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			To Nathan, 
for walking with me 
through the both of it

		

	
		
			Part One

			Laurel’s first memories of soil—though at the time, she would have called it dirt—came from weeding in her mother’s garden. She was five, or maybe six. Her mother pointed, and she tugged. Thistle, dandelion, chickweed: they trailed whole cities, tangled with life.

			As the child of apple growers, she had known that roots existed, but not how far they roamed. One day, she crawled under a Golden Russet, which the family called octopus trees because they waved in all directions.

			She looked at the base, which split into roots. “Where do they go?”

			Her father was pruning nearby. Laurel liked to follow as he worked. He wriggled into her position, so that they were both worms.

			“It depends,” he said. “Some go deep down. Others grow as wide as the branches.”

			Recently, in school, Laurel had been told to draw a tree. Dutifully she had sketched trunk, branches, leaves. She realized now that she’d drawn only half of it. What she saw above ground was one part of the story. The second was below.

		

	
		
			1

			 

			Terra Australis

			The descent into Antarctica takes Laurel by surprise. There are no windows on the plane, so she can’t see the ice rise to meet her.

			The aircraft, a C-17, is taller than any commercial vessel; ten feet above her head, the ceiling curves like a spaceship. People sit along the perimeter, most wearing headphones, some sleeping in the Big Red jackets they received at the Clothing Distribution Center in New Zealand. The newcomers keep their seat belts on. One of the old-timers—a man in Carhartts, sunglasses, and a short-sleeved shirt—unbuckles, ducks below chains, and lies down against a wooden cargo container, a novel tucked under his elbow.

			Across from Laurel, a Black woman crosses her arms over her stomach, her short Afro behind a headband. A white man dozes into his scarf; little more than his brown curls are visible. He opens his eyes just before they touch down. During spring and summer—which take place, at the bottom of the world, from October to February—the Ross Sea is still eight feet thick, strong enough to serve as a runway.

			Passengers shoulder into their jackets and begin to deplane: the old-timers sure-footed, the newcomers waddling in their government-issued boots. Cold sweeps over them in waves. The sky reminds Laurel less of Earth than of some gaseous planet, streams of indigo and violet and shocking pink, the setting sun layered between them. The mountain ranges glint behind a haze of blowing snow.

			A giant red vehicle trundles toward them; “IVAN” THE TERRA BUS is painted on one side. Ivan’s driver, a cheerful man in a balaclava, tells them that the bus weighs seventy thousand pounds. Laurel takes a seat beside the woman who sat across from her on the plane. After fifteen minutes, the driver announces that they’ve crossed the transition point where ice gives way to solid rock, and Laurel’s hands unclench. Soon she sees the drab mid-century buildings that make up McMurdo Station.

			The woman sitting next to Laurel snorts. “I didn’t think Antarctica would look like February in Wisconsin.”

			Laurel smiles. “Crusty slush? Check. Giant Caterpillar machines?”

			“Check.” The woman pushes her sunglasses on top of her head and holds out a hand. “Charlie Morrison, from Milwaukee.”

			“Laurel Salter, from Madison.”

			“We could have carpooled to O’Hare.”

			“Should have. I’d have been a lot less nervous,” says Laurel. “Is it your first time, too?”

			Charlie nods. She looks to be near Laurel’s age, thirty-six. Her eyes are perceptive, and her broad cheekbones taper to a delicate chin.

			They walk together as the experts lead the newbies to the dorms. Laurel doesn’t ask what brought Charlie to McMurdo, and Charlie doesn’t ask her. Beyond the dirt roads of the base, the landscape is cratered, white, and endless. Pale yellow ribbons weave between clouds; mist swirls with the body of dust.

			Laurel’s tendency is to observe. When foraging for fungi, she looks for aberration: fleshy folds against wood, roundness amid angles. Here, something interrupts the line of the horizon. A small dome of light appears to sit over the ocean. It reminds Laurel of a bubble cut in two: faintly pink and translucent, with an iridescent skin.

			The sight pulls her. It looks not of this world. Even from miles away, it seems to make a sound: a crackle, low but generative, constant.

			But when she blinks, it disappears.

			“Did you see that?” Laurel asks, stopping. In its absence, the sky looks innocuous, like a theater after a play.

			“See what?” asks Charlie.

			Laurel shakes her head. “I haven’t slept well in forty-eight hours. I think I’m losing my mind.”

			“You wouldn’t be the only one. Have you heard what they say around here? ‘When you shake the world,’ ” Charlie says, “ ‘the oddballs fall to the bottom.’ ”
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			It was Laurel’s mother, Clare, who told her about the job in Antarctica. In July, Laurel was describing her trouble at work—how she moved robotically through tasks; how even nature’s miracles were stripped, for her, of awe—when Clare put a hand on her wrist.

			“Do you know,” she said, as if this were related, “where Julie Javurek is living at the moment?”

			“Jules?” asked Laurel. They sat in folding chairs in Laurel’s backyard. She hadn’t spoken to Jules Javurek, her childhood neighbor, in fifteen years. “Where?”

			“Guess,” said Clare.

			Laurel had always thought of her mother as ruthlessly practical. During Laurel’s childhood, Clare had not allowed herself to sit until the entire kitchen had been cleaned, or the last apple tree pruned. In older age, though, she had adopted a playfulness that aggravated Laurel, if only because it had come after—and therefore seemed related to—the death of Pete Salter, Laurel’s father.

			“I don’t know,” said Laurel. “Chicago?”

			“Chicago!” Clare laughed. “No, a little further south. Antarctica.”

			Laurel had brought an ice pack outside, to counter the heat, and now she put it behind her neck. “Antarctica? What’s she doing there?”

			“Washing dishes, apparently,” said Clare. “Before that, she was bartending in Buenos Aires. I suppose she’s some kind of professional traveler.”

			That night, unable to sleep, Laurel Googled “dishwasher Antarctica.” The correct term, she learned, was kitchen steward. Stewards at McMurdo Station were tasked with cooking and cleaning for the base’s eclectic group of residents: scientists, construction workers, engineers, janitors, firefighters, administrators, employees at the world’s southernmost post office. On shift six days per week, she would have little time to think. It was work she could do, might even enjoy doing—manual work, meditative in its way, and useful. Researchers on base studied solar physics and ocean systems, climate change and geology. She could support these efforts, even if she wasn’t working as a scientist herself.

			At three in the morning, she put the computer away. Crazy, she told herself.

			But the next day, Laurel thought of Antarctica again. The landscape was nothing like the one she knew: she would trade Wisconsin’s pastures and fertile prairie for volcanic rock and ice. There would be almost none of the fungi she studied, which associated with plant roots. Children weren’t allowed on base. Even the light—six months of sun followed by six months of darkness—would fool her, make her think she was living someone else’s life.

			She found an old email address for Jules. One month later, Jules replied with the name of a recruiter to contact in the States. The tone of the email was friendly, but Jules asked no questions. Maybe she knew what had happened, and this was a gesture of kindness—a mercy, not making Laurel explain. Or maybe Jules was surrounded by the people Clare had described, these professional travelers. Maybe she wasn’t surprised to hear from someone who wanted to escape.

			Laurel told no one she was applying. It was a lark, a double life she was only fantasizing about—until she received a call from the recruiter. He was intrigued by her application, a scientist submitting to be a dishwasher. Had she applied for the right position? Laurel shut the door to her office. She babbled about the value of a break. He asked if she had experience living remotely, or communally. The conversation stalled. She imagined the recruiter tossing her résumé in favor of twenty-five-year-olds with restaurant experience, young people whose applications made sense.

			“The truth is,” she said, “I need to change my life.”

			Two days later, she received an email with an alternate contract. There was no guarantee of a job—those came with primary contracts—but Laurel should get physically qualified as soon as possible. There was a medical check, a dental check, shots. The recruiter wrote again: if Laurel completed additional work, she could be cleared for the winter season, too, when the population shrank and healthcare was scarce. She had an EKG and a gallbladder ultrasound. Her dentist removed two wisdom teeth. The next day—drifting on oxycodone, her mouth full of gauze—her cell phone rang. A steward had failed the physical qualification. Laurel could fly out in October, when the Antarctic summer began.

			It was surprisingly easy to prepare. She applied for an extended leave of absence from the university; she had no spouse, no dependents. She had already begun the process of selling the house, which was too big for her alone. In late September, the Realtor called with an offer, young parents moving to town for professorships. Negotiations went quickly, and Laurel found herself packing the rest of her belongings, as well as the two suitcases she was allowed to take to Antarctica.

			She sent three emails: one to her mother; the second to Maisie O’Brien, her best friend; and the third to Gloria Albert, the graduate school advisor who had become her mentor. The next morning, she found a package on her front stoop, wrapped in penguin-patterned paper. On top was a note in Gloria’s scrawl: For some reason, I feel that you’re meant to have this. It belonged to my mother, Olga, and kept her warm on the opposite pole.

			Laurel uncovered a fur hat, Soviet in style, with ear flaps that could be fastened at the crown or the chin. The golden fur was impossibly soft, and the leather felt like butter. As she packed it in her duffel, her mother called twice.

			“Laurel?” Clare said, in the breathless tone she used when talking about Walter. “I just wanted to tell you that Walter will be joining us for dinner.”

			Clare had met Walter three months earlier on Our Time, a dating website for seniors. Since then, she had talked of little else. Almost everything reminded her of him: elevator music (“Walter works for the orchestra”), the nonfiction book on Laurel’s couch (“Walter prefers novels”), even a parked Mini Cooper (“Walter”—over six feet—“would never fit”). Laurel felt as though her mother were progressing in reverse—as though she’d become a teenager after seventy years on earth.

			Now she wedged the phone between her ear and shoulder. “But this is the last time we’ll see each other.”

			“I know. But you still haven’t met him, and we don’t know how long you’ll be gone. What if he asks me to marry him?”

			“I’ll be back by summer at the latest. Surely you won’t be engaged by then.”

			“You act like we have all the time in the world,” Clare said.

			At Walter’s favorite Italian restaurant, he and Clare were giddy. Laurel chastised herself: she was happy for her mother, and Walter seemed kind. It wasn’t his fault that he wasn’t Laurel’s father.

			Maisie helped Laurel to transfer her belongings into storage. On her last night, they ate Chinese food on the floor of the empty living room. Laurel leaned her head against Maisie’s shoulder, the way she had in high school. Maisie’s body was profoundly familiar: her freckles and slender fingers; her thick, copper-colored hair. Laurel had no siblings, but Maisie came close. Even now, when something notable happened, they had the same instinct they did as teenagers: to grab each other and hold on. It was impossible to re-create that physical comfort with the friends Laurel had met in adulthood. Before they had partners—and, in her case, after—Laurel and Maisie had each other.

			“I don’t want to be so far away from you,” Laurel said.

			“Well,” said Maisie, patting Laurel’s hair, “it’s your fault for going to the one place where I can’t visit.”

			Only staff at research stations were permitted to stay on the continent.

			“You could take a cruise,” suggested Laurel. “For just twenty thousand dollars.”

			“Sold!” said Maisie, giggling.

			Laurel hadn’t liked living by herself, despite Gloria’s encouragement. (“Now, listen to me. There are benefits to being alone. You can live in your bathrobe, eating tangerines and fudge.”) Even after Eli moved out, he was everywhere: in the kitchen he’d painted yellow; in the dresser they’d shared, half of it now empty; in the apple trees that grew in the front yard. Eli had surprised her with the first, a Prairie Spy with dark, glossy leaves. He draped a sheet on top and tied a bow around the middle, walked Laurel outside with his hands over her eyes. When he removed them, she laughed, both in delight at his thoughtfulness and because he hadn’t known that they would need two trees—different varieties, cross-pollinated—to bear fruit. They drove back to the nursery, where she found a sturdy Sweet Sixteen.

			Now Laurel put her suitcase in Maisie’s trunk. She would spend the night at Maisie and Noah’s before flying out of O’Hare. Quickly she picked the ripe apples and carried them next door.

			“Prairie Spies,” Laurel said, when her neighbor, Beth, came to the porch. “Your favorite.”

			“Oh, Laurel,” said Beth. “You’re sweet. I wish you could have stayed, but I understand. I do.”

			Beth, an elementary school art teacher, was two decades older than Laurel. She lived with her mother, Helen, who had recently been diagnosed with cancer.

			“How are you doing?” asked Laurel.

			“Coping, I guess. It’s funny: Mom turns eighty-eight next week, but that still doesn’t feel like enough time.” Reversing, Beth covered her mouth. “Forgive me. I’m being greedy. She’s lived a good, long life.”
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			The scene at the dorm reminds Laurel of college move-in day. Residents leave their doors open, and every few minutes, she hears a shriek of recognition. Duffel bags slump in the doorways; cross-country skis lean against the walls. Laurel sees more than a handful of musical instruments, protected inside latched and shapely cases.

			She has two roommates. Charlie is the first; the second is Nita Choudhury, a marine biologist who studies octopuses in the Southern Ocean. This is Nita’s sixth summer at McMurdo, “and no,” she says, helping to lug their suitcases over the threshold, “I still don’t have a single, but neither does anyone else. I’ve been waiting for the two of you all day.”

			Nita is tall, her thick hair secured in a silver clip. She wears a purple zip-up sweater with jeans and knitted slippers. A pendant necklace, also silver, hangs between her collarbones, and the room smells like her gardenia perfume. There are two bunk beds and a single; the desk and closet are shared. Nita maintains a steady stream of chatter (“We’re lucky to be in the same building as the galley; most people have to gear up just to get their morning coffee”) while Laurel and Charlie unpack. They take the bunk beds out of respect for her seniority. It’s hard not to feel that Laurel has regressed. In Madison, her house wasn’t large, but all of it was hers.

			Nita gives them a tour. “There’s a landline in every room for calls on base—cell phones don’t work, but you’ll know that already. Don’t bother with the television unless you want to watch the military satellite feed or you brought a video game hookup, which, no judgment—a few years ago I roomed with an astrobiologist who was addicted to The Legend of Zelda, and by the end of the summer, I couldn’t believe how much I cared about the two-handed Biggoron’s Sword. Take a left at the chili pepper lights for the bathroom; there’s no electrical ground here, so don’t be surprised if you get shocked in the shower. This is the lounge—microwave, comfy couches, giant selection of VHS tapes if you want to travel back to 1995. Over here’s the Skype computer, which is mostly for morale: we all get one thirty-minute session per week and cross our fingers that the internet is working.”

			The wind picks up as Nita points them toward the Chalet for orientation (“Meet me in the galley afterward; trust me, you’ll be starving”). Charlie and Laurel trudge through snow eddies with scarves over their mouths. On the deck is a bust of Admiral Byrd, the first explorer to fly over the South Pole. Inside, orb-shaped light fixtures hang from a second-floor balcony, and flags from Antarctica’s visiting nations rustle as people drop their coats over chairs. Laurel associates the Chalet’s smell with libraries, or perhaps Gloria’s house: old wood, old books. Layered over that is the welcome scent of coffee. Laurel pours two cups. She brings one back to Charlie as an administrator takes the lectern.

			The presentation begins with trivia. Antarctica is not just the coldest and windiest continent on the planet, but also the driest, highest, and most isolated. (Two seats down, the curly-haired man from the plane begins to snore.) At over five million square miles, it makes up one-tenth of the earth’s surface. Almost all of that is covered by a permanent ice sheet that holds 70 percent of the planet’s fresh water and 90 percent of its ice.

			Antarctica was a hypothetical continent, the administrator adds, before it was ever a real one. Aristotle believed that a southern mass must have existed to balance the Arctic of the north. Marcus Tullius Cicero named it Terra Australis Incognita: the unknown land of the south. Twenty centuries later, a Russian expedition glimpsed the Antarctic coast, but ninety years passed before Roald Amundsen’s team reached the pole.

			A map appears on the projector. Research stations from thirty-seven countries are scattered on either side of the Transantarctic Mountains that divide West Antarctica from East. The outposts on Maudlandia, the eastern continental coast, include China’s Zhongshan Station, India’s Bharati Station, and the American Amundsen-Scott Station, located in the bull’s-eye of the South Pole. To the west, bases for Korea, Spain, Ukraine, Great Britain, Argentina, Chile, and the Czech Republic climb the Antarctic Peninsula. Below that, between Russia’s Russkaya Station and New Zealand’s Scott Base, McMurdo sprawls across volcanic Ross Island.

			The administrator gestures to the flags. These countries have one thing in common: they all signed the Antarctic Treaty of 1959, which suspended territorial claims. Military activity, nuclear activity, and extraction are forbidden. Antarctica, the only continent without an Indigenous population, is to be used solely for scientific inquiry. Though they can study polar wildlife, human beings cannot interfere with their lives—or, if it happens, their deaths. Observations are to be shared freely with other countries, and all research stations are closed to the public. To Laurel, Antarctica seems to be the most functional place on earth.

			Nita was right: afterward, they are starving. Disoriented, too, with no sense of how to find their way back to Building 155. They ask for directions from a woman standing under a streetlamp, smoking a cigarette in scuba gear. When they arrive, it’s nine o’clock.

			“There you are.” Nita sits at a round table with knitting in her lap. “Don’t worry about getting the lay of the land; just scarf something that looks decent and we’ll get you to sleep. There’s to-go food in the deli, but beware the pastrami—Louis!”

			A furtive-looking man by the toaster oven falters, and a roll of bread drops dully to the floor.

			“Jesus, Nita. I thought you were Waldrup.”

			Nita sets her knitting down and skips toward him. “Because I look like a sixty-year-old Texan with a handlebar mustache?”

			“I haven’t slept in thirty-six hours. Everyone looks like Waldrup.”

			But his tone is fond, and he tolerates Nita’s hug with cool affection.

			“Waldrup runs food service,” Nita explains, waving Laurel and Charlie over. “He claims to have run a chain of Ruby Tuesdays, but the rumor is—”

			“—that he only sold beef jerky at a farmers’ market.”

			“You’ll meet him,” Nita says.

			“Weirdly interested in the hot dog roller station. Weirdly uninterested in flavor. And he hates when people use the appliances between shifts.” The man plugs in a panini press. “Hi.”

			His accent is British, and his eyes are bloodshot. Still, he’s beautiful: rosy cheeks, rosy lips, and chestnut curls, like something out of a Renaissance painting. Laurel realizes that he’s the snorer from orientation and the sleeper from the plane, the one who opened his eyes right before they touched down.

			“Louis Carroll—yes, like Alice in Wonderland, but with an o-u instead of the e-w. Stewards?” Laurel and Charlie nod. Louis licks mustard off his pointer finger. “Same.”

			“So you’ve been here before?” Laurel asks. “I thought I saw you at orientation.”

			“Seven times since 2010, including three winters,” Louis says, a little proudly. “But they still make me go to the goddamn orientation.”

			“Why’s that?” Charlie asks.

			“Because I’m a disaster,” says Louis, grinning, and Laurel decides she likes him.

			

			—

			Laurel and Charlie are assigned to the afternoon shift. Usually, they’ll start at ten in the morning, but today they’re due at eight thirty. The galley has the atmosphere of a high school cafeteria. On one side are the food stations: the main buffet, the deli, the appliances, and a grab-and-go refrigerator. On the other, round tables extend to the windows, which look out on Observation Hill. The new stewards huddle below a black-and-white photograph of the Endurance, Ernest Shackleton’s ship. They all wear the same uniform: a blue polo shirt, black pants, nonslip shoes, and an optional baseball cap. Laurel and Charlie sidle in next to Louis, who is yawning, his cap cockeyed.

			“All right, everyone, gather round,” says a tall man with a clipboard. His blond hair, short at the sides, curves into a longer, teased wave on top. High cheekbones, sharp eyes, a softness to the mouth: Laurel recognizes his features, even if it takes her brain a moment to bridge the difference between this version of Jules and the neat, tomboyish girl she grew up with.

			“Afternoon stewards! I’m Jules Javurek—he/him pronouns—and I’ll be your lead this summer. If no one’s said it yet, let me be the first: Welcome to Antarctica. Maybe you’re here because you wanted to see this chunk of rock and ice, or maybe you’re running from something; I recommend the presidential election”—scattered noises of assent; Charlie sighs—“but look around: the galley is where you’ll spend ten hours a day, six days a week, serving food or cleaning Frosty Boy or dodging slime from our dishwasher, Bertha. What I’m saying is that you’ll be in here much more than you’ll be out exploring, so for all you aspiring Shackletons, the first rule of the galley is this: McMurdo only functions when we work together. We all have our reasons for being here, and no one is better than anyone else.” He casts them a wry glance. “Including the scientists.”

			Jules tips his head, and the group follows as he leads them, walking backward, along the room’s perimeter. When he sees Laurel, he does a double take, then waves. Laurel wrote to say that she was coming, but given how long it took for Jules to respond to her first email, she suspects that he doesn’t use much of his allotted computer time.

			“The second rule of the galley? Get used to busy. There are twelve hundred people on station, and this is the only place they get their meals. We make four every day: breakfast, lunch, dinner, and a midnight one for the night shift. We also put out any leftovers from the day before, which brings me to the third rule of the galley: waste nothing. Anything we toss has to be shipped off the continent, and that costs money. Fresh food arrives by cargo plane, but infrequently. Almost everything we eat has been dried or frozen, and no one’s died yet.”

			“Last year,” Louis whispers, “we had to go nearly three months without freshies—even garlic and parsley.”

			“Imagine,” Charlie says, in Louis’s emphatic tone. “Life without parsley.”

			Louis sniffs. “Trust me. By February, you’ll be dreaming about lemons.”

			“Food service is free,” Jules continues. “Take as much as you want, so long as you eat as much as you take. But at the bars—there are two—you’re on the hook for drinks and snacks, in cash.”

			He shows them through a pair of swinging doors. After the relative calm of the dining area, where sound is diffused by the size of the space, the kitchen is a physical experience. A Tribe Called Quest plays through a corner speaker as cooks move between stainless steel counters and industrial ovens. Stewards feed plates into a dishwasher the width of a king bed.

			Jules whistles, and someone turns the music down. Still, he has to shout to be heard over the sizzling and clanging, the suction sound of the refrigerators and the metallic scrape of spatulas on stovetops.

			“Our production cooks, heroes all: Ingrid, Chester, Paz, and Stanley,” he says as they raise their hands in turn. “Our pastry chef, Diego—you’ll never taste a more decadent soufflé without eggs or a fluffier biscuit sans butter. Miles is our sous chef, the best man to have on your right. And now, if someone will grant me a drumroll, I’ll introduce our head chef.” Ingrid pounds on her knees. “His Midwinter Feasts? Iconic. His man bun: resplendent. People, I give you Matty Chen. Matty, tell the people what you’ve got for them today.”

			Matty flashes the peace sign. He has a towel thrown over one shoulder and a hair net around his bun. “I’ve got a turkey chili, a veggie chili, a side of Diego’s famous cornbread, and green pea guacamole.”

			“Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it,” calls Miles, the sous chef. His head is shaved, and a tattoo peeks out of his shirtsleeve.

			Jules walks them back into the galley and stops before the windows. The nearest building is no more than a faint outline, and the mountains are entirely obscured. Laurel can’t see a hint of the shape she noticed yesterday, that pink dome in the skyline.

			“Look outside,” says Jules. “We use these windows as a safety gauge. On a clear day, you can see three things: Ob Hill, the medical building, and the firehouse. On a day like this one, when you can’t make out Medical, stay inside. Don’t push it—I’m serious. Your iPhone is useless. No one will hear you if you shout. If you can’t see Medical, we can’t see you.” The nearest diners—a group of men in long underwear and overalls—stop talking, and Louis fidgets. “All right, enough doom and gloom. No pun intended, but who’s up for an icebreaker?”

			

			—

			Soon Laurel has the rhythm of the workday in her body. She and Charlie wake up at eight and shower, passing a bath caddy back and forth through plastic curtains. They eat breakfast with Nita and Louis before the stewards gather for galley rally, when Jules and Matty detail the menu; then they head back to the dish pit to look at the tasking board. Working the floor is a social position, an opportunity to eavesdrop on geologists while filling the salt and pepper shakers or meet breakfasting astronomers soon to leave for the pole. A shift in the dish pit means heat and sound, hot water up to the elbows while singing to AC/DC. The busiest time is after dinner, when there are fewer stewards but the same number of tasks, and they hustle, focused, to avoid doing overtime.

			Every day, the sky is lighter later, twenty or thirty minutes heaped back into the hourglass. After work, Laurel explores the base, but the more she tries to orient herself, the more confused she becomes. Storage containers, scattered throughout, peer at her with windowed eyes. Every building seems to have at least three names—the Carpenter Shop is Building 191, as well as the Foldaway—and many double as something else. The coffee shop, an old Quonset hut hung with upside-down sleds, turns into a wine bar after five p.m. Building 63, the station’s oldest, includes the weight room, the craft room, and a beloved basement bowling alley. Building 34 is a wooden structure with a staircase, only eight steps high, that leads to nothing at all.

			Even now, in summer, temperatures sit in the single digits. After a particularly frigid trip from the loading dock, Laurel retrieves Olga’s fur hat from the pocket of her duffel. When tied, the fur flaps hug her neck and cheeks and chin. Silently Laurel thanks the animal it was made from, and she wears it most days thereafter.

			On Saturday, Louis takes Laurel and Charlie to Skua, a recycling center named for the scavenger birds that lord over the station like gulls. The inventory changes as frequently as McMurdo’s residents, and everything is free. Books pile on peeling shelves; a bin of long underwear sits beside a coat tree hung with hats. Louis swings a fake lei around his neck. Laurel finds a box of string lights and an Ursula Le Guin collection. Charlie takes a stack of sudoku puzzles and two DVDs: Felicity and Buffy the Vampire Slayer.

			They return to Laurel and Charlie’s room. Louis sits against the wall, painting his nails with one of Nita’s purple polishes. Charlie stacks her graphic novels: Persepolis, Ghost World. Her parents are librarians. An only child who loved drawing and puzzles, Charlie went to school for design.

			“Years of art classes,” she says, “and I wound up working for a pharmaceutical company.”

			Nita winds the string lights around a curtain rod before passing the rest to Charlie. “What brought you to McMurdo?”

			“It was kind of impulsive. I was stuck in this depressing job, plastering fine print over stock photos, and I thought: I’m not in a relationship. I don’t have kids. I can go anywhere. What do I want to see?”

			Charlie sets a drawing pad beside the graphic novels, as well as a case of colored pencils.

			“I wish I’d brought something to do with my hands,” says Laurel, watching. “I didn’t realize how much time I’d have without a working cell phone. My family raised sheep. I used to knit.”

			“There’s always extra yarn around here,” Nita says. “Or you can unravel something I’ve made. I wear my knits until I get sick of them; then I frog them and make something else.”

			Above Nita’s bed hangs a woven textile made at a recycling mill in Panipat, the Indian city where her grandparents were born. Beside that is a large bulletin board with an octopus calendar—Nita studies the boneless, muscular arms—and an assortment of photographs. In one, she sits on the beach with a man in glasses, her head against his chest; in another, she’s thrown her arms around the neck of a woman on a skateboard.

			“No one knows what to bring the first time they come,” Louis adds. “Yarn, decent wine, condoms: those are the really valuable commodities. And costumes for parties.”

			“Last year,” says Nita, “Louis filled the suitcase he should have used for cold-weather gear with one rubber horse head.”

			“Make fun of me now, but you’ll be begging for my monocle on Murder Mystery night.” Louis points at Nita with the polish brush. “Now, quality sex toys. That’s something no one thinks to bring.”

			“Speak for yourself,” says Charlie, and Nita hoots. “What’s your story, Laurel?”

			“I was a mycologist. I studied fungi.”

			Laurel smooths Eucerin into her knuckles. Antarctica sees less rain than the Sahara, and the hot water in the dish pit makes skin even drier. At the end of each shift, the stewards pass a bottle of lotion around as if engaging in some holy ritual.

			“I guess I still do,” she adds. “But I’m taking a leave of absence. In August, I got divorced.”

			This is far from the whole truth, but it’s the easiest explanation. The others grimace sympathetically. In fact, no one at McMurdo questions her path from the lab to the galley. Plenty of stewards are in their twenties: recent college graduates, or those who chose to travel instead. A sizable portion, like Laurel and Charlie, have put their lives on hold to see something few ever will. Yet others—the lifers—treat McMurdo not as a left turn but as a destination. One morning, Laurel meets Miranda, a janitor, who has an English PhD.

			“Everybody back home thinks I’m crazy. But I knew I’d actually go crazy if I had to do another job interview. The Modern Language Association holds this conference every year, and colleges use it as a chance to do all their interviews at once—which would be fine if you didn’t have to shell out thousands for the flights, the hotel, and the conference fee. You don’t even get to sit at a table, like a normal person. You’re in somebody’s hotel room, perched on a double bed! And if you do get a job, you’ll be teaching four courses a year while grinding out a book for tenure, all while making fifty thousand dollars a year,” Miranda says. “My parents think that what I do here is insulting. But I get to live in a beautiful place. I read, and I write, and I have great company.”

			Laurel sees what she means about the company. Socializing with Nita, Louis, and Charlie has become her primary form of entertainment. The first party takes place that weekend at Gallagher’s, one of the station’s two bars.

			“I love the start of season,” Louis says. “It’s so hopeful.” He leads them out of Building 155 to the tune of “Summer Nights,” singing both John Travolta’s and Olivia Newton-John’s lines in the same genderless belt, and Laurel laughs because it’s frigid, snow blowing up to their knees. Gallagher’s is little more than an open room with a wooden bar and an arcade game called Galaga, but Louis squeals as though it’s his favorite attraction on the continent. Laurel and Charlie find seats while Nita and Louis greet the bartender. They return with four beers and a bowl of pretzels.

			“Where’s Sam?” Louis shouts. At the other end of the bar, a band is covering Cake.

			Nita takes a handful of pretzels. “She’s been unloading fuel all day.”

			“Who’s Sam?” asks Charlie.

			It must be fifty degrees warmer in the bar than it is outside: most of the men have stripped down to T-shirts, and some women dance bare-legged in dresses, their coats heaped in a corner. Miles, the sous chef, is playing drums, his neck shiny with sweat.

			“Sam is Nita’s ice wife,” Louis says.

			“Ice wife?” asks Laurel.

			Nita rolls her eyes, but she’s smiling. “Ice wives, ice husbands—the person you’re with while you’re down here.”

			“Oh, but the story is much more interesting than that,” Louis says.

			Nita tosses a pretzel at him. “You tell them, then.”

			“Nita and Sam have been together for five years. They both spend the summer season at McMurdo. Then Sam goes back to Santa Cruz while Nita flies to Seattle—and Sanjeet, her land husband.”

			“It’s all aboveboard,” says Nita, in a tone of mild protest. “Nobody is going behind anyone’s back.”

			“We’re all fascinated.” Louis has already drained half his beer.

			“Man,” Charlie says. “I wish I could do that. But I’d be too jealous, wondering what each person was doing the other half of the time.”

			“See, I think of it the opposite way,” says Nita. “Why would I have half of something wonderful when it’s possible to have twice as much? The same goes for my husband, and for Sam—I’d rather they have more love in their lives than less. Really, I don’t understand why more people don’t do it.”

			Fear, thinks Laurel. Fear of what might happen if you unseal that closed loop.

			“We aren’t as evolved as you are,” says Louis, as Nita throws another pretzel. “I’m serious!”

			“I’m not opposed to an ice husband,” says Charlie, with an admiring look at the band’s front man.

			“Well, you know what straight women say about Antarctica,” says Louis. “ ‘The odds are good, but the goods are odd.’ ”

			Laurel and Charlie groan, but Nita frowns. “They also tell you to carry mace. Last year, a mechanic reported an assault, and she was the one who got fired.”

			Laurel flinches, but she wishes she were more surprised to hear it. The station’s population is still 70 percent male. In 1969, a geochemist named Lois Jones proposed an all-female expedition. Until then, the US Navy, which built McMurdo, had only allowed men. Women, they claimed, would bicker, or get bored; they would go to pieces in a crisis and make advances on the sailors. Jones’s proposal was accepted on one condition. The team would have to spend all four months in the Dry Valleys, a region so extreme that NASA later used it to test robots bound for Mars. They received a private warning, too: if they were not successful, the door would close on any women who came after them.

			The Dry Valleys lay two hundred miles from McMurdo. All day, the women broke rock, collecting specimens. At the end of the mission, a helicopter arrived to retrieve them. Jones’s team approached with their boxes full of samples. When a male crew member strode forward to take them, he sank to his knees from the weight.

			Laurel traveled to Antarctica with a printed photograph of Jones’s team. She pinned it beside Nita’s octopus calendar, but now she resolves to move it to the public bulletin board in the galley.

			Nita touches her arm. “There are still some good eggs. Are you looking?”

			Laurel takes a sip of beer. It’s thin and slightly sour, but it’s still alcohol. “Absolutely not.”

			“Don’t be so sure,” says Louis. “You might fall for an OAE.”

			“Old Antarctic Explorer,” Nita translates.

			“Beards to get lost in,” adds Louis.

			“Too soon,” Laurel says.

			To her mortification, she realizes that she might cry. She didn’t tell Eli about Antarctica. After all, their lives are separate now. Laurel keeps her memories of him—like those of Silas—in a closed box deep inside her body.

			Louis kisses her cheek.

			“No tears in Antarctica,” he says. “They’ll freeze.”

			Laurel leaves soon after Louis drags them to the dance floor: her body feels sluggish, and her heart isn’t in it. Ahead is a footbridge, constructed over pipes. At the top, she pauses, thinking of Nita’s ice wife and her land husband. Laurel wonders whether meeting Sam felt, to Nita, the way that Maisie once described having a second child: You go in thinking that the first is your entire world, that you can’t possibly love anyone else as much. And then your world doubles.

			A tall figure approaches from the opposite direction: Jules. They’ve spoken briefly in the galley, but not with any privacy.

			“You made it,” he says when he reaches her.

			Laurel spreads her arms. “In one piece.”

			“Eighteen years later,” says Jules, “and we’re neighbors again.”

			Jules Javurek was Laurel’s first friend. At school, they sifted into different social groups—but they spent summers together, searching for fireflies and giant puffballs.

			“Do you remember the limestone quarry?” asks Laurel. “The fossils we found?”

			Their families owned adjacent land, the Salters’ apple farm pressing up against the Javureks’ dairy operation. In ancient times, a sea covered part of both properties. It decayed into a limestone reef that provided calcium to the Salters’ soil and left the Javureks with a small quarry, not used in their lifetimes. Shapes were etched in the rock. Her father called them earth’s first photographs. Laurel thought of the imprints as ghosts: not life, but the shape of it. Some could be pried with tiny fingers from the edges of the quarry. Afterward, she and Jules paged through books, making identifications.

			“Of course.” Jules grins. “Cephalopods, right?”

			Spirals, segmented, curling into themselves. Laurel brought one back to her bedroom, but she couldn’t shake the sense that she had stolen it. Distressed, she returned to the pit, where she slipped the stone back like a book to the library.

			“And brachiopods,” she says. “With all those wavy lines.”

			“Never did find a trilobite.”

			The search had consumed them during the summer before sixth grade. They’re quiet, now, in a way that reminds Laurel of that time, looking down in unselfconscious study. Then Jules turns to her, as if daring himself.

			“Were you surprised when you saw me?”

			His expression is brave and delicate, searching. Laurel has an urge to reach out, put a gloved hand on his arm, but she stops herself. By high school, they had become distant: Jules was a track star, and Laurel spent most of her time with Maisie.

			“Partly,” she says. “I’m happy for you; it must have taken real courage. I’m sorry I didn’t know. Your mom—well, she didn’t mention it.”

			“She tends not to,” Jules says. “I should have told you myself when you emailed, but I’m not very good at putting it in writing yet.”

			Two women pass them on the bridge, linked at the arms and swaying. Jules waits until they totter toward the dorms before he speaks again.

			“Laurel, my mom told me what happened. I’m so sorry. It isn’t something that anyone should have to bear.”

			Laurel’s throat swells. She nods in acknowledgment but finds she cannot speak, afraid of what might come out. To steady herself, she looks across the ice. At almost midnight, the sun has finally set. All week, McMurdo has been murky, the sky a dull gray, but tonight the fog has thinned to mist.

			Laurel squints. “Is that—?”

			Laid over the ice is the dome she saw on her first day, now the blue-green of a photo negative. In darkness, its light is even more apparent: a self-made, inner glow akin to bioluminescence.

			Jules nods. “The Arc.”

			Laurel is unprepared for the depth of her relief. The dome’s reappearance feels like confirmation of her sanity.

			“The Arc,” she says, feeling the word in her mouth. She understands that it should be capitalized, that it describes something singular. “What is it?”

			“Nobody knows. It’s fifteen miles away, at a place called Cape Evans. At night, it looks green, like this, but in sunlight, it turns pink,” Jules explains. “Back in January, when it first appeared, atmospheric scientists investigated. They thought that it was caused by light reflecting off ice, and that the color was tied to climate change: aerosols, pollutants. But that was disproven, so they left. A team of physicists came down instead.”

			The Arc glows behind power lines and streetlights, coy. Laurel rises onto the balls of her feet. “What’s their theory?”

			“They’re flying an instrument over it, some kind of particle detector. No word on what they’ve found, but keep an eye on the bulletin board in the galley. Every Sunday night at eight, scientists present their work. Everyone is waiting to hear about the Arc.”
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			The Orchard

			When people asked for directions to the orchard, the Salters said to turn off the beltline at Nostalgia Auto Body. A gravel road led to the property and divided it in two. Below the road, along with Lower Orchard, were marsh and woodland, the oak savanna, and the farm store. Above the road, near Upper Orchard, were the sheep, Clare’s flower garden, and an 1860s farmhouse that Laurel’s parents continually rescued from disrepair.

			Pete and Clare had purchased the farm in 1979—one year before Laurel’s birth—from the estate of an elderly Norwegian man named Edner, the last of the homesteading family who built the house and used the land to farm cows and tobacco. Acoustic tile, steeped in twelve decades of nicotine, covered the living room ceiling. Edner had slept on the screened porch, accompanied by twelve cats. Though the animals were gone (to where? Laurel wondered), the cat doors he had cut throughout the house remained, providing photographic squares of information about one room while you were in another and acting as a private transportation system for the Salters’ two new kittens.

			The upstairs had gone unused for decades. Hunks of drywall and plaster littered the floors, having broken off from the ceiling. If the Salters had not immediately renovated the bathroom, the toilet could have dropped into the kitchen. A wasps’ nest—bulbous, painted over—was embedded in one wall.

			(“Why did you buy this place?” Laurel asked when the nest came up at dinner.

			Laurel’s mother looked at her father. “It was romantic,” she said.

			“I think the word you’re looking for,” said Laurel, fifteen, “is difficult.”)

			But she loved it. As an adult, she thought of its twin elements—romance, difficulty—and wondered if the former required the latter, or if the latter acquired the former in hindsight. In winter, they had to thaw the pipes with hair dryers, but Laurel knew no cozier feeling than wearing a pair of Clare’s hand-knit socks while the evergreen trees donned their white capes. Even summer’s tornado warnings took on a sense of adventure. The Salters kept a mattress in the basement so that they could sleep more comfortably on stormy nights. Afterward, they reentered the world through a basement bulkhead that opened directly outside, as if to Oz.

			Laurel’s father had been raised on a traditional Wisconsin farm: one hundred cows, pesticides sprayed by the acre. In winter, they logged the property and sold the wood as timber. Indoor plumbing was not installed until his teens. Until then, an outhouse served as the only bathroom; in spring, a mock orange shrub deodorized the vicinity.

			Pete’s family thought him snooty for going to college, and peculiar when he chose to study something he didn’t have to leave the farm to see: trees. He was drawn, too, to the serious sophomore in his forest biology lecture. When he turned to look at the clock, he stole glimpses of her, bent over a notebook with her brow furrowed. Clare’s hair was long and strawberry blond. She wore it not in the feathery bangs or middle part that were popular that year but in a single braid.

			Pete kept his own shoulder-length hair in a ponytail. A rascally grin turned his eyes to crescent moons. He was five foot six, which he’d been making up for since he was old enough to realize it was short: he was genial, with a quick wit—the sort of person others wouldn’t mind having around.

			Pete missed the lecture before Thanksgiving to help his parents with the harvest, and he asked Clare if he could borrow her notes. He returned them with his dorm phone number scribbled at the bottom. Months later, he learned the source of Clare’s gravity: her mother had died, and she didn’t speak to her father.

			(Laurel at six, sitting atop the laundry machine, where she felt queen of the house: “Why doesn’t Grandpa Arthur ever visit us?”

			Clare was folding underwear. Her thoughts were so opaque that Laurel thought she wouldn’t answer.

			“You’re lucky, Laurel, to have such a good father,” she said. “Grandpa Arthur wasn’t like that.”

			This was how she spoke: sideways, through omission. Even her praise was restrained. A good father, she’d said—not superb. Not faultless, as Laurel thought of him.)

			On weekends, Clare walked to Memorial Union, a student center on the shore of Lake Mendota. The second floor contained an old ballroom that never seemed to be in use, or locked. Inside was a Steinway grand piano. Her mother, a music teacher, had taught her how to play. Clare performed Bach’s “Zion hört die Wächter singen” from Sleepers Awake—her mother’s favorite cantata—for Pete alone. By graduation, they were married.

			Pete and Clare were not only drawn to the romance of Edner’s ramshackle farmhouse. They also had plans for the orchard. Edner had rented the west side of the farm to an aging apple-grower who ran a traditional orchard, Macs and Red Delicious to which he applied synthetic nitrogen and 2,4-D on a calendar schedule. But Clare and Pete had seen what radiation did in Hiroshima and Agent Orange did in Vietnam. They were teenagers in 1968, when Black sanitation workers went on strike in Memphis, and one year later, as three million gallons of crude oil flooded into the ocean from a drilling rig off Santa Barbara. During the spring of their first year of college, twenty million people joined Wisconsin senator Gaylord Nelson in the first Earth Day teach-in.

			Pete signed up for a fruit-growers course at Michigan State. He learned to use pheromone traps to assess insect maturity and to scout an orchard, monitoring it for issues before planning an intervention. The previous farmer had only grown commercial trees, which were strategic for a wholesale model—they produced high yields, which ripened all at once and barely bruised—but what they gained in homogeneity, they sacrificed in taste. Pete and Clare planted heirloom varieties: great old giants that could live for a century, particular as any elder whose character had steeped over decades. Northwestern Greenings had tough chartreuse skin that ceded to a tart and cheeky sweetness. Wolf River grew so large that you needed just two for a pie. Ashmead’s Kernel was shy bearing—it matured late, in October, and the yield was always unpredictable—but its richness was unmatched. Those apples ripened to a hammered-looking bronze.

			One night, when Laurel was in kindergarten, her parents let her stay up late with only “You’ll see” for a reason. At ten o’clock, a caravan of trucks, fronted by two blinding eyes of light, made their way toward Upper Orchard. Laurel smelled the cargo before she saw it. Out they flooded: twelve sheep, half of them stolid brown Romneys, the other half white, jaunty Finns.

			Pete’s family claimed that real farmers didn’t name their animals, but Pete countered that “real farmers” still used ear tags. The only difference between a name and a number, he said, was dignity. There was noble Nora, who charged a coyote when the guard dog froze; Lemon, who assumed a one-eyed glare before she butted something; and Hank, who was frostbitten one winter and spoiled thereafter, his debrided ear small as the petal of an artichoke. It was Laurel’s job to make sure they had water and hay. Grain went to the lambs and pregnant sheep. When the female Finns were in heat, they gathered around Oberon, the Romney ram, like fans to a rock star. One year, an ancient ewe named Ileana knocked over a gate to reach him. The Finn ram was sweetest: he nuzzled a ewe, walked and ate with her, until he knew she was ready to stand for him.

			Spring was lambing season, and Pete was there for every birth. In late pregnancy, the ewes made a point of coming over to him, as if to remind him they might need his help. Most delivered on their own, but when they couldn’t, a shepherd had to move quickly. Once, two days before Christmas, Laurel entered the barn and heard pawing. This was a sign of labor: a ewe made a nest and lay down, over and over, to find the right position for her trial. The sound led to Agnes, who fed and warmed any lamb who needed it, often at her own expense.

			Pete and Clare were visiting a friend; they’d never had such an early birth. Laurel, thirteen, dropped her grain and ran for gloves. Agnes’s birth canal was small. Laurel inserted a hand and eased a large lamb caught in the channel. She was afraid that it would suffocate, but the baby emerged in a brine of fluid unscathed, and mellow for all the trouble he’d given his mother. A second lamb followed without assistance. By the time Pete and Clare came home, Laurel was drying the twins with towels while the other ewes helped themselves to the grain she had spilled at the door.

			A shearing took place every spring, conducted by an expert who traveled across the state. The shearer sat on a bucket. His stage was a piece of wood beneath a single light bulb. He knew that this was a performance: Laurel and her parents, along with the farmhands, stood in the barn, watching. It was often a cold morning, the spectators in hats and gloves; space heaters were brought in for the sheep, who would have to adjust to losing pounds of wool.

			Only the shearer wore a light shirt. Arm hooked through the horns, he danced with the rams, daring and efficient. The females waited in a huddle. Alert were their soft faces, the marble eyes on each side of the head. He chiseled, like a sculptor, until a shape emerged: a lean little sheep or a full one, her teats already straining—not until the shearing, weeks before lambing season, could they be sure which ewes were pregnant. Brave Agnes always went first. The shearer pulled her toward him and propped her across his lap, where she lay like Jesus in the Pietà. Her fleece, grown over the course of one year, fell in velvet pools. Afterward, she stood on wobbling legs, eyes glazed over in the light of the bulb like some beleaguered muse.

			Between subjects, Laurel darted forward for the coats. There was a stark contrast between the haggard outer wool—pierced by hay, matted by mud or droppings—and that which had been next to the skin, which was clean, with an airy, spongelike structure. She humped them in the pickup truck, where they looked like whole sheep sleeping. Her rough hands drank up the oily lanolin.

			They fed the animals apples in reward. And hay, a faded sage, carried to the barn in bales. The rams tussled in their pen. For two days, Pete kept them inside to reacclimate. Then he opened the gates, and they streamed into the pasture, lightened.

			A nearby mill turned the coats into yarn, which the Salters sold. The wool of the Finns was springy and soft; the Romney was less supple, which made it warm and strong. The Salters’ skeins never sold as well as machine-washable yarns, stripped of scales and coated in plastic, so highly processed that it was hard to believe they had come from an animal. Some customers held the Finn and Romney wool to their bare skin and frowned. But those who loved farm yarns knew they kept you warm like nothing else. Clare liked to knit socks, and Laurel made vests, or long, trailing scarves. Her greatest achievement was a cabled cardigan, which she lived in throughout college. It kept her warm in the drafty campus library, and it made her think of the animals.

			Clare left her teaching job to manage the finances of the orchard. They turned the big barn into a farm store that sold bagged apples and yarn, as well as all manner of autumnal things: honey, beeswax candles, cider, spice packets for pie. As a teenager, Laurel worked the register. Weekends were madness, but on weekdays, she read her parents’ dog-eared copy of Silent Spring between customers. She was agog at the world’s interconnections: insecticides found in lake fish and birds’ eggs; arsenic that poisoned livestock and bees, then farmers; radioactive material that cooled into dust and reappeared in crops. If life was a circle, soil was the circle’s join, the place it all began and ended: cause and effect, birth and death.

			“The orchard is a system,” her father said, “more complex than we can understand. When we change one thing, we change everything.”

			They walked from tree to tree, hanging the little baggies of human hair—a natural deer repellant—that Pete procured from the local barbershop. Laurel’s mortal fear was that a crush would witness this exchange.

			“As for you and me, chickadee?” said Pete. He tied a bag to a branch with string. “We’re no more important than anything else.”

			They understood why other farmers sprayed. Wholesale growers had to produce unblemished fruit to survive. At Clare’s suggestion, the Salters used a pick-your-own model. Still, each year was a tense economic dance. Aside from the yarn, their only income came in fall. As spring waned and the harvest took shape, the energy at home became taut and watchful. They stretched meals, darned socks, wasted nothing. In winter, they traded goods with other farmers. If the orchard was a system, so, too, were the Salters: her father’s optimism, her mother’s vigilance, Laurel absorbing both.

			The sheep lived in synergy with the orchard. They grazed rotationally, managing weeds, and in November, after the harvest, they ate leftover fruit from the ground. During rare lucrative years, the Salters could afford to keep the male lambs and older ewes. But the best wool came from young sheep, and the flock grew every spring. Clare tried to sell the male lambs as breeding stock, but sometimes she was forced to turn to the butcher. For Laurel, those were bad mornings, cry-your-eyes-out mornings, at least in the beginning. When she saw that her outbursts upset the sheep, she learned to be stoic.

			“This is part of our purpose in the world,” Pete said, as a throaty bleating sounded from the trailer. The Salters thanked the sheep when they pulled them from the flock—gave them a good scratch, a good rub. “The person who buys their meat helps us to keep the orchard running.”

			Every year, Laurel felt wretchedly tender. In the long run, though, something hardened. She became adamant in her belief that humans were no different from the rest of the animal kingdom. She had seen sheep mourn for babies. Once, a lamb named Willie broke his foreleg in the crook of a tree; when the vet came to set it, there were tears in his eyes. By ten, Laurel was a vegetarian in a state known for bratwurst. Those who questioned her underestimated her determination.
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			In Antarctica, the presidential election takes place one calendar day later than it does in the United States. The polls close as the galley preps for dinner. Some of the cooks sneak wine into the kitchen, certain the win will be Hillary’s, but Louis and Charlie look morose from the beginning. Stewards run to and from the computer in the dorm lounge, where a crowd is tracking the returns. The reports are increasingly grim—Trump wins Ohio, then Florida—but Jules keeps their spirits up, blasting Beyoncé, saying it isn’t over until the Midwest sings. Laurel and Louis are washing pots when Diego, the pastry chef, bursts into the dish pit. At his pronouncement (“He took Wisconsin”), Jules sways a little, staring. Moments later, Charlie returns from the cafeteria, pushing a cart laden with other people’s leftovers and wiping quick, silent tears.

			Laurel brings Louis and Charlie back to her room. When they enter, leaden, Nita is holding a stapled article. Finish Your Ugly-Cry, it reads. Here’s What to Do Next.

			“Okay,” she says. “Tonya in IT is organizing a donation to the NAACP. When it comes to undocumented immigrants, we can petition our local governments to offer sanctuary. You can contribute to Planned Parenthood directly, but it might be best to wait a few days, because the site keeps crashing. Needless to say, we should all contact our congresspeople. And obviously, we need to abolish the electoral college, but that’s a long-term goal.” At the sight of their faces, she stops. “What?”

			“Nita,” says Louis, “I can’t afford a fancy key chain at the General Store.”

			Laurel takes the article from Nita. “I feel like such an idiot. I really thought she’d win.”

			“No offense, Laurel,” Nita says, “but that’s because you’re white.”

			Charlie looks at Laurel sympathetically. “It feels dystopian. I think a lot of us are in shock.”

			“No, Nita’s right,” says Laurel. “I should have seen it coming.”

			“I did,” says Louis, “but that’s just because I always expect the worst. I recommend it. No nasty surprises.”

			On Sunday evening, though, he balks when Laurel and Charlie stay after work for the weekly presentation. The speaker is a climate scientist from Palmer, the US station farther north.

			“I’ve had enough apocalypse for one week, thank you,” says Louis, moving backward through the swinging kitchen doors.

			The climate scientist clicks through photo slides. In one, an iceberg as tall as a ten-story building floats in open water. In another, an ice sheet has fractured into innumerable squares, which jostle, as if queueing in line.

			“If the West Antarctic ice sheet melted, water levels would rise worldwide by ten feet,” the scientist says. “At Palmer, supply vessels used to pull up to an ice pier, but now it isn’t cold enough to build one. Glaciers calve in front of our eyes.” She describes the decline of Adélie penguins, which only live on the Antarctic coast. “They return to the same place every year to nest, but now the snow melts and the nests collapse; the eggs drown. The adults have feathers that repel moisture, but the babies don’t. They can’t handle the precipitation. They freeze.”

			The presentation doesn’t end until nine, but the sky is still light. As they leave the galley, Laurel scans the horizon. The Arc is the first thing she looks for each morning and the last one she seeks out at night. It changes every time, becoming more or less pigmented, the pink swinging from peachy to rose. In certain moments—like this one, Laurel notes, disappointed—she can’t see it at all. There is no pattern that she can discern; the Arc seems to be driven by its own unknowable logic.

			Charlie suggests they walk to see the Adélies, which breed along the sea ice near the station. She and Laurel stop to stare, shocked by their proximity. At orientation, the administrator said that Antarctica had no native population, a comment that now strikes Laurel as untrue. In contrast to McMurdo’s human residents, who shiver in their Big Reds, the Adélies look at home. They totter on the rocks, wings akimbo, heads tilted conversationally; in the water, they leap like dolphins.

			But an adolescent stands apart. It seems to be trying to shake the mud from its belly, mud the red-brown color of blood. The animal looks back with one oval eye, its pupil like an olive turned sideways.

			Once, in second grade, Silas came home from school distraught. His teacher had told the class about the Kaua‘i ‘ō‘ō: a Hawaiian bird with golden leg feathers and a curved beak, good for drinking honey. The species had existed for over fifteen million years, but by the 1960s, less than forty birds remained. In 1987, a naturalist came upon a male tending an empty nest. It was the last Kaua‘i ‘ō‘ō ever seen. The naturalist recorded its song, a mating call that would never be answered.

			Listening to Silas, Laurel wondered what world she would leave him. Dystopian drought. Infectious disease. Poor nations destabilized by desperation; rich nations with outdoor air-conditioning and walls to keep out refugees. Sometimes, the untenability of modern life struck her so deeply that she froze at the grocery store, consumed by awful clarity, while Silas hummed from the cart. It occurred to her that this was the appropriate response, one that had perhaps been bred out of the species. After all, Laurel shopped, however guiltily, at Amazon. She drove a car. She’d wanted a child, who would increase the carbon in Earth’s atmosphere by sixteen tons each year.

			“Sometimes I think we’re all under the same mass delusion,” Laurel says, as she and Charlie walk back to the dorms. “I mean, we know that the way we live is unsustainable. We know, deep down, that the changes we’re making aren’t sufficient. So why are we going to work and having kids and reading magazines like the world as we know it isn’t ending?”

			“Little pleasures keep us going, though.” Charlie looks at Laurel from the side. “You still read magazines?”

			Laurel laughs. “I find them weirdly comforting. No screens.”

			“That’s why I like comics. They take me back,” says Charlie.

			

			—

			The next morning, they join Nita and her ice wife, Sam, for breakfast. A pair of duct-taped gloves sticks out of the bib of Sam’s overalls. Today her team will transfer one hundred thousand gallons of fuel to Pegasus airfield. Laurel has just finished eating when Louis zigzags toward the table, his rubber boots squeaking on the floor.

			“Slept late.” Louis dodges a steward with a trolley. “I was up all night.”

			Laurel finishes her Frosty Joe. The coffee at McMurdo is notoriously subpar, and dairy products are tightly rationed, so most residents add a dollop of soft serve ice cream from the Frosty Boy machine. When it breaks, there’s nearly mutiny.

			“What were you doing?” she asks, as Louis drops into a chair.

			“The same glaciologist I’ve been doing since 2014.”

			“Patrick’s back?” Nita hands him her blueberry muffin. “I thought his grant only ran through last summer.”

			Louis nods miserably. “He got another one.”

			“Either way, you swore you’d stop seeing him. And now God will punish you,” Nita says, “with a night in a quinzee.”

			Laurel, Charlie, and Louis aren’t wearing their steward uniforms. Today they’ll learn to survive outdoors in Happy Camper School. They put their dishes in the bus bins and trudge toward the pickup site. The other campers span a range of vocations: there are firefighters, sheet metal workers, engineers, astronomers, and postal workers, as well as a handful of other stewards and a lone ecologist.

			The instructor, a twentysomething former surfer named Gavin, waves them into the Terra Bus. They deboard three miles north, on the Ross Ice Shelf: a mass, two hundred feet thick, that stretches out over the ocean. Distant mountains bracket the expanse. The weather is calm and, at ten degrees, warm by Antarctic standards. The campers marvel.

			“It’s beautiful, yes,” Gavin says. “Beautiful and dangerous.”

			The wind alone, he explains, can knock a person over. Crevasses—cracks in glaciers—extend hundreds of feet deep; one swallowed a climatologist last summer. In a storm, snow blows so thickly you can’t see your own hands, and exposed skin becomes frostbitten instantly. Gavin shows them how to repair a snowmobile and use a camp stove. Over lunch, he lectures on cold-weather survival and warns them of the screaming barfies, the pain that ensues when the body warms after extreme cold.

			The Arc is as vibrant as Laurel has ever seen it: pink as cherry blossoms, with an iridescent film. She knows that she should focus, but she can’t stop staring. Many of the other campers are equally distracted. The firefighters volley theories while they’re supposed to be pitching a mountain tent, and the ecologist keeps looking over his shoulder, as if to make sure that it isn’t advancing.

			By midafternoon, Gavin is aggravated. He unloads a stack of buckets more forcibly than necessary. Next comes an armful of rope, knotted at regular intervals.

			“Circle up,” he says. “Buckets on heads.”

			The task is a whiteout simulation: the campers must find Gavin by the outhouse, wearing buckets to mimic the lack of visibility and holding rope to ensure that they don’t lose anyone else. Each person receives a knot and a number. Gavin tells them to spin, but Laurel feels disoriented as soon the bucket goes over her head. Sound muffles, and setting disappears, leaving her alone with herself.

			The natural leaders take control early, Number One claiming he remembers the way to the outhouse while Number Ten insists on the opposite direction. Both routes dead-end in empty space. They trace their way back to base camp to regroup. Number Six suggests that two volunteers venture out while the rest hang back, offering instructions, but the group is no better at directing the volunteers than they were in searching for Gavin themselves.

			They set out for a third time, trying to find the flags that stretch from base camp to the outhouse. An image interrupts Laurel in the way they always do, with callous indifference to her present circumstances. She dried Silas with a towel. The towel had a hood that was shaped like a sheep’s head, and she used it to pat his curls, soft as cashmere.

			On a slick patch of ice, she loses her balance, and the bucket slams into her face. She puts out her hands to catch the ground. It occurs to her—not for the first time, but more seriously—that she could die here. Of the cold alone. Or like the climatologist, in a crevasse, her footing sure until it isn’t.

			She is oddly indifferent to the thought. Eighteen months ago, she woke in darkness, wracked by misery. Eli was sleeping, so she took her laptop to the window seat and opened an email to Gloria. She did not bother with a salutation or a sign-off; they had long since abandoned such niceties.

			What do you think happens when we die? Not to the body, I mean—Gloria had spent her career investigating that—but to the rest of us?

			She couldn’t bring herself to write spirit, or soul; she was too much a scientist, bound by the imperative to appear rational. Gloria’s response arrived in minutes, as if she had known Laurel’s email was coming.

			I think we rejoin that vast and dazzling universe of which we have always been part. E = mc2, etc. After we die, we’re still matter.

			As for whether we see our loved ones again—I’m skeptical of anything so literal. Eyes belong to the body, and the body stays here. But if energy is matter, I suppose I think it’s not so much we see them as we are them.

			Minutes later, Gloria sent a second email.

			But Laurel, if you’re asking this for personal reasons—not for Silas, I mean, but for you—then promise you’ll come talk to me.

			Laurel was, of course. Drunken nights slurred into morning headaches. During the day, she maintained a sober, merciless self-judgment, as if that were the same as holding vigil. Many times, she pondered the pills that sat on a shelf above the bathroom sink, sedatives her doctor had prescribed. What stopped her was the thought of her own mother. Laurel had done enough damage already.

			Voices carry from a distance: the campers are running roll call. Laurel’s hands are empty. She strains to listen, groping air.

			“This is Number Five. Number Six?”

			“Number Six, paging Number Seven.”

			“Copy that. Number Seven here. Copy, Number Eight?”

			Number Eight is Laurel. She clears her throat to shout.

			“I’m here.” Her voice rebounds back. “But I can’t find my rope.”

			“That’s okay, Number Eight. I’ve got you. Follow my voice,” says Number Seven, the sound muffled by the bucket but reaching for her all the same.

			

			—

			Unlike igloos, which are made of snow blocks, the quinzee—first built by Native people in the planet’s northern forests—is a mound of compacted snow with a chamber inside. Gavin hands out duffel bags, each of which contains a sleep kit, and tells the campers to form small groups. Laurel, Charlie, and Louis pile their duffels and pack snow on top. While the quinzee hardens, they crowd over the camp stove to make freeze-dried chili and hot-water bottles. After dinner, they extract the duffels and use shovels to enlarge the hollow. Two hours later, wet and bone-tired, Laurel and Charlie admire their work.

			“Don’t get too excited,” Louis says. “It feels like sleeping inside a refrigerator.”

			They wriggle through the opening. Inside, the walls are wavy as meringue. The ceiling is too low for them to sit, so they lie down to trade galley gossip. Light leaches through the ice, bathing the quinzee in strange, perpetual dusk. It reminds Laurel of a cave. Despite the refrigeration, heat spreads through her chest, and the walls feel even closer than they are.

			“I’ll be back,” Laurel says, and then she crawls outside. She wants to be in open space. She needs to see the Arc.

			She isn’t the only one. At least a dozen other campers have spread across the snow. Some lean against their quinzees; others sit cross-legged on the ground. Even the ecologist has joined them.

			Rustling noises come from Laurel’s quinzee, followed by a thud.

			“Owie,” Louis says, snaking through the hole with his hot-water bottle.

			Charlie follows. “Claustrophobic?” she asks.

			Laurel nods. That’s close enough. Charlie and Louis settle on either side of her, and together they look at the Arc.

			It calls up the rainbows Laurel saw as a child: bright half rings hung high, as if conjured by invisible magicians. Those summer days were drowsy and fairy-like, mossy green trees and benevolent shadow, a feeling of gilded fertility: the whole orchard glowed. Rain, when it came, was warm and fleeting. Sound acquired strange qualities, so that someone on the next farm over seemed to be speaking into her ear.

			Yet the Arc is its own phenomenon. There is the strangeness of the shape, not a line but a dome—and then there’s what it does to her. When Laurel focuses like this, she almost feels that she can see inside it, as though the Arc is a shell enclosing some uncanny tissue. It seems to pulse, even to breathe. In her it sparks what science used to: a hungry, looming excitement.

			The firefighters pass a bag of pretzels, the stewards a smuggled-in bottle of bourbon, but conversation is notably scarce. There is an air of spectacle, even pilgrimage, as strangers come to Mecca or Jerusalem.

			“The firefighters think it’s an alien,” Louis whispers.

			“Maybe it is,” says Charlie.

			“There’s a sentient ocean in Solaris,” Laurel says.

			“All right,” says Louis, standing. “I’m going back to the dorms.”

			“Without the Terra Bus?” asks Charlie. “Good luck.”

			Louis plops down again. They sit together until the other campers drift back to their quinzees. When Laurel crawls inside again, she doesn’t feel quite so trapped in her head. Louis unrolls fleece liners, and she puts their sleeping bags on top.

			Charlie uses her backpack to block the door. “No funny business.”

			“I don’t like touching people,” says Louis, indignant, though Laurel remembers how he kissed her cheek at Gallagher’s, the sudden sweetness of it. He falls asleep with his knees in the crook behind hers. When Laurel wakes up, blue light filters through the quinzee, and her arm is touching Charlie’s. In the hazy moment between sleep and wakefulness, she can almost believe she’s back at home, with Eli in bed beside her—Eli, who sometimes reached out, while sleeping, to squeeze her hand in the dark.
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			Laurel knew of Eli long before they ever spoke. He was a junior-year transfer to McFarland High—an exotic specimen already—and when Laurel stayed late to work in the art room, she often saw him skateboard in the parking lot. He was tall, with olive skin and dark brown curls. Laurel had heard girls make fun of his nose, the bump at its bridge, but she thought it made him interesting.

			In class, Eli rarely volunteered to answer questions. Laurel didn’t blame him. There were rumors that he’d won a prize from MIT for high school students, the result of a science project back in Chicago, which was not something to flaunt in suburban Wisconsin. At McFarland High, sports were king; academics were to be tolerated, not enjoyed. In biology, Laurel assumed a dull stare to hide her interest, though she dropped it guiltily when the teacher looked her way.

			She was shocked to see Eli’s name on the sign-up list for the senior talent show. Maisie and Laurel speculated about what his talent might be. Yo-yo, Maisie suggested. Skateboarding, said Laurel, though it was unclear how this would translate to the auditorium. On the day of the performance, the girls’ bathroom was a hub of activity. Only Maisie noticed how painstakingly Laurel applied makeup: curling her eyelashes, adding liner to her Rimmel Black Cherry lipstick. They filled paper sleeves with popcorn and chose seats in the back of the theater. The stage was flanked by two decaying velvet curtains, which rippled as the lights dimmed overhead.

			Eli was the last performer before intermission. He walked out holding a guitar in one hand and a wooden stool in the other, which he placed in the middle of the stage. (“Serious,” Maisie observed. “Acoustic.”) Then he sat down on the stool and closed his eyes. He wore a T-shirt and a leather necklace, his right hand grazing the guitar.

			“La la la la la la la la la,” he sang. “La la la la la la la.”

			Titters came from the auditorium. Laurel didn’t know whether they were laughing because they knew where Eli was going or because they didn’t. His voice had a gravelly, venturing quality, like a mellow Chris Cornell.

			“When you’re feeling”—he paused—“sad and low.”

			Having finished her own popcorn, Maisie reached a hand into Laurel’s. “Is this what I think it is?”

			“We will take you where you gotta go,” Eli sang.

			His tone was as melancholic as Radiohead. By the time he reached the chorus, people were laughing outright. It was the best rendition of “Spice Up Your Life” that Laurel had ever heard. The girls’ soccer team stood up on their chairs, swiveling their hips in accordance with the lyrics until the principal’s secretary waved them down.

			Eli tilted his head toward the guitar until the chorus. Then he looked up, his lower lip brushing the mic.

			“Jesus,” said Laurel, sliding down in her chair.

			Maisie slouched until her mouth was level with Laurel’s ear. “Did we know that Eli is hot?”

			“I did.”

			“Brag, why don’t you,” said Maisie.

			Laurel had eaten all of the lighter-colored popcorn, stockpiling a trove of highlighter-yellow kernels. She tipped the popcorn into her mouth. “I shall.”

			For the rest of the month, she hoped for an opening. But the chair next to Eli was always taken in biology, usually by an admiring girl who had noticed him for the first time at the talent show. He sat with his friends at lunch. Given the timing of his transfer, Eli had only made two: Noah Takahashi and Riordan Salter.

			Laurel had known Riordan all her life. Their fathers were cousins, and the two families spent holidays together. While the adults talked upstairs, Laurel and Riordan played crazy eights in his basement, which had wood-paneled walls and squishy orange carpeting and smelled, no matter what, like Cool Ranch Doritos. Riordan’s parents, Gary and Maureen, were computer programmers, but Riordan had little interest in the future. His hobbies were of the past: the dinosaurs; the Renaissance faire, at which he bought collectible goblets and daggers; and Magic: The Gathering, though the latter was not exactly historical (“So far as we know,” Riordan was fond of saying). At school, he and Laurel pretended not to know each other, but in private, they gossiped with pleasure.

			“Eli Rosen,” said Laurel, on Thanksgiving. “What’s he like?”

			They lay on beanbag chairs, woozy from stuffing and pie and the wine their parents allowed on special occasions. Riordan folded his hands over his prodigious belly, thinking. He often paused before speaking, but this one ventured long enough that Laurel wondered whether wine was the only substance he’d consumed that evening.

			“He wants to be an astronaut,” said Riordan.

			“Huh.” Laurel set this fact beside the other things she knew about Eli: the science project, the talent show. He was the only student in school with a Jewish last name. “Why?”

			Riordan considered this. “I get the sense that he isn’t…happy here.”

			“Here,” said Laurel, “as in on Earth?”

			It was such a preposterous idea—and such a preposterous solution—that they both started to laugh. Laurel and Riordan had grown up with Midwestern mores. Satisfaction was to be found in their parents’ values: home, hard work, neighborly community.

			Riordan shrugged. “He doesn’t seem very happy in his own house.” His tone had become confiding; Laurel suspected that he wouldn’t say this to another boy. “I mean, his parents are nice, and they’re obviously smart. I just don’t know if they ever, like, hug him.”

			“Really?” asked Laurel, stricken. If she lived with Eli, she would never stop hugging him.

			On the night of graduation, the senior class gathered for a bonfire, but Eli didn’t come. Maisie went home with Noah Takahashi; Laurel kissed a pole vaulter named Kurt. They didn’t have much to talk about, but talking was not the point. That summer, they swam at Devil’s Lake and drove through cornfields, Pearl Jam flying out the windows. It was Laurel who suggested they have sex, an event she did not find pleasurable so much as intriguing: the unfamiliar pressure, two shapes fit suddenly together.

			One Friday in August, she took her father’s pickup truck to McFarland High. Ms. Guillard, the art teacher, had organized a summer exhibition for senior students. Now it was time for Laurel to retrieve her project.

			Laurel and Maisie idolized Ms. Guillard, who had arrived from Paris in September with her accent and rakish short hair, her penchant for the surrealists. Sometimes they stayed after school to work on their projects, and Ms. Guillard told them the story of Hilma af Klint, who held séances in Stockholm with four other female artists. They had called themselves the Five. It was the turn of the twentieth century: Wilhelm Conrad Röntgen’s X-rays had allowed physicians to peer inside the human body, and Marie Curie had discovered a substance so radioactive it glowed in the dark. The Five used a psychograph to contact spirit guides and practiced automatic drawing, emptying their minds of thought to access the subconscious realm below. In 1906, a spirit ordered af Klint to begin a series called The Paintings for the Temple, meant to be shown in a space of her own design: a round building with three levels, linked by a spiral staircase.

			“The Five counseled her against it. They worried that such effort would drive af Klint to madness,” said Ms. Guillard, one gloomy afternoon in February. Snow obscured the windows, and the radiator clanked: her retelling felt like a séance itself. “But she insisted.”

			Af Klint’s temple was never built, but she held the shape in her mind for decades. Ms. Guillard lent Laurel and Maisie the catalogue from her only American show, a group exhibit at the LA County Museum of Art. Laurel paged through it for hours, convinced that if she only looked longer, harder, she might receive the cosmic knowledge that the paintings seemed to promise. Intersecting orbs hung, suspended, in shafts of color; circles opened into letters, and coils vibrated with energy. In Dove, No. 3, a fizzing prism shuddered against darkness, as if a piece of the universe were being forged.

			When it came time to choose her project, Laurel experimented. She made collages like Max Ernst with paper cut from Jane magazine; she painted two Laurels, like Kahlo’s The Two Fridas. But af Klint’s Tree of Knowledge, which unfolded in two directions, recalled a memory from childhood: weeding in her mother’s flower garden. Like the dandelions she’d pulled—stems above, roots below—Tree of Knowledge was an asymmetric mirror image.

			Now Laurel parked in the student lot and walked through empty corridors. She found Ms. Guillard in the art room.

			“Ah! It’s you.” The teacher hopped down from the counter, where she had been scrubbing at a mulish patch of paint. “Come, come.”

			The remaining senior projects stood against the wall, forlorn as unattended luggage. The last was a young white ash tree from Lower Orchard. Laurel had unearthed and suspended it, from branches to roots, in an open shadow box.

			“You will bring it to college, yes?” asked Ms. Guillard as Laurel picked it up.

			Laurel couldn’t tell whether Ms. Guillard was joking. “I don’t think I’ll have space.”

			The teacher crossed her arms. “And will you take art classes?”

			“Not this semester,” Laurel admitted; she had filled her schedule with general education requirements. “Maybe next.”

			Ms. Guillard huffed as she walked Laurel to the school’s entrance. “You say this, but soon you will be focused on friends and boys and all your classes for the plants”—this was how she referred to Laurel’s intended botany major—“and you will forget about Remedios Varo; you’ll forget the cup and saucer that Meret Oppenheim covered with fur. The imagination is a muscle, Laurel. You must exercise it.”

			But Laurel was distracted. Through the window behind Ms. Guillard’s head, she saw Eli on his skateboard—or, rather, she saw him stop skateboarding. He had propped it up on one end, and he was looking at her.

			Ms. Guillard followed her eyes. “What did I tell you?” she said. But she winked before Laurel walked out of the door.

			Gentle heat, cutting breeze, sky the blue and pink of cotton candy: it was a perfect summer evening. She and Eli were the only people in sight.

			“Hi,” Laurel said, slowing down.

			“Hey,” said Eli.

			He didn’t introduce himself, and neither did she. It seemed a given that they each knew exactly who the other was, despite never having interacted.

			“I wondered who made that one.” Eli nodded at her project. “How did you do it?”

			“I found the tree on my family’s apple orchard.” Laurel set the box down. When she crouched, Eli joined her. “I put paper around the base and marked the shadows of the branches—age-old technique to figure out how far the roots extend, or so my dad claims.”

			“Your family has an orchard?” Eli asked. His eyes were very green.

			Laurel flushed with pleasure at his curiosity. “Since before I was born.”

			“I’ve never been to one before.”

			“Not ever?”

			Eli shook his head. “I grew up in a city. My parents aren’t very outdoorsy—professors. We get our apples at the grocery store.”

			There was a ruefulness to his tone that Laurel hadn’t expected. She thought of the cat doors that Edner had cut into her family’s house, how they afforded a glance straight through a wall. And then she asked the question that set the rest of her life in motion.

			“Do you want to see it?”

			Eli smiled. His mouth was slightly open, as if he were surprised at her daring.

			

			—

			She drove in a state of exhilarated disbelief. I’m taking Eli to the orchard, she thought. It was preposterous. Maisie would scream. They had plans that night, as they did every Friday. First, they ate the fish fry at Dotty’s, feeling grown-up to be at a tavern alone; then they drove to Michael’s for frozen custard, slurped in the parking lot as moths fluttered by the streetlights. Finally they roamed the aisles at Blockbuster, scanning the new releases, leaving with boxes of candy—Raisinets and Runts for Laurel, Dots and Milk Duds for Maisie—along with the chosen video in its plastic case.

			“Would you mind if we stop by my place?” Eli asked. “I should tell my parents they don’t have to pick me up at school.”

			He directed her toward a field not far from the orchard, overrun by scrub and crowded saplings. Laurel had passed it dozens of times without stopping. Now she saw that a gravel road led to a beige house with a wraparound porch.

			“I’ll only be a minute,” he said. “But you can come inside, if you want.”

			She wanted to, of course. As they walked to the front door, prairie grass grazed her legs, and a thistle pecked one knee: it was clear the Rosens didn’t know what to do with the land, or perhaps they didn’t care. Affixed to the entrance was a Jewish mezuzah.

			“Be right back,” he said.

			Then he galloped up a staircase two steps at a time, his skateboard in one hand. Laurel waited in the living room. Inside were fascinating objects she had insufficient time to examine: a framed map, a mahogany desk with shining haunches, a two-headed brass lamp. A faded globe, like something that might have stood in an old schoolhouse, spun slowly in the draft from the door.

			(“A friend,” came Eli’s voice, stubborn, from upstairs. “I’ll be home by dinner.” And the murmur of a deeper voice, indistinct but discontented.)

			Laurel entered a narrow, darkened hallway. To her left was the kitchen; to her right was another door, cracked. She peered through. Posters for Nirvana and Alice in Chains were taped to the wall. Soundgarden’s Superunknown took pride of place above the bed, but the CD in his boombox was Under the Table and Dreaming, one of her favorites. The guitar Eli had played at the talent show leaned against a window. Beside it was a blown-up photograph: a few dozen kids in matching T-shirts, holding a banner that read Space Camp 1992.

			When she heard Eli’s footsteps, Laurel rushed back to the living room. Elaborate Persian rugs, worn through in places, sat on top of other rugs—crowded bookshelves, falling dust—

			“Ready,” Eli said.

			

			—

			She parked in the gravel lot next to the farm store, closed until September, and showed him Lower Orchard. The trees stood like teenage girls, proud and a little embarrassed by their fullness. Laurel told him their names: Blushing Golden, Opalescent, Fortune.

			“But the best thing about apple trees,” she said, “the coolest thing, in my opinion”—as if he cared, because he seemed to, and this was so wonderful that she couldn’t stop herself—“is what happens at the roots. Some apple trees grow from their own roots, but they need more space, and they take longer to fruit. They’re majestic—whole, in a way. But most of our trees don’t grow from seeds. They’re grafted together from two parent trees, like babies.”

			She knew she was babbling, but high school was over. In one month, they’d both leave for college, and she would never see him again.

			“This Honeycrisp, for example. What you do is cut a bud, or a branch, from a Honeycrisp tree. Then you pair it with a rootstock.” She wore one of her father’s old flannels over her camisole and jean shorts: not the outfit she would have picked for Eli, but at least she’d done more than throw a sweatshirt over her pajamas. “The branch determines the fruit, and the rootstock—well, the rootstock is a tree in and of itself. It might be cold-hardy, or resistant to disease.”

			Eli was looking closely. “And they fuse?”

			Laurel nodded. “They fuse. They become one tree. But you can always tell which trees were grafted. See?”

			She knelt next to a peachy Jonagold. The bottom two inches of trunk were scaly, but above that, it was smooth. At the join was a ridge, a ring. It would be too embarrassing, or too revealing, to tell Eli that she thought of it as a wedding ring—as if the tree were a couple, growing old together.

			In Upper Orchard, Eli suggested a taste test. They collected Sops of Wine and Red Astrachans, Whitney Crabs and Lubsk Queens. The Pink Pearls were just maturing, so Laurel stood in a crook of branches to find the ripest specimens. She felt self-conscious at first, but soon her caution dropped like a leaf: she luxuriated in the sun on her knees, the strength in her calves, the electric sensation of Eli’s eyes on her. They took their bounty to the top of the hill, from which the entire farm could be seen, and sat down.

			“Now you know everything about me,” Laurel said. “And I don’t know anything about you.”

			“That’s not true.” Eli bit into a Red Astrachan. “You know where I live.”

			“And I know you like the Spice Girls.”

			He covered his eyes, grinning. “I can’t believe I did that. I figured, no one knows me, no one actually cares. At my old school, I never would have had the guts.”

			“In Chicago, right? Is that where you’re going to college?”

			Eli shook his head. “MIT,” he said, and added sheepishly: “I know how that sounds.”

			“It sounds fancy,” said Laurel. “What do you want to study?”

			“Engineering. I have to get my master’s if I want to be eligible for NASA’s astronaut-selection program—that or become a jet pilot.”

			“No ambition, I see.”

			“I probably won’t get in. Almost no one does,” he said. “How about you?”

			“UW,” she said. “Botany.” And thought of how small she must seem to him, going twenty minutes away to study plants.

			But he nodded, as if this were fitting. “You seem—comfortable here.”

			“You aren’t?”

			“Comfortable? Not really.” Eli set down the core of the Red Astrachan. “We’ve moved a lot. Before Chicago it was Ann Arbor, and Bloomington before that. Every time my parents pick someplace new, they try to sell me on it, but they find problems pretty quickly when we get there.”

			“Why?”

			Right away, it seemed too personal a question. Laurel was about to apologize when Eli said, “I don’t think that they’ve ever been very happy together. They probably should have split up instead of having me. ‘You were the test’—that’s what my aunt said.”

			Laurel looked at him. “You were just a kid.”

			“I know.” Eli shrugged, feigning lightness. “Anyway, who gets their parents?”

			“No one,” Laurel agreed.

			He leaned back on one elbow, and she tried not to stare at the slant of his arm, how his T-shirt skimmed his stomach. For a moment, they were quiet, and she felt comfortable that way, listening to the bright snap of the apples as they ate.

			Eli tried the Pink Pearl she’d picked. “Hey!”

			Laurel grinned; she had been waiting for this. The skin was creamy, but the flesh inside was coral, as if a traditional apple had been inverted.

			“Which is your favorite?” she asked.

			“This one,” he said. “It’s beautiful.”

			He held her gaze as he said the last word. She wondered what he saw. Hazel eyes mostly taken up by large black pupils. What people called dishwater-blond hair. A certain Midwestern frankness to her expression, less gullibility than guilelessness. Her body was strong from years of outdoor work, her summer skin a shade darker than usual. Laurel’s feelings about her own appearance swung from insecurity to fragile self-assurance, often within the same day. When she cut her hair in junior year, she felt like Claire Danes in The Rainmaker, at least for several hours; the next morning, two new cystic pimples stripped her pride back to the studs. In her best moments, she thought that she was pretty in the same way as her mother: her square jaw and high cheekbones, her eyes green-flecked and contemplative.

			Eli was still watching her. His boldness startled her—though what if she’d read him wrong? Laurel pointed at the sky, squirming out of the moment.

