“Doorknobs in the dorm. The car count is different every night.”

“Would you like me to prescribe you something to help you sleep?”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“What if the voices say something important and I don’t hear it because I’m knocked out by your drugs?”

“You know the voices aren’t real. What they say is not important.”

“Easy for you to say.”

“You’re right. I understand that they are real to you.”

“As real as you are. And just as stubborn.”

“You can’t function without sleep, Tess, especially at college. I’m going to prescribe something very mild. It will help you sleep, but I promise, if the voices need you, they’ll still be able to wake you up.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure. Get some sleep, Tess. Remember…”

“I know. Lack of sleep leads to bad decision-making.”

“That’s right.”

“How do I know taking your pills isn’t one of those bad decisions?”

“It’s a very mild dose, Tess. Please, just take the medication and get some sleep.”

“Fine.”


GATSBY AND PILGRIM 3

Pilgrim 3 thought she should be pleased. Even without Gatsby the Great, she had four hundred twenty-one UFOs in her possession, including six that had been found, as Harry Maxwell predicted, in the second half of 2005. That should be enough, she thought, to create a powerful connection to a parallel universe at the moment of alignment. Montag 5 and Nemo 7 were bringing her the radio, an essential element of her plan, and the girl, who could guarantee success. The alignment would happen tomorrow morning at 5:22 Central Time, just under sixteen hours from now. Montag 5 and Nemo 7 would arrive in New York with plenty of time to spare. And Pilgrim 3 sat in a building that had a history of being a portal—even though no new objects had appeared here in nearly a century. If she removed the club’s collection of UFOs from the protection of the copper-lined vault, arranged them in the room where Elizabeth X had found a mysterious newspaper in 1943, turned on the radio and had the girl, she should be able to create a portal. And if she did all of this in front of certain scientifically inclined members of the press, she would create the sort of fame that would keep her name in physics textbooks a thousand years hence.

So why was she so angry about the loss of one UFO? It wasn’t solely the fact that Gatsby the Great had appeared on Maxwell’s Island—a place, she suspected from having spied on certain interactions Harry Maxwell had with other members, that had a closer connection to a parallel universe than anywhere else on earth.

Pilgrim 3 felt a strong personal connection to Gatsby the Great. She, like Harry Maxwell, had an uncanny ability to detect UFOs. It was what had first led her to the Paradox Club. When she had joined as an undergraduate (only Harry Maxwell had been younger when he had been initiated), she had no particular interest in physics. She might have studied biology or political science or even followed her passion for theater. But one day, on her first trip to New York to see a Broadway show, she had been walking on the Upper East Side when she felt a pull—that was the only way she could think to describe it, as if someone had attached a rope to her chest and was dragging her toward the door of the unassuming brownstone near the end of the block. Without any understanding of what she was doing, she’d knocked on the door and told the woman who answered that something was pulling her inside. To her surprise, the woman had admitted her and ushered her into a small room lined with shelves holding several hundred books.

“Pick one,” the woman had said.

“How?” asked Pilgrim 3 (or the young woman about to become Pilgrim 3).

“Just pick one,” the woman had said.

Pilgrim 3 had felt the pull more strongly in this room than out on the sidewalk and she let that force guide her first to a particular bookcase, then to a shelf, and finally to a book that seemed to leap off the shelf into her hand. Gatsby the Great.

“Congratulations,” the woman had said. “You are the newest member of the Paradox Club.”

After that, of course, Pilgrim 3 did study physics. And she always had a soft spot for Gatsby the Great. Because it had drawn her to the Paradox Club, she felt a special connection to the book, and she also believed it the most powerful UFO in the club’s collection. She had read The Great Gatsby in high school, but she read Gatsby the Great over and over, reveling in the disparity between Fitzgerald’s novel in her universe and this alternate version and, of course, delighting in the wildly different ending. What did it say about the universe where this book had originated that Gatsby was still alive at the end of the novel?

As she had risen through the ranks of the Paradox Club, she had kept Gatsby the Great closer and closer. It was the one UFO allowed to stay outside the vault, because it was used to test potential members, just as Pilgrim 3 had been tested. Since becoming keeper of the vault, Pilgrim 3 had often kept the book in her own office and even, on occasion, removed it to her home a few blocks away (in direct contravention of club rules).

So, Pilgrim 3 didn’t care if Gatsby the Great wasn’t strictly necessary to open a portal to another universe. She wanted that book in her hand tomorrow when she became the most famous person in the world, and she was goddamn well going to find it.


STAKEOUT

The president of the Paradox Club slumped behind the wheel of his rental car, his head just far enough up to maintain his vigil on Room 8 of the White Pine Motor Lodge across the road. He had only been watching for thirty minutes, but already he struggled to keep his eyes open. After following the black sedan for over four hours and watching it pull into the parking lot of a decrepit roadside motel, Richard had taken up his post, parked to the side of a derelict gas station across the narrow highway. Much of the car was hidden by a pile of old tires, and Richard was fairly certain that if Montag 5 had any idea he was being followed, he’d have marched across the street and confronted Richard by now. It was past time for his afternoon nap, but he continued to sit and watch, dreaming of hot coffee.

Richard Pollard, aka Calvin 4, had never been a fan of guns. He had seen (or if not seen, read about) too much violence in his time to believe that guns solved problems. He knew they created problems. He sat, unarmed, wondering how he could help Tess. Even if he had owned a gun, he wouldn’t have used it. He knew too much could go wrong if he took a shot at Montag 5. The bullet could ricochet and hit Vivian. Montag 5 could drop his gun, and it could discharge, hitting Tess. He could miss altogether, and Montag 5 could return fire and hit…anyone. And suppose Richard did successfully eliminate Montag 5 with gunfire? What then? Did he leave a dead body on the ground and flee with Vivian and Tess, making them accessories to murder? No, Richard was perfectly happy without the temptation of a gun. For now, he would just have to wait.

Valentine 6 emerged into the sunlight outside the Detroit airport and stepped onto the rental car shuttle. Snug in her pocket was the burner phone she had bought at LaGuardia. She hadn’t dared to use it in New York, convinced that someone must be following her. Even in the crowded airport, she simply put her head down and power walked toward the exit. She looked suspicious enough with no luggage, not even a purse. Even though there was only one other person on the shuttle bus, she still waited. She waited as she stood in line at the rental counter and as she drove out of the airport and toward I-94. She drove for nearly an hour, past the exit for Jackson, checking the rearview mirror every minute or two to try to spot anyone tailing her. Finally, convinced she hadn’t been followed, her paranoia eased and Valentine 6 made the call.

Richard jerked awake to the buzz of his phone in his pocket. How could he have been so foolish as to fall asleep? He glanced across the street, saw the black sedan still in place and breathed a sigh of relief as he wriggled in his seat extricating his phone from his pocket.

“Calvin 4?” said Valentine 6 when Richard answered the phone.

“Where are you?” asked Richard.

“About an hour west of Detroit.”

“Excellent,” said Richard. “Does your car have GPS?”

“Yes.”

“We’re at a place called the White Pine Motor Lodge. In the middle of nowhere. The kind of place where Norman Bates checks you in.”

“Norman who?”

“Never mind. The closest town is Sturgis, Michigan, a few miles away. We’re on highway…”

“Twelve,” said Valentine 6, who had located the spot on her rental car’s navigation.

“Though calling this a highway is a liberal use of the word.”

“I’ve got it. I can be there in about an hour.”

“You still have the book?”

“Yes.”

“Bring some food,” said Richard. “And some coffee. I’ll call you if they start moving again. I’m parked by the old gas station across the street. Pull in behind the building and you’ll see the back of my car. It’s a gray Chevy something or other.”

“I’m on my way.”

Richard looked at the time on his phone. He couldn’t have slept long—he had only been parked here for forty-five minutes. His nap must have lasted no more than ten. He knew he’d struggle to keep awake until Valentine 6’s arrival, and he could feel the muscles in his legs tightening from all the driving he had done today. What he wouldn’t give to be able to take a run.

* * * *

Nemo 7 couldn’t believe his good fortune when Montag 5 tossed him the car keys and told him to go to McDonald’s and get some food. Montag 5 had taken Pilgrim 3’s instructions to keep his cohort in sight at all times to heart so far. But now he could get away from Montag 5 and possibly find a way to contact the president. Of course, Montag 5 still had his phone, which complicated matters. Did such a thing as a pay phone still exist? If it did, Nemo 7 had stopped carrying quarters in his pocket years ago. Maybe he could convince a stranger at McDonald’s to let him borrow their phone. Maybe not.

Richard watched as Nemo 7 emerged from the hotel room into the glare of the late-afternoon sun. The president took this as an excellent sign. Montag 5 was starting to make bad decisions. Letting Nemo 7 out of his sight was one of them; maybe he would make another. Richard thought about getting out of the car and approaching Nemo 7, asking about the details of the situation, hatching a plan together. But before he could make a move, Nemo 7 jumped in the black sedan and peeled away from the parking lot, spewing gravel behind the car. Richard saw no point in following. His ally would be back. He could wait.


AT THE WHITE PINE MOTOR LODGE

Curiously, after Vivian’s story Tess felt calm. She would have thought this sort of stressful situation would bring the voices and the compulsions flooding over her, drowning her in anxiety. But here, trapped in a room that should trigger claustrophobia, being held at gunpoint by a man who provided more than enough reason for extreme anxiety, the voices remained silent. It was as if they couldn’t threaten her with disaster because disaster had already happened. Yet now she missed them. Nemo 7 had gone to find food, thank goodness. The only sounds were the drip of the faucet, Vivian’s soft snoring, and the occasional car passing on the two-lane road outside. The man she now knew as Montag 5 sat with his back to the door in a chair that looked as if it might surrender to his bulk at any minute. An old copy of People magazine lay in his lap, but he rarely looked at it. He kept his gun gripped in his right hand and scanned the room every minute or so, always stopping his gaze on Tess.

At first, she thought his look was one of lust, and, in a way, it was. But there was no physical desire in the way Montag 5 stared at Tess. Yes, he clearly wanted to possess her, but not as a sexual conquest. Rather he seemed to desire her as some sort of treasure. He guarded her the way he might guard a pile of gold or a sack full of cash. She could almost see his eyes calculating her value. That dehumanizing stare, she thought, should surely be enough to awaken the voices, but no. And for once in her life, she needed them. She needed the voices to tell her what to do. Couldn’t they, this one time, provide some more helpful advice than Tap the doorknob or Count the cars? Couldn’t they tell her how to escape this situation? How could she save Aunt Vivian if the voices stayed silent?

The next time Montag 5’s gaze landed on her Tess decided she’d had enough silence.

“What do you want with me?” she said. “Why am I so valuable to you?”

“Did you hear George Clooney is the sexiest man alive?” said Montag 5, holding up his magazine.

“Jesus, how old is that thing?” asked Tess. But Montag 5 lapsed into silence. After a minute or two she tried again. “You didn’t answer my question.”

“It’s from 2006,” said Montag 5.

“Not that question. The question of why you’re so keen on capturing a random college student and transporting her across state lines—which, by the way, makes you a federal criminal.”

“Will Smith has a new movie coming out,” said Montag 5.

Clearly engaging with Montag 5 would get her nowhere, so Tess turned her attention to her sleeping aunt. Vivian lay on her side facing Tess, who still sat in her spot beneath the window. Tess felt momentarily soothed by the gentle rise and fall of the covers marking Vivian’s steady beathing. But then, that motion stopped. Tess sat up a little straighter, glanced toward Montag 5, who was actually reading his magazine, and then looked back at Vivian. Her aunt’s eyes opened slightly and without moving in any other way, Vivian mouthed the word boxer. Or maybe it was boxing. Tess couldn’t be sure. And though she stared at Vivian with an intensity that she hoped demanded more explanation of this cryptic message, her aunt closed her eyes and resumed her slow, rhythmic breathing.

Was Aunt Vivian making some reference to her story about being a blind boxer? Tess had never hit anyone in her life, and she had no doubt that any attempt she made to box with Montag 5 would end in her immediate defeat. What was Vivian suggesting? Tess reviewed every detail of the boxing story in her mind, trying her best to play it like a recording. Tess wasn’t blind, and she certainly wasn’t a boxer, but two moments now struck her in ways they hadn’t before. The first had nothing to do with the story. When Tess had mouthed off at Montag 5 and he had pointed the gun at her, Vivian had said that he’d never shoot Tess and Montag 5 had agreed. Tess was not in danger from Montag 5’s gun, she thought—probably because she was a valuable asset for some reason. But he would shoot Vivian in a heartbeat.

The other moment Tess remembered was after Vivian told the story and she had asked Tess if she understood its meaning. Tess remembered exactly how she had replied. “You used a psychological condition to exploit your opponent’s weakness and achieve victory.” If a psychological condition was a weapon, then Tess was heavily armed. But how did you use OCD and anxiety to defeat a guy with a gun threatening to kill the one person left in the world who still loved you?

Tess considered her assets in the light of Vivian’s story. Use your psychological weakness as a strength, she thought, and use it to exploit your opponent’s weakness. Her opponent’s weakness was clear. His head occasionally drooped to his chest and popped back up. He was sleep-deprived. Nemo 7 had remarked on it when they arrived at the motel. “Don’t you want to lie down for a while?” he had said. “You haven’t slept in two days.” Tess’s therapist had told her that lack of sleep led to bad decision-making. She hoped that was true.

As to her own psychological weaknesses—pick one. Anxiety, depression, voices in her head, compulsive behavior. Tess’s psyche provided a veritable smorgasbord of choices, none of which seemed tailored for leverage against a sleepy man with a gun. She had to force him to make a bad decision, and she needed to do it now while Nemo 7 was off getting burgers. If Nemo 7 really was a friend, perhaps he, too, was hatching an escape plan. But no plan would work unless Tess got out of this room. She pondered once more, sitting and staring at her captor, how dependent she had become on the voices. When they were active, Tess didn’t have to make decisions for herself. The voices took care of that.

Should I finish writing a history paper or should I go to the cafeteria and have dinner?

Neither—you should count the cars in the gold parking lot.

She sometimes felt used by the voices, but at least they had always been clear in their demands. And the voices may not have made helpful decisions, but they did often determine Tess’s next step. And they had chosen today to go silent. Still uncertain about her next move, Tess stood up and stretched.

“Where do you think you’re going?” said Montag 5.

“I’m not going anywhere,” said Tess. “Thanks to you. I’m just sick of sitting on the floor.”

“Nobody’s going out to buy you a La-Z-Boy.”

“You’re an ass, you know that?”

“Sticks and stones, Miss Maxwell.”

“Actually, I am going somewhere.”

“No, you’re not.”

“I’m going to pee, unless you’d like me to do that here on the floor.”

“Keep the door open,” said Montag 5, waving his gun in the direction of the bathroom.

“Gee, thanks for the privacy.”

“I better hear tinkling in there,” said Montag 5 as Tess stepped into the tiny bathroom tiled in sickly green.

“Have you always enjoyed eavesdropping on other people’s urination?” said Tess, but Montag 5 responded only with a grunt.

She had been frightened when she first saw him holding the gun to Aunt Vivian’s head a few hours ago. Then her fear had gradually turned into despondency and then annoyance at the sheer inconvenience of being kidnapped. But this latest insult to her dignity had transformed annoyance into anger. Maybe I’m going through the five stages of kidnapping, she thought. Fear, depression, annoyance, anger…surely the next stages had to be action and then escape. If the voices wouldn’t use her, she’d use them.

She flushed the toilet, washed her hands in the freezing-cold water in the cracked sink, and strode back out into the room. Staring straight ahead so no one could think she was addressing either the apparently sleeping Vivian or Montag 5 she shouted, “Why should I do that?”

“Why should you do what?” said Montag 5. “What are you talking about?”

“Don’t you hear them?” asked Tess.

Vivian stirred from her “nap” and sat up in the bed.

“Hear who?” said Montag 5. “Nobody’s talking in here but you, and it’s fine by me if you shut up.”

“The voices,” said Tess, running to the window and pulling at the curtain that had remained closed since their arrival.

“Get away from there,” said Montag 5, jumping up and pushing Tess back from the curtain. She stumbled and fell backward onto the bed.

“You have to hear them,” said Tess. “They’re more real than ever. I can’t be the only one.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” said Montag 5. For the first time since he arrived at Vivian’s door, Tess sensed nervousness creeping into his demeanor. He feared not being in control, she guessed, and her behavior had wrong-footed him.

“It’s her OCD,” said Vivian.

“Sorry if I woke you up, Aunt Vivian,” said Tess, “but they’re so loud.”

“She has OCD?” said Montag 5. “Doesn’t that mean she should be cleaning or something?”

“You’re a psychological genius, aren’t you?” said Vivian.

“You know I could shoot you,” said Montag 5 to Vivian. “Not kill you or anything. Just take out a kneecap.”

“I can’t!” cried Tess. “He won’t let me.”

“The voices tell her to do things.”

“And if I don’t,” said Tess, who had managed to conjure up some tears, “something horrible will happen.”

“You’re being held at gunpoint,” said Montag 5. “Isn’t it a little late to prevent horrible things?”

“I have to count the cars in the parking lot,” said Tess, her voice slightly calmer. She took a step toward the door.

“No, you don’t,” said Montag 5, moving in front of her.

Tess had no idea what she’d do if she succeeded in getting past Montag 5 and out the door. She couldn’t very well run down the road and expect him not to catch up with her. The chances of a police officer or a helpful bystander being in just the right place seemed slim on this remote two-lane road. Nor did she dare to hope that Nemo 7 would be waiting to whisk her away, even if he had claimed to be a friend. And she believed Montag 5 would not hesitate to shoot Vivian in the kneecap, which would only make Tess feel more guilty than she already did. Besides, she needed Vivian. Harry’s message had said, “Find Vivian and get to the island.”

So, no, Tess did not have a plan. But she did know that counting cars in the parking lot was closer to freedom than sitting in this motel room. She took a step toward Montag 5 and shouted in his face, “I have to count the cars!”

“Stop shouting,” said Montag 5. “You’re going to attract attention.”

“Then let me out,” said Tess. “It will only take a few minutes. You can watch me. But I have to count the cars.” She placed her hands over her ears, shook her head violently, and shouted again. “Stop saying that. I’m going! I just need him to get out of the way.”

Tess had heard actors talk about using emotional recall in their performances: remembering traumatic moments in life to reproduce a traumatic moment onstage. She thought it sounded horrible. Why would you choose a profession that forced you to relive the worst moments of your life over and over? But now she understood. Tapping into her experiences with the voices, and into the emotions that came with those experiences, but doing it on her own terms for her own reasons, gave her a sense of power and control that she never had when the voices really spoke to her. She could see the exhaustion and confusion in Montag 5’s face. And she could see him wavering.

“Look at this place,” he said at last. “I bet there aren’t three cars in the parking lot.”

“You know as well as I do that lot is nearly full,” said Vivian. “The walls are too thin to hide the fact that these rooms rent by the hour.”

“I have to count the cars,” said Tess.

“Can’t you just look out the window and count them?”

Tess began pacing up and down furiously, making a loud whimpering noise that she hoped would grate on Montag 5.

“She has to touch them,” said Vivian.

“I’m not having her set off a bunch of car alarms,” said Montag 5.

“She won’t set off the damn alarms,” said Vivian, taking a step toward Montag 5. “I’ve seen her count thousands of cars, and she never sets off one alarm. She barely touches the tip of her finger to the back while she memorizes the license plate.”

Tess thought this was a nice touch. She had, in fact, counted cars in parking lots many times, especially at college. The voices had been particularly fond of sending her to some faraway lot on the campus at three o’clock in the morning. And it was true that she had never set off an alarm, though she hadn’t told Vivian that. But memorizing the license plates—well played, Aunt Vivian.

“I can’t let her out there long enough to memorize license plates,” said Montag 5.

“She can do it as quickly as you can blink your eyes,” said Vivian with what sounded like pride.

“Photographic memory?” said Montag 5.

“Only for license plates,” said Vivian.

“Yours is NCL-3140,” said Tess. In fact, Tess had never memorized a license plate number in her life and had only gotten a quick glance at the plate on the black sedan as Nemo 7 had ushered her into the back seat. She did know that it began with an N, but the rest was pure bluffing.


TESS AND HARRY ON THE DOCK

“Why are the sun and the moon the same size?”

“They aren’t the same size, Tess, the sun is much bigger. It’s bigger than any planet or moon in our solar system.”

“Then why do they look the same size?”

“The sun is farther away, so it looks smaller. Just like when you mother comes out of the house in a few minutes to call you in for bedtime, she will look much smaller than if she were standing here on the dock.”

“I know faraway things look small, Harry. I’m not stupid.”

“Then you understand about the sun and the moon.”

“Yes, but you didn’t understand my question. I meant why do they look the same size. Exactly the same size.”

“Is this about the eclipse?”

“When the moon went completely in front of the sun, the sizes matched up perfectly. Even though one is a moon and one is a sun and one is much bigger and one is much closer. Is every eclipse on every planet like that?”

“I’ve never seen an eclipse on any other planet.”

“But you understand science.”