			“So what’ll you do, if you get up there?” she asked. “Where do you want to go?”

			“I’d go anywhere,” said Eli, with an ardency that nearly made her shiver. “But the thing I want most is to do an EVA.”

			“EVA?”

			“Extravehicular activity,” Eli said, in a robotic voice, and Laurel giggled. “Better known as a spacewalk. You’re making a repair outside the ship. Ed White was the first American to do it. I used to watch the footage over and over; I even memorized the transcript.”

			“Prove it,” Laurel said.

			Eli glanced at her the way he had when she invited him to the orchard: with amusement, and a shade of admiration. Laurel didn’t know whether she was succeeding at flirtation. She knew only that she wanted to keep him there, talking.

			“Well, there are forty pages of lead-up. Mission control is double-checking everything—you know, ‘Are you in prelaunch? Do you have a blood pressure on Ed?’ He’s supposed to get out over Hawaii, but they’re running late, and Jim McDivitt, the command captain, goes, ‘I don’t think we want to try it. Next pass around.’ ” Eli paused, self-conscious. “I’m being too detailed.”

			“I like detail.” Laurel put the core of the Lubsk Queen she’d just eaten next to his Pink Pearl. “Go on.”

			“They’re flying so fast that they circle the planet every ninety minutes; sometimes Jim can see day out of one window and night out of another. They get Ed’s blood pressure above the Canary Islands, and it’s good, and when they reach Hawaii again, Ed pops the hatch. ‘Okay,’ he says, ‘I’m separating from the spacecraft. Okay. My feet are out.’ ”

			Eli put his hands behind his neck, letting his head touch grass. Laurel closed her eyes. The sun on her shoulders, the whirr of bees, the songs of cardinals and chickadees: all of this faded as Eli conjured the astronauts and their ship.

			“Jim radios Houston: ‘He’s out. He’s floating free.’ You can see Ed’s legs shaking. He’s using this handheld gun that shoots compressed oxygen to move around. He comes over to the spacecraft so Jim can get a better look, and Jim says, ‘You’re right in front, Ed. You look beautiful.’

			“Can you imagine?” Eli asked, and Laurel did. “They’re going seventeen thousand miles an hour, but Ed can’t feel the speed, because there isn’t any wind. Sound doesn’t carry, and directions are meaningless. The darkness looks liquid, like black ink. Like the biggest ocean in the universe.

			“Jim tells Ed he has five minutes. Gemini IV had limited fuel to begin with, and now they’re exhausting it. Ed’s got a camera out. He says he doesn’t like the pictures he’s taken, but you can tell he’s just making excuses, that he doesn’t want to leave. So mission control starts getting nervous: ‘Gemini IV, hurry up!’

			“And Ed radios, ‘Let me just find a few pictures.’

			“ ‘No, back in’—Jim’s talking now. ‘Come on. Don’t wear yourself out. Just come back in.’ ”

			Eli’s impressions had a theatrical flair, the glib showmanship of his solo at the talent show. When he spoke again, though, he stopped performing.

			“Then Ed gets the picture. Command and ground control are yelling at him: ‘Ed, get in here! Come on, get back before it’s dark!’ And Ed folds up the camera and says, ‘This is the saddest moment of my life.’ ”

			Tears pressed against Laurel’s eyelids. She didn’t know why. Perhaps it was Ed White, risking sense to see just a bit further, learn just a bit more. Or maybe it was the orchard; in weeks, she would leave all this behind. Later she wondered whether Eli was the source of her emotion. She might have intuited, even then, that she would return to this memory over and over.

			When she opened her eyes, Eli was still looking at the sky. Then he registered her gaze and turned his head. It made her feel feral. He smiled in tentative surprise, reading her, and God, she wanted to kiss him, she wanted to be all over each other. A burr oak had covered them in shadow.

			There was the sound of tires on gravel, a car pulling into the lot.

			“Laurel?”

			It was Kurt. She had forgotten—and now cursed—his existence. She ignored him, praying that he would leave, but it was too late: he walked uphill.

			“I should go,” Eli said, in a tone of embarrassment, so unlike the low, confiding intimacy with which he’d told her the story of the astronauts. He put his apple cores in the pocket of his windbreaker, a gesture of politeness that pained Laurel as much as the change in his voice, and not knowing what to say, but desperate to say something, she asked, “I’ll see you?”

			He opened his mouth to respond. But Kurt was now within earshot, and Eli seemed to change his mind.

			“Sure,” he said, a word that meant nothing at all.

			The two boys exchanged a terse chin-nod as they passed. When Kurt took Eli’s place, Laurel began to cry torrentially, blamefully. Kurt watched with mystified irritation—after all, it was Laurel who had been found in suspect circumstances—but since they had never communicated very much, they sat in resentful silence until Kurt excused himself. It was obvious that they wouldn’t see each other again.

			Two years earlier, Laurel had moved from the second floor of the farmhouse to the attic, where she could play Sarah McLachlan when she felt low-key and the Smashing Pumpkins when she didn’t. Like Maisie’s room, where stuffed animals jockeyed for space with bandannas and bucket hats and body spray, Laurel’s was filled with bric-a-brac: a shoebox full of Polaroids, a fake rose in a salad dressing bottle. On the walls were her Save the Whales and Alanis Morissette posters, along with collages she’d made from Jane magazines.

			She kept her journal underneath her bed, protected by a tiny lock and key. For the rest of the summer, and for many months afterward, Eli figured prominently in its pages; and though Laurel looked for him every time she passed the high school, and took not-infrequent detours past his house, she never saw him. By the end of August, the orchard was sopping with thunderstorms, and she moved, in mild anguish, to Madison.
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			Ghost Particle

			As a child, Laurel only went ice-skating a couple of times each year, but her sense of balance was instinctive. If the pond was empty, she made languid figure eights. When she returned home, her ears hurt and her cheeks were raw, but her senses were sharper. Winter clarified something, made it harder for her mind to wander, held her here.

			Antarctica reminds her of that. The cold pins her to the moment. Her mind is quieter. Even the screaming barfies show her that she’s not too far gone to feel something. Smoothing Vaseline over chapped skin, she remembers the comfort of her own touch.

			She notices her body for other reasons, too. At McMurdo, there is no Wi-Fi. Opening email takes thirty minutes, and social media is hopeless. Every day, the stewards are required to take a stretch break after lunch in a building behind the galley. Some people open games on their phones, but most eschew devices for hijinks: they somersault on yoga mats or duel with foam rollers. Laurel and Louis and Charlie play airplane, holding each other aloft with their feet, though often they’re tired enough to nap, someone’s head on someone else’s stomach.

			When memories flood in, Laurel volunteers for extra work: she offloads bags from military planes in Cargo, or picks up a shift at the coffeehouse. Once, she wins the lottery for a boondoggle, a coveted trip off station. Her reward is to join fuelies on a flight to the interior. On a landing zone called Taniwha, they meet New Zealanders from Scott Base. One of them, a Māori man, explains that taniwha are supernatural beings: “Picture a lizard with wings. Or a dragon in the sea.” Their mission is to dig buried fuel barrels out of the snow, leaving them on the surface for planes that need to top off. At the end of the day, everyone plays hide-and-seek among the barrels.

			Laurel tries to avoid the scientists; they remind her of the world she left behind. Sometimes, though, she can’t resist the lure of an exciting find. Later that month, Jules pulls her aside.

			“A geologist discovered fossil forests in the Dry Valleys. It isn’t public knowledge yet,” he says. “There’ll be a briefing over lunch, and we need a steward to cater it.”

			Laurel strips her dish gloves off and throws her arms around his neck.

			In the conference room, administrators mill between chairs. Laurel smooths a white cloth over the serving table and arranges trays of sandwiches. Nearby, a camerawoman tests the live feed. If the internet allows, the presentation will be streamed to media.

			The geologist has locs and square green glasses. When he paces, his clogs thunk emphatically. In the sandstone of the Allan Hills, his team found thirty-seven ancient tree trunks. The petrified wood was smooth, silver, and cold. Over eons, the stumps had become stone, but they were still tied to the soil by their roots.

			Fossilized plants, the geologist explains, have been found on the continent before. In 1912, the remains of a five-man party, led by Robert Falcon Scott, were discovered in a tent on the Ross Ice Shelf. More than thirty pounds of specimens lay beside their bodies. The fossils included two thousand animals, four hundred formerly unknown, and the first Emperor penguin eggs ever seen by human beings. But nothing caused so much of a stir as Glossopteris indica, a tree that had been extinct for two hundred million years. Its discovery confirmed that Antarctica had been part of Gondwanaland, a prehistoric region from which modern continents calved—and that it once was warm enough for woody plants to grow.

			The fossil forest tells an even earlier story. It lived before history’s greatest mass extinction, when greenhouse gases, spewed by Siberian volcanoes, destroyed 95 percent of the earth’s species.

			“Standing there,” the geologist says, “you feel you might be looking at a mirror of the future.”

			After the talk, Laurel joins the question line; she wants to ask whether his team searched the site for fungi, wood decomposers that may have coexisted with the forest. The women who queue behind Laurel glance at her quizzically. Others drift toward the catering table for second helpings. Laurel ducks out of line. After all, she’s supposed to be working.

			

			—

			The Arc makes the front page of the New York Times. Jules pins the article—two months old by the time it arrives—to the bulletin board. The physicists are treated like celebrities: people stare when they walk into the galley.

			Laurel emails Gloria.

			Two scientific curiosities for you. First: Did you hear that a fossil forest was discovered in the Dry Valleys? Thirty-seven tree trunks! Two hundred eighty million years later, their roots are still in the ground.

			The second one is even stranger, a kind of visual disturbance. We call it the Arc. Have a look at the photo in the Times, if you haven’t already. There it’s pink, which is how it looks in sunlight, but in darkness it turns green, sort of like the aurora, with blue around the edges.

			Is it insane to say I feel like it’s communicating something? Maybe I’ve genuinely fallen off the deep end. Still, I envy the physicists. I want to be in the room, to learn what they learn.

			One day later, Gloria replies.

			Well, you know what I’d say. Make your own observations! When I was a graduate student, I brought a notebook and colored pencils on foraging trips. This was before the age of digital photography, so drawing served a purpose, but it also made me a better observer.

			The fossil forest is a marvel. As for your Arc, I’ve never seen anything like it. Is it absurd to imagine some kind of transmission? Academia would tell us to be skeptical. But then I think of fungi—I think of life, webbed whether we’re aware of it or not, messaging whether we listen or don’t—and I wonder if the greater delusion would be to assume we have nothing to say to each other.

			Laurel walks back to the triple. It’s a Saturday, free for the afternoon stewards. Charlie is lying in her bunk, holding Parable of the Sower over her head.

			“Don’t your arms get tired?” Laurel asks.

			Charlie flexes a bicep. “And they say that reading isn’t exercise.”

			Laurel laughs. “Listen, I was wondering. Could I borrow your colored pencils? I want to draw the Arc.”

			Charlie sets the book down on her chest. “That’s funny. I had the same thought.”

			“Do you want to do it together?”

			“Sure,” Charlie says. “We can use my drawing pad.”

			It becomes a weekly ritual. At the ice pier, bundled in layers, they spread out Charlie’s supplies. The cold functions as a time limit, so they have to be instinctive. Laurel mixes pencils in search of that day’s pink. She never captures it exactly, but she always learns something new. The edges are darker than the interior, and the color swirls like gas.

			Laurel and Nita talk constantly. With Charlie, Laurel can be quiet. They make a game of not looking at each other’s work until the end, and the differences always surprise them. Charlie excels at volume. In her hands, the Arc has plumpness and sheen; often it fills the whole page. Laurel sketches it in situ, like a mushroom in the wild.

			On the first day of December, Laurel is wiping the counters at the coffeehouse when three men open the door. She squints into the sunlight—the hut’s round walls have no windows—and watches them select an isolated table in the back. Immediately she pegs them as researchers. Some scientists show interest in staff, thanking the stewards during meal service or asking what brought them to the continent; others barely acknowledge them. These three don’t look up while they place their orders, and though they seem to be discussing something sensitive, they don’t stop when she returns.

			“—never heard of such a thing,” says the first, as Laurel places a shot of espresso in front of him.

			“That’s because it’s physically impossible,” the second man says.

			Laurel slides a black coffee toward him and a cappuccino to the third, who counters, “According to the Standard Model, at least.”

			“Don’t tell me you’re entertaining the idea,” says the second man.

			The third man—the youngest among them—shifts in his chair. “Well, there’s a reason we call it the anomaly, right?”

			The anomaly is how the scientists refer to the Arc. Laurel’s attention narrows to a point. She places a biscotti on each saucer with tongs, taking care to keep her hand steady.

			“And they say this is the best coffee on station.” The second man pushes his mug toward Laurel with distaste. “Add a shot of amaretto, would you?”

			“Of course.”

			Laurel hurries to the bar. Before she can redeliver the drink, a couple of carpenters with a cribbage board ask for a pot of decaf. Coffee seems to trickle through the filter more slowly than usual. Finally she delivers the decaf to the carpenters, winds her way around a rowdy group of Scrabble players, and approaches the scientists again.

			“Look,” the second man is saying. “IceCube is the best detector on the continent. And we didn’t find a thing.”

			“But that’s the point, isn’t it?” says the younger man. “Our detector is embedded in the ice; we wouldn’t catch an upward shower of energy, a neutrino stream originating from the surface of the earth—”

			Suddenly, Laurel is in Madison, Eli tracing a line on her arm. Neutrino, he says. Little neutral one. Also known as ghost particles. They can pass through rock, ice, whole planets without stopping. Trillions stream through our bodies every second, like light through a window. Famously difficult to catch, like any ghost, because they almost never interact with matter. But when they do, they produce something we can measure: Heat. Sound. Sparks. They’re born when the nuclei in separate atoms combine, or split apart.

			“—and neither would ANITA, if they knew how to do their math. All right,” says the second man, to Laurel.

			Ushered forward, she deposits the coffee at his elbow.

			The man sips. “Fine.”

			“Are you sure?” asks Laurel, eager for the chance to hear more.

			“Positive,” he says, taking stock of her for the first time, and lowering his voice afterward.

			Laurel suspects that ANITA refers to the next wave of experimenters, the particle physicists Jules described. If word of their findings has reached other research teams on base, a presentation can’t be far behind. Sure enough, when she checks the bulletin board, a new notice is tacked next to the Times article: ANITA—the Antarctic Impulsive Transient Antenna—will report their results on Sunday night.

			

			—

			The morning of the presentation brings Laurel’s first Antarctic storm. On the way to breakfast, she stops by the satellite feed. An iceberg the size of San Francisco is spinning like a clock.

			In the galley, she joins Louis, Nita, and Charlie.

			“Fifty-mile-per-hour winds,” Louis says. “I think we’ll be able to lean.”

			Nita hesitates. “We’ll get in trouble.”

			In Condition 1 weather—less than one hundred feet of visibility—work is canceled, and residents are only permitted to leave their dormitories for meals. Laurel can barely see the firefighters planting signposts outside.

			Louis is watching the firefighters, too. “They’re still a ways off. If we go now, they won’t see us.”

			They down their coffees, burrow into their coats. Louis leads them out of an emergency exit, his mittened hand in Laurel’s gloved one. The force of the air is astonishing. Laurel and Charlie cower.

			“Face downwind!” Louis shouts. “Lie back! Nita, show them how!”

			Nita tips, as in a trust fall, her arms extended toward the sky. Laurel gasps: the wind holds her up. With her feet obscured by blowing snow and her dark hair streaming forward, she seems to be levitating.

			

			—

			By seven thirty that night, the galley seems to contain almost everyone on station. The stewards rush to set up a table for the speakers, make as much coffee as they do for breakfast, and let down the heavy blinds: outside, it’s light enough to be morning. The IceCube scientists sit at a front table with their arms crossed. Nita and Sam have saved a row of chairs in the back. When Laurel, Louis, and Charlie arrive, still in their uniforms, Sam hands each of them a hot chocolate.

			Two physicists—a man who looks to be in his fifties and a woman perhaps ten years younger—are toying with a projector at the front of the room. They seem anxious as they open PowerPoint and dim the overhead lights. When the audience falls silent, the man selects the first slide, which reads: Anomalous neutrino signal detected from Antarctic ice.

			“As you’ve all been aware,” he says, “a highly unusual visual phenomenon was first identified eleven months ago, in January of 2016, fifteen miles north of the station.”

			The woman clicks the remote, and two images of the Arc fill the screen. On the left, the pink version appears against a background of apricot light. On the right: the Arc at night, a ghostly bluish-green.

			“An initial wave of investigation began in February and concluded in July. That team arrived with a hypothesis: that the anomaly resulted from the interaction between sunlight and the ice shelf. But all atmospheric and solar hypotheses failed to explain why it persisted during winter. If it were a refractive phenomenon, it should have disappeared with the sun,” she says. “We deployed the ANITA instrument to assess the anomaly’s connection to neutrino activity.”

			The next slide shows the Standard Model of elementary particles.

			“There are three types of neutrinos,” the man explains. “All are left-handed—you can think of them as spinning to the left—and though particle physics predicts that they should have right-handed partners, as other elementary particles do, such partners have never been discovered. The reason for this asymmetry remains a mystery.”

			“I thought you said this was going to be interesting,” Louis whines. Nita swats him before putting her hand back in the pocket of Sam’s sweatshirt.

			“Most neutrino detectors are built deep inside the earth to drown out the noise of other particles: in mines, in tunnels, and—as at IceCube—in ice.” The woman nods at the IceCube scientists, who stiffly return the gesture. “ANITA is different: an instrument, suspended by a balloon, that flies over the Southern Ocean. Our detector was designed to search for ultra-high-energy neutrinos. It measures the Askaryan effect, radio pulses emitted when these particles collide with ice.”

			She looks at her partner, who nods a fraction of an inch, as if to encourage her to continue.

			“Until now, neutrinos have only been detected flying toward the planet, from outer space. But two of our flights detected upward energy showers with angles so steep that we’ve concluded they came from one of two sources,” she says. “The first possibility is that they originated from the earth itself—that they flew out of the planet, toward the sky.”

			Uneasy chatter fills the galley. A man sitting near the IceCube table calls, “And you say these were high-energy neutrinos?”

			“That’s right. Low-energy neutrinos pass through the planet all the time, but the Standard Model tells us that high-energy particles shouldn’t be able to travel more than a few hundred miles through solid matter.”

			“I’d like to see how they determined those angles,” someone says, from deep within the recesses of a fur-lined parka.

			“IceCube has never reported upgoing showers,” declares someone else.

			“Exactly,” says the male physicist, stepping forward. “IceCube is situated thousands of meters belowground. The fact that they haven’t had a similar detection suggests our second hypothesis is more accurate: that the particles came from somewhere near the surface of the earth—somewhere like the anomaly.”

			The conversation in the galley swells. Laurel catches fragments:

			“There’s absolutely no way…”

			“Would upend the Standard Model…”

			“How do you explain the color?” asks a dogged-looking woman in the front row. “Neutrinos don’t interact with light.”

			“No,” says the man, “but they do interact with atmospheric gases. The pink color could come from the excitement of oxygen molecules, the blue-green from oxygen and nitrogen.”

			“What does this mean?” asks somebody else.

			“We aren’t sure yet,” the female physicist says. “We’ve scheduled additional flights; we’re combing through a decade’s worth of data. What we know so far is that these signals can’t have come from any of the three neutrinos in the Standard Model.”

			A black slide appears on the projector screen: A fourth neutrino? At the sight of it, one of the IceCube scientists shakes his head, but others remain fixed, their bodies canted toward the speaker.

			“We’re considering the possibility of a new neutrino,” she continues. “Based on its trajectory—the fact that it travels in the opposite direction of the neutrinos we know—this fourth neutrino would have inverted properties.”

			For a moment, there is silence. The woman seems even more unnerved by this than by the commotion that preceded it, and she pauses to collect herself.

			“It would be right-handed, for example. And if this is the case—if it spins not to the left, but to the right—then it would also have an inverted arrow of time.”

			“Well, that explains everything,” says Louis. But a vast contagious rumble is moving through the galley. Some of the remaining attendees are chattering in small groups; others have already begun to queue in front of the presenters.

			“Did you hear what they said about the arrow of time?” asks Nita. “What does that mean?”

			Charlie shrugs. “Beats me.”

			But Laurel can feel her heartbeat in her ears. She has the sense that she is meant to be here, right now, rooted to the spot.

			“Well, time moves forward, doesn’t it?” says Louis, yawning. “So if you reverse the arrow…”

			“We go backward,” Laurel says.
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			Infinite Degrees of Freedom

			Laurel sat in a dim auditorium in Science Hall. It was the second day of her junior year, a perfect seventy-five degrees. A professor who had earned less respect might have seen her audience diminish, but not Gloria Albert.

			Then a door opened, a rectangle of light stretched inward, and she was there, standing briefly at the top of the stairs before making her way to the stage. Laurel had never seen Gloria in person, only the sepia-toned author photo on the back flap of her books. She was sixty-four but looked older: Lyme disease, contracted on a foraging expedition, had left her with nerve pain and severe arthritis. The sound of her cane marked every stair. She had a halo of curls, wild as Einstein’s, white.

			Gloria leaned her cane against the lectern. The body of the cane was made of wood, but its brass head was shaped like a lion. She wore a many-colored patchwork coat, and her gaze was tinged with impish curiosity.

			“A brief history,” she said, “of life on earth.”

			The old wooden chairs creaked as a few students shifted, wondering whether to start writing.

			“The universe is fourteen billion years old,” said Gloria, “but let us borrow from Carl Sagan, who compressed that to the timescale of a calendar year. Each month represents more than a billion years. Each day is forty million. On the first second of January 1, the universe expands from a point smaller than a single atom.

			“For two hundred million years, there is darkness. Then, on January 10: the first stars. The Milky Way forms in March; our sun alights on the last day of August. Not until September 21 do single-celled organisms spark to life, formed in the chemical soup of primordial oceans. Multicellular organisms stir on the tenth of December. Forests, reptiles, insects, birds: all of these evolve in the final week of the year. The dinosaurs reign by Christmas, and on December 28, the first flowers bloom.”

			Whoever taught earlier that morning had left the projector on, but Gloria ignored it. Nor did she use notes: her large black bag remained unopened on the floor.

			“And what of human beings? We newcomers arrive in the last day’s last hour. Writing is invented fourteen seconds before midnight, and recorded human history tells us some of what happened after that.” Gloria smiled. “So let’s rewind: back to the ocean, and to the remarkable new life-forms that appeared billions of years ago: microbes—fungi and bacteria—which stagger to land from sea in September.

			“The first terrestrial fungi survive by mining minerals from rocks. A clever trick, you might think, but not a radical one. Wrong! This act, which turns rock to soil, sets the foundation for everything that follows. On December 20, the earliest land plants appear, but these ancient species lack roots. To compensate, they join forces with fungi: the fungi extract nutrients from soil, and the plants offer carbon in return. By the time of the dinosaurs, the land throngs with tree ferns and conifers, and fungi—sick, perhaps, of being nibbled by insects—retreat underground. This time, they partner with trees. Forests spring forth, along with new fungal species, which fruit into mushrooms aboveground and form vast networks below.”

			Gloria must have given this lecture hundreds of times, but she seemed no less excited by the subject matter. Now she leaned forward with zeal.

			“Fungi are not saints or Good Samaritans: they can be parasitic, or cause disease. We should not presume that any living organism is driven by motives more noble than the urge to keep living. But fungi also sustain our ecosystems. By sequestering carbon in soil, they slow the change in our climate. Through decomposition, they bring the gifts of death to the living. Since 1928, when penicillium spores blew through the window of a London hospital and landed in Alexander Fleming’s petri dish, they have shielded us from bacterial disease. And penicillin,” she added, “is far from the only fungal compound with medicinal value. Why? For the same reason that fungal infections are particularly difficult to treat: genetically, human beings are more similar to fungi than they are to plants. Treatments that harm fungal cells tend to do the same to ours.

			“Yet the kingdom of fungi remains underappreciated and understudied. There are over two million species, and less than ten percent have ever been described. Despite all they do for us, many people regard fungi with fear and suspicion, if they think of them at all.”

			No one dared raise a hand. Laurel’s pencil and composition book lay forgotten.

			“It is classic human error,” Gloria said, “to disregard what we cannot see. But the continuation of life on this planet, just like its beginning, depends on relationships. No organism can function—or be understood—alone. Everywhere, life tangles.”

			

			—

			In Gloria’s office, Laurel explained her predicament. She had spent her first two years of college as a botany major, studying trees. Or, rather, she was studying tree: her classes focused on the individual. Laurel had been drawn to the roots. They did more than anchor the trunk; the roots were sensory organs, able to detect environmental signals and react, communicating to the upper branches. Roots that identified drought, for example, could adjust growth and reallocate resources. Charles Darwin had compared them to brains.

			But the roots didn’t act alone. In her sophomore year, Laurel took a course on plant ecology. One unit highlighted fungi.

			“Most people, hearing fungi, think mushrooms,” said Tess (“Teresa for long”) Torrez, the graduate student who taught Laurel’s section. But mushrooms, Tess explained, were merely fruiting bodies, just as an apple fruited from a tree. Most fungi also had a subterranean body: the mycelium, a branching network made of ghostly white strands called hyphae. These linked to plant roots, creating highways of exchange. If laid end to end, the hyphae in one teaspoon of soil could stretch for more than five miles.

			This research was relatively new. To Laurel, it seemed like a crucial missing piece. The relationships between trees and other organisms had often gone unnoticed, in part because they were concealed. Gloria’s lab was embedded underground, and Laurel wanted to become a member.

			She made her case at Gloria’s office hours. Gloria listened with sympathy, but when she spoke, her voice was firm. “I’m afraid it’s too late. My junior students joined the lab when they were freshmen; by now, they’re conducting their own projects.”

			Laurel had expected such a response, but she wasn’t any less deflated by it. Still, she persisted. “I’m a quick study. I don’t mind if I spend all day sterilizing glassware. I—”

			Tears came to her so frequently now: she might be watching a commercial when the image of her father, roaming the orchard with his backpack sprayer, sucked the breath right out of her.

			“My father died when I was a freshman,” she said. “Sudden cardiac arrest. I couldn’t handle going through his things until this summer. When I did, I found one of your books.”

			In Pete’s bedside table was a rattling drawer that held an old pencil and a couple of earplugs and a very weathered copy of The Uses of Death: How Fungi Turn the Past into the Future. Pete had starred the introduction.

			
				It is my belief that fungi have been alternately ignored and villainized because they deal with death. Most of us find few things more frightening than our own mortality. We shrink from rot and decay. We struggle to relinquish our selfhood, to accept that our bodies do not—in the end—belong to us.

				Perhaps this is because we don’t think of ourselves as products of the natural world. We are human, we insist: our own category. But the same oxygen that fills the atmosphere runs through our blood. The same calcium in rock makes up our bones. The carbon in our genes, the phosphorus in cells: these can be found in the farthest stars. Even the word “human” comes from “humus”: Latin for soil.

				We are not apart from the earth. We are of it.

			

			Laurel reached into her backpack and produced the book, a tree tag used to mark the page. There was now a second set of markings, her own: she’d read it cover to cover.

			Quietly, Gloria looked. “I’m very sorry about your father.”

			Laurel felt agitated. She hadn’t explained herself correctly. The point was not just what the book had meant to Pete. The point was what it meant to her. When she read it, wearing a T-shirt that still smelled like him, she thought that her father might not be entirely gone.

			“What you wrote,” she said, “right here. It’s the only thing that’s ever made me feel better about death. I didn’t think that was possible.” She looked at Gloria and inhaled. “I know you might be thinking, This girl doesn’t need to be in my lab, she needs to be in therapy”—Gloria laughed, burbling and musical—“but I’m not looking for therapy. I’m looking for purpose.”

			Gloria met Laurel’s eyes, and something passed between them, wordless and instinctual.

			“We do use quite a lot of glassware,” Gloria said.

			

			—

			Previously, mushrooms had occupied little space in Laurel’s mind. She knew that some were poisonous to humans; others, like apple scab, caused disease to plants. Still more were highly coveted: hallucinogenic Psilocybe, or truffles so delicious that pigs were trained to extract them. Now she inspected the bases of trees. She tilted ink caps, revealing gills as thin as the pages of a book. One weekend, the lab went foraging in Governor Dodge State Park. A sophomore stumbled upon craggy, mazelike caps: a small village of morels. Gloria approached with her cane, grinning as the students yelped.

			Her lab, built into a slope at the University Arboretum, was called the Rhizotron: rhizo for “root,” tron for “tool.” Above, soil composition, as well as plant and animal life, could be adjusted in individual bays. Inside was a tunnel-like inner sanctum. Sixteen viewing windows, whose panels could be removed during experiments, corresponded to the bays above. Beyond an open workspace was the cold room, a walk-in refrigerator where samples were stored.

			“Spooky, huh?” said Tess Torrez, whom Laurel had been assigned to shadow. Tess had cropped hair, a heart-shaped mouth, and a barbell through her left eyebrow. As she threw open the door to the cold room, a fluorescent tube light flickered. “One of the grad students claims he saw a ghost in here.”

			From her tone, Tess didn’t mind. She had grown up hearing stories from her grandparents’ hometown, San José del Pacífico, where Indigenous healers used psychedelic mushrooms to cure illness. Her parents owned a shop that sold Mexican folk art. As a child, Tess played with the mushrooms: some made from Tonalá pottery, others hand-painted papier-mâché. That fall, she had returned to campus with an air of intrigue. She’d spent the summer at a commune where women farmed fungi.

			Tess studied communication in fungi and plants. She was interested in volatile organic compounds: chemicals whose scents could convey messages to nearby life-forms. These had been discovered in the 1980s, after ecologists reported a curious finding. When willow trees were damaged by herbivores, nearby healthy saplings increased their own defenses. The ecologists thought that the injured trees had emitted a chemical warning.

			Other scientists balked. It didn’t make evolutionary sense: hypothetically, such signaling would benefit neighbor trees more than they did the emitters. Since then, the ecologists had been vindicated, and dozens of volatiles had been identified. Some of these signals drew pollinators: bats and butterflies, beetles and bees. Others summoned guardians; the Geocoris insect protected plants by eating herbivores. And if volatiles acted as a language, it was not exclusive to kin. Other species listened, too. An entomologist had just discovered that wild tobacco responded to signals from sagebrush. When Laurel put her nose to a flower, she wondered if she was smelling words.

			Volatiles had mainly been studied in plants. Fungi were known to release them, too—this had been proven in the lab—but when signals were detected in the wild, it was difficult to determine which organism had produced them. Tess wanted to improve detection methods. A reporter covered her work for the Wisconsin State Journal. At the end of the article, he asked the university’s leading biologist whether volatiles could constitute intelligence.

			“Oh, dear,” said the biologist. “Well, there’s nothing to be said about that. Fungi, like plants, have no intention of their own. A tree can solve problems, yes, but only because of natural selection. It’s all under hormonal control.”

			“And we aren’t?” Tess asked. She and Laurel sat on barstools, drinking New Glarus beer and venting. “I mean”—Tess put up a hand to count—“trees sense what’s happening around them. They process those perceptions. And then they decide what to do about them. But they can’t possibly be intelligent. They don’t have heads!”

			Winter slid toward spring. Laurel typed reports, washed forceps, poured growth media into petri dishes. At lunch, she pulled a chair up to the Rhizotron’s viewing windows. Roots streaked the soil like lightning. Mother centipedes wrapped around their eggs. Earthworms were the unsung heroes of the lower realm: deaf and blind, they burrowed as deep as fifteen feet, creating passages for rainwater and air. Their castings, rich in nutrients, made flowers bloom bigger and food taste better. Now, when Laurel saw a mauve question mark on the sidewalk, crushed, she felt a pinch of mourning.

			She was consumed, opened up, in the way she’d been while reading Silent Spring. Her question was: If plants could learn and make decisions, what might intelligence look like in fungi?

			That winter, Laurel carried a stack of scientific journals to Memorial Library. She skimmed issue after issue until one article made her stop cold. In Japan, scientists had created an experiment to see whether slime mold—brainless amoebae—could navigate a maze in search of food. They placed the slime mold inside a tiny labyrinth. Oat flakes waited at the end. There were four possible paths, varied in length.

			Scientific articles were not known to be page-turners, but Laurel raced from the abstract to the conclusion. Initially, slime mold filled the entire maze. Hours later, it pruned itself, shrinking back until it formed the most efficient route.

			Goose bumps stippled Laurel’s arms. She hugged her cabled cardigan closer. It felt as though the experiment had chosen her.

			Slime molds and fungi were closely related. Both lived as single cells as well as cooperative networks: when they grew, their cells divided but did not separate completely. Neither organism had a traditional nervous system. Could fungi learn to negotiate a maze, too? The challenge would not only be to capture it. Laurel would have to make the establishment believe her.
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			Laurel relives the ANITA report in her mind. She wishes that she could ask Eli—a physicist—about it. It’s the sort of thing they would have mused about on one of their long walks, trading thoughts all the way to Picnic Point.

			On Saturday, while drawing, Laurel asks what Charlie made of the presentation.

			“I’m not sure,” Charlie says, after a pause. “I haven’t thought about it much.”

			“It’s all I think about,” says Laurel.

			Charlie smiles. “I can see that.”

			Laurel listens to the shh-shh sound of Charlie’s shading. “But you want to know, don’t you? What it is? Why it’s here?”

			“Sure. But if I never find out, I’m okay with that, too. My whole career—making websites or brochures—I focused on utility. An image had to say something; it had to be convincing. Maybe the Arc has no meaning, or maybe it’ll disappear before we figure it out. It’s beautiful to see. I think that’s still worth something.”

			But Laurel can’t relax her grip. She has a recurring dream of flying in a spaceship. Her emotions always evolve the same way. First is fear, which softens into keen anticipation. There is a thrill of adrenaline as the shuttle begins to move. Then the edge of a great mass appears in the ship’s central window, and her anticipation melts into yearning.

			In the morning, she can never remember anything about the object itself—just the sense of a shape rising into her consciousness, mammoth, new. That, and her own desire: how badly she wants to see it.

			

			—

			In the Southern Hemisphere, winter begins in March. Before that, one thousand people will leave McMurdo, but Louis, Charlie, Nita, and Laurel have all decided to stay. For Laurel, the decision was simple. She wasn’t ready to return to life in Wisconsin, and the university had granted her an academic year away.

			On New Year’s Day, Laurel and Nita walk to Discovery Hut, an expedition base built in 1902. Inside, tools lie abandoned: shovel, teakettle, skillet, everything rusted to the same reddish-brown. Laurel can still smell the fat on the seal-blubber stove. She has read about the grim details of these early missions: the ships crushed by ice; the dogs used for transportation, then meat; the story of Captain Lawrence Oates, a member of Robert Falcon Scott’s five-man party, who sacrificed himself so that the others might survive (“I am just going outside,” he said, while leaving his tent, “and may be some time”). As the remaining members struggled toward the Ross Ice Shelf, caught in an unseasonable blizzard, they must have suspected that they were doomed. They abandoned sledges and supplies, but they never left their scientific samples: the fossils of Gondwanaland were found beside their bodies.

			Laurel doesn’t doubt their bravery, though she’s sure that they had other motives, too. They were all men, Western Europeans competing for the ultimate prize: the claim to be first. Never mind that Indigenous people of the Arctic—hired as expert guides, hunters, and herders—were crucial to polar expeditions, or that Black explorer Matthew Henson was the first to stand on the North Pole.

			Laurel and Nita return to the rocks and watch seals dive for food. Nita says that Weddells can stay underwater for over an hour; to resurface, they have to gnaw through the ice with their teeth.

			“No wonder they love our dive holes,” she adds.

			“How do you get them out?” asks Laurel.

			“Usually, they leave when they see our bubbles. If they don’t, that means they really need air, so we get in line.”

			Laurel takes out her knitting. One Saturday, when it was too windy to draw, she and Charlie went to Skua instead. Laurel found knitting needles and two balls of undyed yarn that made her think of her childhood. She started a shawl in a simple crescent shape. She often has to reverse, fixing mistakes, but it’s comforting to feel the rhythm come back to her hands.

			While Laurel knits, Nita describes what happened on her most recent dive: she made contact with the octopus whose den she’s been watching for months. The octopus extended an arm to inspect her. It seemed to dance with her hands. Eventually three more arms floated forward; the other four held on to the rock, as if in a tug-of-war.

			“Octopuses have brains,” Nita says, “but most of their neurons are in the arms. Without joints, they can move in any number of ways; we say that they have infinite degrees of freedom. Each of the arms can sense on its own. Sometimes, they even disagree. I like to say that they think with their bodies.”

			Laurel can feel the old excitement wake and stretch inside her. Until now, she hasn’t shared much about her work; to leave it behind was a relief. But Nita feels like a link to the person she used to be. Laurel tells her about mycelium, which stitches roots to soil and tree to tree. She talks about her father’s death, about beginning in botany and finding Gloria. She mentions the Rhizotron, too—and the decision to go to graduate school with Gloria as her advisor. When it came time to develop her thesis, she returned to the slime mold experiment.

			“Like an octopus,” Laurel explains, “fungi coordinate—and communicate—throughout this large, decentralized body. If slime mold could navigate a maze to find food, I wanted to know if mycorrhizae could find plant roots.”

			Nita looks at Laurel with her chin in one hand. “Well,” she says, “could they?”
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			First, Laurel collected the fruiting body of Pisolithus microcarpus, ruddy club-shaped mushrooms strong enough to push through sidewalk. She removed a piece of tissue and placed it in agar, a nutritious gelatin. After a colony grew, she prepared the mazes, putting fungi at the entrance and eucalyptus in the center. Before campus closed for winter break, she positioned a video camera over the plates.

			Laurel floated through the holidays. It wasn’t like her to be overconfident, but she felt certain that she would return to an exciting development—that the fungi would surprise her, just as the slime mold had impressed the Japanese scientists.

			When the new semester began, she entered the lab in a state of suspense. Her hypothesis was that her samples would mirror those results: exploring first, then shrinking back into the most efficient route. Laurel’s stomach dropped as soon as she saw the plates. Mycelium covered the mazes indiscriminately.

			To understand what had happened, she pulled up the video footage. Like the slime mold, Pisolithus microcarpus did begin with exploration. Where the maze branched, the fungi made not one decision but two. It took every path, probed each dead end, but it never shrank back.

			Laurel pushed away from the desk in her swivel chair. The results didn’t make sense. P. microcarpus had reached the eucalyptus eventually, but the process seemed random. She hung her head back as the chair revolved on its wheels. When she felt sufficiently sorry for herself, she rolled back to record the data. After all, the experiment had worked, even if the outcome was not what she’d wanted. Yet there was so much at stake: not only her career, but the trust she had finally placed in her instincts. As she left, Laurel cast the plates a glance of parental disappointment.

			“I know you’re smarter than that,” she said.

			The next day, she scraped the fungi into a biosafety bin. She saved just one plate; to confirm her results, Laurel would have to repeat the experiment, and she could save money by reusing a piece of the fungi she already had. She dispersed smaller pieces in new mazes and reset the video camera.

			It had taken almost a month for mycelium to fill the plates before. Laurel didn’t hover: she was afraid to be hopeful, and coursework kept her busy.

			She returned on a slushy day in February. The mazes sat in a row beneath the video camera, just as she’d left them. In each, a feathery branch of hyphae traced a single path: the shortest route to the eucalyptus.

			Had mycelium grown throughout the plate before shrinking, like the slime mold, there would be visual evidence. The pruned fungi would still be there, dried and shriveled. If Laurel understood what she was seeing, that had not happened here.

			She double-clicked the camera footage to be sure. Her pointer finger shook on the mouse. She felt as though she were learning a secret, spying on what the fungi did when left to its own devices. On screen, grainy threads of hyphae moved as if they knew just where they were going. P. microcarpus had navigated the maze with the confidence of someone—or something—that had done so before.

			Laurel ordered new fungal samples immediately, cost be damned, and ran the experiment again. At first, fungi filled the maze, as she now expected. She transferred pieces of that sample into empty mazes. In the second round, the experienced fungi found the shortest path again, as though it had learned—as though it remembered.

			

			—

			One year later, in February of 2004, Laurel rang Gloria’s doorbell. Science Hall was accessible only by stairs, so when Gloria’s arthritis worsened, they met at her home instead. It was an old Arts and Crafts house on Prospect Avenue, dark wood, with purple roses in the garden and ivy trailing over windows. Inside was enchantment: half-melted candles, cabinets of oddities, a Maine coon cat the color of moonlight. Old photographs—relatives, Laurel assumed—lined the hallway. A door with a stained glass inlay led to the guest wing where Gloria now slept, having moved down from the second floor. Once, Laurel saw through to a Richard Avedon portrait of a nude woman and a snake.

			Gloria dressed in practical clothing while foraging. Otherwise, she favored vivid tunics and robes in fabric that draped or wafted in air. On a gnarled coat tree hung the patchwork coat she had worn on the day of Laurel’s first lecture. Irregular pieces of fabric had been stitched with gold thread. Here and there were velvet butterflies; near the chest, a black one clung by thick embroidered edges.

			Laurel and Gloria liked to sit in the living room, where unmatched chairs canted toward the hearth. Above the mantel was a painting of Amanita muscaria, toadstool of fairy tales and hallucinations, its red cap peeking coyly out of shadow. These were used in religious ceremonies by Siberian shamans, who dried them by a fire to reduce their toxicity. (Reindeer, Gloria had said, could snack on A. muscaria without issue, aside from a bit of drunken prancing.)

			While Gloria arranged the tray of nuts and cheese she always served on such occasions, Laurel liked to peruse her bookshelves. Today, she discovered a rare copy of Rust, Smut, Mildew, and Mold, an 1870 text by Mordecai Cubitt Cooke. A silver frame sat nearby; inside was a handwritten note.

			
				“Few mushrooms are good to be eaten and most of them do suffocate and strangle the eater. Therefore, I give my advice unto those that love such strange and new fangled meates to beware of licking honey among thorns lest the sweetness of the one do countervaile the sharpness and pricking of the other.”

			

			Below that, in the same scrawl, the person had written: John Gerard, Generall Historie of Plantes, 1597—do you know it?

			Gloria emerged from the kitchen with a plate of almonds and Brie. In the hearth, a fire smacked and sizzled busily.

			“Who wrote this?” asked Laurel, holding the frame.

			“A lover,” Gloria said. “Paul.” To Laurel’s raised eyebrow, she added, “I’m not a nun, you know.”

			“I know you aren’t,” said Laurel, though she had no knowledge of Gloria’s romantic life. She set the frame back down and took her usual seat. “Doesn’t sound like a fellow mycophile.”

			“It was the language Paul loved. ‘Strange and new fangled meates’! He was a physicist, but an omnivorous reader.”

			“When was this?”

			“I was fifty when we met. And sixty-two in ’98, when we separated.”

			Laurel tried not to convey her surprise. She had pictured Gloria near her own age, twenty-four. “What was he like?”

			“Pensive. Intensely curious. He was the first person I dated who took my ideas seriously,” Gloria said.

			Laurel cringed internally, that this would take until Gloria’s fifties. Then again, her own luck hadn’t been much better. Laurel’s longest relationship had been with a mycologist named Christopher. Though he was only five years older than she—a postdoc—Christopher liked to think of himself as her mentor. He touted her promise and solicited her involvement on a paper, guaranteeing that she would be featured as a coauthor. As they worked, Christopher became domineering, then distant. He broke up with her in the middle of a frozen lake. She walked back to shore alone and didn’t hear from him again. The final paper did not mention Laurel, though it featured her contributions.

			Gloria’s cat, Cygnus, rubbed against Laurel’s pant leg.

			“So you dated in—the early nineties?” she asked, petting him. “Isn’t that when the Rhizotron was built?”

			Gloria nodded. “For a long time, I had dreamed about building a lab underground. I knew that it would be expensive, and that I would have to advocate for it at the highest levels of the university. Paul’s faith gave me confidence when I needed it most.”

			“But you didn’t…stay together?” asked Laurel, delicately.

			“No. Paul wanted to get married. He also wanted to retire and move closer to his grandkids. I would have married him, but I didn’t want to retire. The Rhizotron was finally up and running. I felt like I was just getting started.”

			Gloria wore a private expression. Laurel wondered, but could not ask, whether some part of her regretted it.

			“Have you ever tried to find out what happened to him?”

			“Oh, no. I think it’s probably better I didn’t.” Gloria smiled instinctually, too quickly. Then she gestured to Laurel’s messenger bag. “Shall we look at your data?”

			Laurel took out her laptop. Over the course of the year, she had refined her experiment and processed the results. She pulled up her Excel plot and handed the computer to Gloria, who scanned it intently.

			“This is excellent, Laurel,” she murmured. “Have you considered a conference submission?”

			Gloria had one in mind: a gathering, that fall, on the theme of Other Worlds. The call invited academics from a range of disciplines; Laurel could propose a dispatch from the world belowground. The conference would take place in San Francisco, where Gloria grew up.

			“An old friend—Seymour—is an organizer,” Gloria said. “I lived with him and his partner, Julian, when I was young.”

			The idea made Laurel giddy: if she was accepted, it would be her first major conference presentation. She could feel Gloria’s excitement, too. It flowed between them—a selflessness on Gloria’s part, this enthusiasm for the younger academics whose careers were all ahead. She was proud of her ducklings, as she called them, and though it was true that she benefitted from their successes, which reflected well upon her, she seemed to feel no competition.

			They stayed together, chatting, until the last log turned to embers. When Laurel left, it had just begun to snow.
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			In the second week of February, red construction paper hearts appear in the dorms at McMurdo. Jules puts fake roses in the dining hall, and Diego makes cookies with pink and white icing. Laurel spends Valentine’s Day in her room, watching Buffy the Vampire Slayer. The next morning, she finds a notice in her mailbox: every woman who plans to winter over is required to test for pregnancy.

			“I have an IUD,” she splutters.

			“And I have a girlfriend,” says Nita. “It doesn’t matter.”

			The station is unable to provide prenatal care, let alone abortions or deliveries. Plane travel is too dangerous in winter. After March, there will be no arrivals—and no way out—for six months.

			“You’d think they’d take our word for it,” says Laurel.

			“Would you, though?” asks Nita.

			The red roof of the hospital has lightened, over years, to cheery fuchsia. Inside, a nurse hands out tests. The bathroom has two stalls. When Laurel enters with Nita, she suddenly wishes that she were alone. She hears the tinny sound of Nita peeing. A moment later, the toilet flushes, and Nita walks out to the sink.

			“Spawnless,” she says. “Want me to wait?”

			Laurel shifts in discomfort. Her bladder has seemingly latched shut.

			“No need,” she says. “Go ahead.”

			Having a child, her mother once said, is the one thing you can never take back. The last time Laurel opened a pregnancy test, she thought of the fulcrum in a seesaw. Her life would change forever in an instant—or, just as surely, it wouldn’t. If there was a blob of embryonic cells inside her, life before that child would be as unthinkable, one day, as life after them was then. It was like meeting a major character halfway through a novel: she would feel astonished, decades later, that she’d gone so long without them.

			Her urine comes in spurts: a trickle at first, then fast and warm in the cold. Pink dye flushes over the test strip, and a single line appears.

			

			—

			Nita applies baby-blue eye shadow; Louis lines his eyes like Prince. Stewie Prom is the last hurrah of the season, and this year, the theme is the nineties.

			Skua was good to them: Laurel found a flannel shirt, and Charlie cut an orange tank into a tube top. An industrious steward takes requests for tissue paper corsages. While getting ready, nearly everyone props their door open, and Boyz II Men competes with the Lauryn Hill that wafts from Nita’s computer.

			When they leave for Gallagher’s, Nita and Charlie take the lead.

			“Don’t mind if we make a pit stop, do you?” asks Louis, pulling Laurel in the opposite direction. He stops in front of a discarded shipping container, hung with Christmas lights and packed to the gills with bodies. In the back, Matty bends over a flame. Miles is licking rolling papers. Laurel has never seen them interact with Louis, but they nod as though they’ve met here before.

			Louis hands Miles a crumpled bill. “This should cover both of us.”

			Matty passes him a joint. Louis takes a drag, and then he offers it to Laurel. She tries not to show her hesitation: in college, weed led to a sore throat and paranoid insomnia.

			“Is this the stuff that chills you out?” she asks.

			“No, sweetheart.” Miles laughs, coarse. “This is the shit that makes you do your taxes.”

			“Roll her something a little more mellow,” Louis says.

			Miles takes his grinder out and prepares a new joint. He holds the tip over a lighter, rotating it slowly, before he hands it to Laurel. She coughs out the smoke.

			“You don’t know how to inhale,” says Miles, watching her.

			Laurel reddens. “Yeah, I never got the hang of that part.”

			“No, I mean”—his gaze is serious—“you don’t really inhale, do you? In general.” He points to her shoulders, hunched in self-protection. “You don’t take very deep breaths.”

			Flustered, Laurel laughs. “I don’t know.”

			“Shake your head,” says Miles. “Let your shoulders go. Breathe from your stomach, not your throat.”

			“Miles gets bossy when he’s high,” Louis says. But he’s watching her curiously.

			Laurel lets her head drift from side to side, like a flower on a stem. She drops her shoulders. When the joint comes back around, she inhales differently. This time, the smoke travels down.

			

			
				
				—
			

			Gallagher’s has transformed. Cardboard stars hang from the ceiling, and confetti covers the floor. Savage Garden’s “Truly Madly Deeply” plays as Louis and Laurel join the line for the bar. Ahead of them are two production cooks. The first gestures to her black, knee-high socks.

			“They’re Doc Martens, asshole,” she says. “Use your imagination!”

			Nita slow-dances with Sam; Charlie whispers to Diego, the pastry chef. As “Linger” segues into “No Diggity,” a helium sensation comes over Laurel. Her skin tingles; she feels weightless and warm, filled with an urge to giggle at nothing in particular—and how good it feels to laugh, like punching through something lifelike to life itself.

			“You’re high,” says Louis. In a pink spotlight, he is radiant. He wears a women’s blouse and a pair of fingerless gloves. They rock back and forth to TLC’s “Unpretty,” and when “Gettin’ Jiggy Wit It” starts, they jump until their corsages fall off. There’s a photo station against the wall, a piece of cardboard painted the precise slate of prom backdrops everywhere, and they squeeze everyone in, Louis kneeling in front with his arms out like a jester.

			Miles and Matty arrive after midnight. Miles wears a T-shirt under his parka; his lean arms are blue with tattoos. Laurel thinks of the sound of his laugh, its depth and rustiness. When he walks past, she grabs his wrist. She knows her eyes are red. He kisses her, his tongue muscular and full, and for a moment, she is paralyzed, thinking cheating, thinking Eli. Then she remembers the divorce, and the fact that she is doing nothing wrong makes her feel both free and devastated.

			She finds Louis at the bar, nursing a negroni. His eyeliner is smeared.

			“He’ll only use you,” Louis says.

			“Miles?” Laurel raises her eyebrows. “Maybe I’ll use him. I’m not looking for a boyfriend.”

			Against the wall, a man with cropped blond hair kisses a second man. Louis is watching them. “What if I am?”

			Laurel has only to see the look on his face to know that the blond is Patrick. She hugs Louis until he softens. The song is “Black Hole Sun,” not something to dance to, but she pulls him onto the floor anyway, and they stay there, swaying, his eyes in her dampening shoulder, for as long as the music plays.

			

			—

			Laurel wakes up in a Thrasher hoodie on someone else’s twin bed. A male stranger sits at the room’s single desk.

			“Miles left,” he says. “Work. He said to tell you”—the man adopts Miles’s grainy voice and lowered eyelids—“ ‘Hey.’ ”

			“Thanks,” Laurel says, with as much self-respect as she can muster. She’s still wearing her flannel shirt, but her bra is looped around the bed frame. Her corsage dangles from a lock of hair.

			Mercifully, Miles’s roommate stands. “I’ll get breakfast.”

			As the door closes, Laurel puts her face in her hands. She feels like laughing again. There’s still a trace of the weed in her system, the world blurred to a glow. She feels, if not infinitely free, a few degrees more so.

			Through the window, she catches a flash of movement. The Terra Bus, ferrying newcomers, has just arrived from the airfield. Most travelers disembark with confidence; it’s clear that they’ve been here before. But Laurel is drawn to one person: a tall, dark-haired man who looks as bewildered as she felt four months earlier. He might as well be walking on the moon.

			She puts a hand on the wall. It isn’t possible. He must be a mirage; Laurel must be projecting. When she finds her balance, she looks out of the window again.

			The man has turned to face the mountains, but Laurel knows him even from the back. Briefly her vision goes white. Eli is walking across the ice.
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			Duoverse

			Gloria had described it as a city on a hill, but it turned out that San Francisco was a city on many: as soon as Laurel reached the bottom of one, she peered over the top of another. No one else seemed to notice the constant feeling of precipice, hide-and-seek, the whole tableau laid out from one angle and obscured from the next. Wisconsin, of course, was known for being horizontal: unending rows of soybeans and corn, highways carved through fields. Now Laurel stood on a block so steep that stairs had been cut into the sidewalk. A minivan zoomed cheerily downward, toddlers waving from their car seats.

			The bay winked below her like a beacon. Laurel picked her way down the steps, carefully at first, then more quickly. She continued past Union Street and into the Marina. At Crissy Field, she left her shoes on the grass and ran into the water, the cold so shocking she laughed.

			Laurel’s submission to Other Worlds had been accepted. It was her first time in California—her first time west of the Mississippi—and she soon realized that her expectations did not apply to this part of the state. The beach was veiled in fog. No one went into the ocean without a wet suit. Microclimates cohabitated in seven square miles: the Richmond’s chilly damp, the Mission’s clear sun. Homeless encampments stood mere blocks from mansions. The entire city felt contradictory and vertiginous.

			On the fourth night of her trip, Laurel walked through Nob Hill, holding a map that Gloria had drawn. She emerged in front of a Queen Anne with a steep roof and an octagonal tower, the windows glowing Halloweenish orange. Before she could lift the brass knocker, the door withdrew to reveal a trim, elderly man with a froth of white hair.

			He said, “You must be Laurel.”

			“How did you know?” she asked.

			Seymour wore a pale blue suit. He nodded at the slip of paper in Laurel’s hand. “Gloria’s map. Many years ago, I drew the same one for her.”

			“You drew her a map? But Gloria was from San Francisco.”

			“One San Francisco. There are three dozen neighborhoods here, and at least as many versions of the city. Now, come inside and get warm—didn’t Gloria tell you the Twain quote?”

			It was the beginning of September. Laurel had spent the afternoon at Dolores Park, eating a burrito in the sun. Four hours later and three neighborhoods north, the temperature was fifteen degrees cooler, mocking her slip dress and the thin purple cardigan she wore over it.

			“ ‘The coldest winter I ever spent,’ ” she recited, “ ‘was the summer I spent in’—”

			But she did not finish, for Seymour’s house was the kind she’d thought existed only in storybooks: curlicued crown molding, stained glass windows. Brass lighting fixtures hung from ceiling medallions as intricate as snowflakes. Every room seemed to have a fireplace, every fireplace surrounded by people who were eating candied nuts and drinking out of crystal tumblers. As she passed a woman in a silver suit, Laurel thought she herself might as well have worn a sign that read WISCONSIN. Seymour showed her to the kitchen, where she drained a glass of champagne.

			“Who’s this?” asked another man, dapper, bald.

			“Gloria’s duckling,” said Seymour, putting a hand around the man’s waist.

			“Oh!” said the other man. “Laurel, isn’t it? I’m Julian. How is she?”

			Laurel smiled. “Really well, for the most part. She wanted to come, but she’s not so mobile nowadays.”

			Julian nodded sympathetically before he glanced at Seymour. “Do you know, the last time we saw her…”

			“Yes, at the Fairmont!” Seymour said. “In the bar, which was filled with very official-looking people, businessmen and politicians—”

			“And Gloria wore—would you call it a hat?” Julian asked.

			“Of a fashion,” Seymour said.

			“This great big bird on it. Black, of course—a crow, or a raven.”

			“Wearing a necklace around its neck!”

			“Well, a crow is rarely seen without its necklace.”

			“And it had a crystal for an eye!”

			Laurel was laughing. “That sounds like Gloria. I’ll have to see if she still has it.”

			“She looked just like her mother. Walking through the bar with her head held high,” Seymour said. “We were so proud. She was our duckling, you know.”

			The champagne was warming Laurel already. With Seymour and Julian at her side, she didn’t feel so out of place.

			“Gloria said you lived together?” she asked.

			Seymour and Julian nodded in unison. Then Julian turned to Seymour with a sadness Laurel hadn’t expected. “A different life,” he said.

			“We were all so young,” said Seymour.

			“Gloria especially,” Julian said. “I can still see her at sixteen, with all that red hair. And we weren’t much older. We felt like children with a child.”

			“Sixteen?” asked Laurel.

			Before UW–Madison lured Gloria to the Midwest, she had studied at UC Berkeley. Laurel had assumed that this was when she lived with Seymour and Julian.

			“After her parents died,” said Seymour, nodding. “It was just awful. They were our closest friends.”

			Laurel thought of the photographs that lined Gloria’s hallway. Most of them featured the same two people. The first was a man with a high forehead, a ready grin, and an air of youthful enthusiasm, at least when he was young. In later pictures, his expression was guarded, and he turned his face to the left so that only the right side was visible. The second person was a dark-haired woman with a mole below her right eye. Her expression conveyed shrewdness and amusement, even merry provocation. Although Gloria never spoke of them, it was clear to Laurel that these were her parents: she had the man’s smile and the woman’s eyes.

			“Oh,” said Laurel now. She was horrified, and somehow embarrassed. “Gloria didn’t tell me about that.”

			Julian and Seymour glanced at each other.

			“I’m sure she doesn’t like to talk about it,” Seymour said.

			“Shall we go upstairs?” asked Julian. “You’ll want to meet the young people.”

			

			—

			Laurel followed Julian to a curved staircase with a carved wooden banister. The walls were hung with paintings, nearly life-sized: a Black ballet dancer in a printed headscarf, a pianist with a parrot on his shoulder. One young man stood in front of an easel scattered with color. There were blots of purple on his chest.

			“Did you make these?” Laurel asked. Gloria had told her that Seymour’s partner was an artist.

			“Oh, yes. Friends, every one—most no longer earthside.”

			“They’re beautiful.”

			“I think so, too. The people, I mean. When Gloria lived here, the house was full of artists. Seymour inherited it from a madcap uncle who liked to upset the apple cart. All of Seymour’s siblings were straitlaced people with families, and Uncle Morty signed it away to two childless men! It’s inexcusably large, as you can see”—Laurel peered down a many-doored hallway—“so we filled it with a different kind of family. The neighbors have never liked us. Nob Hill has a lot of old money, you know. Well, here we are.”

			He had stopped in front of the octagonal turret. Each window framed a different vision of the city. A man in a checkered bow tie offered Laurel another drink. When Julian left, she felt shy, still troubled by what she’d learned about Gloria. But he had been right—this did seem to be where the younger people were congregating—and Laurel soon worked up the courage to introduce herself. Slowly, her self-consciousness eased; she wove in and out of conversation, feeling grown-up and emboldened.

			At one point, two new people entered the room: a man and a woman, who stopped just inside the door. The woman was striking, with a Crawford mole and a single wave of sleek dark hair. The man was dark-haired, too, and tall, with full lips and a distinctive nose.

			Adrenaline sobered Laurel immediately. She refocused on the person in front of her, a mathematician who was interrogating her about psychedelics, but it was no use: she barely heard him.

			It would not have mattered if she had been facing the opposite direction. Laurel would have known Eli’s voice; she would have felt his presence. And though she tried not to look, he must have felt the force of her attention.

			“Laurel?” he asked.

			Her throat seized. The woman next to Eli glanced at him inquiringly, and Laurel understood that they were a couple.

			“It’s Eli. We went to high school together,” he said. He had mistaken Laurel’s paralysis for confusion.

			“I remember,” said Laurel, an understatement so prodigious that it might have been a lie.

			Eli was six years older and twice as handsome as he’d been in August of 1998: grown into his features and relaxed in his body. He wore his height with graceful command.

			“I can’t believe this. Are you here for the conference?” he asked. When Laurel nodded, he added: “Botany?”

			She smiled. “Mycology.”

			“Mycology,” said Eli. The richness of his interest made her heady.

			“Fungi,” she translated.

			“Not a straight line from apple trees.”

			“It’s a long story.”

			“I’d like to hear it.”

			The mathematician blew his nose emphatically, and Laurel emerged as if from underwater.

			“I’m sorry. Eli Rosen, physics, Stanford,” Eli said, offering his hand to the mathematician. “And this is Angela, my fiancée.”

			“Also physics.” Angela shook hands with the mathematician, and then with Laurel. “Also Stanford.”

			Laurel set her martini glass down beneath a Tiffany lamp and said, “Would you excuse me?”

			She veered into a bathroom and ran the water cold, patting her chest, her forearms, her face. She told herself that she was being melodramatic. She and Eli had never been in a relationship. They hadn’t even been friends, had never interacted except for that evening in Upper Orchard, where place and circumstance had conspired to create a kind of portal: surely they wouldn’t have had the same conversation if not for the weather and the apples and the fact that they were weeks away from college.

			And now he went to Stanford; now he was engaged. Well, why shouldn’t he be? Laurel hadn’t expected Eli to pine for her, though she often wondered what had happened to him, and even hoped, when the web became widespread, that he might look for her. Every couple of years, during a breakup or a bout of loneliness, she tried unsuccessfully to find him. Sometimes she drove by the house in the field, but she never saw the Rosens.

			Eventually, Laurel told herself that she’d magnified her feelings for Eli, but now she saw she hadn’t. The city, the party, the conference—everything that had charmed her minutes earlier—bleached in comparison to the thought of going home with him.

			Laurel couldn’t bring herself to talk with him and Angela. Instead, she walked downstairs. From the living room, glass clinked and voices murmured musically. She turned right, into the hall.

			There were four doors, two on either side, and none of them were locked. Through the first, she peeked into a bedroom: four-poster bed and grandfather clock, pillows embroidered with strawberries. Behind the second was a library that stretched to the ceiling, a wooden ladder propped against the tomes. The third disclosed a closet filled with boxes, one of them half open. Laurel spied a crowd of candlesticks, an antique pocket watch, and an unusual felt patch: blue wool, with an appliqued polar bear.

			The last room was the lower floor of the turret. Where the upstairs octagon was polished, this one was dusty and unused. A threadbare rug, once crimson, held the center. In the windows, she saw her own reflection.

			“Thought I’d lost you.”

			Eli stood in the doorway. His voice was tentative, as if she’d turned him down.

			“I’m sorry,” Laurel said. “I’m not myself tonight. I felt—a headache coming on.”

			She was a terrible liar.

			“It’s better now,” she added.

			A bougainvillea pressed against the window, its night leaves the black-green of a Dutch still life. Eli stepped inside.

			“We moved,” he said. “That fall. My parents decided they missed Chicago.”

			Laurel told the truth before she could stop herself. “I drove by your house. I wondered why I never saw anyone.”

			Eli seemed bolstered to hear it. “Are you presenting this weekend?”

			“On Sunday,” she said. “Last slot of the conference.”

			“I’d like to come.”

			“You don’t have to.”

			He smiled. “I know that.”

			There was the sound of a glass breaking in another room, a gasp followed by laughter.

			“Good omen,” Eli added.

			

			
				
				—
			

			He was there, just as he’d said he would be, in a back row by the door. Laurel tried not to look at him while she spoke. P. microcarpus, she argued, had not only shown the potential to learn. By retaining its knowledge of the maze, it might also have exercised memory. Gloria had called Laurel’s findings audacious: her highest compliment.

			Afterward, she waited nervously for questions. Audience responses were crucial to the future of the project; Laurel would incorporate feedback and submit a new draft to journals. But the Q&A was also a performance. Scholars peacocked and jousted; hierarchies were established or dismantled. A particularly effective takedown could become academic lore, passed down over years: the victor was crowned, the vanquished humiliated.

			The first two questions weren’t softballs, but neither were they castigations. The last came from a woman in the front row. Laurel’s jaw relaxed. She had met the speaker, a heralded young botanist, several years earlier. The woman had been a finalist for a UW–Madison professorship, and after her talk, the department hosted a mixer. Tess and Laurel stayed until the end, when the botanist sat to take off her heels.

			“Do you mind?” she said, stretching her toes in nude stockings. “I’ve been in these since eight in the morning. My boyfriend has an interview this week, too, and I’m like, ‘Must be nice to wear pants and loafers.’ ”

			Laurel and Tess nodded sympathetically. The UW job went to a male candidate, but the woman had since been hired at Princeton.

			Now she stood.

			“Well, from a technical standpoint,” the botanist said, “I think we should acknowledge how skillful this work is. I’m not sure how many of you have tried to isolate a fungal culture, but let’s just say that it requires superhuman patience—and that’s when you don’t have to send it through a labyrinth.”

			She paused for appreciative chuckling. Laurel exhaled. For a moment, she let herself think of afterward: she could treat herself to an expensive coffee at the café across the street and walk her adrenaline off at the beach. She smiled at the botanist, who had not yet sat back down.

			“Which is why I find your conclusion so disappointing,” the woman said.

			Several spectators had begun to pack up, but at this battle cry, they settled back into their seats.

			“It’s staggering, really—this conflation of cognition and evolutionary programming. When you apply a human lens to other species, the case becomes so anthropomorphized that it loses all credibility. In fact,” the botanist continued, “as a scientific community, I think this work sets us back.”

			Laurel felt her neck grow hot. She took a sip of water, which gave her seconds to formulate a counterargument. What would Gloria say?

			The botanist leaned back pleasantly. Laurel screwed the cap onto her water bottle.

			“Actually,” she said, “I agree with you. For too long, Western science has seen the world through a human lens. Since the time of the Greeks, we’ve assumed that anything sentient must work the way we do. I mean, researchers still don’t agree about whether animals are conscious, as if we aren’t animals ourselves; into the eighties, it wasn’t widely thought that they feel pain. This does a disservice to nonhuman life, yes, but it also does the same to us. Think of what we might know now if we’d taken off those blinders sooner.”

			Some attendees glanced at the botanist, to see how she was stomaching this parry. Her posture had stiffened. Laurel looked at the clock; her slot would be over in less than one minute.

			“What if evolution produced all kinds of minds? What if the path forked? I’ve suggested that fungi might evince intelligence,” Laurel said. “If it seems to you that I’m using a human lens, then I’d ask why you see intelligence as human.”

			In the hallway, a small but respectable group of attendees lined up for discussion. The botanist wasn’t one of them. Neither was Eli. Laurel felt disappointed; she hadn’t seen him slip out. But when she opened a side door, trading the staleness of the auditorium for the brisk, reviving air outside, he was sitting on a bench with a notebook. He smiled to see her, squinting into the clouds.

			“You took notes,” she said. “I won’t quiz you on it.”

			Eli laughed. “I take notes on things that interest me.”

			“I’m honored.”

			The conference took place at the University of San Francisco, whose hilltop campus bordered Golden Gate Park. Cypress trees—perpetually windswept—slanted sideways.

			“You did a good job with the curveball from the front row,” Eli said.

			Laurel shook her head. “I thought I was in the clear.”

			“Never relax your defenses,” intoned Eli, and Laurel laughed. “Really, though: it was fascinating, what you said. The memory piece—how do you think it works?”

			The tension Laurel had felt all day was unspooling, and so, too, in the equanimity of afternoon, was some of her anguish about Eli and Angela. If they talked about work, maybe she could enjoy herself.

			“I’ve been toying with the idea of electrical signaling,” she said.

			“How’d you think of that?”

			Laurel sat down on the bench, holding her bag on her lap. “In animals, that’s how nerve cells communicate: charged elements pass messages throughout the body. They’re also crucial to memory.”

			“Cells that fire together wire together?”

			“Exactly. And we know that fungi produce electricity. Plants do, too. In fact, they’re better at it than we are,” Laurel said. “If bioelectricity underlies human intelligence, I thought it might contribute to intelligent behaviors in fungi.”

			She told Eli about the developments that took place over the summer. Laurel brought her hypothesis to Gloria, who pointed out that the brain, like mycelia, is a collective: billions of neurons in a coordinated web, which gives rise to behaviors that would be impossible for one neuron alone. Gloria suggested that Laurel listen to an interview with a neuroscientist, Urmi Bhattacharya, who had recently been featured on The Larry Meiller Show.

			Laurel found the episode in Wisconsin Public Radio’s online archives. She brought her laptop to a study carrel in Memorial Library and plugged her headphones in, to listen while she read the transcript.

			Bhattacharya: None of us can understand what it’s like to lack consciousness, because we are conscious. You might think that sleep is the same as unconsciousness, but that isn’t true. When we wake up in the morning, we might not remember what happened overnight, but we still have the sense that time has passed. So the closest we get to an unconscious state isn’t sleep. It’s anesthesia.

			Meiller: What’s the difference?

			Bhattacharya: Well, during sleep, the mind is actually quite active. We have all these connected regions, and they’re talking to each other: information is integrated, memories are processed. Whereas anesthesia—what we call going under—is characterized by a loss of connectivity. The brain stops working as a collective, as a whole.

			What anesthesia also does is that it suppresses electricity. You can think of it like turning off a light switch. The brain goes dark.

			In the carrel, Laurel looked up.

			Meiller: Now, let’s backtrack for a second. When we say “consciousness,” what does that mean? Is there any kind of consensus?

			Bhattacharya: Absolutely not.

			(laughter)

			Bhattacharya: But we know that it has to do with individual experience. It has to do with feeling and, somehow, with tone. My internal monologue is different from yours.

			Meiller: So what creates consciousness? What triggers it?

			Bhattacharya: Well, no one agrees on that, either. But most of us do agree about why consciousness is so baffling. The question is: How does something ephemeral, like thought, emerge from a physical system? Because the brain is physical, right? I mean, what’s it made of?

			Meiller: Oh, I don’t—blood vessels? Gray matter? You’re sending me back to seventh grade biology here…

			Bhattacharya: No, you’re exactly right. Blood. Tissue. Water. The brain is actually 60 percent fat. It’s three pounds of physical matter, and from that comes—what? Emotions. Thoughts.

			Consciousness seems to be tied to complexity. For instance, so far as we know, a single neuron isn’t conscious, doesn’t create consciousness. So what does? Do you need five neurons? Five thousand? Five million?

			And that brings us back to anesthesia—because anesthesia inhibits collectivity. It inhibits electricity, and it inhibits collectivity.

			Meiller: Now, speaking of electricity, do we have a sound bite? Let’s go ahead and queue that up. Dr. Bhattacharya, can you describe what we’re going to be hearing?

			Bhattacharya: Okay, so this is a clip from brain surgery. And what we can do in neurosurgery, crazy as it sounds, is to insert a piece of wire and listen to the signaling.

			(faint crackling)

			Bhattacharya: So what you hear are these little crackles, like a fire. Every crackle is a message, sent by one neuron to thousands of others. In our parlance, the neurons are talking. And although we don’t know how, it’s from this chatter that selfhood is born.

			“That’s what got me,” said Laurel. “The crackle.”

			“The crackle,” said Eli.

			The side door opened. Attendees emerged in clumps; their shiny conference badges flickered in the wind.

			Laurel steeled herself. “You probably have to get going.”

			“Actually,” said Eli, “do you want to take a walk?”

			

			—

			They looped through Golden Gate Park, where bison shouldered coolly through the mist, as if transferred from prehistoric times unfazed. In the Haight, Painted Ladies wore their gingerbread trim like jewelry, and Laurel and Eli selected their favorites as she told him about life in Madison. Eli described Palo Alto, where researchers were celebrities and winter weather rarely dipped below the fifties. When she voiced surprise that he’d gone into physics—not engineering, as he’d planned—he looked sheepish.

			“I realized I was better at thinking,” he said, “than doing,” with an expression that discouraged her from probing further.

			Laurel was acutely aware of their bodies in space. Crossing the street, they walked a foot apart; on the sidewalk, there were six or eight inches between them, and then, as a woman with a stroller passed, just two…their shoulders brushed. They ebbed apart. Laurel’s heart thumped. By the time they reached the Mission, it was five o’clock, and drizzle had given way to steady rain. They ran, holding their jackets like umbrellas, and laughed beneath the awning of a tapas restaurant on Valencia, as if they’d gotten away with something. The door opened; a host emerged, who told them they had better get their names on the list if they wanted a chance at a table. Laurel looked at Eli. The only answer was yes.

			They waited twenty minutes for a corner nook. A potted plant pressed against one side, so they had to sit diagonally instead of across from each other. Of course, the host had assumed. All around them were couples, leaning forward over candles, eating with their hands. Laurel felt torn between guilt—why was she having dinner with someone else’s fiancé?—and wary hope: for Eli, this could be nothing but a whim before marriage. Then her reason did a wild death leap and she sank into the music, the scent of saffron and lime, the proximity to him.

			“Well, we have to get the mushrooms,” Eli said. “Do you want to share something? Paella?”

			“Yes,” said Laurel. “And wine?”

			“Good.” He grinned. “You pick.”

			When the waiter came, she chose a Tempranillo. They ordered warm green olives, too, and grilled artichokes, because Laurel had never tried one. Food arrived at a neighboring table: crimped empanadas, Manchego cheese that trembled on its base of stewed tomatoes. You’re having dinner with a friend, she told herself. You saw him at a conference, and you took a walk. It was true, so why didn’t she believe a word? A drop of rain slid into her eye. Under the table, their shins performed a complicated dance of avoidance. At one point, a guitar player began to walk through the restaurant, stopping to play and collect tips at each table. The noise was impossible to speak over, but to sit together silently was intolerable, an intimacy greater than conversation. Laurel averted her eyes.

			It seemed safest to talk about work, so she asked Eli why he’d come to the conference. He had presented the morning of Seymour’s party, he said; later she learned that the National Science Foundation had granted him a rare graduate fellowship, and that his audience that week had numbered in the hundreds.

			“What was it about?” asked Laurel.

			“Do you remember much from high school physics?” Eli asked, as the paella arrived. “I don’t want to talk your ear off.”

			“A little,” she said. “But you wouldn’t be. Start at the beginning.”

			Eli pointed at the skillet.

			“This pan,” he said. “It’s hot. By the time we leave, it will have cooled. That’s because heat—like time—only moves in one direction. A cold plate will never get hotter, microwaves and ovens notwithstanding. And we wake up to tomorrow, never yesterday.”

			“Right,” said Laurel.

			“The problem is that physicists like symmetry. Mainly we like it because the universe seems to like it, too. The laws of physics are supposed to hold even if you turn a particle into an antiparticle, or you reverse the direction of its spin, or you find a way to send it back in time instead of forward. A mirror universe, in other words, should look and feel like ours.”

			Eli gestured for Laurel to serve herself first.

			“But if the universe likes symmetry,” she said, spooning paella onto her plate, “then why doesn’t time move in both directions?”

			“Exactly,” Eli said, and Laurel felt a little thrill. She had been worried that she wouldn’t be able to follow him—not like Angela could.

			“We don’t know,” he continued. “There are lots of interesting theories. Maybe time does move in two directions, but the human mind can only perceive one of them. On the other hand, the closer you look at the universe, the more asymmetry you see. Take matter, for example.” Eli raised the saltshaker. “Everything we touch, even air, is made of matter, and matter is made of particles. But the universe also contains something called antimatter, made of antiparticles. You can think of these as partners to their particle companions, with the opposite charge and the opposite spin.” He lifted the pepper shaker now, holding it next to the salt. “Matter and antimatter are created together. When they meet, they destroy each other. The Big Bang should have produced them in equal quantities. But if that had happened, both matter and antimatter would have been annihilated, and our universe would contain nothing but energy.”

			Eli put the pepper shaker back down, holding only the salt.

			“We know that didn’t happen. I’m here, and so are you,” he said. “For some reason, an infinitesimal amount of matter survived—one particle per million—and this became the universe we know.”

			“Why?”

			“We aren’t sure. And for a physicist, that’s the worst kind of nails on a chalkboard. We hate things that can’t be reconciled: rules that apply here but not there, then but not now,” said Eli. “The asymmetry got me thinking. What if we don’t live in a universe? What if we live in a Duoverse?”

			Laurel heard the word not whole but split: duo verse, a conversation between two people, as they were having now.

			“I don’t understand,” she said.

			“It makes more sense with pictures.” Eli took a paper napkin and pulled his ballpoint pen out of one pocket. “The Standard Model imagines the structure of the universe like this. Space and time begin with the Big Bang”—he made a dot—“and from there, they expand. Time moves forward, and matter reigns.”

			Extending from the bubble, to the right, Eli drew a sideways cone.

			
				[image: Hand-drawn diagram showing a black dot labeled “BIG BANG” with two diagonal lines extending from it to form a sideways cone, and the interior labeled “time + space,” with a horizontal arrow pointing right from the words.]
			

			“But it’s asymmetrical,” said Laurel.

			“Unless we aren’t seeing the full picture.”

			Eli handed her the pen. Laurel mirrored his drawing, adding a second cone, moving left.

			
				[image: Hand-drawn diagram showing two opposing cones meeting at a central dot labeled “BIG BANG,” with the left cone annotated “time & space” and the right cone annotated “time + space”; a long arrow on the far left points outward from the dot, and a matching arrow on the far right points outward in the opposite direction.]
			

			“There’s still an asymmetry, though,” said Eli.

			He waited for her to find it. Laurel put her finger on the dot.

			“Two universes,” she said. “One big bang.”

			“There you go,” said Eli.

			He turned the napkin over. This time, he traced the base of his wineglass and drew a horizontal line through the center. He wrote UNIVERSE above the upper semicircle and drew a curved arrow, pointing right, inside it. In the lower half of the diagram, he wrote ANTIUNIVERSE and drew an arrow pointing left.

			“As time moves forward here,” he said, “it moves backward there.”

			
				[image: Diagram of a circle divided horizontally into two semicircles, with the word “UNIVERSE” along the top edge and “ANTIUNIVERSE” upside down along the bottom edge; inside the upper semicircle, a curved arrow pointing right is labeled “time forward,” and inside the lower semicircle, a curved arrow pointing left is labeled “time backward” upside down.]
			

			Eli wrote big bang at the horizontal line on the left; on the right, he wrote end of time. In the lower semicircle, he reversed their positions.

			
				[image: Diagram of a large circle divided horizontally into two semicircles, with “UNIVERSE” written above the top half and “ANTIUNIVERSE” upside down below the bottom half; the top semicircle contains a right-pointing curved arrow labeled “time forward,” with “big bang” written at the left end of the horizontal dividing line and “end of time” at the right, while the bottom semicircle contains a left-pointing curved arrow labeled “time backward” upside down, with “end of time” written at the left of the dividing line and “big bang” at the right.]
			

			“Our Big Bang is still over here, on the left. And if we follow the arc of our universe, in a few hundred billion years, we’ll find ourselves here: at the end.”

			“Which is where their universe begins?”

			Laurel didn’t know who she meant by their. The thought of an antiuniverse was dizzying enough, much less what—or who—might live there.

			Eli nodded. “Our Big Bang marks the end of their universe. And their Big Bang would be the end of ours.”

			Laurel pictured a reverse of the Big Bang: a sudden suction into nothingness. Eli’s model was as heady as theory always was, it was could-be and make-believe, but even in her doubt she felt its pull. She peppered him with questions as they drank more wine and ate. When the waiter cleared their table, Laurel felt the same despair she had at Seymour’s party, and years before that, in the orchard: once again, their time had ended. They said goodbye beneath a streetlamp, the rain turned back to mist.

			“I’ll see you,” she told him, the same thing she’d said in the orchard, though she felt less hopeful this time.

			“Wait.” Eli took out a Nokia cell phone. “Do you have one of these?”

			“Oh, I don’t,” said Laurel, “not yet, it’s silly, but there’s a landline in my apartment, and I haven’t found the need to…”

			She stopped. Why was she stammering?

			“I could give you my email address,” she said. “In case you ever…”

			“In case I need to ask you something,” he said, helpfully.

			“Right. Or if you’re in Madison, and you need an introduction to anyone at the university.”

			It was a feeble addendum. Eli’s work was better known than hers.

			“Thank you.” Eli smiled. He retrieved his pen and the receipt from dinner, which he smoothed in the palm of his hand. “I’m ready.”

			

			—

			When Laurel returned to Madison, she dove into work at the orchard. There were never enough hands in autumn, even with the seasonal staff. Customers wandered through rows of trees, filling the baskets that Clare stacked in front of the farm store. They served free chili and cider on weekends. Laurel worked the food table, which distracted her from thoughts of Eli. She knew that her father would have been thrilled by the crowds, and by the contented look of each customer.

			At one point, an older woman approached. After Laurel poured a cup of cider, the woman took her hand.