“No, Tess, not every eclipse is like that. For the sizes to match as perfectly as they do for us you would need just the right sized sun and just the right sized moon and just the right distance between them.”

“It seems like with all the sizes suns and moons can be and all the distances apart they can be there’s not much chance of it lining up perfectly like that.”

“It’s called a coincidence, Tess. A coincidence is when there is a surprising connection between two things or events that doesn’t have any particular cause.”

“I know what a coincidence is, Harry. I’m ten years old.”

“You know the definition of the word coincidence, but you might not understand the true nature of coincidences.”

“Are you going to tell me there is some hidden power that makes me show up at school in the same dress as Hannah or makes you and Marie both bring home the same thing for dinner without talking to each other about it first?”

“That’s exactly what I’m not going to tell you. Coincidences only seem amazing because of our perception of them. The moon and the sun only look the same size to us because of where we’re standing. In fact, no one possibility for distance from a sun or size of a moon or the color of Hannah’s dress—”

“It was exactly the same dress.”

“The fact remains, no one possibility is any greater than another. On hundreds of days, you and Hannah have worn different outfits to school and you never noticed. You only remember the one day she dressed the same. It’s your perception that makes an event as random as any other seem to have meaning.”

“Even if I hadn’t perceived it, it still would have been the same dress.”

“Let’s put it another way. Suppose you have a deck of cards. You shuffle it and pick a card at random, say the three of diamonds.”

“Queen of hearts.”

“Fine, the queen of hearts. You replace the card, reshuffle the deck, and again pick a card at random. And again, you pick the queen of hearts. What are the odds of that happening?”

“I don’t know. That sounds like Harry Maxwell math.”

“It’s very simple math. The two events have no effect on one another. All I’m asking is what are the chances that you will draw the queen of hearts.”

“One in fifty-two.”

“Correct. Now suppose the second time we draw the three of diamonds. What are the odds of that?”

“One in fifty-two.”

“Exactly. The two events have the exact same likelihood of occurring, but one we don’t think twice about and the other we call an amazing coincidence.”

“So, there are a billion planets where the sun and the moon don’t line up perfectly and we just happen to live on the one where they do?”

“That’s all there is to it.”

“But isn’t that kind of a boring answer?”

“Not all science is fascinating.”

“Wouldn’t it be more interesting if there was a reason? If there was some force in the universe that decided it would be cool to make the sun and the moon look the same size and then fix their orbits so every once in while the moon was perfectly in front of the sun?”

“It would be interesting, Tess. Just like it would be interesting if you could squirt lime Jell-O out of your ear. But you can’t. It’s just a coincidence.”

“You just don’t want to believe in things you can’t see.”

“Tess—from subatomic particles to the origins of the universe, almost everything I believe in is something I can’t see.”

“You know what I mean. You don’t want to believe in a force that has no scientific explanation.”

“You mean God?”

“Whatever you want to call it.”

“I do believe in God. You know that, Tess. We’ve talked about that. But I can believe in God and still believe that some things are coincidences.”

“Yeah, well your God is no fun, and mine made solar eclipses perfect.”

“My God says it’s time for you to go to bed.”

“That’s not God. That’s Marie.”


MCDonald’s

When he turned around after placing his order at the McDonald’s in Sturgis, Nemo 7 immediately recognized Valentine 6, although he had never been in the same room with her. She was a noob—a recent recruit still technically a provisional member, but none of this meant her name and picture hadn’t appeared in the latest update of the membership book, and Nemo 7 was sure to always be familiar with the contents of that book. Had the McDonald’s been in Times Square or on the Upper West Side, he would have been perfectly willing to dismiss the appearance of Valentine 6 as coincidence. But in Sturgis, Michigan, a town of perhaps ten thousand people that was six hundred fifty miles from New York, the presence of another member of the Paradox Club was no coincidence.

Nemo 7 stepped up to the counter where she stood waiting for her order.

“Valentine 6,” he whispered. “What are you doing here?”

Valentine 6 whirled around with a look of fear in her eyes. “Keep away from me,” she hissed. “If you lay a hand on me, I swear I’ll scream. There’s a pair of cops in the corner booth and I promise you the name Pilgrim 3 won’t do you any good here.”

“Calm down,” said Nemo 7. “I’m on your side. At least I think I am. I’m working for the president, for Calvin 4.”

“Bullshit,” hissed Valentine 6, backing away a step. “I may be new to the club, but even I know you’re one of Pilgrim 3’s henchmen.”

“Because the president wanted me to get close to her. I’m trying to get in touch with him right now, but Montag 5 took my phone. Can I borrow yours?”

“Do you think I’m an idiot? You think I’m going to give you my phone so you can call Pilgrim 3 and tell her you found me?”

Valentine 6 could feel the sweat trickling down the back of her neck. She had no idea what to do. She doubted she could outrun Nemo 7, and she probably couldn’t beat him in a fight—especially not in the middle of a McDonald’s. She considered shouting that he was attacking her, drawing the attention of the police, but she needed to get to Calvin 4. She couldn’t spend her day in the Sturgis police department giving a false statement about something that never happened. Even as she came to this conclusion, she saw the two police officers leaving the corner booth and heading toward the door.

“Leave me alone,” she whispered to Nemo 7. “I’m not the one you want anyway. I’m just trying to get away from all this. I wish I’d never joined this stupid club.”

It was a gamble, playing dumb, but at the moment Valentine 6 didn’t see any other way.

“Listen,” said Nemo 7, “I’m sorry this is your introduction to the club. It’s not usually like this, I promise. Montag 5 and I are acting on orders from Pilgrim 3 and we kidnapped a young woman named Tess Maxwell.”

“Any relation to Harry Maxwell?” The words were out of her mouth before she could stop them. So much for playing dumb, she thought.

“Tess is Harry’s daughter,” said Nemo 7. “You’ve done your homework.”

“I read the club history. Doesn’t change the fact that you just confessed to kidnapping, which makes me even less likely to believe anything you say.”

“I’m working with Calvin 4 to try to get Tess and her aunt Vivian away from Montag 5. I’m a mole. But Montag 5 has a gun and my phone and everything else that might be useful. He doesn’t trust me.”

“I can understand that.”

“I haven’t been able to contact Calvin 4 to tell him where we are and find out what he wants me to do. And if I don’t show up back in that motel room with a bag of burgers pretty soon, Montag 5 will know something is up and he’ll either shoot me or he’ll take Tess somewhere else and leave me behind.”

“Did you say motel?”

“Yeah, they’re holed up in some dump called the White Pine Motor Lodge a few miles from here.”

“At least you’re telling the truth about one thing.”

“I’m telling the truth about everything. And if I can call Calvin 4, maybe all three of us can work together.”

“I’m not giving you my phone.”

“You call him, then,” said Nemo 7.

Valentine 6 considered this suggestion for a moment. Calvin 4 had told her very little about what was going on. She knew from the portions of the club history a provisional member was allowed to read and from gossip in the hallways that Calvin 4 and Harry Maxwell had been friends. And she knew that Maxwell had died about ten years ago. But why would Pilgrim 3 want to kidnap Maxwell’s daughter? And why was Calvin 4 so eager to get his hands on Gatsby the Great? And should she trust Nemo 7, who stood in front of her looking no more threatening, and every bit as expectant, as a puppy waiting for affection?

“Fine,” said Valentine 6. “I’m going to walk out of here. If you follow me, I won’t call him. If I’m not back in five minutes, you’ll know it’s because I found out you were lying to me.”

“Call him,” said Nemo 7. “It won’t take five minutes.”

Nemo 7 was right. Three minutes later, Valentine 6 returned. “We’ll take your car,” she said. “And on the way you’ll tell me everything.”

She left her order sitting on the counter.


COUNTING CARS

“I have to count the cars!” shouted Tess. “I have to count the cars!”

“If you will shut up for a minute,” said Montag 5, the strain showing on his face, “I’ll let you count the damn cars.”

Tess stopped her nervous pacing—or what she hoped looked like nervous pacing—and stood inches from Montag 5, staring into his exhausted eyes.

“Okay, okay,” said Montag 5. “Here’s how this is going to go. I’m going to take the chain off that door and you’re going to walk out. But I’ll be right behind you with your friend here.”

“I have a name,” said Vivian.

“You keep quiet,” said Montag 5. “And I’m going to have my gun digging into her side the whole time. And if you make one false move, if you try to run, if you do anything other than count the cars and come right back to the room, your friend here—”

“Vivian!” said Tess.

“Fine, Vivian here is going to get a bullet in the kidney. And I’m going to drag her back into this hotel room where she’s going to slowly bleed out, knowing that she died because of you.”

“All I need to do is count the cars,” said Tess.

As soon as he saw the door to the motel room opening, Richard started his car and eased around the pile of tires. Tess walked out, followed by Montag 5, who was holding Vivian by the arm and, Richard guessed, digging a gun into her side. Montag 5 and Vivian stood in the open doorway—Richard could swear Montag 5 was slumping against the doorjamb—while Tess walked slowly to the far end of the parking lot and placed a finger on a battered blue Honda Civic. Richard didn’t know what she was up to, but he knew he didn’t have much time and he didn’t see any way to save both Tess and Vivian unless…

Valentine 6 had insisted on driving and made Nemo 7 sit in the back. She still did not entirely trust him. If he could be a double agent, he could also be a triple agent, she reasoned. When her burner rang, she picked up immediately.

“How far away are you?” asked Richard

“Maybe three minutes,” said Valentine 6.

“We don’t have three minutes,” said Richard. “You get Vivian, I’ll get Tess.”

Valentine 6 slammed down the accelerator and the speedometer jumped from forty-five to ninety, the car screaming down the two-lane highway.

“What exactly does he want us to do?” asked Nemo 7.

“We’ll find out when we get there,” said Valentine 6.

Vivian had once told Richard that she thought Tess suffered from OCD. He didn’t know exactly what was happening across the street, but Tess appeared to be counting cars. To what end he could only guess, but it did seem the sort of thing someone driven by OCD might resort to. What he did know was that Tess had been clever enough to get herself out of the motel room and at least a short distance from Montag 5. Richard scanned the parking lot and counted sixteen cars. Tess had already gently touched the back of seven. He couldn’t wait much longer.

Tess glanced over at Montag 5. He was clearly exhausted—sleep-deprived enough to make at least one bad decision. But could she count on him to make another? If she ran, would he really shoot Vivian? And if she ran, where would she go? She had hoped that once she escaped, the answers would become obvious. But a parking lot on a deserted road didn’t offer any more opportunities for escape than the stifling motel room itself. She reached car number nine.

Valentine 6 slammed on her brakes as the car approached the motel and the screeching tires drew the momentary attention of Montag 5. Vivian considered driving her elbow into his stomach when he looked away, but she didn’t think that would accomplish much. Then the car came skidding into sight, and a second car shot out from across the street, heading straight toward Tess.

Richard accelerated across the road as soon as he heard the black sedan approaching. Tess was just tapping car fifteen and looked up to see the gray sedan heading straight at her. She dived out of the way, sliding in the gravel of the parking lot as Richard’s car crashed into the rear corner of car fifteen with a sickening crunch. The impact with the ground knocked her breath out for a moment, and she heard a second car skidding to a halt. As air returned to her lungs, she looked under car fifteen and toward the motel and saw Montag 5’s feet. She watched as he made his second bad decision.

When Tess disappeared, Montag 5 panicked. He shoved Vivian to the ground and ran toward car fifteen. Nemo 7 and Valentine 6 saw their opportunity. Valentine 6 hit the accelerator again and drove the car in between Montag 5 and Vivian. Montag 5, completely focused on getting Tess back into his sight, didn’t even notice. Before Montag 5 had reached the spot where Tess had disappeared, Nemo 7 had opened the back door and pulled Vivian into the car.

Montag 5 arrived behind car fifteen just in time to receive a face full of dust and gravel as Richard peeled away from the scene, with Tess sitting in the front passenger seat. Montag 5 fired a single shot at the car that embedded itself in the trunk but didn’t slow the escape. Whirling around, he saw that the second car was already gone and there was no sign of Vivian. This time his shot missed the car altogether. He listened as the two cars sped off and moments later stood in silence, the dust settling around him. He was so stunned and exhausted he couldn’t think what to do next. In those first moments after the escape, he didn’t even remember that he still held a trump card.

The black sedan fishtailed on the gravel as Valentine 6 tore out of the parking lot and headed back down the road toward Sturgis.

“Is Calvin 4 following us?” she said.

“Jesus,” said Nemo 7, “the president has balls.”

“Is he following us?!” shouted Valentine 6.

“Richard is behind us,” said Vivian.

“Who’s Richard?” said Nemo 7.

“The man you know as Calvin 4, the president,” said Vivian. “Richard is his real name.”

“Did he get the girl?” asked Nemo 7.

“He got her,” said Vivian. “I can see her in the passenger seat. I need to be in that car with them.”

“We can’t drive this car,” said Nemo 7. “Montag 5 is sure to have a tracking device in it.”

“We’ll go back to the McDonald’s and switch to my rental,” said Valentine 6. “Then you can ride with your friends.”

“You’re Ardan 1, aren’t you,” said Nemo 7 to Vivian. “I’ve never seen you at the club, but I recognize you from your picture in the membership directory.”

“That’s an old picture,” said Vivian.

“You haven’t changed that much,” said Nemo 7.

“You’re a member of the Paradox Club?” said Valentine 6. “The president didn’t tell me that. He just said we should try to rescue the old lady.”

“I’m younger than he is,” said Vivian with a smile.

“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Ardan 1,” said Nemo 7.

“You can call me Vivian.”

The moment Tess had felt a hand pulling her into the car that had just crashed next to her, the voices came flooding back. Why kidnapping had led to quiet serenity and rescue led to panic, anxiety, and a chorus of voices she had no idea. She couldn’t even remember being pulled into the car and being thrown back into her seat by the acceleration down the highway. She gasped for breath, choked back tears, and felt a pressure in her chest that she would have guessed was a heart attack if she had any ability to think logically. She couldn’t even understand the voices with them all shouting at once. She caught the words stop and run and danger, but what good did isolated words do? She had just enough ability to tap into her own thoughts to know what she needed to do to calm herself down.


THERAPIST N − 3

“I want you to try another exercise that might help with your anxiety.”

“We’ve done this before. I tried the breathing exercise and that didn’t work. I tried the counting exercise and that didn’t work. What’s the point?”

“The point, Tess, is that you need to have the tools to manage your condition.”

“My condition? That’s some euphemism. You mean anxiety, stress, panic, OCD, voices in my head, crazy compulsions, depression, feeling isolated and like I don’t belong. I never knew that was all one condition.”

“You know what I mean. Yes, you have a lot of challenges, but the more tools we can find for you that work, the better prepared you will be to meet those challenges.”

“Can’t you just give me some more pills?”

“Medication is one tool, but it can’t do all the work by itself. You have to be part of the solution. Are you willing to do that?”

“Sorry. Sorry. I came in here in a snippy mood and I’m taking it out on you. Let’s start over. What’s my new homework assignment?”

“I want you to think of a place that makes you happy. A place where you could never be stressed or anxious.”

“I’m not sure there is such a place.”

“Think hard, Tess. You must have some happy memories?”

“Well, the island, of course. I was happy a lot on the island, but I also had plenty of nights when the voices—I mean the auditory hallucinations—kept me awake doing stupid things like lining up Legos and sharpening pencils.”

“But you think of the island as a happy place?”

“I don’t know if a place can be happy. But I definitely had the happiest moments of my life on the island. Does that help?”

“Was there some spot on the island that was special to you? Where you felt comfortable and at peace?”

“There…I…”

“It’s okay if you need a moment. Would you like a tissue?”

“Yes.”

“The thought of a special spot made you cry. It must be intimately connected with your emotions.”

“The dock.”

“Where you had all those conversations with your father?”

“With Harry.”

“Did you ever feel scared or anxious when you were on the dock with your father?”

“Never.”

“Okay. That’s good, Tess. That’s a good memory. A good place to go.”

“But I can’t go there. I can never go there again.”

“I’m not talking about physically going there. I want you to close your eyes and go there in your memory.”

“Okay.”

“Think about how the wood of the dock felt on your back. Listen to the sound of the water lapping against the shore. Feel the cool air and smell the pine trees.”

“I’ll try.”

“Do you smell them?”

“I smell the air and the smoke from the fire Vivian lit up at the house. And I smell Harry.”

“Good. Use all your senses to remember that happy spot. Do you need another tissue?”

“Yeah.”

“You were crying again.”

“But happy crying.”

“Good, Tess. That’s very good. Now, the next time you feel anxiety, or you sense a panic attack coming on, I want you to repeat this exercise. I want you to go to the dock and use all your sense memory to submerge yourself in the happiness you felt there. Can you do that for me?”

“Yes. I can do that.”


HAPPY PLACE

In the front seat of Richard’s car, Tess closed her eyes and went to the island. A full moon shone overhead, so it wouldn’t be the best night for stargazing, but it meant she could walk down to the dock without a flashlight. Harry was already sitting there, his pants legs rolled up and his bare feet dangling in the water. An owl hooted on the far shore, the sound carrying across the lake. The air felt thick with moisture, and she guessed that a storm might roll in before the night was over. She felt her flip-flops slapping against her heels as she walked across the dock toward Harry. A breeze stirred her hair and raised goose bumps on her bare arms. The car, and the strangely familiar man driving it, faded away. The pressure in her chest eased, her breathing slowed, and she felt the pucker of tears drying on her cheeks. The cacophony of voices quieted one by one, until only a single voice remained. But this wasn’t one of the voices that demanded unreasonable actions and threatened her with catastrophic results if she didn’t obey. This voice belonged to Harry. And its words were simple: Get to the island.

* * * *

“Are you all right?” said Richard. He wanted to look at Tess. Hell, he wanted to embrace her. He hadn’t laid eyes on her in years. But Valentine 6’s car threatened to recede in the distance and Richard needed to keep his eyes glued to its bumper. Tess has been gasping and moaning just seconds ago and he feared she might have been injured when he crashed his car next to her.

“Better,” said Tess in almost a whisper. “Give me a minute.”

For an eternal minute, the only sounds were the roar of the engine and the squeal of the tires as they hurtled down the narrow highway. Richard wanted to grab Tess by the arm and shake her and yell, Talk to me, but he knew better. She had just undergone a traumatic experience. She might well be in shock. As long as she wasn’t seriously injured, he’d give her as many minutes as she needed.

“I know you, don’t I?” said Tess at last.

“I was a friend of your father’s,” said Richard. “We were colleagues. Before he…”

“Before he died?”

“Yes. But I haven’t seen you since you were a little girl.” This was a lie. At Vivian’s invitation, Richard had come to Tess’s high school graduation, but he had sat in the back and never approached her. He had been wracked with guilt about not doing a better job of caring for Tess after Harry died. But Richard had been offered a position at Columbia a few weeks following Harry’s death and had effectively disappeared from Tess’s life. He hoped this current rescue mission could be some minor atonement for his past sins.

“My name is Richard.”

“What about my aunt Vivian?” said Tess. Harry’s message to her in his books had been clear. She wasn’t just supposed to go to the island; she was supposed to find Vivian and go to the island. “I won’t leave without her, no matter how many guns that Montag 5 has.”

“She’s in the other car,” said Richard. “The one I’m following.”

“I need her,” said Tess.

“They’ll stop at some point,” said Richard.

Tess’s breath began to quicken again. “I need her now.”

“I think they’re going back to the other car,” said Richard. “So, it shouldn’t be long.”

“Who are they?” asked Tess.

“Valentine 6 and Nemo 7.”

“Nemo 7? He was one of the ones who kidnapped me, but he told me he was a friend.”

“He is. He works for me,” said Richard. “And Valentine 6 works for me as well. Pilgrim 3 isn’t the only one with followers.”

“Who is Pilgrim 3, and why do all these people have these weird names with numbers, and when can I see Vivian? I need to see Vivian.”

Richard watched as Valentine 6 slowed the black sedan at the city limits of Sturgis. Two blocks later, she turned left and he followed.

“Are you going to answer me?” said Tess, her voice rising. “When can I see Vivian?”

“Any minute now,” said Richard.

Tess closed her eyes again, but she couldn’t find the island. She couldn’t hear Harry’s voice. But she knew what he wanted. And if she couldn’t do it, if this man couldn’t provide what she needed, the voices would return in all their chaos, and she wasn’t sure she could stand that. She wasn’t sure she’d survive.

“We’re here,” said Richard, stopping the car.

Tess threw open the door and a second later felt the warmth of Vivian’s embrace. Tess burst into tears, but not because she was hounded by the voices or overwhelmed by panic. She couldn’t remember the last time she had wept tears of joy, but they felt glorious. Vivian held her so tightly she could barely breathe, and she didn’t care. She had understood the story about the blind boxer; she had forced Montag 5 to make a bad decision; and they had both escaped. She had found Vivian, now she had to get to the island.

“You three ride together,” said Valentine 6, a new authority in her voice. “Nemo 7 will take everything out of Montag 5’s trunk and put it in yours.”

“In case…” began Nemo 7.

“Not in case,” said Valentine 6, “but because there’s no doubt Montag 5 has a tracking device on this car. Once you decide where we’re going, call me. In the meantime, best for us to go in different directions.”

“We’ll go—” said Nemo 7, but Valentine 6 cut him off again.

“We’ll go south. You go west. But stay off the highway and keep to small roads. It won’t take long for Montag 5 to get a car. Now go.”

Valentine 6 opened the back door of Richard’s car and pushed Tess and Vivian, still locked in a hug, toward the opening. “Get in,” she said firmly. “Now.”

Nemo 7 popped the trunks of the two cars and quickly transferred the contents from the black sedan to Richard’s rental car.

Thirty seconds later, Richard pulled out of the McDonald’s parking lot and headed out of town.

“That was impressive work,” said Nemo 7.

“No time for patting ourselves on the back,” said Valentine 6. “Let’s get out of here.”

She was just about to pull away when Nemo 7 said, “Wait. One more thing.” He jumped out of her car, opened the door of Montag 5’s rental, popped the hood, and disappeared for a few seconds. When he reemerged, he held an assortment of hoses and wires in his hand.

“What did you do?” asked Valentine 6.

“I don’t know,” said Nemo 7. “But if Montag 5 finds the car, I don’t think he’ll be able to drive it.”

Five minutes later, they were in Indiana.


TESS LEARNS (PART OF) THE TRUTH

“I don’t suppose either of you would like to tell me what the hell is going on,” said Tess, when they had cleared the Sturgis city limits and were zipping down a two-lane road lined with fences and punctuated with long dirt driveways every half mile or so.

Richard caught Vivian’s eye in the rearview mirror. “It’s time she knew,” he said. “Time she knew about Harry.”

Something about the way Richard said about Harry made Tess think there must be other things she did not know, but for now she’d be happy with any information that helped explain her current predicament.

“All right,” said Vivian, nodding. “Your father and I both belonged to an organization called the Paradox Club.”

PC, thought Tess, remembering the lapel pins on Montag 5 and Nemo 7.

“Were you part of this club, too?” asked Tess, turning to Richard.

“My dear,” said Richard, sitting up a little taller in his seat, “you see before you the president of the Paradox Club.”

“What is it?” said Tess. “Some sort of club for scientists?”

“We have many members who are scientists,” said Vivian, “and your father was chief among them. But we have philosophers and politicians and archeologists as well. The mission of the Paradox Club is to locate, retrieve, and secure UFOs.”

“I don’t need to remind you, Vivian,” said Richard, “that there is some debate over what the mission of the Paradox Club ought to be.”

“Wait a minute,” said Tess. “Are you telling me Harry was involved in something to do with alien spacecraft?”

“Goodness, no,” said Vivian. “You should know from talking to Harry that he didn’t believe in such things. No, I mean UFOs like the radio.”

“The radio doesn’t look much like a flying saucer to me,” said Tess.

“UFO in this context doesn’t stand for ‘unidentified flying object,’” said Richard.

“Then what does it stand for?”

“‘Untethered foreign object,’” said Vivian.

“You mean like an escaped Canadian cow?” said Tess.

“The metaphor is not entirely inapt,” said Richard. “An untethered object is one that has become disconnected from its universe of origin.”

“And an untethered foreign object,” added Vivian, “is one that has crossed from its original universe into this one.”

“Is this some sort of posthumous practical joke that Harry put you up to?” said Tess.

“Not at all,” said Richard. “Harry was passionate about his work for the Paradox Club.”

“Perhaps too passionate,” said Vivian.

“Now is hardly the time to dredge all that up,” said Richard.

“When better?” said Vivian.

“Can we go back one step?” said Tess. “Are you telling me that this Paradox Club has actually collected objects from other universes?”

“Four hundred and twenty-one untethered foreign objects have been collected and secured in the vault of the Paradox Club over the last eighty or so years,” said Richard.

“Leaving aside the fact that objects can’t move between universes,” said Tess, “how can you even tell that an object is…what did you call it?”

“Untethered,” said Vivian. “And what makes you think objects can’t move between universes?”

“For one thing, Harry told me,” said Tess. She remembered a conversation the night after Harry first told her about the theory of parallel universes. She had asked if people could move from one universe to another and he had told her they could not. And when she asked if things could move between universes, he had sounded almost angry when he curtly replied no before walking back up to the house and leaving her alone on the dock.

“Harry told you, did he?” said Richard with a laugh.

“He hated lying to Tess,” said Vivian. “But sometimes he felt he had no choice.”

“He was lying? When he said that things can’t move between universes?”

“He was,” said Vivian gently, “but only because he thought you were too young to be burdened with the secrets of the Paradox Club.”

“But you never answered my question,” said Tess. “How do you know an object is from another universe?”

“Some people have the gift,” said Richard.

“Your father had it,” said Vivian. “He could sense an untethered object better than anyone in the club. But most members have some degree of sensitivity to UFOs. It’s what draws them to the club, even if they don’t know it.”

“But personal sensitivity only works if you happen to stumble across a UFO,” said Richard. “That does happen, but not very often. Before the big board, the club only had about forty objects in the vault.”

“What’s the big board?” asked Tess.

“In the 1960s,” said Vivian, “scientists started working on technology to detect untethered objects. The big board came into use once the club got access to some satellite technology.”

“The club has its own satellites?”

“No,” said Vivian, “but for decades we’ve had members at NASA and in the big telecom firms, so it’s never been a problem to get access to satellites.”

“The big board is a display at the club that shows where UFOs have been detected,” said Richard.

“When Montag 5 took us,” said Tess, “I was holding that old radio of Harry’s. The one we used to listen to on the island. Montag 5 looked awfully pleased when he made me put it in the trunk of the car.”

Richard and Vivian shared a smile in the rearview mirror.

“Do you mean to say that the radio is now in the trunk of this car?” said Richard.

“If Nemo 7 transferred everything,” said Tess.

“That,” said Richard, “is monumentally good news.” Rescuing Tess had been topmost on his agenda, but to recover the radio in the same operation meant Pilgrim 3’s plans would be well and truly stymied.

“Is the radio a UFO?” asked Tess.

“That radio,” said Vivian, “is the most special UFO of all. Your father found it, and its existence sparked the greatest debate in the history of the Paradox Club—a debate that, in some ways, is still raging today.”

“What makes it so special?” asked Tess, already sensing the answer.

“The radio,” said Vivian, “is the first untethered foreign object we have ever found that maintains a connection to its universe of origin. The broadcasts you hear when you turn on that radio don’t come from Earth or from any other planet in our universe. When you listen to that radio…”

“I’m listening to another universe,” said Tess, feeling her pulse quicken with excitement.

“Exactly,” said Richard. “The club had never seen anything like it.”

“So why isn’t it in the vault at the club with all the other UFOs?” asked Tess.

“Harry wouldn’t give it up,” said Vivian.

“Because he wanted to use it,” said Richard.

“Or because he didn’t want Pilgrim 3 to use it,” said Vivian.

“Who is Pilgrim 3?” asked Tess.

“Another member of the club,” said Richard. “One who would very much like to have me out of the way.”

“And possibly the only member of the Paradox Club who was happy when Harry…”

“When he died?” said Tess.

“Perhaps not happy,” said Richard, “but his absence did serve her purposes.”

“What did she want to use the radio for?” asked Tess.

Vivian gave Richard a warning glance that did not escape Tess’s attention and after a moment of silence, Richard spoke.

“It’s no secret in the halls of the Paradox Club that Pilgrim 3 is hungry for fame and power—not just within the club but in the wider world. Because it stays connected to its universe of origin, the radio has powers beyond any other known UFO, powers even Harry didn’t understand. Pilgrim 3 wants to use those powers to open a portal to another universe, and she wants to do it in a very public way.”

“She wants,” said Vivian, “though of course she never says it out loud to anyone other than her inner circle, to be world famous as the person who connected our universe to another, who proved the existence of parallel universes.”

“Harry was the one who gave her the idea,” said Richard. “When he claimed that the clubhouse of the Paradox Club was particularly suited for such a portal. And, of course, Harry did the math.”

“What math?” said Tess.

“The math that determined when the two universes will be perfectly aligned.”

“October fourteenth,” said Tess.

“How did you know that?” asked Vivian.

“Harry told me,” said Tess. “Sort of.”

“How did Harry tell you?”

“He has his ways,” said Tess with a smile.

“If Pilgrim 3 manages to open a portal in the middle of Manhattan,” said Vivian, “she might become world famous, but she also might destroy humankind. In the hands of the wrong person, and especially in a densely populated area, the radio could be the most dangerous object on Earth.”

“It’s a good thing we got it back,” said Richard. “I always thought it was destroyed the night of the fire.”

“I found it afterward,” said Vivian. “Harry’s copper shield was gone, but other than that the radio looked fine. Of course I wasn’t foolish enough to ever turn it on. I just hid it in the basement. And when it started getting too damp down there, I moved it to the attic.”

“If we have the radio,” said Richard, “we should get it as far away from New York as possible.”

“We need to go to the island,” said Tess.

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” said Richard.

“We have to,” said Tess insistently. “We have to go to the island. Harry said so.”

“What do you mean, Harry said so?” said Richard.

“He sent me a message,” said Tess. “In his books.”

“His books?” said Richard.

“Yes,” said Tess. “Marie gave me Harry’s books and I unpacked them at Vivian’s and Harry used them to send me a message saying that if I was in danger near October fourteenth, 2015, I should find Vivian and get to the island.”

“Of course he did,” said Richard. “Harry Maxwell is trying to tell me what to do even beyond the grave. Would he ever invite me to the island when he was alive? No! But now he expects me to chauffeur you there at the exact moment that it’s an extraordinarily bad idea.”

“Is it?” said Vivian. “Is it a bad idea?”

“Of course it’s a bad idea,” said Richard. “You know what happened last time.”

“The most important thing is to get Tess and the radio someplace where Pilgrim 3 can’t find them,” said Vivian. “She hounded Harry for years about the location of the island and he never told her. We’ll be safe there.”

“If experience is anything to go by,” said Richard, “we’ll be anything but safe.”

“We’ll stay on the other side of the island,” said Vivian. “Hell, we’ll burn the damn radio. The point is Pilgrim 3 and her goons will never find us there.”

“Debatable,” said Richard.

“And there are other reasons to retreat to the island,” said Vivian.

“If you won’t take us,” said Tess, reaching out and holding Vivian’s hand, “we’ll find another way to get there. But Vivian and I are going to the island.”

Richard did not speak for a long minute. He looked away from the road for a moment and locked eyes with Vivian in the rearview mirror. He had seen that steely determination before and knew there was no use in fighting it.

“Can you navigate, Vivian?” he said.

“Absolutely.”


MONTAG 5 IS NOT A HAPPY CAMPER

Montag 5 had been stunned into inaction by the escape of Tess and Ardan 1. He hadn’t seen the driver of the car that took Tess, but the other car had been the black sedan he had been driving for the past two days, which meant Nemo 7 was complicit in the jailbreak. This was the only aspect of the whole affair that didn’t surprise Montag 5. He had never trusted Nemo 7 and now he felt like a fool for letting Nemo 7 out of his sight for even an instant.

It took several minutes of standing in the parking lot, watching the dust settle, for Montag 5 to replace his shock with adrenaline-fueled rage. No guest or employee of the White Pine Motor Lodge had come outside to investigate the gunshots he had fired at the retreating cars; he suspected that this was the sort of establishment with a tacit agreement among staff and clients alike that everyone mind their own business. That fact could work to Montag 5’s advantage. What worked to his disadvantage, he realized in his fury, was that he had let minutes tick by before taking action. That delay could put his quarry out of reach. It took another two minutes to determine that every car in the lot was locked. Visitors to the White Pine Motor Lodge took no chances, and by not guessing this Montag 5 had wasted even more time. Sleep-deprived or not, he had to start thinking smarter.

He strode to the door of room 9 and began banging on it with the butt of his pistol. He knew the room was occupied—they had all heard the noises of passion coming through the paper-thin walls.

“Open the damn door!” he shouted.

“Go away,” came a deep male voice from inside.

“Open this door or I’ll shoot the lock off,” said Montag 5.

“Screw you,” replied the voice.

Clearly empty threats of violence were nothing new for this particular guest.

Montag 5 aimed his gun at the dead bolt and discharged a round. The door eased open an inch or two and he heard shouting from inside. Two voices this time. A swift kick snapped the inside chain off and the door flew open. A man whose stature did not back up his tough talk cowered in the bed next to a woman who didn’t even bother to pull the sheet over her naked breasts.

“Jesus, I thought you were Frankie,” said the woman.

“Give me your car keys,” said Montag 5, leveling his gun at the man.

“I…I…”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake,” said the woman. “They’re in his pants on the floor. Blue Toyota with Indiana plates. And close the door on your way out, will you. I’m working here.”

Two minutes later, Montag 5 had grabbed his things from room 8 and pulled out of the parking lot. He had committed multiple felonies in the past ten minutes, not to mention his adventure in kidnapping and transporting the victims across state lines, so a stolen car may not have been the safest mode of transportation, but he had little choice. He could think of two possible destinations as he sped down the highway: the McDonald’s in Sturgis where he’d sent Nemo 7 to pick up some food and the house on Vilas Avenue in Madison where this had all started. The McDonald’s was closest, so he stopped there first. He discovered the black sedan abandoned in the parking lot, but he didn’t have the keys and his attempts to hotwire it proved unsuccessful. That wasted another six minutes.

His only hope was to overtake them on the interstate on the way to Madison or to beat them there and capture the girl when they returned to Vilas Avenue. If they returned. Would they be that foolish? Or would they go to the mother’s house? The one he and Nemo 7 had staked out to begin with. They might think that was safe.

If they chose to hole up in some cousin of the White Pine Motor Lodge, Montag 5 might never find them, but he sensed they had a plan. Nemo 7 had clearly been working for some foe of Pilgrim 3, and that probably meant the president, Calvin 4. Had the old man been driving the second car?

All this went through Montag 5’s mind as merged onto I-90. He’d go toward Madison, driving as fast as he dared. He’d be able to recognize the car that had taken away Tess easily enough—the front left fender was completely caved in. If he overtook them within an hour, he’d follow and retrieve. If not, he’d have no choice but to call Pilgrim 3. Despite his bluster, his weapon, and his extensive training in hand-to-hand combat, nothing scared Montag 5 more than the possibility that he might be forced to make that call.


TESS AND HARRY ON THE DOCK

“My cocoa got cold,” said Tess.

“That’s because of the second law of thermodynamics,” said Harry.

“Can’t it ever just be because I left it out on the dock on a chilly night?”

“That’s another way of saying the same thing.”

“Okay, fine, tell me about the second law of thermodynamics.”

“It says that if you leave a cup of hot cocoa on the dock on a chilly night, the cocoa will get cold.”

“They wrote a whole scientific law just for that?”

“More or less.”

“But that’s just common sense.”

“Is it?”

“Sure. If I leave something hot someplace cold, then it’s going to cool off.”

“But why shouldn’t it be the other way around?”

“What do you mean?”

“Even chilly air has some heat in it, right?”

“Does it?”

“If you left an ice cube on the dock tonight, what would happen?”

“It would melt.”

“Why?”

Tess thought for a moment. “Because the heat in the air would pass into the ice cube?”

“Exactly. Which means there is heat in the air.”

“Okay.”

“So why doesn’t that heat pass into your cocoa and warm it up? After all it passed into the ice cube.”

“But it can’t. You can’t warm something up with something that’s colder than the thing you want to warm up.”

“Exactly, and that’s the second law of thermodynamics—beautifully put, I might add. You can’t warm something up with something that’s colder than the thing you want to warm up.”

“That’s the way they write it in the physics books?”

“Not exactly, but it amounts to the same thing.”

“So, eventually wouldn’t the air and the cocoa be the same temperature?”

“That’s right. They will reach thermodynamic equilibrium.”

“What’s thermodynamic equilibrium?”

“It means they’re the same temperature.”

“That’s what I just said. Why does everything have to have big, long words to describe it when there are short words that mean the same thing?”

“Finally a question I can’t answer, my dear Tess. If you ever find out, I hope you’ll let me know.”

“If the cocoa and the air will eventually be the same temperature, doesn’t that mean that sooner or later everything will be the same temperature?”

“An astute leap for a ten-year-old. Yes, many people believe that ultimately the entire universe will reach thermodynamic equilibrium.”

“And will it be warm like the cocoa or cold like the air?”

“Put it this way,” said Harry. “I think you’ll need a jacket.”


ON THE ROAD

“Where should we go?” said Valentine 6 to Nemo 7. “Now that we’re free of Montag 5.”

“I don’t know, but you were smart to get away from him.”

“But should we be getting away from him?” said Valentine 6. “Now that the president has what he wants and is on the run, wouldn’t it be better if we followed Montag 5?”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” said Nemo 7.

“I didn’t come all this way for a thirty-second rescue mission. Besides, I have something Calvin 4 needs.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s a book. Something called Gatsby the Great.”

“You have Gatsby the Great? How did you get that?”

“Stole it out of Pilgrim 3’s office while she was standing right there yelling at me. I meant to give it to Calvin 4 at the McDonald’s, but everything happened so fast, I forgot. It’s still in my bag.”

“Okay,” said Nemo 7. “First priority, follow Montag 5. Once we find him, we can call Calvin 4 and ask him what to do with Gatsby the Great.”

Valentine 6 whipped the car into a driveway and turned around, heading back the way they had come.

“Did you tell Montag 5 where you were going for food?” asked Valentine 6 as they sped back toward the White Pine Motor Lodge.

“He told me,” said Nemo 7. “He found the McDonald’s on his phone.”

“Then we’re going there,” said Valentine 6.

“But he’s at the White Pine—”

“Do you honestly think it will take Montag 5 more than five minutes to figure out how to steal a car and head after us? We’ve been gone for almost seven minutes, and it will take us four more to get back to Sturgis. He’ll have left the hotel by then, and the first logical place for him to go is McDonald’s. He must know that’s where we met.”

“That’s a big risk,” said Nemo 7. “We could lose him.”

“We’ve already lost him,” said Valentine 6. “If he’s not gone from the White Pine by now, he will be when we get there. Trust me on this. I read a lot of mysteries.”

“Okay,” said Nemo 7, sounding skeptical, but when he cruised past McDonald’s and into the parking lot of the tractor supply store next door, he saw Montag 5 emerging from the black sedan he had been unable to start and getting into a blue Toyota Corolla.

“Just in time,” said Valentine 6.

“Thanks to your quick thinking,” said Nemo 7. “I can see why Calvin 4 chose you.”

“Now’s not the time to talk about how smart I am,” said Valentine 6. Before they reached the end of the block, she added, “But I am pretty damn smart.”

* * * *

Richard answered his phone on the second ring. “You’re on speaker,” he said. “I’ve got Vivian and Tess in the car with me.” He wasn’t sure either Nemo 7 or Valentine 6 knew anything that Tess didn’t, but he wanted them to be careful nonetheless.

“We’re following Montag 5,” said Nemo 7. “It was Valentine 6’s idea.”

“Fantastic,” said Richard. “Where are you?”

“Heading west on I-90, just about ninety miles east of Chicago. We did not stop at the RV Hall of Fame and Museum.”

“Sounds like he’s heading back to Madison,” said Richard. “He wants the radio, and he thinks that’s where we’re going.”

“Which means we can get off these damn two-lane roads and onto the interstate without worrying that he will see us,” said Vivian.

“We’re going to stop for gas and then get on the interstate,” said Richard. “Let us know if he stops or slows down. We should be about twenty-five miles behind you.”

“I also have that package you asked for,” said Valentine 6.

“Damn,” said Richard. “I should have gotten that from you in Sturgis.”

“I’ll take good care of it,” said Valentine 6.

“Keep it well hidden,” said Richard. “And whatever you do, don’t let Montag 5 or Pilgrim 3 get their hands on it.”

Tess emerged from the Quick Stop with an armful of snacks and sodas. Doughnuts, Pringles, Cheetos, and Snickers might not make up the world’s healthiest dinner, but they sounded good to her right now and she thought she had earned the right to indulge.

“I’d love for you to eat healthily,” therapist n had once told her, “but the most important thing is that you eat.” Tess planned to do that.

For the moment, safe with Vivian and her new friend Richard, who already felt like an old friend, Tess felt tranquil. It seemed a decade ago that therapist n + 1 had suggested she seek comfort and stability with Aunt Vivian. Tess doubted this is what n + 1 had in mind, but somehow having come through actual danger had calmed her anxieties. Imagined dangers seemed less threatening, for the moment at least. She wondered why someone hadn’t thought to use kidnapping as therapy in the past.

“Get that radio out of the trunk,” said Richard to Tess as she tossed her bounty into the back seat. “I want Vivian to take a look at it and make sure it’s okay.”

“I thought you said you wanted to burn it,” said Tess.

“I just want a full accounting of our current assets,” said Richard. He slid into the driver’s seat and pulled the latch that popped the trunk.

Tess walked to the rear of the car and looked in. She felt anxiety tapping on the door of her tranquility and wished they had just driven on, leaving the trunk closed.