			“My son and I have been coming here for over twenty years. Now we bring his kids.” She pointed to two boys in matching Packers sweatshirts. “I hope you never get rid of this place.”

			Laurel reassured the woman, but internally, she tensed. Climate change made fruit growing more difficult each year. Unprecedented warmth worsened diseases like apple scab and made the trees bloom early. Severe storms wreaked havoc, too: once, high winds broke an heirloom tree and sent the crown into the sheep paddock. Sometimes Clare made comments about throwing in the towel. Laurel was relatively sure that her mother didn’t mean them, but she still stepped in to help. Together, they had managed—for one more year, at least.

			Laurel brought a jug of cider to her next meeting with Gloria. It was the first time they’d seen each other since the conference.

			“Tell me everything,” Gloria said.

			Laurel described her presentation and the audience responses. When she reenacted the botanist’s surprise attack, Gloria cheered at her rebuttal. Then she explained her vision for the next iteration of the maze experiment: another attendee, she said, had boosted her confidence in the electricity angle. She didn’t mention that he had been her crush for the previous decade.

			“I loved meeting Seymour and Julian,” Laurel added. “I didn’t realize that you lived together when you were so young.”

			She’d had to build up the nerve to say it. Laurel was distressed by the thought of what Gloria had endured. She also felt slightly hurt. Gloria had begun as her teacher, but they were now much closer than that. She had never told Laurel that they shared an early loss in common.

			“Ah.” Gloria looked surprised. Then she sighed. “It was a long time ago.”

			She seemed to deflate. Immediately Laurel realized that she shouldn’t have taken Gloria’s reticence personally.

			“I’m sorry,” Laurel said. “I shouldn’t have brought it up.”

			“That’s all right. I should have explained, but I didn’t want to weigh you down.” Gloria smiled, wry. “At least that’s what I told myself. Partly I was avoiding it. At some point, I got it into my head that talking about what happened would only make me feel worse. I often forget that talking about my parents also keeps the good memories fresh.”

			Laurel tucked her feet beneath her. “Tell me about them.”

			“They were both only children, like I was. And they were older parents. They lived a lot of life before they had me.” Cygnus jumped into Gloria’s lap. “My father’s parents died when he was twenty. I never met my mother’s family, because they lived in Russia.”

			“Russia!”

			Gloria laughed at her surprise. “My mother was born in a small village near the Arctic Circle. Arkhangelsk was the closest city—Archangel in English.” There were wild forest reindeer, she said, and pine forests, and churches with onion domes dipped in gold. “The winters were frigid. My mother used to say that if her tea was cold, she had only to go outside for it to seem warm again.”

			“Was your father Russian, too?” asked Laurel.

			“Far from it,” said Gloria. He was a soldier, she explained, in the First World War. After the armistice of 1918, most American troops were sent home, but a smaller body—the American Expeditionary Force of North Russia, better known as the Polar Bear Expedition—remained to fight the Bolsheviks. Most of them were Midwestern boys; Gloria’s father, Theodore, had grown up on a farm in Wisconsin. He trained at Camp Custer for only three weeks before boarding a ship for the Far North.

			President Wilson had declared that the force would simply guard supplies, but the American ambassador to Russia, urged by European allies, ordered them to the front lines instead. It was a time of betrayal and bloody confusion: orders came from the British, and the White Army mistakenly bombed the Americans. Some of the Polar Bears were sent up the river Dvina to villages where the Bolsheviks lay in wait. There was no surgical equipment in the field, and those who couldn’t be transported to the hospital in Arkhangelsk suffered amputations by jackknife. Temperatures dropped as low as fifty degrees below zero, but officers forbade campfires, fearing that the enemy would see light.

			But if Gloria’s father had not been in that unlucky group, he would not have met her mother. Olga was the nurse who cared for Ted after a Bolshevik bullet cut through his left ear. The eardrum was ruptured beyond repair, and a surgeon removed the warped cartilage. When she wasn’t needed elsewhere on the unit, Olga listened to Ted read the book he’d brought from home: Frankenstein, which had been written by a British girl no older than nineteen, and took place partially in Arkhangelsk itself.

			Olga understood that she was doing something dangerous. Even before the revolution, work by many Russian writers—Pushkin, Nekrasov, Dostoevsky—had been removed from libraries. According to the Supreme Law Concerning Textbooks and Popular Literature, they were too dark for the masses. Now the Bolsheviks were censoring even more printed material; foreign novels circulated through the nobility and the black market. But Olga had always been a little fearless, a little rogue—like Myshka, the family cat, who often vanished into new hiding places, then sat in contented silence as Olga’s mother cried his name.

			Her parents had wanted Olga to be educated. When she was thirteen, they sent her to live with an aunt so that she could attend high school in Arkhangelsk. Nursing school followed. Arkhangelsk was a port city, and Olga often watched the ships depart. She did not know that it was possible to envy an object, but she was jealous of those ships; she wanted to travel like they did. Olga was a quick study. And she was hungry—for language, information, variety. Though she felt for her charges, and gained some satisfaction in helping them, she had no passion for nursing. From the American and British soldiers she picked up bits of English like a magpie, hoarding them, curious. Ted taught her more. His voice was deep and strong as a root, in contrast to her mischief. In his room, her world opened word by word.

			She felt for the tall young man who hadn’t lost his sense of humor. What remained of his left ear was a strange, puckered hole that he employed to comedic effect. They developed a ventriloquist’s routine: Olga whistled while keeping her lips as still as possible, and Ted moved his head to imply that the sound came from the hole. She thought he could not always be so cheerful and was confirmed in that suspicion when she glanced through the window in passing. She found him gazing outside, transfixed with an expression of wistfulness so personal that she felt abashed for having seen it.

			On the spring day when Ted was released from the hospital, Olga cried with a distress that surprised her. The next morning, he returned with an offer: for her to join him on the ship that would leave as soon as the White Sea thawed. The only catch, he said, was that they’d have to be married.

			Ted’s parents had died of the Spanish flu while he was stationed in the Arctic. He learned by letter, lurching in the barracks, another soldier’s arms around his shoulders. They decided to sail to San Francisco, where Ted had a friend in the Harbor Defenses who could help him find work. Books had always been his solace, and he wanted to pursue a teaching certificate in English.

			They settled in a small apartment. Olga spoke broken English and knew no one, but she had European ancestry and an American husband. From her new kitchen, she could see the island where Asian immigrants underwent interrogation and medical inspection, desperate to prove that the Chinese Exclusion Act did not apply to them.

			When they met, Olga was twenty-five, regarded in her village as an unlucky spinster. Now she yearned for a child, but years passed without one. An American doctor suggested a diet high in fruits, vegetables, and milk. After Olga’s thirty-fifth birthday passed without a pregnancy, she turned to the old wives’ tales she’d heard as a girl: she avoided cold surfaces, ate honey by the spoonful, refused to cut her hair. She viewed such superstition with inner querulousness. On one side was her intelligence, fortified by education; on the other was hope, wily and just as argumentative.

			By the time she was forty-two, Olga had abandoned these measures. Woken, one morning, by the unpleasant urge to vomit, she did not consider pregnancy; it was four months before she learned that her body housed not one heart but two. Gloria had not benefited from exclusively warm surfaces, or a particularly healthful diet, but still she had thrived. She arrived on a fog-cloaked Sunday, her scream the stuff of operas.

			In Arkhangelsk, mushrooms had guarded against famine and served as meat during Lent. Olga called them forest fruit. She told Gloria about her uncle the gribnik, a seasoned mushroom-hunter who taught her edible from poison, and how during tikhaya okhota—the silent hunt—she sank into a state like meditation. Russulas and porcini didn’t grow in Northern California, but they found petaled veshenki blooming from the stumps of dead trees. At home, Olga made them any number of ways: pickled, sautéed with sour cream, or served alongside fried potatoes and vodka, which Gloria was permitted to taste.

			Laurel took a sip of cider. “How did your parents meet Seymour and Julian?”

			It seemed an odd pairing: a wealthy gay couple and a half-Midwestern, half-immigrant one.

			Gloria understood the implication. “Julian taught art at the same high school where my father became an English teacher. It was a terrible time to be gay, even in San Francisco. By living together, Seymour and Julian were taking a significant risk,” she said. “My parents thought for themselves. They lived near Polk Street, where gay people gathered before the Castro became what it is.”

			“And your dad was from Wisconsin,” said Laurel, fitting the pieces together. “Is that why you moved here?”

			“That was part of it. I wanted to experience the place where he grew up. But I also didn’t get any other job offers.”

			“Idiots,” said Laurel loyally.

			Gloria chuckled, then sighed. “It was the sixties. And I was a woman.”

			“Was it hard to leave San Francisco?”

			“Yes. But it was also a relief, after what happened.” Cygnus stretched in her lap. Stroking him, she seemed to be deciding how to continue. “They were chasing a solar storm. My mother grew up watching the aurora. All the houses in her village had large, north-facing windows. During winter, it was dark by two in the afternoon.”

			Indigenous tribes, Gloria said, lived near Arkhangelsk, too: the Komi and the Nenets, who herded reindeer and read weather in the colors of the northern lights.

			“The villagers saw the lights as a sign of good fortune. A child conceived beneath them was thought to be blessed, and it was not uncommon for visitors to come to the region with that purpose in mind.” Gloria smiled. “My mother was one such child, though she never thought it made her very lucky. But she desperately missed the aurora. It made her think of her parents. After she left, they wrote letters, but she never saw them again.”

			Laurel tries to imagine this. She can’t. “Did you ever meet your grandparents?”

			“No,” said Gloria. “When I was a child, I often asked my mother why. I understood what it meant to die. This was much more confusing. How could someone be alive, but in a place we couldn’t visit? My mother took me outside. ‘Our countries are at war,’ she said, ‘but still, we are connected. We have the same sun, the same stars. They look up at the same sky you do.’ ”

			Gloria had shifted seamlessly into her mother’s accent. It seemed to surprise her as much as it did Laurel.

			“Too far is what I told her. ‘Then look at yourself,’ she said. ‘Look at me. Same big ears. Same fingers. Same cheeks.’ ”

			Laurel laughed. “I never noticed the size of your ears. But now that you mention it…”

			“Large,” Gloria agreed. “Like my mother’s. Good for eavesdropping.”

			Cygnus climbed onto the arm of Gloria’s chair, from which he jumped to Laurel’s.

			“It must have been difficult to chase the aurora back then,” Laurel said, scratching his ears.

			“Nearly impossible. You could look at sunspots with a telescope, or listen for radio blackouts, but it was far from an exact science. When I was sixteen, my mother heard that a farmer near Yosemite had seen green light in the sky. My parents wanted me to come with them, but I refused. I was a teenager, with better things to do,” Gloria said. “A hiker found their car at the bottom of a hillside.”

			“Oh, Gloria,” Laurel whispered.

			“I’ve never known what happened. Most likely they skidded out of control in a snow squall. Those mountain roads get slippery fast,” Gloria said. “I left high school to get my GED. It was too painful, being around students with typical families. Seymour and Julian saved me.”

			When Laurel left that day, she paused to look at the pictures in the hallway. In addition to those of Olga and Ted, there was an old photograph of Gloria, wearing lace-up leather boots and clutching a satchel. She looked to be in her late teens. Her eyes were questioning but guarded. There was a stubborn thrust to her chin.

			Laurel saw her differently afterward. No longer was she simply the unruffled sage of the Rhizotron. Gloria was also a teenage girl, alone, her old life cut off at the base.

			

			—

			Laurel’s life resumed its former rhythm. She continued graduate school; she turned her conference presentation into a paper. Occasionally she wondered whether Eli and Angela were married. On Valentine’s Day, at Tess’s apartment, she confessed the entire story.

			“Laurel, that was your chance!” Tess cried. “You didn’t try to kiss him?”

			Laurel covered her face with a pillow. “Stop. You’re making it worse.”

			“Let’s look them up,” said Tess, running to get her laptop.

			Since the last time Laurel Googled him, Stanford had added a graduate student directory. They found Eli while eating from a heart-shaped box of Walgreens truffles. He looked painfully handsome. Tess scrolled to Angela next.

			“Well,” Tess said, “she doesn’t have his last name. Maybe they broke up. You should email him.”

			“Absolutely not,” said Laurel, but she thought about it for the next six months—until August of 2005, when Eli’s name appeared in her inbox.

			Laurel: I’ve taken a visiting professorship in Madison—one year, though it might continue. I’ll be in town next weekend. Can I see you?

			In the Rhizotron, Laurel shouted. She could have reread the first word—her name with its colon, the promise of more—all day.

			Tess came running.

			“He didn’t mention the fiancée,” she said, reading over Laurel’s shoulder.

			“He did not mention the fiancée,” Laurel repeated.

			Still, she dared not hope—not until they met on Friday evening, at an ice cream shop on State Street, and Eli told her he was single. Laurel exhaled. All day she had fizzed with nervous energy, but now she felt a sober certainty. Above them was the velvet navy sky that preceded darkness. They walked unhurriedly toward her apartment, a three-story brick building with a crooked outdoor staircase. Laurel led Eli to the top floor. She lived in the attic unit, which had a miniature galley kitchen and a view of the black walnut tree whose husks would soon fall to the ground.

			He took her in his arms. With her nose to his neck, she inhaled his scent, and when she could not stand it anymore, she pulled him onto the couch. The door was open; a warm breeze drifted over them, and he was kissing her, kissing her, using his thumb to slide the strap of her camisole off one shoulder. Her brain was an abstraction; there was only Eli, his chest and thighs, the hardness that made her own longing rear up. When he said her name, his voice was torqued, as if he were begging for something—and if she closed her eyes, it was because she would allow him anything, a submission both ecstatic and unbearable. On the floor, hip to hip, the past and future blurred. She held his body, hot with life, and entangled now with hers.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Laurel runs from Miles’s room to the triple. Her shift starts at ten, and it’s nine forty-five: no time to shower, so she pulls on her uniform and covers her hair with a galley baseball cap. She’s scheduled to work the floor, but if she can get to the kitchen without seeing Eli, she’ll beg someone to swap with her for dish duty. Having a plan makes her feel somewhat less frantic—until she spots him, standing at the entrance to the galley with the ANITA physicists.

			Nita, Louis, and Charlie are leaving breakfast. Laurel pulls them into a supply closet.

			“Eli is here,” she says. “My ex-husband.”

			In the dark, Laurel hears Nita. “Can you clarify what you mean by ‘here’?”

			“Here!” says Laurel, with unrestrained hysteria. “Here, at McMurdo!”

			“Sweetheart,” says Louis, “you’re still high.”

			“Not that high.”

			“Can we turn a light on?” asks Charlie.

			“No, don’t. It’s much more dramatic this way,” Nita says. “Why would your ex-husband be in Antarctica?”

			“He’s a physicist.” Laurel puts the pieces together as she speaks. “He’s working on—he has this theory, this theory of—parallel universes—one moves forward in time, and one moves…”

			She can’t bring herself to say it.

			“Oh my God,” Nita says. “You think he’s come to work on the Arc?”

			Laurel hides her face in her hands. “He doesn’t know I’m here.”

			“Why not?” asks Louis.

			“Because we’re divorced!” Laurel says. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

			“Really, we should turn a light on,” says Charlie.

			“Don’t bother,” Louis says. “It’s going be exactly this dark for the next six months.”

			But Charlie finds a chain and pulls.

			“What does he look like?” Louis asks, in the interrogatory light of the bulb.

			“Don’t be so loud,” says Laurel. “He’s right outside. Curly brown hair. Brown eyes.”

			Louis cracks the door and peeks out.

			“Wow,” he says, closing it.

			“Not relevant,” says Charlie.

			“Breathe,” Nita says, and Laurel tries.

			“Not like that. The way Miles showed you.” Louis winks. “Remember him?”

			Laurel braces her hands against her knees. “I don’t know if I can do this.”

			“It’s not too late to fly out before winter,” Charlie says, putting a hand on her back.

			“But I want to be here. I won’t let him take that away from me.”

			“That’s the spirit,” Louis says. “But I would stay in the dish pit today if I were you. You look like you’ve come straight from someone else’s bed.”

			When Louis leans against the door, Laurel realizes that he must not have shut it completely. She watches in horror as it creaks open. The physicists peer in.

			Nita and Charlie step in front of Laurel, who shrinks behind an industrial mop. Louis grabs a bucket and a spray bottle.

			“Excuse us,” he says, with dignity. “Someone threw up in the library.”

			Charlie pulls the light switch, hiding Laurel. Louis looks at Eli.

			“Good day,” he says, before Nita shuts the door.

			

			—

			Laurel does stay in the dish pit, trading with Charlie, who offers to gather intel on the floor.

			“Why don’t I get to be the spy?” whines Louis.

			“Because I don’t trust you.” Laurel throws a sponge at him. “ ‘Good day’?”

			“Everyone deserves a warm welcome to the continent,” he says. “Even your ex-husband.”

			Charlie doesn’t see Eli all day. At eight, she and Louis return to the dorm, but Laurel decides to stay: Bertha, the dishwasher, has doused the floor with slime, and the cleanup will buy her time. Laurel strategizes while mopping. She’ll feel more like herself after a shower; then she can figure out which room is Eli’s and make sure to avoid it.

			Laurel pulls her cap low and leaves the galley at a clip. As she enters the hallway, Eli approaches from the other direction.

			At first, he only opens his mouth.

			“Laurel?” he asks, as though he doesn’t trust his eyes—as though he would be less surprised to find a doppelganger here than his own ex-wife.

			Laurel lifts a shoulder.

			“Eli,” she says, helplessly.

			“What are you doing here?” asks Eli. “Did you—follow me?”

			“I’ve been here since October,” says Laurel. “Did you follow me?”

			“They brought me in,” Eli said. “To work on the…”

			Laurel knows he trails off when he’s tired, and she can see the exhaustion in him now. He holds a bowl of chili, and when he shifts his weight, it lurches.

			“Can we talk tomorrow?” he asks. “Lunch?”

			“I’m on shift during lunch,” Laurel says. “I work in the galley.”

			“You aren’t here on a grant?” Eli’s tone is incredulous, nearly irritated, as though he suspects her of lying.

			She gestures to her polo shirt and uniform shoes. “Do I look like it?”

			Eli hesitates. Maybe Laurel has been sharper than necessary, but she still feels rankled that he asked if she came after him—as if she’s lovesick, or insane.

			“I get off at eight,” she says. “Let’s meet in the lounge.”

			

			—

			The next morning, Laurel wakes before her alarm. She lies very still, facing the ceiling, with her eyes open.

			In the galley, Jules asks for volunteers to help unload food from a supply ship. Laurel is relieved to spend the day outside. The wind forces her to concentrate. She’s even glad to avoid Louis and Charlie, their questioning glances, and Nita, who, catching sight of Laurel at lunch, mouths: Have you seen him?

			At eight, she walks from the loading dock to the dorms. Darkness is slowly returning: the sun now sets completely between one and three in the morning. Laurel has finished knitting her shawl. Today she wears it her favorite way: crossed in the front and knotted in back, like armor.

			When she enters the lounge, Eli is sitting alone on the couch.

			Until yesterday, she hadn’t seen him in almost a year. He’s thinner, and his face—formerly so open to her—is guarded. Laurel wonders how she looks to him, then stops. She could drive herself crazy, thinking those thoughts.

			“I’m sorry about yesterday,” she says, sitting on the opposite end of the couch. “It must have been a shock to see me. It was a shock for me, too, seeing you.”

			“What I said, about following me…” Eli shakes his head. “That was stupid. I just couldn’t imagine what you were doing at McMurdo. Does Antarctica even have fungi?”

			Laurel smiles. “Not the kind I study.”

			“So why are you here?”

			She can’t think of a reason to lie. “I had to get away.”

			He doesn’t say anything to that. Their burden hangs between them. An empty beer bottle sits beside Eli’s foot. There is something restless and edgy about him, something barely contained. But Laurel can’t stop herself: she asks the question that has gripped her since she saw him on the ice.

			“Your theory,” she says. “It fits. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? Because of the Duoverse?”

			“I’m not supposed to talk about it. And I wouldn’t say it fits.”

			She’s never seen him so ambivalent. “What do you mean? ANITA must have hired you for a reason.”

			“There isn’t proof. There’s a hypothesis based on a fluke, one possible explanation for a particle behaving strangely, and you know what, Laurel”—Eli’s eyes glitter dangerously, like a child about to say something he knows he shouldn’t—“I think it’s all bullshit.”

			She tries to read him: whether he’s being provocative, whether he’s drunk.

			“What are you doing here,” she says, “if you think it’s all bullshit?”

			Eli laughs. She recognizes it now, what she saw in his eyes: the lunatic glee of truth-telling.

			“I’m getting paid,” he says.

			“You could do that at home.”

			“And so could you. But we’re both here. That says something, doesn’t it?” He smiles at her, but it looks wrong, the sad smile of a clown or a comic. “You know, when I got off the plane, I looked around and thought: I’ve done it. The ice, and the anomaly—they were so surreal, so unlike my life until now, that I thought I’d finally outrun it. And then I saw you. God may not play dice, but he does have a sense of humor.”

			Laurel looks down.

			“You don’t want to be around me. I understand that,” she says. “But this could be bigger than us. Eli, if the Duoverse exists—”

			“The Duoverse is math.”

			“—then think about the implications,” she says, talking over him.

			“It doesn’t work that way.”

			“What way?”

			“Like wish fulfillment!” Eli says. “It’s not a theme park you can visit. It’s not a sci-fi movie about someone who goes back in time to fix a mistake.”

			It’s a punch, meant just for her. He opens his mouth, as if to recant, then closes it.

			Laurel backs out of the lounge. Her eyes are smarting. She stops by her room to grab her Big Red, and then she walks outside. The entire landscape is violet. On a rocky path, she paces. Eli may not believe in his own model, but even so, he’s here—which means that other people do. Beneath her hurt, a strange elation is struggling to life.

			For if it were real?

			And if she could go?—

			—back to the site of her life’s undoing, and take it away; if she could rewind, return to a time when she did not know despair, and she and Eli loved each other still—

			If she could make Silas real again.

			Silas with his angel’s curls, the birthmark on his thumb.

			Silas at the window, every moon an astonishment, every sun worth waking up for.

			Silas in his favorite T-shirt (Chickens: The Pet That Poops Breakfast!), begging for a frog; Silas with his mispronunciations (yittle, lellow), his first word (light), his height scratched in the wall.

			Silas with his appraising baby’s stare, as if he understood her all the while.

			Silas, her first and only-born, her child.
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			The Whale

			It began, as all things do, with change.

			She had always liked eggs, and then she didn’t. She never napped, and then she did. She was not exactly nauseated but felt an intermittent gastric unease that came on, like a sneeze, without warning.

			“Maybe you’re pregnant,” Tess said.

			“Not possible,” said Laurel.

			She had been on birth control since the age of twenty-one. When she got home, she counted the pills in her yellow clamshell case and confirmed that she’d missed none. But her symptoms continued, and when she went to Noah and Maisie’s house for dinner, Maisie insisted that she take a test.

			It was December of 2005. Maisie and Noah had gotten married earlier that year—aside from a turbulent hiatus as college freshmen, they had dated since the night of high school graduation—and Maisie kept a pack of pregnancy tests under the bathroom sink.

			“I’m not pregnant,” Laurel said.

			“Of course you’re not,” said Maisie. “We’re just making sure.”

			She sat on the edge of the tub while Laurel peed. When a second line appeared beside the test line, Laurel put her hands over her mouth, and Maisie screamed for her.

			“What will I tell Eli?” asked Laurel, over dinner. They had been dating for three months.

			“You’re a freak of nature,” Maisie said. “He can’t blame you. Noah, what are the odds?”

			Noah came in from the kitchen carrying bowls of his mother’s curry. He had just begun his pediatric residency.

			“If you’re sure you didn’t miss a pill,” he said, “then less than one percent.”

			“Fantastic,” Laurel said.

			That fall had been the most blissful of her life. She brought Eli back to the orchard, where he gamely helped with seasonal chores, even working a shift at the farm store. Laurel had never been so unhelpful: she used any excuse to sneak him back to the storage room, where they made out against the old cider press. On Halloween, one of his new colleagues hosted a party. Laurel dressed as a bouquet, and Eli went as Einstein’s description of entanglement, “spooky action at a distance”: he hovered apart from the other guests, wrapped in an old white bedsheet and chuckling intermittently.

			Often they woke up early, adrenalized by lust. They walked to the nearest coffee shop and kept going; sometimes they made it all the way from the east side to Picnic Point, a nature preserve on the west. Laurel wanted to know his opinion about everything: American Idol, the war in Iraq, Pluto’s demotion to dwarf planet. During the week, they worked in different campus buildings, but texting—a new technology—gave them constant access to each other. Sleep felt like the only time when they were truly separate.

			If Madison wasn’t paradise, Laurel didn’t know it. If the ground was there, she never touched it. She floated, she breezed, she skated like a sail. She was twenty-five years old.

			And now she was pregnant.

			Days after the positive test, Laurel made Marcella Hazan’s fettuccine al limone in her galley kitchen. The narrow stove fit little more than one large pan, and she could only open the refrigerator partway before it hit the wall. After she finished the sauce, Laurel was sweaty enough to warrant a second shower, but Eli would arrive in ten minutes. She changed into a dress, sleeveless and black with a boatneck, and smeared lipstick on her mouth. She was pulling her hair into a claw clip when he appeared on the outdoor staircase, holding a bottle of wine and a bouquet of Chinese lanterns.

			“Hi,” he said when she opened the door, nuzzling her neck in a way that made her feel she did want to have his baby.

			Laurel didn’t have a dining table—she usually ate on the couch, or else at the desk in her bedroom—but she’d arranged a folding one in the living room, with a candle in the center.

			“Look at all this,” Eli said, his palm on the small of her back, and Laurel tensed. He noticed. “What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing,” she told him, but by the time they finished their salads, she was blinking back tears. In the kitchen, serving pasta, she tried and failed to slow her heart rate. She had hoped to have the conversation after dinner, but now she knew it couldn’t wait. She carried the bowls to the table and said, “I have to tell you something.”

			Eli blinked. “Okay.”

			“I don’t know how it happened. I’m really careful—you’re the only person I’ve been seeing,” she said, and now she was crying, with guilt as well as dread.

			He whitened slightly. “You’re scaring me.”

			“I’m pregnant,” said Laurel.

			Eli didn’t move.

			“I know,” she said. “I couldn’t believe it, either, and before you ask, I’m on birth control, and I haven’t missed a pill. Noah said the chances of this are less than one percent—he’s a doctor, that’s how he knows; or he will be—anyway, I wanted you to know, because…well, obviously…and in case you’d like to come with me to the appointment, to have it”—she paused—“removed? Obviously, the timing isn’t right, I’m still in school…”

			Three floors down, a car stopped in front of the apartment. Laurel heard her downstairs neighbor—another graduate student—laugh goodbye, drunk. Eli looked dazed.

			“I mean,” Laurel finished, “it doesn’t have to change anything between us.”

			There was a pause the length of which she could not possibly identify.

			“Well,” said Eli, slowly, “of course I would come to the appointment, if that’s what you want.”

			“Isn’t that what you want?” Laurel asked.

			“It certainly makes the most sense.” He took a bite of pasta, then gestured to Laurel. “Sit.”

			His voice was gentle. She spread a napkin on her lap.

			“The pasta is excellent,” Eli said.

			“Thank you,” said Laurel.

			Quietly, they ate. At one point, she stood to open a window, and cool air flowed in.

			“But say we were to play it out,” Eli said.

			Laurel speared a tomato. Her surprise was so total that she nearly choked as it went down.

			“The baby would be due—when?” he continued.

			“August.”

			“August.” Eli folded his hands. “My postdoc would be finished.”

			“They’ll ask you to stay. The physics department will create a position for you if they have to.”

			“And we would live…where?” he asked.

			“Well, I suppose we’d have to move in together.”

			“Don’t sound so excited,” said Eli, and Laurel laughed. “The house next to my apartment is for sale.”

			The thought was enchanting—for panic was not the only thing she’d felt since learning she was pregnant. A rabbit hole had appeared in the flat ground of everyday life. If she skirted it, she would always wonder where it might have led.

			“Can you afford a down payment?” she asked.

			“No,” he admitted, and she felt dizzy again, not because of the down payment but because she knew nothing of his finances at all.

			“We can’t do this,” she said. “I’ve never even met your parents. I don’t know your middle name. You could decide I drive you nuts.”

			“This may not be relevant,” said Eli, “but you should know that I love you.”

			It took a moment for the words to reach her. “You…?”

			Eli put his fork down. In the candlelight, his face was speculative. She never wanted to stop looking at it.

			“Have you ever been on a walk,” he said, “going nowhere in particular, or so you think, when you feel pulled in a certain direction?”

			Laurel nods. “Like—you think you’re walking aimlessly, but then you come to an intersection and know you have to turn that way, even if you aren’t sure why.”

			“That’s how I felt when I saw you in San Francisco,” Eli said. “Didn’t you?”

			Her face was very warm. “It was different. You were taken. The choice wasn’t mine.”

			“It’s yours now,” said Eli.

			

			—

			Unlike Maisie, Laurel had never babysat. Though she had raised plenty of lambs, human infants made her anxious: their unrelenting need, their puckered faces vaguely blameful. She expected pregnancy to feel alien, but her body knew what to do. There was a sense of underground construction—joints wiggled; ligaments loosened—and she felt the way she had when Eli came to Madison: gravity, momentum, a strange and knowing déjà vu.

			January was the first time they saw the baby, a dark lima bean against a roving backdrop of white; its heartbeat was an oceanic suction sound, and from then on, they called it the whale. In March, they moved, not to the yellow house across from Eli’s apartment but into one of the full-sized units below Laurel’s garret. Eli and Noah lugged furniture through the snow, and Clare brought an apple pie. That night, for the first time, Laurel felt a kick. She tugged her shirt up, calling for Eli, and they watched the limb move beneath skin as if under a sheet. Later the baby’s entire body undulated, so that it seemed to cruise the surface of her stomach.

			One night, she dreamed of her own severed head. Eli drove them to a diner on Willy Street, where they ate scrambled eggs and hash browns and hypothesized. Eli thought she was afraid of losing her intellectual life, and Laurel suspected that was true. Eli had been hired by the physics department. Laurel had begun to apply for postdocs—she still wanted to pursue her electricity experiment—but she felt a disturbing lack of urgency: her mind was elsewhere.

			By summer, her stomach was a taut dome. Her heart sank when she dropped something; it was such a long way down. She had begun to think of herself not as me but we, and felt guilty that she meant a duo—herself and the baby—and not a triad, including Eli. She was utterly in love with him, but Eli had not grown the child in his body, had not felt its foot in his ribs or soothed it with the rhythm of his heartbeat. Her relationship with the baby felt private, inarticulable, and profound, an experience that went back to the first woman, the first mammal—even back to primordial oceans, when the first cell became two.

			Her water broke during a thunderstorm. Lightning flared as Eli drove to the hospital. She was still in labor one night later, so tired she could sleep between contractions; they came like waves, building, crashing, her entire body clenched. The obstetrician watched the monitor and told her when to push: “Okay: now.” Laurel took in all the air she could, summoned strength from the depths. “Now.” There was a clock over the bed, a white school clock with a large second hand, used to note the birth time. At last, Laurel heaved, reached down, and felt the child—“A boy!” someone said—with her hands. He was slippery, wriggling, crying so loudly it scared her, but when she lifted him to her chest, he paused, and their eyes met in a pact. It was a pact that would stretch across eons, a pact in which distance meant nothing. She had become a mother.
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			The last flight out of McMurdo departs at the end of February. People hug on the ice in Big Reds and sunglasses. Some promise to come back, but many will only revisit the continent in memory. Louis glares at Patrick. Nita kisses Sam in front of Ivan the Terra Bus, her fingers in Sam’s brown curls.

			The last supply ship of the season arrives the next morning. The crew offloads ten million pounds of cargo before reloading a summer’s worth of trash, recycling, and scientific equipment. Less than two hundred people remain on station, and nearly half of them gather to see it off. The sky is overcast; Laurel can’t see the Arc. With a mournful bellow, the ship blurs into fog.

			“God help us!” someone cries, to scattered laughter.

			“The first few months are all right,” says Louis, as they walk back to the dorms. “Really, it’s not until Angry August that you start to lose your mind. And then comes Stabby September.”

			“Please tell me that’s a metaphor,” says Charlie.

			“It’s not,” Louis says. “At Bellingshausen, one of the Russian scientists knifed his roommate over a novel.”

			Charlie blanches. “What did the roommate do?”

			“He spoiled the ending,” Louis says.

			

			—

			The darkness comes on slowly, then all at once. By the end of April, the sun doesn’t rise at all. Outside, cold lays claim to the body immediately: skin chaps, and beards acquire icicles. Once, Laurel makes the mistake of running from the galley to the convenience store without her Big Red. Halfway there, her legs lock, paralyzed by a rabid need for warmth. She staggers into the nearest building and finds herself among bickering meteorologists, who pause to sit her down on an overturned crate and hand her a mug of hot tea.

			In winter, the population is small enough for everyone to have a single, so Laurel and Charlie move out of the room they shared with Nita. Still, they stick together.

			“You might think you want to be alone, but that’s not what you need,” says Louis, at Gallagher’s. “Too much quiet time and you’ll end up with the Antarctic stare.”

			He gestures toward the OAE at the end of the bar, a silent, shaggy mechanic drinking vodka straight. That weekend, they attend a presentation on the signs of winter-over syndrome: insomnia, absentmindedness, aggression. The isolation and monotony magnify seasonal depression; changes in thyroid hormones can cause cognitive impairment, even memory loss.

			Laurel isn’t overly concerned. Nothing she experiences here can be worse than what she’s already endured. Sometimes she shares a joint with Miles and Louis, relishing the way it smooths her edges. Her curiosity—her interest in the living moment—opens like an eye. She doesn’t forget what she did, but she can live with herself.

			She watches Eli in the galley. He always avoids eye contact, as if he can sense that she wants something from him. By May, he seems more comfortable on station. The ANITA team huddles in animated conversation. At Gallagher’s, Laurel sees him laughing with Ingrid, a cook. It feels like looking into the past. She turns away from them.

			One night, Louis decrees it time to go bowling, and they shuffle to Building 63. Installed in 1961 by the Navy Seabees, the bowling alley has two lanes and manual pins. In one lane are the ANITA and IceCube scientists, who seem to have called a truce: they chat good-naturedly, drinking smuggled-in beer. Eli is one of them. Though he’s never worked for IceCube, he knows the people who do: in the United States, the project is based at UW–Madison. Laurel wonders if he helped to ease tensions between the two groups of physicists here.

			She goes to find a pair of shoes, determined to enjoy herself. She’ll ignore Eli, if that’s what he wants. As she ties the laces, though, he glances over with what seems like apology. Later he drifts from his lane toward hers.

			“It’s no Kegonsa Bowl,” he says.

			That was the alley near McFarland High, with arcade games and claw machines and a galactic carpet that hadn’t been cleaned since the eighties. Between turns, Laurel and Maisie drank blue raspberry Slurpees and ate nachos with warm neon cheese.

			Laurel smiles. “No.”

			Eli is watching the game with his arms crossed, but she detects a quality in him that she hasn’t seen for years.

			“You’re excited about something,” she says.

			He laughs. “I guess I am.”

			“About work?”

			Eli keeps his eyes on the game, but he smiles, too. “You’re prying.”

			“I’m interested.”

			“Nothing’s been confirmed. We need more data.”

			A cheer goes up from Laurel’s lane: Charlie has scored a spare, putting the Nonperishables ahead. As a volunteer resets the pins, the Freshies—Louis and Miles—boo loudly.

			“Salter,” Miles calls. He and Laurel have been together only once since Stewie Prom, hurried and drunk in her new single. “You’re up.”

			Laurel glances at Eli. She can wait for more data. Better to ease off so that he doesn’t feel cornered.

			“Well,” she says lightly, “I hope it’s good news,” and wonders if he’ll watch while she takes her turn.
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			Motherhood made her an animal. They named him Silas—in Latin, “man of the woods”—and when they brought him home, Laurel clutched the car seat, unused to having him out of her arms. Time was both rigidly scheduled and irrelevant. She lived in the rhythm of him: his naps and feedings, his urgent needs. Her world was sensation—pressure and suction, blood and milk—and emotion always spilling over. She thought of how the universe was said to emerge from a single point. Where there was nothing: now, everything.

			Laurel and Eli’s new apartment had a screened-in back porch. After the day’s humidity wore itself out, they sat there in reclining chairs: he shirtless in boxers with his hands behind his head and she in an old T-shirt with her breasts leaking, so tenderly alive. In those early weeks, they existed in a state of radiant exhaustion, everything raw and indescribable. Laurel’s love for Eli and Silas was a binding force. What once felt like a dual relationship between her and the baby now became a triad.

			Yet she sometimes felt enormous grief. She had traded her former life, which she loved, and to which she could not return. Clare sat with her as she wept.

			“It won’t ever be the same,” said Laurel. “The way it was before.”

			Clare put a hand to her cheek.

			“Will it be better?” Laurel asked.

			“Sometimes,” said Clare. “Most of the time.”

			“But not always?”

			One of the things Laurel loved about her mother was that she did not lie.

			“Not always,” Clare said, “no.”

			Silas lay in the crook of Laurel’s elbow. It seemed as though her arms would never be free again. Clare wrapped her own arms around Laurel, and they sat like that, in layers: Laurel holding Silas, Clare holding Laurel.

			Over Hanukkah, Laurel and Eli drove to his parents’ town house in Chicago. Laurel had met them for the first time in spring, an awkward dinner at which Eli both introduced her and announced that they were pregnant, but the Rosens doted on Silas. Leo, a rangy mathematician, made uncharacteristically goofy faces. Janet studied ancient texts and disapproved of baby talk; instead, she spoke to Silas in a sympathetic adult tone. Laurel snuck into the kitchen, where takeout latkes cooled in their aluminum tray. She crimped the edges to a close and put the toppings—applesauce and sour cream—back in the refrigerator.

			Eli’s mother entered through a swinging door.

			“You shouldn’t be cleaning,” she said, a fond, parental scolding that made Laurel unexpectedly emotional.

			“I don’t mind the breather.”

			Janet looked at her knowingly. “It’s all-consuming, isn’t it? Nothing prepares you.”

			“Nothing,” Laurel said. Tears appeared without warning, as they had after her father’s death. Silas had Pete’s eyes. The fact that they could never meet was an unfillable absence.

			“My advice?” Janet yanked on a pair of dishwashing gloves. “Make sure you don’t stay home longer than three months. Otherwise, you’ll never get back to your work.”

			

			—

			She did get back to her work. It was exciting—the lights of her mind turned back on, the engine humming to life—but she felt constantly divided. There was the Rhizotron, where she had space to think and blessed silence; and there was Silas, his progress a mundane scientific miracle unfolding so much faster than her experiments.

			Much of motherhood was repetition. She breastfed and changed diapers and coaxed flailing limbs through onesies. She read Pat the Zoo; she sang “Three Little Piggies.” During tantrums, she played the only YouTube video Silas deigned to sit through (“Shaun the Sheep: Food Episodes Compilation”) on repeat. She sliced the grapes and the cheese and the sweet potato. She thawed the corn and the berries and the peas. She patiently endured the phase in which he played with nothing but dried beans and, less patiently, the toilet paper fixation that followed.

			Yet she felt bliss as frequently as tedium. At two months, Silas beamed with a broad, gummy smile. Each day brought new discoveries: light through stained glass, his own feet. Maisie and Noah bought a xylophone for his first birthday, and after striking a note with the little hammer, he paused to exclaim, round-mouthed, “Oh!” He loved to climb over Eli and Laurel, throwing his arms around their necks, kissing them. Sometimes they lay on the floor with diapers over their faces as he came charging from across the room, panting with excitement. By eighteen months, he disdained yogurt and Cheerios for cheese and olives—le petit snob, they called him—but when he was drowsy, he buried his head in Laurel’s neck, clutching a lock of her hair.

			She had not anticipated the gravity of small children, their blend of mysticism and solemnity. At four, his questions were thoughtful and unselfconscious: Is today tomorrow? Who made this cracker? When I die, how will I know where the bathrooms are? He liked to hold Laurel’s face in his hands. “I love you so much I can’t stop loving you,” he said once, and Laurel cried because she was not sure she had ever been loved like that, certainly not by herself.

			Silas idolized his father. Eli could be enchanting: he carried Silas on his shoulders in the yard or chased him down the hallway as Silas screamed with glee. But Eli also left early, and he spent evenings in the bedroom he used as a home office. The university had no maternity leave or childcare policies. Eli’s salary paid for daycare, but Laurel did almost every pickup and made almost every meal.

			When she felt frustrated, she reminded herself of the strain Eli was under. What shine he’d had as a graduate student had dulled: his Duoverse model was a theoretical achievement, but he’d found no data to support it. Now, with tenure approaching, he turned to dark matter: a grating scientific mystery, even a key to the formation of the universe. If he could better understand it, perhaps he could apply that knowledge to the Duoverse.

			He told Laurel about Vera Rubin, born in 1928, who helped to prove dark matter’s existence. As a child, she clambered over to her sister’s side of the bed, where the window was, to track the stars. Ignored by her high school physics teacher and advised not to go into science, she pursued astronomy at Vassar on scholarship and received a master’s from Cornell.

			In December of 1950, Vera was nursing an infant and didn’t have a car. Her parents drove her to the American Astronomical Society, where she presented her thesis on the rotation of galaxies. The society responded with rancorous denunciation. Vera earned her PhD through night classes and cried every time the Astrophysical Journal appeared in the mailbox. In 1956, she found work at the Carnegie Institution’s Department of Terrestrial Magnetism: an astronomer named Kent Ford had created a spectrometer that could peer into galaxies.

			Kent and Vera focused on Andromeda. They expected to see the galaxy’s edges rotate more slowly than the center, where mass concentrated. This would accord with Newton’s rotational laws, as well as Einstein’s theory of gravity. But Andromeda’s dusty fringes moved at the same speed as the stars and gas at its heart.

			The results called Einstein into question and overhauled Newton entirely. Vera knew that it would jeopardize her career to present them. Instead, she and Kent studied a second galaxy, then a third. By 1985, they’d looked at sixty. In every case, the results were the same. If Einstein was right, there had to be more mass than they could see, enough to hold galaxies together. Vera argued that this was dark matter, so-called because of its invisibility.

			“She should have won the Nobel,” Eli said. “Today we think that observable matter is less than five percent of the universe. The rest is dark matter. But we still don’t know what dark matter is.”

			Eli had a guess: weakly interacting massive particles, or WIMPs. These would interact with gravity instead of light and fill a crucial hole in the Standard Model. But WIMPs were hypothetical; they had never been detected in real life. Eli was searching for them at a particle accelerator called the Tevatron, but he hadn’t found one.

			One evening, Laurel joined him in his office. On the desk was a notebook filled with numbers as arcane as his mother’s ancient languages. Below a flurry of pencil, Laurel saw a number: 480 PeV.

			“You’ve found something,” she said.

			Eli made a noise that suggested this was generous. “It’s a measure of energy. How aggressive a particle is—how likely it is to interact with the matter we can see. I think this might be the energy signature for the particle that makes up dark matter.”

			Laurel came to stand behind him. “WIMPs?”

			Eli leaned into her, and she ran her fingers over his scalp. It was one of his favorite sensations, something his mother did when he was a boy.

			“It could be,” he said. “I hope so. I just have to prove it.”
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			Two weeks after bowling in Building 63, Miles touches Laurel’s back in the kitchen.

			“Some guy looking for you,” he says. “Tall? Curly hair? Not quite as handsome as I am?”

			Laurel carries a tray of pasta salad into the galley. Eli intercepts her at the buffet.

			“Have you been to Southern?” he asks.

			Gallagher’s is not the only bar at McMurdo. Southern Exposure is a small beige building with the atmosphere of a seventies ski lodge: beamed ceilings, card tables with swivel chairs, a counter hung with Christmas lights. Laurel casts Eli a look to remind him that she isn’t the newbie on station, but she agrees to meet him there after work.

			In the summer, Southern is cleaned and staffed by volunteer bartenders. During winter, it runs on a slightly feral honor system. Tonight an OAE works the espresso machine. At the bar, a tub of New Zealand beer sits beside an empty Cheese Balls barrel full of bills.

			Eli sits at the end of the counter, near a wall-mounted dartboard. In his eyes, Laurel sees restrained intensity. The beer tempts her, but Eli is drinking a shot of espresso. She hands a bill to the OAE and asks for the same.

			Eli doesn’t bother with small talk.

			“The tests were good,” he says.

			“Oh,” Laurel whispers, inflating.

			There are no scientists here: Southern is favored by military veterans and heavy-equipment operators, which must be why Eli chose it. Even so, they speak quietly.

			“Do you remember the dark matter dilemma?” he asks.

			“Of course. You were looking for WIMPs.”

			“It was brutal: combing the data, searching for something that didn’t show itself, or didn’t exist. After the separation, I left the Tevatron.”

			The separation, he said, not our, as though it had happened to someone else. Or perhaps it still felt too painful—too shameful—to address directly.

			“I felt so much like a failure,” Eli said. “I thought I might take a sabbatical or apply for jobs out of state. But first, I went back to the seed: the asymmetry between matter and antimatter. Every particle in the Standard Model comes in both left- and right-handed versions. Every one, that is, except neutrinos, which only spin to the left.”

			Fuelies approach the dartboard. Eli lowers his voice.

			“Neutrinos have always been a dark matter candidate,” he says, “just not a very good one. They interact with gravity—that’s good—and they pass straight through solid matter: good again. But there are too few of them to account for more than a small portion of dark matter. A right-handed neutrino, though, would have different properties. It would have more mass, for one thing. More energy, too.”

			“Which is what ANITA thinks they might have found,” says Laurel. She thinks of her early conversation with Eli in the lounge. “But you didn’t believe them.”

			“It felt so conjectural. And I remembered the WIMPs. I was afraid to bet big again and be wrong.”

			“How do you feel now?”

			A dart meets the center of the board with a rubbery thunk, and the fuelies celebrate. Eli shakes his head. “I shouldn’t be saying any of this.”

			“Who would I tell?”

			“It’s not about that. It’s about confidentiality. Ethics.”

			Her first instinct is to ask: How can I not be someone you trust? Then she realizes that she might not want to hear the answer.

			The OAE behind the bar brings Laurel’s espresso. When he leaves, Eli sighs, relenting.

			“Before I came to McMurdo, I knew that ANITA had found high-energy neutrinos, but I didn’t have access to the data. When I got here, I learned that they’d detected a specific energy signature: 480 PeV.”

			Laurel hasn’t thought of that number in years, but the scene comes back to her: Eli’s crowded notebook, her hands in his hair.

			“I was still cautious,” he adds. “We ran additional flights. The data was consistent. Which means that this particle—the neutrinos they’ve found—could be dark matter. Pouring out of the anomaly, like sand from an hourglass.”

			She sets her coffee down. “From somewhere like your antiuniverse.”

			Eli’s mouth twitches. “That’s total speculation. But it would explain the source of these neutrinos: a partner universe, with inverted properties. Here, dark matter would be made of right-handed neutrinos. And the left-handed neutrinos we know would be dark matter there.”

			In Laurel is the sense of a huge bird soaring. “And the Arc—?”

			“Some kind of hole,” Eli says.

			“A portal.” She breathes. “Don’t you think?”

			“I couldn’t make that claim,” says Eli. “Not without more evidence.”

			“But the place where it leads is leaking dark matter. An inverted universe makes sense.”

			She says it like she’s sure. Eli looks taken aback, and Laurel feels embarrassed. Has she forgotten all her scientific training?

			“You’re giving me way too much credit. There are plenty of other theories. Even if it is a portal, we have no idea where it leads.”

			“It would lead to their Antarctica. Their Arc.”

			Eli hesitates. “The chances are so slim.”

			Laurel can’t tell whether he truly believes this. Eli is both a dreamer and a realist. Maybe he’s changed; maybe her grasp of him is as outdated as their marriage. But if he is still the Eli she knew, then two things are true. He is too much of a dreamer not to wonder about the Arc—and too much of a realist to wonder without reason. They look at each other, indulgent with hope, and for a moment, such alignment feels like love. Then a drunken military contractor sloshes beer onto Laurel’s shoe, and Eli says, “Of course, now we’re talking science fiction.”

			But Laurel walks back to her room like a nun: alone, sober with mission, her purpose like an egg she must not break. Something ecstatic at the edges. Faith.

			That night, she emerges in the spaceship of her dreams. As she watches, the edge of something appears in the central window. In the past, this was how the dream ended, but now the edge continues to rise. Soon it is a semicircle, like the Arc, and climbing taller still. Laurel reaches down to feel her stomach, which is round as a globe, and the shape she feels is the shape she sees—for outside the ship is a circle, radiant, whole, and she wakes knowing what to tell Eli, what together they must do.
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			Bottomlands

			Laurel drove to the orchard through drizzle. A truck was parked in front of the farmhouse, so she veered down to the lot. In the backseat, Silas was singing a made-up song and kicking his legs with excitement. When she unbuckled the car seat, he hopped out on his own, wearing yellow rubber boots that had been hers.

			It was April of 2011, and the orchard was sloppy with life: everything melting or breaking through soil, everything covered in mud. Clare had offered to have Silas sleep over, giving Laurel and Eli a night to themselves.

			They climbed the path that led up from Lower Orchard. When they reached the road, a man walked from the door of the farmhouse to the truck, which sputtered as he reversed out of the driveway.

			Laurel found Clare at the dining room table.

			“You wouldn’t,” Laurel said.

			Some emotion moved across Clare’s face. Laurel thought it was guilt before she located it as fear. Fear of disappointing her child; fear of neglecting herself. Fear of having to choose.

			“Laurel,” her mother said, standing. “Please understand.”

			The man Laurel had seen was Sylvester Perkins. His own orchard was not far off. It had always been a competitor, not because Sly operated similarly to the Salters but because he didn’t. He had no heirloom varieties, no tolerance for blemish. Sly packed trees so closely together that they could not stand on their own. They had to be braced with steel wire instead.

			“He isn’t growing apple trees,” Pete said once, as they drove by. The trunks were skinny as branches, the branches bowed beneath fruit. “He’s growing apples.”

			“I can’t understand,” Laurel told Clare. “I cannot.”

			The tabletop was chaotic: stacks of bills fanned beside coffee cups and the gray calculator Clare had used since the eighties. Underneath was a wicker basket with needles and yarn, which she rarely touched. She had sold the sheep several years earlier, unable to manage the work. Laurel had protested, but she would have had to leave college—and help full-time—to make a meaningful dent. Out of the question, Clare said.

			It was miserable to say goodbye to them, but Laurel and Clare had been lucky. They found a like-minded buyer: a young couple starting their own family farm. Laurel visited every so often, bringing apples for the sheep. A buyer like Sly Perkins would rip their trees out of the ground.

			“Do you realize,” Clare said, “that I’ve been doing this on my own for ten years?”

			“You aren’t alone,” said Laurel. The Salters could only afford part-time employees in the fall, but a handyman named Ruben helped with weekly chores. “Let’s ask Ruben for more hours.”

			“Ruben is close to retirement.”

			“Then we’ll hire someone else.”

			“I’m getting close to retirement! Think of what you’re asking me.”

			Silas looked nervously from Laurel to Clare and said, “How do we know we have a nose if we can’t see it?”

			Laurel picked him up, and Clare said, “Oh, sweetheart,” and they ferried him to the sunroom, where Clare kept his favorite toys. Laurel produced a juice box, and when Silas repeated his question, she touched his nose and said, “We feel it.” After he began to play, Laurel and Clare returned to the dining room.

			“It’s not like it was when you were a kid,” said Clare, sitting. “We haven’t had a normal crop in years.”

			“Why wouldn’t you come to me first?”

			“I was just exploring options.”

			Laurel pointed to the door through which Sly had left. “That option desecrates Dad’s memory. I wish you hadn’t let him in the house.”

			Clare flinched. “A purist,” she said, “like your father.”

			Laurel was proud. She crossed her arms. “You couldn’t find a single buyer with a model like ours?”

			“No, Laurel, I couldn’t. We do things the hard way. To most people, that’s not a very attractive proposition.”

			Laurel’s anger elbowed with guilt. She and Eli lent a hand in summer and winter, but during the academic year, weeks could pass between visits.

			“Eli and I could take over,” she said.

			“And continue your careers? How could you do both?”

			“You haven’t given us the chance to consider it!”

			But Laurel did not want to run the orchard, not really. She wanted her father to be alive, and she wanted her parents to manage it. She wanted to be the child.

			“I miss him too, you know,” said Clare. “I miss him just as much as you.”

			The acknowledgment defanged Laurel. It was a relief to name her father, the issue under the issue. She put her hand over her mother’s, which was cool and ridged with veins.

			“I know you do,” she said. “I’m sorry. You’ve done too much for too long. I’ll try to find an alternative.”

			It was five o’clock. She had planned to go straight home, but instead, she made a detour. Gloria took one look through the peephole and brought her inside, Laurel apologizing for the lack of notice and already starting to cry. She felt exhausted. When Gloria asked what she wanted to drink, Laurel said, “Is it too late for coffee?”

			Gloria looked at her seriously. “Laurel,” she said, “in this house, we have coffee at any time of day or night.”

			In an armchair, Laurel crumpled. After Gloria returned with a French press and two mugs, Laurel reported what had happened. Gloria listened with compassion, though she didn’t impugn Clare.

			“Think of every good thing your family did with that land in the past,” Gloria said. “That was real. It still counts.”

			“What do the good things matter if someone else comes and undoes them?”

			“I think it matters very much. You created a model—a trial—and it worked,” Gloria said. “You have data: how to grow heirloom trees, how to manage pests without traditional pesticides. You could share that with researchers, or other growers.” Cygnus rubbed against her leg. “I don’t mean that this isn’t a loss. You’ll need to grieve. But ideas travel. You can make sure that they survive.”
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			Laurel finds Eli eating breakfast at a table full of physicists.

			“I need to talk to you,” she says.

			“Can this wait?” asks Eli.

			The scientists look at Laurel, who feels acutely aware of her uniform. “No.”

			She leads Eli to the empty grab-and-go area.

			“I think I’ve figured something out,” she continues, “but I can’t tell you here. Can you meet me tonight? Nine o’clock, in the library?”

			Laurel has never been to the library; she’s still working her way through the Le Guin collection from Skua. Still, it seems like neutral territory.

			“Okay,” says Eli. Several of the physicists are watching, and he seems eager to leave as soon as possible.

			Laurel spends the day in the dish pit, wondering how she can convince him of what she learned in her dream. An idea forms while she scrubs vats of crusted oatmeal. At eight, she brings two bowls of soup to Nita’s room.

			“Is one of those for me?” says Nita. “You’re an angel. I haven’t left my room since breakfast.”

			A virus has been making its way through the station. Laurel fell victim last week.

			“Feel up to company?” she asks.

			“Sure. But I blow my nose like a foghorn. You’ve been warned.”

			Laurel takes off her baseball cap and settles against the wall. Stevie Nicks plays from Nita’s iPhone while they talk about Sam, who has started work at an organic farm in Humboldt County.

			“I should let you rest,” says Laurel, when Nita’s voice becomes hoarse. “Quickly, though: funny question. Have you ever dived in the water off Cape Evans, near the Arc?”

			Nita nods. “A few times.”

			“What was it like?”

			“Unusual. Typically, when it’s dark, you need a clip-on flashlight; the downside is that it scares away the animals. The Arc was so fluorescent that we could see just fine without one. What was even weirder,” Nita adds, “is that animals seemed to be drawn to it, even though the Arc was brighter than a dive light by several orders of magnitude. Octopuses usually live alone. I’d never seen so many in close proximity.”

			Laurel tries to restrain her excitement. “The seabed, under the Arc. Does it sort of—curve downward? Like a semicircle?”

			Nita’s gaze sharpens. “How do you know that?”

			

			—

			Louis is sitting cross-legged outside Laurel’s door with one of Charlie’s adult coloring books. He hops up when he sees her and says, “Let’s go bowling.”

			Laurel squeezes his hand. “I have to go to the library.”

			Louis balks. “Whatever for?”

			“I want to get a book.”

			“I wouldn’t, if I were you. The library is where people go to hook up.”

			“I thought they use the sauna for that.” Laurel glances longingly at the nondescript blue door every time she passes it.

			“They go to the library if the sauna is occupied,” Louis says.

			After she opens the door, Laurel coughs to announce herself. There is shuffling, then shushing. Laurel pretends to inspect a tome on urology. A sweaty couple emerges from the rocks aisle and sulks toward the door.

			The library is surprisingly cozy. Tall shelves are filled with donated books, and maroon chairs tuck into study desks. Between armchairs is a side table with a chess set, as well a vase of fake flowers that look passably real from a distance. At a larger table, a cup of popcorn has tipped over. Laurel cleans it instinctively, sitting just as Eli arrives.

			“Hey,” he says.

			“Hi,” says Laurel.

			He takes the seat across from her. It is still surreal to see him here—even to see him at all. For years, his presence was a constant in her life; when they separated, she felt as though she was going through withdrawal. His hair is longer now, and he wears a pair of horn-rimmed glasses that Laurel hasn’t seen before.

			She turns her Mead notebook to face him. “What if it’s not an Arc? What if it’s a circle?”

			Laurel has made a drawing. A wavy horizontal line represents the ocean. Above is the Arc, in green colored pencil; below is a second semicircle.

			“Does this remind you of something?” she asks.

			Eli pauses. Then he says, “The Duoverse.”

			Laurel nods. She writes UNIVERSE over the Arc and ANTIUNIVERSE under the lower semicircle. It’s the same image he drew for her on a napkin twelve years earlier.

			“Where did you find this?” asks Eli.

			“I thought of it.”

			“How?”

			What could she say? It came to me in a dream. She would lose him immediately.

			“It’s complicated. But I confirmed the topography with a friend. She’s a marine biologist. When I described the basin, she knew what I meant.”

			She has not used the word basin before but feels its rightness at once, as she did with the Arc. The sensation is of an instrument tuning to pitch. She knows that the word shouldn’t be capitalized; the basin is humbler than that.

			“We have to dive there,” she says.

			Eli turns his head slightly, as though he hasn’t heard her correctly.

			“Nita, my friend, might help us. But no one else could know,” she continues.

			“You aren’t serious,” says Eli.

			“I know. It sounds crazy. But the idea of two universes is already crazy, isn’t it?”

			“Laurel, the Duoverse is physics. What you’re describing is unhinged. Even at a practical level, we’d need a research project. We would have to get certified—”

			“We are certified,” Laurel says. They went scuba diving on their honeymoon.

			“For Michigan!” Eli is almost laughing. “You want to dive into Antarctic water, under the ice, in secret, to go through a portal we made up at a bar one night? It’s wildly dangerous and entirely speculative. Besides, if you’re right, and we make it through alive, we have no idea what’s on the other side.”

			“Don’t you want to find out?”

			“Not enough to risk my life.”

			“So you’ll be an academic forever. That’s what you want, to write about a place you’ve never seen, never touched? What happened to the kid who wanted to be an astronaut?”

			Eli takes it like a slap.

			“If anyone found out about this,” he says, “our reputations would be shot. That matters to me, even if you’ve given up on yours.”

			Laurel feels the impact, but she doesn’t look away.

			“I’m sorry,” he says. “I should never have talked to you about this. I know you’re interested, but—”

			“Interested? That’s what you think I am?”

			Eli shifts his weight. “I don’t know what you are.”

			“I’m trying,” she says, “to redeem myself.”

			“Oh, Laurel.” Eli shakes his head. “We were both fantasizing, okay? If I started acting like the Duoverse is real, I’d be an idiot.”

			Laurel thinks of the person he was at eighteen, in the orchard, and at twenty-four, in San Francisco, full of theories as they walked from Lone Mountain to the Mission. She wonders whether these versions still exist inside him, selves tucked within selves like Russian dolls.

			“You wouldn’t be an idiot,” she says. “You’d be a believer.”
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			By 2011, Laurel and Eli moved from their apartment on the east side to a house on the west. In the neighborhood was a cemetery whose winding paths were shaded by oak trees. Centuries earlier, the Late Woodland people built sacred effigy mounds throughout Wisconsin. Most had been destroyed by Europeans, but four survived in the graveyard. Laurel brought Silas there and told him about the mounds. A goose, which symbolized the Upper World, appeared to fly downhill; below were water spirits of the Lower World, with long, horizontal tails.

			One night, Eli took Laurel’s face in his hands the way Silas often did.

			“Let’s get married,” he said.

			Laurel laughed. They were eating ice cream and watching Lost, a bottle of wine on the coffee table. Over the years, they had talked about marriage, but each time, they’d decided against it. Partly, it didn’t feel urgent: they were already domestic partners. Laurel had never fantasized about a wedding. Life was full, and their relationship was fantasy enough.

			“You’re drunk,” she said.

			Eli flopped back on the couch. “So what?”

			“So you’ll feel different in the morning.”

			But the next morning, in bed, he said the same thing. It was May. A shaft of light stood between curtains. Laurel could smell the lilac blossoms in the yard.

			“Why now?” she asked.

			She knew that he was haunted by his parents’ marriage, the yoke of a contract they refused to break. His engagement to Angela had been hasty, and he still felt guilty about ending it.

			“I was always afraid to be in an unhappy marriage. I guess the whole thing felt dangerous—even wanting it. But I want it with you,” he said. “I want to be in a happy one.”

			The words made her feel tingly. Eli pulled her on top of him. She propped herself up to look at his face, which was unambiguous.

			They went to the courthouse, he in a borrowed suit, she in a knee-length silk dress. Silas held the rings, simple gold bands from a jeweler on State Street, and Clare acted as a witness. Afterward, they had a party on the patio at Mickey’s Tavern, tubs of cheese curds and sliders beneath fairy lights. Maisie and Noah brought their daughter, Hazel, and Riordan Salter came with the girlfriend he’d met at a Renaissance faire. Gloria arrived at the same time as a rowdy group of Eli’s colleagues; Tess, who had left Madison for a fungal research center in the Netherlands, FaceTimed them from a café on the Oudegracht canal. Everyone, including Eli’s parents, danced to a Cake cover band called Icing.

			Silas stayed with Clare while Laurel and Eli took a honeymoon. They found a cottage on farmland in Cedar, Michigan, near the Great Lakes and Sleeping Bear Dunes. There was a pigpen out front and a porch out back and a vast, dazzling field to one side. Ten minutes from the cottage was a place to swim. One morning, they jumped in naked, clinging in the cold water while a toad chastised them from shore. Later they drove to Cherry Republic in Glen Arbor, where they drank cherry beer and ate cherry salsa and purchased jars of expensive cherry jam for Clare and the Rosens.

			In Wisconsin, they had taken a scuba certification course. Eli had always wanted to learn: astronauts practiced EVAs by diving, and they described it as the closest thing to outer space. Shipwrecks littered the Great Lakes. One afternoon, they signed up for a dive charter. The guide handed them a map of the bottomlands and steered into the Manitou Passage.

			Buoyancy was the most important part of diving. Too much and they’d cork to the surface; too little and they’d sink to the bottom. The key was to match the density of the water, so Laurel breathed as she’d been taught: Inhale, pause, exhale, pause. She swam through hairlike, fractal grasses. A turtle emerged from murk to study her. At one point, she was surrounded by a school of fish with celery-green tails, organized but leaderless, expanding and contracting in unison.

			The guide showed them a supply wreck. Perch drifted between beams; thousands of bricks were still stacked inside. “The Passage is known for unpredictable weather,” the guide said. “There can be five-, ten-mile-per-hour winds, and the next thing you know, you’ve got tripled wind speeds and twenty-foot waves.” The wrecks reminded Laurel of a bygone civilization, and she felt uneasy, swimming through someone else’s tragedy. She preferred to stay near the surface, where tiny minnows glinted like foil.

			Aside from thoughts of Silas, which pinged throughout the day, they felt loose and expansive, with periods of carefree teenage giddiness. Newlyweds, Eli told everyone, and everyone crowed. They received free desserts and free champagne. Occasionally, Laurel felt annoyed: for five years, they had raised a child together, which seemed to her more challenging than walking down the aisle. In the past, people who learned that Laurel and Eli weren’t married often changed the subject, as if to linger longer would cause everyone embarrassment. Laurel thought that it made just as much sense to lavish a couple with gifts at the end of a marriage, to equip each party with the housewares and alcohol that would be useful once they were on their own again.

			Eli threaded his fingers between hers as they drove back to Madison. They had discussed the idea of another baby, but Laurel wanted to finish her postdoc first. Two years earlier, the results of her maze experiment had been published in Science. She had come home to looping streamers and a sign that said Congratulations Wawa, because Silas had written the Ms upside down. Eli framed the first page of the article.

			It was just the boost she needed while designing her next experiment. In human beings, electricity was key to brain activity. Scientists knew that fungi generated electricity, too, and that communication took place throughout the mycelium: when wood-rotting fungi detected a log, only a small number of hyphae made contact, but the entire network changed. Still, there was no proof that the two processes were connected. Laurel wanted to plug electrodes into hyphal strands. That way, she could record what happened as they traveled through the maze.

			She had to apply for grants to cover the cost of new equipment. To measure electricity, she used a device called a voltmeter. Laurel placed probes—known as pins—in the mycelium. The pins came in pairs, and wires connected them to the voltmeter. Because mycelium was fragile, the pins kept falling over. Even when they stayed upright, Laurel’s results were discouragingly random. Possibly she hadn’t placed the pins correctly: mycelium was a fuzzy collection of threads, and it was difficult to identify where electricity concentrated. Or perhaps her hypothesis was simply wrong. Negative data—an outcome that contradicted expectations—was still valuable, but it wasn’t charismatic. If she couldn’t produce successful results by the following spring, it would be hard to find an academic job.

			

			
				
				—
			

			Perhaps her distraction was part of the problem. Since Clare’s meeting with Sly Perkins, the orchard had hobbled along, but this year was catastrophic. Summer weather struck in February, forcing the trees to bloom early. When the temperature dropped again, flowers froze to death while opening. They lost three-quarters of their crop. Laurel walked through the trees in horror; it felt like watching her friends die. The farm store looked picked-over as soon as it opened.

			Two months later, Clare asked Laurel and Eli to meet her at the farmhouse. It was November: fall’s patina. Copper leaves flicked beneath a sky of hammered tin.

			“I can’t do it anymore,” Clare said.

			She presented her best option: a different commercial grower than Sly, one who had agreed to keep a hamlet of heirloom trees and offer pick-your-own along with wholesale. Laurel still felt anguished. She didn’t blame Clare anymore, at least not rationally. Irrationally, though, she felt that they were both betraying Pete. If her father were alive, she knew he wouldn’t have allowed this.

			Or at least Laurel thought she knew it. She’d never had to watch Pete change or make a torturous decision. In her mind, he remained as idealistic as he’d been in 1980.

			“Please,” Clare said. The word had history and depth: she had never asked Laurel for something so directly. Eli put his hand on Laurel’s knee. It was time to stop resisting.

			Laurel and Clare compiled data from the course of the orchard’s life. Gloria was right—it did make Laurel feel better—but the process was wrenching. After that, they packed the farmhouse. Clare would be moving to a condo in Madison. Despite the sale, she couldn’t retire, so she had applied for a part-time job at the symphony.

			“That’s what I wanted to do, you know,” she said, “when I was a girl.”

			They sat in the attic, sorting through Laurel’s childhood belongings. Laurel put a stack of CDs in the give-away pile. “To work for the symphony?”

			“Well, not exactly. I wanted to be a musician.”

			“Really? Why didn’t you?”

			“My father was a drunk. When my mother died, I went to live with her parents. They agreed to pay for my college tuition, but only if I majored in something practical,” Clare said. “My mother had been a piano teacher; she was the one who taught me. But my grandfather was a businessman. He always said that she could have made more of herself.”

			Laurel looked at Clare. “I thought you wanted to study trees.”

			Cross-legged, her mother shrugged. “I liked it. But never as much as music.”

			So the orchard had been her father’s dream. Laurel felt ashamed by her surprise. She knew what it was like to put her own ambition second.

			“I’m sorry, Mom,” she said. “Do you regret it?”

			“No.” Clare smiled. “If I hadn’t taken forest biology, I wouldn’t have met your father.”

			She taped a box of books and tried to stand, but stopped in a crouch.

			“Oof. Old knees,” she said. “Help your mother up.”
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			In June, the galley begins to prepare for McMurdo’s Midwinter Feast. A celebration always takes place on the Southern winter solstice, and this year, the theme is Sleepover. Residents have been invited to wear pajamas and go to bed in the galley. As always, the menu is closely guarded. The kitchen has been hoarding rare ingredients for months: canned tomatoes and frozen cheese for pizza, cocoa for hot chocolate.

			By the time the first guests arrive—a postal worker and the head janitor, both wearing Snuggies—the galley hums with anticipation. Everyone commends the pizza, along with the spiked 7UP, and Diego’s pigs in blankets are declared the continent’s best. There are plenty of Christmas pajamas and furry slippers; the IceCube scientists wear coordinated bathrobes. Laurel doesn’t see Eli. She dashes to and from the kitchen until Jules taps the microphone. As the lead steward, he stands to immoderate applause.

			“One hundred and nineteen years ago,” Jules says, “the crew of the Belgian Antarctic Expedition, trapped in ice, spent an accidental winter on this untamed continent. Being no more than human, they needed something to look forward to; and, needing something to look forward to, they chose the darkest day of the year. We’ve celebrated Midwinter ever since.”

			More cheers and whistling: Jules waits, smiling.

			“When you come to this place, you give other places up. But strangers become family, and for many of us, Antarctica feels more like home than home does. I see your weirdness, how you fit in here but nowhere else. I see how you brave cognitive impairment and electrocution by shower just to keep this station running. And I thank you—because otherwise, we’d know a little less of this world and how to take care of it.”

			A meteorologist in a nightshirt shouts “Hear, hear,” and Nita blows her nose. Louis hisses that the toast always goes on too long, but his eyes are pink.

			“With that,” says Jules, “I read the words of Captain Scott: ‘We are very merry, and indeed why not? The sun turns to come back to us to-night, and such a day comes only once a year.’

			“I read the words of President John F. Kennedy, who sent this telegram on Midwinter’s Day in 1961: ‘Since the onset of the winter night, you have experienced unusual loneliness, cold and fatigue. Your perseverance in the face of deprivation dignifies human nature. The harmonious cooperation that exists among you is an example to us all. Your calm fortitude and friendly international exchanges are coming to fruition in the Antarctic Treaty, which testifies to the faith we have in your endeavors, you, and those who await your return.’

			“For the second Midwinter in a row,” Jules continues, “I refuse to read the card from the Czech base, as it mainly serves to remind us of last year’s Olympic results in women’s tennis. I will, however, put it on the bulletin board along with Midwinter greetings from other stations, so that we may bask in the warmth of global friendship, except when it comes to the Czechs.”

			Amid boos and laughter, Jules raises his glass. “Tonight we eat, drink, and watch scary movies, which begin at nine. The kitchen will be treating us to grilled cheese at midnight. Charades are encouraged, along with Truth or Dare. And if you see your crush in the room—well, I can only hope that you’ll pass them a note.”

			Cleanup takes until nine. Afterward, the stewards scarf leftover pizza and change into their pajamas: silk for Louis, flannel for Charlie, sweats for Laurel. Nita makes a nest of blankets, and everyone piles in to watch The Shining. The kitchen staff are holding court near the popcorn machine. As the credits play, Ingrid runs over with a note for Charlie.

			“It’s from Diego,” she says, as Charlie opens it. Laurel reads over her shoulder.

			
				Do u want to watch another movie @ my place?

			

			Below that are two boxes. Charlie checks one marked Yes.

			Louis tries to initiate Light as a Feather, Stiff as a Board. Meeting resistance, he huffs off to join the kitchen staff. Laurel and Nita are alone.

			Nita snuggles under the blankets, resting her head against a pillow. Laurel scoots down so that their eyes are level. She and Eli have come to a standstill. Maybe Nita will be able to help her to convince him.

			“Can we talk about the basin?” Laurel asks. “The area under the Arc?”

			Nita’s affect is watchful but calm, as though she expected this. “I think it’s your turn to tell me what’s going on.”

			Laurel takes one long breath.

			“You know that Eli has been working with ANITA,” she says. “How much do you remember about the physicists’ presentation?”

			“I looked Eli up,” says Nita. “I read about the Duoverse.”

			Laurel’s surprise is tempered by respect. She can only be frank in return.

			“I want to explore the basin,” she says.

			Nita closes her eyes briefly. She seems to be steeling herself, though she doesn’t look shocked.

			“Eli and I know how to dive,” Laurel pressed.

			“It’s not that simple,” says Nita. “You’d need approval, and hours of training; the water is horribly cold…”

			Laurel stares at her.

			“You’re not planning to get approval,” says Nita slowly.

			“No.”

			“Why?”

			Some McMurdo residents have already fallen asleep. Others giggle, or hush each other. Laurel looks into Nita’s face. She must make the decision to trust her.

			“I had a son,” says Laurel. “His name was Silas. He was our child—mine and Eli’s. And when he was eight, he died.”

			It’s the first time Laurel has said this to anyone in Antarctica—really, to anyone who didn’t know Silas—and she finds that she must repeat herself, trace the story again.

			“He died,” she says. “And it was my fault. I couldn’t work. I wanted to die. But instead, I came here. And then Eli arrived.”

			Nita’s gaze doesn’t falter. Laurel lowers her voice.

			“It’s not a coincidence, Nita. I believe that it’s not. I think that there’s some kind of portal at Cape Evans. Maybe Silas is in there—through there. Eli isn’t convinced, but I have to find out. And I need help.”

			“Laurel, you might not make it.”

			“If I didn’t, it would be my fault. You wouldn’t be responsible.”

			Nita turns away. “What if I say no?”

			“I’ll still try to do it. I’ll find another way.”

			Nita is inscrutable. Laurel waits, her heart fluttering.

			“I thought you were just a nice girl from Wisconsin,” Nita says.

			“I am a nice girl,” says Laurel. “But I also have nothing to lose.”

			For another beat, Nita lies still. Then she props herself up on one elbow.

			“I’ll help,” she says. “On one condition. Tell me if you make it to the antiuniverse. I want to know.”

			It seems an even trade.

			“I promise,” says Laurel.

			In preparation for the feast, Jules found a set of night-lights at Skua. Now he walks around the galley, switching them on. Ahead of Laurel and Nita, a plastic rabbit glows.

			“Your son,” says Nita. “How did he die?”

			“In the water,” says Laurel.

			

			—

			They wake to the smell of coffee and bacon. The morning stewards ferry chafing dishes piled with pancakes. An elderly zoologist drifts by in a nightgown. Laurel scans the galley, but she still doesn’t see Eli. She fills two mugs of coffee and walks to the dorm. As she passes her room, Laurel thinks of stopping to change her pajamas or brush her hair, but she decides against it. Eli has seen her on countless mornings just like this.

			It takes a moment for him to open the door. His hair is flattened on one side, and he squints without his glasses.

			“I didn’t see you at the feast,” Laurel says.

			“Stupid virus,” says Eli. “I fell asleep before it started.”

			“I’m sorry. It’s a nasty one, isn’t it? I brought you coffee.”

			She hands it to him: black with a dash of sugar, the way he likes it.

			“That’s nice of you,” he says. Uncertainly he adds: “Did you want to come in?”

			The room is messier than she expected: clothes are piled on the desk chair, papers on the floor. A blue-and-yellow backpack slumps against the bed. On the windowsill is a photo of Silas in a small wooden frame.

			Laurel hovers just inside the door. She feels shy, almost formal, conscious of being a guest in his space.

			“Nita’s willing to help. So I’m going to do it,” she says. “I know the whole thing sounds preposterous. I’m not sure I can explain it.”

			Eli moves the clothes from his desk chair and sits. When he speaks, she can tell that he’s choosing his words more carefully than he did in the library.

			“I know you believe that we can find Silas. But if we’re being rational, that’s incredibly unlikely. We might not survive the portal, assuming that there is one. In my model, the antiuniverse is made of antimatter. We aren’t. We could annihilate on contact.”

			Laurel balks. “Do you think that’s a realistic possibility?”

			“I think it’s the most realistic possibility. And even if I’m wrong, we don’t know what’s on the other side.”

			“But you said that the same physical laws should hold true. Experientially, at least, wouldn’t the antiuniverse feel like this one?”

			“Laurel, we don’t know whether the antiuniverse exists, much less how it feels.” Eli sighs. “But okay. For the sake of conversation, let’s say that it does. What’s our plan?”

			Laurel notes that he’s used the word our. She sits down on the floor and hugs her knees, thinking. “We use the antiuniverse like a time machine.”

			Eli raises his eyebrows.

			“We dive into the basin,” she continues. “We figure out how to cross over. Time moves backward in the antiuniverse, like you thought. We stay there until July 2014, before Silas died—before we ever left for Michigan. And then we come back to this universe.”

			“How?”

			“Through the portal, if it works.”

			“But the anomaly only appeared in 2016.”

			“The basin could still be there, though.” Laurel’s gut pushes back: the basin, she suspects, won’t work without the Arc, just as the brain cannot survive without the heart. “Either way, there must be other portals. You could look for them.”

			Eli snorts. “Sure. I’d just have to get hired in another universe.”

			“Don’t sell yourself short. You have the credentials.”

			He’s laughing now. Laurel feels looser, as though she’s made it through the opening of a presentation.

			“All right,” Eli says. “Let me see if I have this right. We cross over to the antiuniverse now, in 2017. We spend three years there, which rewinds the clock to July of 2014. I’m employed, with access to the antiuniverse’s fanciest equipment, and I’ve found another portal. We use it to cross back to our world. Then what?”

			“We go home to Silas.”

			“You think he’ll just be waiting?”

			Laurel pictures it now: the cargo plane streaking north, rushing home from the Madison airport. They’ll fly upstairs to find Silas in bed. “Where else would he be?”

			“Hang on,” Eli says. “We’ve both seen the time travel movies, and we’ve read the time travel books. They all pose the same problem: to go back in time is to change it. What if Silas doesn’t exist?”

			Laurel considers this. “I guess I can accept that risk.”

			“Why?”

			“Well,” she says, “I already know the alternative.”

			Eli furrows his brow. He’s watching her closely. Laurel searches him in return.

			“It scares me, the way you’re acting,” he explains. “I need to know if you’re…trying to hurt yourself. I don’t want to have any part in that.”

			“Oh.” Laurel exhales. “No. It’s not that, I don’t think. Maybe at one point, it would have been. Now it’s more like…like my life has already veered off course. I’m facing some other direction. So why don’t I just keep going?”

			Eli’s forehead relaxes. He turns to looks out of the window. It’s as dark at eight in the morning as it was at midnight. The sky is specked with stars, which shine so brilliantly here, like emissaries with an urgent message.

			“Tomorrow,” he says. “Ask Nita if she’ll meet us in the library after dinner.”
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			In March of 2013, Laurel biked through campus, dodging St. Patrick’s Day detritus: fake buckled hats, beaded green necklaces. Her electricity experiment had failed so many times that she could hardly imagine it succeeding. She recorded data with rote efficiency, unsurprised when it deviated from her old hypothesis. Surprise would mean that she had hope, and hope had become a path to disappointment.

			She locked her bike and entered the Rhizotron. It was too late to design a new project. Other lab members avoided her, as if failure were infectious. Tess was still in the Netherlands, studying volatile organic compounds. Today, the only other person in the lab was Gloria.

			Laurel sat down at a computer. She had just finished another round of the experiment, and Samir, the lab technician, had left the data on a flash drive. First, she reviewed the video footage, noting the time stamp when the mycelium branched. She still had the capacity to be amazed by it: threads reaching in purposeful unison, like a dance it knew the steps to in advance. The electrical data moved in waves. In a new document, Laurel overlaid the electricity plots and branching events. She was already thinking of what she’d make for dinner.

			The initial spike in electricity came right before the first branch. This had happened in previous experiments: it wasn’t uncommon to find one or two points of correlation out of dozens. Laurel stopped musing about tofu enchiladas when the second spike and branch aligned. At the third, she called for Gloria, a strangled yelp.

			It was exactly what she had written in her proposal three years before.

			“My word,” Gloria breathed.

			Laurel’s elation broke apart, becoming melancholy. The university had already denied her more funding.

			“It’s too late, isn’t it?” she asked.

			“Not if you can repeat the results,” said Gloria.

			But Laurel couldn’t. When she ran another trial, the results reverted to randomness. She had a despairing sense of being teased, the door to Narnia turned back into a wardrobe.

			“There is nothing here to be ashamed of,” said Gloria, that summer. “Scientists need imagination. Humility, too. Think of everyone who got it wrong! Aristotle thought Earth was the center of the universe. Einstein could never get his head around quantum mechanics. But maybe we needed every failed theory to get where we are now. I like to think of knowledge as an organism. We’re all feeding it, little by little. That’s how it evolves.”