“I think you two should come and see this,” she said.

Richard and Vivian joined Tess at the rear of the car and the three stood staring at the contents of the trunk—a scattering of men’s clothes and a few toiletries. The radio was nowhere in sight.

* * * *

Montag 5 had done one thing right, he thought as he barreled toward Chicago. He smiled remembering how easy it had been. He had sent Nemo 7 to the motel office to check in (without his cell phone of course), put the child lock on the back doors of the car, and threatened Tess and Vivian with gunfire if they tried to crawl into the front seat. Then he adjusted the side mirrors so he would have a view of the back seat from the rear of the car. It only took a few seconds to open the trunk, dump the clothes and toiletries out of the black duffel bag, and replace them with the radio. No one else, not even Nemo 7, had known that the bag that sat in plain sight next to the bed in the motel room held Harry Maxwell’s famous radio—the one he had refused to turn over to the Paradox Club. In Tess’s escape he might have lost one prize, but he still had another one. And while the radio might not possess the unique qualities of Tess Maxwell, it had worked its magic once before and, in the hands of Pilgrim 3, he had no doubt it could do so again. If he didn’t catch Tess and the turncoats in the next one hundred miles, he could drive to O’Hare and, without a kidnap victim in his keeping, fly back to New York in plenty of time for the alignment. When this had all started, Pilgrim 3 had only wanted the radio. Tess had been a bonus, but the radio would be enough. He felt better already. Another twenty miles, he thought, and he’d call her with the good news.

The call did not go as smoothly as he hoped.


HARRY AND VIVIAN ON THE DOCK

“Is she asleep?” said Vivian.

“She’s out of earshot,” said Harry.

“And Marie?”

“Ditto.”

“Why did you want me to meet you out here on the dock?” asked Vivian. “What’s so important that Tess and Marie can’t hear it?”

“It’s time for me to tell you the history of the island.”

“I thought I knew the history—your grandfather and all that.”

“Did you ever wonder how I came to be a member of the Paradox Club when I was only seventeen?”

“You’ve always been brilliant, Harry. I just assumed…”

“I was a legacy. My father was a member and his father before him. My grandfather died before I was born, and my father died—”

“When you were seventeen.”

“And I took his place in the club.”

“And were your father and grandfather as stubborn as you about not taking a club alias?” said Vivian.

Harry laughed. “No, I’m the first Maxwell to claim that distinction. My grandfather was Nemo 1. Dad wanted his own alias and became Lidenbrock 1. But there has always been a Maxwell in the Paradox Club.”

“Because of your grandfather?”

“Because of this island,” said Harry. “You know that I have tried to convince members of the club that there are certain physical locations in our universe that are particularly open to making connections with other universes, to receiving UFOs.”

“I’ve heard you argue that theory,” said Vivian.

“It’s not a theory,” said Harry. “It’s true. My grandfather knew it, my father knew it, and I know it. This island contains one of those places.”

“Your circle of trees?”

“How did you know?”

“I guessed,” said Vivian. “If you say someplace on this island is closely connected to other universes, it stands to reason it’s the one place you forbid everyone else to set foot.”

“My grandfather didn’t realize it at first, but he had a strong intuition when it came to UFOs.”

“Just like you.”

“Who knows how far back it goes in the family. My grandfather was on a fishing trip on this lake in the teens, before the Paradox Club was founded, before anyone knew about untethered foreign objects. He felt drawn to this place. Years later, he told his son, my father, that he didn’t understand it—he just knew he had to stay connected to this tiny, remote island. So, he bought it. For years he came here every summer for a couple of weeks, pitched a tent, and fished. His wife didn’t understand, but eventually he took his son along. My father felt the same pull his father felt and one night, after a lightning storm, he crawled out of the tent and walked over to that circle of trees—the place where he had always felt most at peace on the island. Sitting in the middle of the circle was a book—The Descent of Man.”

“By Charles Darwin,” said Vivian.

“Yes. Charles Darwin. Only in this book, the author’s name was spelled with a double n. D-A-R-W-I-N-N.”

“Was that the first UFO to appear on the island?”

“The first that I know of. But the island has been here for thousands of years and chances are most UFOs are never recognized because they’re just chunks of rock or bits of sticks or clumps of grass. My grandfather took the book to the librarian at his alma mater, Princeton, who referred him to a book collector named Morris Parrish just when Parrish and Albert Einstein were talking about founding the Paradox Club. That’s how he ended up being a founding member.”

“But the Darwinn book wasn’t the last UFO to appear here?”

“No,” said Harry. “After that night, my grandfather decided to build a cabin on the island. He even convinced my grandmother to come up once in a while. She was the one who found the next UFO.”

“Another book?”

“Gatsby the Great.”

“Didn’t the club used to use that book to test potential members?” asked Vivian.

“Yes,” said Harry. “By that time my grandparents were both members. My grandfather had intuition when it came to UFOs and what he called ‘thin places’—spots like the island that sometimes rubbed up against other universes. But my grandmother was actually a physicist, if only an amateur. She understood the science as well as anyone at the time. And she insisted they deposit Gatsby the Great at the club, where it could be protected.”

“And the book by Charles Darwinn with a double n?”

“In my library in Madison,” said Harry. “My grandfather never told his wife about that one, and it passed down to his son and eventually to me.”

“Did you ever find a UFO in the circle of trees?”

“Just one.”

“Where is it?”

“Right now, it’s here on the island.”

When she pressed him, Harry told Vivian the exact location of the UFO he had discovered on a restless night when he was sixteen.


MONTAG 5 IN TROUBLE

“Idiot!” Pilgrim 3 shouted into the phone. “You incompetent buffoon!”

“It can still work,” said Montag 5. Pilgrim 3 willed her rage to radiate through the phone. If they weren’t separated by seven hundred miles, she would throttle him.

“It’s not your job to tell me what will and won’t work,” spat Pilgrim 3. “It was your job to bring me the radio and the girl!”

“But when you first sent us you just wanted the radio and I have that,” said Montag 5.

“The situation changed,” said Pilgrim 3.

“It changed because of me,” said Montag 5. “Because I figured out the girl was Tess Maxwell.”

“Are you seriously trying to paint yourself as the hero in this scenario?”

“No, it’s just that—”

“Keep driving west,” said Pilgrim 3. “I need ten minutes to decide how to deal with your incompetence. I’ll call you back then.”

Pilgrim 3 pulled out a sheet of paper and a pencil and begin to do math. Not Harry Maxwell math—there were few people on earth who could perform Harry’s calculations, and Pilgrim 3 wasn’t one of them. No, this was simple addition. Her plan wouldn’t work without the radio. She had held out hope for years that it would turn up and when it had, right before the deadline, she took that as a sign. If Harry Maxwell had proved anything it was that the radio had powers beyond any other UFO, that it retained a link to its universe of origin and that link could be exploited to create a portal. She definitely needed the radio. And if she had the girl? If she had the girl, she couldn’t possibly fail.

But that idiot Montag 5 and the turncoat Nemo 7 had let the girl escape, and Pilgrim 3 felt certain she was heading to the island. Valentine 6 was probably with her and that meant Gatsby the Great was heading to the island also. All Pilgrim 3 knew about the island’s location was that it was a three- or four-hour drive from Madison. If Montag 5 could discover the exact location, and if he could retrieve the girl immediately upon arrival there, he’d still have to drive all the way back to New York. He couldn’t very well take a kidnap victim on a commercial flight, and Pilgrim 3 didn’t have the financial resources to charter a private plane. That meant as much as four hours from the island to Madison, and another fourteen back to New York—and that was without stopping. Add four hours for Montag 5 to get back to Madison from his current location, an hour to convince Marie Maxwell to lead them to the island, four more hours to drive there, plus an hour for the change from Central to Eastern Time. That all added up to twenty-eight hours, with no time for sleep or food. And Montag 5 had already been up for two days straight. Even if everything went perfectly, he probably couldn’t get back to the club in less than thirty hours, and judging from the last few hours, things would not go perfectly.

Of course, she could just have Montag 5 hop on a plane with the radio, like the incompetent idiot had suggested—she might still do that. But if there was a chance to get the girl as well and the book in the bargain, she couldn’t resist. With the radio and the artifacts from the vault, she might succeed—but if she failed, in front of a group of journalists in the middle of New York City, no one would ever take her seriously again. With the radio, the girl, and the book all present on Harry Maxwell’s magic island, success was all but guaranteed.

She looked at the clock over the mantel. Five past seven. Today was October 13. The alignment would happen in just under twelve hours. And it could take thirty hours for Montag 5 to bring the girl to New York. So, New York was out. In not much more than the four hours it took Montag 5 to return to Madison, Pilgrim 3 could fly there. Once Marie gave up the location of the island, they could still make it there before 5:22 a.m. Montag 5 could deal with the traitors Valentine 6 and Nemo 7. Pilgrim 3 knew the island was what Harry called a thin place, a connecting node between universes, and recent evidence confirmed that he had made a connection there himself, ten years ago. While creating a portal to another universe on an isolated island in northern Wisconsin wouldn’t attract quite the same attention as doing it in the middle of Manhattan, she knew at least one reporter who would come with her. She could be sure there would be evidence. Pilgrim 3 could still have her name in the history books.


RETURN TO MAXWELL’S ISLAND

“If Montag 5 has the radio, won’t he just fly back to New York and give it to Pilgrim 3?” said Vivian. “He has time.” Richard’s rental car sped down the highway, heading north through Wisconsin.

“I can’t believe we were so stupid,” said Richard. “Of course Montag 5 wasn’t going to leave the radio in the car.”

“If Pilgrim 3 gets the radio,” said Tess, “does that mean she’ll be able to create a portal in New York tomorrow?”

“That’s one question we have to ask,” said Richard, “but there are two others. First, can Nemo 7 and Valentine 6 get the radio back from Montag 5? Second, now that she knows Tess is alive, will she be able to resist…”

“Resist what?” said Tess.

“Suppose we concentrate on the first question,” said Vivian. “How are we going to get the radio back?”

“Nemo 7 and Valentine 6 have Montag 5 in sight. For now, they just need to keep tailing him. I’ll call and bring them up to speed.”

“Aunt Vivian,” said Tess after a moment, “can I ask you a question?”

“I can’t promise an answer,” said Vivian, “but you can certainly ask.”

“When we were in the car with those men, I asked you to tell a story and you said you couldn’t unless one came to you.”

“That’s right.”

“But when we were in the hotel room, you told me the story about being a blind boxer. Did that one come to you? Because it felt like you didn’t believe that one the way you believed the others.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Your other stories, when you tell them you seem so convinced. I can see it your eyes and hear it in your voice. It’s like you believe those things actually happened to you. But the blind boxer story felt like you were telling a story, nothing more.”

“You’re very observant, Tess,” said Vivian.

“She knows you too well,” said Richard.

“Since you asked,” said Vivian, “no, the blind boxer story didn’t come to me the way the others do. I created that story all by myself.”

“As a way of telling me what to do?”

“Exactly. And you understood, as I knew you would.”

“But the other stories…”

“Suppose we get some sleep,” said Vivian. “It’ll be late when we get to the island, and we want to be rested.”

Tess jolted awake as the car bumped over the dirt road that led the last few miles to the lake.

“How long did I sleep?” she said.

“About five hours,” said Richard. “We made a couple of stops for food and gas and some camping supplies, but Vivian let you sleep. There’s a gas station sandwich in the bag on the seat.”

Tess glanced over to see Vivian sleeping. After her own slumber she felt rejuvenated, as full of energy and hope as she had felt in years. And then a voice in her head told her something interesting. It didn’t threaten her or force her to perform some silly task. It simply said, It’s not the sleep, it’s the island.

“Aunt Vivian, wake up.” Tess gave Vivian a gentle shake. “We’re almost there. Can’t you feel it?”

“Feel what?” asked Richard.

“The island,” said Tess. “I always felt my happiest there and now that we’re getting close, I can feel it pulling me. It’s lovely.”

“We’re fleeing from people who are trying to kidnap you, arriving in the middle of the night to an island with no shelter and it’s forty-five degrees outside, and you feel lovely?” said Richard.

“Yes!” Tess was unable to hide her excitement.

“Interesting,” said Richard.

They reached the boat launch a little after 11:30, parking the car next to the small building, abandoned now that the summer season had ended and the two remaining homes on the lake had been shut tight. They saw no signs of either life or available boats.

“Just as well,” said Richard. “If there aren’t any boats, then no one else can get to the island.”

“But doesn’t that also mean we can’t get to the island?” said Tess. “Even if I could swim that far, the water will be too cold this time of year.”

In the light of the full moon, Tess could see the low bulk of Maxwell’s Island rising from the lake a mile away. The joy she had felt in the car only increased when she spotted the island. She could imagine Harry sitting on the dock waiting for them, ready to welcome her home after all these years. Yet, without a boat, the island would remain nothing more than a vision, a mirage just out of reach. She turned her gaze upward, and even with the moonlight she could see Arcturus, Harry’s star, watching over her.

“Don’t worry,” said Vivian. “Harry will look after us.”

“I hate to be the one to remind you,” said Richard, “but Harry is dead.”

“That didn’t stop him from sending a message to Tess,” said Vivian, “and it won’t stop him from giving us a boat. Put those coats on, grab the flashlights, and follow me.”

It took Vivian only a few minutes to find the narrow path that led west from the road a few yards back from the edge of the lake. The path was covered with fallen leaves in hues of red and orange and yellow that flickered in the combined lights of the moon and the flashlights. Tess felt as if she were kicking fire as her feet moved through the heaps that had been swept up by the wind. But she had no trouble following Vivian and keeping to the path. The undergrowth had all died back so, though she occasionally ducked to avoid a low-hanging tree limb, she found the going fairly easy. After rounding a small inlet in which an island of rock about fifty feet across stood just off the shore, Vivian began to look for three trees.

“I hope none of them have fallen in the past decade,” she said.

The trees stood in a perfect isosceles triangle—two mighty oaks sixteen paces apart and a slender beech tree twenty-five paces from each of the oaks. Harry had chosen that triangle not only because of its geometric perfection but because in the light of both sun and moon, the white bark of the birch tree made it easy to spot. If they stood on the far side of the inlet, with the rocky island directly behind them, Vivian explained, they should be looking right between the two oaks and directly at the birch.

Sure enough, all three trees were still there, and in the center of their triangle Vivian found the canoe that Harry kept stashed there for emergencies, still hidden under a rotting tarpaulin and ten years’ worth of leaf litter. A paddle was secured under the seat and once they had flipped it on its keel, the aluminum boat slid across the loose leaves on the forest floor nearly as easily as if they had been pulling it on a dolly. In a few minutes, they were kneeling in the canoe, Vivian paddling carefully around what Harry had always called Rock Island, and heading back to the boat landing.

There, they secured the rest of the supplies Richard had purchased at the outfitters—three sleeping bags, extra blankets, camping chairs, and a small portable generator.

“What do we need this thing for?” asked Tess. “We don’t have anything to plug in.”

“A precaution,” said Richard. “Vivian insisted.”

Landing at the island was trickier than usual because the dock had deteriorated to the point that most of it had fallen into the water. Tess held back tears as she thought of the happy evenings she had spent there with Harry. Now they couldn’t even dock a canoe there. Eventually, Vivian found a spot where loose gravel came down to the water’s edge and managed to beach the canoe.

“Welcome to Maxwell’s Island,” she said as they stepped ashore.

“I didn’t think I’d ever see this place,” said Richard.

The moment Tess set foot on solid ground she felt a jolt through her body like the sweetest electric shock in the world. Even the decrepit state of her beloved dock couldn’t quell her joy.

“This is what I’ve needed,” she said. “This is where I’ve needed. I had a therapist back at school who asked me where I felt most safe in the world, and I told her right here on this island. But she made me go to Aunt Vivian’s.”

“I’m glad you came to me,” said Vivian.

“Oh, I am, too,” said Tess. “I’m glad we’re both here.”

“Is someone going to show me around?” said Richard.

“Come on,” said Tess. “Let’s get these things up to the house.”

But of course, there was no house. After a decade of rain and wind and snow, the charred remains had disappeared, and the house was nothing more than a slight lump beneath the dead leaves. Even that stark reminder of her final tragic night on the island was not enough to dampen Tess’s mood. She walked the perimeter of the house and memories she thought had been lost came flooding back. She could hear her own childhood laughter and the sound of Harry and Vivian deep in conversation as the fire crackled before them. She could smell ginger cookies baking in the oven and feel the softness of Marie’s lap and the soothing sound of her voice as she read Tess another chapter about Narnia. She also saw the rows of Legos in her closet and the carefully sharpened pencils, but here on the island the voices that once seemed so threatening now felt like old friends.

When she completed her circumnavigation of the house, Tess looked across the moonlit open space outside what had once been her bedroom window at the circle of trees. Harry’s circle of trees. A few blackened trunks still stood to mark the spot. She had never stepped inside that circle, forbidden by Harry to enter his sanctuary. Now she walked slowly toward the shadows cast by those dark monoliths in the moonlight.

“Are you all right?” said Vivian.

“Can I go in?” said Tess. “Would Harry want me to?”

“Yes,” said Vivian softly, “Harry would want you to.”

Tess glanced up at Harry’s star and stepped into the circle.


AT THE HOUSE IN EKEN PARK

Richard’s phone had rung as he was walking the aisles of the outfitters.

“Where are you?” Richard said to Nemo 7 when he answered.

“In Madison,” said Nemo 7. He and Valentine 6 had managed to keep Montag 5 in their sights for the past few hours. “The map says we’re in a neighborhood called Eken Park. Montag 5 just pulled up to the curb in front of a white house.”

“He’s looking for Tess at Marie’s house,” said Richard. “Listen, I’m going to have Vivian text you both directions to the island.”

“I don’t have a phone,” said Nemo 7. “Montag 5 took it. I’m calling on Valentine 6’s.”

“Apparently, I’m far enough away to avoid Lidenbrock 2’s jamming device,” said Valentine 6. “Nemo 7 can take my burner. You have the number.”

“Nemo 7,” said Richard, “you stick to Montag 5. He still has the radio, probably in his trunk, so if you have a chance, grab it and head straight here. Otherwise stick to Montag 5 like glue. And text me with any updates. I’ll probably lose my cell signal when we get close to the island, but it would be nice to know what Montag 5 is up to.”

“What about me?” said Valentine 6.

“Get to the island with Gatsby the Great as quickly as you can. But before you leave Madison, there’s something I need you to do.”

Montag 5 did not notice the car pulling up to the curb down the block. He was focused on the door swinging open in front of him and the annoyed looking woman who stood there.

“Nova 1,” said Montag 5. “It’s been a long time.”

Marie had been running herself ragged since five a.m. The movers would be here first thing in the morning, and she’d be on a plane to Florida as soon as they finished loading things up. She had done most of her packing already, but she still had to deal with the last of the things she had decided to leave behind. Boxes of donations sat on the front porch, bags of trash filled up half the kitchen, and she still had drawers to empty. David was picking up some snacks at the twenty-four-hour grocery. He planned to leave at bedtime, driving all night to get a jump on the journey to Marco Island. She was glad she didn’t have to make that drive, but she dreaded those final hours, alone in the house with more work than she could possibly accomplish. The last thing she needed now was a stranger on her doorstep calling her by a name she had done her best to forget over the past decade.

“I think you have me confused with someone else,” said Marie. “My name is Marie Tyler.”

“If that’s the case, then I suppose congratulations are in order,” said Montag 5. “I knew you as Marie Maxwell, wife of Harry Maxwell. Though in the halls of the Paradox Club we called you Nova 1.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Marie.

“I always thought it fascinating that you chose that name—a primitive woman who is mated to a brilliant man.”

“I’m afraid I don’t have time for—”

“At least I saw the character of Ulysse as brilliant. Maybe not as brilliant as Harry Maxwell, but not many people are.”

“We’re done here,” snapped Marie, pushing the door closed.

But Montag 5 blocked the door with his foot and shoved it back open, stepping into the house and shutting the door behind him.

“Let’s stop playing games, shall we?” said Montag 5, his previous friendliness disappearing. “You and I both know who you are. Just because you haven’t set foot in the club since Harry’s death doesn’t keep you from being Nova 1.”

“What do you want from me?” said Marie, backing away and almost tripping over a pile of suitcases.

“I’m sure you remember Pilgrim 3,” said Montag 5, “and you know that October fourteenth is tomorrow, so it shouldn’t be too hard for you to guess what I want.”

Marie’s hand instinctively went to her chest where she felt the pendant under her blouse, but Montag 5 didn’t seem to notice.

“If you’re looking for Tess,” she said, “I don’t know where she is. I haven’t seen her since she left for college.”

“I doubt that,” said Montag 5. “But with October fourteenth a few hours away, you know as well as I do where she is.”

“Look, my husband will be back any minute.”

“Good,” said Montag 5, pulling his gun out from underneath his jacket. “Maybe if I threaten to kill someone you love, you’ll be a little more cooperative.”

“How I can I cooperate if you won’t tell me what it is you want?”

“I want you to tell me how to get to the island.”

“The island?”

“Don’t play stupid, Mrs. Tyler.”

“Look, I was never any good with maps, and besides Harry said Maxwell’s Island wasn’t even on a map. Even on Google Earth it’s not labeled or anything. You’d have to know exactly where to look.”

“You drove there every summer for years,” said Montag 5. “I’m sure an intelligent woman like you remembers how to get to your husband’s special place.”

“Jesus, haven’t I been through enough? That damn island destroyed my life. I don’t want to be a part of the club anymore, I don’t care what you and Pilgrim 3 are up to or what you do, I just want to be left alone.”

“You don’t want to be caught up in the politics of the Paradox Club,” said Montag 5, his tone softening.

“No, I don’t,” said Marie.

“You should have thought of that before you married Harry Maxwell.”

“You don’t know anything about Harry,” said Marie, squaring her shoulders and taking a step toward Montag 5. “Harry was more of a man than you’ll ever be.”

“I’m not here to discuss Harry.”

“Harry was kind and brilliant and infuriating and loving and stubborn and a goddamn genius.” Marie felt her throat tighten and the tears seeping from her eyes. She hadn’t defended Harry to anyone in years. She had done exactly what Tess had accused her of. She had erased Harry.

“Your husband’s genius got him killed,” said Montag 5. “And you’re going to show me where it happened.”

“And he was a good husband. And the best father,” said Marie, ignoring Montag 5. “The best father in the world.” She clutched the pendant through her blouse and felt the sharp corners digging into her palm.

“As much as I’m enjoying this little trip down memory lane,” said Montag 5, “I didn’t come here so you could reminisce about your dead husband.”

“And why did you come here?” said Marie, anger flashing into her voice. “So you could help Pilgrim 3 do the same thing she accused Harry of doing? You always were her little flying monkey, weren’t you?”

“Pilgrim 3 has no intention of causing any damage.”

“Is that so?” said Marie, shouting for the first time in the conversation. “Well, Harry had no intention of burning himself up on the island. And Vivian had no intention of helping him destroy my life. So, you can tell Pilgrim 3 that her intentions and twenty-five cents won’t buy a cup of coffee.”

“What’s going on here? I heard shouting.” David stepped through the front door and pulled it shut behind him. Marie flashed him a warning with her eyes, but before she spoke, Montag 5 stepped up to David and pressed the barrel of the gun into his side.

“Finally, the leverage arrives,” said Montag 5.

“Who the hell are you?” asked David.

“The last person you’re ever going to see if your wife doesn’t cooperate,” said Montag 5.

“Marie, do you want to tell me what’s going on?” said David.

Marie could see it all in front of her like a projected movie flickering on the wall of the hallway. Montag 5 would start out by hitting David a few times with the butt of the revolver. Not enough to knock him unconscious, but enough to cause a lot of pain. Then he’d break a rib or two, followed by a bullet to the kneecap. David would writhe on the floor, broken and screaming in pain while Montag 5 calmly explained that none of this needed to happen if Marie would just cooperate, and David would look up at her with those eyes she had never been able to resist, those eyes that had saved her from her despair, and she would break. She wouldn’t be able to allow the man who had gathered up her shattered pieces and helped her put them back together to suffer any further abuse. Why wait? she thought. Why wait for her husband to look at her with incomprehension that she would allow these things to happen to him? Why not simply act now?

“Fine,” she said, releasing her grip on the pendant. “Come with me.”

She led the way into the room that had been Harry’s study in another life. The emptiness of the bookshelves seemed an unnecessarily harsh metaphor to Marie in her current emotional state. She had given away the exercise equipment and only Harry’s desk remained in the room. As Montag 5 held the gun on David, Marie opened the center drawer and reached inside, feeling along the top of the opening until she felt a lump. She pulled away a strip of ancient tape and the emptied-out room echoed the metallic clatter of a key falling into the drawer. She removed the key, unlocked the bottom left drawer, and pulled it open.

“Nothing,” said Montag 5, looking over her shoulder into the drawer.

“You never had much patience,” said Marie. “I remember that.”

She reached into the back of the drawer and felt a notch in the bottom. Gently, she pulled and the false bottom of the drawer slid out, revealing a yellowing envelope. Marie took the envelope out and handed it to Montag 5.

“Now will you leave us alone?”

“This says Tess,” said Montag 5, looking at the envelope.

“Tess isn’t here,” said Marie. “Aren’t you lucky.”

“Open it,” said Montag 5, handing it back to Marie while keeping his gun firmly pressed into David’s side.

“Sorry,” said Marie. “I forgot you can only do one thing at a time.” She tore open the envelope and removed a sheet of paper, which she unfolded on the top of the desk.

“A map?” said Montag 5.

“I was telling the truth when I said I didn’t know how to get to the island,” said Marie. “I drove there once—the first time I ever went, when we were in college. Do you remember how to get someplace you drove to one time twenty-five years ago? After that, Harry always drove and I always slept. Tess, too, when she came along. One night on the island, Tess asked Harry how we would get there if something happened to him. And he drew this. And he addressed the envelope to Tess. But he showed us both where it was hidden. Just in case.” Of course, Marie knew perfectly well how to get to the island and so did Vivian, for that matter. But regardless of her feelings toward Vivian, there was no point in sending Montag 5 and his gun after her.

“I suppose you were right about Harry,” said Montag 5, edging David toward the table in order to lean over and study the map.

“What do you mean?” said Marie.

“He was a good husband. By drawing this map, he saved you and Mr. Tyler here from a very unpleasant experience.” He pocketed his gun and folded up the map. “It was nice to see you again, Nova 1,” he said. And then he was gone.

“What the hell was that?” said David. He took two strides across the room and wrapped Marie in his arms. “Are you all right? Should we call the police?”

“I’m fine,” said Marie, surprised to find that she meant it. The vision of David being brutalized by Montag 5 and her reaction to that vision had proven to her that she had made the right choice in marrying. She returned her husband’s embrace and said, “You don’t need to call anyone.”

“You don’t think he might come back?” asked David.

“He got what he wanted,” said Marie.

“Still, I don’t think I should leave you here by yourself.”

“You’re not going to leave me,” said Marie. “I’m going to leave you.”

“Jesus, Marie, you’re not leaving me because of this. Because I couldn’t protect you?”

“No!” said Marie, laughing in spite of herself. “God no! You’re the one for me, David. I know that more than I ever have before. But there’s one more thing I need to do before I can leave Wisconsin forever.” Once again, Marie gripped the pendant through the fabric of her blouse, but David didn’t even notice. He had seen her do that a thousand times.


TESS LEARNS (SOME MORE OF) THE TRUTH

“How did you even find out about the Paradox Club, Aunt Vivian?” asked Tess.

“Your father was a member, just like his father and grandfather before him. And he recruited me and Marie when we were in college.”

“Marie was a member? She’s not even a scientist.”

“She was a valuable member,” said Richard. “Although she’s been inactive since Harry died.”

“How did he recruit you?” asked Tess.

Vivian laughed. “He tricked us into reading a manuscript he had written. Marie and I both thought it was science fiction, but it turned out to be true. He called it An Insider’s History of the Paradox Club.”

“It’s in the club archives now,” said Richard. “It was the only time your father ever used a club alias.”

“Prefect 16,” said Vivian with a smile. “Harry’s little joke, since there hadn’t yet been a club member named for Ford Prefect.”

“You’ve lost me again,” said Tess.

“Every member of the club has an alias,” said Vivian. “Inside the halls of the Paradox Club our true identities are hidden.”

“But your father thought that was all rubbish,” said Richard.

“Why did you say a portal to another universe could destroy humankind?” asked Tess. She, Vivian, and Richard sat in the camping chairs, covered in blankets, looking out across the water toward the boat landing.

“Do you remember Harry talking to you about astronauts going into quarantine after they got back from the moon?” said Vivian.

“I remember everything Harry told me on the dock.”

“I doubt that.”

“Well, I remember that conversation.”

“And do you remember what you said to Harry?”

“Okay, maybe I don’t remember every detail.”

“I was there,” said Vivian, “as usual sitting in the shadows listening to you two. Sometimes I was jealous of you because of how much Harry doted on you, what joy he took in teaching you. And sometimes I was jealous of Harry because of how you adored him.”

“I adored you, too.”

“Not the way you loved Harry. Anyway, on those nights at the lake, when Harry taught you about science under the stars, I would occasionally sit with my feet dangling in the water and listen; so would Marie sometimes. Harry was smart, we all know that. But you were wise. And that night, you asked Harry what the point was of a three-week quarantine if a foreign virus could remain undetected within a person for months or years.”

“I do remember saying something like that,” said Tess.

“Good,” said Vivian. “I was afraid you wouldn’t.”

“I still wonder about that.”

“As you should. Now, I told you that Harry calculated the dates when the universe of the radio—the universe he believed was the source of all the UFOs—came into temporal alignment with our own.”

“Because Harry was brilliant at math.”

“Exactly. Harry believed—or he had convinced himself—that the universe of the radio was so similar to ours that it didn’t pose a threat. And he pointed out that there had been no major pandemics near the times of any of his calculated alignment dates. But, after Harry died, I did some research of my own on those dates with the help of a historical epidemiologist.”

“A what?” said Tess.

“Someone who studies the history of diseases. And we discovered that two of Harry’s dates lined up perfectly with the emergence of previously unknown viruses.”

“And you think those viruses came from the other universe?”

“It’s a possibility. Luckily, neither of those viruses has proven particularly dangerous to humans in this universe, but their existence suggests that organic UFOs could introduce new pathogens. Maybe Harry was right—maybe the radio’s universe can’t harm ours. But maybe he was wrong. Maybe the next organic UFO won’t be so benign.”

“What do you mean by organic UFOs—like living things could cross over?”

“The most likely source of a new virus is a living host,” said Vivian. “The host, whether it’s a mouse or a rat or whatever, might die shortly after arriving in our universe and never be recognized as a UFO, but by then the virus could have jumped to another host.”

“So organic UFOs are dangerous,” said Tess.

“Extremely dangerous,” said Richard.

“An organic UFO might be a host to a pathogen that could wipe out humankind.”

“It could,” said Vivian.

“And that pathogen could lay dormant for months or years before it started to spread.”

“Again, correct,” said Vivian.

“Why are you telling me all this now?”

Vivian glanced at Richard, whose face betrayed no emotion, but after a long silence, he spoke softly.

“I didn’t want to tell her, but now I don’t think we have a choice.”

“Tell me what?” said Tess. “Why are you two acting so strange?”

Vivian turned away, but not before Tess saw a tear roll down her cheek. Richard reached out and held Vivian’s hand, then let it drop as he stood and stepped toward Tess, taking her by the shoulders and looking her in the eye. Tess couldn’t remember ever seeing such sadness and resignation in a man’s eyes before. Richard gave her a gentle squeeze and then spoke softly.

“Tess. Our darling Tess. You are an untethered foreign object.”

“I’m a…What did you say?”

Vivian had turned her back to Tess, but Tess could tell by the way her shoulders shook that she was crying. Tess had thought that here, on the island, protected by Vivian and Richard, she’d be safe. Her depression and anxiety had faded away the second she stepped on shore. But now—she couldn’t even process what Richard was saying. It made no sense.

“Show her,” said Richard.

Vivian took Tess by the hand. She felt warm and fleshy, and Tess thought that ought to have comforted her, but a knot had formed in the pit of her stomach and rooted her to the spot where she stood, overlooking what was left of the dock where she had shared so many nights with Harry. Or had she? She almost wished the voices would return, that they would tell her what to do, but the only sound she heard was the lapping of the water against the shore. Vivian pulled gently and Tess took a step and then another toward where the cabin had once stood. Halfway up the hill, Vivian stepped off the path and stopped, staring down at what looked like nothing more interesting than a pile of leaves.

Richard had followed them, and, seeing where Vivian directed her gaze, knelt on the ground and pulled the tangled weeds apart, revealing a white stone about ten inches square. Chiseled into the stone were the letters T. M.

“Tess,” said Vivian, “in this universe, you died when you were eleven years old. You drowned the night you jumped into the lake.”

“I didn’t drown,” said Tess, shivering. “Harry saved me. He heard the door squeak, and he saved me.”

“The door didn’t squeak,” said Vivian.

“It did,” said Tess, yanking her hand away. “It did squeak. Harry was supposed to oil it, but Richard called, and Harry answered the phone and then he forgot.”

“I didn’t call,” said Richard. “I meant to call Harry that afternoon to update him on some club business, but a student came into my office, and I didn’t call until the next morning.”

“No,” said Tess, anger now building within her. “Harry and I talked about it. I mean not about the door squeaking, but about causal regression. And after Harry saved me, I remember thinking—I lived because Harry saved me because the door squeaked because the phone rang because Richard called, and that was as far as I got because I didn’t know why you called.”

“That all happened in a different universe, Tess,” said Vivian. “Here, Richard didn’t call, and Harry did oil the door and it didn’t squeak and he didn’t save you. I was here, Tess. I helped Harry pull your body out of the water. It was the most awful night of my life. Of all our lives. Until…”

“Until the night of the fire,” said Tess.

“Yes, until that night, the next summer.”

“So Harry…”

“Harry was so devastated by losing his Tess that he risked the fate of all humankind to bring another Tess, you, to this universe—and he died in the effort. He knew how to open a portal to the other universe, and he knew when and where he could do it.”

“His circle of trees,” said Tess.

“Right. It was what Harry called a thin place. A spot where universes could be connected when they came into alignment. But, as it turns out, he didn’t have everything he needed. He succeeded in bringing you here, but he didn’t live to see you. You materialized in the house, but Harry didn’t know that. He was still inside the ring of trees waiting for you. I escaped and I screamed for him to follow me, but he wouldn’t leave and the fire…”

“I’m from another universe?” said Tess. Her mind seemed incapable of processing this information into an emotion. Was she angry, excited, devastated, elated? In her emotional confusion she suddenly felt a wave of comprehension.

“I’m from another universe,” she said. No longer a question but a bold claim. “That explains why Marie…”

“Why Marie refused to treat you as her daughter,” said Vivian, slipping an arm around Tess.

“Because I’m not her daughter,” said Tess. “I’m the daughter of another Marie in another universe.”


THERAPIST N − 5

“That’s not unusual for a high school student, Tess, even a senior. Plenty of people your age feel like they don’t fit in. Adolescence is hard for everyone.”

“It’s not just that. It’s not just that I don’t have friends or that boys ignore me or that I suck at sports. Yes, I have all the normal high school outcast stuff but it’s more than that. Reality feels skewed to me.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Like everyone else is looking at the world from straight on and I’m seeing it five degrees off.”

“I’m not sure I understand you, but there’s nothing unusual about seeing the world differently from others. You are your own person, Tess.”

“Okay, let me explain it another way. You know how mass warps space-time? It feels like my space-time is just a little more warped than everyone else’s.”

“I’m afraid you’ve lost me.”

“It’s general relativity. You didn’t take physics?”

“No. And I thought you were in AP Chemistry?”

“I’m not taking the class. I don’t need to. Harry taught me.”

“Your father?”

“That’s right.”

“Your father, who died when you were twelve, taught you about warping space-time.”

“Yes.”

“Have you ever considered the possibility, Tess, that the reason you see the world differently from others is because you’re brilliant? Maybe this skewed reality you perceive is more real than what the rest of us see. Maybe you just understand the universe better than we do.”

“Sometimes the voices are the only things that feel one hundred percent real to me.”

“Because the voices are a part of you. It’s perfectly natural for us to perceive ourselves as more real than the world around us.”

“It doesn’t bother you that sometimes I wonder if you actually exist?”

“Have you thought about studying philosophy in college?”

“Philosophy is just questions; physics is answers.”

“And does physics give you the answers you’re looking for? Answers about why the world doesn’t always seem real to you?”

“It will. Someday it will.”


SISTER UNIVERSE

“Does that mean you and Harry didn’t…?” said Tess.

“Didn’t what?” said Vivian.

“It’s just that I heard you…I mean in my universe I heard you and Harry talking, and you went out to his secret circle of trees with a radio playing romantic music, and I thought…”

“You thought we were having an affair?” said Vivian, suppressing a laugh.

“It explained a lot.”

“Listen, Tess, of course I can’t know what happened in your universe, but I seriously doubt that Harry and I ever had an affair in any universe.”

“Infinite possibilities doesn’t mean every possibility,” said Tess. “Harry taught me that.”

“Harry was right.”

“You weren’t plotting an assignation with each other; you were plotting an assignation with another universe.”

“In this universe, what Harry wanted more than anything was to get you back. He was prepared to take any risk to see Tess—any version of Tess—again. But Marie was dead set against it. She insisted the risk was too great—to Harry and to the rest of humanity. And she kept telling Harry, ‘It wouldn’t be Tess—not our Tess.’ Your mother would probably have been a lot happier if we were having an affair, rather than plotting a scientific experiment that would leave Harry dead and Marie with a daughter who wasn’t her daughter.”

“A daughter she could never love,” said Tess.

“I suppose that’s right,” said Vivian. “In a way, she blamed you for even existing. If you didn’t exist, Harry might still be alive. But even before the night of the alignment, Marie and Harry were broken. Your death, I mean Tess’s death, almost destroyed Harry, and it did destroy Marie. The marriage was on fumes. They stopped sleeping in the same bed, stopped eating meals together, they barely spoke to each other. Harry begged Marie to return to the island the next summer, but she refused, until her therapist suggested it might be good for her—both to get away and to confront the site of her anguish. I think Harry thought that bringing you back from another universe would be the grand romantic gesture that would win back his estranged wife. But in this universe, I’m not sure he would have taken such a risk just to repair his marriage. Harry wanted Tess. Harry loved Tess more than anything. More than science, more than this island, even more than Marie. Anyone who saw you together could see. You were like a part of Harry, like his arm or his foot, or…”

“His heart,” said Richard.

“Yes,” said Vivian. “His heart. After you died, he devoted himself wholly to studying what he called the alignment of universes. And Harry learned several things that led up to that night. He tried, usually without success, to convince other members of the Paradox Club, about the importance of what he discovered, because Harry was nothing if not a serious scientist. But he also plotted how he could use that knowledge to bring you here.”

“What did he learn?” said Tess.

“Because Harry believed that every UFO we had ever collected at the Paradox Club had come from the same UOO…”

“UOO?” said Tess.

“Universe of origin,” said Richard.

“Harry called it our sister universe. Now Harry already knew that there are certain places where universes are more likely to touch, and he knew the circle of trees here on the island was one of those places, because at least three UFOs had turned up there over the years. But what Harry discovered that no one else knew, and that no one believed, even when he shared the information with the club, was that he could mathematically predict the precise moments those alignments would occur.”

“And October fourteenth is one of those moments,” said Tess.

“October fourteenth, 2015, at five twenty-two a.m.,” said Vivian.

“For God’s sake,” said Richard, “you didn’t have to tell her the time.”

“So, Harry went to the club and proposed attempting to make contact,” said Vivian.

“Something the club was created to prevent,” said Richard.

“That’s debatable,” said Vivian.

“And debate is exactly what the members of the Paradox Club did. They called it the Great Debate.”

“And no one argued more strongly against making contact than Marie,” said Vivian.

“Marie argued against Harry?” said Tess.

“Indeed,” said Richard. “And she never returned to the Paradox Club after that day.”

“During the debate,” said Vivian, “Marie made a motion to destroy all the UFOs kept by the Paradox Club.”

“At the time that was four hundred and sixteen items,” said Richard, “all but one of which resided in the club vault.”

“Why would she do that?” said Tess.

“Because Marie believed that any object from another universe would naturally try to pull its way back into its UOO,” said Vivian.

“And if four hundred and sixteen items pulled together, they might create an opening,” said Richard, “assuming Pilgrim 3 was foolish enough to take them out of the copper-lined vault.”

“And Marie knew—partly because Harry taught her, which is the ironic part—that any connection between universes could be potentially catastrophic,” said Vivian.

“But Harry ignored all that?” said Tess

“He did,” said Vivian. “Because he loved you.”

“He loved Tess,” said Richard. “The Tess from this universe. But he would have loved you, too.”

“So, all this is my fault?” said Tess.

“No,” said Richard, putting an arm around Tess’s shoulders. “This is absolutely not your fault.”

“I should have stopped him,” said Tess. “In my universe I should have stopped him. I saw him and Vivian go into the circle. I saw them take the radio. I didn’t know what they were doing, but I knew I should stop them, and I didn’t.”

“I don’t know what happened in your universe,” said Vivian, “but in this universe, no one could have stopped Harry.”

“Harry in this universe was trying to get his dead daughter back,” said Tess, “but what about Harry in my universe? Why did he take the risk?”

“If I had to guess,” said Vivian, “I’d say it was his complete inability to subdue his scientific curiosity. Don’t get me wrong, Harry was no Pilgrim 3. He didn’t want to connect universes for personal glory and a place in the scientific history books. And of course he had no idea he was endangering you—that you were missing from our sister universe and it would try to replace you. But even without the motivation of trying to recover his dead daughter, I could imagine Harry wanting to satisfy his own curiosity about whether it could be done. Of course, I can never know for sure unless I meet Harry in that universe.”