			Laurel nodded, but she didn’t share Gloria’s optimism. She felt the loss not only of her confidence, and her prospects, but also, somehow, of her father once again. As long as she pursued her research, some mystery—about life, about death—remained unsolved; and as long as there was mystery, Pete was not quite gone.

			“I have an offer for you,” Gloria said. “Samir is leaving. That means we need a new technician.”

			“Oh, God. I mean, thank you, but—”

			“Think about it,” said Gloria. “You’d have a nine-to-five with decent pay. And in your spare time, you could work on bioelectricity.”

			This was an unusual offer. A lab tech was expected to support other people’s research, not to pursue their own.

			“Are you saying that because you believe what happened in March, or because you care about me?”

			“Both,” said Gloria, stubbornly.

			Laurel was Gloria’s last hire: she retired one year later. Laurel and Eli hosted a celebratory, mushroom-themed potluck. By then, Gloria couldn’t stand for long periods. Laurel put a lawn chair in the shade garden, where she sat amid the native prairie plants. Unlike most professors of her stature, Gloria’s ego was not obvious, but Laurel knew that it existed. She looked queenly in that scene of black-eyed Susans, and she did not seem to mind the length of her receiving line.

			After everyone else left—including Eli, who had gone indoors to relieve the babysitter—someone knocked on the door to the garden. Laurel opened it with a flourish. There stood a surprise guest: Tess, visiting from the Netherlands. She held a suitcase and a box of black licorice, having come straight from the airport.

			Gloria was delighted. They sat beside the firepit while Tess described Utrecht: the De Haar Castle, which she believed was haunted; the Oudegracht, with its wharf sellers and underground tunnels; and the Botanic Gardens, where she liked to go to think. The Westerdijk Fungal Biodiversity Institute, Tess’s employer, hosted the world’s largest collection.

			“I’m so happy for you,” Laurel said.

			And she was. Laurel envied Tess’s position, but she didn’t hold it against her. She had never had Eli’s confidence, his sense of being meant for something great. If a grant proposal was rejected, Eli took the news as an affront; Laurel assumed that she simply wasn’t good enough. Still, when Gloria left to retrieve a new bottle of wine, Laurel shrank from the pity in Tess’s expression.

			“How’s it going,” Tess asked, “taking over for Samir?”

			“Oh,” said Laurel, “it’s fine.”

			Tess nodded. “It might just be for now.”

			“That’s what Gloria says. But I can’t think like that. It’s too hard to hold both doors open.”

			They turned in after midnight. Gloria tutted as Laurel blinked back tears (“I’ll be retired,” she said, “not dead”). As time went on, though, Laurel felt relieved that Gloria no longer worked in the Rhizotron. She rarely returned to her experiment. The successful results still haunted her, but she couldn’t bear another failure. Besides, there was always someone who needed a return processed or an incubator cleaned.

			“Maybe there’s a silver lining,” Maisie said, later that summer. They sat in her backyard with Hazel, Silas, and Maisie’s second child, baby Frankie. “Academia can be so up its own…”

			She pointed at her backside, and Hazel, watching, said, “Butt.”

			Laurel tried to be rational. Maisie was right: being a researcher meant navigating department politics and oversized egos, competing for funding and publication. Besides, the lab couldn’t function without a technician. She was contributing to scholarship, even if it wasn’t her own. But when the department made a new hire—or when she visited Eli’s faculty office—the humiliation overwhelmed her. Two years later, Laurel left for Antarctica. She felt little further anguish. The defeat had already happened.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Eli enters the library five minutes late. Laurel and Nita wait at the back table.

			“One of the IceCubes trapped me in the stairwell,” he says, harried. “Nita, thank you for entertaining this.”

			Nita smiles, brief but genuine. “Off the record, you’re welcome. On the record?”

			Eli pulls out a chair. “We’ve never even met.”

			Nita doesn’t waste time. “The big secret is that sneaking a dive at McMurdo is alarmingly straightforward. The dive locker has all the equipment, and anyone can go inside. Cape Evans is only fifteen miles away, but getting there takes almost two hours; you have to use a PistenBully, which can drive over snow. There are always a handful parked next to the locker. We leave the keys in the ignition.”

			“That seems way too simple,” Laurel says.

			“Well, the dive won’t be. You’ll have to wait until summer for warmth and light; I’d recommend October. To avoid the field trainers, you can use an open dive hole at night. But you’ll need to physically prepare. The cold is unlike anything you’ve experienced, and you have to build tolerance. Crank the shower to some ungodly temperature and breathe. Add cardio and strength training, too. That’ll teach your body to use oxygen efficiently. Laurel said you have dive experience?”

			“In warm water. We aren’t certified for ice diving,” says Eli.

			“That’s what I was afraid of.” Nita squeezes her eyes shut. When she opens them again, she retrieves a spiral-bound document. “This is the McMurdo dive guide. Memorize it. You’ll be using different gear: dry suits, from the locker. Make sure they fit at the wrists and the ankles, especially on Laurel. McMurdo only keeps a few women’s suits on hand. The rest are unisex, but dive equipment is made for men.”

			“Is that true?” asks Eli, stricken.

			Squinting at him, Nita sighs.

			“Beneath the suit,” she continues, “layer up with heavy-duty polypro and fleece. You can find undergarments at Skua. Now let’s talk about the terrain.”

			It’s easy to picture Nita as the captain of an expedition ship, her instincts sharpened by crisis. Laurel writes quickly to keep up.

			“The area that Laurel calls the basin is roughly the same size as the Arc. They’re both one hundred and twenty feet wide, sixty feet deep in the middle,” says Nita. “Because you aren’t used to the cold, you’ll need to be as quick as possible. Are you both confident swimmers?”

			“I swim most days,” says Eli. “Or I did, back in Wisconsin.”

			Laurel glances up in shock. She hasn’t gone swimming since Silas died, and she assumed that he hadn’t, either.

			Nita hasn’t noticed. “Okay, that’s good. Here’s what I’d suggest. The dive hut is about four hundred feet to the right of the Arc. You can swim that length together and then split up to cover more space. Laurel, you could investigate the nearer side of the basin. Eli would swim to the opposite end and then make his way back, toward you.”

			Eli looks at Laurel. “What if we lose each other?”

			“The water is incredibly clear,” Nita says. “There’s a downline in the dive hut, but you won’t even need a tether.”

			After Nita leaves, Laurel and Eli walk down the hallway together.

			“What do you think?” she asks.

			Eli shakes his head. “I don’t know how to answer that.”

			“I think you want to do it,” she says, quiet.

			He laughs dryly. “Want is a strong word.”

			They say goodbye at his door. From there, Laurel will walk back to her room on the first floor. Before she enters the stairwell, though, Eli calls her name.

			He’s still standing in the hallway. His expression catches her off guard. He seems to be asking something. Whether they’re making a mistake. Whether he can trust her. The responsibility is crushing.

			Laurel shakes her head briefly. I can’t make you, it says. I can’t promise anything. They can still read each other. Eli looks away.

			She takes several steps back toward him. “You have to want this, too.”

			Eli seems reluctant, as if afraid to admit something he feels he shouldn’t. Below that, Laurel detects something else: the excitement—even the relief—of giving in to temptation.

			“I know,” he says. “I do.”

			

			—

			Occasionally, after the wedding, Laurel dreamed that she and Eli were divorcing. She didn’t know why. It wasn’t something she worried about then, when Silas was alive. But the dreams were vivid. Once, she woke in tears.

			All this, she had been thinking: their inside jokes, their private world. I have to give all of this up.

			Now Eli’s life is a mystery to her. Laurel can’t picture him at a pool, doing laps. Aside from the diving they did on their honeymoon, he had never shown interest in swimming. That was like him. He only wanted to do the exceptional version of an activity. When he was eight, Eli had told Laurel, he begged to take gymnastics. Within six months, he quit.

			“Why?” asked Laurel. “You didn’t like it?”

			They sat at an east-side pub with subpar food but excellent ambiance. She and Eli had only been dating for weeks. They came for the walleye sandwich—the only good dish on the menu—and for the board games that were stacked in a bookcase.

			“No, I liked it,” he said. “It was fun.”

			But the other boys his age had been training for years. Eli lacked the upper-body strength required for the rings and pommel horse. He lost interest when it became clear that he wouldn’t make it to the Olympics.

			“That’s ridiculous,” Laurel spluttered.

			“I know,” said Eli good-naturedly. He was able to laugh at himself. Still, Laurel could tell that he was proud to have been that kind of child. It meant that he had character, or it described what kind of character he had. Later she wondered if this was why he didn’t have hobbies.

			If Eli had been ambitious for ambition’s sake, Laurel would have found him obnoxious. What she respected was that he was fueled by monk-like vocation. In her life, work was one thread among many. But Eli’s purpose was a bright clear beam that guided and protected him. He didn’t mind being alone. To think was transporting. He liked long car rides, long bus rides, long walks: intense and private pleasures.

			Laurel begins to go to the gym before her shift at the galley. One morning, she sees Eli on the stationary bike. He’s always been lean, but now his back ripples with muscle.

			She grabs a jump rope, self-conscious. When Silas was alive, she used to run. Back then, she took pride in her strength, but she’s lost weight, and muscle with it.

			“Take the bike,” Eli offers. “The jump rope will drive you nuts.”

			“You don’t have to do that,” Laurel says, but she quickly becomes tangled.

			“I took a jump rope class last summer,” says Eli. “I guess I was trying to get out of my comfort zone. Everyone else looked like they were in The Matrix, and my glasses kept flying off.”

			Laurel laughs. When Eli joins in, it feels like therapy. In the opening this creates, she says something impulsive. “Where do you swim?”

			Eli looks jarred, but he answers. “There’s a pool on campus.”

			“Oh.” She nods. “When did you start?”

			“Two years ago.”

			Laurel does the math. They were still together at that point, and she never knew. Eli must have packed a swimsuit when he went to work. He might have showered at the pool. Either way, he had decided not to tell her. Then again, Laurel hadn’t noticed.

			She says, “Can I ask why?”

			Eli dismounts the bike. There is a faint smile on his face: part matter-of-fact, part wistful. “Because Silas loved it.”

			Laurel swallows. It was simple: water had a charge. That charge had repelled her. To Eli, it did the opposite.

			“I see,” she says.

			When Laurel arrives at the gym the next morning, Eli is using the treadmill. After that, without discussing it, they continue to come at the same time. Some days, they only smile in acknowledgment. On others, they chat lightly, trading notes about the dive guide or how to withstand the cold showers.

			One night in July, they pore through Skua for thermal layers. After that, they walk to the dive locker. PistenBullys wait outside, just like Nita said. Each has a red cab and wheels wrapped in steel tracks. A blade clears snow as it moves. Eli has offered to drive. He examines the controls, checking them against the manual that Nita slid under his door.

			As they walk to the door of the locker, the mood between them becomes tense. It feels like their first true transgression. If someone found them there, they would have no logical explanation. Laurel forces herself to reach for the handle.

			“Thank God,” she says, after opening it. At this hour, the locker is empty.

			Dry suits hang from metal bars. Round tanks lie in rows like sleeping seals. Laurel tries on suit after suit (“It fits,” Nita told her, “if you can barely get it on”). The one she chooses is snug enough that Eli has to pull it off her feet. He yanks so hard, grunting, that Laurel slides across the ground, and then they’re laughing again, like they did at the gym.

			Afterward, bundling the suit, she says, “Eli, I’ve been thinking. If time moves backward in the antiuniverse, how does that impact living things?”

			Eli frowns. “It shouldn’t. When I say that time moves backward, I mean that entropy reverses on a macro scale. Instead of ending in heat death, the antiuniverse would form in some kind of cold birth.”

			“But biological systems are a product of the cosmos. Doesn’t the macro exist in the micro?”

			Eli throws up his hands. “All of this is theoretical. By the way,” he adds, “have you contacted the university?”

			Laurel stuffs her dry suit into a cabinet. She hopes that no one else will need it first. “What about?”

			“Well, you’re on leave, aren’t you? But if we can’t dive until October…”

			“Shit.” Laurel was granted an entire academic year. This is unusual enough; she can’t reasonably ask for another. “I hadn’t thought about that.”

			The full picture becomes clear: to stay in Antarctica, Laurel will have to leave the Rhizotron. If the basin is nothing more than rock, she will have traded her career—what’s left of it—for nothing more than a delusion.

			How will she tell Gloria? After everything Gloria has done for her, will it feel like a betrayal? Laurel doesn’t need her permission, but she still wants Gloria’s blessing. The next day, she sits at the lounge computer, drafting an email. It would be easier to lie, claim she wants to stay for other reasons, but Gloria and Laurel have always been honest with each other. Still, it seems risky to put the truth online.

			Miles glares from the couch. It’s his turn on the computer, and she’s already asked for extra time.

			“At this point,” he says, “you might as well write a letter.”

			It’s not a bad idea. Laurel begins to log out before she remembers that mail won’t leave the continent until October. She screws her face up in frustration, Miles eyeing her irritably. Her best option is to be instinctive.

			
				There’s no good way to say this: I have to leave the university. At every step, you were my guardian. I hope you can forgive me.

				You told me to make my own observations. I think I’ve found something, and I have to see it through.

				Please tell my mom and Maisie that they shouldn’t worry. And neither should you. Eli is here—that’s part of what’s happening. Someday I’ll explain it. Or maybe you’ll figure it out before then.

				All my love—

			

			But the message feels incomplete. She must give Gloria a hint. If it weren’t winter, and she could send a letter, Laurel would enclose the drawing that she made for Eli—the one of the Arc and the basin, labeled like the Duoverse.

			Miles drums his fingers on his knees.

			Laurel thinks rapidly. Then, below her name, she adds two links. The first is one of Eli’s articles. The second is a picture from Google Images: the Arc, green as a neon sign in the winter night.

			

			—

			By August, whales have left for warmer water. Weddell seals—the only mammals, aside from humans, to winter over on the continent—spend their days below the ice. Emperor penguins huddle for heat, rotating to give each bird a turn in the middle.

			Snow seeps into McMurdo’s buildings. Sometimes the galley doors open to a solid wall of white. Matty forgets the chili recipe he’s used for years. Laurel feels it, too, the pull of oblivion: without sun and decent sleep and novel stimuli, it’s easy to drift from the poles of your personhood. When her watch stops working, it feels like the punch line of a joke.

			“Remember,” says Jules, at galley rally, “keeping a schedule keeps you sane.”

			Laurel obeys this maxim. She wakes early to work out and shower. The regimen Nita recommended has already made her stronger: it’s easier to carry heavy buffet trays through the galley, and she doesn’t tire as easily after hours on her feet. But any change in routine disturbs the balance of her psyche. One day, she sleeps through her alarm. By the time she returns from the gym, the first-floor showers are full. She climbs to the second floor in her towel and flip-flops. Three women wait in line outside the bathroom with their arms crossed.

			Laurel stalks to the galley. Memories of Silas intrude throughout her shift: the soft hair she didn’t cut until he asked for it, the hands she held across a thousand streets. Laurel is carrying a vat of minestrone when she hears his voice in her head—When I was an egg in your stomach, did I eat egg salad?—and trips. Soup scalds her legs and pools beneath the hot dog roller station.

			“What’s wrong with you?” asks Ingrid, storming toward her with a mop.

			Charlie squeezes Laurel’s shoulder. “Everyone’s on edge.”

			“And it isn’t even Stabby September,” says Louis.

			When Laurel finishes her shift, all she wants to do is stand under hot water, but the showers are occupied again. She screeches—“Cool it!” someone barks—and returns to her room, where she paces. Residents are forbidden to leave the base without a buddy and a radio, but she feels like she’ll implode without fresh air. Laurel grabs her Big Red and walks outside.

			Along the road, streetlamps cast pools of orange light. They recede as she veers toward the ice shelf. The cold is a violation. Laurel scrabbles in her pockets for gloves before she realizes that she left them in the dorm. Still, she continues toward the Arc. In constant darkness, it is a brilliant green. The color swirls with a psychedelic quality. Video footage has made its way to YouTube. The more I look at it, someone wrote, the more I feel like I’m gonna fall in. In July, members of a fringe religious sect died by suicide in Elko, Nevada, believing the Arc to be a sign of end-times.

			She might have kept walking if not for the sound: a useless roar, a rasping croak. A seal is jerking toward her. It must be lost. She’s never seen one come this close to the station. The small flippers are useless; its neck reaches like an arm.

			How can Laurel not be a mother? Arms outstretched, she rushes forward—but something rams into her, hard.

			“What the fuck are you doing?” asks Louis.

			“What are you doing? The seal is dying. I’m trying to help.”

			He holds her down. “You aren’t allowed.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Anything we see here, any life—we can’t interfere. It’s part of the treaty. Didn’t you read the handbook?”

			She forgot. That rule, noble on a global scale, seems senseless when applied to the animal in front of her.

			“I can’t—?” Her voice is small.

			“No, darling,” says Louis. “You can’t.”

			He sits to let her go. The seal pulses on its belly.

			“It’s brutal,” says Louis, “I know. Nature is brutal sometimes.” He nods toward the station’s concrete buildings. “Let’s go and get you warm.”

			She shudders. “I can’t leave it.”

			“But you can,” he says, helping her up. As he guides her toward the dorms, his compassion hurts more than cruelty.

			“How did you find me?” Laurel asks.

			“I was nicking a sandwich when I saw you leave. You aren’t the only one who’s done a runner.”

			“Did you?”

			“My fourth season. All those years, and I hadn’t been asked to be a lead. Patrick still wasn’t my boyfriend. I kept dreaming I was back in Yuma.”

			“Yuma?”

			Louis smiles, though it comes out like a grimace. “It’s my mum who’s British. She met my father after her first year of uni. He was deployed by the Air Force, and she was backpacking in Italy. Whirlwind courtship and all that; Mum never finished school. She’d been a student at Cambridge, and then she was a military wife in Arizona. It didn’t suit her. I would have been depressed, too.”

			Louis holds his hands under Laurel’s arms like crutches. She’s never heard him speak about his life before Antarctica.

			“My father is an alpha type,” he says. “But Mum managed to convince him to move to England. He took a job at the base in Lakenheath, and that’s where she had me.”

			“What was she like?” Laurel asks.

			“When she was happy, no one was happier. We’d put on Madonna and dance. I went through a llama phase, and if no one was looking, she’d chuck me over the fence at the zoo. But when she was sad, nothing helped. There was a phrase she used to use—down at the bottom of the well.”

			Laurel tries to speak again but finds she can’t: her mouth is frozen shut. But Louis’s story is a rope. She can keep going if she holds on to it.

			“My father was always telling her to get herself together, like it was a matter of will. When I was ten, she sent me to farm camp, because there were llamas. It sounded manly, which meant she could convince my father. He came to get me one day early. I knew something had happened as soon as I saw him. Mum had used one of his guns. He’d found her in the garden.”

			Laurel pries her mouth open. Cold air rushes into her throat.

			“Louis,” she croaks.

			“I know,” Louis says. “That was the worst part. Shall I stop?”

			Laurel shakes her head.

			“My father moved us back to Arizona. Once, I heard him tell my aunt that Mum’s death was his fault. I could have been nicer to him, but I wasn’t. Hating him was easier than being angry at Mum. And I was. He sent me to a boarding school for teenagers with problems. I was a terror, to be fair,” Louis says. “I kept running away.”

			“Those places seem brutal,” Laurel rasps. She’s heard of young people woken in bed and carted out of the house in handcuffs.

			“Some are. That’s probably what my father had in mind. But the strangest thing happened: I actually liked it there. I’m not saying it was cushy. In the beginning, we had to live outside for three months. No phones—I couldn’t have called home if I’d wanted to—and no toilets, either; we carried our shit in a box. But everything was simpler. In the morning, we hiked, and in the afternoon, we set up tents. People had always gone on about nature, and now I understood what they meant.

			“The rec room on campus had board games, like Sorry! and mancala. One day, a boy asked me to play. His name was Zachary. He liked to draw with ballpoint pens and listen to jazz. Music was contraband, so he hid his Discman in a ceiling panel,” Louis says. “I didn’t know if he liked boys, but I did know there were rules. No fraternizing—instant offense! Nothing happened until our senior year, when we got to go camping in the Grand Canyon. One night, I couldn’t sleep, so I used a stick to scratch on his tent. I saw his shadow sit up. I saw him see me through the mesh.

			“We pretended we were dinosaurs. Then aliens—like kids. I can’t remember who kissed who. It didn’t matter. It was bliss.”

			Laurel can tell that Louis is becoming tired. He pauses between sentences, and his hands shake under her arms.

			“It was really fucking stupid. That’s my problem. I don’t think. It was almost graduation; I should have waited two more weeks. They would have kicked us both out, so I said it was my fault. Zachary was smart: he’d gotten into college, and I hadn’t even applied,” says Louis. “My father was furious. He let me move home under one condition: I had to leave by the end of the summer. Zachary wanted to be together, but I knew I’d only hold him back. I worked at Blockbuster, and met men online, and one of them worked at McMurdo.”

			Laurel tries to respond, but her vision blurs, and she grips his arm to keep from falling. As they enter the dorm, her knees buckle. Louis steers her toward his room instead of hers.

			“It’s not good, what happens next,” he says. “But it won’t last forever.”

			Laurel has never had the screaming barfies so badly before. She vomits into a trash can. The pain is as brutal as the nausea. Braced on the floor, she writhes. It feels as though there’s something that she must get up and out of her.

			When it’s over, Louis wipes her face with a washcloth. He wraps her in blankets as she stares out of the window. Outside, light moves in the sky like liquid. It’s the first time that Laurel has seen the aurora.

			They fall asleep holding each other—not accidentally, as they did in the quinzee, but outright. In the morning, Laurel takes a shower so hot it stings, and then she walks to the supply closet. There are no cleaning services at McMurdo, so chores are divvied up and rotated. Today is her turn for house mouse duties.

			Laurel scrubs the sinks and buffs the mirrors to a shine. She feels raw and somehow new, as though her body has molted. When she finishes the common areas, she brings the supplies to Louis’s room. She mops the floor and washes the trash can, careful not to wake him. When she leaves, he’s tousle-haired in sheets, like one of Caravaggio’s angels.

			

			—

			On September 1, the sun returns for less than an hour. The station celebrates. Some people run out to meet the first bus; others hide at Southern Exposure, grumbling about the new arrivals. After six months of frozen food, Laurel nearly cries to eat an apple. There are no longer enough dorm rooms for everyone to have a single, so she moves back in with Nita. Sam arrives at the end of the month, her skateboard under one arm.

			Charlie is returning to Wisconsin. They hug on the ice, swaying.

			“What will I do without you here?” asks Laurel.

			“What will I do in Wisconsin?” Charlie counters. “I don’t want to go back to real life.”

			“Maybe real life will change,” Laurel says. “I think it might, if you keep drawing.”

			She finds one of Charlie’s sketches on her pillow. Pressing it to her chest, Laurel wonders whether she was a fool for not taking the same flight home. She struggles to conjure the confidence she used to feel about the basin. Every day, she checks her email, but Gloria hasn’t responded.

			On October 1, there are more than sixteen hours of sunlight. Louis, pied piper, leads the new stewards to Gallagher’s. Laurel hides out in the lounge, playing Solitaire. She finds the background strangely calming: it’s still the golf course green that she remembers from the nineties.

			At midnight, Laurel yawns. She decides to refresh Gmail before she goes to bed. While it loads, she plays another game. She navigates back to the browser to find one unread email.

			Laurel,

			Please forgive my delay. Months ago, I received your email. I waited until now to respond for reasons I hope I can explain.

			Something very strange happened when I saw your links. I was alone at my desk, with Cygnus sleeping nearby, and I began to weep. At the time, I couldn’t understand my reaction. Later I realized that it stemmed from something that happened over sixty years ago.

			You know I lost my parents at the age of sixteen. What I haven’t shared is that their bodies were never found. The car had fallen down the hill, but my parents weren’t inside it. Technically, they were only ever missing.

			Your message retrieved a detail I had nearly left behind. You might recall that my parents drove to Yosemite after a farmer saw green light in the sky. Your Arc reminded me of what he described: light that was close to the ground. It didn’t sound like the aurora. I told my parents that he must have made it up.

			Everyone assumed my parents had died, so I did, too. I thought: What else could have happened to them?

			What else could have happened to them?

			Go.
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			The Basin

			Silas’s eighth birthday would take place on August 21. Eli suggested that they spend the week at Lake Michigan. Laurel and Eli hadn’t been to Cedar since their honeymoon, and they knew that Silas would love the water. He took swimming classes at a local pool. That year, he’d qualified for the Little Dolphins team.

			Laurel booked an apartment in town with room for three. Actually, there was room for four: the attic bedroom had a bunk bed, which renewed Silas’s longstanding gripe about not having siblings.

			He pointed to the bunk bed on the top. “I’m gonna sleep in there. And if I had a sister,” he said—a frequent refrain—“she could have the bed under me.”

			

			—

			The day: flat, gray, leaves quivering in the wind. Strange weather, said the cashier when Laurel ran out for sandwiches. Something restless to the air, or maybe the restless thing was Silas, who had been jumping on the furniture since he woke up that morning.

			He wants to go to the beach, Eli said when Laurel returned.

			And then the drive, no more than twenty minutes on a weekday but twice as many on this Sunday. They parked in the lot and walked down a wooded path: the beach was flanked by forest. In the ravine between two dunes, a cave opened into the ground. Small brown mushrooms huddled at the entrance.

			Armillaria gallica, Laurel thought. Also known as honey fungus.

			The mushrooms themselves weren’t particularly eye-catching. What distinguished Armillaria were its rhizomorphs: thick, fused cords of hyphae coated in protective melanin. Unlike traditional mycelium—those feathery white strands—these darker structures grew aboveground, not below. Near the mushroom cluster was a decomposing tree. Rhizomorphs surrounded it in strange and rune-like patterns.

			She wanted to show Silas, but he had become resistant to these demonstrations. He associated mushrooms with Laurel’s professional life, which took her away from him.

			“No working,” he had begun to say when she paused to examine something, and since it was his birthday trip, this time, she didn’t.

			

			—

			They set out three beach chairs, three towels, three hats. Silas was already kicking off his Crocs and negotiating his desire to go swimming before sunblock. Since it was cloudy, Laurel allowed it.

			Silas tugged Eli’s hand.

			“All right, all right,” Eli said.

			While he was gone, Laurel set out Silas’s book. He loved any book with magic: she had read A Wizard of Earthsea aloud, and now he was reading A Wrinkle in Time to her.

			She settled back with a magazine. Soon she realized she was hungry and unwrapped her sandwich, tuna salad on rye.

			

			—

			They emerged wet and ebullient. Eli winked at Laurel, his curls dripping.

			“I’m starving,” Silas said, in the accusatory way that children declare hunger. She rummaged in the cooler for his egg salad sandwich, apple, and mini bag of Lay’s. Not until he was eating peacefully did she return to her reading.

			“I’m thirsty,” Silas said.

			Laurel put down the magazine again. She retrieved his water bottle as well as a plastic jug of lemonade.

			“Two options,” she said. “Anything else, Your Highness?”

			Silas shook his head, though he reminded her, through a mouthful of apple, that he was not a king but a wizard.

			

			—

			Eli kissed Laurel’s shoulder.

			Freckles, he said.

			It was four o’clock: the lazy hour, as Laurel and Eli called it. Silas slept in a folding chair, a bucket hat over his eyes. Every so often, Laurel made sure that it hadn’t slid to block his nose.

			Eli put a hand on his bladder. Too much lemonade.

			Pee in the water, Laurel said.

			Eli shrugged. I wouldn’t mind a walk.

			He rolled onto her towel to kiss her, lingering a little now that Silas was asleep.

			

			—

			Alone, Laurel’s mind drifted back to the cave. Armillaria could cover vast distances. In the early nineties, a colony was discovered in Michigan. It was at least fifteen hundred years old and as heavy as a blue whale. After an article appeared in Nature, newspapers dubbed it the “Humongous Fungus.” So long as nutrients remained available, it would never die.

			Laurel wondered if the specimen in the cave had ever been sampled. If she cut a piece, she could bring it back to the lab for testing. It would mean leaving Silas, but only for a moment.

			“If you want to go in the water, Dad or I have to be watching you, and you can only go in the shallow part”—this was what she’d told him several days ago, on their first beach excursion.

			“How shallow?” he’d asked, like a lawyer.

			“Really shallow.”

			“Like two feet?”

			“Like one and a half,” said Laurel. Silas was four feet and four inches tall. She reconsidered. “Like one.”

			She weighed the likelihood that he had forgotten this exchange. Silas was thoughtful and attentive; he absorbed body language and tone. Not infrequently he mentioned something that Laurel had said offhand months earlier. Of course, sometimes he asked what was for dinner three times in an afternoon, and she said, “Silas, look at me. We’re having burritos.” In the years that followed, she would torture herself over moments like these, when she could have been a little bit kinder, a little bit more loving—would have, had she eaten breakfast, or not just stepped on a Lego.

			Silas hadn’t slept very much the night before. Laurel suspected that he would be out for some time. There was no telling when Eli would come back. His walks often expanded, acquiring detours and loops. Forty-five minutes later, he’d return, sheepish, to say he’d gotten lost in his head.

			Silas’s hat had drifted to one side. Laurel adjusted it before she left.

			

			—

			She didn’t want to interrupt the rhizomorph network. Instead, Laurel sampled a mushroom. She carried a knife in her purse for exactly this purpose. At one tip was a boar-bristle brush, for cleaning dirt. A sharp, curved blade folded out from a beech handle.

			As she made an incision, the sun moved behind clouds, and the cave darkened. A ring of moss circumscribed the black hole of its interior.

			In seminars, Gloria had used Armillaria to demonstrate bioluminescence. First, two teaching assistants rolled a covered lab cart into the room, like vaudeville magicians. Gloria turned off the light, and the assistants sealed the cracks around doors and windows with towels. It took time for the human eye to adjust, so Gloria spoke until her pupils’ pupils widened. At last, she unveiled the contents of the cart: a block of wood colonized by Armillaria. The mushrooms glowed a ghostly green, as if seen through night vision goggles. Even their gills were perfectly legible.

			Laurel had never encountered bioluminescence in the wild. She wondered if Armillaria had spread inside the cave, too.

			Silas tugged from a string in her center. Her own wishes tugged back. She shouldn’t stay for long, but why not a few minutes?

			She entered a soft, moist cavern. It smelled like wet soil, with an undercurrent of rot. To one side was a nest of logs, likely carried in by flooding. Laurel could not quite tell whether they were glowing.

			Patience, she thought. Wait. As if in reward for her looking, a patch of green became visible. Others followed almost shyly: a raising of hands. Mycelium had invaded the wood. Strands knitted through logs like stitches in skin.

			The sky brightened then, and the green light went out. For the first time all day, the clouds dispelled. Divine timing, Laurel thought, as she walked back to the beach with the mushroom, her prize; and because Silas was asleep, he wouldn’t complain while she took notes.

			She scanned the water as soon as she came in sight of the beach. The sun had brought breeze, whitecaps forming. Seeing no one in the water, Laurel felt reassured. She had overworried, but that was parenthood. Eli’s chair was still empty. She walked around it to her own.

			Where Silas has been, there was now a wrinkled towel.

			

			
				
				—
			

			Reason came to her mind’s defense. Perhaps he had wandered toward the woods in search of her. Or maybe Eli had returned, and taken Silas with him.

			She was about to turn around when she saw something in the water. It flickered: a hand, beige, maybe twenty yards away.

			

			—

			Laurel dropped the mushroom on the sand. With her shoes still on, she thrashed into the water.

			She was pure purpose. She had a sense of her entire life converging at this moment, of being called. Adrenalized by fear, she believed she could not fail, as mothers were able—or said—to lift cars. But the shoes bogged her down, and the current dragged her out: she could feel it now, an undertow, wrenching her from shore.

			She screamed his name. It sailed away. Water poured into her throat, a wrong sensation that made her gasp, then choke. She had only seconds between waves and refused to rest, but soon she was so exhausted that she had no choice: she flipped onto her back, which gave her just enough strength to endure the next break.

			A dark descending spiral, a staircase into hell—not the way it was supposed to happen—the hand, its fingers splayed, as if it were waving goodbye to her. No. Don’t think it. He had been here, or so Laurel thought: there were no landmarks, no way to mark space. How could she be sure of what she’d seen? When she tried to open her eyes underwater, there was only raw stinging, plumes of sand.

			A hand on her shoulder, an arm around her chest—Eli heaved her out, though she didn’t want him to; it was like feeling the pull of another world, a past life—and she hated him in that moment, though her hate was but a skin, a cracking shell, over raw unholy terror.

			On shore, she vomited lake water.

			He went. She gestured. Down.

			And lurched, with the force of a much larger mammal, toward the water again.

			

			—

			Eli’s voice, hoarse with panic: A hand? You’re sure that’s what you saw? He searched the water himself. There was no cell service on the beach. A couple arrived, two men with young children, and one drove back to the road to call 911. Every minute was interminable, and Laurel wailed, for too much time had passed—she knew this in her core, though she refused to accept what it meant.

			Eli emerged from the water, panting, nightmarish. From the highway Laurel heard sirens. An emergency vehicle sped over the dunes, spewing sand.

			Are you the mother? A female medic crouched. She asked what Laurel had seen in order to direct the rescue swimmer. When Laurel responded, her speech was slurred.

			The medic, to Eli: She’s probably dehydrated, maybe hypothermic. How long was she in the water?

			Eli looked at Laurel. She could not say. It had felt like seconds, like years.

			To Eli, she said, Don’t let them take me. She was the only one who had seen Silas—they needed her—but Eli watched the medic speak into a radio.

			There was a thunderous beating of wings. A helicopter landed with the dreadful splendor of an alien spacecraft. Laurel was carried, loaded, strapped.

			

			—

			In a hospital bed, she drifted through agonized fog. At some point, Eli arrived. She knew by his face that no one had found Silas.

			

			
				
				—
			

			They sat in the living room of the rental with two police officers. The younger man said undertow, wind speed. “In water like this,” he said, “I have to tell you: what goes under might not come back up.”

			The older officer leaned forward. He walked with a limp.

			“A case like this is what we call a Critical Missing,” he said. “We won’t give up on your son.”

			Eli stood to show them out. Laurel could not move. Her inertia was a dam to keep the future back: anything she did or said would carry her from Silas even further.

			The younger officer followed Eli, but the older one stayed with Laurel. His eyes were blue. The depth of their compassion pained her.

			“I lost a child,” he said. “People will tell you not to blame yourself. That’s good advice, but you’ll do it anyway. So I’m going to say something different: don’t abandon yourself.” The officer pointed to her sternum. “To get through this, you need her.”

			

			—

			Every object lanced: Silas’s goggles and toothbrush, his copy of A Wrinkle in Time.

			Clare drove to Cedar with the Rosens. Her face was a mask of pathos, but Eli’s parents couldn’t look at Laurel.

			Laurel did not want to hold a memorial, not unless she could be sure that Silas was gone. In some ways, it was worse not to know. She had not previously understood the need for a burial, the idea of bringing someone home, but uncertainty kept the wound open. Silas was lost in both ways of the word. She had dreams in which some incorporeal version of him drifted past chimneys and over fields, a silvery cloudlike substance moving away from her.

			She took long, rambling walks through the neighborhood cemetery, loath to be home. Sometimes she passed another mother; her son had been killed in a school shooting. Laurel had seen the woman on television, begging fruitlessly for a change to Wisconsin’s gun laws. Though Laurel ached for her, she could not help but wish that she could visit Silas, too. It was the most impoverished form of envy, a scrap so paltry: in lieu of her child, a way to be near her child’s body.

			By fall, Eli insisted on a service. Laurel would have held it at the orchard, if the orchard were still theirs. Instead, they chose the arboretum.

			A small group stood in a circle, holding hands: their families, Gloria, Maisie and Noah. Eli read from the letter that Albert Einstein had written to the family of Michele Besso, a close friend, after Besso’s death.

			“ ‘Now he has departed from this strange world a little ahead of me.’ ” The paper shook as he held it. “ ‘That signifies nothing. For those of us who believe in physics, the distinction between past, present, and future is only a stubbornly persistent illusion.’ ”

			

			—

			Certain friends stopped calling. In the lab, or the grocery store, acquaintances looked away.

			Laurel knew what they were thinking: she had done the most blasphemous thing a woman could. She should have known that she couldn’t stop being a mother, not even for five minutes. And what could she say? It was my fault, all mine. It was human error. It was monstrous. I’ll never forgive myself, never—and how could the gawking faces, the invasive curiosity and smug sense of exemption (I wouldn’t have taken my eyes off him), compare, in the end, with the contempt in which she held herself?

			Of course they believed it couldn’t happen to them, that they were incapable of such miscalculation. So had she.

			Maisie visited frequently. Often the curtains were closed, the house dim. After the memorial, Laurel couldn’t meet her gaze.

			“Look at me,” whispered Maisie. Gently she touched Laurel’s chin.

			Laurel lifted her eyes. She felt as though she were laying them in Maisie’s hands.

			“We’ve all done it,” Maisie said. “Forgotten to turn off a burner. Left the kid in the car. What happened this time was one in a million. That’s the injustice of it.”

			The pain changed, but it never lessened. On some days, Laurel wanted to undo herself, not to take her life but to cut it out—to never have been. On others, she operated in a dull workmanlike state, though this was interrupted by flashes of Silas, bright and dangerous as lightning.

			

			—

			Language was insufficient. What did it mean to apologize? (She did apologize, over and over, until Eli told her to stop, that it was okay, words that also meant nothing.) She knew it was only his love that kept him from turning on her, and sometimes she wished he would, for she could see the effort it took to resist. Occasionally she caught him staring at her from across the room, as if he were trying to square everything he knew of her with what had happened at the beach.

			She couldn’t blame him. She wondered which was the real her, the true her: the person she had been until that moment—devoted, even self-sacrificing—or the woman who had left her child for such a small and selfish pleasure, for desire itself. It did not seem possible that she was both.

			Perhaps it would have been different had they been together when they lost Silas, if the mistake had been shared, but instead, there was a schism: he felt one thing, she another, and they followed these separate feelings into basements of the mind. At one point, Eli began to sleep in Silas’s room. He said that Laurel’s snoring kept him awake. She thought, but did not say, that he had never had to leave before.

			In January, Eli attended a conference out of state. Laurel called in sick to work. She spent most of her time asleep on the couch, startling when the postman pushed something through the mail slot. Every so often, she remembered to eat. At points, the air in the house became so stale that even she noticed, and she went for a walk, but always at night, so that she didn’t have to speak to anyone.

			On the day before Eli’s return, the doorbell rang. It took the form of a chime in her dream. Laurel ignored the sound, but it persisted. She hauled herself up.

			Her mother trembled on the porch.

			“You can’t do that,” Clare said. “I’ve been calling.”

			“I turned my phone off,” said Laurel.

			“What if Eli needs you?”

			“He doesn’t.”

			In her mother’s gaze, she saw her own condition. Laurel hadn’t showered or changed her clothes. She understood that there was a smell.

			“Please,” said Clare. “Let’s go upstairs. I’ll run you a bath.”

			Laurel followed. Clare knelt to test the water with her hand. Then she stepped outside, to let Laurel change. Minutes later, when Clare knocked, Laurel still hadn’t undressed. She felt attached to what she was wearing, a many-layered shell.

			“May I?” asked her mother.

			Laurel nodded. Clare peeled off each item: the sweatshirt, the long-sleeve, the tank. She sent these down the laundry chute, along with Laurel’s sweatpants, underwear, and socks. Laurel whimpered with embarrassment, but she also felt relieved. She had been so exposed, so humiliated and debased, by what she’d done. Nudity could not be as revealing as that.

			The water steamed invitingly. Clare murmured as she slid a bar of soap over Laurel’s skin. Laurel cried, high-pitched, forced out. It was astonishing that she could do nothing to make her mother stop loving her.

			Eli’s parents drove to Madison on what would have been Silas’s birthday. The atmosphere was grim, and Laurel regretted that she and Eli weren’t alone. Before the Rosens left, they paused at the door in a triangle, Janet and Leo holding Eli by the shoulders. Laurel looked on from the kitchen. She felt loose, wounded, dangerous.

			“They barely talk to me,” she said, when Eli returned.

			He began to load the dishwasher. Eli often visited his parents alone. Laurel did not know what was said on those trips, what he admitted or whether he defended her.

			“It’s like they think I’m not in hell,” she pressed, “like I did it on purpose,” and Eli winced, his arms slack, the dishwasher dropping open.

			Quietly he said, “I’m tired of having to tell you it wasn’t your fault.”

			The world cleaved in half again, or perhaps it was that Eli had put it back together honestly, and exactly the way she had feared. Laurel did not cry. She felt the eager pull of destruction, as fire consumes what it can.

			“You think it was,” she said.

			He lifted a palm. It said everything.

			“It was an accident,” he told her, firmly as ever. “But you were the one watching him.”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Antarctica’s Polar Day will begin on October 10. For three months afterward, the sun won’t sink below the horizon. Laurel and Eli plan to dive on the seventh: they want to have darkness for cover while leaving the station. On the sixth, though, winds surge to the coast with the speed of a hurricane. The sound is a sorcery.

			At galley rally, Jules says, “Absolutely no one is going outside today.”

			Sweat collects beneath Laurel’s baseball cap. She can see no more than several feet beyond the window. The storm continues on the seventh, with just as little visibility. She finds Eli on his way into a meeting.

			“We can’t go,” he says grimly.

			“There’s still tomorrow,” says Laurel.

			But she wonders whether, when the storm blows over, something will subside in them, too. The winds remind her of just how dangerous the continent really is. Even if she doesn’t back out, Eli might.

			On the eighth, Laurel wakes to quiet. Snow blankets the dorm vestibule, having leached through the doors, but she can see all the way to Observation Hill.

			At lunch, she catches Eli’s eye. When she nods, he nods back. They meet by the hot bar. If they want to dive at sunrise—five thirty in the morning—they’ll have to leave McMurdo by three a.m. They agree to meet in the dive locker by two so that they have plenty of time to check their equipment and load it into the PistenBully.

			For the rest of the day, Laurel is possessed by anticipation. She scrubs the sheet pans violently and almost hits a prep cook with the trolley. Louis hasn’t shown up to work. At noon, Laurel finds Jules to ask whether anyone has seen him.

			Jules hands her a roll of paper towels. “He called in sick. Can you clean Frosty Boy?”

			After her shift, Laurel walks to Louis’s room.

			“He isn’t here,” says his roommate, with evident relief. The roommate’s side of the double is orderly; Louis’s is a stew of tarot cards and DVDs, as well as a tangle of costume jewelry. Only his Antarctica Service Medal is neatly displayed.

			In the first-floor lounge, the new stewards are playing beer pong. None of them have seen Louis, either. She checks the second-floor lounge and even the sauna, where steam clears to reveal a couple wrapped in the same towel.

			Distressed, Laurel returns to her room. Nita forces her to eat while they watch episodes of Buffy. At one thirty in the morning, she begins to get dressed, layering undergarments, adding her shawl and Olga’s hat. She feels little angst about leaving her belongings behind. Her cell phone has gone unused for months; she put her watch, still broken, on one of Skua’s empty shelves. If she doesn’t return, her clothes can go to Skua, to be used by someone else.

			Nita issues reminders. “Make sure you connect your gloves to the dry suit. You can only stay underwater as long as your extremities are warm. If you lose any dexterity, come up right away.”

			“You know,” Laurel says, “I’ll miss you bossing me around.”

			“Bossing people is my love language.”

			Laurel wraps Nita in a hug, and Nita holds on. Laurel sinks into the comfort of it: Nita’s familiar gardenia scent, her thick hair falling over Laurel’s shoulders.

			“Thank you,” Laurel says. “You could have told me I was crazy.”

			“I do think you’re crazy,” says Nita. “But that doesn’t mean you’re wrong.”

			

			—

			Laurel doesn’t have time to look for Louis in the bars, but she can’t leave without checking the galley.

			He stands in front of Frosty Boy. Laurel nearly cries.

			“Jules said you were sick,” she says, running over.

			“I’m fine.” Louis overturns a container of sprinkles and smacks it until a stale clump falls out. “I just needed a mental health day.”

			“You could have told me.”

			Louis registers her emotion with surprise, though he’s clearly pleased to see her worry over him.

			“Christ,” he says, “nobody’s dying. But I am glad you’re here. Close your eyes and hold out your hand.”

			“I don’t have time,” Laurel says, but he presses something into her palm anyway: a square of chocolate, wrapped in cellophane.

			Louis grins conspiratorially. “Now, what do you think that is?”

			“Louis,” Laurel says, “I really can’t—”

			“You’re no fun. I’ll give you a hint. ‘They walk in the night and grow in the day. You’ll find them wherever there’s death or decay.’ ”

			She stares at him. “Mushrooms?”

			“One of the newbies brought them over. Supposed to be a decent dose. We’d better eat them quick, in case someone tattles; that sort of thing can get you booted off the island.”

			Laurel shakes her head, pressure building at her eyes.

			“I came to say goodbye. There’s something I have to do tonight,” she says, and then she has her arms around him.

			Louis wriggles like a cat. “When did you get so soppy? Do your something and then come to my room. My roommate and I don’t get on. I’ll be the bigger person and invite him to join us.”

			The door to the galley opens, and a tall man enters. He wears a walrus mustache and a look of permanent suspicion.

			“Evening, Waldrup,” Louis calls.

			Waldrup’s wariness intensifies. He inspects the hot dog roller machine before moving to the sandwich station.

			“Anyone been using the panini press?” Waldrup asks, unplugging it.

			“Not on my watch,” says Louis. He pushes the chocolate into Laurel’s coat pocket.

			

			—

			Laurel runs from the galley to the dive locker. Eli stands by the dry suits with his blue-and-yellow backpack.

			“Where were you?” he asks.

			“I’m sorry,” says Laurel. “I had to find Louis.”

			Eli looks shaken. “I thought you weren’t coming.”

			“Of course I came,” says Laurel, and they begin to assemble what they need.

			

			—

			When Eli starts the PistenBully, the sky is a brilliant cobalt, with wispy dark clouds and softer blue over the mountains. It lightens as they drive. Laurel tries not to think about what might go wrong, or even what could go right. She must maintain boundaries with her own mind. Every so often, she looks over at Eli, whose mouth is a grim line. She stops herself from asking whether he’s all right. It’s a useless question. They’ve committed now.

			As they near Cape Evans, Laurel feels a surge of adrenaline. The Arc grows larger with each mile. At last, Eli parks, and she scrambles out.

			Only at this nearness does she comprehend its scope and strangeness. The dome sits on the ice like an emerald cut open. At six stories, it looks smaller than she expected—smaller than it should be, given how legible it is from the station. The Arc does not seem to follow the rules of perspective; Laurel even has the sense that it is much larger than it appears.

			“Come with me,” she says to Eli, and they walk to the edge.

			The boundary is nebulous, as fire mutates in a hearth. Laurel and Eli peer through the Arc as if into a lit house from the sidewalk. Inside are swirling clouds of matter; a cool glint gives the look of liquid metal. It is impossible to see more than five or six feet ahead.

			A memory comes into focus: the playgroup Laurel attended as a toddler with her mother. At the end of each meeting, everyone stood in a circle, holding the edges of a parachute. They raised their arms in unison and pinned it to the ground. Inflated, the parachute became a dome. The parents remained outside while the children ran to the center. The impermanence was what thrilled them, what gave the experience charge: at any moment, the shape would collapse.

			Laurel’s breath comes in short bursts. Before they dive, she has to see the Arc more closely—touch it. Eli’s mouth drops open as she steps across the threshold.

			It is like entering a gas giant. She has the impression of an atmosphere with tremendous density: a great concentration, as the folds of a brain, or strands of hyphae, are packed tightly together. An invisible force presses against her from all sides. She remembers watching Nita lean into a storm, how the wind held her up. This force could support Laurel, too; it could carry her wherever it wanted. She closes her eyes and relaxes her muscles. The pressure is diagonal: it urges her toward the center, and downward.

			“What does it feel like?” Eli shouts, and Laurel remembers the ice, her feet—their mission.

			Her throat is tight, as if constricted by the same force.

			“There’s pressure. It’s hard to explain,” she says.

			For seconds, Eli hesitates. Then he follows her inside. She watches him adjust to the sensation, which is not quite unpleasant but could become so, if a gear were turned ever so slightly. Yet he, like Laurel, is grinning. There is reverence on his face; she can see that he is glad she brought him here, and she is glad, too—glad that he is with her. They look at each other as if through stained glass: their bodies are green in reflection.

			“We should go,” he says, after a moment. An orange rind of sun hugs the horizon, and the Arc is turning pink.

			It is much harder to leave the Arc than it was to enter it. The force drags them back toward the center like a current. Laurel needs all her strength to stagger to the border. When she heaves herself to the other side, it feels like puncturing a skin: there is resistance, a pop, then release. The atmosphere loosens again.

			The dive hut is a yellow box with blue windows. In the light of the sunrise, they carry their equipment from the PistenBully. Nita said that the hut sits four hundred feet to the right of the Arc. Laurel notes that distance as they walk, orienting herself, preparing to swim across it. She feels energized, as though the Arc lent her some final spark.

			Inside, the hut is utilitarian, with unfinished wooden walls and open shelving. A ladder leads into the dive hole. Feet away, a stove keeps the hole from freezing over.

			Laurel places Olga’s hat, with care, on a shelf. Eli tests the buoyancy compensators while she cleans the valves. They kit up in the order they learned from the dive guide. Fins first, then weight belts. They strap into their tanks, making sure the air is on, and connect the hoses to their suits. Two hoods are followed by eye masks; fleece gloves come before rubber ones. Laurel’s pulse speeds as she triple-checks the seal, mindful of Nita’s warning.

			When they finish, Eli waits for her direction. She is the captain of this expedition.

			“Remember,” she says, “we’ll split up. You’ll swim to the far side of the Arc, and I’ll start at the nearer one. We’ll trace our way down and meet in the middle.”

			They sit on the rim of the dive hole, feet dangling over the water. The weight of the equipment—fifty pounds or more—hangs from Laurel’s shoulders. So, too, does the fact of Eli’s trust, extended again. He looks down but does not move; fear seems to have paralyzed him.

			Laurel thinks of what he told her before they dove in Michigan: that NASA uses dives as training for EVAs. She finds his eyes through the tinted mask.

			“It’s like going into space,” she says, “remember? You’re an astronaut now.”

			Eli’s eyes soften around the edges. He takes one deep breath before lowering into the hole. In up to his waist, he stops to look back at her.

			“You never told me how you knew about the basin,” he says.

			She can’t lie to him, not now.

			“I dreamed it,” says Laurel.

			Eli pauses there on the threshold, alien-headed in his hood and goggles, his expression unreadable. Then he drops into the water.

			

			—

			A plunge through the canal, disorienting, close.

			Laurel emerges in an infinite chamber of astonishing blue. Below her is a bed of rock; above is a rumpled lid of ice. Only a fraction of sunlight penetrates the ceiling, as if strained through cloth.

			After months of dreaming and planning—after everything she gave up—she is here, in the Southern Ocean. Stunned, she stops moving. Then she sees Eli, kicking into the distance, and she remembers to swim.

			Above water, the ice is silent, but here it cracks and groans, squeaks and pops. Four hundred feet is the length of a short city block. Laurel maneuvers slowly at first, stretching her breath. Every so often, a seal floats by, as graceful as she feels ungainly. But the equipment is no longer heavy: she can’t feel the scuba tank, nor the weight of her own body.

			The water, clear as air, obscures nothing. Ahead is a circle of light: the pink of the Arc and its reflection into the basin. The sea floor there is craggy, but like she expected, it curves down.

			Just as Nita described, life concentrates in the basin. Laurel swims through fluttering burgundy algae and past blue-black clams clasped shut. Sea spiders tiptoe on long, jointed legs, and sea stars splay by the dozen. In the Arc’s coral spotlight, the scene looks surreal, like Oz in Technicolor.

			The deeper she travels, the more she has a sense of being watched. She turns in a circle, spooked, but she sees no other divers—just a puffy, cream-colored crab, which scuttles out of sight. Laurel swims forward again, faster now. She is perhaps halfway to the bottom, though her view is blocked: thick icicles hang from the ceiling, like trunks in an inverted forest.

			Several feet ahead, a depression in the basin brims with shells. The feeling of surveillance seems to emanate from that spot. Heart thumping, Laurel draws closer. From inside the acropolis, a single eye stares back: observant, intent, a large, dark pupil with a white star of reflection.

			Below the head is a nest of arms. They curl and uncurl as the creature watches her. When Laurel floats forward, the arms retract, and she sees herself from its perspective: looming, unfamiliar, encased in strange equipment. But what fear the octopus feels must be equal to its curiosity, for it unfurls a single arm.

			Shells expel from the den. Laurel holds herself still. The arm coils backward, hesitant; then it floods forward to meet her. One by one, the suckers pluck her dry suit. The mantle, which houses three hearts, comes to rest in her hand. The contact is so deliberate, the creature’s pupils so familiar, that the boundary between species dissolves. For a moment, life recognizes itself.

			When the octopus begins to swim, the arm maintains its grip on her glove. Laurel trails behind, moving in tandem. The animal’s skin is a screen of color, a language she wishes she could read: aqua, jade, the Arc’s very shade of pink. Laurel thinks of Nita, how all she wanted in return for her help was to know what happened. If Laurel can’t find a portal, this will be the only balm: she’ll burst into the room and tell Nita about the octopus. She reminds herself to breathe steadily so that her excitement doesn’t take over; she feels electric, every sense switched on, each sight burning into her memory.

			As they near the bottom, Laurel sees something that she cannot explain. In the center of the basin is a dark, hazy mass.

			It’s happening, she thinks. There is something unusual here—something charged, just like she thought. At the brink, Laurel understands: the mass is a cloud of octopus ink the size of a small room. The animal pulls her inside. Charcoal eclipses pink, as though someone has turned out the light. Laurel is not afraid. She wants to see. She thinks of Ed White outside the spaceship, saying, Let me just find a few pictures.

			The octopus releases her glove. A force not unlike the one in the Arc urges her upward. She uses her breath to stay in the cloud, where black tendrils twist like smoke. Other shapes hover, too: rippling hoops, spurted blooms. When she thinks about this moment later, Laurel will come back to the ink; she’ll think of the Polaroids of her youth, the picture in shadow, then slowly clearing.

			The police officer in Cedar told Laurel not to abandon herself. At the time, she had no idea what he meant, but now she sees that this is exactly what happened. She left herself in Lake Michigan: she went in to find Silas, and abandoned herself when she could not. She has since been a ghost. Here she reaches for what she can only describe as her soul.

			The octopus streams through a curtain of kelp. And then Eli is before her—Eli closing the distance between them, his path a mirror of hers. Relief flows through her body. She wants to grab him and hold on: he is safe, and they’ve both made good time. But half of the dive remains, and Laurel knows that she must remain focused.

			They let the pressure in the basin lift them partway toward the surface, out of the cloud; then they exhale, to stop their ascent before they reach the ceiling. The cloud still lingers, filmy, in the pink of the Arc’s reflection, though their passage has disturbed it, and the ink is diffusing.

			Eli turns to swim back the way they came, and Laurel follows. In her exhaustion, the distance to the hut seems to have doubled. She thanks Nita in her mind for preparing them so well. The cold showers, training in the gym: all of that has borne her this far, though she is now nearing her limit. Her hands feel even colder, and the left begins to ache. She fights to keep going—past the edge of the Arc, and into the bright blue water between the basin and the dive hole.

			At last, the hole comes into view. But a seal hovers inside.

			Laurel remembers what Nita said: Usually, they leave when they see our bubbles. If they don’t, that means they really need air. She tries to signal for Eli to wait, but her left hand barely moves. It feels anesthetized.

			Laurel veers downward. Her mind grows slow and foggy. But she needs to be strong—for Silas, for herself, and for Eli, whose arm appears around her waist. With his free hand, Eli points to the seal. Laurel can’t see its upper body, but she hears its deep, resonant breaths. She understands: she must breathe like the seal, stretched out, pacing herself.

			At last, the seal flushes out of the dive hole. Eli hoists her up. She grabs the rope with her right hand and pulls. Her feet scrabble for the ladder, but the flippers are unwieldy, and she scrapes the ice instead. Laurel feels Eli take her ankle and place it on a rung. Now she has leverage, but the tank is leaden above water. She uses her right elbow to heave herself onto the floor of the dive hut.

			Heat wafts from the stove. Laurel wrenches off her mask and crawls toward it. Eli arrives behind her, the ladder swinging in his wake.

			“Are you okay?” he asks, lunging.

			It is easier to nod than speak. Eli removes Laurel’s gloves and ushers her toward the fire. When his own hands are dry, he takes her left in his and rubs.

			Sensation returns to her pinkie, then spreads. They lean against the wall, panting.

			“Well, it was worth a try,” Eli says. “The most important thing is that we’re safe.”

			Laurel waits for her breath to return. The sound of the water drifts up from below.

			“ ‘A mirror universe,’ ” she whispers, “ ‘should look and feel like ours.’ ”

			Eli’s words. He smiles. And then he sees what she does: the sky becoming darker. Laurel looks at him, and he looks back, each seeking confirmation in the verdict of the other.

			Eli helps her to a stand. They walk outside as fast as their legs will allow. The Arc is turning green again, and the sun is falling down.

		

	
		
			Part Two

			The first sound Laurel and Eli hear in the antiuniverse, after they leave the hut, is their own laughter. It’s the laughter of near misses and second chances, of windfall after calamity, a white-knuckled cliff’s-edge laughter—the heart starting, after the heart stopped.

			They climb into the PistenBully as day returns to night. Eli drives back the way they came, saying, “You were right, you were right, you were right.”
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			Elsewhere

			Eli parks next to the dive locker. Neither one is laughing anymore. They climb out, onto the ice, as they might another planet.

			The station looks exactly like the one they left, though the sky is brighter. After the dive, they moved more slowly, hindered by exhaustion. Now people walk between buildings in their rubber boots and Big Reds. Laurel begins to doubt herself, unsure of what she saw with Eli, or whether they came to the right conclusion.

			At the door to the dive locker, she looks at him with dread. What will they do if they find someone inside? Eli exhales decisively, and then he opens the door. Laurel’s shoulders release when she sees that the light is off.

			They hurry as much as they can, rehanging their suits, carting gear in from the PistenBully. When Laurel returns from her last trip, she finds Eli crouched by the dive tanks. There’s a gap in the bottom row, clear as a lost tooth.

			“Two tanks are missing,” Eli says.

			Laurel doesn’t understand. “Ours.”

			“How can they be?” asks Eli. “If we’re…”

			In another universe. It still feels too absurd to speak aloud.

			In Laurel’s mind is a flash, a schism, and then a forceful pushing-back. Later she’ll experience other moments like this, when overwhelm triggers some sort of hardware malfunction in the brain—a power outage, as it were. Protecting her.

			“Anyone could have gone for a dive,” she says.

			“At night?” he asks.

			Eli slides their tanks into place. Before they leave the dive locker, he dons his blue-and-yellow backpack, and Laurel ties her shawl. Fearsome cold streaks through her hair.

			“Have you seen my fur hat?” she asks.

			“You left it in the dive hut.”

			Of course: she hadn’t brought it through the portal. But then—

			“My shawl was in the PistenBully.”

			“So was my backpack,” says Eli slowly.

			The galley is only a short walk. At the entrance, Laurel begins to sweat. Before she can reach for the handle, it turns from the inside. Another couple exits, holding the door open for them.

			

			—

			At first, all is commotion. Then the shapes she knows become themselves: the round tables and panini press, the hot-food bar and Frosty Boy. A man in a cook’s uniform is walking toward them, his ponytail held back in a hairnet. Laurel stares until she recognizes him as Miles. Yesterday, his head was shaved.

			“Steady,” murmurs Eli.

			“You’re late,” Miles says. “We need backup in the dish pit.”

			But he isn’t talking to her. Laurel turns. Brown curls, his baseball cap on sideways: Louis looks just the way he has for all the time she’s known him.

			“Be thankful you don’t work in the galley,” Louis says, sidling up to her. “Miles is always a nightmare at the end of the summer, but it’s worse this year.” He gives her a sly look. “How are you feeling?”

			Laurel smells sausages and scrambled eggs. When they left for Cape Evans, it was night, and October 8 had just ended.

			“It’s morning,” she says.

			“Still upside down? Me, too.” Louis links an arm through hers and meanders toward the kitchen. “Well, I can’t say I’ve divined the meaning of life. But the ceiling moved, and so did Patrick’s freckles. He wanted to go to the sauna, and then I lost track of you.”

			Eli lags behind them. Frowning, Louis stops.

			“Why are you being so weird? Are you two having a row?” He looks from Laurel to Eli, who freezes. “And why did you shave your beard?”

			Then two things happen at once: an ANITA physicist taps Eli’s shoulder, and someone shouts, “Oy!”—Nita, in her purple sweater and silver clip. When she sees Laurel, her eyebrows lift. Louis puts his hands on Laurel’s shoulders and steers her to the chair next to Sam.

			“Careful with this one,” he says. “She’s not herself.”

			“Neither am I,” says Nita. To Laurel, she adds: “Well, we had to see you off, didn’t we?”

			“Bit more fun than looking at them through a microscope,” says Louis.

			“At what?” Laurel asks.

			“Mushrooms.” He fluffs her hair affectionately. “Doesn’t know her own name, does she? I guess that’s why they call it a trip.”

			Sam stands. “I was just about to get more coffee. Laurel, I’ll bring you some.”

			“Here.” Nita pushes a waffle toward Laurel. “Eat.”

			Louis and Nita chatter while he helps himself to Laurel’s waffle. Then he shimmies to the kitchen, leaving Laurel with Nita.

			“Laurel,” Nita says, “did you—?”

			“Caff-eine!” sings Sam, delivering Laurel’s mug of coffee. A foamy white dollop sinks through the center. “I beat a geologist to the last lump of Frosty Boy. Hey, where’s Eli?”

			Laurel looks over one shoulder. Both Eli and the physicist are gone. When she turns back around, Nita is staring at her with discomfiting scrutiny.

			“I should find him,” says Laurel, standing.

			Steady. But she isn’t, can’t be. She walks heavy-legged through the uncanny. A photograph of a ship hangs on the wall, but it’s in color, not black and white, and it isn’t the Endurance. A New York Times article has been pinned to the bulletin board: “After Efforts to Combat Surface Melt, West Antarctic Ice Sheet Gains Mass.”

			Ingrid almost bumps into Laurel with the trolley.

			“Sorry,” she says, deferentially, as though they haven’t met.

			Laurel stumbles into the dorms. Her bedroom door is unlocked. Inside, she sees Nita’s Panipat blanket, but none of her own belongings. Sam’s fuelie uniform sits, folded, at the foot of Laurel’s former bed.

			She darts into the lounge, which is vacant, and collapses on the couch. A therapist once suggested that she count in moments of panic, so Laurel tallies stitches in her shawl. At the border, though, she stops short. The bind-off at the edge is one she never learned.

			The door to the lounge opens abruptly.

			“Eli, thank God,” says Laurel when he appears in the frame. She tells him what happened after she lost him in the galley.

			“Let’s go to my room,” Eli says.

			They walk briskly, without speaking. In the stairwell, they pass a man Laurel has never seen before.

			He raises a hand to greet her. “Hiya, Laurel.”

			She waves back weakly. They exit on the second floor. The hallway here is empty, and Laurel practically runs: soon, they can barricade themselves and strategize. Eli stops at his door and takes a key out of the backpack.

			“What if it doesn’t work?” she asks—but the lock turns easily, as if to assure them that they shouldn’t have worried.

			The first thing Laurel notices is that the bed is abnormally wide: twice the size of a standard station twin. There are two bedside tables. Eli’s glasses and cell phone sit atop the first, along with the legal pads he likes. On the other is Laurel’s gold watch—the same one she donated to Skua.

			“That’s my watch,” she says. “How did it get here?”

			Eli sets his backpack on the floor. She wonders what he’s thinking with a wave of trepidation.

			“Laurel,” he says at last, “I don’t think that watch is yours.”

			“I’m positive,” she says. “Who else would it belong to?”

			But when she picks it up, Laurel sees that the watch is no longer broken: the hour is accurate, and the second hand ticks merrily. She sets it down with a tremor.

			“Another you,” Eli says.

			Laurel looks at the Big Red she found in the PistenBully. She assumed that it was hers, too. She has a sense of pitching into nothingness, like leaning too far backward in a chair.

			“And your backpack?” she asks.

			Eli unzips the main pocket. Inside is a dual passport wallet, with a booklet on each side. The first one opens to a bearded and thumbnail-sized Eli.

			“Another me,” he says.

			Laurel laughs, a streak of bald hysteria that curdles into fear. “No.”

			“That’s why your friends seemed to recognize us in the galley. They didn’t recognize us. They recognized them.”

			It feels, to Laurel, like some cosmic joke. “Did you think this was a possibility?”

			“Everything was a possibility,” Eli says. “And if this room is any indication, I think the other Laurel and Eli were together.”

			A blanket hangs over the bed. He pulls it off. Two single beds have been pushed side by side.

			“Breathe,” says Eli.

			“Trying,” Laurel rasps. She asks the most urgent question first. “What if they come back?”

			Her mind would break. But Eli shakes his head.

			“I don’t think they will. Something doesn’t feel right. Look around.”

			Cautiously, she does. There are no stray clothes. The trash can is empty. One of the desks is entirely bare. Two laptops perch on the other, tight-lipped as co-conspirators.

			“It’s too tidy,” she says.

			“Don’t you think?” Eli taps the iPhone on his bedside table. A setup assistant appears on the screen. “This must have been wiped.”

			Laurel lifts the legal pad the way she might an object from a crime scene. Half of the pages are missing.

			“They were planning something.” She thinks of the missing tanks in the dive hut. “Planning the same thing we were?”

			Laurel tries to picture a mirror couple—Laurel and Eli Two—on an inverse journey to her own McMurdo. Of course, Laurel and Eli Two would see themselves as Laurel and Eli One.

			“Maybe,” says Eli, who is frowning at the trash can. Stuck to the bottom, face down, is a photograph.

			He lifts it up. Two people stand in Madison, at Picnic Point. They look exactly like Laurel and Eli.

			Laurel dissociates with staggering efficiency. “I don’t want to look at that.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because it feels wrong. Invasive.” Neither of these words are right, but she can’t think of a better one. Spooked by the whiff of prophecy, she turns it over. “And we can’t stay in this room together.”

			“What would we say? There aren’t any extra beds,” says Eli.

			This is true: in October, Antarctic summer, everyone has a roommate.

			“Besides,” he adds, “we only have to make it four days. ANITA hasn’t been able to crack the anomaly, so you and I are leaving on the fifth. Everyone is pretty dejected. Atmospheric scientists are coming in next.”

			Laurel thinks back to her first week in Antarctica. She stood with Jules on a bridge outside Gallagher’s. The atmospheric scientists had left, he explained. A team of physicists had replaced them.

			A headache begins to condense. Bowed by the pressure, Laurel sits on the bed. The thought of the couple who slept there is so disturbing that she stands up again.

			“Hey. As long as only one of us is freaking out at any given time, we’ll be okay,” says Eli. “Have you eaten?”

			Laurel shakes her head. She can’t go back to the galley.

			“I’ll get you something. And then you should rest. I’m too worked up; I’ll go to the library.”

			“That’s nice of you,” she says. He smiles and touches her knee, just briefly.

			Laurel only means to doze, but a deep fog overtakes her. When she wakes, the room is dark. She has no sense of how much time has passed.

			“Eli?” she asks.

			“I’m here.”

			He must have drawn the blackout curtains.

			“How long did I sleep?”

			His voice sounds far away and intimate at once, like radio. “About twelve hours.”

			“You’re kidding.”

			A muffled click as the desk lamp turns on. Eli appears in a shaft of light: his lower body shadowed, his eyes owlish.

			“No harm done. I brought you lunch,” he says. “And dinner.”

			The room has changed. Eli separated the beds and created a privacy screen: a blanket hung over a ceiling pipe.

			“Bit of home improvement,” he adds.

			“Thank you, Eli. For this, and the food.”

			Eli takes notes while Laurel eats. She wonders if her body will rebel, unfit for antiuniverse food, but the cornbread and green pea guacamole taste just like Diego’s.

			When she feels slightly restored, Laurel asks, “What happened on the dive, do you think? In the ink cloud, I felt this pressure. It was sort of the like the one in the Arc, except that it seemed to be pushing me upward.”

			Eli nods. “I felt that, too, but I didn’t think much of it. Bodies always want to rise to the surface in water.”

			He adds a note, though, to his pad.

			“What are you writing?” asks Laurel.

			He hands it to her. At the top is a heading: Best Guesses. Above the most recent addition—What happened in the basin?—is an earlier entry.

			
				Q: If we’re made of matter, and this universe is made of antimatter, why didn’t we annihilate on contact?

				A: Matter turns to antimatter on crossing????

			

			Beside that is a spasm of blue pen.

			“I don’t know how you’re thinking about antimatter at a time like this,” she says.

			“Just warding off insanity. Speaking of,” says Eli, “what was your friend talking about in the galley?”

			“Louis? He thinks we did mushrooms last night.”

			“Please tell me you didn’t.”

			“Of course not. Louis did give me a piece of mushroom chocolate—my Louis, that is. I didn’t eat it, but maybe they did.”

			She looks at the couple in the photo. Their smiles are excruciatingly familiar.

			“They look so happy,” she says. “Why would they have wanted to find a portal?”

			“Maybe they didn’t. Or maybe they lost Silas, too.”

			“But they couldn’t have. If time is going backward here, Silas’s life hasn’t happened yet.”

			“Good point,” says Eli. “Add it to our list of questions.”

			Laurel creates a new entry—Q. Why did Laurel and Eli Two cross over?—but, with no best guesses, she leaves the A. field empty.

			

			
				
				—
			

			A blizzard descends on Saturday morning. It sounds like the sky is being torn. Laurel can’t see more than ten feet out the window.

			Eli has already left: his bed is made, a note on the blanket. Laurel slept in her thermal underwear, unable to muster the nerve to pore through the other Laurel’s closet. Now she finds a bath caddy and a towel. At the bathroom sink, she glances in the mirror for the first time in thirty-six hours. Her cheeks are sleep-creased. She can’t remember when she last washed her hair. As she keeps staring, Laurel realizes that she hasn’t looked at herself closely in months. Focus has stripped her down to the essentials. She is chiseled, steely, with blue circles under her eyes and a wolf’s lean determination.

			In the shower, she turns the faucet to cold by instinct. Then she remembers that she doesn’t have to train for the dive anymore. She laughs: it is preposterous that they seem to have pulled this off, though she still feels she can’t be sure, still doesn’t understand so much. Laurel uses soap and shampoo from the caddy. Her double’s toothbrush is a more unsettling proposition, but a trip to the General Store feels equally daunting. After her shower, wrapped in a towel, Laurel examines the toothbrush again. Its yellowed head looks back, faceless but somehow confrontational. In the end, she washes it vigorously while a steward stares from the next sink.

			Having defeated the toothbrush, Laurel decides to confront the closet. She doesn’t recognize the clothing, though she could imagine buying most of it. Wriggling into a sweater, she tenses, afraid that she’ll detect the smell of someone else’s body. Nothing registers. If the other Laurel has a scent, it must be the same one she does.

			When she enters the dining hall, Jules is holding galley rally.

			“Absolutely no one,” he says, “is going outside today.”

			Laurel fills a bowl with oatmeal and a mug with coffee. There’s no time to temper it with Frosty Boy: Nita waves from the center of the galley. Laurel pretends not to see her, then hurries upstairs with her oatmeal. She’s only eaten a spoonful when she hears a knock on the door.

			Laurel peers through the peephole. Nita stands on the other side, glaring.

			“I can see your shoes,” Nita says. “You might as well let me in.”

			Laurel counts to eight before she turns the handle. “Sorry about that.”

			She’s tacked on a smile, but it’s already slipping. Nita crosses her arms.

			“Yesterday, at breakfast, you barely acknowledged me. And today you ignore me completely?”

			“I’m recovering. The mushrooms must have hit me harder than you.”

			Nita looks incredulous. “You’re joking.”

			“I have a low tolerance,” Laurel says.

			“Look in your pocket,” says Nita.

			Laurel reaches inside her Big Red. She pulls out a piece of chocolate, still inside its plastic wrapper.

			“You didn’t do mushrooms last night,” Nita said. “You put that in your coat, and then you left for Cape Evans. Don’t you think I deserve to know what happened?”

			She plays with the zipper on her turtleneck, running her finger over the pull, and Laurel realizes that Nita isn’t angry. She’s hurt.

			“You helped us,” says Laurel, slowly.

			“Of course I helped,” says Nita.

			Across the hall, a pair of stewards are tossing a hacky sack and eavesdropping.

			“Will you come in?” Laurel asks.

			Nita must sense that something has shifted, for she obeys without a word. She looks from the two separate beds to the blanket, scrunched on one end of the ceiling pipe.

			“What’s going on in here?”

			Laurel could invent another excuse, but she remembers lying beside Nita after the Midwinter Feast. Tell me if you make it to the antiuniverse, Nita said. And Laurel promised that she would.

			Is this Nita? The person before Laurel is an optical illusion, neither friend nor stranger. Still, she might be the next best thing.

			“What I’m going to tell you will sound totally insane.” Laurel retrieves the photo from the windowsill. Pointing to Laurel Two, she says, “That’s not me.”

			Nita tucks her chin. “Did you hit your head down there?”

			“I’m fine,” Laurel says. “As fine as I could be after swimming through a portal.”

			They stare at each other. Wordlessly, Nita asks if what Laurel said is true, and Laurel nods in answer.

			“So you made it.” Nita’s voice is hushed, her hurt forgotten, and Laurel realizes that this version, too, is a good friend. “You made it to the other side.”

			“Nita,” Laurel says, “I’m from the other side.”

			A glitch appears in Nita’s smile. She looks from Laurel to the photo, and then she stumbles back.

			“It was just as much a shock to us,” Laurel says. “We had no idea what the antiuniverse would be like, but we didn’t expect this, with—with duplicates of everyone.”

			Nita’s voice rises. “Duplicates?”

			“I know,” says Laurel, and it feels so good to unburden herself, to share with just one person. “In my universe, Eli and I are divorced, and I’m a steward. Louis looks the same, but Miles has a shaved head, and you and I are roommates.”

			“Oh my God.” Nita pulls her turtleneck over her mouth. “Do you have a mask?”

			“What for?”

			“You could be carrying some seriously incompatible microbes, not to mention another infection. We just got rid of Covid-19!”

			“Covid-19?”

			“The virus? It went extinct in 2019?”

			“In my world, time moves in the other direction,” says Laurel. “We haven’t gotten there yet.”

			Nita drops her turtleneck, but she keeps a hand over her mouth as she gasps. “So Eli was right.”

			Laurel points to the man in the photo. “He knew about the Duoverse, too?”

			“He came up with it,” says Nita—and then she becomes still. “You said we’re roommates. Does that mean there’s another version of me?”

			Laurel nods.

			“What’s she like?” asks Nita, searchingly.

			How can Laurel encapsulate Nita? She lifts her hands, palms up.

			“She’s wonderful. Loyal, and trustworthy, and smart. She helped us dive. She asked me to tell her if we made it.”

			“That’s what I said, too,” says Nita. Outside, the sun emerges from behind clouds, and Laurel sees that her eyes are wet. “Why did she come to McMurdo?”

			“She studies octopuses.”

			Nita lowers herself into Eli’s desk chair. “I study cuttlefish.”

			Laurel puts the photo on the desk, and they look at it together. This time, Laurel fixates on her double’s face, searching for some divergence, but she can’t shake the feeling that she’s looking at herself.

			“The other Laurel and Eli,” she says. “How long have they been at McMurdo?”

			“Just for the summer. They got here in February.”

			“She doesn’t work in the galley, does she?”

			“No,” says Nita. “She’s a mycologist.”

			Based on what happened at breakfast, Laurel isn’t surprised, but that doesn’t blunt the impact. She tucks this fact away for now and asks, “Why did they want to cross over?”

			Nita shifts in her chair. “I can’t tell you.”

			“What do you mean?” asks Laurel. Her frustration is mounting—Nita may be the only person who can tell her what she wants to know—and suddenly she’s bartering, spilling details she knows she shouldn’t, telling Nita that Silas is gone and that she’s here to find him.

			Nita looks stricken, but she doesn’t take the bait. “I said I’d keep her confidence.”

			“Who cares? She isn’t here!”

			“A promise is a promise,” Nita says, but she hesitates. “Let me take you to her workstation. You might find something useful there.”

			

			—

			Snow beats at the windows. They take an interior route to the science buildings, modular units connected by walkways. In Earth Sciences, people sit at computers under headphones. The carpeting is tired, the lighting fluorescent, and Laurel misses the galley with her whole body.

			Nita leads her through a metal door. With its biosafety cabinets and workbenches, the lab could have been plucked from her universe. Laurel feels a modicum of comfort: here, at least, she knows what to expect.

			Wheels squeal on linoleum. A man’s head pokes into the center aisle.

			“Laurel and Nita.” His body follows on a rolling stool. “Why do I always feel like you’re up to no good?”

			The man has square green glasses. His locs are tied back in a ponytail. Laurel is certain she’s seen him before—but where?

			“Kwame still hasn’t forgiven us for beating him at shuffleboard,” Nita says.

			“It’s like that, huh?” Crossing his arms, Kwame grins. “I’d propose a rematch if Laurel weren’t skipping out on us.”

			Nita hops up on an empty bench. “It’s Saturday, Kwame. Why am I not surprised you’re the only one here?”

			Kwame shrugs with one shoulder. “Can’t stay away. But I’m going. The Carp Shop is setting up mini golf.”

			“You should say goodbye to Laurel,” Nita says. “This might be the last time you see her.”

			Kwame sticks out his bottom lip. “We’ll be in touch about the project, obviously. But that won’t be the same as digging through rocks around here.”

			Laurel decides on two rules of engagement: to express agreement, and to do so in as few words as possible.

			“No,” she echoes.

			Kwame stands to tidy his workspace. His purple clogs thunk as he walks to the door. At the sound, Laurel remembers where she saw Kwame’s look-alike: he was the geologist who presented on the fossil forest in the Dry Valleys.

			“One last thing,” Kwame says. “Did you get those samples out?”

			“Samples,” Laurel repeats. She chooses one of two possible options. “Yes.”

			“You rock,” says Kwame. Nita groans. “I’ll be waiting in suspense.”

			When the door closes behind him, Nita sighs loudly, and Laurel sinks to the floor.

			“I hate lying,” she says.

			“Well, you’d better get used to it,” says Nita. “Do you mind if I leave you to look around on your own? I’m supposed to meet Sam for a boondoggle. I’d cancel, but it’s the first time we’ve won the lottery.”

			

			—

			Hours later, Laurel walks back to the dorm. Half a day has passed since she saw Eli, and she’s eager to tell him what she learned. She finds him craned over a book.

			“Where have you been?” he asks, stretching.

			“Investigating,” she says. “The other me was a scientist here.”

			She describes the events of that morning: how Nita showed up at the room, and why Laurel decided to be honest.

			“What if she tells someone?” asks Eli.

			“She won’t. She wouldn’t even explain why the other Laurel and Eli wanted to dive, which would be admirable, I guess, if it weren’t infuriating. But she did take me to the lab.”

			It was easy to find the right bench. A garland of toadstools hung from the desk, and a sign bore her own name. Slung over the chair was a canvas tote bag. One side showed two cartoon mushrooms kissing. The other read: Get a Shroom.

			In a cabinet above the desk, corked vials waited in rows. The samples inside seemed, at first glance, to be tiny silver rocks—but when Laurel lifted a vial to her face, they looked more like fossilized wood.

			Most puzzling of all was a row of petri dishes. Laurel slid one under a microscope. It seemed to contain a combination of fossilized wood and fungi. The fungi appeared to be a wood decomposer, which confused her even more: having already decayed, the fossilized wood couldn’t break down any further.

			Eli tilts his head. “At our McMurdo, didn’t someone find a fossil forest in the Dry Valleys?”

			“Yeah,” says Laurel, wryly. “I catered the briefing.”

			She tells him about meeting Kwame Two. Eli listens closely. The force of his attention is flattering. She can see why his colleagues love him, why graduate students vie to be his advisees. Years ago, Laurel might have resented this glimpse of the person on campus. Now she simply feels relieved that they’re able to work together. If this is their relationship’s afterlife, it’s better than the one they had before.

			“So both Kwames are geologists,” Eli says. “And they both study fossil forests.”

			“Right,” Laurel says, “but here’s where things diverge. In our world, I wondered whether anyone had sampled the forest for spores. I wanted to ask Kwame, but I had to clean up. In this world, I think that the mycologist who sampled them was Laurel.”