“But you would never do that,” said Tess. “You said yourself an organic UFO could endanger all humankind.”

“I wouldn’t go as a UFO,” said Vivian. “You see, Tess, there’s something else you should know. I’ve never explained to you the true nature of my stories.”


TESS AND HARRY ON THE DOCK

“Is there gravity on the moon?” asked Tess.

“Of course,” said Harry.

“Then how come when you showed me that video of the men on the moon, they could take giant leaps and soar through the air?”

“There isn’t any air on the moon.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Every object in the universe has gravity. The moon just has less than the earth because it’s smaller. The amount of gravitational force exerted by an object is proportional to its mass.”

“You mean how big it is?”

“In simple terms.”

“But even a tiny object has gravity?”

“That’s right.”

“Even these two rocks have gravity?” Tess set two small, smooth stones from the beach onto the dock about a foot apart.

“Yes.”

“If they both have gravity, shouldn’t they pull each other closer?”

“Very good, Tess. They should do exactly that. And how strong that pull is depends on their mass and how far apart they are from each other. Objects that are very far apart have only a tiny gravitational pull on each other.”

“But these stones are close together.”

“But they also have very small masses. The earth has enough gravity to keep you from floating away, but compared to the mass of the earth, these stones are miniscule.”

“Miniscule?”

“Extremely small.”

“But even a very small force should bring them together eventually.”

“That’s right. But only if there are no other forces acting on them. These stones have to deal with the gravitational pull of the earth, the friction of the dock, the resistance of the atmosphere, and the impatience of a little girl. But if we could take all those forces away, eventually, in a very long time, these two stones would be drawn to each other by gravity.”

“And you said that the closer objects are to each other the greater their gravitational pull?”

“Correct. That’s why stars that are millions of light-years away have almost no gravitational effect on the earth even though they might be thousands of times as massive as our sun.”

“But the closer the object, the greater the pull?”

“You’ve got it.”

“So, if I’m close to something…or someone…eventually I’ll be even closer?”

“I think it’s time for bed.”

“Is that why you and me are pulled together on the dock every night? Because of gravity?”

“You and I.”

“Answer the question.”

“No, we’re pulled together by a much stronger force than gravity. We are pulled together by love.”

“Love is stronger than gravity?”

“Love is the strongest force in the universe.”


MEANWHILE, IN MADISON

As soon as Montag 5 had disappeared into Marie’s house in Madison, Valentine 6 and Nemo 7 had snapped into action. The Uber Valentine 6 called took fifteen minutes to arrive. By that time, Nemo 7 had ascertained that Montag 5 had locked the car, so there would be no easy access to the trunk and the radio. He could pick up one of the landscaping pavers in Marie’s front yard, smash a window, and pop the trunk, but no doubt that would set off the car alarm, and he didn’t think he had a chance of getting away with the radio if an armed and angry Montag 5 came bursting out of the house. He’d simply have to wait and watch.

The only light burning at 125 Vilas Avenue when the Uber dropped off Valentine 6 came from a window in the rear of the house. Valentine 6 picked her way across the front lawn and up the steps in the moonlight. A suitcase lay on its side on the front porch and the door was unlocked. Inside, she flipped on the nearest light switch. A garbage bag overflowing with blankets and comforters lay at the bottom of the stairs and a set of car keys nestled among receipts and rubber bands in a tarnished silver dish on a table inside the door. Valentine 6 took the stairs two at a time, arriving at the top to find a wall of books along the upstairs corridor and landing.

It took her nearly twenty minutes to find the Darwinn volume. If she had started at the top left shelf, like a normal person, she would have been out of the house in five minutes, but no—she had to be clever and start in the middle. When she finally did spot the book, she whisked it off the shelf and grabbed the keys to Vivian’s minivan off the table by the door. Just as she was about to dash out, she thought to pick up the bag of blankets and the suitcase, which she tossed into the back seat. She opened Vivian’s directions on her phone and headed to Maxwell’s Island. Three of the four Maxwell UFOs had now been secured.

Nemo 7 hoped that Montag 5 would spend at least thirty minutes in Marie’s house—but how could Marie know she needed to delay him? Richard, Vivian, and Tess had lost time driving on back roads and stopping for supplies, while Montag 5 had pushed his speed past eighty most of the way. When Montag 5 pulled away from the house only fifteen minutes after arriving, Nemo 7 had no way of knowing which car was closer to Maxwell’s Island. Now the race was on. If Montag 5 arrived at the island before Tess, he could lay a trap for her. Nemo 7 wanted more than anything to hit the gas, speed past Montag 5, and get to the island first. But Richard had been precise in his instructions, so he watched as Montag 5 sat in the car in the glow of his phone for two minutes, then slipped in behind the black sedan and followed it around the corner to the left at the end of the block. If he had waited another thirty seconds, he would have seen Marie.

Marie had no time to waste. Harry had been very specific.

“When October fourteenth, 2015, is approaching,” he’d said, “people might want to get to the island.”

“What people?” Marie had asked.

“Pilgrim 3 and her minions.”

“Why are you telling me this, Harry?”

“In case I’m not here when the time comes. If someone tries to get you to give up the position of the island, give them this.” He’d handed her an envelope. “You can hide it in my desk in the drawer with the false bottom.”

“It says Tess.”

“Because anyone who comes for it will assume I’d never mislead Tess.”

“What is it?”

“A map to the island.”

“But I know how to get to the island.”

“Yes. But this map shows a slightly longer route.”

“How much longer?”

“Thirty minutes. Forty-five at the most.”

“Why not just draw a map that doesn’t lead to the island?”

“Someone is going to ask you if this map leads to Maxwell’s Island and, Marie, I love you, and you have many talents, but lying isn’t one of them. And if the people who come for this map think you’re lying, they won’t respond with kindness.”

“I’m supposed to give this to Pilgrim 3?” Marie had asked.

“Only if you fear for your safety. Or Tess’s.” Harry had paused a moment. “Or for anyone else that you love.”

As soon as Montag 5 was out of the house and she had extricated herself from David’s embrace, Marie grabbed a coat and the car keys.

“I might need to take a later flight tomorrow,” she said, kissing David on the cheek, “but I’ll see you in Florida.”

“I don’t understand,” said David. “Where are you going?”

“I have to attend to something,” said Marie.

“What do you have to attend to?”

“Unfinished business.”

Nemo 7 followed the black sedan through the streets of Madison. But moments after Montag 5 turned onto Route 113 heading north, he got back off. Montag 5 wasn’t going to the island. He was going to the airport. Nemo 7 texted Richard, hoping the president hadn’t yet gotten to the wilds of Wisconsin, where cell phone service could be spotty.

Montag 5 arrived at Madison airport. Maybe he’s taking radio back to NYC? More when I know.

Find out his destination, wrote Richard. If impossible to retrieve radio at airport, return to Vilas Avenue and await further instructions.

Pilgrim 3 switched her phone off airplane mode the second the wheels touched the ground in Madison. The text from Montag 5 read, Arrived at airport. In baggage claim. The timestamp on the text was six minutes ago. She texted back immediately. In the seat next to her sat a bewildered Anderson Tait, a staff writer for Scientific American and the only journalist among her contacts who had agreed to hop on a flight to Wisconsin with no explanation beyond “You will witness the greatest scientific breakthrough of our time—perhaps of all time.” Ever since the flight left Newark, he had pestered her for more information, but Pilgrim 3 had remained tight-lipped. If things went south, she didn’t want this journalist, or any journalist, to know what she had tried to do. Only when she had successfully demonstrated the portal would she fill Mr. Tait in on the details.

As soon as the FASTEN SEAT BELT sign turned off, she bullied her way to the front of the plane, dragging Mr. Tait behind her and mumbling about a medical emergency to anyone who got in her way. She made it to the curb outside baggage claim thirteen minutes after the plane reached the gate. Montag 5 stood waiting for her.

“You have directions?” said Pilgrim 3.

“I have a map to the island.”

“Then let’s go!”

Nemo 7 watched as Pilgrim 3 and a man he didn’t recognize climbed into Montag 5’s stolen car. He had overheard what Montag 5 said to Pilgrim 3, so he texted Richard, Montag 5 and Pilgrim 3 headed to Maxwell’s Island with radio. After a moment his phone reported that the message couldn’t be delivered. Nemo 7 had no way of warning Richard that Pilgrim 3 was now headed to Maxwell’s Island. As instructed, he returned to Vivian’s house in Madison and waited, trying to text every few minutes without success.


HARRY’S FAILED EXPERIMENT

“Is that the best idea?” said Richard. “Telling her about your stories?”

“What have we accomplished by keeping secrets?” said Vivian. “Driven the poor child from one therapist to the next, forced her to exist in a world she doesn’t belong to without explaining why. What’s the point? She should know everything.”

“I like your stories, Aunt Vivian. Sometimes they seemed more real than the world around me.”

“Because they are real,” said Vivian. “But to understand why, I have to tell you about that night.” Vivian fell silent for a moment and Tess realized for the first time since they arrived on the island how different it felt and sounded in October than in the summer. No crickets chirping or owls hooting. The warm smell of grass and green trees replaced by the crisp musk of autumn leaves. Tess could grow to love this version of the island as much as the summer version, she thought.

Finally Vivian began. “I remember it like it was yesterday. He had the radio on, and the alignment was just a minute or so away. I’d never seen him so excited. Once he made the decision he jumped in with both feet. You know how Harry was; his scientific curiosity was this driving force that could have made him do anything. And that was the lesser of the two forces acting on Harry that night.”

“The other one was me,” said Tess.

“Yes,” said Vivian.

“Harry said love was the strongest force in the universe.”

“In two universes, as it turns out. There we were in the circle of trees, the radio playing romantic music and the lightning flashing in the distance and the air crackling. You couldn’t hear it, but you could feel it—this tingling under your skin. I thought it was the electrical storm, but Harry said no. He had felt that before, he said, and this was something different. This was another universe approaching. This was you approaching.

“‘What if she’s not in the circle of trees in the other universe?’ I asked, but Harry shook off my question. He was single-minded. He didn’t care about the other Harry in the other universe whose daughter he was trying to steal away. All he cared about was you and science, in that order. ‘She belongs with me,’ he said. ‘The portal will understand that.’”

“That was Harry,” said Richard. “Always certain his experiments would work.”

“Then suddenly the music on the radio turned to static and the tingling sensation became so intense it felt like my skin was on fire and I saw this look of terror on Harry’s face. He tried to shove me out of the circle, but I held my ground and yelled at him to tell me what was wrong. I’d never seen him look so afraid, so unsure—and those amounted to the same emotion for Harry. He realized what he had done wrong, and he knew it was too late to do anything about it. He’d thought he was in total control and now he was at the mercy of forces he had no way of understanding.”

“You saw all that on Harry’s face?” said Tess.

“Your father was always easy to read,” said Vivian. “That look only lasted a couple of seconds, and then Harry regained some composure. He shoved me again and yelled at me to get out of the circle before it was too late. I stumbled toward the trees, but I wouldn’t leave until I knew, until I understood what had gone wrong. I almost fell when Harry pushed me a second time, but I grabbed his arm and looked right into his eyes and said, ‘What is it? What went wrong?’”

“Did he answer?” said Tess.

“He said the last words I ever heard him speak,” said Vivian. “He said, ‘I needed them. I needed them all.’ And then the entire circle erupted in flames and Harry shoved me again and this time I staggered out of the fire, but just before I crossed the circle, I had this incredible vision—more realistic that any movie or photograph.”

“What was it?” asked Tess.

“I don’t remember,” said Vivian. “I never remember my stories after I tell them. And that night, after Marie abandoned us on the dock, I told you that first one. You see, Tess, that night your entire being crossed over into our universe, but I stayed here—mostly.”

“Mostly?”

“My body is firmly rooted in this universe, but, if my guess is correct, my consciousness slips into the other universe every now and then. I inhabit the consciousness of some other person long enough to absorb a memory.”

“Your stories.”

“My stories,” said Vivian. “Harry said there might be a possibility of one of us having a consciousness that peeked into other universes. Even though the stories don’t stay with me for long, anytime you were nearby when one came, I always told you.”

“News from my home universe.”

“Something like that. They soothed you. They made you feel…”

“They made me feel connected to home,” said Tess, “though I never put it in those words until now.”

“That’s all I wanted for you,” said Vivian.

“I think I’m ready,” said Tess.

“Ready for what?” said Richard.

“Ready for you to send me back.”


TESS AND HARRY ON THE DOCK

“What is time dilation?”

“Where do you come up with these questions?”

“I hear things. I watch TV.”

“You watch Friends. I’ve never heard Joey talk about time dilation.”

“Also, you leave your books and your science journals stacked on the sideboard. Marie is always complaining about it.”

“Marie likes everything in its place.”

“Me too.”

“Fine. Do you want to talk about gravitational time dilation or velocity time dilation?”

“What’s the difference?”

“Gravity and velocity can both dilate time.”

“You’re not helping. It’s like when I said, ‘Explain magnetic fields’ and you told me that they’re fields that are magnetic.”

“Okay. Let’s take velocity time dilation. Imagine you’re sitting here on Earth.”

“I don’t have to imagine. I am sitting on Earth.”

“But imagine that you have a twin sister, exactly the same age as you.”

“I’d like a sister, but you and Marie never take the hint.”

“This is an imaginary sister, and she’s an astronaut.”

“A ten-year-old astronaut?”

“Yes, the world’s youngest astronaut. And she’s going on a journey through space. She takes off today, when you’re both ten years old.”

“Ten years and sixteen days.”

“Right. Ten years and sixteen days. And she travels through space at half the speed of light. From her perspective, she’s gone for ten years. How old would she be when she came back?”

“Twenty years and sixteen days.”

“Correct. And how old would you be?”

“The same.”

“Wrong. Because the faster you move through space, the slower you move through time. Your sister…”

“Flora.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“My sister’s name is Flora.”

“Okay, by her own clock, Flora has been gone for ten years. But from your perspective, she has been gone for over eleven and a half years. She’s twenty years old, but you’re twenty-one and a half.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Which is why I didn’t want to explain it to you. If she traveled at the speed of light, from your perspective she’d stop aging altogether.”

“Can an astronaut travel at the speed of light?”

“No.”

“Can astronauts travel at half the speed of light?”

“Not so far.”

“Then what difference does it make?”

“Okay, imagine your sister, instead of traveling through space at half the speed of light for ten years—”

“Which she couldn’t do.”

“Right. Imagine instead she spent six months on the International Space Station, zooming around at about five miles per second. When she came home, you would still be older than her.”

“How much?”

“A little less than a tenth of a second.”

“A tenth of a second! Harry! Why are you wasting my time for a tenth of a second?”

“If you were traveling at half the speed of light, from my point of view you’d have plenty of time to waste.”

“Let’s talk about something else tomorrow. When I will be exactly one day older.”


THE CASE FOR RETURN

“You have to send me back,” said Tess. “You have to send me back to my universe. I can feel it calling me. That’s why my anxiety and OCD got so much worse, isn’t it? And that’s why the island was puling me. Because my universe was approaching. I don’t belong here. I’ve never fit in here and I’m potentially a danger to the human race. You have to send me back.”

“It’s too dangerous,” said Vivian.

“You don’t know what this is like,” said Tess. “And now I finally understand why. I understand why my own mother hates me. I understand why I never made friends at boarding school or adjusted to college. I understand why everything about this universe stresses me out or depresses me and why a string of therapists so long I’ve lost count of them haven’t been able to help me. You have to send me back. Back to where I belong. Where my biggest worry is tapping doorknobs or stacking catalogs. Where my mother might actually welcome me with open arms. Where Harry—”

“Don’t even dare to think it,” said Vivian.

“Where Harry might still be alive,” said Tess. “Please. You know how, Aunt Vivian, because you were there the last time, and you know what Harry did wrong. And the alignment is just a few hours away. The timing is perfect.”

“It’s too dangerous,” said Richard.

“If you aren’t going to send me back, then why did you even agree to come here?” said Tess.

“Because it’s safe,” said Richard. “Vivian and Marie are the only people in the world who know where this island is, Harry made sure of that. Pilgrim 3 will never find you here.”

“Why would Pilgrim 3 want to find me?” asked Tess.

“The purpose of the Paradox Club,” said Richard, “even its very existence, has always been, by careful design, a secret. But Pilgrim 3 wants to change all that. She wants to go down in history as the person who made contact with another universe, with high schools, institutions, hell, even awards named for her.”

“She doesn’t just want to use UFOs to make contact with our sister universe, she wants to do it in a very public manner,” said Vivian.

“And she knows her best chance of success lies with the two most powerful, most connected UFOs in our universe,” said Richard.

“One of them she’s known about for years, but she only just discovered where it was hidden,” said Vivian.

“The radio,” said Richard. “When you turned it on the big board at the club lit up like a Christmas tree.”

“And what about the other powerful UFO?” asked Tess. “Where is that?”

“Pilgrim 3 just learned about the other one,” said Richard. “The most powerful, most connected UFO anyone at the Paradox Club has ever known, and likely the only one that could guarantee contact with our sister universe.”

“What is it?” said Tess.

“You,” said Vivian. “Which is why we need to stay here and lie low.”

“Oh my God,” said Tess. “I see it now. I see why you brought me to the island. It’s not just to hide from Pilgrim 3. This is my quarantine, isn’t it?”

“It’s a bit late for that,” said Richard.

“Though I did keep you isolated for the first few weeks you were here,” said Vivian. “That’s why you missed Harry’s funeral.”

“You expect me to live out my life on this island,” said Tess, ignoring Vivian, “so I won’t be a danger to humankind.”

“We only want to protect you from Pilgrim 3,” said Vivian. “Now that she knows you’re still alive, she will always be a threat.”

“And staying on the island isn’t the worst idea,” said Richard.

“It is the worst idea!” said Tess. “Have you ever been here in the winter? There’s not enough firewood in the world to keep this place warm. Besides the house is gone, in case you hadn’t noticed. And what about supplies? Am I supposed to live on fish and blueberries?”

“These are solvable problems, Tess,” said Richard.

“Yeah,” said Tess, “and you can solve them by sending me back. Besides, if keeping me safe is so important, why did you ever let me off the island to begin with? Didn’t I pose a threat to all humanity?”

“We talked about it,” said Vivian. “I stayed here with you for a few days, and then we holed up together at a rental cottage down the road. I even drew your blood while you were sleeping and had it tested for foreign viruses. But I couldn’t leave you here. You were twelve years old.” Vivian, choking back a sob. “And your mother had just rejected you. I couldn’t.”

“Sure you could have,” said Tess. “You could have left me here to die. It would have been the responsible thing to do. After all, I was nobody to you.”

“You were Tess,” said Vivian. “I couldn’t leave you here because you were Tess.”

“I still am Tess.”

“Look, the most important thing right now is keeping you safe from Pilgrim 3,” said Richard.

“Other than Richard, the only living people who have ever set foot on this island are your family and me,” said Vivian. No one else knows where it is. No one can find us. You’re safe here. That’s what matters.”

“The alignment is only four hours away,” said Tess. “If you send me back, we only have to hide out here until then. Then you can go back to your lives.”

“We don’t even really understand how to do it,” said Richard.

“Vivian does,” said Tess. “She knows what Harry did. She was there in that circle of trees with him.”

“Four hours isn’t enough time,” said Vivian.

“Then when is the next time?” asked Tess. “When is the next time Harry calculated the two universes would align?”

“The math is very complicated,” said Richard. “No one but Harry understood it and Harry is gone.”

“But he told you, didn’t he,” said Tess. “I can see it in your eyes. He told you about October fourteenth, 2015, and he told you about the next alignment. When is it?”

After a long silence, Richard spoke.

“Eighty-five years from now.”

“So, this is my only chance,” said Tess.

“You could die, Tess,” said Vivian. “Last time Harry did die.”

“I’d rather die than spend the rest of my life trapped on this island or even trapped in a universe where I don’t belong. If I die, then I won’t be a threat to humankind anymore.”

“It’s just not safe,” said Richard.

“Jesus!” said Tess. “Do you honestly think this is safe? You really think they won’t find us before the alignment?”

“No one knows—” began Richard, but Tess shouted back at him.

“Marie knows! How have you not figured that out? Marie knows how to get to the island. Do you honestly think she’s not going tell Montag 5 when he starts pulling out her fingernails or puts a gun to the temple of her new husband? Marie knows and she hates me. She’d be more than happy to give me up.”

“Christ,” murmured Richard. “That’s why Montag 5 went to see Marie. And it’s why he stopped at the airport. He wasn’t going back to New York; he was picking up Pilgrim 3. They know they need Tess and they’re on the way here.”

“Tess is right,” said Vivian. “Now that Pilgrim 3 knows she exists, she’ll never be safe here. She’ll never be safe anywhere in this universe.”

“Finally you’re talking sense,” said Tess. “So you’ll send me back?”

“There’s one problem,” said Vivian.

“God, I wish there was only one,” said Richard. “But which one are you thinking of?”