			Inside the Get a Shroom tote bag, there was a cherry ChapStick, a gold ring with four keys, and a Mead notebook. Except for a subtle slant, the handwriting was identical to hers.

			Laurel shows Eli the pie chart on the first page. “These are earth’s atmospheric conditions. Seventy-eight percent nitrogen, twenty-one percent oxygen. Up to two percent is water vapor; the rest—less than one percent—is made up of chemicals like argon and carbon dioxide.”

			The pie chart is followed by long lists of sample conditions, with varying levels of each element. Certain values have been starred: 30 percent oxygen, 69 percent nitrogen, and three times the planet’s current carbon dioxide.

			“I think she wanted to test the plates in all of these conditions. The starred values are probably the ones that she thought were most promising. She combined those in a new pie chart.”

			Below it, a note has been scratched:

			
				55F

				humidity 90%

			

			Eli hums, a thinking sound. “Could she do these tests here, at the lab?”

			“Not with any precision. McMurdo doesn’t have an atmospheric chamber. But guess what does?”

			“The Rhizotron?”

			Laurel nods. “I’m guessing that’s where she mailed the samples. Even so, each set of conditions should undergo three trials, and each trial would take about a month. If you multiply all of those variations, you wind up with over three thousand. Even if you narrow it down to one thousand, the process would take over a year.”

			“And why did she mix fungi and fossils to begin with?”

			“That’s what I can’t figure out. They had even been watered, as if she thought the fossils might…sprout.”

			At her tone, Eli laughs. “Let it go for now. You’ve absorbed a lot today.”

			“Probably so.” Laurel turns her attention to the book on Eli’s desk. “What’s that?”

			He hands it to her. The title reads, Ghost Particle: The Search for a Left-Handed Neutrino.

			“No way,” Laurel says.

			On the cover is a picture of a curved, darkened observatory. The walls are lined with gold bulbs.

			“Super-Kamiokande,” explains Eli. “It’s a neutrino detector in Japan—the most powerful one in the world.”

			Laurel turns the book over. The other Eli gazes back from an author photo. The rest of the back cover is taken up by a Duoverse diagram. This one, though, is different from the version Eli drew in San Francisco: the antiuniverse is on the top, instead of the bottom, and the arrows move counterclockwise.

			“You and he could be the same person,” she says. “So could the Kwames. And both Nitas are marine biologists.”

			“You and Laurel Two are both mycologists.”

			“At this point, I’m barely a mycologist. And even if I were still doing research, I studied electricity, not fossils.”

			She feels oddly hollow. The alignment between Eli and his double only highlights the divergence of the Laurels. In that light, the decisions that led to Silas’s death—her decisions—seem even more misguided, proof that she took the wrong fork.

			

			—

			Friday morning dawns clear. From the window, Laurel can see a tangle of downed power lines, but the air is calm.

			They plan to spend the day packing. While Eli is in the shower, Nita knocks.

			“I brought provisions,” she says. “I figured you might still be avoiding the galley.”

			She’s turned a bath caddy into a carrying tray. Inside is a thermos of coffee, a bowl filled with muffins, and sandwiches for lunch and dinner.

			“Bless you,” says Laurel.

			Nita smiles. “I’m on my way to see Sam; she’s flying out tomorrow, too. But I have one more thing for you.” She retrieves a notecard, folded in half. “This is from Louis. He’s starting to think you’re avoiding him, so I told him you have food poisoning.”

			Laurel unfolds the card. Crooked capitals huddle in the center, as if for warmth.

			
				What: last hurrah

				Where: the softball field

				When: midnight

			

			

			—

			They meet Nita under a streetlamp.

			Eli extends a hand. “Well, this is very weird.”

			“You know,” says Nita, shaking it, “I think I like you without the beard.”

			McMurdo’s softball field skirts the Sound, less a diamond than an imprecise dirt triangle. In periwinkle twilight, Louis sits on the ground. Beside him are a pile of blankets, a container of Oreos, and a thermos with four cups.

			“You came!” he says, clapping. “Are you feeling better?”

			Nita nudges Laurel, who says, “Much.”

			Louis considers them. “You do look a bit wobbly. If you want my opinion, it was the chili.”

			The other three sit down. Wind rolls off the water. Laurel and Nita huddle under a blanket.

			“Louis, my love,” Nita says, “why are we here?”

			“For a tea party,” says Louis.

			“We couldn’t have done it indoors?”

			“I’m sick of indoors, aren’t you?” asks Louis, pouring tea from the thermos into cups. “I’ve started to loathe my bedroom. Ten years ago, you could put a headset on and find yourself in a cozy living room, with a fire and your boyfriend’s hologram.”

			“That tech always gave me the creeps,” Nita says. “I’d try to cuddle with Sanjeet and go right through him.”

			Louis shrugs. “Touch is overrated.”

			Laurel drinks her tea obediently. Nita passes the cookies. Eli hasn’t said a word; he looks as though he wishes that they hadn’t left the dorm.

			“Well, I suppose it’s time to start,” says Louis. “I’ve never been master of ceremonies before.”

			The others look at him expectantly. His hair spills out from beneath a striped hat, its pom-pom drooping to one side.

			“I guess the thing to say is that I’ll miss you. I’ve never really had a family—it wasn’t like that with my dad—and I know Nita’s staying through winter, but it won’t be the same, will it, with Laurel and Eli gone? So I went to Skua,” he says. “I was looking for friendship bracelets, but what I found was so much better.”

			He produces a square tin. The lid reads Collector’s Marbles.

			Nita says, “I think I’d rather have a bracelet.”

			“Hush,” says Louis. “Open it.”

			The tin has rusted; Nita has to use her nails to pry it apart. Inside are three silver ovals. They remind Laurel of Tamagotchis, the virtual pets that were popular when she was a teenager. Each has a small inset screen and a single black button.

			“Holy shit, Louis,” Nita says. “Where did you find these?”

			Louis beams. “In this tin! One of the military guys must have brought them over accidentally. Poor fellow didn’t know what he had on him.”

			“What are they?” asks Eli.

			“Spy equipment,” Nita says. “They’re called placemakers. I’ve never seen one in the flesh.”

			“Invented during the last North American War,” says Louis.

			Eli pales. “How many have there been?”

			“North American Wars?” Louis bites his lip. “In total?”

			“I think Eli was asking how many placemakers were ever made,” says Nita, smoothly, “but no one really knows, because they aren’t traceable. You can’t track them via satellite. And since they rely on solar energy, they’re rechargeable.”

			“What exactly do they do?” Laurel asks.

			Louis rolls his eyes. “You two need to review your American history.”

			“They generate a meeting place,” says Nita. “To link them, you press the button while everyone is still in the same location.”

			Louis scrapes the filling out of an Oreo. “I did that bit already.”

			“Then you hand them out, and everyone disperses. The next time someone presses the button on their device, their coordinates appear on the screens of the others.”

			“The thing is,” Louis says, “they only work once. After that, you have to sync them all over again. So we should save them for an emergency.”

			“Darling,” says Nita, “don’t take this the wrong way, but if there’s an emergency, you aren’t the first person I’d call.”

			“Who would you call first?”

			“9-1-1?” says Nita.

			Louis waves a hand. “There are things that you can’t tell those people.”

			“That’s true,” says Laurel. She knows that this gift isn’t meant for her—it’s for Laurel Two, wherever she is—and she misses her Nita, her Louis, her Charlie. But this Louis is a balm, and suddenly she does feel pained to leave them: Louis and Nita Two, her only friends in this universe.

			“One last thing,” says Louis. “Let’s take off our clothes.”

			Nita chokes on her cookie.

			“Get your mind out of the gutter,” Louis says. “We’re doing a polar plunge.”

			“I don’t like the sound of that, either.”

			“Oh, come on. We’ll be bonded for eternity. Besides, I already reserved the sauna, so we can warm up afterward.”

			“I think we’re sufficiently bonded already. And you can’t reserve the sauna,” Nita says.

			“You can if you put up a sign that says Warning: Rodent Infestation.”

			“I say we go for it,” says Eli. Laurel turns toward him with surprise. “I mean, you can’t go to Antarctica without doing a polar plunge. We’ll suffer now and spend our lives as champions.”

			Laurel blows on her hands. “Then we’d better do it right away, because my fingers are going numb.”

			“I’m keeping my bra and underwear on,” says Nita.

			“Me, too,” says Laurel.

			As Eli strips down to his boxers, they both avert their eyes. Ahead, the ocean pleats and shifts. Only Louis is stark naked. He seizes Laurel’s hand, then Nita’s.

			“Hallelujah!” Louis screams, running in.

			

			—

			After the sauna has rendered Laurel a human temperature, she watches the Arc from bed. As always, there is a busyness to the light, a sense of fathomless industry. She isn’t ready to say goodbye to it. In the drawer of her bedside table, she found a cell phone, wiped like Eli’s. Now she uses it to take a video, but the result is a poor approximation. Laurel deletes the file. She’d rather remember the Arc like this: as a luminous dome with life inside, like a greenhouse at night.

			In the morning, Laurel and Eli carry their bags to the Terra Bus. Well-wishers crowd on the ice.

			Louis kisses her cheek. “Don’t forget me.”

			“I never could,” says Laurel.

			“People move on. You’ll see,” he says, his mouth in her scarf.

			Laurel tucks a curl behind his ear. “Not me.”

			Louis tells her to write, and she promises she will. When he leaves, she finds Nita.

			“Thank you for everything,” Laurel says. She hopes that, somehow, Nita One will hear this, too. “You didn’t have to trust me, but you did.”

			“I could say the same to you.” Nita presses a folded piece of paper into Laurel’s hands. “Here’s my contact information. If you need anything, get in touch. We’ll save the placemakers for an emergency, like Louis said.”

			Laurel responds with a salute.

			“One more thing,” says Nita. “Since Sam is leaving, I’m going to have a new roommate, and I just found out who she is: an illustrator, and kind of famous, too. Charlie Morrison. Ring a bell?”

			Laurel grins. “You’re going to love her.”

			

			—

			Laurel and Eli climb into a cargo aircraft.

			In addition to the passports, Eli found two wallets in the blue-and-yellow backpack. They examine the driver’s licenses while the other passengers board. The addresses match their old house in Madison, the one Laurel sold before she flew south. Under date of birth, though, are unfamiliar numbers.

			“Two thousand sixty-eight,” Laurel says. “What’s yours?”

			“Two thousand seventy,” says Eli.

			“What does that mean?”

			“Well, we know that time is inverted here. October comes before September, and night comes before morning, at least to our way of thinking, but cause still precedes effect. Maybe people get older as the years go backward.”

			“But that would put the other Laurel and Eli in their fifties.”

			“True,” says Eli, frowning. “And they certainly don’t look like it.”

			

			
				
				—
			

			Five hours later—or, Laurel corrects herself, earlier—they deplane in Christchurch. Everywhere is convenience: duty-free shops and food courts and a Dunkin’ Donuts where Laurel and Eli get coffee with real dairy, dispensed as though it isn’t precious. After customs, they stop at the Clothing Distribution Center. Laurel turns in her Big Red with unexpected emotion. An employee hands each of them a silver fern: a symbol of New Zealand, and the first plant she’s touched since leaving Wisconsin.

			Outside, Laurel braces for cold by instinct, but the air is sixty-five degrees and humid. Compared to volcanic rock, the sidewalk feels soft. Billboards and cars, stoplights, houses, trees—they come flooding back, these facts of the world, a cacophony after so many months of water and ice. Laurel misses McMurdo already, and with a sharpness she didn’t expect. A shuttle takes them to the hotel where they’ll stay overnight.

			“Mr. and Mrs. Rosen?” says the concierge, his eyes on the computer monitor.

			When she and Eli were married, people often addressed Laurel this way, even though she had never taken Eli’s last name. The other Laurel didn’t, either, judging by her ID: Laurel Salter, it reads, beside a straight-faced doppelganger.

			“We have a suite for you—my favorite room, actually,” says the concierge, “with a sitting room and a king bed.”

			“Actually,” says Laurel, “could we have one with two queens?”

			“I’d be happy to look,” the concierge says, without pause. Laurel makes a note to tip him for this alone. Surely he’s encountered other couples like them—bickering, or worse—and after rebooking Laurel and Eli, he passes them two keys.

			

			—

			The room is larger than the one they shared in Antarctica, but somehow, it feels more claustrophobic. At McMurdo, they had the distraction of work and a station full of other people, as well as separate bathrooms. There are no such buffers here.

			They decide to order room service for dinner: night is falling, and navigating Christchurch feels ambitious. The menu is entirely vegetarian, a rarity, and the costs are exorbitant. They pay with the other Laurel’s credit card. If Laurel feels like a criminal, she also wonders whether their doubles are doing the exact same thing.

			While they wait, Eli brings his laptop to the table.

			“What are you doing?” asks Laurel. They already perused the laptops at McMurdo. Like the cell phones, both had been restored to their original settings.

			“Logging onto Wi-Fi. I have an idea,” he says. “What if we can get into their faculty email addresses?”

			“Brilliant,” says Laurel. She retrieves the other laptop and opens the landing page for WiscMail.

			The NetID is easy—lsalter—and her passwords have always been apple trees. But when she tries her favorite varieties, the rectangular box shakes stubbornly.

			“I’m in,” says Eli.

			Laurel comes to peer over his shoulder. “What was the password?”

			“Physics term,” says Eli, his eyes on the screen.

			Laurel scans it, too. “There are only eight messages.”

			The emails are commonplace: spam, a utilities bill, a notice to schedule his annual physical. Most interesting is a note from the chair of the physics department. She welcomes Eli back from Antarctica and confirms that his leave extends through summer: he isn’t due on campus until the spring semester begins in May.

			“And all of them have come in since the dive. He must have emptied this account, too.” Eli sighs. “They knew what they were doing.”

			“More than we did, at least. Why were they so cautious? I didn’t even think about my laptop.”

			“Maybe they were more confident that the portal was real. They might have planned more than we did. More tracks to cover up, if they didn’t want to leave a trail.”

			A waiter arrives, balancing a large tray between his hand and shoulder. He spreads a white cloth over the table. First, he unloads silverware, napkins, and ice water with dainty paper covers. The meals themselves are hidden under ostentatious silver domes. Eli doesn’t pay much attention, but Laurel thinks of the galley, where the kitchen staff take pride in what they do. She understands the waiter’s choreography as a dignified performance, and she tips enough to make Eli raise an eyebrow.

			The food is extravagant. Laurel can taste the cream and butter, things she’s gone so long without. By the end of the meal, she feels lethargic. Eli offers her the first shower, but she waves him ahead and lies down. After McMurdo’s vinyl mattresses, the bed is a revelation: springy and thick, with a duvet instead of an army blanket. A wide-screen TV is bolted to the wall. Laurel turns it on.

			A blond woman stands beside a firepit. She wears high heels and a bikini. Facing her, six men stand wide-legged in swim trunks, their hands clasped in front. Surveying them, the woman says, “I want to couple up with this boy because—”

			Laurel changes the channel. A kitchen appears, chaotically cluttered. Belongings teeter atop every surface.

			“After being provided with a face mask,” a narrator says, “Beverly agreed to go back inside her sister’s house.”

			Laurel watches Beverly proceed with lazy, morbid fascination. She wishes that Louis and Charlie were here—Louis providing running commentary, Charlie injecting compassion—and then she remembers stretching in the break room, chatty and deviceless, the tension in her hamstrings melting. When Eli returns from the bathroom, she’s turned the TV off. Instead, she holds the wall, working on her calves.

			“Sorry,” she says, embarrassed. “Long flight.”

			“Probably a good idea,” says Eli.

			Laurel brings her pajamas to the bathroom. Every detail feels luxurious: the heat and pressure of the water, the thick towels, the bath mat beneath her feet. If she and Eli were still together, she would only put on one of the plush, heavy robes that hang from a peg behind the door. Instead, she changes into the other Laurel’s pin-striped pajamas.

			When she opens the door, the bedroom lights have been turned off.

			“Can you see?” asks Eli, anxious, and she realizes that he’s tried to give her privacy.

			“Just fine,” she says. “Thank you.”

			Without the blanket screen, they have no barrier. Eli lies on top of the other queen, pulling his right knee to the left.

			“You were right,” he says. “It feels good to stretch.”

			Laurel smiles. She climbs onto her bed and takes the same position.

			“Try looking over your right shoulder,” she suggests.

			She hears his head brush the pillow as it rotates. Then he gasps.

			“Laurel, be reasonable,” says Eli. “We’re almost forty.”

			“You always have to go to the extreme. Ease off a little,” Laurel says. “Then try it again, but be patient.”

			Eli returns to his starting position. This time, the sound of his head on the pillow is slower, longer, Eli making little grunts of progress. At last, he sighs.

			“See?” she says. “Now do the other side.”

			They turn to the right together. Laurel extends her arms, feeling her shoulders open. After some time, Eli becomes quiet, and she assumes that he’s fallen asleep.

			Then he says, “I should have done things differently.”

			Laurel startles. “In Antarctica?”

			“No,” says Eli. “As a father.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I left early in the morning, and I spent evenings in my office. When Silas knocked, I asked him to wait. I said I’d come out when I was done.”

			Laurel absorbs this quietly. Eli is right. And though there should be satisfaction in hearing him acknowledge it, she can only think of feeding Silas peas and want to cry.

			“I let you think you were the bad one,” Eli says.

			Laurel draws her knees to her chest.

			“Because you thought I was,” she ventures.

			“No. Because it was easier. You made the mistake in Michigan, but I made others. I was distracted. I didn’t make enough time for him—not like you did.”

			Laurel straightens her legs on the bed. “My work wasn’t going very well.”

			For the reality feels more complicated. Yes: she was the mother, expected to serve as the primary parent. What she set aside was not just work but a private, musing voice that had been with her all her life. She had less capacity for internal conversation: the call-and-response of her mind as it moved this way and that, remarking on what it saw, pursuing its own curiosity. This was what she envied Eli most. In becoming a parent, he didn’t have to leave so much of himself behind.

			Yet it was also true that her work was discouraging, that her motivation ebbed with the demotion to technician, and that parenthood fascinated her in ways she hadn’t expected. There were times when she resented Eli, but she never wanted to trade places.

			“And there were good things,” she adds, “about being home with him.”

			After all, what had it given her? Not just early wake-ups and cooking and bath duty, but time. Someday, when Laurel was ready, she could scroll through an encyclopedia of memories. She could tell Eli about them, but they weren’t his.

			“I know,” he says. “I see that now.”

			

			—

			Laurel wakes early, unused to the sound of traffic. She changes into fresh clothes and slips downstairs with the other Laurel’s tote bag and laptop. In the lobby, individual yogurts have been stacked beside large bowls of fresh fruit, most of it uneaten. There are four different kinds of milk. Dizzied by choice, wondering how much will be thrown away, Laurel brings a small plate and a coffee to a window seat.

			Outside, showers unscroll from the sky. She hasn’t seen rain since leaving Wisconsin. Fellow travelers dial into conference calls or shake the newspaper open. The scene almost feels normal. If Laurel keeps close to her purpose, maybe she can find her way here.

			She pulls up the other Laurel’s email account again. For the password, she tries two more apple trees without success. Only three guesses are allowed for each verification attempt, so she opts to answer a security question.

			What is your favorite fungus?

			A jolt in her stomach: Laurel Two must have written this question. Laurel tries Cadophora, to no effect. Pisolithus microcarpus is the species she used for her maze experiments, and she wonders if the other Laurel has studied it, too. But when she submits that answer, the password box shakes again.

			Laurel looks out of the window. A hazy orange sun struggles against clouds. Which fungi have captured her own imagination? The red-capped A. muscaria is too obvious an answer.

			In Michigan, while Silas slept, a pattern of black cord beckoned from a wooded path. As if following a rope, she walked away from the beach, into the trees. The memory repels her, but could it be—?

			Laurel types armillariagallica. It works like a key.

		

	
		
			10

			 

			Anima

			The cemetery near Laurel and Eli’s house exists in the antiuniverse, too, but with an unfamiliar building at its heart.

			In the universe of their birth, tombstones continued unimpeded from Glenway Street to Highland Avenue. Native mounds spread through the northeast corner. The Catholic section occupied the northwest corner, the Jewish one a small southwestern plot. More recently, two sections were established for the Hmong. The Union Soldier’s Lot and Confederate Rest bracketed the mausoleum.

			Here, the effigy mounds remain, built in chorus with the land. But there are no soldiers’ plots, and the mausoleum is absent. Stranger still, every tombstone is blank. In the center of the cemetery is a white building. Its shape alone is notable: an oval dome, like a half-buried egg. There is a skylight, but no windows. The entrance is flanked by guards.

			Laurel wonders what happens inside. She doesn’t ask. As immigrants to this universe, Laurel and Eli are intensely aware of what they don’t know. They fear exposure as not-Eli, not-Laurel, not-of-this-place.

			So she watches.

			On this September morning, Laurel sits on a bench. A short distance away, workers erect a white tent. These appear at different places on the grounds, always over a tombstone. The tent is accompanied by a covered walkway, made of the same material, which leads to the white building. Both the tent and the tunnel have clearly been designed for privacy: the action inside takes place in silhouette.

			Nothing distinguishes this installation until a figure emerges from the walkway. Laurel has seen him before, ducking in and out of tents: a tall Asian man with an asymmetrical haircut. He wears a long, black coat.

			As he passes her bench, the man nods at Laurel. Flustered, she returns the gesture; he’s never addressed her before. Paths radiate diagonally from the white building. At the far end, they intersect with a loop that encloses the cemetery. The man takes the nearest spoke to that outer ring, which he follows before branching to the sidewalk.

			Laurel stands without thinking and follows him. She reaches the loop at the same time as the man does the crosswalk. There he stops, turning his head both ways to look for cars, which puts Laurel in his peripheral vision. She ducks into the grass.

			“Ma’am,” barks a guard, “please keep to the paths.”

			Several people turn to look at Laurel disapprovingly. Shamed, she hustles back to the loop. Has she broken some social code? What if she’d wanted to put flowers on a grave?

			By the time she reaches the crosswalk, the man in the dark coat is gone. Laurel walks briskly to discharge the sense of being chastised. A pebble slips into her sandal. She pauses behind a woman with a stroller to jiggle her foot.

			When Laurel turns on to her street, she sees the man again. She shrinks back to avoid being noticed as he continues down the block. He stops at the house before hers. On the porch, a swing drifts loosely in the wind. The man lifts a hand to knock on the door of Laurel’s neighbor, Beth.

			

			
				
				—
			

			When Laurel and Eli landed in Madison, stiff-legged and underslept, her cell phone showed one new voicemail. She played it for him on speakerphone.

			“Welcome home, you two,” someone said. “The renters are gone, and the cleaners are finished. You’re all set to move back in.”

			They took a cab from the airport. As it entered their old neighborhood, Laurel seized with suspense. The oldest-looking houses were angular and made of concrete. Their Cape Cod looked new in comparison: the cedar shingles hadn’t silvered. Solar panels hopscotched on the roof, and a hybrid was parked in the driveway. The front yard had no apple trees.

			Laurel carried the mushroom tote bag she’d found in the lab at McMurdo. One of her double’s keys opened the door.

			Certain features of the house matched those of the one she had recently sold: the bookshelves and bay windows, the woodstove with its long black pipe. But the kitchen was a slightly darker yellow than Eli had once painted theirs, and the bedroom’s creaky floorboard had traveled two planks over.

			After her walk-through, Laurel returned downstairs. “I haven’t seen a single photo in this place,” she said.

			Laurel and Eli’s walls had been hung with family photos. Maisie had framed the Polaroids from their wedding. Silas’s school pictures staggered above the staircase. In the hallway, the Rosens stood in front of their Chicago brownstone, and the Salters waved from the orchard.

			“They must have taken everything down for the renters,” said Eli, but he seemed distracted. His eyes had a haunted look, and he still hadn’t moved from the couch.

			Laurel came to sit beside him. “We don’t have to stay here. We could sell the house and find places to rent.”

			“Simpler this way,” said Eli. “You take the upstairs bedroom. I’ll sleep in my office.”

			Laurel didn’t press him. She understood that he wanted distance from the second floor. When Silas died, Laurel and Eli had agreed on one thing: they would not dismantle his bedroom. Eli slept there until he moved into his own apartment. After that, Laurel couldn’t bring herself to open the door. By the time she sold the house, a shroud of dust had settled over the bed. Silas’s last Lego creation—a Jedi training diorama—still sat on the rug. Maisie and Gloria came over to help. Just as Laurel needed, they worked briskly and in quiet. Afterward, she stored a box of keepsakes. The rest she donated. Somewhere, another child could build Yoda’s planet, Dagobah, again.

			Here, what had been Silas’s room was the other Laurel’s office. This room had been emptied for the renters, too. Laurel repopulated it with the contents of the boxes she found in the closet. She propped a dried reishi on the wide oak desk. On the shelves, she set fungal artifacts beside books. Last, she hung the walls with tree slices coated in varnish. Hyphae layered through the heartwood: each specimen had been preserved in a different stage of decomposition.

			She found no Armillaria, in mushroom or rhizomorph form. This was both a relief and a puzzle.

			Laurel put the placemaker from Louis in one of the oak desk’s many drawers. She hung her double’s shawl over the chair; to keep it close felt like a sign of respect. Laurel Two might have unnerved her, even assumed her identity—but Laurel was also a guest, living in a stranger’s home, using her clothes and her bank account.

			Every day, Laurel and Eli noticed something new. One morning, a young man rang the doorbell. When Laurel answered, he produced a petition against VR headsets in the workplace. Time’s latest issue sounded the death knell of the Metaverse (“Facing Mass Depression and Anxiety, Psychologists Prescribe Physical Life”). The local grocery co-op had no meat section. As a vegetarian, Laurel found this refreshing, but she still inquired out of curiosity. The clerk stared as though she had inquired about the human heads.

			Like Eli, Laurel would resume teaching in spring, when the academic year began. Until then, they agreed to pursue separate lines of inquiry. Eli’s task was antiuniverse physics. They assigned biology to Laurel.

			“Thank God for Google,” Eli said.

			It was late September. They lay on lawn chairs in the yard below a warm sun.

			“I don’t think I want to use the internet,” said Laurel.

			By Eli’s expression, she might have suggested that they swap the hybrid for a horse. “What do you mean?”

			Laurel propped herself on one side. “We’re meant to learn by interacting, don’t you think? Think of a baby, a kid. I don’t think I’ll understand this place very well if all I do is read about it.”

			The second reason, which she did not share, was that Google overwhelmed her. Everything she wanted to know about this universe, and anything she didn’t, was instantly accessible. Laurel had Googled something once, after her first trip to the grocery store. She had purchased a butternut squash and wanted to remind herself of the best roasting temperature. As soon as she typed the name of the vegetable, an AI summary appeared onscreen: Butternut squash originated in Argentina—then known as New Peru (Nuevo Perú)—in the late 6000s. Its first extinction occurred during the Fire Age of 5048–3772. Laurel slammed the computer shut. If she had learned anything so far, it was that titrating information kept her sane—or, at least, saner.

			She and Eli worked separately until evening. Over dinner, they shared what they’d learned. There was a high to the learning curve, but sometimes, wrongness descended like a pall. One evening, Maisie called. The dissonance was overwhelming: her voice was painfully familiar, her personhood a total mystery. Laurel’s appetite faded. Afterward, she put earplugs in and lay down to mute the senses, the barrage of new.

			The next morning, her cell phone rang. It was Clare Two, the other Laurel’s mother, and not for the first time. There was no one Laurel felt more nervous to meet, but to avoid her any longer would only rouse suspicion.

			They made plans to meet for lunch at a café (“Your favorite,” said Clare). As she approached the blue-and-white awning, Laurel’s stomach plummeted. What mother wouldn’t know her own daughter? But when she entered the café, it was Laurel who found herself fooled. The other Clare wore her hair in a familiar braid; her posture was characteristically straight; and her face held all the careful warmth of the Clare she’d always known. Laurel could not believe that this woman was not her mother.

			She sank into Clare’s arms. Clare rubbed her back as she cried.

			“I know,” Clare said. “It’s been a long time.”

			Even the parallels between universes were disorienting. Breakfast still came before dinner, even though the dinner of September 7 preceded breakfast on the sixth. The intervening sleep felt exactly the same as one in which time flowed forward. It was possible to see that they were moving backward only on a larger scale. In anticipation of the 2016 election, yard signs began to appear throughout the neighborhood. Most supported Barack Obama, who promised to restore hope after a second Trump presidency and the wreckage of Covid-19.

			They could at least chart time by the natural world. As September moved toward August, the weather became warmer. Animals picked at caved-in pumpkins on the side of the street, and maple leaves reeled from red to green.

			

			—

			The man in the dark coat returns to Beth’s house several days later. This time, an ambulance follows, and paramedics carry someone indoors on a stretcher. Beth stands on the porch with her palm to her mouth. One year ago, in another universe, Laurel brought apples over before leaving for McMurdo.

			In the following weeks, medical professionals arrive frequently, all of them wearing black scrubs. Other visitors come with food or flowers. Laurel’s curiosity escalates. At the end of August, she makes an apple crumble and knocks on the door herself.

			“Oh, Laurel,” says Beth, “it’s you.” She’s barefoot in a linen dress, her orangeish hair clipped back. “I’m so sorry I haven’t come by; you’ll have to tell me all about Antarctica. It’s just that—well, I’m sure you’ve guessed. My mother was born.”

			Laurel nearly drops the apple crumble. Beth ushers her inside, Laurel following hastily and certain that she can’t have heard right. Like Beth One, Beth Two must be an art teacher: an easel stands in the living room, and charcoal drawings line the hallway. In the kitchen, Laurel sets her crumble beside a Tupperware of pasta salad. Beth plates two pieces, thanking her, and leads Laurel to the garden.

			“We’ll have to keep our voices down,” Beth says. “She’s sleeping—but would you like to see her?”

			Laurel nods. She has the sense of standing on a cliff, and peering over.

			Beth sets their plates on a small outdoor table. Facing the garden is a bedroom. The French doors stand open, and a light breeze moves between spaces.

			Inside, a changing station, stocked with cloth diapers, stands beside a rolling cart of medical supplies. Opposite is a recliner where Beth has clearly been sleeping. A geometric mobile hangs from the ceiling, and a wheelchair waits beside the door.

			The centerpiece is a canopy bed, hung with gauzy curtains. Through a part in the fabric, Laurel sees Beth’s mother.

			“I’ve named her Helen,” Beth whispers. “Modern, but I think it suits her.”

			Helen looks nothing like a newborn. If anything, she seems close to death. She breathes with difficulty, and her skin has a blue tinge. She lies on her back, swaddled in blankets like a moth in a cocoon. When she squirms, a flailing hand emerges, and Laurel sees something brown under her nails.

			The bed has been affixed with guardrails. Reaching over, Beth tucks the arm back inside the blanket. Though Helen is the size of an adult, she wears the same style of pink-and-blue cap that Silas wore home from the hospital.

			“She’s beautiful, isn’t she?” says Beth, with the harried radiance—the love-drunk glow—of early parenthood. Helen turns her head in Beth’s direction. Her pupils drift above a cloud of cataracts.

			Laurel manages to nod. Later, she considers her biases and wonders if infants, too, are an acquired taste.

			Beth brings a baby monitor back to the garden. “I like to sit where I can see her. I haven’t slept in my own bed since she arrived. Overworrying, I know; it’s not like she can get up and leave. She’ll need treatment for the next few months—breast cancer—and it’ll be at least a year before she’s walking,” says Beth. “Isn’t it a racket, what they charge for wheelchairs?”

			“Criminal,” Laurel stammers.

			“I mean, you wait all your life to find out who your parents are. For decades, you wonder: What will they look like? Will you feel a connection right away? The doorbell rings, and I’m thinking, It’s a package. Then I see the ambulance. When they pulled back the sheet, I knew she was mine,” Beth says. “Was it like that for you?”

			Lightheaded, Laurel stares across the table. Beth must be referring to Clare: perhaps she, like Helen, was delivered to the other Laurel. But this Laurel can only think of Silas.

			“I imagined so many faces,” she says, “but I can’t picture them now. As soon as you see the person, you think, It couldn’t have been anyone else.”

			“That’s just it.” With preternatural instinct, Beth’s eyes dart to the monitor. On screen, Helen mewls and settles, gray-toned. “Gosh, I’m jumpy! I didn’t think all this would feel so new to me. The overtaker said she’s eighty-eight, which isn’t much older than my students. But it’s completely different when they’re yours.”

			Afterward, Laurel will remember what Beth said about her students, but in the moment, she fixates on one word.

			“The overtaker,” she echoes. “That’s who brought your mother home? The man in the black coat?”

			“Of course,” Beth says. “Kenji Nakamura.”

			Seeing her confusion, Laurel changes the subject. They eat the apple crumble while discussing formula. At the end of the visit, Beth touches her arm.

			“Laurel, I just have to tell you,” she says. “I have a new appreciation for your work. I suppose most of us take it for granted—the miracle of Mother Earth.”

			

			—

			Eli opens a box of pizza. “What does your work have to do with it?”

			They sit in their old seats in the dining room. Laurel raises her arms in an exaggerated shrug.

			“And Beth must have meant undertaker, right?” Eli adds.

			Laurel says, “She seemed pretty clear.”

			“Well, she also said that Helen, her eighty-eight-year-old mother, had just been born.”

			“What if she was?”

			“Come on. Who gave birth to her?”

			The pizzeria down the block still doesn’t use enough cheese. Laurel tears open a packet of parmesan.

			“That,” she says, “is the question.”

			The next day, she returns to the cemetery. If she can’t enter the white building, she’ll have to observe from the grounds.

			From the top of the hill, the wheel-like structure of the paths is more apparent. She can better see the skylight, too: an oculus with sixteen sectors. Neither of these details clarify the purpose of the building. Through the skylight, Laurel can only glimpse a wall whose color—muted blue—reminds her of a hospital.

			The building’s round white stone makes it seem out of time. It is unlike the boxy, concrete older houses, as well as the newer-looking wooden ones. Benches have been placed not on the grass but within the paths themselves. Initially, this struck Laurel as odd. Now she remembers the security guard’s rebuke when she strayed from the walkways herself.

			A young, pregnant couple sits on the nearest bench, so Laurel walks to the next one. It faces away from the guards, toward the margins of the cemetery. She looks out at the tombstones. All are equal in size, without religious symbols or text.

			Laurel kneels to examine the nearest one. A twig jabs into her shin. She tries to brush it aside, but the twig doesn’t move.

			She glances over her shoulder at the guards. One is talking to a visitor; the other is eating a sandwich. Laurel turns back to the tombstone. She sweeps away dirt to reveal something smooth: not a twig, after all, but a wire.

			An aggressive beeping sounds from the white building. Laurel rocks back to her feet, pulse speeding, and looks at the entrance again. Someone stands at the door: an employee, judging by his black scrubs and coat. The man hands his keycard to the guards in confusion.

			Laurel kneels over the tombstone again, working quickly. Her fingers find a latticework of other wires, fine as rhizomorphs.

			They converge at a small screen. At her touch, it powers on.

			She expects the screen to solve the mystery of the blank tombstones. It might display identifying information, or even an obituary. Instead, Laurel finds something more baffling: an electrical readout.

			The readout measures watts—total power—over the course of each day. Laurel’s mind goes first to fungi: based on the placement of the wires, the source seems to be underground. But the signal doesn’t look like one she’s ever seen. In fungi, electricity spikes slowly. These peaks are much more frequent. The strength is more powerful, too: almost one hundred watts, more than a thousand times what she would expect for even a large fungal body.

			

			—

			In her universe, Laurel could bike to campus in no more than fifteen minutes. This trip takes double the time: the campus population is unusually geriatric. At crosswalks, people ambulate slowly with the aid of canes or walkers. Laurel wonders whether she and Eli arrived during a spate of class reunions.

			She locks the bike next to the lab. At the entrance, she stops to steel herself. If she encounters a colleague, she’ll have to be quick on her feet. In Antarctica, Kwame didn’t seem to see through her, but Nita was there to help.

			Laurel takes the gold ring out of her tote bag. Three of its keys are full-sized; the fourth is tiny, as if made for a miniature padlock. She skips over this one, as well as the key to the house, and tries the other two. The first key doesn’t move, but the second is a perfect fit.

			The layout of the lab hasn’t changed: the same sixteen bays, the open workspace behind them. The air is cool and slightly moist; as always, it smells like a forest. Laurel sees no other people—only insects, which skitter through mycelia in the viewing windows. For seconds, she stands still, awash in womb-like comfort.

			She sits at the computer. The faculty folder is organized alphabetically. It starts with B, which means that Gloria Albert is missing. This is not completely unexpected—in Laurel’s world, she had retired—but she still feels a rush of disappointment.

			Laurel finds her own name easily. Its presence is as unsettling as the absence of Gloria’s.

			As she double-clicks the folder, the door to the cold room opens. A blinding circle of light appears. Laurel screams.

			Samir turns off a headlamp. “Laurel?”

			“Samir.” She gasps her laughter. “You scared me.”

			Samir’s compact frame is wiry, his dark hair buzzed and bleached. “How do you think I felt?” he says, faux indignant. “You’re supposed to be off this summer.”

			“Fair enough.” She’s glad to see him. In her universe, she took his place as lab tech; in this one, Laurel Two became a professor, and Samir has clearly stayed. “Why are you wearing a headlamp?”

			“The light in the cold room is out. I found this in your caving supplies,” he says. “How was the South Pole?”

			Laurel has never worked with fungi in caves. She suppresses thoughts of Michigan and Armillaria.

			“Mind-boggling,” she says.

			“I bet. And now you’re here to see your samples, even though I told you I’d babysit them until May. Oh, drop the act,” he says, mistaking her confusion for theatrics. “You’re in luck. The initial variations are…well, you’ll see.”

			He leads her to a series of chambers. Laurel recognizes the first as a mixing chamber, used to combine atmospheric gases. The other cubes are smaller, with clear plexiglass walls.

			“I started by mixing gases. Once I had the right proportions for a particular set of conditions, I used an input tube to feed that combination into an individual chamber; then I made additional adjustments for temperature and humidity. Each simulation has a UV light, which I programmed to mimic night and day.”

			Laurel doesn’t have to pretend to be impressed. “Incredible work.”

			“I try.” Samir points to the simulation chamber farthest left. “This is our control: current Antarctic conditions. I set temperature at fourteen degrees Fahrenheit and relative humidity at seventy-five percent. The rest is the same as it is everywhere on earth: twenty-one percent oxygen, seventy-eight nitrogen, et cetera.”

			Samir removes a plate. Fossil pieces sit inert in the center of a sponge. Scattered around them are chopped squares of mycelium.

			“They don’t look very happy,” says Laurel.

			“No,” Samir agrees. He shows her the second box. In these plates, the fossilized wood is unchanged, but the fungal squares have morphed into spreading, feathery hyphae. “They did a little better when I cranked the heat to fifty and increased the CO2. Then I nudged the oxygen to twenty-five percent.”

			He guides her to the third chamber. Laurel can’t comprehend what she sees. The fossil pieces have softened, losing their shape. Hyphae have formed concentric circles around them, like the rings inside a tree.

			“And the fourth chamber?” she asks.

			When Samir speaks, his voice is hushed, as though they’ve entered a church.

			“Temperature is fifty-five,” he says. “Humidity is ninety. Oxygen is thirty percent, nitrogen sixty-nine. Tripled carbon dioxide.”

			Laurel’s palms become hot. She recognizes the numbers that Laurel Two starred in her notebook. Under these conditions, the fossilized wood has transformed: what were once silver shards have become pulpy and brown. Rising out of that stew is what looks like a half-decomposed twig.

			Samir opens the simulation to retrieve a single plate.

			“This one has had more time,” he says.

			The twig is now undeniable. It stands in the center of the rings that the hyphae traced. The hyphae, meanwhile, have thickened to bolster the base. At the top is a leaf: fragile, but whole and very green.

			Laurel wills her brain to work faster. She knows that she is near to a great understanding, one that will forever change her sense of nature and its abilities. It dances just out of her grasp.

			“Congratulations,” says Samir. “The first atmospheric recipe for forest composition in Antarctica.”

			The dawning knowledge, then, like sunlight over a hill.

			Until Laurel left for college, she went to church with her parents on holidays. Inwardly, though, she was skeptical: God, as He was imagined in religion, seemed unnecessary. The story of the universe was this: cells splitting, blocks building. If that counted as intelligence, it had no human face. Nature, Laurel thought, was not a noun but a verb, an ongoing impulse to create.

			It could be mindless. A compulsion. But the way nature plays—with pattern, with shape—reminds her of a scientist or artist. Is it a coincidence that bronchi branch like trees, or that the neural network in the brain is structured like a galaxy? The pupil of an eye looks like a dying star; and, across the Milky Way, the double helix nebula twists like DNA.

			Try it, nature seems to say. Make planets from rock and others from gas. Try life with one cell, then with many. Try this fish with those fins, that leaf with this spine. Try it with feet. Give it wings. Split it in half; test it forward and back. Take the arrow of life. Make it curve. Try it in water, on land, aboveground and below.

			Try time as a line, then a circle.

			Standing with Samir, Laurel glimpses a glistening web: the cemetery screens, the strength of the signal, the role of the overtaker. All of this is linked to Helen, suspended between threads, and expressed in Beth’s words: the miracle of Mother Earth.

			

			—

			Eli sits in his office. Seeing Laurel, he stands. “What’s wrong?”

			It seems impossible. But is the process any less far-fetched the other way around? In her world, too, life does not end as it begins: the body, born of another, is one day absorbed by earth.

			“In our world, fungi decompose living things,” says Laurel. “But here?”

			Even the word “human,” Gloria wrote, comes from “humus”: Latin for soil. Laurel thinks of Beth’s mother. The brown substance under her nails was dirt.

			“Here,” she says, “fungi compose them.”

			

			—

			Now she Googles. And goes to the library, where she sits beside a stack of heavy books. At home, she tells Eli what she’s learned.

			“In our world, a tree starts as a seed. After exposure to water and air, as well as the right temperature, the first root bursts out. The tree grows, it decays, and fungi spread its nutrients through soil.”

			Nighttime in mid-August: the windows are finally open, humidity leaching from the air. The crickets hum summer’s white noise.

			“Now imagine the reverse. With the help of fungi, a seed composes in soil. It comes out weak and rickety—to our mind, old. The plant and fungi live symbiotically until the plant is fully composed. That can take years, even decades.”

			Laurel perches, jittery, on the arm of the couch. To face her, Eli sits sideways. Laurel can feel his admiration. Eli has scoured the data from other neutrino detectors, looking for results that mirror ANITA’s findings. These would imply the presence of high-energy neutrinos—and high-energy neutrinos, he hopes, would point to a portal. He hasn’t found any.

			“Slowly, the plant becomes younger,” she continues. “A tree turns into a sapling, then a sprout. Eventually its genetic information is absorbed by other plants of the same species. Those young cells help the others to stay healthy.”

			“I’m with you,” Eli says.

			“Good,” she says, “because here’s where things get weird. Usually, in our world, matter that was living decomposes—but not always. If decomposition is interrupted, a fossil forms instead.”

			“Right.”

			“Here, a fossil is like a seed.”

			“Now you’ve lost me.”

			“Think of it this way. Fossils are out of step with time. Like any seed, they only grow under certain conditions. Scientists know that fossils will compose at some point in the future, but to find out when, they have to date them.”

			“Which is what Laurel and Kwame Two were doing?”

			“That’s my guess. They knew that Antarctica would be forested one day; they’d found the fossils to prove it. Laurel Two was trying to identify the conditions that enable the fossils to grow. I think that Kwame’s job is to estimate when that climate will come to be.”

			Eli’s mouth opens slowly. “If plants compose, does that mean that animals do, too?”

			Laurel nods. “A skeleton is a fossil that hasn’t yet been born.”

			“Keep going,” says Eli.

			Laurel does her best thinking in motion: when Silas was a baby, she walked with him strapped to her chest, dictating notes into an app on her iPhone. Now she paces in front of the fireplace.

			“In our universe, decomposition begins when life ends. Blood becomes acidic; cell walls break down; fungi and bacteria chop proteins into pieces. Only bones are left, at least for a century or so; after that, they turn into dust. In this universe, though, bacteria and fungi glue molecules together. Cells form, then tissues, then organs.”

			Eager, Eli cuts in. “Because of the laws of entropy.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“The arrow of our universe points toward increasing disorder,” he says. “Ice melts. Bodies age. Things fall apart. But this universe moves toward the Big Bang, and entropy is reversed.”

			“Things build up,” says Laurel, catching on. “Molecules join other molecules. Complexity increases. But the process is noisy and prone to error, so most newborn adults have some kind of disease.”

			“The same thing they died of in our world?”

			“If Helen is any indication. Beth said she’s still being treated, so maybe that’s what happens in the white building. It could be a kind of reverse hospice—a nursery. And since the overtaker knew to bring Helen to Beth’s house, they must do genetic testing, matching newborns to their closest living relatives.”

			“But what about new life?” asks Eli. “Babies…”

			“Maybe the definition is different. Newborns are people like Helen, and the elderly are kids.”

			“So people live for decades before they meet their parents?”

			Laurel thinks about the mirror. “Well, it’s the opposite for us. You don’t know who your children will be until you have them. In this universe, the order is reversed. You take care of your parents, and then your parents take care of you.”

			Eli presses his palms to the sides of his head. “Do you realize what that means? Everyone outlives their children.”

			The chill she feels then goes down to the bone. “Eli, if I were alone here, I think I’d lose my mind.”

			“Me, too,” he says. “You’re the only reason I’m fairly sure I haven’t already.”

			Laurel drops onto the sofa. The cushion presses back against her thighs. In moments of overwhelm, she squeezes her own hand, reassured by its solidity. This time, she almost leans against Eli. The impulse spooks her. Their relationship is stable because they’ve sanitized it—and surely what she wants is just the comfort of another body. The next time Laurel sees Clare, she’ll give her a longer hug than usual.

			

			—

			An email confirms her spring course assignment: the Principles of Composition. Before she can design it, Laurel has to teach herself.

			In the other Laurel’s office, she dismantles everything she thought she knew about the natural world. Sometimes she stares in awe at the tree slices threaded with hyphae. Here, fungi are not agents of decay; instead, like dark matter, they hold material together.

			She emails Kwame about Samir’s findings. In July, Kwame sends her an initial hypothesis. That month is unseasonably cool. Laurel bikes to her favorite Vietnamese restaurant and returns with takeout containers of pho.

			“I heard from Kwame this morning,” she tells Eli. “He thinks that the fossil forest will compose in about three hundred million years—and I can check his work.”

			Eli transfers the broth into bowls. “Because our past is their future?”

			“Exactly. And the Kwame in our world, the one who discovered the fossil forest? He dated them back to the same period, before the Permian-Triassic mass extinction.”

			Eli looks thoughtful. Several hours later, she hears his footsteps outside her office. Laurel leaves the door cracked, but he always knocks.

			When she waves him inside, he asks, “Do you know when Helen died in our universe?”

			Laurel shakes her head. “I had left for McMurdo by then. But before that, Beth said…” She pauses, trying to remember. “I think she said that it would be likely within a year.”

			Eli is holding his laptop. He sets it down on her desk.

			“These are the birth announcements for last month,” he says. Beneath a heading—September 2017—Laurel sees Helen’s name. “You came to Antarctica in October of 2016. This would have been one year later.”

			Laurel cocks her head. “What are you thinking?”

			“Do you remember how the birth dates on our drivers’ licenses didn’t make sense?”

			Laurel thinks back to the moment on the plane when they puzzled over the strange years. She had not intentionally committed hers to memory, but she recalls it right away.

			“Mine was 2068,” she says.

			“And mine was 2070,” says Eli.

			They look at each other.

			“The years our doubles were born,” says Laurel.

			The second implication follows on the tail of this one.

			“And…in our world, the years we die,” says Eli. “You’d go two years before me.”

			The thought is chilling. It feels as though she knows something she shouldn’t, stolen from the other side. She can tell by Eli’s face that he has more to tell her.

			“If people here are born on the day—and in the same way—that they died in our world, then that should be the case for Silas,” he says. “August 18, 2014: we’d only have to wait three years.”

			“But that would be the other Silas,” says Laurel. “Silas Two.”

			“Think of Helen, though. She started life as an old woman, but developmentally, she’s a baby.” Eli puts a hand on her shoulder. “We’d raise him as ours.”

			Until now, Eli has played the role of skeptic. Laurel hasn’t seen him with the zeal of a believer.

			“What about our plan?” she asks. “We were supposed to cross back to our world in July.”

			“I know.” He exhales, removing his hand. “And we can try. We will try. But when we made that plan, we had no data. Now we do. If Silas’s double is born here, he’ll need us.”

			Laurel listens with quiet devastation. It would be easy to lash out, but Eli looks as pained as she feels.

			“Everything we worked for,” she says. “It was all for him—for Silas One.”

			“Maybe we only thought it was,” says Eli.

			The room feels dense with the presence of both boys, each half real and half theoretical.

			“Say we stay here, and we find the other Silas,” Laurel says. “What then? We don’t want him to keep getting younger.”

			“The rest of the plan would stay the same. I’d still look for portals. We’d bring him home.”

			That night, Laurel runs a bath. Could Silas Two really be within reach? The thought sobers her as much as it has invigorated Eli. If he’s right, gone is the era of daydreaming, the whole deck of possible cards. Partly Laurel is angry at her own naivete. The Duoverse has its own rules, just as Eli thought it would.

			What did she propose at McMurdo? We use the antiuniverse like a time machine. Only now does she recognize her delusion. She wanted to believe they could skate through this world untouched. Laurel eases into the water. To her, living here feels as strange as walking backward, but Silas Two would be a native. If they find him, she and Eli will need to adapt.

			

			
				
				—
			

			She meets Maisie for the first time over frozen custard. Maisie squeals at the sight of her, and Laurel’s apprehension melts. When they hug, she lifts Maisie off the ground.

			They sit at a picnic table, bare-shouldered, Maisie’s red tendrils floating in the sun. When Laurel misses a reference, she ascribes it to winter-over syndrome. Maisie listens with concern as she explains the symptoms: absentmindedness, memory loss. As summer wanes, Laurel’s stumbles become less frequent. She observes like a detective, listens more than she talks. This new facility disturbs her. It doesn’t seem like a good thing, a talent for impersonation. Yet there are moments, with Maisie, when it doesn’t feel that way at all. One day, Laurel and Eli join Maisie’s family at Vilas Beach. Maisie braids Laurel’s hair while the girls—Hazel and Frankie—bury Noah and Eli in sand. Laurel leans back on Maisie’s knees. The closeness she feels is so genuine that it seems there must be some essence of the Maisie she knows in this one; and she wonders if part of the reason she can slip into the other Laurel’s skin is not because she’s a thief but because the same is true of them.

			

			—

			Memories of the people they left behind emerge in the same way that those of Silas did. It feels like an optical illusion: people cease to be only themselves. Sitting with Maisie or Clare, Laurel sees two of them instead.

			“Are you okay, honey?” Maisie asks once. “Your eyes kind of glazed over.”

			It’s a kind of double consciousness, as painful as it is distracting. To manage here, Laurel must choose one image—one person.

			In June, seeking comfort, she searches for mushrooms. She finds fawn-colored morels at the base of an elm tree. The ridges are filled with fine dust. As a tree composes, it sheds fungal cells, which disintegrate as spores and fall. Absorbed by the cups of waiting mushrooms, they feed the mycelium underground.

			A red fox watches Laurel with slanted amber eyes. It seems surprisingly unperturbed by her presence. When she steps back from the elm, the fox pauses, motionless; then it pounces on the mushrooms. Bounding away with its prize, the fox seems to smile in triumph.

			That evening, the animal’s behavior strikes Laurel as even more peculiar. Foxes typically run at the sight of humans, but this one didn’t see her as a threat. And why did it target the morels? She’s only seen foxes eat fungi in fall, when more appealing prey are scarce.

			Laurel solves the riddle just before she falls asleep. The fox was unafraid of her for the reason it hunted mushrooms—the same reason that she couldn’t find meat in the grocery store. If life here moves from old age to infancy, the body shrinks until it blinks out of existence. There are no remains after death.

			

			—

			Laurel will teach the Principles of Composition in Science Hall, the auditorium where she first saw Gloria. In Laurel’s world, a Google search for Gloria Albert brought up thousands of hits, from the Washington Post (“ ‘Necrobiome’ of Deadwood Teems with Life”) to YouTube (“FREAKY PROF proves mushrooms GLOW IN THE DARK! [4K]”). Here, the same search conjures dozens of Gloria Alberts, but none of them are Laurel’s.

			On the first day of the semester, she wakes in a state of imposter syndrome. When she comes downstairs, a French press sits on the dining table, and Eli is making blackberry pancakes.

			“You didn’t,” Laurel says. She planned to scarf a granola bar.

			Eli slides a pancake onto her plate. “This is a big day.”

			The recipe was her father’s. Laurel savors the first bite.

			“Thank you, Eli. This is the best thing to wake up to.” She pours each of them a cup of coffee. When he sits down, she says, “I’m nervous.”

			“I know,” he says. “But you shouldn’t be. You’ve been working on this all summer.”

			“The other Laurel has probably studied it for decades.”

			“And so have you. Sure, fungi might give birth to people here, but now you know this stuff backward and forward. You’re an excellent scientist.”

			She blushes at the pep talk. The weather is ideal, and Eli tells her not to think about the dishes, so she sets off on foot. Near campus, the sidewalks are crowded, but not with the teenagers she’s used to: most students seem to be in their sixties. Science Hall’s wheelchair-accessible entrance is at the front of the building, instead of tucked to one side.

			When she enters the auditorium, an excited murmur moves through the audience. Laurel pauses in the wings to find her bearings. She hasn’t taught a course since graduate school. Even then, she was assisting someone else. These students have come for her—or, rather, they’ve come for Laurel Two. At thirty-seven, she would be solidly mid-career, even eminent: a Gloria herself.

			The hour strikes. Laurel channels Gloria’s command as she takes her place at the podium.

			

			—

			By April, the scent of lilac drifts through the air in currents. Fall was Laurel’s favorite season at the orchard, but spring came close. She savors the memory of full bloom, every tree in its fluffy petaled petticoat. The abundance was brief: soon, rain swept the flowers from their branches, and the ground was spattered with wet pink confetti.

			Laurel and Eli have spent almost six months in this universe, but she still hasn’t gone to see the orchard. She is pulled toward it viscerally—the familiar, the beloved, in this place with its upside-down rules—but she is also afraid of what she’ll find. According to property records, the orchard is owned by the same high-density buyer who bought it from the Salters in her world.

			The possibility of full bloom convinces her. Laurel asks Eli to come so that she doesn’t lose her nerve. Her breath hitches as they drive down the road that divides the orchard in two. There it is: the barn, though no sheep amble outside; the farmhouse, its paint colors all wrong, the porch too modern for her liking; and the trees, twice as many as there should be, but waving.

			Laurel doesn’t see the owner. Still, Eli parks out of sight of the farmhouse. Upper Orchard fringes the road. Silently they walk into a line of Jonagolds.

			It is not quite full bloom, but close. Laurel touches the leaves, smelling the buds, feeling the breeze in her hair. Most of the trees are flowering, though some—like the Winesaps one row over—are still bare.

			“Eli,” she says. “Look.”

			In her world, a pollinated flower matures into fruit. Here, the ground below the Winesaps is already studded with apples. Laurel picks one up. It is soft, and splits apart easily. Like the Winesaps she knows, the flesh is yellow, but something crucial is missing.

			“It doesn’t have seeds,” she says.

			Laurel looks at the branches. Where the fruit has been picked, or fallen away, a pale green cup is now exposed.

			“What is that?” Eli asks.

			“The ovary,” says Laurel. She moves farther into the trees. The perfume of the orchard is heady; it is sweet with the scent of the blossoms, sweet but turning beery from the fresh and softened fruit. Everything is red, pink, white, green, cream. She feels Eli’s presence, hushed as they are, trying not to be seen.

			He waves her over to the Braeburns. In this variety, flowers have already grown from the ovaries. Laurel prods a stand of petals open with her finger. The ovary is sticky with nectar. Bees loop from flower to flower, their hind legs furred with yellow dust. Absorbed like spores by a mushroom, the pollen will act as a fountain of youth. Some of the flowers, sufficiently full, have already closed in tight pink fists.

			“Where does the pollen come from?” Eli asks.

			The ground is strewn with the same yellow dust. Laurel suspects that this was purchased in bulk: the powder is dull in color, and there’s much more of it than she assumes could occur naturally. She walks to the neighboring property. The landscape is wilder here, with tall grasses and native prairie plants: bear’s-grape, poppy mallow, trillium.

			Interspersed among the older plants are sprouts. Vibrant yellow puffballs wobble on their tiny stems. When Laurel kneels, she accidentally jostles one. It sways before collapsing in a shower of pollen.

			She tries to hold it in her mind: the seed that composes in soil; the plant that grows into adulthood; the seedless fruit that emerges, and, when picked, exposes the ovary. The animals that bring pollen; the petals that turn into buds; the plant, immaturing to a sprout; the particulate crown. The fresh pollen falling, to be retrieved by butterflies, hummingbirds, bees. And the cycle beginning again.

			

			—

			There are things she chooses not to know. If human life begins in the ground, then how—and where—does it end?

			For once, she refuses to find out. They’ll spirit Silas back before that happens.

			Still, there are glimpses. Maisie’s daughter Hazel turns seven on Halloween. On the morning of the party, Maisie calls to ask if Laurel can come early.

			Maisie lives outside of town, in a cabin-style house with acres of land. Ghost-shaped balloons bob on the porch. Maisie weaves through picnic tables, setting out bags of candy corn.

			“Oh, thank God, you’re here,” she says. “Hazel won’t get ready. Maybe you can encourage her.”

			Laurel says hello to Noah and Frankie, four, who is stirring cat food and crayons in a water bowl (“Cooking,” Noah says). She finds Hazel in her room.

			“Hi, sweetheart,” says Laurel. “Is it okay if I come in?”

			Hazel nods. She’s cross-legged on the bed, her face paint smeared.

			Laurel takes a seat beside her. “I hear you aren’t in a birthday mood.”

			“Don’t like them,” says Hazel.

			“Why not?”

			Amid a fiefdom of stuffed animals, Hazel shrugs.

			“Can I see your party dress?” asks Laurel.

			Hazel juts her chin at a deflated nest of black and purple netting. “It’s ugly.”

			“Well, maybe we can find some party pants.” Laurel lifts a pair of velvet leggings. “These are nice.”

			“They don’t fit anymore. They’re too big.”

			The phrase is innocuous enough in Laurel’s universe, but she’s rattled by what it implies here. Hazel picks at a thread on her pajama pants.

			“You know what?” says Laurel. “It’s your birthday, and that means you’re the queen. You can stay in your pajamas, if you want. We can even call off the party.”

			Hazel’s relief is obvious. “Can we really?”

			Laurel and Maisie call the other parents. Only Eli joins them. Noah serves punch from a cauldron, and Maisie mummifies veggie dogs with strips of puff pastry. Hazel, who wears a witch’s hat with her pajamas, asks Laurel to push her on the tire swing. Frankie razes the party table of candy corn.

			“She used to have brains,” says Hazel, watching. “She acts so stupid now.”

			“That’s not very nice,” Laurel says.

			Nori, the black-and-white cat, trots over from the porch. Frankie trails behind with a fist of candy corn. She wears an uncertain expression.

			“What’s he called?” Frankie asks.

			“You know what he’s called,” says Laurel.

			Two months earlier, she and Eli came to Maisie’s house for New Year’s. Frankie spent the evening following Nori, shouting his name.

			But now she starts to cry.

			“Told you,” says Hazel.

			Maisie runs over from the picnic table. “What happened?”

			“It’s nothing,” Laurel says. “Frankie forgot Nori’s name.”

			But she knows it isn’t nothing. The look on Frankie’s face reminds her of Eli’s grandfather. Samuel Rosen had been an engineer before he was diagnosed with dementia. By the time Laurel met him, he didn’t recognize his relatives.

			Noah brings Frankie to her bedroom with an iPad. Eli pushes Hazel on the swing. Maisie pulls Laurel into the kitchen, where she begins to weep.

			“Oh, Maisie,” Laurel says. She opens her arms, and Maisie folds into them.

			“I’m thinking of how it was in the beginning,” Maisie says, “when they took care of us. I tell myself that this doesn’t have to feel like a funeral, that every stage of life is worth celebrating, but how can we just stand there and watch?”

			Was Maisie carried to Hazel or Frankie’s door, as Helen was brought to Beth’s? Laurel can avoid the truth no longer: Frankie and Hazel are becoming smaller children.

			“There was one time,” Maisie continues, “when I was very old…Hazel would have been in her fifties; and I was crying about something I wanted, something I couldn’t articulate. It was an awful feeling. You remember—how hard everything felt back then? Your mind is constantly foggy, and your body’s held together with tape. I mean, with the cataracts, I could barely see! And Hazel was so patient. No wonder she was the one to keep us at home. Frankie had her limitations, and she was a wild child, always touring with the band; I don’t think she even had a permanent address. At the time, I was hurt, but when your own parents are born, you see how hard it is to be a caretaker. Look at Clare, for example: you knew that she’d be better off at Progress.”

			Not far from Laurel’s house is a building that reads Progress Senior Living.

			“I put her in a nursing home,” says Laurel, piecing it together as she speaks.

			“I don’t blame you,” says Maisie quickly. “Not at all. I only meant that’s why I coddle Hazel now. She asked for this party, I swear. I don’t know why she changed her mind.”

			Laurel rubs Maisie’s back in circles. “You’re doing the best job anyone could.”

			“Thank you,” Maisie says. Then she peels back to look at Laurel. “God, I hope I’m not being insensitive. My girls are still here.”

			My girls are still here: the phrase doesn’t make sense. Maisie wouldn’t know about Silas. Laurel tucks the question away. She and Eli need to stay focused. Whatever Maisie meant had to do with Laurel Two, not her.

			“Of course you aren’t,” says Laurel. It’s easy to be loyal: her love for Maisie is as effortless as ever. She wipes Maisie’s tears the way she did when they were teens, bringing her thumbs to the lashes to catch any smeared eye makeup. Maisie stands still, docile; she even smiles weakly.

			“You know what it is?” she says. “I just disagree with this part of life.”

			“Which part?” Laurel asks.

			“The dying one,” says Maisie.

			

			—

			The next day, Laurel drives to Progress Senior Living. It’s a bright, modern facility, with glass walls and fig trees in planters.

			The receptionist greets her pleasantly. “Are you here for the tour? It leaves on the hour.”

			Laurel joins a group of middle-aged people. A chipper male employee leads them through each floor. Level One, postnatal care, is laid out like a hospital. The second level features skilled nursing and early education. They pass double and triple bedrooms, as well as a classroom whose lights have been dimmed. A young woman—the teacher, presumably—taps a tablet while students nap on mats.

			“Some families choose to bring their relatives home after care at Level One or Two,” says the employee, as they climb to the third floor. “For those who remain, Level Three offers more independence. Each resident has their own room, along with sign-out privileges, and buses provide easy access to local high schools.”

			The seniors on this level are closer to the age of Laurel’s students. One couple sits on a bench along the windows, holding hands. While the tour guide fields questions about Medicare, Laurel slips back downstairs.

			

			—

			The other Clare lives in an apartment with Walter. Their college diplomas, earned two years earlier, hang in the living room. Both work at the Madison Symphony Orchestra—Walter in development, Clare as the conductor’s assistant—and when Clare picks up the phone, Laurel hears classical music at top volume. The other Laurel had cosigned her mother’s lease, and a younger neighbor once called Laurel to complain about the noise.

			“She’s only mad that it isn’t her kind of music,” Clare sniped. “That generation is totally biased against classical, but trust me: it’s going to be huge.”

			Laurel and Clare meet for lunch every other week. In warm weather, they eat outside; today they’ll sit indoors to escape the driving rain. When Laurel arrives, Clare waves from their favorite table. She’s already ordered Laurel’s coffee.

			Laurel has been surprised by how much she looks forward to these meetings. Sometimes she even feels guilty, as though she’s betraying Clare One. Laurel’s relationship with her mother was complicated by history: the death of Laurel’s father, the sale of the orchard. Looking back, Laurel is racked by regret. Pete’s death should have taught her to take nothing for granted. Her relationship with Clare Two feels like a clean slate.

			They hug across the table. After a server takes their order, Clare says, “I have something to tell you.”

			“Oh?”

			“Walter and I are getting divorced.”

			Clare seems to brace herself for Laurel’s reaction.

			“Oh, Mom.” Laurel doesn’t often use that word here, but Clare looks unusually fragile. “I’m so sorry.”

			“You aren’t upset?”

			“Of course not. It’s your life. I want you to be happy.”

			Clare expels a long sigh. “Maybe it doesn’t come as a shock. You’ve probably noticed the tension.”

			Laurel last saw Walter at Eli’s birthday party. Clare and Walter bickered, but Walter treated Laurel with special fondness. Eli’s parents, meanwhile, seemed anxious for Eli and Laurel’s approval. Twice Leo asked if he had made the Rosen birthday cake correctly. Janet described the subject of her current research, a hybrid Spanish-Mandarin language from the twenty-second century. Frequently she scanned Laurel’s face, as if to gauge her interest level.

			“I want everything to stay the same between you and Walter,” Clare says now. “He’s always been like a father to you. We’ve just grown apart, and the separation has been amicable. In fact, we’re having an unwedding in May.”

			Laurel lowers a hunk of brown sugar into her coffee with a spoon. “An unwedding?”

			“In May,” Clare repeats, distracted: a fit-looking man in his sixties is jogging past the window. “Bob and Lois could only manage a trip to the courthouse—no closure. Thank goodness it isn’t like that with us. Walter and I were so young when we met. I thought I wanted someone like me, with the same interests and tastes, but now I’m not sure.”

			Clare is sixty-six—according to public record, she was born at ninety, in 2040—which means she’s been alive for twenty-four years.

			“You don’t have to be sure right now,” says Laurel. “There’s plenty of time to figure what makes you happy.”

			It feels good to see the tension leave Clare’s face. When the check arrives, Clare reaches for her wallet.

			“Please, let me,” says Laurel. Clare has an assistant’s salary, and she’ll soon be without Walter’s income.

			“I want to,” says Clare, proud, and Laurel decides simply to thank her.

			

			—

			That summer, Laurel helps Clare to find her own apartment. She and Walter lived in a modern complex, with a parking lot, a common room, and a pool for Clare’s water aerobics. Her new unit is shabbier—a garden apartment, half underground, in a brick building on the east side—but Clare can pay for it all by herself. They drive to Target for essentials. Clare cranks the music up, her gray hair blowing out the window.

			The unwedding will take place at Orton Park in May. Laurel coordinates a potluck; Walter’s son, who manages a brewery, donates cider and beer. Clare and Walter devote their budget to a bluegrass quartet.

			Clare chooses a Druid officiant. In the antiuniverse, monotheistic religions are less popular than earth-based traditions. Still, they exist, despite the fact that Christ and Muhammad won’t be born for thousands of years. On a walk to Picnic Point, Laurel and Eli contemplate this paradox.

			“The concept could come before the person,” Laurel says. Her only hypothesis is that the universes are connected in ways she doesn’t understand, ideas routing through a collective unconscious that spreads below the mind’s awareness. “It’s like—someone is anointed, picked to embody an ideal. It could be an honor. A responsibility, too.”

			“That’s clever,” Eli says. “And it could apply to other examples. In our universe, the Americas were named after an explorer, weren’t they? Amerigo Vespucci? So here…”

			Laurel picks up the thread. “Maybe Vespucci will still be an explorer, but he’ll be named after the Americas.”

			It’s early, the sun just rising over the lake: they still sleep at odd hours, as if beset by cosmic jet lag. If Eli’s hand were in hers, instead of in his pocket, this walk would be just like the ones they took when they were dating.

			Eli is nodding. “That makes sense. Parents choose names based on stories, or attributes, that already exist.”

			Laurel thinks but does not say: Silas, “man of the woods.”

			

			—

			Laurel spends the morning of Clare and Walter’s unwedding grading quizzes. She just finished teaching a particularly detailed module on dehydration-compensation reactions: in decomposition, hydrolase enzymes use water to break the bond between molecules, but here, water is released when molecules form, which sets the groundwork for electrical circuitry. She has relished the challenge of learning her old knowledge backward, but the freshmen in her lecture course nodded off all week. After multiple admonitions, Laurel gave up: it seemed crueler to rouse a seventy-year-old student than a seventeen-year-old one. The quizzes are as dismal as she expected.

			She takes a run and showers, feeling her muscles soften. Wrapped in a towel, she surveys her double’s closet. Laurel chooses a floral dress and a pair of sandals. She takes time with her makeup, lining her eyes with brown pencil, patting a berry tint on her lips. After summer, her hair is lighter, and the warmth has come back to her skin.

			“Wow,” says Eli when she walks downstairs. “You look nice.”

			“So do you,” says Laurel. It’s true: he’s handsome in well-fitting pants and an oxford, unbuttoned at the neck.

			They arrive at Orton Park as the band sets up. Walter’s son waves from the bar, and Clare’s girlfriends thread lights through the trees. Clare and Walter stand by the potluck table, hanging a banner that reads Just Divorced. The mood between them is brittle: when Walter drops the banner twice, Clare snaps and asks Eli to help. Instead, Eli pulls them aside to talk. Afterward, Clare and Walter share a hug.

			The officiant arrives at dusk. Her robes are silver-green. On the chest is a jagged-line insignia, which could be a branch or a bolt of lightning. Laurel and Eli take seats in the front row, next to Walter’s son. Walter and Clare are tearful during the ring return. When the officiant pronounces them unmarried, they smile bashfully at the cheers that come from the audience.

			Afterward, the atmosphere lightens. Guests cluster at the potluck tables. Clare and Walter cut the strawberry unwedding cake. As the music begins, Laurel walks to the bar. There are plenty of New Glarus six-packs, but no bottle openers. She suspects one of the seniors wandered off with them. Memory is not their strong suit: whenever Laurel assigns a paper, a handful of students forget the due date.

			“Hello, Laurel,” says Walter, who is trying to pry a beer cap off with a metal fork.

			“Easy there,” says Laurel. “May I?”

			She flips a second bottle upside down, using the ridge of its cap to dislodge the first.

			“Fancy trick,” says Walter tipsily.

			Laurel curtsies. “When you’ve lived as long as I have, you’ll have a few of them up your sleeve, too.”

			An antiuniverse quip! It may not be her best effort, but she still makes a mental note to tell Eli. She hands the beer to Walter, who fiddles with the label; his expression has become reflective.

			“If I haven’t said so, Laurel, I’ll never forget the way you welcomed me. I know I’m not your father. I have friends whose stepchildren never saw them as a parent.”

			Laurel feels as surprised as she does guilty. In her universe, that is how she saw Walter: as an interloper unworthy of investment. Here, Pete Salter has not yet been born. The other Laurel has only known Walter.

			“I still care for your mother,” Walter says. “And I hope to stay in your life, too.”

			“You’re a good person, Walter,” Laurel says. “We’ll still be like family, okay?”

			She extends a hand, and Walter shakes it, wobbly. When Walter’s son guides him to a chair, Laurel joins her mother at the cake table. They bring slices to a blanket on the grass.

			When they sit, Clare says, “I think I’d like to leave the symphony.”

			“Really? What would you do instead?”

			“Don’t laugh. It’s only an idea. But I keep thinking that I want to buy an apple orchard.”

			Laurel chokes down a strawberry whole.

			“Well,” Clare says, “at least you didn’t laugh.”

			“I love the idea. But why?”

			Clare looks down at her cake. “Look at what’s happened these past hundred years: droughts and food shortages, fires and floods. We’ve just about bled the earth dry. I want to be like you—someone who takes care of it. I know I’d have to go back to school. I liked the forest biology course I took in college.”

			“I’d help,” Laurel says. Then, before she can stop herself: “There’s an orchard off the beltline, near McFarland.”

			“Is it for sale?”

			“I don’t think so. But we could keep an eye on it.”

			To have the orchard again!—Laurel’s whole spirit inflates. She also thinks of Pete. For more than a year, Laurel has resisted the impulse to ask about him, but this time, she doesn’t stop herself.

			“Mom,” she ventures, “do you know anything about my father?”

			Clare sets down her fork.

			“In my head,” she says, “I’ve asked you that so many times.”

			“Why would you ask me?”

			“Well, the overtakers will contact you, won’t they? You’re the one with the genetic link.”

			“That’s right,” says Laurel. “Of course.”

			Clare frowns. To dodge the inquiry in her expression, Laurel scans the crowd. Eli stands under a tree, fielding a gaggle of Clare’s friends. He lifts his eyes, as if he senses Laurel’s, and excuses himself. The older women are clearly miffed to see him go.

			“Careful,” Clare says when he joins them. “Lois is a man-eater, and she doesn’t care who’s married.”

			“Close call, then,” says Eli.

			Thankfully, Clare is distractable: as the fiddler speeds up, she seems to set aside the question of Laurel’s father.

			“I love this song,” she says. “Let’s dance.”

			“You go ahead. We’ll watch,” says Laurel.

			Clare has already danced with Eli’s father and led a grapevine the length of several songs. She even took a turn with Walter, swaying under an oak tree while guests looked on nosily.

			“For goodness’ sake,” she says, “you two haven’t danced all night. By the looks of it, you could be the ones divorcing.”

			Laurel cringes at Eli, but he’s smiling, relaxed in the way he always is by beer, though she can tell he isn’t drunk. He puts his bottle down and says, “Why not?”

			Thank God, it’s not a slow song, and no one pays them much attention. At first, they maintain an arm’s length of distance, moving less together than in tandem. Eli has always been surprisingly fearless about dancing in public: he has natural rhythm and a skateboarder’s deftness. He extends his hand for a spin, drawing her out, and suddenly they’re dancing like they have at countless weddings in the past, Laurel doing a shimmy, Eli leading an exaggerated dip. Only when the band packs up do they peel off for water.

			“Gazebo,” says Eli, panting.

			They bring their cups to a structure on the outskirts of the party, six-sided with stone steps and a layer of blown-in leaves. Eli rolls up his shirtsleeves. Laurel carries her sandals in one hand. When they sit, she fans her dress over her thighs.

			It occurs to Laurel that she’s happy. “We still make a good team.”

			“Against all odds,” says Eli.

			Mist hangs in the air. They look at each other as through a beaded curtain.

			“Laurel,” Eli says. He is looking at her in a new way, or perhaps an old way, and Laurel feels oddly afraid.

			Does he notice? In the next moment, Eli’s expression becomes neutral. He suggests that they help Clare and Walter pack the remains of the potluck. Later, they drive home as though nothing unusual happened.

			In bed, Laurel wonders why she felt scared. Did she read Eli correctly? It felt like the old charge was there—but no, that wasn’t right. It was a new charge, animated by the events of the past two years. She thought he might have kissed her.

			And if he had, what would she have done? She examines the source of her resistance. The divorce was brutal, and it happened for a reason. There was the agony of the choice, then that of the aftermath. They divided their belongings, sold their rings, said goodbye to each other’s families. Yes, they’re single now, but there would still be a betrayal: they would be unfaithful not to other partners but to their own decision.

			Anyway, Laurel thinks, rolling over, she was probably wrong. If he had continued, he might have said anything at all.
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			The Overtaker

			Their third autumn in the antiuniverse is the most beautiful yet. The trees change early—coral and crimson and dark purple leaves sprout straight from their stems—and there are no late winter storms, so the colors remain for months. The days grow warmer, longer. Laurel goes to the pumpkin patch wearing a jean jacket. Even the end of the season is glorious: lilac asters bloom, and beech leaves toss like gold coins in the wind.

			The academic year will end just before Labor Day. While Laurel administers a final exam, her cell phone pings with a flash flood warning. Afterward, she swings her messenger bag over one shoulder and hurries to the bicycle rack. A graduate student in her sixties stops to thank Laurel for her guidance that semester. She isn’t the first aspiring mycologist to express admiration. In the past, Laurel didn’t feel deserving: the students were thinking of Laurel Two, not her. This time, everything the student describes occurred after Laurel’s arrival: the care Laurel showed during office hours, her insight on the woman’s thesis. Walking her bike to the curb, Laurel thanks the woman with equal sincerity.

			The sky darkens as she turns onto University Avenue. The student’s thesis earned her a postdoc at the Westerdijk Fungal Biodiversity Institute in Utrecht—the same institute where Tess One had been hired. When Laurel perused the website of the antiuniverse institute, she found a picture of Teresa Torrez Two. She had a shaggy bob with short bangs, and her eyebrow ring was on the right side instead of the left.

			Tess One had wanted to improve the detection of volatile signals in the field. Tess Two, Laurel learned, had done it. In Utrecht, she’d created a device called an odor ratio biosensor. The ORBs were transparent balls made of bioplastic; empty, they looked like bubbles. Air entered through a narrow opening, and a sensor assessed volatile molecules. Signals were entered in a database and matched to the likeliest organism. Laurel emailed Tess Two to say how much she admired her work.

			Thunder sounds as if from a sky-wide drum. Laurel pedals quickly, buoyed by her conversation with the student. Teaching helps to distract her at this time of year. Whenever August approaches—and with it the day that Silas died—Laurel and Eli become tense. They’ve had no way to answer the question that plagues them most: whether Silas, like Helen, will be born on the day he died. There is also the matter of where. Would they find him on the beach in Michigan, or would he appear in the cemetery?

			Laurel is convinced that Silas will be in Michigan. Eli isn’t. To cover their bases, he thinks one of them should stay in Wisconsin while the other goes to Cedar. Laurel believes they should stay together. They lost him while apart: Laurel at the cave, Eli walking away, Silas in the water. Shouldn’t they make sure that the reverse is true this time? Lately, they’ve been arguing, which has agitated both of them. They can’t unravel now.

			Laurel hangs her bike in the garage and enters through the back door.

			“Did you get caught?” Eli asks, from his office.

			She wrings her hair out in the kitchen sink. “I’ve basically showered.”

			Upstairs, Laurel strips off her wet clothes and hangs them on a towel bar to dry. She changes into leggings and a sweatshirt; the legging pocket doubles as an iPhone charger, but the sweatshirts of the future are comfortingly unchanged.

			Before she goes downstairs, she removes a waterlogged Band-Aid. The paper cut underneath is only hours old, but the cut has already knitted together. In another day, even the pink line will disappear. The arc of the antiuniverse moves toward healing as well as youth: even colds pass more quickly. Laurel is thirty-four years old, two years younger than she was when she left for Antarctica. She has no proof, but she can feel it. When she stretches, her knees don’t pop, and the silver hairs at her part are now blond.

			Laurel, Kwame, and Samir are finalizing an article, and she promised to look at their edits before the weekend begins on Sunday. She reads at her desk as the sky darkens further. When she stands to turn on a lamp, Laurel notices a streak of motion outside. Someone is walking briskly up the block. She can only see a long coat’s swaying hem: the person’s face is obscured by a black umbrella.

			The doorbell rings.

			“Are we expecting anyone?” calls Eli.

			“No,” says Laurel, jogging downstairs.

			She opens the door to streaming water. A familiar face peers calmly through the din.

			“Hello, Laurel,” says the overtaker. “May I come in?”

			

			—

			What does one serve to an overtaker? Laurel offers every option: coffee, tea, water, wine. Kenji Nakamura requests tea.

			She puts the kettle on as Eli emerges from his office. His curls are haphazard, a pencil tucked behind one ear. When Laurel introduces the overtaker, he removes the pencil and smooths his hair. Mr. Nakamura hangs his coat on a stand in the entryway. They sit in the living room, the overtaker on a chair, Laurel and Eli on the couch.

			“I knew the rain would be torrential when it came,” the overtaker says. “But your house is so close to the cemetery. I couldn’t bring myself to drive.”

			Laurel can’t think of what to say to this. Of all the subjects she’s longed to discuss with an overtaker, weather ranks at the bottom.

			“Always nice to stretch your legs,” Eli offers.

			The teapot whistles.

			“How do you like the neighborhood?” asks Mr. Nakamura. For years, Laurel will refer to him this way. He is younger than she and Eli, but despite this—or, rather, in this universe, because of it—it seems disrespectful to use his first name.

			While Eli praises the relative quiet and the local chocolate shop, Laurel walks into the kitchen. Drought, frost, and deforestation have restricted tea production. The wealthy can still afford to discard leaves after a cup, but most people have a kettle like the one she retrieves from a cabinet. Loose tea goes in one half of a vacuum-sealed compartment, and after brewing, the other half dehydrates the leaves for further use. Laurel initiates the dehydration process before she brings three teacups to the living room.

			“You’ve been here three years, I think?” asks Mr. Nakamura, after thanking Laurel for the tea.

			“That’s right,” she says, sitting. When Eli touches her arm, Laurel sees her error: she was thinking of herself, not her double. She flushes.

			“Don’t be afraid,” the overtaker says.

			Eli speaks first. “What do you know?”

			“About this, more than most. Some think the overtakers know everything. That isn’t true. I see around corners and under surfaces, in part because of people like you, who arrive infrequently—very infrequently—and tell us about where they came from.”

			In the silence that follows, Mr. Nakamura takes his first sip of tea.

			“Is that what you want from us?” Eli asks. “Information?”

			To Laurel, the question sounds harsh. But perhaps he isn’t wrong to perceive an exchange.

			“I come with news—news I believe you want very much. I offer it freely. What you choose to tell me in return, if you do so at all, is your decision. Of course, the less you share, the less you might learn. We have different pieces of the puzzle.”

			“If we talk to you, who will you tell?” asks Eli.

			Mr. Nakamura returns his teacup to its saucer. “There are people who want to find and control the kind of paths that brought you here. My purposes are antithetical to theirs. Our conversation would go no further than my father, as my son revealed the secrets of our kind to me.” In response to their surprise, he adds, “Often the gift runs in families.”

			“The gift,” Laurel repeats. She thinks of the screens in the graveyard. She assumed that interpreting their contents was a matter of science.

			“Overtaking is less a manual job than a mystical one,” Mr. Nakamura says. Only Eli has been able to read her so easily.

			“Is it like a religious position?” asks Eli.

			Mr. Nakamura crosses one leg over the other. Beneath his pantlegs are work boots, chipped with mud.

			“The overtakers are not aligned with any religion, though we work in partnership with religious institutions. Individually, some of us practice; others don’t. What we share is an ability to interpret certain texts, and a sense for the moment of rupture that marks life’s beginning.”

			Eli looks skeptical. There is a strange energy between him and the overtaker, almost one of competition, though it seems to come mainly from Eli’s side.

			“What does that mean?” he asks.

			“In the cemetery, we use electricity to track the process of composition. Births that happen this way are straightforward; some debate whether they require an overtaker at all. The mark of the gift is the ability to do our work elsewhere.”

			The overtaker folds his hands.

			“You await the birth of a child,” he says.

			“Yes,” says Laurel, from an upper portion of her throat.

			“I believe that you’ll find him in a place you know—the same place where you lost him before. But remote births are unpredictable. Most of the time, the newborn recovers. Still, there are risks.”

			Eli’s shoulders are tense. “Do you mean he could die?”

			The overtaker seems to wince, just as the grocery clerk did when Laurel asked about the meat section.

			“That isn’t possible here—not the way you understand it. But life can be compromised in other ways.”

			“Just tell us what to do,” says Eli, and Laurel feels caught between them, understanding Eli’s impatience but wincing at the edge in his voice.

			“Take your son to a hospital as soon as you find him,” the overtaker says.

			Eli’s raised brow verges on sarcasm. “Anything else?”

			“Don’t waste time.”

			Laurel can tell that this is more than a platitude, but Eli seems to be reaching his limit.

			“Mr. Nakamura,” she says, interjecting, “you mentioned that the overtakers can interpret texts. What did you mean by that?”

			She isn’t sure that he’ll answer, because of Eli. But what irritation Mr. Nakamura felt, if he did so at all, is now imperceptible. He is tolerating Eli, she sees, as an adult does a child.

			“Our texts document lineage. We call them the Maps.”

			“Is that how you learned about us?”

			For the first time, the overtaker pauses. Laurel watches him decide how much to tell her.

			“The Maps trace the citizens of this world,” he says. “Sometimes, though, ink bleeds through from the other side.”

			Water sluices down the windows, as though the house were a ship.

			“Have you been to our world?” Laurel asks.

			Mr. Nakamura shakes his head. “No. In fact, I’ve only met two other travelers—another couple. I was apprenticed to my son, and theirs was the first visit I did alone. I didn’t know whether to believe what I heard. I told my son, of course, and we tried to make sense of it together.”

			Eli leans forward. “Where was their portal?”

			“They didn’t use one.”

			“Then how did they get here?”

			“With a tool—some kind of instrument. I asked to see it, but they said they didn’t have it anymore. It was old nuclear technology, decommissioned before I was born.” Mr. Nakamura pauses. “Will you tell me about your portal?”

			Eli looks from Laurel to the overtaker. He seems to be deciding whether to trust him. Faced with Eli’s hesitation, Laurel realizes that she does trust the overtaker, and perhaps without reason; there is nothing to account for it except her own instinctual affinity. But Eli’s choice is calculated: when he speaks again, it is with measured resignation, as if to fulfill his side of a bargain. He must recognize, too, that Mr. Nakamura could be a valuable ally.

			“Laurel discovered it,” he says.

			Both men turn to her. Laurel tells the overtaker about the Arc. Then she describes her dream about the spaceship, and how the shape in the window cued her to the basin. Finally she explains what the basin looked like in real life: the rocky curve; the octopus that led her down one side.

			“Where was Eli?” asks the overtaker, who has become vigilant. It occurs to Laurel that he has not been truly interested in what they’ve had to say until this moment.

			“Coming down, toward me, from the other end of the basin.”

			“You met in the middle.” Mr. Nakamura’s nod suggests some private confirmation. “Is that where you found the portal?”

			“I think so,” Laurel says. “The bottom of the basin was filled with octopus ink. I’ve always wondered why.”

			“Maybe the octopi detected something strange about that area. They might have inked it out of wariness. Animals sense so much more than we do,” says the overtaker.

			Outside the living room, lightning streaks, brief as the flash of a camera. Mr. Nakamura’s gaze is intent.

			“Go to Michigan. Find your child,” he says. “Bring blankets, to keep him warm, and learn CPR to revive him. Memorize the route to the nearest hospital. Practice this—all of it—until it feels like second nature.”

			Laurel thanks him in return, and Eli nods in agreement. While Eli carries the teacups to the kitchen, Laurel leads Mr. Nakamura to the entryway. There she lifts his coat from the stand. The garment is much heavier than she imagined, and the nap is finer than velvet. The overtaker shudders, and she sees that she has disobeyed some code—that the garment is as personal to him as his own skin.

			Laurel feels mortified, but as before, the reaction passes: Mr. Nakamura returns to his equilibrium, pardoning her ignorance. She can’t shake the sense that there is something more than human about him, though he, too, is a citizen—a parent.

			“Mr. Nakamura,” she says, “can I ask how old your son is now?”

			Alone, she looks more closely at his face. There is a small, straight scar across one cheekbone. He turns to her in a way that is less formal, more familiar, and for a moment she feels certain that they’ve met before.

			“He died five years ago.”

			Laurel flinches. “I’m very sorry.”

			The rain has simmered to a steady tapping. Mr. Nakamura steps outside. “My wife and I were lucky to have as much time with him as we did.”
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			Wave Function

			Hours before Silas died, Laurel and Eli sat with their toes in the sand. Silas snoozed on his towel. Eli was telling her about wave function.

			Usually, he said, we use Newton’s laws to describe the motion and placement of an object. On the level of quantum particles, though—the smallest ones—those laws don’t work.

			Laurel had asked him to explain this. She liked learning new things. She wished that Eli would ask her more about fungi.

			Take an electron. Wave function describes where the electron is most likely to be detected. This means that wave function isn’t a traditional calculation. Instead of definitive answers, it gives us possibilities.

			A foamy wave unscrolled in front of them. Eli pointed to its crest.

			See that? In a quantum equation, the tallest part of the wave is where you’re most likely to find the electron. You’re less likely to find it in the lower parts, though it isn’t impossible. But here’s the other thing: quantum physics suggests that the location isn’t definite until someone measures it. Before that, every possibility exists in what we call a superposition.

			Laurel said, Like Schrödinger’s cat?

			Eli nodded.

			Remind me?

			An imaginary cat is locked in a steel chamber, he said, along with a radioactive substance that may or may not kill it. Until someone opens the box, the theory goes, the cat is both dead and alive.

			Laurel leaned her head against Eli’s shoulder. How can something be both alive and dead?

			Well, that’s the problem. People think that Schrödinger was arguing in favor of superposition. Actually, he was trying to make a different point—that quantum mechanics makes no sense when applied to large objects.

			But aren’t large objects made of quantum particles? Laurel asked, and Eli smiled the way he always did when she surprised him.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			They’re bickering by breakfast. Like every other restaurant in the antiuniverse, Culver’s is vegetarian. Laurel places their typical order—the mushroom fritter for her, the tofu pocket for Eli—while he waits in the car. Back on the highway, he rustles through the bag while Laurel stares out of the window, drinking coffee. When she looks back at Eli, he has one hand on the steering wheel. In the other is her mushroom fritter.

			“Excuse me,” she says. “I got you the tofu pocket.”

			Eli has already eaten half of the fritter. Laurel is so disappointed that she almost demands he turn around, but Culver’s is no longer visible. All she sees behind them are cows.

			“I wanted the pumpkin pocket,” says Eli.

			“Well, they stopped making the pumpkin pocket in September. It was a seasonal special.”

			“What’s the big deal? Can’t we just switch?”

			“I’ve been looking forward to the fritter since we left the house.”

			“Actually, you’ve been sleeping since we left the house.”

			“Which means I owe you the mushroom fritter?”

			Laurel’s pitch is dangerously low, but Eli refuses to be cowed.

			“Doesn’t sound unreasonable to me,” he says, and they lapse into silence, which Laurel maintains until they reach the Michigan border.

			

			—

			Kenji Nakamura’s visit diffused some of the tension that had dogged Laurel and Eli that fall. Soon afterward, it returned. Where to pursue Silas Two was no longer the question: the overtaker had made that point clear. Instead, they argued about takeout, about who had rights to the television, and once, at length, about whether the reheat setting on the microwave was more effective than the defrost. The vigor of these arguments approached bombast. For three years, Laurel and Eli had repressed their fear and anticipation, their burden and bewilderment. Aside from Nita and Mr. Nakamura, they’d shared with no one the truth of their presence in this universe, nor the loneliness of being alien.

			They had no choice but to book the same apartment where they had stayed with Silas. A celebrity family had visited Cedar on a recent episode of their reality show, and tourist bookings surged. Laurel opened Airbnb as soon as she heard, but the only other properties were a waterfront mansion and a beach shack without indoor plumbing.

			Silas had died on the eighteenth, so Laurel and Eli wanted to arrive on the nineteenth, one day earlier. They were foiled here, too: the apartment was a weekly rental, booked except for the third week of August. They would have to wait for five days, which sounded to Laurel like as many years. Eli pointed out that they’d be just as anxious at home—and that it might help to reacquaint themselves with Cedar.

			They arrive just before dusk.

			“Well, let’s get this over with,” Eli says, popping the trunk.

			Laurel snaps when he forgets to hold the front door open for her. There are two bedrooms: the room with the bunk beds and the one with a queen. Eli offers Laurel the latter.

			Laurel regards him suspiciously. “Why do you want the bunk beds?”

			“I was trying to be nice.”

			“You don’t have to be a martyr.”

			“Fine,” says Eli. “I’ll take the queen—happily.”

			Laurel drags her suitcase upstairs, glaring.

			That night, tossing on a concrete mattress, she wonders why she picked a fight. She’ll apologize in the morning. Eight hours later, though, Laurel finds Eli making toast while whistling the tune of the well-rested, and she decides that her apology can wait.

			Stretching out before them are five interminable days. They agree to spend the first at a distant beach. An accident slows traffic to a trickle. The air-conditioning in the car is tepid, as if it exhausted itself on the trip from Wisconsin, and both of them are hungry. The nearest restaurant is another Culver’s. This time, Laurel gets the mushroom fritter, but she takes little satisfaction in it.

			“What about the park in Cedar?” Eli asks. “We can swim, and there’s shade.”

			The park is where they went skinny-dipping on their honeymoon. Pine trees shadowed picnic tables, and a dock walked into the lake. The water was blue-green, the pale bottom shallow and sandy. They left their clothes in a heap.

			Today, the picnic tables are occupied by families. Eli dives into the water. Seconds later, he appears in a ring of circles, shaking his head like a dog.

			“Come on in,” he shouts.

			His obliviousness offends her. “I’m fine,” Laurel says, pulling down the brim of her baseball cap.

			

			—

			That night, Laurel is restless again. She knew that memories of Silas would torment her in Cedar, but she didn’t expect to feel haunted by her honeymoon with Eli. How they arrived at the cottage as night fell, passing fringed black cutouts of trees. And walked barefoot through the field the next morning, the grass tips dipped in sunlight. She was teaching him: Smell this; touch that. Along the fence was milkweed, torn and pearling white sap at the seams—poisonous to many, but perfect nourishment for monarch butterflies. The seeds parachuted in floss. Feel how soft the leaves are, Laurel told Eli, who said, Like velvet. Snorting drew them to the barn where a pig fed her young. The stench carried, but Laurel still stayed to look, struck by the urge and muck of family life, the messy tenderness.

			After years of parenthood, she had forgotten how it was to be alone with Eli. There were times when he came close to her and she felt the blood moving downward, a swelling. They were sensitive to the subtlest change in the other’s expression. Once, she yawned in the bath, and Eli echoed the sound one floor down. Laurel doubted that he had mirrored her consciously; it was his subconscious that responded, the animal brain that danced with hers. Even when they argued, there was a base of trust. In bed that night, he would extend a hand, and she would squeeze it.

			Laurel doesn’t want to revisit any other honeymoon locations. They’ve discussed the rescue plan dozens of times, but she suggests that they spend the next day reviewing it again. First, they double-check the bag they packed at home. They brought a rope, to use as a tether, and they practice at the lake that afternoon. Afterward, they rehearse the drive to the nearest hospital. Because the beach has no phone service, they drill each other on directions over a late dinner.

			“Left or right when we exit the highway?” asks Eli.

			“Right,” says Laurel. Eli looks at her sharply. “Left?”

			“It’s a left, then a right.”

			“Trick question,” she says, flustered.

			“Silas could be hypothermic, Laurel. There’s no room for error.”

			“You don’t think I know that?”

			Laurel lies awake for hours, berating herself. By morning, her confidence has splintered into second-guessing. Eli sits in the living room, his face obscured behind a book.

			“Can I use the car?” she asks. “I need to clear my head. I think I’ll hike.”

			“Fine by me,” says Eli. He knows better than to ask if she wants company.

			

			—

			Laurel doesn’t hike. She drives through town, past the ice cream stand and the shop that sells Polish pottery; then she turns on to a county road. She may be doing something stupid, something that will only upset her, which is why she didn’t tell Eli about it. The car has a GPS, but she remembers the route. White birch trees whiz past the windows. Getting closer now, and so much faster than it was the first time. An unpaved road leads to the parking lot.

			Breathe, says Nita, in Laurel’s head. The way Miles showed you, says Louis. She does, dropping her shoulders. Then she slings her bag over her chest, a small linen cross-body with a silver button.

			The place looks unchanged: the hemlocks, the dunes, the crooked wooden boardwalk to the beach. Laurel glances at the water, just to show herself she can. Families cluster on the sand: children with buckets, seniors under umbrellas, middle-aged people keeping an eye on both parties. She walks away from them, into the trees.

			

			—

			Laurel has wondered why the other Laurel’s research is so different from hers. Eli shares his double’s interests, but Laurel has never studied fossils or forest decomposition.

			One week before they left for Michigan, she tidied her office on campus. At a State Street bus stop, Laurel saw Samir. The semester had just ended, and she held a box of office detritus as well as her messenger bag. They had finished their paper on the fossil forest. Samir asked what she planned to study next.

			“I’m not sure,” Laurel admitted, readjusting her hold on the box. “We could continue to look at fungi and fossils. Or wood composers, specifically.”

			Samir nodded, but she could tell he was holding something back. “Can I ask you a question?”

			“Of course.”

			“Why did you drop your work with electricity?”

			Laurel became aware of her facial features. She tried to hold them in a way that feigned normalcy.

			“It’s just that I thought you really had something,” Samir added.

			It was the first time she heard that Laurel Two had studied electricity, the first hint of a throughline between them. She didn’t know why the other Laurel had given up that work. She could only say why she’d abandoned hers.

			“I couldn’t prove it.”

			Samir’s bus trundled toward them.

			“Well,” he said, queueing to board, “you have to admit that you didn’t spend all that long trying.”

			

			—

			Shorebirds arc overhead. Laurel knows the way. She can still hear the gulls, the spray, though they muffle as the maples close around her.

			In her linen bag is a notebook. A black pen. Her foraging knife. And a headlamp, the one Samir said he’d found in her caving supplies.

			Fainter now are the voices of beachgoers. Laurel walks over rocks and through black cherry trees. The last fall mushrooms stud the forest floor: black trumpets, with their floral shape; shaggy lion’s mane. Soon she catches sight of the ravine, but the cave seems to be missing. She sees only more trees, oaks as high as fifty feet.

			Laurel stops to situate herself. Could she have gone the wrong way? The cave should lie straight ahead, between the dunes.

			Some of the oaks are still golden, but most wear their new summer leaves. An unusual tree stands in the center of the ravine. It looks older than the others, which would make it younger here: the crown isn’t nearly as wide, and the bark is loose and scaly, some flaking off in vertical strips. Dark cords—rhizomorphs—surround the trunk and branches.

			Laurel tilts her head. Strangely, the tree seems to be growing at a curve. The branches reach toward the sky, but the lower trunk leans diagonally.

			It strains from the mouth of a cave.

			

			—

			Her scientist’s brain powers on. She notes the cave’s familiar shape: like the one that drew her last time, the opening is roughly circular, its circumference close to five feet. The oak tree fills most of that space. To squeeze around it, Laurel will have to cut a branch away.

			Honey-yellow mushrooms crowd the floor. Armillaria: the same species she found here before.

			

			—

			“How was your hike?” asks Eli.

			“Invigorating, actually,” she says, pulling her linen bag over her head.

			After embodying her double for years, dishonesty comes easily to Laurel, but she’s never lied to Eli. Why doesn’t she tell him about the cave? Her thoughts about it are too nascent, too vague. She feels a gathering momentum. And she feels protective.

			“I’d like to go back tomorrow,” she adds.

			Eli plates potato curry from the stovetop. The Pakistani couple who own the nearest grocery store sell fresh food to go every day. “I’ll come with you. We could stop by that cherry place afterward.”

			“To be honest,” Laurel says, “it cleared my head to be alone. Do you mind?”

			Eli lifts a shoulder. “Okay.”

			She blows on a spoonful of curry. A clock ticks in the kitchen.

			“If I take my hike in the morning,” she says, “we could do Cherry Republic in the afternoon.”

			“Doesn’t matter,” Eli says. “It was just a way to pass the time.”

			His face betrays no emotion. Laurel chides herself for feeling stung. The terms of their reengagement have always been clear: to get here, they had to work together. Now the wheels are wobbling, the hood held shut with tape, and maybe even the flicker between them—that moment in the gazebo—was some perverse, subconscious way to keep each other going. They’ve been yoked for years. She can’t blame Eli for wanting to be free of her.

			

			—

			Laurel dreams of Silas. The next morning, while making breakfast, she is besieged with memories of pregnancy. The aches on the sides of her abdomen. A journal entry: I already feel the baby is a part of us. In the last month, she slept on her lunch break, and her stomach stretched until it had no give.

			As she eats, her chest tightens. It eases only when she drags her mind away, to the cave.

			She stops at the café where she bought sandwiches years ago. The same cashier is working the register.

			“Nice weather,” he says, jutting his chin at the window.

			

			—

			Laurel has plenty of experience pruning apple trees, but this is no apple tree. After cutting through two branches, her tank top is soaked. She sits for a moment, panting. Then she maneuvers through the gap.

			Scant light flows in, but not enough for her to see clearly. At first, she merely has a sense of shape: a cavity, rounded, shadowed. The ground is oddly knobby, and she almost loses her balance.

			When she turns the headlamp on, she understands why. Roots braid from floor to ceiling: a labyrinthine inner lining.

			Laurel has never seen anything like it. Underground, the diameter of a tree’s roots can reach up to seven times that of the branch system. With nowhere else to go, these have turned in on themselves and bunched in brain-like folds. Rhizomorphs sheathe the roots in black netting, just as they do the trunk and the branches.

			This phantasmagorical vision shakes Laurel on its own, but what she notices next nearly makes her lose her balance. The rhizomorphs have been studded with pins that measure electricity.

			Wind pours through the opening. Fallen pins skitter into the back of the cave. Laurel forces a slow breath and follows them. The beam of the headlamp is narrow: she can only see one part of the space at a time. When her foot catches, she staggers, and the light swings crazily.

			She lands near a metal box. A padlock hangs from the front.

			Laurel fumbles for her double’s key ring. She already identified the three larger keys: the first corresponds to the house, the second her campus office, and the third leads to the Rhizotron. For the miniature one, though, she still hasn’t found a match.

			The padlock opens with a fine shower of rust.

			Inside are two shelves. The top holds more pins, as well as labels and a pen. On the bottom, Laurel finds the same voltmeters she used in her maze experiment.

			She feels lightheaded. There is a Nutcracker quality to the cave, as if something toy-sized has grown grotesquely large: instead of standing over the experiment, Laurel is now inside it.

			She hears a snapping noise.

			“Who’s there?” she shouts.

			Her voice sounds strangled, paranoid. No one responds.

			As she turns, the headlamp sweeps through the chamber. It lands on another object: a tripod, algae-covered, has been propped against the wall. On top is a trail camera, its glass eye a marble of mold.

			Laurel’s vision dims. It occurs to her that she should sit, but first, she needs to record what she’s found. She cuts a sample of the rhizomorphs and takes pictures of the cave. From the metal box, she takes a voltmeter. The trail camera won’t turn on, but she still puts it in her bag.

			Finally she removes a handful of pins from the rhizomorphs. Wrapped around them are tape labels, with dates written in pen. Some have been blurred by water and dirt, but others are legible. If not for that now familiar slant, the handwriting could be her own.

			Déjà vu consumes her—at least, that seems to be the best description, though it feels less like her memory than that of someone else. She has no agency, feels like a pair of eyes. Checking the pins, she moves along the rhizomorphs.

			Her mind is a flurry of activity. She has not come here in months, and there is a great deal of data to transfer to the hard drive. Which cords have grown? Which are shrinking? She wants to know where the current is strongest, and how the network in the rhizomorphs relates to the tree.

			These thoughts transmit automatically. What registers at a delay is the feeling underneath them. Her scientific interest is a scrim over distress. As a curtain hides a window, it obscures something else.

			Laurel wants to understand what lies behind the curtain. To do this, she must trade the role of viewer for participant. Her mind is the growing tip. She tries to fill the moment, to colonize it.

			The sadness is her guide. She follows it like a thread. Now the setting changes: Laurel looks into her own home office. But the furniture is different, and a second person lies inside. A current growing weaker, no matter what she tries.

			

			—

			Laurel drives as if for the first time. Her right foot is shaky on the pedals, and a Range Rover honks when she veers into the next lane. Somehow, it is already evening.

			She calls Eli as soon as her service returns, but he doesn’t answer.

			Nor is he in the apartment. In the kitchen, she finds the ingredients for his vegetarian shrimp scampi: lemons and garlic, mushrooms, a bottle of Muscadet. Parsley wilts in a water glass. He must have walked to the grocery store while she was in the cave.

			Laurel’s body doesn’t feel like hers. To prove that she didn’t imagine the maze of roots—or the pins with the other Laurel’s handwriting—she removes the contents of her bag. On the coffee table, she unloads the voltmeter and the camera. She finds plastic bags in the kitchen for the rhizomorphs and pins. The sandwich she bought that morning sits uneaten in the car, and she feels queasy with hunger.

			She checks her phone again, but Eli hasn’t called. When she texts him, his phone chirps from a side table. The sound brings Laurel back to her life: the cave fades in her mind, and shame replaces it. Nothing is more important than tomorrow—than Silas. On today, of all days, how could she have focused on anything else?

			The screen door opens. Eli appears in his swimsuit, a towel thrown over one shoulder.

			Laurel stands. “Eli, thank God. Where were you?”

			“At the park.”

			His tone is cool, and he only glances at her—until he notices her knees, which are raw, one trickling with blood.

			“Are you okay?” Eli asks. “What is all this stuff?”

			If Laurel can explain what happened, maybe she’ll be able to understand it. She takes a breath, and then she tells him all of it. Her gnawing confusion about the gap between the other Laurel’s research and hers. Samir’s comment about electricity. At the mention of the beach, Eli stiffens. She forges on, describing the tree, but she can see that she’s already lost him. She doesn’t mention what she found inside the cave.

			“You went to the beach,” Eli says. “The beach where it happened.”

			“I didn’t go down to the water.”

			Laurel knows how feeble it sounds.

			“I don’t care whether you went down to the water. I care that you went there at all. I care that you didn’t ask if I’d mind, that you didn’t wait to go together,” he says. “I care that you’ve been working.”

			“I needed to distract myself.”

			“You could have talked to me.”

			“But we’ve gone through the plan, over and over! I was starting to lose my mind.”

			“That’s not what I meant. We could have talked about—our feelings.”

			His face is pink. Laurel almost softens. Then she sees how angry Eli is, which strikes a pang of fear in her—not just of his anger, but that she deserves it.

			“I mean, Jesus, Laurel,” he says. “You’ve said it yourself: you left Silas to go to that cave. Why would you even think to go back? Was it masochism? Or self-sabotage?”

			Laurel wavers, stunned. Eli’s framing makes her wonder whether she can trust herself. These thoughts are unbearable: she must purge them, or invert them.

			“How dare you,” she hisses. “Who got us here, Eli? If it weren’t for me, you’d still be working on equations.”

			“I’ve always given you credit for that,” says Eli.

			In a perfect world, Laurel would turn back. She’d be her best self, or at least her better self, and salvage what she could. But isn’t it about to collapse, everything they’ve built, or rebuilt? All through the past three years, they’ve had each other: that close, closed loop, not married but together. Whether or not they find Silas, this trip will be an ending. Afterward, she and Eli will go their separate ways.

			“And frankly,” she continues, “I doubt that you care where I was. Let’s be honest. We’re not a couple. I owe you one thing, and that’s what happens tomorrow. If you really cared about me, we’d still be together.”

			This was it, she thinks. If he had loved her as he claimed to—loved her in the way she thought he did—wouldn’t that have been enough?

			Eli becomes rigid. “That is not what happened.”

			But Laurel needs the story to be simple. She can’t bear more complication, new feelings thatched with old—doubting herself, doubting him, never defining what they are to each other. She is angry at Eli, and angry at herself for caring, as though she’s been suckered into something, or humiliated.

			“Okay,” she says. This caustic tone is one she almost never uses, but it comes to her easily now, summoned by the desire to win. “Tell me how it happened. Tell me how I ruined everything.”

			“You want to know what did it? That’s what was too heavy. On top of everything else, I had to save you,” says Eli. “I felt like you wanted two things from me, things that were opposed: you wanted me to forgive you, and you wanted to be punished.”

			“What?” Laurel’s shock is genuine. “I needed support.”

			“I think you needed more than that. Because when I tried—when I forgave you—that still wasn’t enough.”

			She stands still, her vision smeared.

			“Laurel, I can’t fix this for you.” Eli looks exhausted now, and older, though both of them are three years younger than they thought they’d be again. “You have to find a way to live with yourself. I thought you had, but if you haven’t, I can’t give you permission.”

			He walks past her to the stairs. Laurel hears his footsteps, slow, and then she hears him stop.

			“I forgave you,” he repeats. “But I couldn’t absolve you, too. I couldn’t go back and make it not happen.”

			

			—

			Climbing into her bunk, Laurel is sure she won’t sleep. She feels sick about tomorrow, and about how she and Eli have devolved. But exhaustion takes over: eight hours later, her alarm is a shock.

			A branch taps at the window, as if to remind her what day it is: August 18, 2014, the one they’ve anticipated for more than three years. The injuries from her fight with Eli are still tender—and yet, to Laurel’s surprise, gratitude is present, too. She is grateful to have slept. Grateful that Eli is downstairs, her partner in this absurd venture, if nothing else. And she is grateful to feel different this morning than she did last night: she can look back with the distance earned by wisdom, seeing what Eli meant, and where he was right. She washes her face and changes into fresh clothes. It matters, not just what she does today but how.

			Eli is making coffee in the kitchen. He turns when he hears her footsteps.

			“Eli, I’m sorry,” she says, stopping. “For…” The past day. The past week. The fall. She spreads her hands. “All of it.”

			“I know,” he says. “Me, too.”

			“I should have stayed here yesterday. Or told you, at least. I was selfish. Somehow, it felt important,” she says. “Nowhere near as important as Silas. Still, I thought that going there could tell me something, and not just about science. About—me.”

			Eli puts the kettle down. Laurel comes to stand in the doorway.

			“You know who you are.” Her face is defenseless, her eyes wide as they meet his. “Side by side with Eli Two, you make sense. But I don’t. Or I didn’t. I should have told you,” she repeats. “But I honestly didn’t think…”

			Coffee gurgles through the French press. How many times has she stood with Eli in a kitchen while he finished that process? It was one of his wedding vows: that he would always make the coffee, knowing that she was desperate for it as soon as she got up. And he had. Even when Silas was young and Laurel took morning duty, Eli woke early enough to leave a cup waiting for her. In the antiuniverse, he had resumed this generosity. It was things like that, she thought. Things that pleased and agonized and confused her. Things that made her wonder why nothing more had happened between them.

			“I didn’t think you’d mind,” she finishes. “I thought you’d be relieved that I was gone.”

			The silver hair at Eli’s temples is brown again. She can only see his true age in his gaze, which is fatigued but forthright.

			“You know,” he says, “I used to think I had two selves. I don’t mean me and Eli Two—this was years ago, when Silas was little. There was the part of me that was a parent, and the part that was everything else.” Eli pauses the way he does while deciding how to say what he means. “Picture two light switches. I thought one had to be off when the other was on, so that the circuit didn’t overheat. But then I watched you in Antarctica. You were a scientist there, as much as anyone. And you were a parent, too. Yes,” he adds, seeing her confusion. “Silas was gone. You were a parent, still. And I thought: Maybe both switches can be on at the same time. Maybe there would just be—more light.”

			Laurel joins him. A deep peace spreads through her. It is impossible to explain how much she has yearned for this kind of acknowledgment.

			“Eli, you were right. You couldn’t have saved me. I had to do that on my own.”

			He looks at her.

			“And you were right about something else, too. I did want to be punished. I know—it was a mistake—but something terrible had still happened. For a while, I even wondered whether I would be arrested,” she says. “I think a part of me wanted to go to prison. At least there would have been a way to atone. This might sound ridiculous, but sometimes I envied you. I don’t think you can imagine the torture of that kind of guilt.”

			Eli holds her gaze. “I’m sure you’re right. I can’t.”

			“Gloria told me something wise,” says Laurel. “Self-compassion can be harder than penance.”

			She remembers the moment exactly. They sat in Gloria’s living room chairs. By the distance in her expression, Gloria wasn’t only thinking of Laurel.

			Eli nods. Then he says, “I miss her.”

			“Gloria?” Laurel smiles. “I miss her, too.”

			She rubs her arms. The heat has lifted. Instead, the sky is gray and spitting.

			“The weather was like this last time,” Laurel says.

			Eli hands her the first cup of coffee. “I noticed that as soon as I woke up.”

			“Thank you,” she says, taking it. She is soothed by the heat of the mug in her hands, a small pleasure never used up. “What will we do if Silas isn’t there?”

			“The same thing we’ll do if he is. Find a portal. Make it home.”

			But if today goes the wrong way—if they stand waiting for a child who never comes—Laurel knows that they won’t be okay, no matter how they reassure each other. They’ve relinquished an entire world for Silas Two. She can’t contemplate the emptiness of a Duoverse without him.

			

			—

			They work together to pack the car. The briefest touch of his hand on her arm. Yes, they still need it, their bond, at least for one more day. Eli loads the cooler and a thick coil of rope. Beach chairs. Blankets, to keep Silas warm, if Silas is there. Laurel double-checks the hospital bag. Inside are fleece pants, a sweatshirt, two pairs of socks. The last time she packed a bag like this, she was nine months pregnant.

			They lost Silas in late afternoon, but they arrive in the morning just in case. The clouds have discouraged other visitors: there is only one other family on the beach. A middle-aged man and woman sit in sweatshirts, reading. Near the line of the water, a small child and an older woman—his grandmother, presumably—play with buckets and shovels.

			Eli watches the lake. Laurel opens the magazine she took from the apartment, Midwest Living, and stares unseeingly at recipes.

			“You should eat,” she tells Eli, at lunchtime. She hands him his sandwich, egg salad on wheat.

			

			—

			By early afternoon, Laurel’s heart rate has started to scare her. She isn’t warm enough to swim, but she gets in anyway, just for the shock of the cold.

			The other family packs up. When his parents take the bucket, the toddler cries; his grandmother, who can’t find her shovel, whimpers, too. The younger woman carries the child to the car. The man follows with the older woman, arm in arm, and Laurel sees that she is his mother. After Silas died, she noticed similar pairs, elderly women with strong, middle-aged sons, and felt an envy so acute it verged on madness.

			Once, in weather like this, she sat with Silas on the beach in San Francisco. Eli had been invited to give a talk at UC Berkeley, and they decided to make a family trip.

			Seymour and Julian offered their empty bedrooms. Laurel and Eli hadn’t been there since the night of the Other Worlds party. The house seemed shy this time, withholding. Silas crawled under furniture and slid down the banisters. At dusk, he ran through dark hallways, turning on lights.

			Across the bay, Eli bounced between meetings. Julian let Silas play with his paints and brushes so that Laurel could work on her postdoc research. She used the attic room that had once been Gloria’s.

			“We never come up here,” Seymour said. “It’s barely changed since she left.”

			Laurel couldn’t envision Gloria in the attic. There was the matter of the steps: Laurel had only known Gloria after her Lyme diagnosis, and this room was five stories high. It was also spartan in a way that seemed unlike her. A twin bed sat below a slanted wall, a simple desk beside the only window. The most colorful thing in the room was a piece of fabric, hung over the bed. Folk patterns had been expertly embroidered in red thread.

			Affixed to the door was a framed scrap of cloth that read Top of the Stairs. These words had been embroidered, like the wall hanging, but not by the same fine hand.

			“She chose this room,” Seymour explained. “God knows we tried to interest her in any other. I think she needed distance, at least in the beginning…maybe being close to us made what happened feel more real. The wall hanging was Olga’s, and the desk was Ted’s, but Gloria stored most of their belongings in boxes. Do you know, I still have some of them in one of these old closets.”

			This was surprising. Anything Gloria packed away must have been intensely charged.

			“She was different then,” Seymour added. “Gloria, that is. Not such a big personality. But she always had a kernel of…” He trailed off, then smiled. “Well—she was like her mother. Olga was adoring. But I wouldn’t want to be her enemy.”

			When Laurel finished work for the day, she took Silas on long, blustery walks. To the bison in Golden Gate Park. Or to Ocean Beach, where they watched surfers in wet suits and talked.

			“What’s down there at the bottom of the ocean?” Silas asked.

			“Fish,” said Laurel. “Kelp forests. Coral.”

			“Dolphins?”

			“And stingrays. And sharks.” She bared her teeth.

			Silas giggled. “And little teeny-tiny plankton.”

			“Yes, those.”

			“And trash.” Water pollution had been a subject in Silas’s first grade class. “But what’s at the bottom-bottom?”

			“The deepest part?” Laurel said. “We don’t have a very good idea. There’s too much pressure for humans to swim, even in scuba suits. We do know that it’s very dark, and very cold. And we know that there’s life.”

			“How?”

			“Explorers went down in a submarine. There’s a lot of muck on the seafloor, and soon, it covered the window. Before that happened, though,” she said, “the explorers saw a fish—just one! But if there’s one, there must be others. There are probably millions of species that we still haven’t discovered.”

			The waves looked fluted, lettuce-like. A woman walked by with a baby, who waved its sea star hand.

			“Say hello, Celeste,” the mother said.

			Laurel waved back. Celeste was one of her favorite names; if Silas had been a girl, they might have chosen it. In moments like this, she felt the pull of another child, a blinking milky creature who, like Silas, would have Eli’s curls—or not. Who knew how their genes would combine a second time?

			Silas said, “I don’t want you to die.”

			“Sweetheart, I won’t,” said Laurel, startled. “Not for a very long time.”

			He looked at her cannily. “How do you know?”

			It was a constant challenge, deciding how honest to be, when to pull the plug on the tooth fairy or admit that meat came from animals slaughtered for that purpose and not—as Silas had assumed—from roadkill.

			“Most people live into old age,” she said.

			“But you will die,” said Silas. “Someday.”

			“Everyone will.”

			Laurel pulled him onto her lap. Silas made a reflexive noise of protest, but then he leaned against her chest.

			“Even the creatures at the bottom-bottom?” he asked.

			“Yes. They’ll die someday, too.”

			“You said no one’s ever seen them.”

			“That’s true.”

			Wind blew off the water. Laurel snuggled him close.

			“Something could be alive down there forever,” he said, “and we wouldn’t even know.”

			

			—

			The sun emerges from behind clouds, just as it did while she stood in the cave, watching Armillaria glow.

			Laurel and Eli stand. He threads his fingers through hers. Though she cannot know for sure, Laurel has always believed that this was the moment when Silas woke up. He might have looked at the water, wanting to swim, feeling hot. Just for a second, he might have thought. The lake would have seemed calm, as it does when a rip current starts.

			

			—

			The lake is a box, and Silas is inside it, and he is not.

			

			—

			She could wait here forever, not yet knowing, biding her time. A coin balanced on its side. And would that not be better than an ending in which Silas never comes? She’d prefer uncertainty to certain heartbreak, purgatory to hell. She’d gladly take if over then.

			Yet her senses sharpen of their own accord, as they did when she gave birth. On that night, the chaos of the hospital receded like land from a boat. She drifted into a different place—life’s antechamber—to work in tandem with Silas.

			

			—

			Eli’s eyes rove over the water. She knows what he’s thinking: there’s no sign of a current. Only the grandmother’s lost shovel, bright green, afloat. Though something seems to be drawing it outward, away from the shore and the sand.

			Then the water breaks, and Laurel sees a hand.

			

			—

			Crash into the water. In one breath, she is swimming. She was encumbered on the dive, but it is so much easier this time: no tank, no gloves, nothing between the lake and her own body. She rises between strokes, gulping air, to make sure that the hand is still there.

			Water pours into her nostrils. When she surfaces, the sun swings into her eyes. The terror of last time comes back to her, the chaos and dislocation—the smallness of her efforts compared to the vastness of water.

			Her fear is a vortex. At the center is defeat. The conviction that she’s weak. It takes such effort to have faith, like holding an invisible shape. Two universes in one circle. A basin with a portal inside. Before evidence, that shape lives in the mind.

			She turns onto her back to rest and inhales fiercely, like a seal. Didn’t she believe in Antarctica, when the odds were infinitely slimmer, and she was years instead of yards away from Silas?

			Eli is swimming to her right.

			“Let the current carry you out,” he shouts.

			When Laurel stops struggling, she swims easily. The current functions like a moving walkway.

			“Give me the rope,” she gasps, touching skin. Slippery, wriggling. Warm.

			It is Silas. Eight. And howling like the day he was born.

			

			—

			Laurel wraps the rope around his waist. She ties one end to her arm and gives the other to Eli, who mirrors her. He is laughing, weeping, kissing Silas’s head, but the current won’t release them willingly.

			They move in complicated parallel. Each props an arm beneath Silas’s shoulders, to hold up his head. With the other arm, they paddle. They take only the slightest diagonal, but even this angle is grueling. The current erases their progress, and the distance to shore seems unchanging.

			The sound of Silas crying gives her strength. Holding each other, Laurel and Eli make incremental progress; linked by the rope, no one drifts away. Still, the remainder feels interminable. Eli shouts encouragement, but Laurel needs all her air. Her legs begin to shake as soon as she touches sand.

			A surge of ecstasy. They heave onto the beach.

			She removes the rope from Silas’s waist. In the water, he jerked with fear, but now his limbs are limp, his pupils rolling upward. Clouds drift back over the sun; a gray tone returns as the opening shuts. Eli lifts Silas’s chin and makes a seal with his own mouth. Laurel presses on his chest. Every fifteen times, Eli gives him two rescue breaths.

			After two cycles, Silas vomits.

			“Get the blankets,” Eli says, turning him onto one side.

			All Laurel wants to do is hold him, but she scrambles to her feet. The current has carried them some distance down the shore. As she jogs through sand, the endorphins that helped her swim begin to ebb. The burn in her legs is excruciating by the time she reaches the chairs. She throws the hospital bag over one shoulder and grabs all of the towels she can.

			The tears come as she runs back to them. Eli holds Silas, talking to him, trying to keep him warm. His teeth chatter even after they’ve wrapped him in blankets. Laurel dries him with a towel, and they put his clothing on.

			Eli carries Silas to the car. Laurel climbs into the backseat, and he places the child in her arms.

			Only now does she allow herself to really look at him. His skin is a wrinkled, grayish blue. His hair has grown in patches, and his eyes are as unfocused as an infant’s.

			His identity, though, is unmistakable. Laurel stares at the shape of his hands and the birthmark on his thumb. She never thought she’d see his face again. Other faces—millions of faces. But not this one.

			

			—

			They call the emergency room from the highway. When Eli lurches into the parking lot, medics streak toward them with a stretcher.

			Silas is wheeled into an X-ray, then a CT scan. Laurel and Eli know the risks: water in the lungs, seizures in the brain. They sit in the surreal purgatory of the visitors’ area. Every so often, a cell phone rings or a soda tumbles out of the vending machine. After the frenzy of the beach, Laurel feels useless. She cannot think. There is no space for anything but her most fervent wish.

			A nurse calls their names. They follow him to a small room. Minutes pass before a doctor knocks. Laurel melts into Eli when she hears that Silas’s tests have come back clear.

			“His lungs are strong,” the doctor says.

			Laurel and Eli follow the nurse to the neonatal intensive care unit. The other visitors are at least two decades older than they are, and the patients are well above seventy. Silas lies in the smallest incubator, which is still five feet long. His chest is covered with electrodes. Laurel cranes over the plastic dome. Plumped by fluids, his wrinkles have faded, and his eyes seem clearer.

			She is desperate to hold him, kiss him, take him far away from here. But before Laurel and Eli can bring Silas home, all three must undergo genetic testing. The results won’t come back until morning. A nurse leads them to the vacant room where families stay overnight. None of the cots are free, so Eli finds a pair of chairs.

			Laurel shivers in the air-conditioning, wearing her swimsuit and cover-up. Despite all her preparation, she’d forgotten to pack clothes for herself.

			“Take these, dear,” says a gray-haired woman on a cot. Laurel saw her in the NICU, reading to an ancient-looking man in an extra-long incubator. She hands Laurel thick socks and plaid flannel pajamas.

			“You don’t have to do that,” Laurel says, but the woman waves her off.

			“Extra pair,” she says. “I always pack too much.”

			Laurel changes in the bathroom. Another visitor has left a tube of toothpaste on the sink, so she brushes her teeth with a finger.

			“Better?” asks the older woman when Laurel returns.

			“Much. I can’t thank you enough.”

			“I only wish I had a pair for your husband.”

			The other visitors are watching her and Eli. Their expressions range from nosiness to pity.

			“Don’t mind them,” the woman says. “I saw you with your little boy. The only thing that you should do right now is celebrate.”

			

			—

			Laurel wakes throughout the night, desperate for Silas, beset with the wrongness of being away from him. In the morning, Eli brings coffee back from the hospital café. Laurel can only take a few sips. Finally the nurse appears, and they follow him into the hallway.

			“Well, you were right. He’s yours.” The nurse’s tone is chipper, but he doesn’t stay longer than he has to, as though—for their sake—he wishes it weren’t true.

			The doctor asks to see Laurel and Eli privately. She encourages them to consider counseling and provides a pamphlet (When Life Begins Late). There are support groups, she says, for parents in exactly their position.

			Laurel nearly laughs. She feels that high. She thinks, but does not say, This is the happiest day of my life.

			

			—

			Silas is discharged that evening. Despite his appearance, he has a newborn’s motor skills. He can’t speak or walk, and his head droops to his chest. Laurel expected this, but to witness it is bewildering. They purchase a week’s supply of formula, as well as a specialized wheelchair and a pediatric car seat. The nurse shows them how to transfer Silas, and to collapse the wheelchair so that it fits in the trunk.

			Eli drives at a crawl. They reach the apartment as the sun sets. Brass light showers the front porch. The nurse recommended that Silas sleep in a bottom bunk: the railings will keep him safe. As they bring him upstairs, he fusses, but he settles down quickly in bed.

			Laurel puts her ear to his chest. His heartbeat is the world’s most beautiful sound. Eli stands over them, beaming, and she flashes to their early days—the way he looked at her when he arrived at her attic apartment.

			She strokes Silas’s hair. “I don’t know if I can leave him.”

			“I know,” says Eli gently. “But he needs rest. And so do we.”

			“Do you mind if I use your bathroom?” Laurel asks. “I’m afraid I’ll wake him if I shower here.”

			“Not at all,” says Eli. “I’ll install the monitor.”

			Laurel floats down the hall. She enters Eli’s room, passing the bed, and walks through the adjoining door. As soon as it shuts, she shucks her swimsuit off. Hot water hasn’t felt so good since Antarctica. Laurel rolls her head, soaps every crevice, combs conditioner through with her fingers. A breeze comes through the window while she pulls on her shorts and tank top.

			She walks back into the bedroom. Eli isn’t there. Laurel sits on the edge of the queen to wrap her hair in a towel. When they were married, she always made the bed, and she notices his effort here, the duvet rumpled but tucked under the pillows. A notebook sits on the nightstand beside a bottle of sleeping pills.

			The door to the bedroom is open, but Eli still knocks.

			“Come in,” Laurel says. Then: “Sorry,” she adds, standing, when he sees her on the bed.

			Eli waves her down.

			“Sit,” he says. “We’re both exhausted.” He sets the monitor’s receiver on the dresser beside the box it came in. On the cover, an elderly newborn sleeps peacefully. “All set.”

			She thinks of how unflappable he was in the water, how steady he was on the beach. What pressure he must have felt as he put his mouth to Silas’s and breathed.

			“You were incredible today,” she says.

			“So were you,” says Eli. “I’ve never seen someone run so fast through sand.”

			She adjusts the towel on her head—unwinds and holds it there, squeezing, before she sets it on the bed.

			“Well,” she says, “I’ll get out of your way.”

			“You aren’t in it,” says Eli.

			He won’t quite look at her. Laurel becomes aware of her bare skin. And of her pulse, beneath it.

			“About what you said this morning,” Eli says. “You were wrong. I wasn’t relieved that you were gone.”

			Laurel’s mind splits and rearranges itself around this sentence. Does he mean what she thinks he does? The question is an electric fence: they can go no further without touching it.

			Then Eli comes toward her—long strides, before he can stop himself. He answers her question by placing his hands on her face, his mouth on her mouth.

			For a moment, she feels only shock. Then sensation floods back to her. Laurel does not think. She moves. She kisses the lips she’s kissed a thousand times, a long-ago feeling now new.

			In Eli’s face is total willingness, permission for her to do anything. She pulls her shirt over her head. Eli is still wearing his swimsuit, and the fabric clings as she unties the waistband. He peels her shorts down with one hand. When she lowers over him, he shudders. Neither talks. They keep close to the moment, as if it will only happen this once. Laurel braces herself on her elbows, controlling the speed, remembering the way he used to like it. Eli exhales sharply. His eyes are open, his mouth parted. As he comes, he arcs his back, and his stomach presses against hers.

			He turns her onto her back and brings his face to her hips. Everything in Laurel is tensed: all it would take is the slightest touch, and she grasps his head, holding him back, not wanting it yet.

			It’s too late. Blood pulses to its single destination. She could try to postpone the end—the little death—forever. Instead, she takes her foot off the brake, leaning into the wild careen of it: everything and then nothing but embers. Eli lifts his head to look at her. Without speaking she asks, Have I done enough?, and without speaking he answers.
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			Sparks

			Laurel carries a bottle downstairs. The stairs creak beneath her, and a cry sounds on cue. She tests the formula with a finger, to make sure it isn’t too hot, and enters the mundane paradise of Silas’s room.

			It is weightless, perfect June. Light from a sun-catcher spangles the wall. Laurel can smell the honeysuckle and the dogwood in the yard. She turns off the sound machine, a hand-me-down from Beth. Silas lies on his back, but at the sound of her voice, he lifts his head.

			Over the years, Laurel daydreamed about what she would do with Silas, if they found him. She wanted to take him to the playground near their house and to the public library. She pictured them at the Madison Children’s Museum, with its Wildernest and Rooftop Ramble; she imagined reading to him, and feeding him, and giving him his first bath. In real life, though, all she wants to do is stare. No amount of looking sates her.

			Years ago, Laurel and Eli said that Silas One changed daily. Here, the phrase is not hyperbole. At eight weeks, Silas Two can laugh and hold a toy. He follows Laurel’s movements with interest. Once, he pushed himself into a sitting position, though he tipped over right afterward. Laurel assumes this has to do with his age: an eight-year-old’s brain—even one that has just been composed—is much more robust than an infant’s. Last week, she walked to a coffee shop while Eli watched Silas. By the time she returned, he had learned to roll over.

			

			—

			Two months earlier, in Cedar, Laurel lay in bed, stunned. Then she got up.

			“I should go check on him,” she said.

			“We can see him on the monitor,” said Eli.

			“I know,” said Laurel. “But—”

			She wobbled when she stood. The shades were open, the sky dark. She had no idea what time it was.

			Laurel knew that Eli was watching as she walked to the bathroom, but she couldn’t bring herself to turn around. She didn’t know what she would see in his face, nor what she wanted to. She didn’t know what he would find in hers.

			She sat on the toilet and wiped herself. The porcelain was cold under her thighs. After Silas died, she had chosen to get an IUD, and she wondered if it was still working. Laurel tried to calculate how long ago the insertion had been, but it was so confusing to count years forward and backward that she soon gave up.

			She opened the bathroom door. Eli had put on his boxers.

			“You all right?” he asked.

			She noticed how handsome he was. But that thought was fleeting. In its place came the same numb bewilderment.

			“Mm,” she said, pulling on her pajamas.

			Laurel climbed into the bunk across from Silas. She woke throughout the night. Every time, she knelt by Silas’s bed, frantic until she heard him breathe. When he fussed, she went downstairs to mix and warm the formula.

			Eli appeared on the landing. “Can I help?”

			The microwave droned.

			“I’ve got it,” said Laurel.

			“I can do the next one.”

			“There is no next one, remember?” Silas’s stomach was large enough that he needed only one nighttime feeding.

			“Oh,” said Eli. “Right.”

			His eyes loomed out of the darkness. So did hers. The microwave beeped loudly.

			“Well,” he said, “let me know if you need me.”

			Laurel cooed as she came back into the bedroom. Silas sucked the plastic nipple instinctively. Afterward, she slept until dawn. When she opened her eyes, a bird sang outside, and Silas was gone.

			Laurel made a high-pitched, animal sound. She flew down the stairs. Eli sat in the living room. Next to him, on the couch, lay Silas. To prevent him from falling off, Eli had made a barricade: two baking sheets and a pool noodle.

			“I was trying to let you sleep,” he whispered.

			Dressing Silas required both of them: Laurel held his upper body, and Eli eased his kicking legs through pants. He had his first tantrum as they put him in his wheelchair.

			“At least his lungs are clear,” Eli muttered, Silas screaming into his ear.

			But he slept during the drive. Afraid to wake him, they passed the trip in silence—until Eli turned off the beltline.

			“Laurel,” he said, “we’re going to have to talk about what happened eventually.”

			“Eventually sounds good,” she said, but Eli didn’t smile.

			“If you regret it,” he said, looking ahead, “just tell me.”

			“Is that how you feel?”

			Eli pulled up to a red light. “I’m not the one who’s avoiding the subject.”

			“The thing is…” Laurel began, and stopped.

			Eli looked at her expectantly.

			“The thing is—” she repeated, but then Silas shrieked, which was just as well, for she had begun the sentence without knowing how to end it.

			An elephantine package waited on the porch: the crib that Eli had overnighted. Silas One had slept upstairs, but they put Silas Two in Eli’s office, which was more wheelchair-accessible. While Eli assembled the crib, Laurel fed Silas his next bottle.

			“You should take the upstairs bedroom,” she said. “I can sleep in here.”

			“A blow-up mattress won’t fit,” Eli said. “The crib takes up too much space.”

			“That’s okay. I’ll take the couch.”

			Eli looked at the sofa. It was a two-seater, and the arms were made of wood. She knew what he was thinking: the bed upstairs—a king—fit both of them.

			“Really,” she said. “I’ll be fine.”

			Laurel had never been so emotionally inarticulate. Any deeper feelings were muffled by a sense of threat. It was as though she had received a mysterious gift—but, afraid of what might be in store, she could not bring herself to open it.

			There was also the question of bandwidth. She swung between rapture and exhaustion. Laurel and Eli decided to trade night duty. One stayed with Silas, and the other slept upstairs. Instinctively, each of them lay on their old side of the bed.

			Eli poured himself into research: his purpose was to bring Silas home. He still hadn’t found relevant data from any other detectors, so he wrote to physicists whose doubles he’d known in their universe. He was certain they would help, but the replies he received—if he did so at all—were brisk and apologetic. They were running their own experiments and writing their own books. Laurel was not as surprised by this as Eli seemed to be. She had met plenty of scientists who subscribed to the Great Man theory of history, and though this was not the time to say so, he had not been so different.

			Now he pivoted to scrutinize the other Eli’s book and notes. It was possible, he thought, that they had different but complementary knowledge—or that portals worked differently in this universe. The basement became his workspace. One afternoon, while Silas napped, Laurel walked downstairs to see him.

			“I don’t know what I’m doing,” Eli said when he saw her, and she remembered the days he’d spent searching for WIMPs.

			“We have plenty of time,” she said. “Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

			“Too late. I’ve had a migraine for days.”

			“Eli,” said Laurel, softly.

			She kneaded the back of his neck. Eli made a little groan. Her body responded to the sound, and to the act of touching him. Her mind remained inscrutable. Laurel felt embers of the old love, yes, but she also knew that they would have to start over again. What they had now was not new love but some mixture of lust, relief, attachment, history, and confusion. As she walked back upstairs, she wondered if it had been easier to feign a relationship than it would be to attempt a real one.

			

			—

			In May, Laurel returns to campus. She and Eli were granted three months of parental leave. Laurel would gladly have taken three years. She can’t muster her interest in teaching. Having waited so long for Silas, it seems absurd to spend any time apart, but Eli’s work could be their ticket home. Until they leave this universe, they have to keep their jobs.

			Science Hall has the same architecture as it does in Laurel’s universe, but this one was built more recently: the locks don’t stick, and the elevators never jam. Because most students are over sixty, all doorways accommodate wheelchairs, and presentations are accompanied by large-print captions. One year earlier, a student group advocated for designated quiet rooms: stimulation-free spaces, they said, would be helpful for neurodivergent students as well as those with age-related limitations. Even Laurel has taken respite in the one in Science Hall, which features neat bins of eye masks and earplugs.

			Laurel’s office is on the second floor. In her world, it was Gloria’s. Laurel feels undeserving, but she does enjoy meeting there with students. A graduating senior gave her an art piece made of spore prints. Laurel hung it over the desk, which began to feel like hers. She found an armchair on Craigslist and assembled an informal lending library. The books span a range of genres, but they all feature fungi. Atop the bookcase, she keeps an electric kettle, a pot of sugar, mugs, and coffee.

			Today Laurel has come to clear the cobwebs. She finds an unemptied mug with a teabag inside; someone must have put it down behind the armchair, and an intriguing patch of Aspergillus has composed. As a robotic vacuum cleans the floor, she sends her syllabi to the printer. Almost everything in the antiuniverse is digital—Laurel’s students, who grew up with screens, are more technologically literate than she is—but she still keeps hard copies on hand.

			Campus is a ghost town during summer, so Laurel is surprised to hear footsteps. Each is punctuated by the rhythm of a cane. The person who appears looks somewhere near eighty. Her hair is shorter than Laurel last saw it—the cut is almost gamine—but she would know the woman anywhere.

			“Professor Salter,” the visitor begins at the same time as Laurel says, “Gloria?”

			Laurel stares beseechingly, hoping against logic that Gloria will know her, too. Gloria pauses. Her eyes are wizened but intrigued.

			“Have we met?” she asks.

			This shouldn’t be a blow, but it is. Laurel longs for a glitch in the matrix, just once—for the person she knows to punch through.

			Well, Gloria might have said, this is worth coming out of retirement.

			And Laurel could say, I got your letter.

			But this Gloria is confused, and waiting for an answer.

			“I think,” Laurel says, stalling, “that maybe, one of my colleagues—”

			“—mentioned me?” Gloria finishes. “I’ve been badgering Samir Ali all summer. He said I’m out of luck, but I’ve been told that I’m persistent.”

			She leans on a simple wooden cane. Laurel’s wealthier students opt for the iCane, which senses obstacles, responds to vocal commands, and comes in three colors: platinum, rose gold, and a matte black called coal. Gloria’s model has seen better days. Atop the handle is one of the novelty attachments that are all the rage among Laurel’s freshmen. This one is shaped like a lion.

			“Please,” says Laurel. “Sit down.”

			She clears a stack of paper from the armchair. Gloria wears a black linen dress, puckered by mending, and a pair of lace-up boots. She holds a canvas backpack in her lap.

			“Can I offer you coffee?” Laurel asks.

			“Oh,” says Gloria, with yearning.

			In the antiuniverse, coffee is a relatively new invention. Before 2080, it was too hot for the Coffea plant to survive. In 2075, an Ethiopian farmer found it growing wild. After environmental efforts yielded a drop in temperatures, the Latin American coffee belt expanded. Laurel can only assume that the reverse will happen in her world. (“We’ve been using the wrong tactics,” she told Eli. “Americans don’t care about droughts and extinctions. Just tell them that climate change will take away their coffee.”)

			While she heats the water, Laurel collects herself. She’s afraid that Gloria will mistake her silence for rudeness, but when she turns, Gloria is watching her with reverence. It’s the same way that Laurel once looked at Gloria One.

			“Are you a student here?” Laurel asks.

			“A prospective one,” says Gloria. “I graduated from high school in the fall with my equivalency. I was accepted here; that isn’t the problem. I’m trying to decide between offers.”

			Gloria looks older than most of Laurel’s students, which means, in this universe, that she is younger. An equivalency degree implies that she graduated early.

			“That doesn’t sound like a problem, either,” says Laurel, pouring the coffee. “Sugar?”

			Gloria’s eyes widen. “Please.”

			Laurel passes the sugar bowl. Gloria heaps three tablespoons into her mug. She is thinner than Laurel’s Gloria, who was reedy in old photos but had, after Lyme, become plump.

			“Which other schools are you considering?” asks Laurel.

			“UC Berkeley. Cornell. Yale.” Gloria seems torn between pride and bashfulness. “With scholarships.”

			“That’s wonderful.” For a moment, Laurel’s delight is such that she does feel like Gloria’s elder. But if tuition isn’t at issue, she can’t imagine why Gloria would choose Wisconsin. After finding her at last, Laurel will have to let her go.

			Gloria picks at the hem of her dress. Her knees have a fine coating of dirt. “The problem is that Mr. Ali said there’s no space in your lab.”

			In her shock, Laurel nearly laughs. She sees her blunder right away: to Gloria, her reaction seems dismissive.

			“I can show you my transcripts,” Gloria says. “I graduated with a perfect GPA. I have a high honors score from the GED and credits for college-level coursework. And I was a finalist for the Regeneron Science Talent Search.”

			Regeneron is the most prestigious high school research competition in the country. Placing in the top three hundred virtually guarantees admission to a student’s school of choice.

			“I have no doubt that you’re incredibly gifted,” says Laurel hastily. “And I’d love for you to join the lab. What Samir meant is that we’ve planned our budget for the year.”

			“I’ll work for free.”

			“I couldn’t let you do that.”

			Gloria grips her mug. “Why not?”

			“You might be surprised by what scholarships don’t cover. Food. Books. Sometimes even room and board. It isn’t right.”

			Gloria deflates. At this distance, Laurel can smell the mildew of her dress. Below that is a more complicated odor—not quite unclean, but of the body.

			“Forgive me for asking,” Laurel says, “but do you have a place to live?”

			“Yes,” says Gloria. “At the Sunrise Home for Women.”

			Despite its cheerful name, the Sunrise Home isn’t. At Progress Senior Living, where Clare was enrolled, premier services come with a commensurate price tag. Elders who can’t be raised by next of kin—or whose relatives can’t afford a facility like Progress—are funneled into state-funded welfare institutions. Some are merely spartan; others are actively neglectful. Sunrise has a reputation for the latter. It pains Laurel to think of Gloria there, but it does make sense. In Laurel’s world, Gloria didn’t have children; here, there was no one to raise her. Some elderly adults are adopted out of care, but this clearly hadn’t happened to Gloria.

			“Well, that’s good,” says Laurel. The Gloria she knew was not averse to much, but she did recoil from sympathy.

			“Right now,” Gloria adds, “I’m traveling.”

			“Anywhere interesting?”

			“State parks, mostly.”

			Her cane leans against the wall. Laurel wonders how well she sleeps: it can’t be easy to camp with physical limitations. Gloria’s stubbornness strikes her as typical of any young genius. But young people often leave institutions like Sunrise with behavioral challenges, too. Laurel has students who struggle to work collaboratively, or who become overly attached. For others, a hard exterior shields tender self-reliance. Gloria probably hasn’t had many allies.

			And here she is, asking for one.

			“This might sound funny,” Laurel says, “but would you like to join me for dinner? A colleague canceled, and I’m craving falafel. We could keep talking.”

			Laurel is fibbing, but she’s good at fibbing now. For the first time, the other Gloria grins.

			

			
				
				—
			

			Before they leave the office, Gloria’s phone rings. She retrieves a battered Android.

			“It’s my college counselor,” she says. “Do you mind?”

			“Not at all,” says Laurel.

			Laurel is glad that she seems to have an advocate. Gloria steps into the hallway. While waiting, Laurel texts Eli.

			
				I just met Gloria.

			

			Eli starts typing immediately. A string of emojis arrives: shocked face, party face, exploding head.

			About time, he writes.

			I offered to take her out for dinner, types Laurel. Can you feed S?

			She puts her phone in her pocket. After Gloria returns, they ride the elevator downstairs. Library Mall is eternally under construction, so Laurel suggests that they turn right on Park Street. Her phone buzzes as they pass the W-shaped tulips in front of Humanities.

			Sorry for delay, Eli wrote. Silas just [image: Face vomiting emoji.]. Re: dinner—he inserted a thumbs-up emoji, followed by a plate with silverware. I suspect he’ll pass, but otherwise, I’m on it.

			Laurel brings Gloria to the Levantine café on State Street. The atmosphere is casual, with tiled floors and vinyl tablecloths, but Gloria toys self-consciously with a hole in her dress. She brightens when dinner arrives: tangy hummus, crisp falafels, couscous with dates and almonds.

			Laurel asks about her travels. “You must have seen some interesting fungi.”

			“Oh, yes.”

			“Any favorites?”

			“I found a cluster of Xylaria polymorpha growing out of a wood barrel in Grant County. Pretty spooky.” The common name of Xylaria polymorpha is dead man’s fingers, which is exactly what they look like; in the antiuniverse, panicked hikers often mistake them for composing bodies. “And coral fungus, at Kohler-Andrae State Park. Clavaria…?”

			“Was it purple? Zollingeri,” says Laurel, after Gloria nods. “I’ve always wanted to see that in the flesh.”

			“It really looked like something out of the ocean. And you know,” says Gloria, “there are all kinds of species here in town. Last week, I found three puffballs in somebody’s front yard. Just sitting there—like white rabbits!”

			“Those make a good pizza crust.”

			“Do they?” Gloria asks. “Oh! Up north, I saw this.”

			She shows Laurel a photo on her phone. At the foot of an oak tree is a dime-sized orange cap. The mushroom reminds Laurel of Amanita muscaria, but its yellow spots suggest a rarer species.

			Gloria flips through subsequent photos. “I think it’s Frost’s amanita.”

			“Good guess,” Laurel says. “But I might vote flavoconia.”

			“Ye-es,” says Gloria—flavoconia is a more common muscaria look-alike—“but at the base, do you see…?”

			Gloria spreads her thumb and index finger, enlarging the mushroom’s spongy collar.

			“You’re absolutely right,” says Laurel. “Frost’s amanita. Great work.”

			Gloria beams as she puts the phone away.

			“How long have you been on the road?” Laurel asks. “And have more pita. I’m getting full.”

			Serving herself, Gloria smiles. “All summer.”

			“Does it get tiring?”

			“I like living outside. You can’t get in a fight with a tree.”

			Laurel laughs. She knows that she shouldn’t show favoritism—Gloria isn’t the only student who wants to join the Rhizotron—but she can’t stop herself. Perhaps the connection she feels is only a projection of her bond with Gloria One. But maybe Laurel and Gloria would find each other in any universe, in any combination.

			“Listen,” she says. “Our grant runs through the fall, which is when we’ll apply for a new one. I could offer you placement as a sophomore. If I’d had more time, I could have tried another angle, but this close to the semester…”

			Gloria shuts her eyes as she absorbs this disappointment. “Mr. Ali said you were on parental leave. I didn’t want to bother you.”

			“What about UC Berkeley?” Laurel hates the thought of losing Gloria, but she also wants her to be happy. “The Wei lab is doing fascinating work with fungi and climate.”

			“Carbon sequestration in forests. I know. I want to work with you.” Gloria sets her fork down. “Do you mind if I ask—and I understand if you don’t want to talk about it—but after the fossil forest? I’d give my pinkie finger to know what you’re doing next.”

			“No pinkies necessary,” Laurel says. “I have too many at home already.”

			Gloria plays along. “In a bin.”

			“Growing hands.”

			They giggle. The sky has darkened by a shade. In the restaurant, hanging lanterns flicker. A server arrives to propose dessert. They order the baklawa at his suggestion.

			When he leaves, Laurel says, “To be honest, I’m thinking about a new direction. It might not interest you.”

			Gloria waits. It isn’t common practice to share early-stage ideas with a student, let alone a prospective one, but Laurel has never been particularly proprietary about her work. Isn’t science the practice of unearthing what already exists? If she isn’t the one to do the digging, she figures that someone else will.

			For months, Laurel has been consumed by Silas. She’s barely thought about the tree in Michigan; the items she took from the cave sit in her office closet, untouched. In the light of Gloria’s interest, the details return to her. She describes the angle of the trunk, and how the cavern contained both rhizomorphs and roots. By the end of the story, she feels oddly nervous. Laurel hasn’t told Eli what she found; she still feels vaguely ashamed, and they haven’t returned to the subject.

			“Oh my God,” Gloria says.

			“Yeah.” Laurel laughs a little. “Weird, right?”

			“It’s more than weird. This could be huge.”

			“You think so?”

			“Are you kidding? Usually, composition happens underground, where we can’t see it. In the cave, you could watch the process happen. It’d be like taking the circuit board out of a computer.”

			“Tell me more,” says Laurel. “I’m not great with computers.”

			“We had to take computer classes at Sunrise. It’s basically the only thing they care about: hard skills and tech jobs. Looks good if they can say their alumni get rich as engineers or coders. Never mind the fact that computers are going the way of Bitcoin, given the energy costs; if you ask me, they’ll be obsolete in the next hundred years. But I digress,” Gloria says. “A circuit is a path for electric currents. It starts and ends in the same place, which makes it a loop. These configurations enable a computer to answer questions and perform tasks. It’s sort of like muscle memory: the shape is the solution.”

			Laurel thinks of her maze experiment. She describes the setup to Gloria.

			“At first, mycelium grew everywhere,” she explains. “But when I ran the experiment a second time, using a piece of the same sample, it took the shortest route to the center. I felt like there might be some form of memory involved. I had a hunch about electricity, but I couldn’t prove it.”

			“I’ve never heard about this. Did you publish?”

			Laurel shakes her head. In this universe, her article doesn’t exist.

			“Maybe scale was the problem. The toy mazes couldn’t have been very big, and mycelium is delicate. Any electricity was probably hard to detect. But rhizomorphs are particularly conductive, aren’t they?” Gloria asks. “Because of the melanin?”

			Inside Laurel, something stirs, opens an eye. “That’s true.”

			The baklawa arrives: two diamond-shaped slices, draped with honey. Laurel pushes the serving dish toward Gloria.

			“So, wait,” Gloria says. “Have you done any work in the cave so far?”

			“A little bit. Nothing serious. I’ve been toying with a voltmeter.”

			Laurel has spoken as her double. She doesn’t share her next thought, which is hesitant, possibly insane: Can she partner with Laurel Two? Scientists work together all the time. Laurel’s collaborator would simply be a universe away.

			Gloria’s foot bobs with excitement. “This makes me think about human composition. Like, okay: with the help of fungi, a body composes over time. At some point, after the brain and the heart come online, it can survive on its own. But when does that happen—and how? Isn’t it crazy that we still don’t know?”

			Laurel smiles. “Well, there are lots of things that science doesn’t understand.”

			In her world, after all, many cancers are incurable. The brain is still mostly obscure. The role of the appendix, how and why we dream, the origins of life—these remain mysteries.

			Gloria looks thoughtful. “Maybe we used to know more; before written language, when everyone communicated through, you know, AI-induced telepathy, it could have been passed down via brainwaves. But after the Fire Age, we lost all of that data, so…” Gloria shrugs. Then she notices Laurel’s expression. “Sorry. I’m digressing again.”

			“No, it’s not that,” Laurel says.

			She shudders to imagine circumstances so dire that societies were not just forced but willing to relinquish quantum computers and cryptocurrency. Laurel does know that it was ghastly. People took what they wanted from the earth until they had also taken what they needed: clean air, adequate food, natural medicines. Technological waste, rotting in landfills and groundwater, worsened global warming. Discarded electronics released toxic chemicals to which the old and the young were especially vulnerable. Children who couldn’t afford retirement found work as waste pickers, their tiny fingers handling the tiniest devices.

			Progress was neither linear nor fair. Billionaires hoarded resources in palatial fortresses, and capitalism adapted. Instead of manufacturing devices, technology companies extracted and recycled the minerals inside them. Some people downgraded gladly, sick of the burdens of previous centuries: the privacy issues, the data leaks, the conflicts with indeterminately sentient AI. Others asked why they should cede convenience for something as poorly distributed as quality of life.

			But many were inspired by the butterfly effect of change. In 2064, an Indian scientist found a way to convert plastic into organic material, which was then fed to fungi in soil. The Amazon rainforest expanded, and she won the Nobel Prize. As the century continued, a stunning array of products became unextinct: chickpeas, soybeans, cacao. A Pueblo farmer cut into a leathery black pod and discovered the first avocado. The first rhinoceros appeared, and then the first Sumatran elephant, composing in a patch of lowland forest the size of a small temple. Soon, nature’s new releases garnered the same excitement that Apple’s once did.

			“It’s all just kind of mind-blowing,” Laurel adds.

			“That’s what I think,” says Gloria, slotting back onto track. “So, I don’t know, maybe I’m crazy, but what I’m thinking is: What if we can watch the end of composition in the tree? The shift from dependence to independence—the passing of the torch.”

			“The spark,” Laurel says.

			“The spark,” says Gloria.

			Both have spoken in a whisper. It’s as though they’ve said the name of God.

			“The department has a funding pool for unique cases. Maybe I could hire you as a special projects assistant.” Laurel keeps her voice low; she isn’t the only department member to frequent the Levantine café. “Though we might have to wait until next semester.”

			“Let me help out at the lab until then. I just want to be part of it,” Gloria says. “I don’t care if I spend all day washing glassware.”

			Laurel’s mouth opens. It’s the same thing she told Gloria One.

			“We do use quite a lot of glassware,” says Laurel.

			

			
				
				—
			

			She walks home at dusk. As Laurel approaches the house, she sees Eli in the yard. He’s shoeless in work pants, planting the apple trees they purchased over the weekend. Facing him is a woman, Whitney, who lives down the block.

			Whitney says something to Eli. He laughs. Laurel quickens her pace. She arrives to find Whitney describing her homemade apple crisp.

			“Hi, Whitney,” Laurel says.

			“Oh,” says Whitney. “Hi, Laurel.”

			Whitney is a young mother, recently divorced. She hitches her purse up on one shoulder, and Laurel smiles a smile of a thousand knives as Eli pours soil into the planting hole.

			Laurel is not an inherently jealous person. During her marriage to Eli, it was clear that other people found him attractive. When someone flirted with him at a party, she observed the interaction with amused tolerance, just as he did when the same thing happened to her. In these moments, they saw each other not with the goggles of marriage—familiar baggage, dirty laundry—but through the lens of a stranger. It was a pleasant optical illusion, a return to original settings. Under the right circumstances, it could even be arousing: sex acquired a reviving intensity, and Laurel mentally thanked the graduate student who had sidled up to ask Eli about WIMPs.

			Silas lies on a blanket, batting at particles. Laurel kisses his head as Whitney departs. She isn’t the first neighborhood single to loiter while Eli does yard work. Maybe they wonder why Laurel and Eli don’t wear rings. After he spreads the roots of the tree, Eli retrieves Silas (“Come on, old man”) and carries him inside. Laurel follows uneasily. She recognizes that a door has opened between her and Eli. To make a decision, they would have to relinquish the détente of the past four years—the safe space of maybe. Laurel is afraid to find out whether a relationship would work. She’s afraid to find out how badly she wants it.

			The next day, during Silas’s afternoon nap, she joins Eli in the kitchen. He stands against a backdrop of watery sunshine, cutting a mango.

			“Do you remember what you said while we drove home from Cedar?” she asks.

			“That Silas’s lungs had composed a little too well?”

			“No.” Laurel works up her courage. “That we were going to have to talk about what happened eventually.”

			“Oh.”

			She watches him carve the mango into squares. It would be easier to reverse course, but three months have passed since the night they slept together. Laurel owes him this much.

			“The thing is,” she says, “that I worked so hard to feel nothing for you.”

			Eli keeps his eyes on the cutting board, but his head tilts slightly toward her, as an animal lifts an ear to listen.

			“I didn’t think I had a choice,” she says. “The past three years—living together, waiting for him—it would have been…”

			“Impossible otherwise,” says Eli.

			She nods. “When you’ve been training yourself that way, for self-protection—and out of fear of what could happen, fear of what already happened—when you’ve been doing that for years, it’s very hard to…”

			Eli sets down the knife. “I know.”

			“So it wasn’t that I didn’t—or that I don’t…”

			Laurel is coming to tears.

			“You’re the only person I have—really have—in this world,” she says. “I can’t lose you again.”

			“You could find someone else,” says Eli.

			Laurel shakes her head. This is not what she wants to hear, but she can’t blame him. To Eli, her uncertainty must have felt like rejection.

			“Maybe,” she says. “But I couldn’t find you.”

			Eli gestures to Ghost Particle. His double gazes out from the back cover.

			“As it turns out,” he says, “you can.”

			She smiles. “Well, that one is taken.”

			Eli peels the mango back and tugs the first square with his teeth.

			“Can I have some?” Laurel asks.

			She rises onto the balls of her feet to kiss him. The mango is still in his mouth. He pushes it into hers: firm but softening, warm from his body.

			“Let’s go slow,” he says.

			That evening, they walk through the neighborhood with Silas. At the cemetery, they see Mr. Nakamura, who waves. On the way home, Laurel takes Eli’s hand. And swings it as he grins.

			“I love you,” Laurel says.

			“I love you, too,” he says. “Again.”

			

			—

			Some people reacted to Silas’s birth with discomfort. When Laurel and Eli told Janet Rosen, she gasped, a hand flying to her mouth. One of Laurel’s colleagues sent the name of a grief therapist. But Clare has taken delight in Silas since the first time she saw him.

			“Oh, honey,” she told Laurel. “He’s absolutely perfect.”

			At daycare, Silas is the youngest newborn by several decades. Sometimes Clare joins Laurel to pick him up. Everyone else has come to retrieve their parents, not their children. Once, Laurel and Clare arrive behind two middle-aged women.

			“Have you seen the little boy?” says one. “I think his name is Steven.”

			“Tragic,” says the other. “I hate to say it, but I look at the mother, putting on this brave face, and I think: Thank God that isn’t me.”

			Laurel fumes as a staffer wheels Silas to the door. On his cheek is a butterfly, the result of a face-painting activity. Seeing Laurel and Clare, he waves madly.

			“Excuse us,” says Clare. She stalks forward to envelop Silas (“There’s our beautiful boy!”) before she turns back toward the women.

			“You might consider minding your own business,” she adds, driving the wheelchair between them.

			At six months, Silas can stand on his own. By March, he teeters from Eli’s arms to Laurel’s. He understands questions: Where is your nose? Let’s get your sweater. Do you want to take a bath? When Laurel asks him to get his favorite book—Hats, Hats, Hats—he looks through the shelf until he finds it.

			His passion is for containers: putting things into them, taking things out of them. He giggles as they pull him in a laundry basket. When Laurel puts on Raffi, a rising star in children’s music, Silas shimmies.

			Every week, he becomes a little more himself. Laurel feels guilty for thinking this way. Silas Two has always been himself; the person she hopes he is becoming is Silas One. Sometimes she scans his face for hints that he is more than what—or who—he seems. She longs for the son she knew to look out of his eyes, like an actor breaking the fourth wall.

			His first word—light—is the same, but this time, he points to an iPhone flashlight instead of a lamp. He builds a small library of words, tended lovingly through repetition. One can foster an entire conversation.

			“Tree,” he might say, pointing.

			“Tree,” says Laurel, confirming.

			“Tree,” says Silas, contemplating.

			“Tree,” says Laurel, touching.

			“Tree,” says Silas, touching.

			“Tree,” says Laurel, staying with him.

			They spend Christmas at Maisie and Noah’s with Clare. A popcorn garland hangs from the mantel, and Nori wears a collar with a bell. Silas has transitioned from his wheelchair to a walker, but that night, he refuses to use it. He staggers into the living room, arms outstretched, and collides with the tree. (“Sorry,” Eli says, retrieving a fallen ornament. “We call this the zombie apocalypse.”) Laurel brings their contributions to the kitchen: roasted vegetables, rosemary rolls, and a pot of indecent Swedish glögg. It has three kinds of alcohol and twice as many spices, as well as almonds, raisins, and an entire cup of sugar.

			Maisie stands at the stovetop, stirring citrus and cloves in water: the O’Briens’ Christmas scent. She puts the spoon down to hug Laurel. “Hi, you.”

			“I’ve missed this,” says Laurel, inhaling. Maisie’s parents were the only people she knew who cooked something you couldn’t eat. In kindergarten, Laurel and Maisie used a fork to surface a shriveled orange, which smelled much better than it tasted.

			Maisie holds Frankie on one hip. She is now under two, three years younger than she was when Laurel met her. Her vocabulary is shrinking: juice, more, bye-bye. Maisie and Noah have joined a support group for parents of toddlers. They seem determined to find joy in small quantities. A homemade bûche de Noël waits in the refrigerator, and the tree is crowded with presents. By the time they finish dinner—and with it Laurel’s glögg—Silas isn’t the only one doing the zombie apocalypse. The adults sober up while playing charades, and the children watch a movie in the den. Frankie falls asleep before it’s over, but Hazel and Silas whisper as they come upstairs.

			“We want to sleep next to the tree,” Hazel says.

			“Please?” asks Silas.

			“He’s welcome to stay over,” says Maisie.

			Laurel looks at Eli, who shrugs affably.

			“You wouldn’t mind?” she asks Maisie and Noah.

			“Not at all,” says Noah. “Come back in the morning for bread pudding.”

			Maisie brings pillows and blankets downstairs. Laurel puts her outerwear on slowly, in case Silas changes his mind—they’ve never spent a night apart before—but after she kisses him, he chases after Hazel.

			Laurel and Eli drive home in the snow.

			“First sleepover,” she says.

			“First sleepover,” says Eli, putting his hand over hers.

			At home, he turns on lights while Laurel removes her coat and shoes. Thanks to an overactive furnace, the house is warm, so she takes her tights off, too. She enters the living room in her skirt and blouse. Eli sits on the sofa.

			“Come here,” he says.

			The house is quiet without Silas. Laurel and Eli have begun to share the bedroom, but they haven’t slept together since the night he was born.

			Eli puts his hand on her thigh. Then he moves it underneath, between her legs, and finds the warm pink base that is already wet. He holds his palm there before he enters with one finger, two, making a noise of release as he does so, as if finding something he’s been searching for. At the end, she threads her arms through his, bringing him closer.

			The next morning, Laurel curls around him in bed. “I’m happy.”

			“Me, too.” Eli rubs tiny circles on her back. “Laurel…”

			She cranes her head to meet his eyes.