“It’s what Harry said, isn’t it?” said Tess. “What he said in the circle of trees about needing all of them. What was he talking about?”

“The Maxwell Island UFOs,” said Vivian. “All the untethered foreign objects that have appeared on the island over the years. Harry realized that to control the portal he needed to bring them all back into the circle.”

“And I’m one of them,” said Tess.

“You are one of four that we know of,” said Vivian. “There could be others—sticks or rocks that we never recognized. But there are three besides yourself that we need if we’re going to try to send you back.”

“Then you’ll try?” said Tess.

“I’m not sure we have much choice,” said Richard.

“But I don’t think we have a chance of success without the UFOs, and I don’t know how we’re going to get them in four hours,” said Vivian.

“What are they?” asked Tess.

“Two are books,” said Vivian. “One is called Gatsby the Great. It’s a favorite of Pilgrim 3 and lives in her office in the Paradox Club in New York City.”

“Which will make it impossible to get here in time,” said Tess.

“And another was a book in Harry’s library,” said Vivian. “The Descent of Man by Charles Darwinn with two ns.”

“I saw that book,” said Tess. “It’s in your house with all the others I unpacked.”

“But we can’t make it to Madison and back before the alignment,” said Vivian. “It’s hopeless.”

“Not entirely true,” said Richard. “I hesitated to say this, because I still think trying to send Tess back is incredibly dangerous, but I have taken the precaution of securing both of those books. They should be arriving at the island shortly.”

“How?” said Vivian.

“As president of the Paradox Club, I still have allies. In this case a young member called Valentine 6.”

“But even if we get both books to the island in time,” said Vivian, “that still leaves the third UFO. It’s a turquoise-and-gold pendant…”

“Set with emeralds and sapphires,” said Tess.

“You know where it is?” said Richard.

“Yes,” said Tess with a smile.

“We both do,” said Vivian.

“Would someone care to enlighten me about the location of this pendant?” said Richard. “Harry never told me anything about it.”

“Marie,” said Tess. “Marie’s pendant is the final Maxwell UFO. That’s why Harry said she had something I needed. We’ve got to find a way to get her to bring it here.”

As her words died in the cold night air, a pair of bouncing headlights appeared on the road to the boat landing.

“We’ve got company,” said Richard.

“Montag 5 and Pilgrim 3?” said Tess.

“Judging from the time on Nemo 7’s last text, they shouldn’t be here yet,” said Richard.

“Your friend Valentine 6 then?” said Vivian.

“She’s coming in your minivan,” said Richard, holding up the binoculars. “That’s a sedan.”

The headlights had come to a stop and the faint sound of a car door slamming drifted across the water.

“Let me see those,” said Tess, taking the binoculars from Richard. She peered through the lenses, then handed them back to Richard. “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” she said, and before Richard or Vivian could stop her, she had run to the canoe and was pushing off the shore.


THERAPIST N − 2

“What would you like to say to her?”

“To whom?”

“To your mother.”

“You mean Marie?”

“Don’t dodge my question with semantics, Tess. What would you like to say to Marie? If you knew she couldn’t hurt you or say anything back. If you knew she’d listen, what would you say?”

“She never listens.”

“It’s a hypothetical question. An exercise.”

“I guess I’d ask why.”

“Pretend I’m your mother. I’m Marie. Look at me and talk to me, just the way you wish you could talk to her.”

“Fine. What the hell is your problem? You think you’re the only one destroyed by Harry’s death? You can blame me all you want for that, but you can’t make me feel any more guilty than I already do. And is this the solution? Does it really make you feel better to shut your daughter out of your life? Wasn’t losing Harry enough? Couldn’t we have each other? Couldn’t we cry together, mourn together, get furious at Harry together? Do you think this is what Harry would want? For you to ignore me? For you to…to stop loving me? Why don’t you love me, Marie? Why don’t you love me?”

“Would you like a tissue?”

“Several.”

“That was good, Tess. How did it feel?”

“Horrible. And great.”

“Can you imagine a time when you could say those things to her face?”

“Not in a million years.”

“Why not?”

“Because it wouldn’t make any difference. At best she’d tell me to stop being dramatic but more likely she’d ignore me and close the door in my face.”

“Do you really believe that?”

“I do. Aren’t I supposed to be here to talk about my OCD and my auditory hallucinations?”

“There are a lot of things you need to talk about, and your relationship with Marie is one of them.”

“I wouldn’t call it a relationship.”

“You said you would ask your mother why. Do you think it would change the way you feel about her if you knew the answer?”

“I don’t know.”

“Put it this way—can you imagine any answer to that question that would allow you to forgive Marie?”

“No.”

“If knowing why isn’t going to lead to forgiveness, you need to find another path.”

“Who says I need to find any path at all? Why should I forgive Marie? She doesn’t deserve it.”

“But maybe you do.”


TESS AND MARIE SAY GOODBYE

“Hello, Marie,” said Tess, pulling the canoe onto the boat landing, where Marie stood in the light of her headlights.

“Hello, Tess.”

“You’re not surprised to see me?”

“I came here because I wanted to see you,” said Marie.

“A first time for everything.”

“Indeed.”

“I know the whole story now,” said Tess.

“None of us know the whole story.”

“I know that I’m not your daughter, not in this universe. I know why you treated me the way you did.”

“I should never have…but I had already mourned Tess. I had buried her and spent a year weeping every night for her loss and then…”

“Then your husband died bringing someone who wasn’t your daughter into your life to remind you every day of that horrible night.”

“She was so small, and pale, and cold,” said Marie.

“In my universe Richard called. In my universe Harry didn’t oil the door.”

“I know.”

“If I’d known,” said Tess. “If I’d known I wasn’t really your daughter, maybe we could have…”

“We couldn’t tell you,” said Marie. “That was the one thing Richard and Vivian and I all agreed on. We were the only ones who knew.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t be your Tess, that I couldn’t be the daughter you lost.”

“I never should have expected you to be,” said Marie. “I should have had compassion for a child ripped away from her home. If you had been anyone else…”

“I understand,” said Tess.

“I still miss Harry.”

“So do I, every day.”

“He loved you more than anything. More than me, more than science, more than life,” said Marie.

“I guess that’s one thing our two universes have in common,” said Tess with a smile. “I’m happy for you. For you and David.”

“David isn’t Harry,” said Marie. “No one can ever be Harry, just like no one can ever be Tess, not even you.”

“But you love David?”

“I do. He’s a good man, and he makes me happy. I will always love Harry and I will always love Tess, but it’s time I moved on.”

“Would it be all right…all right if I gave you a hug?”

“It would be lovely,” said Marie.

Tess stepped forward and wrapped her arms around the woman who was not her mother. Marie returned the embrace and Tess felt a warmth she had never experienced with this version of Marie. After a moment, Tess eased her grip, but Marie held her tighter, so she returned the pressure.

“I forgive you,” said Tess.

“Are you sure?” said Marie. “There’s an awful lot to forgive.”

“I’m sure,” said Tess.

The embrace ended and the two women stepped apart.

“There’s something I need to give you,” said Marie.

“The pendant,” said Tess.

“Harry told me the only reason I should ever take it off was to give it to you if you needed it. I’ll feel funny without it. But it’s time. And you do need it.”

“I do.”

Marie reached behind her back and lifted the chain over her head. The pendant sparkled in the moonlight as she placed the chain over Tess’s head.

“It’s heavier than I thought,” said Tess, looking at the familiar pendant in its unfamiliar place, lying against the white of her sweatshirt.

“It was getting too heavy for me,” said Marie. She leaned forward and kissed Tess lightly on the cheek, then turned and headed back toward her car. Tess felt a sudden surge of affection for this woman she had only previously resented and at times even despised. This journey had been no easier for Marie than it had been for Tess. As Marie opened her car door, Tess ran after her and again wrapped her in a tight embrace, surprised to feel tears welling in her eyes. What a cruel trick that she had found compassion for Marie at the very moment she had to say goodbye forever.

“Be happy,” said Tess.

“You be happy,” said Marie. She got into her car and started the engine as Tess stood and watched. Then Marie rolled down the window and Tess saw her face clearly for the last time. She, too, had tears in her eyes. “Do me a favor,” said Marie.

“Anything,” said Tess.

“Tell Harry I send my love.”

Minutes after Marie left, Valentine 6 arrived. She handed Tess a bag containing the two books, along with the suitcase and bedding she had taken from Vivian’s house and, on Tess’s instructions, drove away. Before her taillights had disappeared, Tess had launched the canoe and was headed back to the island.

“I have the pendant and the books. Now all we need is the radio,” said Tess when she stepped out of the canoe.

“And that should be arriving in the next hour or so,” said Richard.

“Yes, but Pilgrim 3 and Montag 5 are arriving with it,” said Vivian.

“Leave Pilgrim 3 to me,” said Tess. “I may be from another universe, but I think I can handle this particular bully.” Sooner than they had expected, they saw another set of headlights bouncing toward the boat landing.

“Would you care to share your plan for dealing with your bully?” said Richard. “Because I believe she has arrived.”

“Good,” said Tess. “Now here’s what we’re going to do.”


TESS AND HARRY ON THE DOCK

“What time is it?”

“Time—that is, time of day on a clock the way you think of it—is an entirely human construct.”

“Can you ever just answer a simple question?”

“No. You see? I answered a simple question. Much of our time is based on astronomical events. A day is roughly the amount of time it takes the earth to make a complete rotation on its axis; a month is slightly akin to the phases of the moon; a year is close to the amount of time it takes the earth to revolve around the sun.”

“Believe it or not, Harry, when I asked what time it was, I already knew the day, the month, and the year. My bedtime is not determined by the fact that it’s July seventeenth, 2002. Shocking as this might be to you, I wanted to know the hour and minute.”

“Ah, the hour—that is a puzzle. Hours of the day are an especially human construct.”

“Yes, and my bedtime is also a human construct. You and Marie are the humans who constructed it.”

“We can trace the hour all the way back to ancient Egypt. And while the Egyptians used twelve constellations to divide the night into twelve hours, our modern hours are unrelated to astronomical events.”

“If I had a bedtime in ancient Egypt, this information would be extremely useful.”

“Right. You wanted to know the time. Until less than two hundred years ago, every community kept its own time, based more or less on the movement of the sun through the day.”

“So even if it was my bedtime in Madison, we could keep different time on the island and I could stay up another twenty minutes?”

“But sadly for you, when railways and other forms of rapid transportation came along, we needed to standardize our time, so we divided the world into twenty-four time zones, one for each hour of the day. But that was completely arbitrary. We could have created thirty-six times zones, or forty-eight time zones. Or three hundred and sixty time zones. But now we agree that, even if, for instance, Terre Haute, Indiana, and Bangor, Maine, are separated by almost twenty degrees of longitude, it’s the same time in both places, because they’re both in the Eastern Time Zone.”

“But it’s not really the same time?”

“It takes the sun four minutes to move through one degree of longitude, so noon in Bangor, according to the sun, happens almost eighty minutes before noon in Terre Haute.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“It is. We should have three hundred and sixty time zones, one for each degree of longitude. Then the difference within one time zone could never be more than four minutes.”

“That makes more sense.”

“But of course, you would have to change the time on your watch every time you traveled east or west sixty-nine miles.”

“That’s ridiculous, too.”

“Both scenarios are ridiculous, but you’ve got to choose one or the other.”

“Which one gives me a later bedtime?”

“Let me put it this way, Tess. In New York it’s past your bedtime. In San Francisco it’s before your bedtime. But here in the Maxwell’s Island time zone, it’s exactly your bedtime.”


THE BULLY ARRIVES ON MAXWELL’S ISLAND

“Pilgrim 3?” shouted Richard. He had paddled the canoe to within sight of the boat landing, knowing that Pilgrim 3 and Montag 5 couldn’t get to the island without the canoe. On the other hand, Tess couldn’t get home without the radio. Still, for the moment he held the upper hand.

“Calvin 4, is that you?” said Pilgrim 3.

“Do you have the radio?”

“I’m not giving it to you.”

“I’m not asking for it. But you’ll need it on the island for what you want to do.”

“I have it,” said Pilgrim 3.

“Tess Maxwell sends greetings and welcomes you to Maxwell’s Island. She is less welcoming to your companion.”

“This is Mr. Anderson Tait of Scientific American.”

“Not that companion,” said Richard.

“He means me,” said Montag 5, stepping from the shadows.

“Toss your gun into the lake,” said Richard, “and I’ll be happy to ferry you across. Otherwise, you can watch tonight’s events from a mile away.”

Richard watched as Pilgrim 3 and Montag 5 conferred in whispers. After a minute, Montag 5 stepped forward and held his gun in the air.

“How do I know that’s your gun?” said Richard. “I’m a hundred yards away.”

A bang rent the air as Montag 5 discharged his weapon and then hurled it far out into the lake where it landed with a splash. Five minutes later, Richard had escorted three passengers and an antique radio into the canoe and was paddling back toward Maxwell’s Island. As soon as he landed the canoe on the island, Richard scrambled up the bank to where Tess and Vivian stood bathed in moonlight, determined to get a quick word with them as the others disembarked.

“She brought a damn journalist with her,” whispered Richard. “Do you know what that could do? Even revealing the existence of the Paradox Club and its UFOs could spell disaster.”

“I don’t think you’ll have to worry about the journalist,” said Tess.

“If Pilgrim 3 waves at him from another universe, we will,” said Richard.

“Just follow my lead,” said Tess, “and agree with everything I say.” In this moment, Tess had only one voice in her head telling her what to do. Not one of the voices that tasked her with ridiculous assignments like counting cars or rearranging books, but a calm and reasoned voice that had prepared her for this moment. Harry’s voice. Tess walked over to where Pilgrim 3 and Montag 5 were stepping out of the canoe. Without his gun, and with his boss beside him, Montag 5 was much less threatening. If Tess had to guess, she’d say that he was at least intimidated and possibly even afraid. Who knew what stories about Maxwell’s Island had circulated in the dark corners of the Paradox Club. Pilgrim 3 seemed a little more confident but still clearly uncertain of how things were about to proceed. She had obviously expected to storm the island with a show of force and overwhelm the trio that preceded her. Being welcomed politely did not fit into her vision for the evening.

“You’re Pilgrim 3, I believe,” said Tess, offering her hand to help Pilgrim 3 up the steep slope from the gravel landing spot.

“That’s right,” said Pilgrim 3. “And you are Tess Maxwell.”

“You’ve been trying to meet me, and now here we are.”

“But in a way, you are not Tess Maxwell, isn’t that true?”

“You’re asking me to confirm that I was born and spent the first twelve years of my life in another universe?”

“Yes,” said Pilgrim 3.

“That is correct,” said Tess. “You look a little overwhelmed.”

“I’m the keeper of the vault at the Paradox Club, so I’m no stranger to untethered foreign objects. But an actual human being who has a different universe of origin? You are unique, Tess Maxwell.”

“I am,” said Tess, “and for all our sakes, let’s hope I stay that way.”

“You don’t look particularly dangerous to me.”

“Perhaps I’m not. But the next traveler between universes could be deadly.”

“All I want to do is step into your universe and step back again. Just to prove it can be done.”

“You mean to prove to your friend with the video camera that it can be done.”

“Anderson Tait,” said the man with the camera, stepping forward and holding out a business card, which Tess ignored.

“Will you give us a moment, Mr. Tait?” said Tess. “You too, Montag 5. Pilgrim 3 and I have some things to discuss.”

“Do what she says,” said Pilgrim 3.

“Absolutely, Miss Mandeville,” said Tait, stepping away. Pilgrim 3 looked aghast at the revelation of her real name but quickly regained her composure.

“Watch the boat,” she said to Montag 5. “No one is going anywhere without the boat.”

Montag 5 stepped back down onto the gravel, and Tess led Pilgrim 3 up the hill toward the charred circle of trees. Vivian and Richard followed a few yards behind. Tess felt more in control than she had since arriving in this universe. Maxwell’s Island poured confidence into her. She imagined she might have cowered before Pilgrim 3 had they first met in the halls of the Paradox Club, that she would have been assaulted by anxiety, fear, and the voices. But on Maxwell’s Island, Tess was in charge—not just of Pilgrim 3 and the situation, but of herself.

She stopped about twenty yards from the circle and turned to Pilgrim 3. “You know what happened last time?”

“Harry Maxwell tried to make contact with another universe, in large part to try to replace his dead daughter. He did this in direct contravention of the rules of the Paradox Club. From what I understand, something went wrong, and Mr. Maxwell died in the effort. I heard rumors of a fire. The big board went off like a fireworks show that night, but only for a few seconds. Recently I discovered that he did succeed in bringing you here.”

“And do you know who else was there that night?”

“Marie Maxwell, his wife, and Vivian Harbottle—both members of the Paradox Club who should have stopped Mr. Maxwell.”

“You can call him Harry,” said Tess. “I find it interesting that you’re so focused on how he broke the rules of your club, when you’re trying to do exactly the same thing.”

“The irony is not lost on me,” said Pilgrim 3.

“Now, there are some things you know—what you’ve told me is essentially accurate as far as what happened in this universe. But there’s a lot you don’t know. In my universe, I was with Harry. I was the only one. Vivian and Marie were asleep in the house. In this universe, Marie was sleeping, and Vivian was watching from the edge of the lake. I saw her when I arrived, but she had blacked out and she remembers nothing of that night.”

“It’s true,” said Vivian. “I see that night in my dreams now and then, but one dream never agrees with another.”

Tess liked this extra layer of detail Vivian had added to her lie.

“All of which means that I’m the only one who knows how this works. I’m the only one who can get you through that portal and back.”

“And will you?” said Pilgrim 3.

“What Harry in my universe understood,” said Tess, ignoring Pilgrim 3’s question, “but apparently the Harry here did not, is that the Maxwell’s Island inorganic UFOs, both of them, need to be in the circle before the portal opens. Of course, in 2005, Gatsby the Great was secure in the Paradox Club and his book of Darwinn was sitting in his office in Madison.”

“Harry had another UFO book?” said Pilgrim 3.

“Harry had many secrets from you,” said Tess.

“And where are those two books now?” asked Pilgrim 3, excitement edging into her voice.

Tess nodded slightly to Richard.

“Valentine 6 brought them here,” he said. “I have them both in this bag. He held up the gray canvas tote in which Valentine 6 had delivered the books.

“I should have kept that little thief under lock and key when I had the chance,” said Pilgrim 3.

“You can give them to her,” said Tess.

Richard handed the bag to Pilgrim 3, who snatched it from him like a toddler going after a cookie.

“All I need to do is place these in the circle?” said Pilgrim 3.

“It’s a little more complicated than that,” said Tess dismissively. “The radio must be there, of course, and it must be turned on and properly tuned. I’m the only one who knows how to do that.”

“But there is no electricity on the island,” said Pilgrim 3.

“We brought a generator,” said Richard.

“Excellent,” said Pilgrim 3. Had she not been grasping the bag of books, Tess thought she might have rubbed her hands together with glee.

“Always happy to do your work for you,” said Richard, but Pilgrim 3 ignored the jab.

“And what about you?” said Pilgrim 3, turning back to Tess. “You said all inorganic UFOs must be in the circle before the alignment, but what about the organic UFO?”

“You noticed that, did you? That was another thing my Harry understood that your Harry didn’t. Anything organic that wants to pass through can’t enter the circle until after the portal opens. Otherwise, it risks being destroyed. That’s what happened to your Harry.”

“But once you enter the circle, you just step through?” said Pilgrim 3.

“I just stepped through,” said Tess. “My Harry thought I’d have time to step back, but he wasn’t quite as good at the math as your Harry. Or me. The 2005 alignment only lasted six seconds.”

“And you know how long this one will last?”

“Thirty-seven seconds. Thirty-seven point six nine three, to be precise.”

“That’s enough time for someone to step through and step back.”

“I’m not stepping back,” said Tess.

“No,” said Pilgrim 3, “I am.”

“Do what you like,” said Tess. “But I’m staying in universe A.”

“Universe A?” said Pilgrim 3.

“It’s what I call my UOO,” said Tess. “To me, this place will always be universe B, and I’m ready to leave it behind. So, I’m stepping through the portal and I’m staying there. I’m not interested in fame or scientific breakthroughs. I just want to go home, and clicking my heels together four times isn’t working.”

“Three times,” said Richard.

“What?” said Tess.

“Dorothy clicked her heels together three times.”

“Maybe in your universe,” said Tess.

Pilgrim 3 laughed and seemed to relax for the first time since landing on the island.

“You know what time the alignment takes place?” said Tess.

“Five twenty-two a.m. and seventeen seconds,” said Pilgrim 3.

“Correct. We have some time to rest.”

“I want everything set up now,” said Pilgrim 3.

“Suit yourself,” said Tess.

“And there’s one more thing,” said Pilgrim 3. “You said all the Maxwell’s Island UFOs needed to be inside the circle.”

“That’s right,” said Tess.

“But you never told me the location of the missing one.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Did you really think I didn’t know that Nova 1 had a UFO? Every time she stepped into the club the vibrations radiated off her. I don’t know if it was her shoes or that awful purse she used to carry or those paste earrings, but that woman reeked of UFO, and I’m guessing she got hers on this island, too.”