			“I think we should go to Antarctica,” he says.

			Laurel sighs. Eli has raised the idea before, and she has always pushed back. Three years ago, the Arc faded from view. What was unusual was not its disappearance but the fact that it never returned. The departure sparked a flurry of media interest, as well as a podcast, but interest subsided in the years that followed. By now, the story reemerges every so often, usually in speculative articles or even more speculative Reddit posts.

			“It feels like a fool’s errand,” Laurel says.

			“It’s the only lead we have. There’s a chance that the portal still exists. Even if it doesn’t, we could collect data.”

			“But we can’t bring Silas. McMurdo doesn’t allow children.”

			“No,” agrees Eli. “But cruises do.”

			He takes his phone from the bedside table and opens a browser window. On screen is a rotating slide show of images: a white ship, a whale’s tail, servers holding trays of champagne. Below that is a banner: Heroic Expeditions. A tag line reads, Become an Explorer.

			“Cruises are for tourists,” says Laurel. “And they probably don’t go to Cape Evans.”

			Eli taps on a package called Premium Explorer. “This one does. The ship actually docks for two days at McMurdo. One of us could stay with Silas while the other visits the portal. If it seems to be working, we’d take Silas through together.”

			Laurel scans the itinerary, which begins at the tip of Argentina. The ship will navigate the tumultuous Drake Passage—a bottleneck where the Atlantic, Pacific, and Southern Oceans meet—on the way to the Antarctic Peninsula. After docking at McMurdo, it reverses direction to steer toward New Zealand.

			“Eli, this costs thirty thousand dollars—for one person,” she says.

			“Most cruises only go as far as the Antarctic Peninsula. It takes longer to get all the way to McMurdo. It’s obscene, I know,” says Eli. “But we have the money.”

			“That money isn’t ours. It’s theirs.”

			Initially, Laurel was shocked by the size of their doubles’ bank accounts. Then she realized that they must have saved for decades: in the antiuniverse, they wouldn’t be far from retirement.

			“And you think that they aren’t using ours? Maybe they’re trying to get home, too. They might even be taking the same cruise.”

			But Laurel is tired of the constant hunt for an escape, another break. Life has begun to feel like a video game: she’s always seeking the key to the next level. For the first time, she’s stopped wishing she were elsewhere.

			“Do you ever feel like things are slotting into place here?” she asks.

			“We can’t think like that.”

			“Can’t we? I don’t want to lose what we have.”

			Eli sets his phone down. “If we make it home, Silas One could even be there. We could have both of them.”

			“We have had both of them. We do have both of them.”

			Right away Laurel is confused by her own meaning, confused by the problem of tense. In loving Silas Two, has she relinquished Silas One?

			She looks into Eli’s eyes, afraid that he will judge her this way, but his expression is compassionate.

			“It’s confusing,” he says. “Overwhelming, almost. It feels too incredible to hope for.”

			Laurel nods, but the truth is that this isn’t how she feels. As their life here has become fuller, more concrete, she has, perhaps subconsciously, consigned their previous plan to the past. Now it seems to belong to the naivete of youth: something she believed when she understood less about how the world really works.

			“Things finally seem stable,” Eli adds, “but that’s just an illusion. Yesterday, I measured Silas’s height. He’s already lost two inches.”

			Laurel recoils. “That can’t be true.”

			“Sweetheart, it is,” says Eli.

			He hasn’t called her that in years.

			“You’re right,” says Laurel. “Of course.”

			Eli takes her hand. “I’ll keep looking for other leads. If I don’t find one by January, we can book the last cruise of the season.”

			

			—

			Silas wants to learn to swim. For months, Laurel hedges. The pool makes her think of what happened to Silas One. Children are flighty, she thinks—Silas Two will forget—but his pleas intensify. When the fall semester ends, Laurel purchases a family membership.

			Silas takes to the water like a native. In a way, she supposes, he is.

			“So happy,” he says, floating on his back with goggles.

			By now, he speaks in short sentences. Occasionally another child asks why he doesn’t talk very much, and Silas freezes, his eyes sliding to Laurel, as if he wonders what the answer is himself. She tells him how proud he makes her every day. Though Silas lags behind his peers, the pediatrician thinks he’ll be ready to join the second grade that May.

			They hold his seventh birthday at the pool. The swim teacher installs a floating obstacle course, and Silas clambers through it with a band of other boys. Tanned, jaded teenagers patrol the pool from lifeguard chairs. Lounging with a book, Laurel feels like any other mother. After his guests have gone home, Silas trawls the bottom of the pool, looking for treasure. He surfaces with a fist raised in victory.

			“What’s this?” he asks, showing Laurel.

			“Beads,” she says.

			Two of them, pea-sized, plastic: one pink and one green.

			“Beads,” Silas repeats.

			At home, he puts them in a Tupperware. No other gift compares. Watching him, Laurel thinks five dangerous words: What if we just stay?

			But the temptation to surrender never lasts. It happens in those golden moments at the pool, or as she and Silas fall asleep while Eli reads a book. Then she wakes up and remembers that all three of them are getting younger. In her universe, Laurel resented the obsession with youth—you had only to look at a tree to see the beauty of maturity—but she still felt subject to the pressure. Here, antiaging products don’t exist. Time smooths her wrinkles and plucks her gray hairs, but getting younger comes with consequences. Wellness items claim to preserve adult faculties for as long as possible. In May, Silas bites an apple, and an adult tooth falls out.

			

			—

			One night in March, Laurel wakes long before sunrise. Eli isn’t there. When she stands, the creaky floorboard whines, as always. She wraps her shawl around her shoulders before padding downstairs.

			Snow falls steadily. The first floor of the house is dark, but a soft glow comes from the basement.

			Eli sits at his desk, which is strewn with materials: wire, scattered batteries, a mound of tiny copper discs. Before him is a Styrofoam box. A battery has been attached to the left side, a laser to the right. On the top is a button, as well as a thumbnail-sized screen.

			“Are you making a robot?” Laurel asks.

			Eli smiles. “It’s a universe detection device. We’d put it through the portal.”

			He looks both proud and sheepish. Eli has always been a thinker more than a doer, and the device has a clumsy, mad-scientist quality.

			“How does it work?” she asks.

			“It measures entropy. Do you remember the conversations we had when we got here? You were learning about composition, and I said that it made sense, because of the laws of entropy.”

			Laurel tries to remember the details. “Entropy is a measure of disorder, right? In our universe, energy disperses. Here, it builds up.”

			“Exactly.” Eli retrieves the Best Guesses notepad from McMurdo. Below a new question—How can we measure entropy?—is a drawing: a cross-section of the Styrofoam box.

			“This is what the device looks like inside: two chambers connected by a pipe.” The chamber on the left is labeled Hot, the right one Cold. Between them, in the pipe, is a sliding copper disc. “The left chamber is attached to a heat coil and a battery, which are triggered when you press the button. In our world, entropy dissipates, so heat would spread from the hot side to the cold one. The laser detects how far it travels, and the results show up on screen. U1—for Universe One—indicates our world. This world is U2.”

			“Can I try it?”

			“Go ahead.”

			She presses the button on the top.

			“It takes a little while,” Eli admits. “That’s one of the things I have to work on.”

			“I’ll wait with you.” Laurel hugs her shawl closer. In the harsh light of the desk lamp, Eli’s face looks pallid. “How often do you come down here?”

			“Very.” Eli shrugs. “All-nighters aren’t as hard as they used to be.”

			“Getting younger will do that for you.”

			“And it’s already summer in Antarctica. I can sleep after the cruise.”

			“Let’s say that the device works perfectly. How would we bring Silas through the portal? If he panics, he’ll stop breathing,” says Laurel. “I don’t think they even make dive suits his size.”

			Eli opens his laptop. On screen is a large, padlocked Pelican case.

			“We are not,” Laurel says, “dragging Silas through the ocean in a box.”

			“ ‘Crushproof. Insulated. Watertight,’ ” reads Eli. “I honestly think it could work.”

			“He’ll need oxygen!”

			“I thought of that, too. We’d get him a regulator and a small tank of compressed air. It wouldn’t be hard to teach him how to breathe through the mouthpiece.”

			Laurel is struck by Eli’s foresight, and by how much work he’s done without her. She grazes his scalp with her fingers. It still feels surreal to be so close to him, to touch him whenever she wants to.

			The screen on the box glows faintly.

			“U2,” Laurel reads. She shakes her head. “Incredible.”

			“I’m still working out the kinks,” says Eli, but she can tell that he’s excited. The next morning, she pulls up the Heroic Expeditions website. The last cruise of the season departs in November. As she takes out her credit card, she hopes that her double is doing the same.

			

			—

			Laurel still has Nita’s contact information. She calls on the thirtieth of December.

			Nita sounds breathless. “Hello?”

			“Nita? It’s Laurel, from McMurdo.”

			For seconds, she hears no reply, only commotion. Then a door closes and the background noise muffles.

			“Which one?” asks Nita.

			“The second.”

			“Ah.”

			If Laurel detects disappointment, she tries not to hold it against Nita. She was the other Laurel’s friend first.

			“Sorry for the chaos. We always have our New Year’s party a couple of days late. I snuck into the bathroom,” Nita says. “Are you okay?”

			“More than okay,” says Laurel. “We found Silas.”

			Nita gasps. “You didn’t.”

			“I know.” Laurel laughs. “I still can’t believe it.” She tells Nita about the cruise. “The ship stops at McMurdo. Will you be there? I’d love to see you. I’m really sorry that I haven’t been in touch.”

			As she says so, she feels even guiltier. Years have passed, and she hasn’t even sent an email. Life with Eli and Silas seemed to require all of her attention—and it does occur to her that Nita didn’t reach out, either.

			People move on. You’ll see, Louis said.

			“I’m in Seattle,” Nita says. “Honestly, I don’t know if I’ll ever go back. I have the data I need. And Sam and I—well, we aren’t together anymore.”

			“I’m sorry, Nita.”

			“That’s okay,” she says, tightly. “It isn’t for everyone, having multiple partners. In the end, Sam wanted a full-time wife—not just an ice one.”

			Laurel hears someone knock on Nita’s door.

			“Listen, I should go,” Nita says. “But Louis is at McMurdo this season. I’ll give you his email, though he only uses Google Hangouts. You’ll have to wait until he’s online and pounce.”

			

			—

			Laurel adds luckylouis@gmail.com to her contacts. For weeks, she keeps Google Hangouts open, but the circle by his name never turns green.

			She has plenty of other things to focus on. Despite her doubts about the portal, Laurel and Eli develop a plan. The Astralis will spend two days at Ross Island. A tour of McMurdo is scheduled for the first. Eli and Silas will remain with the group, but Laurel has received permission to meet with a colleague. She’ll bring the Pelican case to shore, claiming that it contains samples; then she’ll join Louis at the coffee shop, if she can manage to contact him. After that, Laurel will take a PistenBully from the dive locker and drive to Cape Evans. She’ll leave the Pelican case in the hut to wait for Silas, should they need it.

			For the second day, Astralis staff have organized a hike to Observation Hill. If the portal works, Eli and Laurel will need to sneak away with Silas. This is the patchiest part of the plan, the part that puts Laurel on edge. It’ll require quick thinking—and, of course, it involves Silas.

			They spend Christmas at an Airbnb in North Carolina with an outdoor pool. Eli insulates the Pelican case with foam; Laurel adds a blanket and a flashlight. They show Silas how to climb inside, and how to breathe through the air tank. Eli latches the case shut and pulls it through the water with a rope. On their first attempt, Laurel panics.

			“Stop!” she cries, and Eli heaves the case out of the pool. When they open it, Silas is curled on one side and breathing as instructed.

			“Fun!” he says, removing the mouthpiece. “Again!”

			If the portal still exists, they’ll have to frame the dive to him this way. Can you climb into the case? Just like our game!

			Silas is the focus of Laurel’s worry, but it also extends beyond him. She feels like she’s lying to everyone she’s grown to love: Clare and Maisie, the Rosens and Gloria. How can she leave them without explanation?

			Gloria is eighteen months younger than she was when Laurel first met her. Her hair is thicker, and she’s started lifting weights. As a sophomore, she lives with three roommates. One is a paranormal enthusiast, and though Gloria scoffs, she regales Laurel with stories about her Ouija board. She still makes her own clothes, patching holes with flannel, adding embroidery.

			During Gloria’s first semester, Laurel brought her to the cave. They dropped their suitcases at a motel and went straight to the beach. Parking in the familiar lot, Laurel tensed, and Gloria asked whether something was wrong. But it was a sunny day in March, just before spring turned toward winter; it had rained the day before, and the woods were fragrant. Gloria gasped when they reached the composing tree, and Laurel grinned in fondness for both of them.

			While Gloria explored the cave, Laurel walked back to the oak. She thought of what she’d felt for the trees in the orchard. They were not objects she observed but beings with whom she had relationships. She hadn’t properly introduced herself. Nor had she treated the tree with the respect it deserved. In her determination to hack through the branches, Laurel hadn’t even stopped to identify which kind of oak they belonged to. Its acorns were toffee brown with nubbly yellow berets. The leaves were waxy and green, pearly sage on the underside. A white oak, she thought: unlike the pointy lobes of the red oak, these had rounded tips, like fingers.

			“Hello,” she said. She almost felt that she was seeking its permission. Laurel listened for such a message but heard only the rustling of leaves. Well, she thought, that was fair. It would have to learn to trust her.

			The tree had changed since her visit in August. The crown looked broader, and the bark seemed less prone to flaking. Still, composition would continue for years. In her world, after all, a tree this large could decompose over decades. Their first visit was largely a scouting expedition. Laurel showed Gloria her double’s work, though Gloria didn’t know it as such, and they strategized about how to begin again. They cleaned the mess of the cave, too, removing fallen pins and the other Laurel’s rusted supplies.

			Since then, Laurel and Gloria have visited every three months. They’ve experimented with voltmeters and pins, and Gloria has used her computer to map potential circuits. In December, they gather to discuss the impending fall semester. A pipe burst in Science Hall, so Gloria comes to Laurel’s house. Laurel makes chai tea, which they take to the fireplace.

			“I’ll log the winter data while you’re gone,” Gloria says, making a note on her tablet. “And when you come back, we can strategize for our September trip.”

			Laurel has dreaded this moment: their last meeting before the cruise. She tries to think of a way to respond without lying. It feels unbearable to leave without a hint—a breadcrumb that Gloria might remember later.

			“You know,” she says, “no matter what happens, you should keep pursuing this. I think we have something here. And you’re in charge as much as I am.”

			Gloria looks up from the tablet. “What do you mean, ‘no matter what happens’?”

			Laurel casts about for a response. “Well, I’m thirty-two. Plenty of people my age have already retired.”

			“You’re not that young!” Gloria says. “You could keep working for years.”

			“And maybe I will.” Laurel forces a smile. “Forget I said anything.”

			She tries to right the mood, but Gloria becomes withdrawn. The face of Gloria One was sly and wondering; it was not always possible to read what she was thinking. Gloria Two is exquisitely legible. By the end of the meeting, Laurel feels worse than she did when it started.

			One week before the flight to Argentina, Laurel drives to the other Clare’s apartment. Her nerves have frayed even further. On their first dive, the stakes were high enough, but now the pressure has doubled. If this one is unsuccessful, they will have found Silas only to lose him again.

			Clare senses her agitation. She situates Laurel on the couch with a newspaper before retreating to the kitchen. Laurel skims the technology page—“Apple’s New iPhone 6 Improves on 7 with Headphone Jack, Reduced Brightness”—as Clare rustles through the herbs she grows and dries. She returns with a mug of pungent tea.

			“What’s this?” asks Laurel.

			“Valerian root,” says Clare. “Good for worry.”

			“It smells like feet,” Laurel says, but Clare’s transformation has amazed her. To focus on fruit-growing courses, Clare dropped down to part-time at the symphony. She rents a room in a co-op full of recent college graduates. Laurel brings groceries whenever she visits; otherwise, they seem to subsist on beer and vegetables.

			“The worse it smells, the better it works,” Clare says. “And aren’t cruises supposed to be fun?”

			Laurel sighs. “It was Eli’s idea.”

			Clare joins her on the couch. “Silas must be excited.”

			“He keeps saying that he wants to ride a whale. We haven’t had the heart to burst his bubble.” Laurel tries her tea. “You know, this doesn’t taste half as bad as it smells.”

			“Good.” Clare has brought socks in need of mending: a simple, scrappy pair she knit for Laurel. “I don’t like to see you out of sorts.”

			Clare’s sweetness makes Laurel feel more anguished. “I’m sorry. Silas threw a tantrum today when we put the Christmas tree on the curb.”

			About this, at least, she isn’t fibbing. By the time they managed to distract him, Laurel was vibrating.

			“Poor thing.” Clare threads an embroidery needle with yarn. “I think it should be socially acceptable to keep a tree up year-round.”

			“You do?”

			This doesn’t sound like her mother. Aren’t there enough trees in the orchard? the Clare who raised Laurel might say. Or: Trees are plants, not pets. But perhaps she wasn’t always so pragmatic. Before Laurel’s grandmother died, Clare One might have had Clare Two’s lightness.

			“Of course,” Clare says. “Why do you think I want to buy an orchard?”

			For a time, they sit in quiet, Clare darning while Laurel drinks tea. Outside, winter is morphing into fall: warmer mornings, lighter evenings, crisp leaves only dusted with snow.

			

			
				
				—
			

			Eli’s entropy device now works in under five minutes. Laurel orders pizza to celebrate. While they wait for it to arrive, she sits in the bedroom with her laptop, sorting through open tabs. The last one is Google Hangouts. Her only contact is luckylouis, and the dot by his name is finally green.

			
				Louis???

			

			His profile picture is a caterpillar. A dialogue box appears beside it.

			who, it reads, ru?

			It’s Laurel, she writes. From McMurdo.

			Minutes pass. Laurel imagines what Louis might be doing. Talking to someone in the lounge? Asking for more computer time? Maybe he’s wandered off, leaving Google Hangouts open.

			
				i see.

			

			Laurel frowns. She thought he’d be happier to hear from her.

			
				Do you remember me?

			

			
				obviously

			

			Twice Laurel starts a sentence and deletes it. Finally, she sends, Is something wrong?

			Another pause. From the first floor, Eli bellows, “Don’t forget to ask for those little cheese packets.”

			“I didn’t,” Laurel screams. A timeless marriage ritual, she’s certain, is hollering up and down stairs.

			Not that she and Eli are married.

			When she returns to Google Hangouts, luckylouis has replied.

			
				u said u wouldn’t forget me.

			

			Stung, Laurel types quickly: I didn’t.

			it’s been—a beat, as though Louis is calculating—5 years.

			Laurel does the math. He’s right. Her guilt mingles with indignation: Louis doesn’t know what her life has been like since McMurdo.

			To be fair, she writes, I haven’t heard from you, either.

			i don’t know where u live, types Louis. but u said that u’d write me a letter.

			Laurel sits back.

			Oh, Louis, she types. You’re right. I’m sorry.

			Nita hadn’t been offended by Laurel’s lapse in contact, so Laurel assumed—thoughtlessly, she chides herself—that Louis wouldn’t be, either. But Nita has moved on from McMurdo. Louis hasn’t.

			His response is no more than one letter.

			
				k

			

			
				I can explain. I have so much to tell you.

			

			
				hm

			

			
				I’m coming to McMurdo. We’re taking a cruise.

			

			
				ew

			

			Well, the cruise isn’t really the point. It’s just a way to get back to the continent. Louis, she writes, I’d really love to see you.

			ill check my schedule, Louis says. Before she can respond, the green circle turns red.

			

			—

			The cruise begins in Ushuaia, the world’s southernmost city. Silas has never flown on a plane before. He spends the flight to Atlanta buoyant and the one to Buenos Aires crying, having lost one of the two beads he found at the pool. On the final leg, he sleeps. Laurel reads about their ship, the Astralis. During the descent, she notices that Eli looks peaked.

			“Dramamine?” asks Laurel, reaching for her purse, but Eli shakes his head.

			“I think that you should do the dive,” he says.

			At home, they decided that Eli would be the one to test the entropy device. Laurel puts down her book. “I’m sure you’ll feel better when we get there.”

			“It’s not that.” In the seat between them, Silas lies with his cheek on the tray table. Eli checks to make sure he’s still asleep. “On the first dive, you noticed things that I didn’t. It’s like you were reading the basin. Somehow you knew what to do.”

			“I don’t have those instincts this time.” She feels like an imposter, a pianist who can no longer play a note.

			Eli squeezes her hand.

			“Don’t doubt yourself,” he says. “When you’re down there, they’ll come back to you.”

			

			—

			They step outside to a surge of Patagonian wind. In this summer month, the city straddles seasons: white horses lie in green grass, but the mountains are wreathed with snow.

			At a café near the harbor, a sign creaks on its hinges. Bienvenidos al fin del mundo, it reads. Below is an English translation:

			Welcome to the End of the World.

		

	
		
			14

			 

			The Albatross

			Forty hours into the Drake Passage, the Astralis passes its first iceberg.

			It’s nearly midnight. Laurel, Eli, and Silas rush outside with expedition jackets over their pajamas. The iceberg stands alone, colossal and incongruous, as if cut and pasted from another planet. Minutes later, a whale rises beside the boat.

			“A blue,” someone gasps: the biggest creature on earth, endangered nearly to extinction, its five-foot heart the largest in the world.

			Silas tugs her hand. “Why you crying, Mama?”

			Until now, Laurel has seen this trip as a quest: her focus has been the portal, not the continent. She forgot the cerulean glow of the ice. And the drama of the light, as if a skirmish between good and evil has been staged. She forgot the scale of the glaciers, the danger, the smells of the Southern Ocean. She forgot that water could be so clear.

			Laurel holds Silas to her chest and says, “Because I love it here.”

			

			—

			The Astralis is the most lavish ship in the Heroic Expeditions fleet. Laurel, Eli, and Silas arrived in their double room to a dish of caviar and a bottle of champagne. After a welcome reception, they toured the dining room, the spa, and the medical facility. The walls are lined with cream sconces and sleek mahogany panels.

			The lowest-priced Standard rooms, which include their own, have two portholes. Prices escalate along with viewing space. The Triple Porthole is followed by the Quadruple; the Deluxe has one window, while the Superior has two. In the Penthouse, French doors lead to a private balcony. The Owner’s Suite features a whirlpool bath, a private dining room, and windows that stretch from floor to ceiling.

			The occupant of the Owner’s Suite was no mystery. Laurel recognized Harry Cooke, a CEO whose energy company was recently sued for concealing oil spills. In the 2050s, the industry—formerly invested in micronuclear and fusion reactors—discovered a simpler, cheaper source of fuel: natural gas. Coal followed. Harry Cooke’s genius was to connect this to the problem of plastic. Plastic waste could be managed, he argued, if you turned it into fuel—and that fuel could power the economy of the future.

			Laurel found this profoundly demoralizing. When Harry Cooke appeared as a talking head on the news, she turned it off. Still, she couldn’t avoid the mantra he popularized: Coal’s on a roll! streamed across billboards and ads on social media. Now Harry is rumored to be lobbying for a new cause: the lifting of restrictions on fossil fuel exploration in Antarctica. Mining is banned south of sixty degrees latitude, but proponents have argued that the Antarctic Treaty should be renegotiated. Laurel fears that the treaty will disintegrate in 1959, the year of its founding in her universe.

			The other passengers include executives, wealthy retirees, and a travel influencer who doesn’t leave her room without a ring light. All are experienced jet-setters: at meals, conversation often drifts to the best abacha in Lagos, or the least crowded month to visit Cairo.

			“It’s my last continent,” said a venture capitalist, spooning hollandaise over his eggs Benedict.

			The other diners nodded in agreement.

			“It’s so satisfying, isn’t it?” asked an actress. “To check them off your list?”

			It was the first day of the Drake Passage. Laurel and Eli decided to spend it in the library.

			“Don’t you think it’s kind of gross, the way they’re talking?” asked Laurel, as they left the dining room with Silas.

			“I don’t know,” Eli said. “There’s nothing wrong with wanting to see the world.”

			The Astralis lurched. Laurel put a hand to the wall. Emerald-green barf bags hung elegantly from the rails.

			“Not inherently, no,” she said. “But it sounded like they were collecting Pokémon.”

			The library was empty. Laurel sat in a green armchair, and Silas plopped on the floor.

			“What’s Pokémon?” he asked.

			“Um,” Laurel said, “they’re, like—imaginary creatures, with special powers, that live in a fantasy land? And if you catch them, you win points? People play it where your dad and I grew up.”

			Silas’s eyes grew wide. “I want to.”

			“You can’t,” said Laurel. “I’m sorry. It doesn’t exist here yet.”

			Silas began to cry.

			Seriously? Eli mouthed.

			Sorry, mouthed Laurel. Her pulse had been irregular all day.

			“Take a look at this, buddy,” said Eli, handing Silas a photography book. “Whales.”

			Silas sniffed as he opened it. To Laurel, Eli added, “I mean, we’re here, too. I don’t think we have the right to be high-minded. We could have put this money into a climate nonprofit.”

			“I know,” Laurel said. “But…” She looked at Silas. “He’s our son.”

			There are several teenagers onboard, but only one other child: Harry Cooke’s eleven-year-old daughter. Pippa Cooke has a shelf of brown bangs and an impassive countenance. She brings a book everywhere, even to meals.

			“Quite the little explorer, eh?” said an attorney, addressing Pippa while looking at Harry.

			A member of the British nobility—Laurel couldn’t remember whether he was an earl or a viscount—joined in. “Lucky girl.”

			They sat in the lounge, eating dessert. Pippa didn’t look up from her book and plate of cookies. She seemed to scorn the way they talked to her, as if she hadn’t been an adult long before they were born.

			

			—

			When the weather is calm, crew members lead excursions from the ship. They kayak between volcanoes veined with snow and ride to shore in inflatable boats. One island is filled with chinstrap penguins. The passengers are forbidden to disturb them, but the penguins approach on their own, making squeaky noises of inquiry: they’ve never learned to be afraid of human beings.

			After two weeks at sea, the captain’s voice crackles over the intercom. The International Date Line, which divides one calendar day from the next, lies ahead. Guests stream to the deck, where cocktail tables tremble with champagne. Everyone crowds in for a group photo. At the pilot’s signal, they count down to the crossing.

			The next night, dinner is especially sumptuous: four courses over half as many hours. During dessert, the chief mate announces that they’ll reach McMurdo by Thursday.

			Passengers clink glasses, cheering. Laurel’s heart seems not to beat at all. Then it begins to thud, as if in compensation.

			After tucking Silas into bed, she pulls Eli into the hall. “I think I’m having palpitations.”

			“We’re two days out from McMurdo,” Eli says. “Can you try not to worry about it?”

			“No,” says Laurel. “I can’t. I don’t know if it’s safe for me to dive.”

			Eli retracts his chin in disbelief.

			“Do you think I’m faking it?” Laurel asks.

			Eli pauses. “I just wonder if you’re…”

			“Trying to get out of it? Eli, I’d tell you that!”

			A cabin door opens. The actress appears in a state of animation.

			“There are cupcakes in the library,” she says.

			“Thank you,” says Eli, tightly.

			The actress hurries to the stairwell. Eli deflates.

			“I’m sorry,” he says. “Of course I want you to be safe. Do you think you should go to the hospital?”

			“No,” Laurel says. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

			She doesn’t tell him what she’s thinking: I have a bad feeling. In bed, the palpitations continue. Laurel kicks off the comforter, hot with anxiety, and tells herself that she’ll feel better in the morning.

			The next beat is a gong. She sits up.

			A blackout screen covers the porthole, so Laurel finds her shoes with her hands. She slips into the hall, careful not to wake Eli and Silas. As she walks, the Astralis pitches. A wall trades places with the floor. Laurel slams into the railing and stays there, clinging, until the ship rights itself. On the main deck, she passes the bridge, with its door-sized windows, and cringes at the brightness of the austral summer night. The hospital entrance is labeled with a red plus sign.

			The ship doctor holds a stethoscope, cold, to her chest. “Any other symptoms? Dizziness? Shortness of breath?”

			Laurel shakes her head.

			“Palpitations often come along with stress.” The doctor loops the stethoscope around his neck. “Are you stressed?”

			“Oh.” Laurel laughs. “A little.”

			“You shouldn’t be. You’re on vacation,” he says, wagging a finger. “Though some people go a little sideways the longer we’re at sea. The human body isn’t meant to live on water. Good thing we’ve almost made it to McMurdo. You’ll probably feel better back on land.”

			

			
				
				—
			

			In the lounge, curved chairs—upholstered in green velvet and bolted to the floor in case of rough seas—surround circular glass tables. A movie screening takes place on the evening before landfall. Silas writes postcards to Victor and Sabrina, his school friends, while they wait for it to begin.

			As Laurel addresses Victor’s postcard, she smells whiskey. The odor transports her. Years ago, after she finished breastfeeding, Laurel celebrated with Maisie at a bar on the Capitol Square. She bought a glass of twenty-five-year-old Laphroaig, the most she’d ever paid for a drink, and they spent the night inventing tasting notes. (“Shearing day!” said Laurel. “Urinal cake!” said Maisie.)

			In the antiuniverse, scotch, like coffee, is a rarity. A waiter stops at Laurel and Eli’s table.

			“Compliments of Mr. Cooke,” he says. From a tray, he transfers two glasses.

			Laurel scans the bar. Harry lifts a drink in greeting, his expression strangely avid. Then he ambles over. She can see that his features had once been handsome, or that they could be, but in their current state, they are difficult to discern. Harry’s face is terribly bloated: his eyes and mouth recede like fingers pressed in dough. Laurel wonders if this was the result of a biohacking procedure. Harry has made no secret of his desire to maintain his empire into childhood. He’s known to inject the plasma of his eighty-eight-year-old father.

			“This is too generous,” says Eli, standing. “I don’t think we’ve ever met.”

			“And now we will,” Harry says. “You two are celebrities.”

			Laurel laughs. “I think you’ve confused us.”

			She hasn’t stood. Harry smiles magnanimously, as if to excuse her mistake.

			“I read your article on Antarctica’s forests. Fascinating. And you,” he says to Eli. “You were part of the ANITA team.”

			Beneath the table, Laurel nudges Eli’s ankle.

			“I’ve read your book. The Duoverse,” Harry continues. “The anomaly must have felt like the find of a lifetime. I would think you’d still be at McMurdo, instead of paying to play like the rest of us.”

			Eli spreads his hands. “No proof.”

			“Pity. But you know,” Harry says, “it might have been under your nose. If I were you, I wouldn’t give up.”

			Someone shouts from the deck—a pod of seals has been spotted—but Harry doesn’t move.

			“See how you like the Lagavulin,” he says.

			Laurel has resolved not to drink it. “I wish I could,” she says. “Seasick.”

			“What a shame.” Harry rubs the pads of his fingers together. His attention drifts to Silas. “Hello, young man. What’s your name?”

			Silas looks at Harry shyly.

			“No name? Well,” says Harry, teasing, “I’ll have to introduce you to my Pippa. Very few children get to see Antarctica.”

			

			—

			In bed that night, Eli whispers, “What the hell was that, with Harry?”

			“Clearly, he’s looked into us.” Laurel lied to Harry about feeling seasick, but she’s queasy now.

			“Why would Harry Cooke care about the anomaly?”

			“You’re being naive. Remember what Mr. Nakamura said? There are people who want to control the pathways between universes,” Laurel says. “The overtakers can’t be the only ones who have that information. Stories travel. Maybe they’ve reached Harry.”

			“Well, he can nose around all he wants. In a few days, we’ll be gone.”

			His certainty unnerves her. The screening that evening had been a superhero movie. Laurel was annoyed by the hero, an unmemorable man in a cape. She was annoyed by the familiar villain—a robot with reptile features—and by the number of plot holes. She was annoyed that she had once believed in her own far-fetched solution.

			“Maybe we aren’t heroes,” she says.

			“What do you mean?” asks Eli.

			“Well, we’ve both kind of been thinking it, haven’t we? We did this impossible thing. We discovered a portal, and we made it through alive. We found Silas. Until now, almost everything has gone our way.”

			“Because we worked for it. We figured it out. We haven’t just been lucky.”

			“But we have been lucky. We act like we’re different from other people, like we aren’t subject to the same rules. What if, now that we’re here, we have to live like everyone else? We beat the system once. Maybe we don’t get to do it twice.”

			“We have to do it twice,” says Eli.

			“There’s so much risk. If Silas panics, we won’t be able to help him. He’ll be stuck in that goddamn case. What if the respirator fails?” Laurel asks. “Doesn’t that scare you?”

			“I’m terrified. But the risk is greater if we stay.”

			“We don’t know that. Silas was born in this universe. Who knows how he’d react to ours?”

			“Look at us. We’ve adapted.”

			“We also had a choice. We were adults. We knew what was happening.”

			Eli closes his eyes. “What are you saying?”

			On the cot, Silas snores lightly.

			“His life could be better here,” says Laurel. She has to force the words out.

			Eli looks at her now. “You mean we’d leave him here to die.”

			“But we wouldn’t leave. We’d wait.”

			“That sounds like hell.”

			“For us,” says Laurel.

			“For Silas, too.”

			“But it would be natural, dying that way. It happens to everyone here.” Laurel feels as though she’s pleading, though she doesn’t know with whom. “And this time, we’d be with him until the end.”

			“Laurel,” Eli says, and there is something queer in his face, something warped. “Do you know what it is that happens to everyone here?”

			Laurel shakes her head. She has avoided that information pathologically. If she knew, ahead of time, what she might have to do, she isn’t sure that she would be able to go through with it.

			Eli opens his mouth.

			“Please don’t tell me,” she says.

			The ship shifts over waves. They stay at this impasse for what feels like minutes.

			“Let’s go to sleep,” says Eli, finally. “See what you think tomorrow.”

			

			—

			With its simple shape and primary colors, the dive hut looks like a children’s playhouse. Laurel drags her equipment from the PistenBully: dry suit and tank, buoyancy device, face mask, harness, fins. As soon as she opens the door, she knows that something is wrong. A tarp lies over the stove. The walls bear a thick crust of ice, and the hole has frozen over.

			“Mama?”

			Laurel feels a hand on her shoulder.

			“Yes, sweetheart?” she asks, dragging herself out of the dream.

			“Where you want to take me?”

			She opens her eyes. “What’s that?”

			“You and Papa want to take me somewhere. Where?”

			Silas looms beside her, looking down. His forehead is tense with concern. Laurel bites her own cheek. He must not have been asleep while she and Eli talked.

			“Come with me,” she says, thinking quickly.

			To the right of Silas’s cot is a rectangular room with just enough space for a small sofa. Laurel and Eli use it to store their bulky outdoor clothing. Laurel lifts their coats from the couch and gestures for Silas to join her. When he settles, she spreads the coats on top of them like blankets.

			“You heard me and Papa talking?”

			Silas averts his eyes.

			“Not supposed to,” he admits.

			“That’s okay. I’m glad you told me.” Laurel takes his hand. “We want to bring you to the place where we were born.”

			“Cemetery?”

			“Well. No,” says Laurel. “You know how, when someone is ready to be born, Mr. Nakamura takes them out of the ground?”

			Silas nods. He knows Kenji from their walks.

			Laurel says, “The ground that Papa and I came from is very far away.”

			Silas looks at her solemnly. “Want to see.”

			Laurel swallows. “You do?”

			“Want to go to the place with the Pokémon.”

			“Oh.” When she laughs, a tear spills over. “Is that the only reason?”

			“Want to go with you,” Silas adds, sliding down under the coats.

			“Oh, honey.” Laurel ducks below them, too, and wraps her arms around him. “Papa and I will never leave you. Wherever you go, I’ll go, my love. And wherever you’ll be, I’ll be.”

			As she touches her forehead to his, her doubts about tomorrow dissipate. How can she choose not to try? Laurel is Silas’s mother. She must give him every chance to survive.

			

			—

			For most of the twenty-first century, McMurdo Station was comprised of sixteen sleek, high-tech buildings. In the 2030s, though, the US divested from Antarctic research. To recover expensive materials, the buildings were dismantled and replaced by low-tech, prefabricated units: the McMurdo Laurel knew.

			Today, rubble lines the roads, and fuel tanks loll in the dirt. Still, she’s moved to see it, five years later: the Big Reds and cryptic signage; the peeling, bright blue paint. Someone has dragged a couch onto the snow and sits there, reading.

			Only the Arc is missing.

			The Astralis passengers stand in a huddle. Harry Cooke checks his watch; the travel influencer sets up her tripod. Laurel finds herself standing next to Pippa, who says, “I like your hat.”

			“Oh,” says Laurel. “Thank you.”

			They’ve never spoken before. The hat is red and white, with a pom-pom on top.

			A crew member blows a whistle. The group walks toward the Chalet. This is where Laurel and Eli will diverge: he and Silas will tour McMurdo, and she will set out on her own.

			“All right?” Eli murmurs.

			She nods. His face is gaunt. When he opens his mouth, Laurel knows that he will give her an out and shakes her head to stop him. She kisses him, and he puts his hand to the back of her head. She understands that he is thanking her, and that he is afraid.

			“Hey, buddy,” she says, crouching to Silas’s eye level. “How much do I love you?”

			Silas leans into her. “Bigger than the world.”

			It was what Pete used to tell Laurel. He signed his emails to her BTTW.

			

			—

			Laurel knows better than to stop and think. She hefts her backpack and case to the coffeehouse. On the Astralis, she sent a message to Louis with her arrival time, but he didn’t respond. She prepares herself for the fact that he may not be there—but as the Quonset hut comes into view, she sees him by the door. Approaching from the side, she taps his shoulder. He hesitates, looking cross, before he puts his arms around her.

			“You’ve become a hugger,” she says, laughing. The Astralis’s chief mate glances over while herding a straggler from the pier. “Now act professional. I told them I’m meeting a colleague.”

			“Let’s get to work,” says Louis, loudly.

			He opens the door to the coffeehouse. She lugs the case inside. Sleds are affixed to the ceiling, and the wooden walls are warmed by lamplight. While they share a pot of coffee, Louis updates her on old gossip and new storylines. The cadence of his voice is a comfort. Laurel didn’t know how much she’s missed them, Louis One and Two both.

			“I’m sorry that I never wrote,” she says. “So much has happened since I left the station.”

			Louis turns his mug in his hands. “I heard you were on TV. I figured you’d gotten too posh.”

			“Absolutely not.” After Laurel and Kwame’s article was published, word spread to the media, and they appeared on Good Morning America. “They didn’t even fly us out. The whole thing happened over Zoom.”

			“No,” whispers Louis, sitting back.

			“It’s true.”

			Louis shakes his head sympathetically. “Didn’t even get your makeup done. What’s happened, then?”

			“Eli and I have a child,” Laurel says.

			He snorts. “You’re joking.”

			“I wouldn’t joke about that,” she says. “It’s a boy. His name is Silas.”

			“Then how come you’ve never once mentioned him?”

			“He was only born two years ago. I’ll show you a picture.”

			Laurel takes out her iPhone and scrolls to find her current favorite photo. Silas sits on Eli’s shoulders, picking apples. She turns the phone around for Louis.

			“Oh my God.” There is something in his tone she doesn’t like, something that feels familiar. “How old is he?”

			“Seven.”

			Louis looks stricken. “I’m sorry.”

			“Why would you say that?”

			“I mean, it’s—it’s not a happy thing, is it?”

			“What do you mean?” asks Laurel, flinching.

			Rabbity, agitated, Louis fiddles with the zipper on his jacket. He seems to know that he’s taken the wrong tack, but he also lacks the artifice required to change course.

			“Don’t you know what they call children like that? Kids who never had the chance to be grown-ups? It’s tragic,” he says. “It isn’t right…”

			Laurel realizes what she recognized in his voice. It’s pity. He reminds her of the other couples in the NICU—how they stared at her and Eli, the only parents with a child-aged child.

			“What are they called?” she asks. “Tell me.”

			“Half-lives.” Louis looks at her despairingly.

			

			—

			In a way, she’s glad that Louis said it, no matter how awful the term. He knocked the fear back into her. Her priorities are absolute, the wager clear.

			Eli was right. She’d lost her sense. They must get Silas out of here.

			An hour earlier, Laurel might have been more nervous to steal a PistenBully and an air tank in broad daylight. Now she picks a vehicle at random. As always, the key waits in the ignition. Two divers are unloading equipment in the locker, but Laurel takes a tank of air without a second glance. Back in the PistenBully, she reviews Eli’s instructions: the tiller, the switches, the blade functions. She tells herself to drive slowly, lest she attract attention, but she needn’t have worried: the PistenBully isn’t designed for speed. Soon she becomes accustomed to its rhythm.

			She heads north, past Hut Point and a jagged ice tongue glacier. Mount Erebus stands as pale and cratered as the moon. Near Ross Island, she passes a colony of penguins. They shuffle through the slushy ice near shore. It strikes Laurel that the fluffy, mohawked juveniles will never lose those youthful feathers, that they grow into but not out of them, and her stomach turns as she drives on.

			At Cape Evans, the sky is a bold, bright blue, the water restless periwinkle hemmed by rough black stone. The dive hut waits against a dual background. To the left is a rocky cliff; on the right is a wall of ice. They meet in the center, black and white, the dive hut laid over the join.

			Laurel parks as close as she can and transfers the Pelican case. It holds her own equipment along with Silas’s safety items. In the hut, the stove is running, and a downline sits coiled in one corner.

			She strips down to her undergarments. The process is now second nature. To prepare better this time, Laurel and Eli took an ice-diving course in Wisconsin. There was no dive hut on Lake Monona; instead, their instructor, Kyla, sawed a hole for every session.

			“I know what you’re thinking,” she said at the first class. Students milled on the ice, clutching hot cocoa. “You’re wondering if it’s too late to return that outrageously expensive dry suit. And you’re nervous, because you’re about to do something really stupid.”

			While the other students laughed, Laurel looked at Eli. She wished that this was the stupidest thing they’d be doing. At Lake Monona, there was a warming tent, with huge coolers of hot water. For safety, each student worked with a partner. Eli checked Laurel’s air supply, and he held one end of the rope she carried through the water.

			There’s no one to hold her rope now. Laurel feeds the downline through the hole. She takes the entropy device, waterproofed with shrink-wrap, from her backpack. Before she puts on her gloves, she clips its cord to her waist.

			Delaying will only make her more fearful. In she jumps, through a glitter of bubbles.

			

			—

			She finds herself in murky turquoise water near the surface. The briny ceiling breaks apart, in places, like clouds, and the water is so cold it feels gelatinous.

			To descend, Laurel exhales deeply. Her task is to repeat the path she took the first time: to the center of the basin, and then back to the hole. She keeps one hand on Eli’s device, paranoid that the cord might detach. Her progress is cumbersome, but she has to move quickly. If the portal works, she’ll have to dive a second time, and she must rejoin the Astralis group by evening.

			Lake Monona is emptiest in winter, but the Southern Ocean streams with life. Laurel passes fields of bottlebrush coral and peach sea stars, their points peeling up. A jellyfish floats by, saucer-like; kelp twists and flickers. She sees no seals but hears their calls, which are so resonant that they seem to leave a trail.

			Not far ahead is the edge of the basin. Laurel inhales to curb her descent. The shape is familiar; she reaches out to touch the sea floor, relieved to have made it this far. But something is different this time. As she travels deeper, plants and animals become scarce. Even so, nothing prepares her for what she sees at the bottom. There is no cloud of octopus ink. The base of the basin is empty, abandoned, and spiked with crystal plates.

			She’s heard of this: anchor ice. Instead of freezing at the surface, colder water hardens and attaches to the bottom. The atmosphere is funereal. This, Laurel thinks, is the portal’s afterlife. For several dreadful seconds, she stops breathing.

			Kyla, the ice-diving instructor, liked to use rhyming reminders. The most important one was this: Hold your breath too long and everything goes wrong.

			“As you descend,” she explained, “the pressure on your lungs increases. If you don’t exhale, air can move into the blood, blocking vessels in the brain. The consequences range from paralysis to death. So make sure you’re breathing, okay?”

			Laurel’s dry suit stiffens with excess air. Helplessly she rises toward the surface. Her arms begin to straighten, and she struggles to hold the device. If the suit becomes fully inflated, she could lodge under the ceiling, plastered there until her oxygen runs out.

			She exhales for as long as she can. To let air out of her suit, she must release the valve on her left shoulder, but the arms are still too rigid. She inhales—just a sip—before breathing out again. As the suit deflates, she passes Eli’s device from her right hand to her left.

			She fumbles with the valve on her left shoulder. Air rushes out, and she drops.

			Laurel has no time to acknowledge the depth of her terror, nor to steep in relief. Though she is almost certain that the portal is gone, she still needs to confirm it.

			As she travels, the hole appears larger, brighter, as if to urge her to continue. Laurel pauses in its moonlike shaft of light. Breathing evenly, to maintain her depth, she unwinds the rope. Eli’s device rises like a balloon. Laurel struggles to guide it into the channel; at first, it bounces off the rim, as if in some upside-down game of basketball. Finally, the box bobs into the dive hole and snakes toward the surface.

			Eli told her to wait for five minutes. Laurel begins to count. If heat spreads to the cold side, the device has made it to her world. She could come up and breathe its air, if only for a moment: her universe, where neutrinos spin left and clock hands tick right, where bodies break down and people get old and disorder wins out every time. Perhaps she loves it irrationally. Once, she pined for the antiuniverse, land of second chances. But more and more she doesn’t know where she wants to live.

			After she counts three hundred seconds, Laurel pulls the device down. Midway, it snags on the ladder, and she nearly stops breathing again. She maneuvers the rope, pulling at an angle, until the box floats free. At last, she loops the rope around her waist. She scans the screen.

			U2, it reads.

			At first, her reaction is matter-of-fact.

			Yes, she thinks. That’s what I thought.

			Laurel clips the device to her dry suit. Then she climbs the ladder as if it were a tree, and when she pulls herself into the hut, she sees the future from that vista. She knows that Eli will keep looking for a portal. And she will encourage him, all the while knowing the ending. Eli will need to feel he has a choice.

			Laurel places the device on the ground, removes her gloves, and walks to the stove to get warm. Only there does she hang her head forward and sob—both for Silas Two and for Silas One again.

			And her heart, while fast, does not skip a beat. For the first time in weeks, it is constant.

			

			—

			The dive locker is empty. As she returns her equipment, her legs nearly buckle from exhaustion.

			Laurel has fifteen minutes to get to the ice pier. She wraps her shawl around her mouth, so that only her eyes are visible, and pulls her hat down low.

			Outside the locker, she stops. Several yards away is Pippa Cooke. She might have been there for minutes. She might, Laurel thinks, have seen everything.

			“What are you doing?” Pippa asks.

			“What are you doing?” asks Laurel.

			“Taking a walk. I got bored.”

			Pippa peers up at Laurel. For the first time, she is bookless and looks interested.

			“Me, too,” says Laurel.

			“No, you didn’t.”

			Pippa’s curiosity turns to indignation. Laurel has done her the same insult as the other patronizing adult passengers. The thunder in her gaze reminds Laurel of Harry Cooke. As his child, after all, Pippa must have raised him.

			And now Laurel hears Harry’s voice.

			“Pippa?” he calls, and Laurel’s throat closes.

			Pippa’s nose twitches at the sound, but she doesn’t reply. Instead, she walks toward Laurel.

			“I know you’re lying,” she says. “Say the truth.”

			They face each other. Laurel looks at Pippa’s small, set mouth and the bangs that sweep her lashes. Harry Cooke is known to entertain a carousel of girlfriends. For the first time, Laurel wonders who Pippa’s mother is.

			“What if I told you that there are two universes, not one, and that I come from the other?” Laurel speaks very quietly. “What if I said that the portal is here in Antarctica?”

			Pippa’s eyebrows lift. There is a reason, Laurel thinks, that you can tell the truth to a child. They’ll believe you.

			“I’d say,” Pippa whispers, “that you shouldn’t tell my dad.”

			Laurel hears Harry’s boots crunching through snow. She flattens herself against the dive hut.

			“There you are,” says Harry, to Pippa. “Planning an escape?”

			If he takes one more step, he’ll see Laurel.

			“No,” says Pippa. “I thought I saw a book on the ground.”

			Laurel could have kissed her.

			“Oh.” The interest fades from Harry’s voice. “Well, leave it there. You have plenty of books already.”

			

			—

			Laurel hurries toward the ice pier. Eli is looking for her. His shoulders are clenched, and his expression is frantic: without cell phones, she had no way to tell him she was safe. When he sees her, he puts a hand to his chest. Only then does he raise his brows in query. Laurel shakes her head.

			Eli turns slightly away, as if to absorb this news in privacy. When he faces her again, Laurel sees a flash of despair, of failure and ferocious disappointment.

			Then he nods. When she joins them, he holds her close. Back on the ship, his hand doesn’t leave hers.

			In the days that follow, the atmosphere on the Astralis changes. A subtle tension, built over weeks at sea, is dispelled. People mingle in new combinations. The influencer leaves her ring light in her room. When a minke whale surfaces, no one reaches for their phone.

			At dinner, Laurel joins a queue of passengers and realizes that she’s spent the trip judging them. Maybe her irritation with their covetousness, their perceived self-absorption, reflected her frustration with herself. Haven’t Laurel and Eli been tourists in this universe, as set on acquisition—in their way—as Harry Cooke? There was one thing they wanted: Silas. For years, they’ve been trying to extract him.

			One afternoon, the Astralis passes a fusing glacier. It looks so fragile. Healing, Laurel thinks. Smaller pieces float nearby, ebbing closer. The larger seams have just knitted together. As they turn to leave, a software CEO wipes his eyes. That evening, he sits with an investor and a biologist, brainstorming an app to incentivize water conservation.

			At the bar that evening, Laurel chats with the actress, who confides that she splurged on the cruise to research a major film role.

			“I could have just read about Antarctica. Watched YouTube videos. But it’s different, being here—so my performance will be different. I think people will be able to feel that,” she says. “Maybe it’s absurd to think that I could make a difference. But maybe people leave the theater caring more about this place.”

			Before their final leg at sea, the Astralis stops at Macquarie Island. Birds wheel overhead: the petrel, which appears to run on water before launching; the crescent-shaped fork-tailed swift; and the wandering albatross, which can fly for years before descending. Because this is mating season for the albatross, strict rules are established: passengers may only observe the birds from afar.

			They tumble out of the ship, loose, giddy. Macquarie Island is halfway from Antarctica to New Zealand, but it feels tangibly different. The temperature hovers in the forties. Tussock grass grows six feet tall. There is, too, a native ruby-headed orchid, and a preposterous giant cabbage whose roots were boiled and pickled by explorers.

			Laurel finds that she’s nervous—she doesn’t know what mating season means here—but the afternoon passes without incident. The passengers see a convention of gentoo penguins and hear the roar of elephant seals. They come upon the albatrosses from a distance, while walking back to the ship.

			Silas runs ahead, and Eli follows him. Smiling, Laurel hangs back to take her jacket off. If there is one similarity between Wisconsin and Antarctica, she thinks, it’s that forty-five degrees qualifies as T-shirt weather.

			She startles at the sound of a nasal whinny. Eh-eh. Two albatrosses sit in a field to her left. They have downy white heads and button-black eyes. Like Laurel, they must have separated from their group.

			She veers right, to give the pair a wide berth. They bray at her a moment more; then, assured that she poses no threat, they return to their ritual.

			On the Astralis, Laurel learned that the albatross flies in its sleep, that it can circle the globe without stopping. Mates remain faithful for life. The birds nip fondly at each other, their putty-colored beaks making clicking noises. One perches slightly higher than the other. It might be positioned on a nest, though Laurel can’t be sure. Her view is obscured by grass.

			Then, as she watches, the elevated bird stands. For their privacy, as well as her own peace, Laurel should keep walking. She knows this, and she cannot explain why she doesn’t. Some fathomless instinct. The old, cunning desire to know. As the albatross shifts from foot to foot, adjusting its wings, Laurel looks down at the nest.

			It is a cup-shaped mound: stable, if not quite tidy, and made of grass and soil. Inside is a very small, very young bird. The creature has mauve skin and yellow hair so pale it glows, the beak curved and bobbing with breath.

			Laurel can only see its head and shoulders. The rest is enclosed in matter: a brownish-tan paste casing, spackled evenly around. The effect is of a shell-like swaddle. Inside, the infant’s wings are folded down.

			“Oh my God,” Laurel says.

			For the parents are making an egg.

			In most places, the paste has hardened. At the ragged top edge, it is softer, and the adults use their beaks to press it tenderly in place. Smoothed, the substance creeps higher; soon, it will surround the baby’s neck. The adults trade places, so that the second bird is poised over the nest. As it descends, the baby makes a peaceful little shudder.

			Laurel staggers backward. In shock. Some horror. And a brutal, base respect—for the life cycle, the dying infant, and for the effort of the parents, charged with this shared duty, which they must carry out until the end. When she leaves them, the two are sitting wing to wing, their feathers moving with the grasses in the wind.

			

			—

			She loves something different about every age.

			At six, Silas is always crafting: a purse out of a cracker box, or a medallion to wear around his neck. A section of the bookshelf in his room is now devoted to his own creations. Laurel staples small pieces of paper, and he colors on each page. After he can’t write his own text, Silas dictates the words to her.

			Five is the age of enthusiasm. When they return home from an outing, he walks to the front door, bends down, and shouts “Hello, house!” through the mail slot. He is sick throughout the winter, with chicken pox and pneumonia back to back. Even so, he loves to dance nude around the Christmas tree. He sings throughout the day, mostly made-up songs.

			In June, the orchard comes on the market. Laurel, Eli, and Clare pool their savings. After the sale goes through, they walk the property together. Laurel tries to keep her tears back, worried that the other Clare won’t understand, but Clare puts an arm around her shoulders. The shape of the land is the same, and Laurel recognizes some of the varieties as heirlooms. Still, they’ll have to make changes over years. The previous owner packed trees together to increase production, and the orchard is showing signs of stress.

			Clare moves into the farmhouse in April. On the first night, all four of them sleep there together. Memories spring up in 3-D: Laurel can see things, touch things, that she thought she never would again. She takes Silas to the attic, her old bedroom. After they put him to sleep, Laurel leaves a note for Eli and walks to Upper Orchard alone. She settles on the ground with two blankets, putting one under her body and one on top. She used to do this as a teenager, back when her joints didn’t mind. This time, she suffers for a week, but it’s worth it to fall asleep under the trees, her old friends.

			

			—

			Eli begins the next year with renewed energy: IceCube has hired him to run the project at UW–Madison. Their goal is to explore the link between neutrinos and dark matter.

			Every second, billions of neutrinos stream from the sun toward Earth. As they travel, their masses oscillate. IceCube is sensitive enough to detect unusual oscillation patterns, and these could indicate the presence of high-energy neutrinos. Eli will interpret the results from Wisconsin.

			For him, of course, the project is also personal. “Eighty-five percent of all matter is dark: the stuff that we can’t see, can’t touch,” he tells Laurel, on a walk. “If ANITA was right, then the neutrinos we found at the Arc are dark matter, pouring into our universe from this one. But eighty-five percent is a huge amount of matter. There would have to be more than one source. I’ve been looking for a portal the size of the basin—but there could be tiny ones everywhere, popping in and out of existence.”

			It’s February, the sky at four a grayish lilac; snow descends in fleets. Laurel pulls her hat over her ears. “What would we do with a mini portal?”

			“If we can understand how portals are created, maybe we can engineer a bigger one,” says Eli.

			Laurel smiles at him. She wants to hold her hand around his hopefulness as one protects a flame. That year, he works as hard as ever, but he never sacrifices time with Laurel and Silas. She, too, is trying to soak in the present, absorb every bead of nectar; there is no time to waste by rushing. Now she looks at Silas Two believing that she’ll lose him.

			And maybe she’s wrong. Maybe Eli will find another portal. She won’t regret living this way until then.

			Sticky, barefoot berry-eating. Reading Silas’s favorite book aloud while he rests his head on her lap. She no longer thinks of him as Silas Two. It is not that he has replaced Silas One, but that they’ve lost their numbers: both boys are simply Laurel and Eli’s children.

			As Silas Two becomes Silas, his world becomes hers. Until now, Laurel and Eli have been travelers, not citizens. They assumed that Barack Obama’s term would follow Donald Trump’s, and that George W. Bush’s would follow Obama’s. But they can’t be certain—and in many ways, Laurel prays that the past she knows is not the future here. If the antiuniverse’s hat trick is inversion, it could arc back to the worst of history: people in slavery, women as property, religious persecution. Laurel feels ashamed of her former passivity. The answer is both as simple and as complex as it is in her world. She must act as though the future isn’t fated. She must vote as though it matters.

			Once a month, she drives north to volunteer in the Menominee Forest, a part of the tribal reservation. Western foresters are taught to cut the strongest trees for timber. The Menominee do the reverse: they harvest those that are dying, leaving the most robust to thrive and reproduce. The tribe has logged here for centuries, but the forest—so lush it can be seen, dark green, from space—has more trees than it did when they began.

			The expertise of Wisconsin tribes was honed over millennia. The Oneida restored their waterways to health after pollution deformed fish and birds. The Ojibwe, stewards of the rice wetlands, are experts in the uses of fire. The Potawatomi’s circular farm, Bodwéwadmi Ktëgan, provides food to tribes throughout Wisconsin.

			The Indigenous tribes of Laurel’s universe were the earliest recorded peoples here, too. It makes sense to her that those who see nature as kin would outlast more mercenary cultures, and that the latter would sooner die, or flee. In both directions, then, the First Nations must be the last to leave.

			

			—

			Four is the hinge. In some ways, Silas is still the child she’s known. She can reason with him. For the most part, his vocabulary remains. They have long conversations while walking the arboretum path near home. And he is still dexterous: he assembles puzzles at a speed that both impresses and comforts her.

			But Laurel can’t deny that he is becoming a small child. He develops a rigidity that verges on hysteria, as though he knows that something is getting away from him.

			Cut the crusts off!

			Daddy didn’t wash his hands after the bus.

			You have to listen to my rules.

			Every time the doctor weighs him, he is lighter.

			

			—

			Gloria graduates in the fall. Her roommates scream as she walks across the stage to accept her diploma, and afterward, Laurel takes her picture below a tent of bright blue sky.

			“Last night,” Gloria whispers, “the Ouija board said that I’m destined for great things.

			“Well,” Laurel says, “I could have told you that.”

			Gloria stays at the Rhizotron for her doctorate, waiting tables at a diner on the side. What they’ve found is promising: currents in the tree have steadily increased, and the rhizomorphs are shrinking.

			Still, as they drive to Cedar that summer, Laurel says, “I can’t shake the sense that we’re missing something.”

			This time, Gloria is driving. They sit in the used Chevy Cavalier she bought with her savings. The previous owner can’t have had it for long—stick shifts are new to the antiuniverse—but the car came with a dented fender and a duct-taped hole in the rear window.

			“The spark is a transition point: the moment when composition ends and independent life begins,” Laurel continues, partly to herself. “To be independent, a human body needs two things: a working heart and a working brain. For each organ, electricity is key. The brain uses it to think, and the heart uses it to beat.”

			“Uh-huh.” Gloria hasn’t had her license for long, and she keeps drifting toward the edges of her lane.

			“But we’re only tracking physical composition in the tree. We haven’t addressed the mental piece.”

			“Because a tree isn’t human. We don’t know whether there is a mental piece,” says Gloria. “And if there were, how would we measure it?”

			“That’s it!” says Laurel. “That’s what we have to work on. If electricity is connected to sentience, the way it is in animals, then we need to prove that separately. The fact of electricity isn’t enough; we need to show what it means.”

			“But what are our terms?” asks Gloria. “I mean, what does consciousness look like in a plant?”

			Laurel flops back against her seat. “Exactly.”

			For several minutes, they drive in silence. Then Gloria says, “Why do we even have to bring that in? If we can capture the surge that happens during the spark, that would still be a huge contribution. We could look at the sentience angle in the future.”

			“Gloria, I won’t have time. The spark is still years away. By then, I could be in my early twenties.”

			Laurel spoke more sharply than intended, but she feels a flash of desperation. When she thinks of aging down, it is almost always in relation to Silas. Deep down, though—beneath the floor of her everyday consciousness—Laurel knows that if she doesn’t leave this universe, she’ll be subject to the same process. In that case, her independence has an end date: at eighteen, an adult becomes a minor and must report to the care of a guardian.

			“Is this about your maze experiment?” Gloria asks. “Unfinished business?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“The intelligence stuff—it sounds like what you were working on before.”

			“It’s related, I guess. But this is a different project.”

			“Are you sure?”

			By now, Gloria feels less like a student than a brilliant little sister. And sometimes, like a sister, she pokes.

			“Gloria,” Laurel says, in a warning tone.

			Gloria lifts a hand off the steering wheel, her palm upturned. The Chevy swerves. “I just feel like there’s something you’re not telling me. I don’t want to sound like a stalker, but I’ve studied your work. And I’ve never found anything that has to do with mazes.”

			“I’ve told you: I couldn’t find the evidence. And please keep both hands on the wheel.”

			“I just think,” Gloria says, “that if some past experience is, like, bleeding into our work together, I have a right to know about it.”

			“Nothing is bleeding!” Laurel shouts.

			They pass the next leg of the drive in silence. Eventually Laurel suggests they stop at their favorite pasty stand for dinner. Gloria claims that she has a stomachache. Laurel doesn’t press her, even though Gloria was eating Cheez-Its as she said so.

			The next day, they arrive at the site in early morning.

			“Gloria, I’m sorry,” says Laurel, as they walk from the parking lot to the tree. “I shouldn’t have snapped at you yesterday.”

			Gloria purses her mouth.

			“You’re right,” says Laurel. “There are things I haven’t shared with you—things that I can’t explain.”

			“Why not?”

			“I can’t tell you that, either.”

			They duck below a branch. Laurel can feel Gloria’s eyes on her.

			“These things you haven’t told me,” Gloria says. “Have you told anyone else?”

			“Eli knows,” says Laurel.

			And Nita, she thinks. But there’s no good reason to turn Gloria’s world upside down. Her life has already been unstable enough.

			“You’re still my student,” says Laurel, gently. “And this is personal.”

			The oak tree stands before them.

			“Ah, there she is,” she adds, relieved to change the subject. Wind moves powerfully through the branches, which sway as if in greeting. Over time, Laurel has tried to show herself to be a friend. In winter, she brushes snow from its limbs so that they don’t snap; in summer, she sits against the trunk while eating lunch or naps under the canopy. On windy days, the rhizomorphs can crack and blow away. If a storm has passed since her last visit, Laurel searches the vicinity and tucks these errant cords into the soil; that way, they’ll feed the tree when they disintegrate as spores.

			Gloria walks swiftly to the cave. She doesn’t look up when Laurel joins her.

			“Gloria,” Laurel says.

			“It’s fine.”

			“You’re still upset.”

			“Not at all.”

			“All right, then.”

			Laurel begins to attach the pins in the rhizomorphs to wires. Because the cave is so much larger than the mazes she used in her first experiment, they need dozens of voltmeters. To keep the wires untangled is a challenge in itself.

			“It’s just…” says Gloria. Laurel looks up. “I tell you things.”

			Putting the voltmeter down, Laurel sighs. “I know how this is going to sound. But can you try to trust me when I say that it’s for your own good?”

			“I can try,” Gloria mutters.

			They separate to pursue their typical tasks. Gloria records data in the cave, and Laurel observes the tree. Caterpillars and songbirds have made homes in its branches. Squirrels seize fallen acorns. Laurel sweats despite the breeze. Michigan has reached the peak of summer: the air is a soupy murk, the sun so warm it makes her want to close her eyes. After lunch, she sits down to rest, leaning her head against the trunk.

			Laurel drifts through the trance that precedes sleep. She sees boxes open out of boxes and a skull shaped like a cave. The cave is empty of water, empty of thought. Bone holds the skull open, as the basin holds the Arc. Without the Arc, the basin is dormant. Inanimate, the skull waits. The members of a playgroup stand around a parachute.

			Then the tide changes. Water flows into the cave, and neutrinos fill the Arc. The parachute becomes a dome; a current sparks in the skull. From the soil issues something invisible but sensed: not a sight, not a sound—

			It’s a scent.

			“Gloria…?”

			Laurel’s voice issues in a warble. When she opens her eyes, Gloria is several feet away, eating Cheez-Its and pretending not to hear.

			“Gloria!”

			“What,” says Gloria, flatly.

			“Odor. Chemical messaging,” Laurel says. “Volatile signals in fungi and plants: that’s our analogy for consciousness.”

			Chewing, Gloria turns. “But we don’t work on volatiles.”

			All around them is a frothy, humming buzz: insects weave between flowers, and animals rustle through grass. Laurel pushes herself into a seated position.

			“I know someone who does.”

			

			
				
				—
			

			There are things that pain Laurel about every age, too. One day, Silas can’t remember how to tie his shoes. Tantrums become more frequent. His mouth scrunches to the right when he registers some absence—that a cubbyhole of previously stored information is empty.

			What saves her is his ignorance. Immaturing is natural here. Sometimes it seems that Silas is simply going deeper into his own consciousness—and into the world. He loses language, not observation. When he is three, they have the same conversations they did five years earlier, but the tenor is different.

			“Tree?” he asks, on a walk.

			“Tree,” says Laurel, confirming.

			“Tree,” he says, observing.

			There is a long pause. Silas steps toward the trunk.

			“Tree,” says Silas. This time, he seems to speak to it directly.

			He still loves puddles, music, hats. When Clare babysits, she puts on one of the new classical composers, something zippy with strings, and they dance.

			IceCube hasn’t found strange oscillation patterns. To widen the search, they’ve partnered with another detector: the Super-Kamiokande in Japan.

			“Why does that name sound familiar?” asks Laurel.

			“Because it was pictured on the other Eli’s book cover. He’s worked with them,” Eli says. “It’s kind of like he led me here.”

			The observatory—a steel tank larger than the Statue of Liberty—lies three thousand feet beneath Mount Ikeno. The tank is filled with water. Eleven thousand golden light bulbs line the walls. To make repairs, physicists row through the water in boats.

			“When a neutrino collides with water,” Eli explains to Laurel, “it makes a flash. The human eye can’t see it. But these bulbs could catch a lit match from the moon.”

			Super-K is even more sensitive than IceCube. It could be their last chance.

			There are two tracks in Eli’s mind: the one that follows Laurel and Silas, and the one that searches madly for some crucial piece of data. He begins to stay up at night again. He and Laurel kiss less, touch less. Periodically he travels to Japan. Laurel doesn’t tell him she suspects that they won’t escape in time. She questions this choice constantly. But she also remembers how Eli responded when she shared her doubts before.

			Most of all, she still wants there to be a chance she’s wrong.

			Eli returns from his most recent trip dejected. The next morning, they bring Silas to the park.

			“How do they live like this?” Eli asks, looking at other families.

			“I suppose they could say the same about us,” says Laurel. “An inevitable march toward old age? They might think we have nothing to look forward to.”

			Eli hasn’t shaved in months. His beard is as long as Eli Two’s.

			“Wisdom,” he says. “We look forward to wisdom.”

			Laurel watches Silas giggle on the grass. “Maybe they look forward to innocence.”

			His happiness requires so little. The sight of Laurel or Eli is enough. So is a favorite song, swimming at the pool, ice cream in a cone.

			“This is fun!” he cries, jumping up and down on the bed.

			

			—

			On Halloween, Maisie becomes pregnant. The day before, during a phone call, Laurel heard Hazel crying. Now Hazel rests in Maisie’s womb.

			Three years earlier, Noah and Maisie lost Frankie. Laurel couldn’t bear to ask how it happened. Instead, she brought meals and carried out errands. She would have done this out of love alone, but she also thought of it as penance. For shying away from the story—for being too scared to ask questions.

			This time, she steels herself. Laurel will have to know these answers soon enough. If Maisie wants to share, she’ll listen. When she visits, though, Maisie only clings to her in silence.

			By spring, Maisie is no longer visibly pregnant. Laurel wonders how many people are carrying children just as imperceptibly. Those whose pregnancies are obvious receive special treatment, but the slant is somber. When a pregnant woman rides the bus, other passengers treat her with tense respect, sometimes a hush of pity. After the woman departs, there is often a relieved adjustment.

			In January, Noah calls to tell Laurel that Hazel is gone. Her heartbeat had been undetectable for several days, but Maisie’s urine still showed hCG until that morning. Laurel drives over. In the bedroom, Maisie is weeping. Laurel climbs under the covers and holds her, crying, too. She thinks of the way Hazel looked on at her birthday party—like a fairy-tale girl with a wizened old woman inside. And how absurd it is, the bargain of life: that we should be gifted love while guaranteed loss, love’s tax.

			

			—

			At three, Silas loves the neighborhood playground. Once, while pushing him on the swings, Laurel notices a teenage girl.

			The girl watches Laurel and Silas from a bench. Her red hair looks uncombed, and her face is torqued by longing.

			“Such a difficult age,” she says.

			Something in her affect makes Laurel uneasy.

			“He’s a beautiful boy,” the girl adds. “He looks like mine did. Can I hold him?”

			“Oh,” says Laurel, surprised. She’ll have to say no: the request is inappropriate. Yet something makes her pause. It is the memory of her own yearning—how, after Silas died, she could not bear the sight of women with sons.

			An older man hurries down the hill. He wears house slippers and a bathrobe, as though he left in too much of a hurry to change.

			“I’m so sorry,” the man says to Laurel. He takes the arm of the redhead and leads her away.

			Laurel is disturbed by her own confusion. Did she almost hand her child to a stranger? Silas fights her when she lifts him from the swings. Wrestling him into his coat, Laurel begins to cry—panicked tears of frustration, tears she remembers from another lifetime, when a different Silas threw a tantrum in a public place.

			But his sweetness frequently disarms her. On his second birthday, Laurel and Eli give him a toy kitchen. Tearing the wrapping paper, he says, “Wow! Oh, wow!” As they sing happy birthday, tears come to his eyes.

			They hold his party in the toddler section of the pool. Clare comes early to help set up. Just before the guests arrive, Silas’s mood reverses without warning.

			“Are you two today?” asks Laurel encouragingly.

			He glares at her in his party hat. “No!”

			“That about sums up where we’re at,” Laurel tells Clare. She’s been nervous about the party—Silas has entered an unfortunate hitting stage—but the pool distracts him. His school friends, Victor and Sabrina, attend with their parents. The group gets along well, and only one child has an outburst.

			“Well done,” says Victor’s mother, squeezing Laurel’s hand. “Birthdays are never easy.”

			

			—

			Work is a distraction. After her epiphany about volatile signaling, Laurel planned to invite Tess Two to collaborate remotely. Then the botany department advertised an opening. Laurel noticed a familiar name among the applicants: Teresa Torrez, currently in Utrecht, now seeking to move closer to family.

			Tess wins the job easily. When she arrives in Madison, Laurel treats her to cheese curds and pitches the cave experiment. Tess needs no convincing. Afterward, Laurel gives her a campus tour. She takes care to mention that Tuesdays are horror movie night at the student union.

			Tess touches Laurel’s arm. “I love horror movies.”

			In Science Hall, they turn an unused office into a situation room. Gloria creates a map of the inside of the cave. They affix it to a bulletin board and chart circuits with pushpins. Tess carts boxes of ORBs into the office for storage.

			“Can we see them?” Gloria asks.

			The ORBs are nestled in protective padding, like ornaments. Each is roughly the size of a softball.

			“It’s basically an electronic nose,” says Tess, passing one around for inspection. “Air enters a sorting tube, and a sensor interprets volatile molecules. The results are translated into color. If the volatiles come mainly from fungi, the gas in the ORB turns green. If plants are the primary source, it turns red.”

			The latest model was engineered to measure concentration, too: the color glows brighter as communication increases.

			Gloria’s mouth is parted. “How did you come up with this?”

			“Slowly,” says Tess.

			Gloria and Tess make the next visit to Cedar alone. The time is coming for Laurel to withdraw: she feels an urge to turn away from work, toward Silas, and she heeds it. At eighteen months, he reminds Laurel of her grandfather Bob. Bob remained active through his eighties, but in his final years, he receded. At family gatherings, he took his hearing aids out. It did not seem that he was unhappy, but that conversation no longer interested him. If they sat outside, he closed his eyes, and his white hair danced in the breeze.

			

			—

			Laurel’s nonresistance dissolves when Silas turns one. She can only think of lasts: His last word. His last smile. The last time he’ll walk, roll over, lift his own head.

			Her milk comes in. She wakes from dreams sweaty, gasping, saying aloud: “I take it back.”

			Eli holds her when she comes undone in the grocery store. Every day, he tells Laurel there’s still a chance. When she needs to, she lets herself believe it: they’ll escape with their baby, held to her breast.

			Silas loses his last tooth. He forgets how to wave. There is a terrible momentum, like something being pulled into a drain. Even when he is silent, Laurel hears crying—either the echo of a previous scream or her own hallucinatory forecast of the next one.

			In September, Kenji Nakamura knocks on the door.

			Laurel steps backward. The overtaker seems like a mythical villain, his very presence a bad omen. Silas sleeps in a sling on her chest, and she puts her arms around him, as if it is Mr. Nakamura—and not nature itself—who plans to take him away.

			Mr. Nakamura gazes at Silas. “How is he?”

			How little Laurel knew when Mr. Nakamura was last here. Since then, she has molted, seen miracles, lost her old coat like a sheep. She does not want to need him again.

			“He’s fine,” says Laurel, snapping. She has an urge to cover Silas’s face.

			“I’m here to help,” the overtaker says.

			No, no. Lying. She feels deranged. Silas has entered another sleep regression, but he is sleeping now, and Laurel has turned the lights off.

			“We don’t need help,” she says.

			“You will,” says the overtaker.

			“You can’t force us. We’ll run away.”

			“Your son wouldn’t survive. He’ll need to be in your body.”

			There is care in his voice, but the words go in cold as a spear. Whatever Laurel might have said dies in her throat.

			“Wait.” Eli’s face looms out of the darkness. “You said there was—an instrument. Last time you were here, you said you’d met a couple, and there was a device, something they used to cross over.”

			The overtaker looks at them with sorrow leavened by practice. “I don’t know any more now than I told you then.”

			Eli comes to stand with Laurel and Silas. Kenji Nakamura does not seem alarmed by their reaction; to him, this must be ordinary. Laurel wonders if he visited the redheaded teenage girl from the park. He must have known hundreds of people like her. Madwomen, clinging to their bundles.

			“How do we know that you’re telling the truth?” asks Eli.

			“I always do,” the overtaker says, and for a moment, it seems a curse as torturous as theirs. Whatever is happening to Laurel and Eli and Silas will only happen once. The overtaker—life’s midwife, death’s witness—must watch it over and over.

			“Just let me say this,” he says. “When Silas is ready, come to the cemetery. We’ll take care of you there.”

			

			—

			Laurel’s heartburn is constant. Her breasts make less milk. In the morning, she vomits her coffee.

			Silas’s head softens. She can feel his heartbeat through the skull. She wants to protect him—to put him inside something.

			One night, Laurel is in bed when a cramp radiates to her thighs. She girds herself, enduring it. The second is worse.

			Silas sleeps strapped to her chest. Laurel hobbles to the bathroom, where Eli is taking a shower. He sees her through the glass door.

			“Contractions,” she says, and gasps.

			Hurrying toward her, Eli nearly slips, which could, in another universe, be funny later on—after the birth, Laurel holding the baby while Eli told the story to visitors. She doesn’t want to let go of Silas, not for an instant, but the pain gives her no choice. Eli unwraps the sling the way he might the dressing on a wound. Silas is wrinkled and pink, already crying at the suddenness of this transition.

			Crouched, holding herself, Laurel has a desperate thought. The overtaker said that Silas couldn’t live for long outside her body—but if she withstands the contractions, could they buy another week? A month?

			Laurel opens her mouth to tell Eli, but then she looks at her son. Silas writhes with discomfort. She is the solution, the end to his suffering. And only he can end hers.

			“The cemetery,” she says.

			Eli puts Silas in his infant car seat. Laurel staggers out of the house in a nightgown, too animal to stop for shoes. They drive for less than two blocks. The graveyard looks tidy as ever. Even at this hour, guards helm the white building, which glows in the light of the moon.

			Laurel has wondered why she often sees pregnant women on the benches.

			Oval, white, the dome rests in the ground like an albatross egg on its nest.

			

			—

			Rhythm of feet. Wheels, shouting. The car door opens, and nurses transfer Laurel to a gurney.

			A rapid flight through cold night air before the rush of sliding doors. The ground beneath the stretcher turns from gravelly to smooth, the light from dark to bright: they have entered a waiting room. Laurel hears the rattle of carts, the rustle of curtains, the ringing of pagers and phones. Above a desk are four painted words: Newborn and Infant Clinic.

			She is wheeled onto a ramp, which spirals upward. The skylight is dark at this hour, and reflective. She watches their small party: herself, on the stretcher; Eli, holding Silas; and the nurse pushing the gurney, her voice steady and warm.

			On the lower floors, they pass ancient-looking men and women in wheelchairs. Some of these patients are alert as babies; others barely stir. “Excuse me—” says a different nurse, and Laurel sees an old woman on her own gurney, crying lustily, her frail hair matted with dirt. There is dirt, too, in the folds of her face, which looks shocked as a just-picked vegetable. Her arms and legs are covered in mud as if in the vernix of birth.

			The old woman is gone, then, whisked to her own floor. After that, the ramp becomes quiet. The nurse leads them to the second-highest level.

			When the door opens, Laurel hears the babies. They cry every kind of cry: screaming, whimpering, wailing. The frenzy galvanizes Silas, who adds his own voice to the chorus. As Laurel glides down the hallway, she can distinguish individuals. Behind most doors is a single baby, soothed by the nurses or parents. From one larger room, though, comes a cacophony of voices. With her senses heightened by hormones, Laurel perceives at least a dozen.

			Where are their mothers? In her state, the atmosphere of that room—its forlornness and abandonment—is as intolerable as the fact that she cannot change it. For this, Laurel realizes, is no ordinary hospital. It has two purposes: beginning and end, nursery and morgue.

			

			—

			Her own room. Soft lighting, soft voices, soft hand on her arm. A doctor and a delivery nurse, knowing what is coming, meet Laurel where her knowledge leaves off. The nurse helps her into a gown. Laurel crawls onto the bed. Eli watches, helpless in scrubs, as the doctor measures Laurel’s cervix with her fingers.

			“You’re already dilated,” the doctor says, and Laurel begins to cry.

			“Can I hold him?” she asks. “One more time?”

			The nurse peels the gown back from her chest, so that Silas can lie skin-to-skin. His bellows turn to whimpers when her eyes meet his.

			“Bigger than the world,” she whispers.

			Eli climbs into the bed beside Laurel, and she shifts to spread Silas between them: Eli cradles his upper half, Laurel his tiny legs. Eli presses his lips to the soft, velvet head as Laurel holds Silas’s gaze.

			We’ve done this before, you and I, she thinks. That means we can do it again.

			Silas’s milky gray eyes move between Laurel and Eli. His sight stretches no farther than ten or twelve inches, but that’s all he needs to see them.

			

			—

			One nurse prepares Silas, bathing him, anointing him with lubricating gel. After that, she comes to stand by Laurel’s chest.

			“Now, you have your husband here,” she says. “And me, and the doctor—we’re here, too. Not for a minute will you be alone.”

			The woman’s voice is compassionate but firm, and this is what Laurel needs: pure empathy wouldn’t bear her up, she’d fall right through it.

			“What happens now?” she asks. Her pelvis seems to be tearing in two.

			The nurse takes Laurel’s hand.

			“Now you pull,” she says.

			

			—

			Eli’s tears are silent and continuous. He stands at her side, one hand in Laurel’s free hand, the other one holding her knee.

			In the bath, Silas fussed. When the nurse brings him to the entrance of her body, he seems to relax. Laurel looks at Eli, to see whether this is true.

			“He looks peaceful,” Eli says.

			Laurel nods. She will never be ready, but she believes that Silas is.

			“Okay,” she says, granting her permission to begin.

			

			—

			As his feet go in, she gasps. For a moment, there is only the blast, searing and total.

			Then she sees what it has ripped open.

			A channel. A corridor, sacred as the aurora, stretches between her and Silas. Cautiously she senses. She is not who she was. As when cells fuse, their membranes merge, and the border between them dissolves. Nature shows her what to do. Even though she was not born in this world, Laurel is subject to its rules: she bends to its laws like a stalk in the wind, she is pulled like a tide by the moon.

			The revelation is blinding: she is a portal. (The pain was only a gate.) Her duty is to carry Silas to his final resting place. A cord will grow between them. (He will always be there.) His cells—his life force—will go on within Laurel, as she carries the strands of her ancestors.

			Beneath her awareness, until now: the tangle.

			She is many, not one.

			Selves tucked inside selves like Russian dolls.