“She never said anything to me about it.” said Tess. “Besides, in this universe I basically have no relationship with Marie Maxwell—the woman you call Nova 1.”

“We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” said Pilgrim 3. “Montag 5 might be disarmed, but he can certainly cause some damage to an old man and a middle-aged lady if you choose not to cooperate.”

Tess stood silently for a moment, trying to look as conflicted and angry as possible. It was important that she not capitulate too easily.

“If you wanted her UFO so badly,” said Tess, playing dumb, “why didn’t you go visit Marie? She lives in Madison. As far as I know.”

“Montag 5!” shouted Pilgrim 3, and when Montag 5 arrived at her side she said, “When you interrogated Nova 1 in Madison, did you sense a UFO?”

“That was never my strong suit,” said Montag 5.

“There are so many things that aren’t your strong suit,” snarled Pilgrim 3. “But I have no doubt that whatever her UFO was, Nova 1 gave it to our little miracle here. I could smell it on her all those years ago, and I can smell it on you. Now, Miss Maxwell, you can hand it over, or Montag 5 can bring me every item you’re wearing one by one until I figure out what the final Maxwell’s Island UFO is.”

Tess turned toward Richard and away from Pilgrim 3. She winked at him and Richard said, in what Tess knew to be a mock-serious voice, “You’d better give it to her. She’s going to get it anyhow.”

“Fine,” said Tess with a sigh of false resignation. Pilgrim 3 was taking every piece of bait Tess set out for her. She reached behind her neck and unfastened the clasp on the chain that held Marie’s pendant, removing it and handing it to Pilgrim 3. “I guess you really will cross over,” said Tess.

“Amusing that you thought you could stop me,” said Pilgrim 3.

“I had to try,” said Tess. “Will you still let me go home?”

“My dear, your going home is part of the demonstration.”


THERAPIST N − 1

“You never feel in control?”

“Never.”

“And why do you want to be in control?”

“Doesn’t everyone want to be in control?”

“Not necessarily.”

“I don’t mean controlling everything. I don’t even mean controlling other people. I’d just like to have some measure of control over my own life. The way most people do.”

“The difference between you and most people is not that they have control over their lives, Tess.”

“Then what is the difference?”

“That they think they have control over their lives. They buy into the illusion; you’re smart enough to see it for what it is.”

“So, because I’m smart enough to see my lack of control for what it is, I have to be miserable all the time? There are plenty of people smarter than me who are perfectly happy.”

“Just because someone is smart doesn’t mean they realize the deeper truths of existence. And just because they realize those truths doesn’t mean they can’t be in denial.”

“Is that your solution? That I should be in denial?”

“No, Tess, you know I don’t mean that.”

“Then what’s your solution?”

“It’s not as simple as me offering you a solution, but if you’re that bothered about your lack of control, try concentrating on things you can control.”

“Like what?”

“Sleeping, eating…”

“Three years in college, and I still suck at controlling either one of those things.”

“Okay, even simpler. When you leave my office, you can go back to your dorm, or you can go to the library. You control the destination. And you control the route. You can walk directly to your dorm, across the quad, or you can take the long way around and enjoy more of the fall air.”

“Those are pretty meaningless things to control.”

“But it’s a start, Tess. It’s a way to prove to yourself that, even if the totality of the path of your life is ultimately not in your control, the next step is.”

“Cold comfort.”

“Perhaps, but it’s something.”

“And something is all you ever promised me.”

“Correct.”

“Fine. I’ll take the long way around.”

“Good.”

“But someday I want to be in a situation where I know more than everyone else, where I can see one step ahead, and I have total control of and confidence in the outcome.”

“We’d all like that, Tess.”


ALIGNMENT

At twelve minutes past five, Tess announced that, with only ten minutes to go, it was time to turn on the radio and get it properly tuned. Maxwell’s Island still sat in darkness, the earliest threads of dawn at least an hour away.

“This could take four or five minutes,” she said, “and I want to be out of the circle in plenty of time. Don’t want to end up like Harry Maxwell did in this universe.”

Pilgrim 3 had laid out the two books and the pendant in an equilateral triangle inside the circle, although Tess had told her that it didn’t matter one iota how the objects were arranged.

“They just need to be inside the circle,” Tess had said. “That’s all that matters.”

“I like symmetry,” Pilgrim 3 had replied.

Tess was happy to allow Pilgrim 3 her symmetry. The important thing was that the UFOs were inside the circle and Pilgrim 3 thought she was in control.

“Start your camera with two minutes to go,” Pilgrim 3 told Anderson Tait. “That’s eight minutes from now. I don’t want you to miss anything.”

Tess overheard this instruction as she passed by Pilgrim 3 and Tait heading toward the circle, and she almost burst out laughing. She managed to disguise her reaction as a coughing fit, but Richard and Vivian, who stood a few feet away from Pilgrim 3, under the watchful eye of Montag 5, could see the smile on her face. Montag 5, fortunately, did as he had been told. He kept his eyes on Richard and Vivian—not that they could go anywhere, but Pilgrim 3 said she didn’t want them dashing for the circle and ruining her moment.

Richard looked at Vivian and said, loud enough for Pilgrim 3 to hear him, “How could we have let this happen?”

“We didn’t have any choice,” said Vivian.

“We didn’t have to give them a ride over here.”

“They had the radio,” said Vivian. “What were we supposed to do?”

“We could have bought guns,” said Richard. “We could have laid in wait.”

“Aren’t you a little old for an ambush?”

“One thing’s for sure,” said Richard, “after this I won’t be president of the Paradox Club.”

“President Pilgrim 3,” said Vivian. “It has a certain ring to it.”

“More of a clang,” said Richard.

Tess was proud of how well Richard and Vivian were playing their parts. Clearly their conversation had at least partially distracted Pilgrim 3 from the events inside the circle. Richard had powered up the generator a few minutes earlier, so thirty seconds after Tess turned the knob on the Philco, the familiar smell of its warming tubes washed her in memories. After a few more seconds, the sound of music faded in. Tess turned up the volume on the radio so that those standing outside the circle could hear it.

Pilgrim 3 actually felt sorry for Calvin 4. All he had in life was his presidency and he was about to lose that. For her, though, the presidency of the Paradox Club was a mere byproduct of the glory to come. Anderson Tait would get the whole alignment, portal, and crossover on video. She would explain the science to him in the car on the way back to Madison and within twenty-four hours he would sell the story to the mainstream media, and she’d be on the cover of every newspaper in the world as the woman who visited another universe. The Paradox Club would not only become her personal dominion, but it would also become the center of the worldwide scientific community. She would be showered with honorary doctorates, she’d visit the White House and Buckingham Palace, she’d pull in a hundred thousand dollars a pop for lecture appearances and would write a book that would top the bestseller list. And all that would be just the beginning.

Still, she found listening to Calvin 4 and Ardan 1 rehash the past few hours and talk about what they might have done to stop her highly amusing. There was nothing they could have done. She would have gotten Montag 5 to build a raft and float her over to the island if it had been necessary. Nothing could have stopped her then and nothing was going to stop her now. In just over eight minutes, she would be the greatest scientist who ever lived.

* * * *

As the music from the radio drifted out from the circle, Richard said, “That’s a Mozart piano concerto. Number twenty-three if I’m not mistaken.”

“You are mistaken,” said Vivian. “It’s number twenty-four.”

“It has a tendency to lose the signal and go to static,” shouted Tess. “I’ll keep it tuned as best I can, but let me know when I have a minute to go, so I can get out of the circle.” She turned the volume slightly higher as the piano played for the first time.

“Do you know this one?” said Richard to Pilgrim 3. “Is it twenty-three or twenty-four?”

“I didn’t come here to talk about Beethoven,” said Pilgrim 3.

“Nobody said anything about Beethoven,” said Richard.

“It’s Mozart,” said Vivian.

“I don’t care,” said Pilgrim 3, showing a flash of anger and, for a few seconds, turning her back to the circle to shout at Richard and Vivian.

Worried about the clouds overhead that might roll across the nearly full moon at any moment, Anderson Tait was attaching an ultrasensitive lens to his high-resolution video camera. He had set up a tripod and mounted the camera facing the circle about thirty feet away, with a wide enough angle to capture anything that happened amid those charred tree trunks. But, in attaching the lens, he had his back to the circle. That didn’t matter, of course, because attaching the lens would take only thirty seconds, and he still had eight minutes until whatever it was that this woman everyone called Pilgrim 3 wanted him to record.

Seeing the way in which they were annoying Pilgrim 3 with their meaningless chatter, Montag 5 stepped closer to Richard and Vivian and grabbed them each by the elbow, gripping hard enough to cause pain. He enjoyed that moment more than any since he had landed on this godforsaken island.

“You two shut up,” he said. “Pilgrim 3 doesn’t give a good goddamn what’s playing on that radio and neither do I.”

But at that moment—when Pilgrim 3 was still turned away from Tess and the circle and when Anderson Tait still stood in front of his camera adjusting the lens—the argument about which Mozart piano concerto emanated from the radio became moot. The music turned to static—a static unlike anything any of them had ever heard, except Vivian. She knew exactly what that static meant and saw that Tess had been right in her assumption. Once again, Harry was running the show.

The radio crackled with all the subtlety of a thunderstorm, emitting a roar that caused Tait to cover his ears and Montag 5 to release his grip on Vivian and Richard. Pilgrim 3 whirled around to see the entire circle glowing in a greenish light so bright she could hardly make out Tess standing at its center. This couldn’t be it, she thought. They still had eight minutes to go. And as that thought formed in her head, Tess disappeared.

Pilgrim 3 shrieked and dashed toward the circle and its unearthly glow as the three UFOs she had so carefully arranged followed Tess into apparent nothingness, along with the radio. The circle was only a few feet away and the portal would be open for thirty-seven seconds, according to Tess. But now, Pilgrim 3 doubted everything Tess had told her. Obviously, she could be inside the circle when the alignment arrived. Tess hadn’t caught fire like Harry Maxwell had; she had simply slipped into the other universe. So, she had lied about that. But how did she know the alignment would come eight minutes early?

Vivian would explain it to Richard afterward. “Harry kept precise time here on Maxwell’s Island,” she said. “But the phrase precise time didn’t mean the same thing to Harry as it did to most people. The longitude of Maxwell’s Island is eighty-seven degrees and fifty-nine minutes. Harry reasoned that when it was noon at ninety degrees longitude, where Central Time was calculated, it was twelve oh eight and four seconds on Maxwell’s Island.”

“And since he assumed he’d always experience the alignments on Maxwell’s Island,” said Richard, “his calculations were all in Maxwell’s Island time, just over eight minutes ahead of Central Time.”

Her right hand was the first part of Pilgrim 3 to enter the circle. She felt a sharp pain radiating up her arm, but she had neither the time nor the inclination to consider its implications. What was a little pain compared to scientific immortality? As she hurled her body past the burnt tree stumps, the circle still glowed as brightly as ever, and to those watching she took on the green hue of that otherworldly light. She had made it, she thought. Any second now she’d be looking into another universe. Her entire body stung with pain, but she didn’t care. She dove toward the spot where Tess, the radio, and the Maxwell’s Island UFOs had stood seconds earlier, but it felt as if her body hit a brick wall. She hadn’t landed on the ground but merely bounced back upright. She tried again with the same result. Barely able to stand, she stepped more gingerly toward the spot for her third attempt. As she reached with her foot toward the place where she could see the indentation in the dirt made by the vanished radio, an unseen force threw her to the ground, where she lay burning with pain and firmly in the universe she had occupied for her entire life.

The green light exploded in a flash of brightness and the pillars of pine tree stumps flared like candles for a few seconds before the circle was plunged back into darkness.

“That was nowhere near thirty-seven seconds,” said Montag 5.

“I guess Tess wasn’t as good at math as she thought,” said Richard, doing his best to hide his smile.

“But Pilgrim 3 got there in time,” said Montag 5. “She made it to the circle before the portal closed. Why didn’t she cross over?”

Pilgrim 3 still lay, moaning, in the center of the circle. Wisps of smoke curled up from the charred remains of Harry Maxwell’s circle of trees, but this time the fire had lasted only a second and had been confined to the circle.

“Maybe that universe doesn’t want her any more than this one does,” said Vivian.

“You’re a member of the Paradox Club, aren’t you, Montag 5?” said Richard.

“You know I am,” said Montag 5.

“Then as your president, I’m ordering you to help the ex–keeper of the vault, Pilgrim 3, into the boat. I’ll take the first group over and be back to get you two in a bit.”

Montag 5 sighed deeply and obeyed his president.

In the canoe on the way to the boat landing, Richard turned to Anderson Tait.

“Listen, Mr. Tait,” said Richard. “How would you like to become a member of a secret scientific society based right in the middle of New York City? You wouldn’t be allowed to write about the society’s work or disclose its existence or raison d’être, but you’d have access to some of the top scientific minds on the planet in your fellow members.”

“Why do I sense that there is a quid pro quo involved in this offer?”

“Because there is.”

“And what do you want me to do in return for my membership in your secret society?”

“Bury this story.”

“Listen, Mr. Pollard, I’m not even sure what this story is. A woman I’ve met maybe twice in my life phones me up to say she’s on the brink of the greatest scientific breakthrough in history. Then, instead of taking me to CERN or some other likely spot for a leap forward in human knowledge, she drags me to this remote island in the wilds of Wisconsin. I see—I don’t know what I saw—a green light, a lightning strike, a fire, all of the above. I do think I saw a rainbow above that circle of tree stumps, but that was probably your green light refracting in the mist. Anyhow, when it was over and my eyes readjusted to the moonlight, all that’s happened as far as I can tell is she’s incinerated a couple of old books and an antique radio, and a girl has disappeared with a piece of jewelry. All the patter about parallel universes and portals and math—that was entertaining. But as far as the actual trick is concerned—I’ve seen more impressive shows on the Vegas Strip. This is hardly a story for the National Enquirer, much less Scientific American.”

“Then we understand each other,” said Richard.

“I suppose we do.”


AT THE PARADOX CLUB (IN UNIVERSE B)

As the story made its way in whispered conversations around the halls of the Paradox Club, many members expressed to the president, who had returned from his self-imposed exile in Florida, the opinion that Pilgrim 3 should be ejected from the club, but the president defended her right to remain a member. Her removal as keeper of the vault, however, was approved by unanimous vote at the next general meeting, and Calvin 4 appointed a young member named Valentine 6 to succeed her. Physically, Pilgrim 3 had recovered quickly from her ordeal; psychologically, Calvin 4 wasn’t sure she’d ever recover. She rarely entered the halls of the Paradox Club and eventually moved to Spain, where, rumor has it, she is writing a novel about her experiences. The Paradox Club has enough sway within the publishing industry that it will never see the light of day.

Montag 5 had no qualms about shifting his loyalty to those who held the most power, and following the demotion of Pilgrim 3, that clearly meant President Calvin 4. He served the president loyally as did Lidenbrock 2, though neither ever achieved positions of significant responsibility within the club. As for Ardan 1, after a decade of absence, she began to frequent the club again.

Though delayed, the retirement of Calvin 4 did eventually come to pass, and the candidate the outgoing president endorsed received the overwhelming support of the membership. Nemo 7 would serve as president of the Paradox Club for the next twenty-two years.


ON MAXWELL’S ISLAND (IN UNIVERSE A)

Tess had awoken in her own bed in the cabin on Maxwell’s Island late on the morning of October 14. On her bedside table sat the picture of her and Harry in their bathing suits. Tess wore the blue suit with white stars—the one she remembered. When she had stumbled, bleary-eyed, into the kitchen she had been enfolded by Aunt Vivian.

“Welcome home, dear,” said Vivian.

“Who else is here?” asked Tess.

“We are,” came a woman’s voice from the doorway. Tess turned to see Harry and Marie, hand in hand, beaming at her.

“It’s good to have you back,” said Harry, but Marie dropped her husband’s hand and ran to her daughter, enveloping her in an embrace. Tess felt the ice inside her melt as her mother’s arms held her for the first time in a decade. As she luxuriated in the hug, the world—at least the world she had known for the last ten years—disappeared. She did not hear a single voice—not a therapist, not the Vivian who had the strange visions, not the Marie who ignored her, and not the universe of people with whom she could never connect because she didn’t belong to them. She belonged here, in the arms of her mother, with love radiating though her and warming her in a way she had forgotten was possible. She could have stayed in that embrace forever, but she felt a tap on her shoulder and Harry said, “Any hugs left for your old man?”

Marie pulled away and Tess looked at Harry standing before her—he was slightly grayer than she remembered and had a few lines on his face, but the sparkle in his smile and the twinkle in his eyes were just as she remembered.

“Hello, Harry,” said Tess.

“I’m so proud of you,” said Harry. “You did it. You found a way back.”

“Only because of you,” said Tess, and she wrapped her father in an embrace that would stay with her for the rest of her life.

Marie made eggs and bacon, waffles and biscuits, fruit salad and toast and hashbrowns; and Tess ate as she had never eaten in that other universe. They spoke of everything and nothing, and her parents and her aunt Vivian were wise enough, or kind enough, not to ask her about her life away from them. There would be time for that. There would be time for everything.

That afternoon, Tess and Harry sat in front of the fire, where she had seen her father and Vivian talking late into the night during her childhood.

“I didn’t know how long this alignment would last,” said Tess.

“Twelve seconds,” said Harry. “Twelve point six seven to be precise.”

“I was hoping for something short to keep Pilgrim 3 out of the circle.”

“But she didn’t cross over,” said Harry. “I doubt she proved anything in her universe.”

“But why not?” said Tess. “I looked back, and I saw her make it to the circle when the portal was still open. She tried, but she couldn’t get through. Why not?”

“Because there is already a Pilgrim 3 in this universe,” said Harry. “Ten years ago, the portal sucked you through even though you weren’t in the circle because you were missing from that other universe. But you can’t exist in two places in the same universe.”

It was an unusually warm October in northern Wisconsin, and they stayed on the island for the next three weeks. Tess called it her quarantine. Harry had taken a sabbatical and no one had any compelling reason to return to civilization. At times Tess felt like the astronaut for whom time slows down, like she had been gone for decades. At other times all the events of what she came to think of as universe B felt like nothing more than a dream. But at all times, she felt something she had too infrequently felt in the past decade. She felt the most powerful force in the universe. She felt love.


TESS AND HARRY ON THE DOCK, SUMMER 2016

“How is your OCD?” asked Harry.

“Occasionally annoying, rarely horrible, mostly under control. I seem to respond better to therapists and medications from my own universe.”

“Maybe you’re just in a better place.”

“I’m definitely in a better place.”

“I meant emotionally.”

“I know what you meant.”

“You know I never intended to send you there.”

“I know, Harry.”

“But since I did, I can’t help asking what it was like.”

“You waited for seven months, so you could help asking.”

“You may have been gone for a decade, Tess, but you know me. You know my tragic flaw.”

“Fatal curiosity.”

“So, how was that universe different than this one? I mean other than the fact that you drowned when you were eleven.”

“You seem awfully nonchalant about that tragedy.”

“I have enough to mourn in this universe,” said Harry. “If I started getting emotionally involved with others, I’d crumble.”

“I didn’t even know it was a different universe until Richard and Vivian told me.”

“It must not have been very different.”

“But I left here when I was twelve. The things you notice when you’re twelve aren’t all the things you know when you’re twenty-two. Like I saw on a TV documentary the other day that in this universe President Roosevelt only served two terms.”

“How many did she serve in the one you visited?”

“I wouldn’t call being forcibly sucked through a portal into a universe where I didn’t belong and having to stay for a decade a visit.”

“Fine, I withdraw the question.”

“It’s not the question I object to,” said Tess, “it’s the vocabulary. In that other universe, Eleanor Roosevelt served four terms.”

“And you didn’t notice the difference?”

“Harry, I was a kid when I left this universe, and all I cared about was science. I didn’t know how many terms Eleanor Roosevelt served as president or the exact date in 1941 when the Americans put an end to the War of German Aggression…”

“July seventeenth.”

“Yes, I know that now. But the answer where I went to high school was September twenty-third.”

“You really never noticed the differences?”

“First of all, I wasn’t looking for differences. I was dealing with the death of my father; my mother had totally rejected me; I felt like I didn’t fit in anywhere. How was I supposed to know that was all because I was in the wrong universe?”

“I’m sorry he put you through that.”

“He?”

“The other Harry.”

“You had a little something to do with it, too.”

“My part was an accident. He set out to remove you from your universe of origin to assuage his guilt for not saving you from drowning.”

“Wouldn’t you have done the same?”

“Let’s put it this way—I did everything I could to get you back.”

“True.”

“What about the stars?” said Harry.

“Mostly the same as far as I could tell. No Reginald Leach in the forties, but nowadays it’s Tom Cruise, Tom Hanks, and Meryl Strong just like here.”

“No,” said Harry pointing up to the night sky, “those stars.”

Tess looked up and smiled. “I didn’t have the chance to examine every one,” she said, “but your star was there, Harry. I have a feeling in every universe your star is there, smiling down on Tess.”

The End
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