			

			—

			The nurse and doctor coach her: when to breathe, how to pull. There is no resisting now, no relief until it’s over, and the women work quickly to urge Silas inward.

			“He’s almost there,” the doctor says. “He just needs one final pull. Eli, do you want to—?”

			Eli looks to Laurel. “Is that okay?”

			She nods. In her groin is a burning sensation. Her body is open, distended: she needs it to be finished.

			Eli keeps one hand in hers as he walks to the foot of the bed. With the other, he guides Silas’s head.

			Laurel convulses. Eli makes a sound she’s never heard. There is a feeling of suction, a plug.

			

			—

			In Silas travels, like spores into gills, like pollen back into a bud.

		

	
		
			15

			 

			Entanglement

			One universe and many years earlier, when Laurel and Eli were in high school, their English teacher, Ms. Galasso, began class with a writing prompt.

			When Laurel entered the room, the blackboard read: Define love.

			Some of the boys rolled their eyes as they arrived. An overzealous girl named Amy Wagner, who always raised her hand before it seemed possible to consider the question, was taking rapid notes. The other students, including Laurel, stared at their notebooks, united in mortification.

			Ms. Galasso, a former rugby star, was frank, flinty, and impossible to embarrass. She hoisted her desk chair into the center of the room, turned it around, and sat on it backward.

			“All right,” she said. “Who wants to kick us off?”

			Amy raised her hand. “Love is putting someone else before yourself.”

			Ms. Galasso nodded noncommittally. “Let’s keep the ball rolling. What else?”

			No one spoke. Laurel looked down at her notebook. She had only managed three words: It’s a feeling.

			Then Noah Takahashi said, “You know you love someone when you’re afraid to lose them.”

			“Yeah, like: the stakes are higher,” said Maisie.

			“Love is really just a bunch of chemical signaling,” volunteered Tim Wiggins, who was on the debate team.

			“Love is dead,” said a girl in silver eyeliner.

			Mikey Schneider—a spiky-haired boy with a puka shell necklace—said, in a mocking falsetto, “Love is never having to say you’re sorry.”

			“That is definitely not love,” said Amy.

			Ms. Galasso cut in. “Eli, you were writing for a while. Care to share your thoughts?”

			Eli froze, as though he’d been caught. He hesitated, and the silence gathered charge.

			“There’s this physics concept,” he said. “Called entanglement?”

			A hockey player named Donald Brock-Medley mimed masturbation. Eli flushed. The previous year, when Eli transferred, Donald had nicknamed him Schnoz.

			“If that is your level of maturity, Mr. Brock-Medley,” said Ms. Galasso, “then maybe you need to take a recess.”

			Donald snorted, but he stopped. Laurel could see his piece of paper from her desk. In response to the prompt, he had written: MY DOG.

			Ms. Galasso faced Eli again. He looked truly reluctant, and Laurel felt bad for him then, with thirty sets of teen antennae turned in his direction.

			“Entanglement happens when two particles become connected,” he said. “You can do it in a lab: scientists entangle two photons, for example, and then separate them. After that, the photons influence each other. It’s like they lose their independence.”

			“How so?” asked Ms. Galasso.

			“Particles exist in an uncertain state,” said Eli haltingly. “Their properties aren’t fixed until you measure them. But if you measure one entangled particle, you also fix the other. It happens instantly, and distance doesn’t matter: they could be billions of light-years apart. Einstein called it ‘spooky action at a distance.’ ”

			At the mention of spooky action, Donald Brock-Medley grinned broadly. Ms. Galasso cast him a warning glance.

			“I guess that’s what I thought of,” Eli said. “When you love someone, you’re attached, no matter what. You couldn’t separate yourself if you wanted to.”
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			May 1999

			Laurel carries beets from the garden to the Hub. Now that the latest batch of tinctures is steeping, she goes where help is needed. All week she has flitted between work groups: kitchen, harvest, cleaning, carpentry. She picks and chops, vacuums and dusts.

			And all day the same march in her head.

			Eli is coming. Eli is coming. It plays while Laurel does dishes, while she makes her bed and sweeps the floor. She’s told the other members that Eli is just an ex. Though Esther seems to know the truth—or sense it. At seventy, she is girlish, and always getting crushes. She recognizes the disease in someone else.

			Then again, Laurel’s claim is also true. She and Eli haven’t spoken in years. She doesn’t know what he is to her now.

			Eli is coming. Laurel walks through the Longhall and deposits the beets in the kitchen. Rox waves in acknowledgment.

			“Dishes?” she calls, and Laurel weaves between bodies to the bus tubs.

			Yes: five years since she’s seen Eli and four since she’s been here. Laurel is nineteen years old. While apprenticed to Olive, she has learned enough to fill a college course load. That reishi buffers stress, for example, and lion’s mane bolsters the brain. Elderberry and rose hips keep viral loads low, and nettle relieves muscle pain. Roots should be gathered in late fall or winter; bark is harvested in spring, and only from fallen branches. Flowers they pick, sparingly, as soon as the morning’s dew lifts.

			The more bitter a plant, the more it gives.

			Laurel takes the washing station beside Hetty, who hands her a pair of gloves. When the dishes from breakfast are done, they’ll prepare for lunch. Right now, the Center has roughly eighty residents. Some, like Laurel, are former scientists. Others were teachers or bus drivers or accountants. A portion are activists, drawn to the Center’s ethos; many came for company after raising children or parents. Some people join the Center simply because they have nowhere else to go.

			New arrivals live in the Hub. Three years after Laurel’s arrival, Tess followed, but she only stayed for months: the summer of 2000, like her double. Other members have lived here for decades. A leadership circle of six, randomly chosen, rotates annually. By design, there are no men.

			Every Sunday night, they gather to share news, ask for help, and air concerns. The most recent meeting was a heated one. Rox, who runs the kitchen, raised the idea of selling mushroom coffee. Customers had asked for it at the farmers’ market, she explained. It wouldn’t be hard to make a powder extract, with chaga or lion’s mane for focus.

			Joanie disagreed with the concept. “We don’t need more mushroom products. We need people sitting with the mushrooms, talking to the mycelium.”

			“We also need to support ourselves,” said Ha-yoon.

			The meeting ran into the early hours of the morning. Any decision requires consensus. Those who disagree are heard, no matter how lengthy their objections. If opposition persists, dissenters must be brought to comfort with the choice of the majority; it is the majority’s responsibility to listen—and amend the proposal—until this is so. Particularly fractious issues are tabled for a fortnight, as many times as necessary, and Laurel is often struck by the alchemy that time performs, turning resistance into curiosity, or anger to grief, or grief to healing.

			An editorial team issues a monthly newsletter, though it is closer to a zine, as the Center has no computers. Articles are submitted by anyone who wishes to contribute, then copied out in Juanita’s careful penmanship. Joanie and Noor add drawings: portraits of Center landmarks, meandering botanical borders, caricatures of ignominious public figures. Meeting notes appear in Peg’s loose dramaturgy.

			Rox & Dana have moved to the cabin off Crescent Trail. Their cabin is now occupied by Peg, whose place has been filled by Noor & Hetty, whose old room is now taken by CK. Jaz has left for a month of soul-searching out West: bon voyage. Christi is back from organizing in Chicago: welcome home.

			5/9: Carpools leave first thing for the antiwar protest in Milwaukee. No blood for oil!! If you need a sign, see Joanie.

			Hub issues:

			
					
					Who is going to fix Rainbow’s door—and when???

				

					
					Discussion: Maeve & Tori. Lack of contribution & messiness their delinquencies (respectively). Noor—do we really want people living in the Hub? Rox—Maeve doesn’t live in the Hub. She lives in her head. Dana—everyone has a right to be here. Bev—my only grudge against you Maeve is you don’t lift a finger. Aisha—Tori’s clutter attracts pests. CK—just clean up your act a little. Tori—has been trying. Maeve—I’m not good with conflict. I want to be a lotus in a pond. Ha-yoon—well, Maeve isn’t a lotus and Tori could be a little tidier. Maeve—what if I help Tori be tidier? Rox—and take a kitchen shift. General enthusiasm. Meeting adjourned.

				

			

			Everything at the Center has a name. A pond, fringed by cattails, is the Swamp. There are two meadows, Big and Small. The Hub is in the frontlands, and everything behind it—the cliffs and trails, the yurts and cottages—is the backlands. Most residents move to the backlands eventually, but Laurel has always lived in the Hub. She knew that her time at the Center would be limited, because of the date that she and Eli had agreed on.

			Eli is coming. It is a miracle that Laurel hasn’t contacted him. The first six months were hardest: she would lie on her bed with her knees drawn up, swiping through photos on her iPhone. During the middle years, she kept herself distracted, but recently, the temptation became unbearable. She slipped out to the road, for phone service, and pulled up her favorited contacts. He was still there, along with Clare and Maisie, Tess and Gloria. Her finger hovered over his name. One tap and she could hear his voice. Then a car rounded the curve, and she stuffed the phone in her pocket, slinking back, thinking: Idiot.

			The Hub houses the Longhall, where meals are served and meetings are held, as well as a barn full of beds. Light filters through tall windows. Garlands swoop from wall to wall. There are multicolored rag rugs, braided from old sheets and T-shirts, and quilts sewn from similar scraps. When a new member arrives, she chooses her own quilt from an old cedar chest. Laurel picked a yellow one, soft and faded, though she could still make out the tiny floral patterns in some of its squares.

			“Oh, that was Susie’s,” someone said, and there were sighs from everyone who remembered Susie.

			Laurel was not as crafty as the members who sewed or built new items for the Center, but she did know how to mend. In her spare time, she operated a quilt hospital, repairing holes and frayed edges. She knit, too, making hats and scarves and socks so that there were plenty on hand in the winter. There was comfort in numbers; the web of community acted like a safety net. Without her roommates, she would have fallen through the hole of loneliness.

			She sometimes woke up, half asleep and confused, and thought she was back at McMurdo.
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			2006–2005

			The underworld was desolate, and cold, and it did not matter that Eli and Laurel had been there before.

			They slept fitfully, or like the dead. Days they spent in a haze. Laurel’s body was bulky and shocked. There was no easing into pregnancy this time—no accumulation, no slow growing. Instead, this sudden size, the belly leading her, preceding her, preventing her from bending, rolling over, tying her own shoelaces. Water doused her T-shirt when she did the dishes.

			But if the belly was with her every moment, so was Silas. He had reappeared inside her like a seal through a dive hole. She talked to him when she was alone—for when she was alone, she wasn’t quite. The devastation she felt was tempered by one certainty: they would always be together.

			When Laurel looks back on this period, she remembers discrete scenes, like cells in a hive. Gloria on the doorstep, blinking back tears and holding lasagna. Clare arriving with Walter, who had remarried but kept in touch; Walter busying himself with dishes, saying, “I just want to be useful.”

			After Silas One died, Laurel and Eli felt like lepers. This time, their circumstances were both miserable and ordinary. Eli’s parents consoled Laurel like a daughter; his colleagues organized a meal train. Tess picked up their laundry, then returned it washed and ironed. A teenage boy from down the block offered to mow their lawn for free.

			“I know what it’s like,” said the boy. “My wife and I had sons.”

			Clare arranged a memorial at Silas’s favorite park. Whitney, the neighbor who had flirted with Eli, arrived shyly and walked straight to Laurel.

			“I’m so sorry,” Whitney whispered. She held out a wedge-shaped maternity pillow. “In my first trimester, I couldn’t sleep without this.”

			Beth brought her mother, Helen. Technically, Silas and Helen had been eighty years apart. Practically, though, they were peers—he was born just three years after she—and they had often enjoyed playdates. Helen ran toward Laurel, clutching a finger painting. Expressive red and purple blobs took on a vaguely human shape.

			“Silas,” Helen explained.

			Laurel looked for Eli, to show him, but he was standing with Silas’s first grade teacher. In those early months, well-wishers visited so frequently that they rarely found themselves alone. Maisie and Noah waited on call. The mothers of Silas’s classmates started a parents’ group. Every Tuesday night, they told stories, tears melting into laughter: Remember when Sabrina wouldn’t leave the house without her top hat? Remember when I had to feed Max tortellini during haircuts? Laurel invited Eli to come, but he preferred to stay home. The anecdotes that comforted her were too painful for him.

			One cell in the hive of memory: Laurel came home from a meal with Gloria to find Eli in the backyard. He sat on the porch with a drink at his side, one hand shading his eyes.

			Laurel was comforting him. Trying.

			“We were supposed to have eight years with Silas,” she said. “We got sixteen.”

			“We were supposed to have fifty years, sixty.”

			“In a perfect world,” said Laurel. “But not either of ours.”

			Another cell: they lay in bed. Laurel had noticed Eli’s stillness, which was not the stillness of sleep but that of thinking, and she curled around him as best she could, given the belly.

			“I was supposed to get us out,” said Eli.

			“You can’t think like that”—Laurel’s mouth at his ear, just touching the skin. “We’re a team. And self-loathing gets you nowhere. Trust me.”

			“Who cares?” he said. “Nothing matters now.”

			“That’s not true. Nothing matters if we always have control. Nothing matters if life never runs out. So it’s not true that nothing matters,” she said. “Everything does.”

			

			—

			Going back to work was like raising curtains: the world reappeared, and Laurel looked out. In April, she joined Tess and Gloria to visit Cedar for the first time in months. The tree tossed with leonine majesty, as if taking pleasure in its vigor. Most of the rhizomorphs had crumbled into spores. When Laurel pressed her palms to the trunk, she noticed how sturdy the bark had become.

			“I’ve missed you,” she said.

			Spangled, sunlit diamonds filtered through crisscrossed branches. A leaf came to rest on her head.

			“Come see what we’ve done in the cave,” said Gloria.

			She helped Laurel through the entrance: pregnancy made it even more difficult to balance on the roots. Inside, there was a sense of backstage preparation. New networks of rhizomorphs had been studded with pins. Affixed throughout the cave, ORBs seemed to hover like bubbles. Each one contained a wisp of green gas.

			“This is incredible,” said Laurel. “Green means that the volatiles are coming from fungi, right?”

			“Yep.” Tess was clearly pleased by Laurel’s reaction. “Right now, the fungi are talking more loudly than the tree. But every so often, the tree butts in, and one of the ORBs turns red.”

			“That only started happening on our last visit,” Gloria added.

			Laurel felt a pang. Gloria and Tess had clearly become close.

			“I think we should come every month now,” Laurel said.

			“That’s what we were thinking, too,” said Gloria. “But Laurel—we just wanted to say—neither of us—Tess and I, we haven’t…”

			Gloria looked out of her depth. In appeal, she turned to Tess.

			“If you need to start back slowly,” Tess explained, “we’re more than willing to cover you.”

			“I don’t have any more leave,” Laurel said.

			“We know,” said Tess. “It doesn’t have to be official. Maybe you don’t come on every trip.”

			“I want to come on every trip,” said Laurel. “I’m not an invalid.”

			“Of course you aren’t,” Tess said. “But this stuff takes time. We just want you to have the option.”

			“Thank you—truly,” said Laurel. “But I have a feeling work will help.” From across the cave, Tess nodded. “I’m going to observe the tree, okay?”

			Gloria hid a grin. As Laurel left, she heard Gloria hiss, “I told you that she wouldn’t go for it.”

			

			
				
				—
			

			In March, Laurel walked to the basement in search of a box. She found it on top of the bin that held Silas’s pool supplies. Laurel heaved the box down and left quickly, so that she didn’t have to look at his goggles and floaties. Halfway up the stairs, she stopped to rest; at almost five months pregnant, she often lost her breath. If Eli weren’t out with colleagues, she would have asked for his help. Instead, she finished the second set of stairs and hoisted the box onto her desk.

			Inside were the remnants of her double’s experiment. The tape labels remained intact, but the rhizomorphs had mostly crumbled. The camera still didn’t turn on.

			Laurel opened her group text with Tess and Gloria.

			
				Laurel

			

			
				I’m going through some stuff from my early trips to the cave. Most of it isn’t useful at this point, but I did find a video camera.

			

			
				Tess

			

			
				Rad!

			

			
				Gloria

			

			
				wait, what?

			

			
				Laurel

			

			
				I sort of forgot about it. The thing is, it doesn’t turn on. I don’t know how to recover the footage.

			

			
				Gloria

			

			
				how did u access it originally?

			

			Laurel paused. Then she typed, I’m not sure.

			
				Gloria

			

			
				hmm. the camera probably came with a reader for the SD card?

			

			Laurel’s phone vibrated again. This text was from Gloria, too, but she had sent it to Laurel alone.

			
				weird thing to forget???

			

			Laurel inserted a shrug emoji. Gloria replied with a thinking emoji. Laurel had always thought that the thinking emoji looked less thoughtful than it did suspicious. She inspected the SD card and navigated back to the group thread.

			
				Laurel

			

			
				The card is completely rusted to the slot.

			

			
				Gloria

			

			
				just bring it to the rhizotron. i’ll see what i can do.

			

			But Laurel didn’t want Gloria to have the footage before she could preview it herself. She decided to call a repair shop.

			Silas kicked. Laurel put a hand on her stomach, sending her love to him, stroking the spot. Eli had promised to be home by dinner, so she began to reheat last night’s chili. She set out a tablecloth and lit a pair of beeswax tapers. When the chili was ready, she opened a bottle of wine.

			Dusk gathered in dark gray watercolor blots. Laurel sat down with a book. After thirty minutes, she texted Eli, but he didn’t respond. He arrived an hour later, wobbling in the doorway and smelling like beer. It was the second time he’d come home drunk in as many weeks.

			What if she held nothing against him? He leaned into her, tall and heavy, and she stroked his scalp. When he arced his neck, seeking comfort, she kissed him. She missed doing that. He was warm, almost sweaty, and his mouth had an unvarnished tang that stirred her. He unbuttoned his jeans. She peeled down her maternity pants, the ones she got on eBay that were too long in the crotch, and he pulled her toward the couch.

			She knew what he was thinking. They’d had sex this way when she was pregnant with Silas One, Laurel bent forward and holding on to something. She had expected to feel self-conscious as her body changed—at that point, they had only been dating for months—but they were so in love that nothing deterred them, and in fact Eli liked the belly, found it sexy, brought a hand below to hold it while moving in and out. She put his hand there now, trying to replicate the memory, twenty-six and almost feral, but they weren’t twenty-six anymore. She felt him slow down behind her, then soften.

			“I’m sorry,” he said.

			“It’s okay,” said Laurel. She meant it, but she still felt mildly humiliated.

			“It isn’t you.” Eli looked agonized. “It’s me. It’s him.”

			He came around to sit on the couch.

			“It’s okay,” said Laurel, again. “I know.”

			Eli was still wearing his shirt, his lower half exposed. He looked so vulnerable that it pained her. Laurel brought his boxers over.

			“Don’t give it another thought,” she told him.

			

			—

			In the antiuniverse, the notion of nonhuman intelligence was becoming more mainstream. One scientist showed that plants could learn through Pavlovian conditioning. After being trained to associate a fan with light, pea plants bent toward the fan alone in anticipation. A different researcher suggested that plants store long-term memories: when a leaf-folding plant was moved to a new environment, it maintained its previous behaviors for one month before adjusting. In California, activists circled a two-thousand-year-old redwood tree slated for logging. They didn’t move for days. When two people fainted from hunger, the story went viral, and volunteers arrived in droves. Some had traveled from across the country.

			“We’re perfectly willing to consider whether or not AI is conscious,” said one, in a TV interview. “Why aren’t we asking the same question about other nonhumans?”

			“Because it’s disturbing,” a second person added. “If plants are conscious, then we have to think about our impact on them in a totally new way.”

			The momentum excited Laurel. To chart the cave’s progress from afar, Gloria engineered a Raspberry Pi: a customized computer that sent data by satellite. They nicknamed it the Pie. That winter, the electricity grew like a wave, interrupted by surges and spikes. More and more often, a green ORB flashed red.

			Laurel was eager to return, but a snowstorm descended on the day before their January trip. She sat by her bedroom window, watching the flakes come down and texting frantically.

			
				Laurel

			

			
				I think we’ll be fine tomorrow. They always clear the highways first.

			

			
				Gloria

			

			
				respectfully, laurel, yr crazy. we’re supposed to get 14 more inches.

			

			
				Tess

			

			
				I’m going to have to side with Gloria here. We’ll go after the holidays!

			

			Laurel tipped her head back in frustration. She was dreading the holidays, their first without Silas. And though it pained her to admit it, she was nervous to spend a week at home with Eli. She wanted to free him from the torment of self-blame, but she couldn’t interest him in therapy or support groups for grieving parents. He rarely saw friends, or read books, or listened to music. At night, he stayed up watching reruns of shows he had already seen.

			“Everything else makes me anxious,” he said. “At least I know how Lost ends.”

			On Christmas morning, Laurel woke early. She lit a fire and wrapped Eli’s present: one of the record players that had just come on the market. Then she drank her coffee on the couch, one hand on her stomach. In recent weeks, Silas had become less active. Laurel’s sensitivity to smell had faded along with her craving for pineapple. What seemed natural in one direction felt fraught in reverse: instead of nourishing Silas’s body, his life force was fueling hers.

			She heated Maisie’s holiday scent on the stovetop and tucked cinnamon rolls into the oven. When Eli came downstairs, they played hearts, which had been Pete Salter’s favorite thing to do on Christmas. That afternoon, Eli made an ambitious mushroom Wellington. They ate in front of the tree before opening gifts. Eli reveled in the record player. Then he handed Laurel a sizable box, carefully wrapped.

			He watched as she loosened a long green ribbon. Inside the box was a camel-colored wool coat, lined with eucalyptus silk.

			“I know it’s not the most romantic present,” he said. “But your blue coat has that hole in the pocket, and this felt like you.”

			The coat waited in elegant folds.

			“It’s gorgeous, Eli,” said Laurel.

			“Oh, good.” Eli mimed wiping sweat, and Laurel kissed him. He kissed her back. But when she leaned into him, he patted her knee and said, “It’s been a nice night.”

			Laurel nodded rigidly. The next weekend, she invited Maisie to go ice-skating on Lake Monona. The sun was high, the temperature frigid. They sat on a bench to lace their skates.

			“When you were pregnant,” Laurel said, “did you and Noah sleep together much?”

			“Honestly?” Maisie double-knotted the bow in her laces. “All the time.”

			“Really?” asked Laurel.

			The lake seemed to glow with cold. They hobbled down to the edge.

			“It felt weird, because we were miserable. But we also had this urge. Maybe it was hormonal,” Maisie said. “Or a way to comfort ourselves. Like—even if we didn’t have the girls, we still had each other.”

			Laurel had to keep from crying as she stepped onto the ice.

			“You shouldn’t feel guilty,” Maisie added. “Our therapist said it’s pretty common. She even framed it as a sign of a healthy relationship.”

			Schools had resumed, and the lake was relatively empty. A scattering of ice fishermen sat on overturned buckets.

			Laurel skated toward the horizon and said, “We’re sort of having the opposite problem.”

			“Oh.” Maisie glided in parallel, leaving a few feet between them. “Honey, I’m sure that’s normal, too.”

			“Maybe. He seems so distant.”

			Maisie’s wedding ring glinted in the sun. Laurel and Eli hadn’t remarried. In the antiuniverse, it seemed superfluous: they were more committed here, a world away from home, than they’d ever been.

			But she would have said yes again if he’d asked her.

			“This distance,” Maisie said. “Has it happened before?”

			“Not really,” said Laurel. It was a lie. After Silas died, she and Eli had barely touched, though she couldn’t say that to Maisie.

			

			—

			Tess invited Laurel to every horror movie night. Samir dragged her out for karaoke. Laurel continued to gather with the parents of Silas’s classmates, and she never missed her biweekly lunch with Clare.

			Even so, she was lonely. Only Eli knew her completely.

			Laurel found herself thinking of her double. She still didn’t understand why they aligned in some ways but diverged in others, nor why Laurel and Eli Two had wanted to visit her world in the first place. She didn’t even know whether they had crossed successfully. Initially, Laurel had wanted them to succeed for selfish reasons: whisked out of the way, they wouldn’t interrupt her search for Silas. Now she was glad to think that the other Laurel had filled her place. Assuming that Laurel Two, like she, had kept her identity a secret, Laurel’s loved ones were mercifully ignorant: she might have lost them, but they wouldn’t have to know that they’d lost her.

			In some ways, Laurel Two felt as unknowable as ever. In others, she seemed tantalizingly near. Frequently Laurel thought about the vision she’d had in the cave. She remembered the office, the despair—the sense of another presence, weakening. In that moment, the other Laurel had been as accessible as her own brain.

			She hadn’t discussed the experience with anyone, not even Eli. It made her uneasy, and it fascinated her. Sometimes, her interest took on a morbid tone, as though she were considering the soundness of her sanity.

			Lately the memory had begun to provoke a new feeling: the desire to comfort her double. It was a protective instinct, though not one that she associated with motherhood. More like what Laurel might feel for a sister, if she had ever had one.

			Yet how could they communicate? Partitioned by the Duoverse, Laurel couldn’t call or send an email. She set the question aside as the month continued. She taught seminars, met with students, processed data in the Rhizotron. The answer came to her as she walked home from campus. Perhaps she could use a different, private technology—one that belonged to Laurel and her double alone. She would try to reach the other Laurel with her mind.

			That night, Laurel conjured the vision from the cave. She called on all the details she remembered, and then she tried to animate them. The difference was clear. Her vision had been a living thing; this one was only a reproduction.

			Laurel had long suspected that information passed between universes. If that was true, there had to be places where the membrane became permeable. Maybe what she needed to find was a location: some inner void, a chasm deep below her consciousness. One evening in November, she nestled in the bedroom’s dormer nook. Eli had gone to his parents’ house for dinner. A late-winter snowfall drifted past the window.

			She closed her eyes and breathed slowly. When her thoughts became quiet, so did her ego. What remained was a probing awareness. She looked up at a wall of compartments. They were roughly one foot square, the contents visible through glass. Each was locked. Laurel had a key. She held it in her right hand; in her left was a Post-it. She opened a compartment and put the Post-it there.

			Laurel gasped, which broke the spell. She sat in the bedroom again. A thin fleece of snow had settled on the ground.

			She waited for the next overlap, for that was how they felt: a second reality laid over hers like a piece of tracing paper. One morning, while eating breakfast, Laurel looked across the table and saw Kenji’s face instead of Eli’s. He wore a rumpled T-shirt, and his smile was tender.

			“Laurel?”

			The illusion collapsed. Eli had risen out of his chair.

			“What happened?” she asked. The sight of Kenji made her feel confused, even guilty.

			“Your eyes got unfocused. Are you feeling okay?”

			“I think so,” Laurel said, but she wasn’t. The visions felt like a game that she’d taken too far. She felt overly perceptive, attuned not just to the other Laurel but to other forces. Days later, while walking to the Rhizotron with Gloria, she felt an urge to go home. There was no reason to turn around—nothing except a nagging pull, as though a hand were in her hand, or a voice were saying Don’t.

			“I forgot my laptop,” Laurel said.

			“That’s okay,” said Gloria. “We can use mine.”

			“Didn’t you say it’s been buggy?” asked Laurel. “You keep going. I’ll run home.”

			The clouds were low and silver. Gloria watched, open-mouthed, as Laurel caught the next bus west. Some tension was forming, as pressure builds before a storm. No one else seemed to notice: a teenager looked out the window, and an older woman fiddled with her iPod Nano.

			The temperature was typically mild for early fall, but Laurel felt overheated. At home, she took off her clothes and ran a cool shower. The garage door opened as she stepped into the tub. Odd, she thought: Eli usually spent all day on campus. Next came a familiar succession of sounds: the car door popping open; a chipper beep, as it was locked; footsteps in the entrance by the kitchen; the whine of the staircase; a knock.

			“Yes?”

			Laurel drew the curtain back just barely, enough to shield her body. Eli cracked the door.

			“Hi.” He looked troubled. “You okay?”

			“Fine,” said Laurel. “Why?”

			“I’m not sure how to explain it. I was sitting in my office, but then I got this feeling that I needed to come home. I didn’t know what it meant. I thought something might be wrong.”

			“I had that feeling, too.”

			Eli looked at her keenly. “Did you?”

			“I couldn’t parse it, either. But I don’t think something is wrong, exactly. More like…”

			Laurel paused. She had cracked the window so the mirror didn’t fog, and a breeze swelled behind the curtain.

			“Something is happening,” said Eli.

			The water was still running.

			“Can I come in?” he asked.

			Still holding the curtain, with self-protection and some pride, Laurel watched him take off his clothes. Then she opened it just enough for him to join her. She still felt wounded, and held herself back, but her resistance dropped away when he opened his arms. His hardness, so immediate, aroused her. It had been months. She braced against a cleft of porcelain, the built-in soap dish. Slippery, he found her opening.

			His urgency was contagious. He kept his face close to hers, his mouth at her ear. No matter what their bodies were doing, noises excited her most: the grunts and gasps, the little groans. They felt like missives from another world, his inner one. Emitted helplessly, they disclosed. In them she took possessive pleasure, but she listened soberly, too. Sometimes he almost sounded like a boy.

			It was wonderful, cathartic, to cry in water: tears flowed away as soon as they appeared. Afterward, he took the bar of soap and cleaned her everywhere. His hands ran over her neck, her breasts, her armpits, each foot. Then she took the bar and did the same for him. It was late morning; there was nothing to hide behind; and though clouds muted the sun, pearly light flowed through them.

			Eli climbed out of the shower first. He dried himself and opened a towel for her. When she stepped inside, he bundled Laurel the way they used to bundle Silas. It came to her in a burst: what happened was his unconception. Silas’s embryo was gone, split into something else.

			They looked at each other. What Laurel thought was: We did it. She scrolled all the way back to McMurdo—God, it seemed so long ago—seeing the Arc, dreaming of the basin, convincing Eli to join her. They learned to dive and found the octopus, rose back up into this world. Then came the waiting years, the learning years, feeling their way here like children. They drove to Cedar eating their unsatisfying Culver’s. They were terrified and distant; how could they imagine what lay ahead? The water. Finding Silas there. Spitting and gasping until they reached land. They taught Silas to walk. They taught him to eat, crawl, run, count, talk. They gave him the best life they could—over now.

			But Silas had not been a half-life.

			He had had two.

			They had been lucky.
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			May 1999

			At the Center, every new member is apprenticed to another, though Laurel didn’t know that when she arrived. In the summer of 2003, she drove the hour from Madison in a state of agitation. Twice, she drifted over the median, and Clare shouted “Laurel!” to keep her on their side.

			Winding along county roads, she almost missed the first sign.

			“What was that?” Clare asked, and Laurel reversed.

			An engraved piece of wood had been staked in wild, climbing grapes. The text read: Keep going.

			The second sign appeared around the next bend, this one beside a spruce tree. Laurel slowed.

			Almost there.

			Laurel began to feel calmer. She parked in the grass at the edge of Big Meadow. It was an overcast evening in August, the sun a ragged white hole amid gray. Clare walked with her to the Hub. A third sign was affixed to the door.

			You made it.

			Laurel knocked but heard nothing. The handle was unlocked. She opened it and stepped inside, Clare following cautiously. Hung high on the wall, below the intersection of two beams, was a symbol made of twigs. It looked like a wheel, or maybe a web: a circle with sixteen spokes.

			Members milled in the Longhall for dinner. No one would notice if Laurel turned back around.

			“You know I’d love to have you in the farmhouse,” said Clare. “There’s too much space for just me, and plenty to do in the orchard.”

			“I know.” Laurel’s eyes smarted. She couldn’t explain why she felt compelled to join this group of strangers. She only knew that living in Madison without Eli seemed intolerable. “Do you think I’m nuts?”

			“No.” Clare tucked a strand of hair behind Laurel’s ear and smiled. “You just need some time on your own.”

			Esther caught sight of Laurel while walking back from the dessert table.

			“We have a new one!” she cried, and women turned, murmuring, curious. Esther and Nell bustled over to the door.

			“Welcome,” Nell said.

			“What’s your name?” asked Esther.

			By bedtime, Laurel had been given a cot, topped by Susie’s old yellow quilt.

			She felt woozy at her change in circumstances. Once again, she had entered a new world. The next day, Laurel met with the leadership circle.

			“Everyone has a different role here,” Bev explained. “Is there something you feel drawn to?”

			Laurel felt paralyzed by the question, which reminded her that she was starting over.

			“No matter,” said Bev. “Take some time to get acclimated. The right answer will come to you.”

			After working as a steward, Laurel defaulted to the kitchen. But Rox had a surplus of dishwashers, and the pod that needed help most—carpentry—was not Laurel’s skill set. She spent the next week helping to build a new cottage. Her task was to assemble wall framing, but she couldn’t nail the studs as marked: they slipped to one side or twisted out of place.

			“I’m so sorry,” she said, the third time she had to pull a nail.

			“You’ll get there,” said an experienced teen named Elise, though the look she cast another carpenter implied that Laurel might not.

			That evening, Laurel sat alone in the Longhall, wondering whether she’d made a mistake. She felt superfluous at the Center, and her mind kept drifting to Eli. She wandered toward the door with a cup of nettle tea. Tucked into an alcove was a table that she hadn’t yet investigated. Tins, jars, and bottles sat on top, each neatly labeled: Goldenrod extract, Yarrow spray, Calendula balm, Arnica oil. A handwritten sign read Self-Serve.

			“Try the lemon balm,” someone said. “One dropper. When I first got here, it was the only thing to settle my stomach.”

			Laurel turned. Beside her stood a woman with freckles and dark, curly hair, shaved on one side. She wore a pair of denim shorts, Velcro sandals, and a T-shirt that read Introverts Unite: Separately, in Your Own Homes.

			The woman extended a hand.

			“Olive,” she said.

			After Laurel introduced herself, she considered Olive’s shirt. “Is it possible to be an introvert at a commune?”

			“I keep trying,” said Olive.

			Laurel had her doubts about the lemon balm. Her sadness was Eli, and no herb could treat that. Even so, she put a dropper in her nettle tea.

			The next day, at breakfast, she found Olive.

			“It helped,” Laurel said.

			Olive looked amused. “You sound surprised.”

			Laurel said, “I didn’t think anything could.”

			“Why don’t you come to my workshop tomorrow?” asked Olive.

			And that was how it began. Olive’s workshop looked like an apothecary: there were jars of dried specimens; dehydrators and stockpots; herb grinders and cheesecloth; alcohol, for extraction; and amber-colored tincture bottles, plugged by rubber stoppers. Olive had learned from her predecessor, a former Center member named Ana, just as Ana was taught by a member named Mei. Part of Laurel’s work was to learn about herbalist cultures; whether and how to practice plant medicine with respect is an ongoing conversation. The plants are cultivated in a garden, rather than wild harvested, to reduce the strain on the ecosystem. Their products—tinctures and salves, sprays and balms—comprise part of the Center’s income.

			Olive’s daughter had become ill from the lead in drinking water. Environmental justice work led Olive herself to the Center. Her voice was never the loudest in a group, and she rarely attended parties—but she had grit, and when she laughed, it shot out as if from a cannon.

			Today, the door to the workshop stands open. Fran, the new apprentice, waves. The latest batch of reishi tinctures are steeping on a shelf. By the time they do the extraction, Laurel will have left.

			Olive sits on the back steps, a cup of tea in one hand. She smiles at Laurel, but her eyes are pained. Unconsciously, Laurel mimics Olive’s position: elbows on knees, back hunched.

			“I hate goodbyes,” Olive says.

			“I know,” says Laurel. “Me, too.”

			“How are you feeling?”

			Olive is one of the few people who knows what happened with Eli. Laurel rubs her arms.

			“I’m starting to get nervous. Maybe I should take some lemon balm.”

			Olive laughs. For a moment, they sit quietly, as they have many times before. Then Olive passes Laurel the cup of tea.

			Laurel sips. “This is good. Basil…and rose?”

			“And chamomile.”

			“Of course.”

			The chamomile grows like a weed. Laurel gives the cup back to Olive.

			“I keep thinking that this is the oldest I’ll ever be,” she says. “The most independent.” From the Center, Laurel will go to Clare’s house, where her life as a minor will begin. “That scares me. But then…”

			Olive waited. There was something different about the way she communicated, something that Laurel could not identify at first. Eventually she realized that Olive never interrupted.

			“Then I think: well, life isn’t over,” Laurel says. “Somehow, there’s still more.”

			Olive twists her mouth the way she does while thinking. Then she says, “Dayenu.”

			“Hm?”

			“It’s a Hebrew word. It means ‘enough.’ ”

			Laurel remembers it now—the title of a song she heard at Passover with the Rosens.

			“It’s healthy to want more,” Olive says. “If we didn’t, we wouldn’t survive. But desire can also be distracting. It obscures what we already have. There are times when I want something badly, but when I get it, I don’t feel satisfied. I just start wanting something else.”

			The Duoverse gave Laurel a second story, after she thought that there was only one. Bounty where she might have assumed meagerness. Possibility as ample as an orchard in full bloom. Can she choose to be satisfied now?

			“Dayenu,” she says.
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			2005

			On a Monday in August, Gloria pulled into the driveway and honked.

			“Have everything you need?” Eli asked.

			“Checking,” said Laurel. She pawed through items in the entryway: a tote bag with toiletries and clothes; a backpack for work supplies; a cooler; and a crate of outdoor gear, including a compact tent. She would be gone for three nights, until Friday.

			Eli craned around on the couch. “Don’t tell me you’re still planning on camping.”

			That month, thunderstorms had been relentless.

			“It looks okay right now,” said Laurel.

			“Yeah,” said Eli. “For an hour.”

			“We’re going to stay at the motel tonight, anyway. Tomorrow, when we see the tree, we’ll reassess.”

			Eli shook his head. They kissed, a peck, and Laurel left.

			

			—

			Laurel crammed her items in the trunk, between a box of ORBs and a folding ladder. Halfway to Michigan, they stopped at a gas station. Gloria volunteered to run inside for junk food.

			“Swedish Fish, please,” said Tess. Gloria always bought the same thing: a blue raspberry Slurpee and White Cheddar Cheez-Its.

			“I’m not very hungry,” said Laurel. “Can I just have some of your Cheez-Its?”

			“No,” Gloria said. “If you would like Cheez-Its, you must get your own.”

			Laurel rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. She had looked forward to this trip for months. In fact, she was happiest when driving to Cedar with Tess and Gloria, gossiping and bantering and bickering every so often, all of this suffused with anticipation. Gloria bounced to the gas station: her arthritis had resolved with age.

			Tess’s hair was newly buzzed. She ran a hand against the grain and said, “You know what I’ve been thinking? This trip is the one.”

			

			—

			When they arrived at the motel, the wind was so fierce that rain seemed to fall horizontally. It would have been impossible to stay dry, and so they didn’t try, coming through the door wet and laughing, shoes soupy, hair plastered. They patched together dinner from the food in Laurel’s cooler. Afterward, Tess found a fearsome-looking horror movie called Brunch, and they watched in their pajamas while eating her Swedish Fish.

			On Sunday morning, they brought equipment to the site. It was a beautiful day, balmy and clear. Wind blew through the forest in lavish waves.

			When Laurel saw the tree, she gasped. Every rhizomorph had fallen. For the first time, the trunk and branches stood alone.

			Gloria ran to the cave.

			“The ORBs are flickering!” she shouted. “Almost all of them!”

			Tess and Laurel hurried to follow her. The color in the spheres seesawed between red and green. It looked like a conversation, or maybe a debate.

			Tess grinned at Laurel. “What did I tell you?”

			Until now, Tess had only placed ORBs inside the cave, where they would be dry and protected. Now that the spark seemed imminent, Laurel anchored the ladder next to the tree. Tess climbed up with a drill and installed others there using large pins.

			Gloria shouted from the cave. “The electricity is going haywire. We have to sleep here tonight.”

			“I’ll set up the tent,” said Laurel. There was a rocky ledge that might keep them dry if the storm returned.

			

			—

			Laurel had rented two GoPro cameras from the science department. She positioned one in the cave and pointed the other at the tree.

			Overnight, they stayed awake in shifts, watching Gloria’s computer—the Pie—for a surge. The readout remained steady. In the morning, they gathered with disappointment. Laurel skimmed through the video footage while Tess made instant coffee.

			“Nothing notable,” she said to Tess’s and Gloria’s expectant glances.

			“Laurel,” said Gloria, “what happened to the footage from your old camera?”

			“I dropped it off at a tech shop. They said the job could take months.”

			Laurel had been disappointed, but not surprised. By now, electronics crashed frequently. Some people blamed the approach of Y2K: according to the very young, computing issues had plagued the turn of the previous century, though many dismissed these tales as children’s fibs. But technology was simplifying, too. Cell phones had become more like telephones than pocket-sized computers. After the iPhone ceased production, most people switched over to Motorola Razrs or the chunky new Nokias that were advertised as dumbphones.

			“I don’t know why you did that,” Gloria said. “I told you I could pull the footage.”

			Laurel shrugged. “I didn’t want to bother you.”

			Gloria was frighteningly perceptive, and Laurel could feel the heat of her interest. But Laurel must have been sufficiently convincing: Gloria sighed the way young people did at technological ineptitude.

			On Saturday, there was little to do but wait. To occupy themselves, they took notes and fine-tuned the equipment. They went to bed that night with no further sign of the spark.

			Laurel took the first watch. She brought her camping lantern to the entrance of the cave, so that she could keep an eye on the Pie as well as the tree. The only illumination came from the ORBs. Two hours later, Laurel sensed Gloria more than she saw her: a vague shape moving through darkness.

			“I’m here,” Gloria whispered.

			It was her turn to be on duty. She sat down on the ground and leaned her head against Laurel’s shoulder. Their relationship was as difficult to categorize as Laurel’s had been with Gloria One. To say that Gloria One was Laurel’s professor, or even her mentor, would not have possibly encompassed it.

			They sat for a minute, watching the oak. With the ORBs, it looked decorative, even celebratory: a Christmas tree in August.

			“Thank you,” Gloria said.

			Laurel turned to her. “For what?”

			Gloria’s gesture encompassed all of it: the tree, the glowing lights, the cave ticking with energy.

			“You gave me this,” Gloria said.

			“Oh, no,” said Laurel. “You gave it to me.”

			

			—

			Tess took the last watch. When Laurel and Gloria woke up on Friday morning, they hastened outside. Tess hunched on a log, facing away from them.

			“I swear,” Tess said. “I swear it’s going to happen.”

			Laurel sat down heavily. She would have paid good money for a shower. They had been wearing the same clothes for days: Tess in Carhartt cargos and a black tank top; Laurel in Tevas and overalls, a baseball cap over two braids; and Gloria in hiking pants and a tie-dyed T-shirt, her hair pulled back in a bandanna.

			“We can’t leave yet,” Laurel said.

			Tess grimaced. The chair of the botany department—a stodgy professor in his early twenties—saw the project as a drain on faculty time and resources. If Tess and Laurel began to cancel classes, their funding could be cut.

			Gloria volunteered to stay in Cedar by herself. “The Pie would send data. You guys could follow it remotely.”

			“No. Whatever we do, we should do it together,” said Laurel.

			Her tone was firm. Tess and Gloria had noticed: they nodded with a deference Laurel hadn’t realized she had earned.

			“One more night,” she said.

			They drove back to the road for phone service. Gloria called in sick to her job at the diner, and Tess emailed a TA on her BlackBerry. Laurel made two calls: one to Samir, to ask if he could teach her class, and one to Eli.

			Rain began to fall lightly in early afternoon. Droplets shimmered as though they were not falling but suspended. The currents in the cave remained stable, and the ORBs barely flickered. Tess climbed into the tree to make sure that they were working.

			They ate a somber dinner at the camp stove.

			“At least we can bathe tomorrow,” said Tess.

			“Yeah,” Gloria said. “Maybe we’re the problem. At this point, our BO is probably interfering with the VOCs.”

			

			—

			That night, Laurel took the second watch. Leaving the tent, groggy, she felt like a parent with a newborn. But as she settled by the tree, the better analogy seemed to be the end of pregnancy—not the pregnancy she had experienced in this world, but that which she knew from her own. She had slept more fitfully in the third trimester than she did after Silas was born. Sometimes, after she had peed for the eighth time in a single night, she stood in the bathroom and looked out of the window to the yard. She was exhausted and frequently cranky, but even her crankiness was tinged with the sublime—the paired mundanity and sacredness of waiting.

			There was a soft padding sound. Tess made her way from the tent to the tree, wrapped in a blanket and yawning.

			“Couldn’t sleep,” she said.

			Laurel patted the grass beside her, and Tess sat down. The rain made a gentle tapping sound. Silver flecks were visible, like tinsel, in the air around the spheres. Laurel wished that Eli could see the tree like this. If she still had an iPhone, she would have been able to take a video, but she had downgraded to a Nokia.

			“Don’t you love watching Gloria here?” asked Tess. “All that excitement. If we gave her permission, she would probably camp out for weeks.”

			Laurel laughed. “It’s true. She has so much life ahead.”

			“Exactly,” said Tess. “And I’m already exhausted.”

			Tess was a hard worker. What fatigue she felt rarely showed. She prided herself on being energetic, game—a team player. Laurel had never seen her look so weary.

			“You’ve been doing this for a long time, haven’t you?”

			“Forty-five years?” Tess’s laughter had a wry edge. “God, that makes me sound ancient. But I feel it. I’m not as sharp as I used to be. And I sleep like shit out in the field.”

			“If you aren’t sharp, there’s no hope for the rest of us,” said Laurel. “We couldn’t have done this without you.”

			Tess smiled. They looked up at the ORBs. The gas inside them remained green. For a moment, Laurel thought that certain plumes had taken on a copper tinge. Then she sat back. It was probably her own projection; she felt as though she were willing the ORBs to change color.

			“Lately I’ve been thinking about what I’ll do after this,” said Tess.

			“Any ideas?”

			“You’ll think I’m crazy.” Tess paused. “I might join a commune.”

			“Really?” asked Laurel. She didn’t share her true thinking, which was that Tess’s instinct made sense: Tess One had spent the summer at a commune, after all, when Laurel was in college.

			“I know it might sound out of left field,” Tess added. “It’s just—being alone for so long…I don’t know if that’s how we’re supposed to live.”

			Tess rarely spoke about her love life. Delicately, Laurel asked, “Have you ever…?”

			“Had relationships? Here and there. But nothing stuck. Don’t get me wrong—I like being unattached. I have financial freedom; I helped my parents open their gallery. My grandparents want to set down roots in Mexico. I can help them do that, too. My life is full.”

			“It is,” Laurel said. Tess was always on the way to a film screening, or a pottery class, or dinner with a friend.

			“Still, it gets old, doing everything alone. Nice to have someone to cook for once in a while. Hence the commune,” said Tess. “Maybe it’d be better as a fantasy. But maybe I’d actually enjoy being less independent.”

			“I’ve heard of a place,” Laurel said. “A commune, where women farm mushrooms. I think it was called…”

			She swept her memory. Tess One entered the Rhizotron, magnetic with her short hair and Doc Martens. A small tattoo hid in the bend of her elbow. It was a circle, segmented. Two words curved around the circumference.

			What does that say? Laurel had asked.

			And Tess had said—

			“The Center,” Laurel told her.

			Tess wiggled her eyebrows. “Sounds culty.”

			In the woods, there was a sudden stillness. Then came a timpani of rain, as if the sky had been holding its breath.

			“Shit,” said Tess. She covered her head.

			But Laurel was staring at the tree.

			“Tess,” she said, squinting.

			Laurel had only ever seen the gas in the ORBs turn one of two colors: the green of the fungi, or—just briefly—the red of the tree. Something different was happening now. Green became olive; red leaned toward umber; until, at last, all turned bronze, as if the red and green had blended. The spheres juddered with tension.

			The Pie began to beep. Laurel fumbled for the screen. The peaks on the main graph leapt over the top of the frame.

			

			—

			Laurel woke Gloria.

			Dawn was at least an hour away, the sky an ashen blue. They ran to meet Tess in the cave. The ORBs there had turned the same color as the ones in the tree—and every rhizomorph was glowing.

			Gloria reached for the Pie. “I’ll stay here.”

			“I’ll stand in the middle, at the entrance, so I can see all of the ORBs,” said Tess. “Laurel, you should go to the tree.”

			They took their places. Laurel breathed shallowly. How many other members of these woods could sense that a change was coming?

			There was a low rumble of thunder, and then, like music, it began.

			

			
				
				—
			

			This is what Laurel knew.

			She knew that animals compose in layers, from the inside out. The hardest part—the skeleton—comes first. Then the soft ones: tissues, organs, skin. Blood flows. When enough of its cells have formed, the clock of the heart starts to tick.

			Only the brain remains dormant until the end. It forms like any other organ, but it does not animate. And so the body waits like a planet for its star—for a boost of power so explosive that a central switch turns on.

			Laurel could not prove that she saw this happen in the tree. But as she stood there, she believed that she was witnessing a birth. The ORBs at the roots were the first to transform. The bronze plumes shone brighter, louder—and then, in an instant, they turned crimson. The rest followed in an upward flush. Red flowed from the lowest branches to those at the top, like blood to the cheeks of someone gaining consciousness.

			It would be too simple to say that independent meant “separate.” The tree and the fungi would always be connected. Still, there was an unmistakable calving, as one cell becomes two.

			The tree quivered. To Laurel, it seemed to be singing.

			She could not identify the lyrics. For now, she imagined the song that everything sang, for as long as it could:

			I’m alive, I’m alive, I’m alive.
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			May 1999

			At six, the Center’s residents flood into the Longhall for dinner. The meals here are astonishing. Buttery shiitake eggs, scrambled with Wisconsin cheddar. Lion’s mane sliced thin and soaked in tamari, then fried. Salad with beets and squash and pickled onions, or salty, oil-cured olives and soft knobs of goat cheese.

			Tonight, Rox has had the kitchen make Laurel’s favorite dish: an apricot and king oyster tagine. Laurel is stacking plates on the serving table when she approaches with a parsley garnish.

			“This looks incredible,” Laurel says.

			Rox swats her. “You shouldn’t be working. It’s your last meal.”

			“I want to. Otherwise, I’ll just be in my head.”

			Eli is coming. A line forms at the serving table. Rox says, “Who’s going to pick you up again?”

			“Her ex,” says Esther, who has snuck up behind them and thrown her arms around Laurel’s waist.

			Rox raises an eyebrow. “Okay then.”

			Esther smells like lavender spray. Her short white hair is in two braided pigtails, and her body is soft against Laurel’s.

			“Don’t go,” she says.

			And now a crowd is queuing around Laurel, almost as long as the one for food. Ha-yoon writes down the address of Clare’s farmhouse. CK gives Laurel the lanyard key chain they made for her. Bev tells Laurel how much she’s learned from their conversations about fungi. Maeve cries, but then, Maeve cries at everything. Still, as Laurel sits between Esther and Joanie, sadness overtakes her. It is not exactly grief—more a premature nostalgia for this place, which took her in when she needed it.

			The Center is not a utopia. There are clashes of personality, and a god-awful line for the bathroom, and tiffs from which Laurel is not exempt. One night, Jaz borrowed her coat on the way to a bar. When she returned it with a wine stain, Laurel became hysterical.

			“You’re being a drama queen,” said Jaz. “It will literally come out with soap.”

			Nell brought over a bottle of stain spray.

			“It’s the hormones,” Nell said when Jaz left.

			Laurel knew that Nell was right. Her emotional stability, scaffolded throughout adulthood, was coming apart. Shingles blew off without warning. Shortly after the stain incident, Nell turned eighteen and left the Center. She waved from the back of her father’s truck, her face a smear of tears.

			

			—

			After dinner, Laurel helps to clear the tables, despite Rox’s protests. When the dishes are finished, a small group remains in the kitchen.

			Rox distributes materials. With their woody-looking stems and shriveled golden-brown caps, they look less like mushrooms than acorns on stalks. Though all of the participants will consume the same fungi—dried Psilocybe cubensis, by the look of it—their preferred methods vary. Rox, Aisha, and Noor add hot water and drink the tea. Joanie and Maeve eat theirs in peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. Fran, Olive’s new apprentice, chews the mushrooms raw.

			“Want to join us?” asks Rox.

			“That’s okay,” says Laurel. “Not my thing.”

			“How can you know that if you’ve never tried it?” Fran asks.

			Five years ago, while packing the house, Laurel found the psychedelic chocolate from Louis. She put it in the pocket of her duffel bag: it linked her to the past, and to her life in Antarctica. But she hasn’t eaten it.

			“No peer pressure,” says Aisha.

			“Perfect night for it, though,” says Noor. “We’d send you off with a bang.”

			“Rumor has it that her ex is coming,” Rox says. “She probably shouldn’t be tripping when she sees him.”

			“Or maybe she should,” says Aisha.

			

			—

			Laurel carries her duffel to the edge of Big Meadow. This is the meeting time that she and Eli chose: sundown on the first of May 1999.

			“I’m afraid he won’t show,” Laurel whispered to Esther when she woke up that morning.

			“Why wouldn’t he?”

			Esther had the bed next to Laurel’s. They faced each other: Laurel in striped pajamas, Esther in her nightgown and happy-face slippers.

			“I don’t know,” Laurel said. “I keep thinking about…” She made a face.

			“Angela,” Esther translated.

			Now Laurel sits on the grass. She’s starting to think that she should have taken mushrooms after all. She retrieves Louis’s chocolate from her bag. Somehow, it’s still securely wrapped. She slips it into the pocket of her jeans.

			When Laurel was a college student, Gloria’s most popular upper-level course was a seminar called Shrooms. It traced the use of psychedelic fungi from ancient civilizations to the 1960s, when pharmaceutical research was abandoned during Nixon’s War on Drugs. Laurel’s favorite book from the course was María Sabina: Selections, the oral autobiography of a Mazatec healer.

			María Sabina was born in Huautla at the end of the nineteenth century. Her grandmother prophesied that she would be a Wise One, a healer who sang in the voice of the mushrooms. María said that they tasted like roots and spoke to her from another world. Word of her abilities spread, and the sick traveled to see her.

			But these stories attracted other visitors, too. In 1953, Gordon Wasson—an American journalist—arrived with his wife and a photographer. The Wassons had studied psychedelic mushrooms, and they wanted to be the first Westerners to eat them. Wasson chronicled the ceremony for a story in Life magazine. It made María famous: hippies and rock stars flooded to Huautla, wreaking havoc. The villagers blamed her. Accused of selling drugs, María was arrested, and her house burned down. She died in poverty.

			María’s story has stayed with Laurel. She didn’t want to participate in that cruel history, however distant. But there is another reason, too, why she’s avoided psychedelics. Laurel has spent her career observing fungi, but she has never been their subject. In this way, she has maintained control. To take mushrooms would be like entering her own experiment.
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			2005–1999

			Laurel, Tess, and Gloria returned to Madison in a state of celebration. Other Worlds—the conference where Laurel had presented her maze experiment—would take place the following fall, in 2004, and their submission was accepted.

			Eli felt aimless. He still had an office at the university, but he had abandoned the workspace in the basement. His belongings sat like artifacts: the Best Guesses notepad, his drawings, the materials he’d used to make the entropy device.

			In July, Laurel dragged him to dinner at his favorite dim sum restaurant.

			“A lot of physicists only come up with one good theory,” Eli said. “Most of the time, it happens when they’re young.” He hadn’t touched his scallion pancakes. “I just didn’t think that I would be one of them.”

			“Many people never come up with one good theory,” said Laurel.

			“I know,” said Eli. “It sounds obnoxious. But with my work, and Silas gone…it feels like the best years of my life are behind me.”

			Sometimes Laurel wondered whether he resented her success. If he did, he knew not to say so, still remembered the long years when the scales tipped in the other direction. Still, he was often irritable in the way of a younger person—the younger person that he was becoming.

			Laurel found a grief counselor and scheduled his first appointment. The therapist had been a father, and Laurel thought that his experience might resonate with Eli. At first, Eli went weekly. In June, though, Laurel realized that the bills had stopped coming.

			Eli sat on a chair in the backyard. She walked outside and said, “Were you going to tell me that you stopped going to therapy?”

			“That’s my business,” Eli said. “You can’t force me.”

			“I’m trying to help you. At least tell me why.”

			He slumped, avoiding eye contact. “Because I can’t tell him anything.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“What can I say? That I came here from another universe? That there were two versions of my son, and I lost both of them? The only person I can talk to is you.”

			“Then talk to me. I’m here,” said Laurel, sitting.

			Eli stared into the neighbor’s yard. “I don’t think more talking is the answer.”

			Laurel knew what it was like to live in that abyss, and to feel that it would last forever. She felt guilty for climbing out without him. Even so, she no longer believed that the best way to mourn Silas was to suffer. Animals, like plants, bent toward light.

			Every month, Laurel grew stronger. She knew joy more fully now that she knew its opposite. The sun felt warmer. Food tasted sweeter. When Gloria took her to a rave, Laurel danced for hours, feeling hope but remembering despair, so full she could burst from the both of it.

			She peeled back like petals around a stem, opening, opening.

			In April, Laurel brought her laptop to the kitchen. She sat at the island with an apple, intending to send a note to Samir. When she opened WiscMail, though, she realized that she’d made a mistake. Laurel and Eli both had iBooks—Apple’s latest model—and she had accidentally taken his device.

			On screen was an email from Stanford. Eli had been offered an endowed professorship.

			Laurel shut the computer. She felt ill even as she realized that she shouldn’t be surprised. The Duoverse was a mirror. In their world, Eli had moved from Stanford to Madison that year.

			She opened the laptop again. This time, she read the thread from top to bottom. Stanford had first made an offer six months earlier. Eli had passed politely, and he had never told Laurel. Now Stanford had written again. They proposed a higher salary in the hope that he would join them for the fall semester.

			In a saved draft, Eli had typed:

			I’m truly honored by your interest. Your previous offer was so compelling that I confess I’ve often wondered whether I made the right choice. After much consideration, I

			Laurel changed into her exercise clothes. She ran to Picnic Point and followed the Lakeshore Path toward campus.

			Dusk fell in a wash of purple. The academic year had begun one month earlier, in May, and the university buzzed with back-to-school energy. Outside Memorial Union, septuagenarian undergraduates huddled, wearing backpacks. Laurel continued straight on Langdon. The Greek houses here were astonishingly grand, and age did not prevent their members from hosting raucous parties. Right on Wisconsin Avenue, left on Gorham. The latter was a one-way street, so Laurel ran against the flow of traffic. Shops and restaurants gave way to student rentals, which were followed by a synagogue called Gates of Heaven, and then Tenney Park spread along the lake; and all around were other students, reading on blankets or writing in notebooks, people whose lives were just beginning.

			Laurel turned around and ran home.

			Eli met her at the door. Laurel saw that he knew she had seen the email. In her haste, she must have left his laptop open.

			“Laurel,” he said at the same time as she said, “Eli—”

			He looked miserable, even afraid. He must have assumed that she would be angry.

			“I wasn’t going to say yes. That’s why I didn’t tell you. I thought about it,” he added, “and that’s what I decided.”

			Laurel took his hand.

			“I think you should take the job,” she said.

			“What?” Eli blinked. “I thought you wouldn’t want to leave the Rhizotron.”

			“I don’t. I would stay here.”

			Eli stepped back. She moved with him.

			“Listen to me,” she told him. “It’s like you said: for years, we’ve only had each other.”

			Her mouth began to tremble. It was essential that she express herself exactly. If he misunderstood her reasoning, she wouldn’t be able to bear it.

			“You deserve your own life—your own experiences,” she said. “I brought you here. I took you with me. I want you to be free.”

			Eli became still. “You don’t think I can be free if I’m with you?”

			It wasn’t an accusation. What pained her was the fact that he was genuinely asking.

			“I don’t know,” said Laurel. “I just know that I’ve been in your place. I had to separate from you—separate from everything—go to the end of the world…I had to be by myself.” She was crying freely now. “If we go on like this, I’ll worry I’m holding you back. And every time you look at me, you’ll feel guilty, even though you shouldn’t—even though I don’t want you to…”

			She was still holding his hand.

			“I’ll get better,” said Eli, fiercely. “I just have to figure out how.”

			“I don’t think it works like that. The figuring out—it’s a kind of gripping. It keeps the pain close.”

			He took her other hand and squeezed so tightly that her skin turned white. She didn’t want him to let go yet. It was the only thing keeping her upright.

			“You’re so strong,” said Eli. “You were right. I couldn’t know what you were feeling last time. I thought I did, but it was beyond me. I’m sorry, Laurel. I’m sorry,” he repeated. “Is it too late to tell you that?”

			Laurel shook her head. “It isn’t. Thank you.”

			Eli brought his forehead to hers.

			“I love you,” Laurel said. “I need you to know that this isn’t about love. It’s like the tree, you see? We have to be able to stand on our own.”

			“So—so what do we do?” Eli asked. “We break up? We see other people?”

			The idea was crushing, but Laurel said, “I think so.” Otherwise, their freedom would be false.

			“I need to know that it won’t be forever,” said Eli.

			Their heads were still touching. Laurel nodded. “Let’s pick a time—a date when we’ll come back together.”

			It was a fallacy, and they both knew it. They could decide to reunite, but they couldn’t know how it would feel when they did.

			“When?” Eli asked.

			“Before high school.” In the antiuniverse, high school was akin to day camp for retirees, with arts programming, fitness classes, and continuing education. “We could go home together.”

			He broke away and turned. Outside, a couple walked their schnauzer, oblivious to the drama that was happening in Laurel and Eli’s house. The thought of living alone, not being able to see Eli, not being able to touch him—Laurel couldn’t think those thoughts.

			“I can’t do this,” he said.

			“I know,” she said. “I can’t, either. But don’t you think we have to?”

			Eli came close again and put his arms around her. She felt as though they were standing on a precipice, watching their most precious shared belonging tumble down the cliffside.

			Into his chest, she said, “I’ll come to San Francisco next September, for the conference. You should, too. We can decide if we want to stay the course.”

			“I’ll be thinking about you the whole time,” he said. “I won’t be able to stop.”

			“Me, too.” There was one more thing. It would cleave her to say it. “But we—we shouldn’t talk while we’re apart. Or else I don’t think it would work.”

			It was not fully real to Laurel until they sold the house. The buyers agreed to wait until summer: Laurel had signed a contract for her old apartment, the one with the rickety outdoor staircase, but she couldn’t move until August. Eli found a faculty rental in Palo Alto. The tension between them dissolved. They had opened a window. All the trapped air flowed out.

			And they held to the promise of their reunion in San Francisco. They could decide then if they’d made a mistake.

			Eli would drive across the country after New Year’s. On the day of his departure, they arrived separately at their favorite diner: Laurel in her silver Subaru, Eli his blue Acura. They ate breakfast together, though neither could muster an appetite.

			On the street, he kissed her ardently. A middle-aged woman glanced at them with reproach.

			Kids, she might have thought.

			Then he was gone: the Acura turned toward the highway, taking the pearl of Laurel’s heart with it.

			

			—

			Some people couldn’t understand the separation.

			“You were so good together,” said Maisie. Gloria looked stunned.

			But the other Clare was not surprised—“This will be good for both of you, honey,” she said—and Tess nodded grimly (“After my nephew passed, my brother and his wife drifted apart. It’s so common, Laurel”).

			Eli had taken Laurel seriously when she told him that they shouldn’t talk. She didn’t hear from him when he arrived, presumably, in Palo Alto, or in the days that followed. Hourly Laurel felt the stretching of the cord that bound them, a tether not unlike the one that had joined her to Silas. But Silas was inside her now; Eli was beyond her, two thousand miles away.

			Christopher Two—her ex-boyfriend’s double—entered as if on cue. His visiting professorship had begun that spring. Laurel avoided him strenuously. Everything about him repelled her, from his habit of saying “It’s true that…” to his little tin of mustache wax. Christopher was undeterred. He plied her with chanterelles and stood too close in the elevator. It seemed that nothing was so tempting as Laurel’s total lack of interest.

			Sometimes she wondered whether his pursuit was the will of the Duoverse itself. Coincidences conspired: Laurel found herself alone with him in the cold room. On the night of Tess’s annual Halloween party, Laurel’s car was towed, and she was forced to accept a ride from Christopher. Dressed as a sheep, she sat in stony silence, crossing all her hooves. In that moment, she resented the Duoverse as much as, or even more than, she did him. It seemed to have its own leanings—and methods of coercion.

			The pressure built until early October, when Christopher spotted Laurel at a pub in the student union. He slung an arm around her shoulder. Beer sloshed down Laurel’s front.

			“Get away from me!” she cried.

			Everyone in the pub looked over. Christopher veered backward, his humiliation laced with animosity. He ignored her after that. Laurel felt a vise loosen: the Duoverse’s current flowed on, seeking other alignments.

			Soon the conference in San Francisco was only weeks away. Laurel received an unusual card in the mail. It was shaped like a turreted house, with a sheer paper overlay of fog. She lifted the fog and bent back the shutters.

			You are invited to

			an evening at Seymour and Julian’s

			in honor of

			Other Worlds

			She suspected that Julian Two had made it. Toward the bottom of the invitation, someone had added lines by hand: Heard of your project—intriguing! We hope you’ll join us. Bring a guest.

			

			
				
				—
			

			Seymour’s address was the same, but the house had been recently constructed. The other buildings in the neighborhood were made of glass and metal. To the residents of this world, a Victorian must have seemed futuristic: when Laurel approached the door, a dog-walker stopped to stare.

			Tess wouldn’t arrive until the following morning, so Laurel brought Gloria as her guest. They knocked, and Seymour appeared, here a sprightly white-haired man just beginning his career.

			“You must be Laurel,” Seymour said, taking her hand. He smiled at Gloria. “And who is this?”

			“I’m Laurel’s protégée,” she said, proudly.

			Gloria followed Seymour into the kitchen: she had a young adult’s enthusiasm for free food and drinks. Julian offered Laurel a tour of the Victorian. It was filled with his dioramas, which looked like larger versions of the party invitation: 3-D paper houses that collapsed into a single plane. He and Seymour also collected antiques, some dating back to the twenty-third century. Julian showed her a hologram projector (“That thing hasn’t worked since 2085”) and a floating silver daybed. Once, it had hovered at window height, but now it hung mere inches aboveground, agitating noisily and dropping when someone sat on it.

			Last, Julian brought her upstairs. Laurel didn’t expect to see Eli; they had agreed to meet at Ocean Beach on the last day of the conference. Still, she wanted to visit the octagonal room where, so many years ago, she had found him for the first time since high school.

			The room was empty. Beyond the windows, fog wafted back and forth. Julian walked to a side table.

			“Now, I must show you this,” he said.

			There stood a device that looked vaguely like a gramophone: a fluted horn connected to an ornamental box. A disc perched atop the box, and at the press of a button, it began to turn. What issued from the horn was not just music—a bewitching piano solo that would have been impressive on its own—but also a field of colored light.

			“It’s a chromaphone,” Julian said. “It translates sound waves into light. Seymour found it in a pawnshop for a song, no pun intended—the seller was sure it didn’t work—but we took it to a tech wizard in Chinatown, and she had it up and running in a day. It’s very hard to find these records anymore; we only have the one, so it’s a good thing we like it.”

			As the melody changed, so did the apparition. So hypnotized was Laurel that she hadn’t noticed someone else had joined them.

			“Oh, hello,” said Julian.

			Laurel’s stomach leapt. Eli had not changed in any significant way, but he still looked different to her. His skin was warmer—in Palo Alto, fall was as sunny as summer—and there was something more relaxed about the way he held himself, or perhaps the way he dressed, his shirt untucked and rolled up to the elbows.

			Eli introduced himself to Julian, but his gaze returned quickly to Laurel. Julian looked between them knowingly and excused himself.

			“I didn’t think you’d be here,” Laurel said.

			Though Eli had seen her in every state imaginable, from waking up to giving birth, she was suddenly glad that she’d worn boots and done her makeup.

			“I know,” said Eli. “Seymour invited the Stanford team, and I thought of bowing out, but…” He pressed his lips together. “I wanted to see you.”

			“How are you?” Laurel whispered, even though they were alone.

			Eli seemed unsure of what to say, as though he were trying to decide how to distill the events of the past four months. Finally, he shrugged, half smiling.

			“Okay,” he said. “How are you?”

			Laurel made the same face. She had so much to tell him, but most of it was minutiae, the mundane shifts and dramas that made up the grain of life. It seemed pointless to mention that the dishwasher had broken again, or that Helen had snuck out with Beth’s car and driven straight into a Dumpster. It was also true that Eli was the only person with whom she would have shared these stories.

			“Okay,” she said.

			He laughed. Their understanding was so effortless that she wanted to grab him, take him back—and she might have done it, had someone else not appeared in the doorway.

			“You must be Laurel,” the woman said. “I’m Angela.”

			Her hair was dark and glossy. One lithe arm extended forward. Laurel felt as though her insides had been excavated.

			“My colleague,” said Eli, who looked distressed; he clearly hadn’t known that she had followed him.

			Laurel had no reason to resent Angela. Technically, she and Eli had broken up; if anything, Laurel might seem threatening to Angela. Still, she felt venomous.

			“It’s so nice to meet you,” she said. “I should get back to the party.” And then, because of Angela’s mole, which Laurel hated, as it made her even prettier, she added, “I’ll see you on Saturday, Eli?”

			All she wanted now was to go back to the hotel. Laurel found Gloria in the living room, wearing a dress she’d made herself: yellow velvet, with wide batwing sleeves. She was drinking something lavender out of a coupe glass.

			“Imagine living here,” Gloria said, and Laurel did not tell her that one day, she just might.

			

			—

			The conference passed in a parade of papers and poster boards, coffees and cocktail hours, hand-shaking and sad pastries and, every so often, a presentation so intriguing that word of it traveled. Laurel, Tess, and Gloria had been scheduled for the conference’s largest venue, and when they entered, almost every seat was full. Laurel heard gasps as they played footage of the Spark. Their conclusions didn’t go unchallenged, but even the most skeptical observers acknowledged that the data was compelling. Afterward, many rose for a standing ovation.

			By Sunday evening, Laurel was haggard, and she decided to leave the parties to people Gloria’s age. From a bus shelter at the top of Lone Mountain, she caught the 1 California to her hotel. The conference had arranged a block of rooms at the St. Francis. Laurel took the famous glass elevator upstairs, watching Union Square grow smaller as she rose.

			Laurel unzipped her boots and took a miniature vodka bottle from the minibar. The image of Eli and Angela tormented her. It was one thing to set him free in theory; the reality was wrenching. Tomorrow, Laurel would see him at the beach, and she still didn’t know what she’d say. It was not that she thought they’d made the wrong choice but that the heartache of it kept unfolding. Yet her gut still told her to continue. Laurel thought of the day when she and Eli unconceived Silas—how they met at home, propelled by instinct—and wondered if these were more of the Duoverse’s workings, just as it had pushed her toward Christopher. Was she exercising her own free will? The question made her feel rebellious, and more confused than ever.

			She showered and changed into her pajamas. Outside, the moon looked staticky with haze. Laurel sat at the desk to check her email. There was only one new message. It had come from the repair shop where she’d sent the other Laurel’s camera. The technician apologized; Laurel’s order had been buried beneath an avalanche of malfunctioning MacBooks.

			She double-clicked the attachment: Salter.mov.

			

			—

			Laurel rode the 38 Geary to the western edge of the city, where residential streets gave way to cliffs and water. She was early. Instead of taking the road that curved to the Pacific Ocean, she stopped at Sutro Heights Park. Two lion statues marked the entrance, life-sized, kingly as Aslan. She walked down a wide path fringed by pines the height of redwoods. From there, she passed a cream gazebo and climbed a narrow staircase. A vast disc of meadow, hemmed by a stone parapet, overlooked the ocean. Laurel held on to a metal railing and watched the waves uncurl, thin and layered by the time they reached shore.

			She made her way back to the sidewalk, passing the Cliff House on the way to the Great Highway. The medians were filled with sand in which long, green succulents grew; fuchsia flowers nestled in their fingers. Eli sat alone on a graffitied concrete wall. Above him circled gleeful seagulls screaming, Ah! Ah! Ah!

			He sensed Laurel and turned.

			The seawall stretched along the shoreline for a mile. It was two stories tall, designed to barricade the sand and the ocean. Only the top three feet extended above the sidewalk, which made it a convenient perch. Eli patted the space beside him, and Laurel swung her legs over the side.

			They were quiet, almost bashful. Then Eli said:

			“You were fantastic the other day. People are calling it the best talk of the conference.”

			“You were there?” She couldn’t hide her pleasure. “I didn’t see you.”

			“Of course I was,” said Eli.

			It was overcast, with velvet clouds, the edges fringed by sun.

			“How are you really?” he asked.

			“Raw,” she said. “Muddling through.”

			Eli nodded. “I keep picking up my phone, to call you.”

			“Ask you what you want for dinner.”

			“Whether you need anything from Walgreens.”

			There were four or five inches between them.

			“But you look good,” said Laurel. “You seem”—she searched for the right word—“looser.”

			He didn’t deny it, and this was how she knew they would continue as they were. Laurel girded herself. They had their answer now.

			“I’m sorry about Angela,” said Eli. “At the party. Nothing’s happened between us, I swear.”

			Laurel picked at a loose thread on her jacket. “But you like her.”

			Eli shrugged helplessly. “She’s a good person. There’s a reason I used to be engaged to her, even if I’m glad we didn’t go through with it. Of course, she isn’t…it could never be like…”

			“It’s okay,” said Laurel. “You don’t have to compare us.” And then, because she couldn’t help herself: “Christopher Nilsson wouldn’t leave me alone until I yelled at him in the Rathskeller.”

			“I knew that would happen,” Eli said. “Does he still carry around that stupid tin of mustache wax?”

			Laurel laughed, which turned into a whimper when she thought of going back to her hotel alone.

			“It won’t be forever,” Eli said.

			“No,” said Laurel.

			The horizon was a smudged gray line, like pencil partially erased. She thought of the end date they’d chosen.

			“I want you to pick me up at a commune,” she told him.

			Eli laughed. “A commune?”

			She nodded. “It’s called the Center.”

			Laurel had made her decision the night before. She couldn’t remain in Madison, waiting for him.

			“Okay,” said Eli, slowly.

			She also had a second, petty reason. Let his mind run wild about what happened at a commune.

			

			—

			When Eli left, she stayed.

			She stayed to let the wind wash over her, shucking the sadness of seeing him. And she stayed to think of what had happened the night before.

			Laurel had planned to tell Eli about the footage, but as she sat with him, she changed her mind. It felt important to keep something for herself.

			Trail cameras could run for years, so they were ideal for an experiment like the other Laurel’s. She had used the time-lapse setting to film a year of progress. It was valuable data: Laurel could cross-check her assumptions about what had happened in the cave before she arrived.

			So why did she feel a pang of disappointment? As months of growth scrolled past in quick succession, Laurel almost closed the file. She could watch the footage later, with Tess and Gloria.

			She dragged the scrubber to the right. Just before she reached the end, the view shook, as though someone were moving the tripod. The camera swung downward. Time-lapse mode stopped; the tape returned to real-time speed. In the video, Laurel heard the sound of footsteps.

			And then she saw her double.

			Moving. Flesh and blood. 3-D on her 2-D screen. It was like watching herself from the outside, like glimpsing herself in a dream.

			Laurel Two moved through the cave as she had: touching, checking, adjusting. Her hair was tied back in two braids. Laurel could not see her face, only her body from behind. She had pins in her hands, and tape, and a pen. She must have been making the handwritten tags that Laurel found on her first trip. Because it was dim, the video had been taken with infrared light. The footage looked spectral, as though it came from the afterlife.

			Laurel could not have expected her own reaction. Love poured forward freely. The woman was stranger and familiar both, forgotten and remembered. They were separated absolutely by the membrane of the screen. Laurel wanted to tap her shoulder, take her hand. She wanted to call: Dear, look at me!

			And then, for seconds, the other Laurel did. She paused, as if she’d heard something, and stared into the eye of the camera. She appeared to be thinking, or asking an internal question. There was an agedness to her expression—a somber seeing, flecked with interest.

			In her vision, Laurel had sensed that her double was suffering. Now she knew that to be true.

			Something has happened to her, Laurel thought. But she hasn’t given up.

			

			
				
				—
			

			When Laurel returned to Madison, she packed the house. It felt wrong to give the other Laurel and Eli’s possessions away, but she had no way of knowing whether the couple would ever return.

			Though it took up too much space, she couldn’t part with her double’s oak desk. She kept several other items that seemed to be sentimental. On the mantel was a vase that looked handmade: it was indigo, with golden seams, as though broken pieces had been joined. A green blanket had been patched twice, rather than replaced. Lastly, she saved the other Laurel and Eli’s writing, along with their most precious-looking books. The latter included an antique called The Book of Camouflage. After centuries of digital text, it was an early physical volume.

			Laurel hoped that she’d chosen correctly. It was difficult to know what had been precious to Laurel and Eli Two, in part because the house had looked so impersonal when she arrived. Eli had suggested that it had been denuded for renters, but Laurel had always wondered if that was the only reason.

			On her final walk-through, Laurel searched the utility room, then the basement. The laundry room was empty, as was the slanted crawl space where she and Eli had kept luggage. Laurel didn’t bother to scan her office; she knew that space backward and forward. The closet in the bedroom stored only stirred-up dust.

			As she walked across the bedroom, the creaky floorboard whined. In both universes, it was partially concealed beneath the bed; only the last four feet, which extended to the wall, saw foot traffic.

			Now she knelt to examine the plank. There was an open gap on one side. Her fingers wouldn’t fit, but a knitting needle might.

			Laurel ran down to the moving truck. She had to rearrange half of the cargo to find a pair of needles. Back in the house, she took the stairs two at a time. When she inserted a needle, the plank lifted easily, as though, for years, it had wanted to.

			The cavity below was narrow, but deep. Files were wedged inside. Whoever put them there must have been loath to leave anything out: every millimeter of space was occupied. The first thing Laurel extracted was a drawing of a fish. The maker had spackled fins with glitter, and the lips bulged forward in a kiss. There was a trio of report cards—eighth grade, seventh grade, sixth—and a crinkled piece of paper, torn from a notebook: Dear MOM I miss you I cod olmst cri for sum resin wen you go.

			The next item was a high school portrait. The woman inside had turned in a three-quarter view, but her eyes looked straight into the camera. There was warmth in her expression, an alertness and quiet wisdom, but also a glint of daring. She looked like Laurel, if Laurel’s hair were wilder, wavy, more like Eli’s; or like Eli, were his nose straighter, more like hers.

			She turned the frame over.

			Celeste, freshman year, someone had written.

			Laurel had always loved that name…

			Lifting a clear sleeve of photos, she knew what she would find. Here was Eli Two, in old age, with a walker; Celeste, perhaps fifty, held a telescope up to his eye. There was Laurel Two—with glasses, and a gray braid!—making her way to Celeste on all fours. The photos zigzagged through decades: birthdays and holidays, trips and graduations. As Laurel and Eli became younger, so did Celeste. She posed after a dance recital or curled in the dormer nook, reading. Eli carried her through the hallway on his shoulders. In the final picture, Celeste crawled into the arms of Laurel Two, her mother.

			

			—

			Laurel paced the bedroom in a state of desperation.

			She needed to know more. Or perhaps she was finally sure that she could handle what she learned. No longer did she doubt her own resilience.

			There was only one person with whom she could speak truthfully. First, she collected the items below the floorboard with as much care as she could: she would be their steward. She put them in her truck, and then she left for the cemetery.

			

			—

			Laurel told the guards that she had come to see Kenji Nakamura.

			On her previous visit, she had barely noticed the building’s interior—just the rush of sound, the upward ramp, and, at last, the crying babies. This time, she was surprised to find the waiting room calming. The walls had been painted in subtle shades of blue, and classical music played on low volume. A middle-aged man flicked through a magazine; a younger couple waited with their toddler, who sorted through a bin of colored blocks.

			A nurse entered. She was pushing an elderly man in a wheelchair. Seeing them, the middle-aged man bounded over.

			“Who’s that?” the nurse asked her patient.

			The man croaked unintelligibly, beaming. The younger man kissed his forehead.

			“Hi, Dad,” he said.

			“Isn’t it wonderful when they start smiling?” asked the nurse, as they disappeared into a corridor; and then Kenji Nakamura appeared. He did not look as surprised to see Laurel as she had thought he might be.

			He greeted her, and she rose to follow him. To their right, she saw the ramp that led upstairs. The overtaker turned left, where a different ramp spiraled into the bowels of the building.

			They entered a warren of rooms. The air cooled as they descended, and the walls were lined with torches. Rugged passageways had been carved out of rock. Laurel peered into cavern-like offices, some even darker than the hallway; several people were working by candlelight.

			Mr. Nakamura saw her looking. “Down here, we use as little electricity as possible. We don’t want to interfere with what happens underground.”

			As they turned a corner, two people appeared, walking toward them: a woman and a man, both near Gloria’s age. Seeing the overtaker, they bent their heads with respect. Mr. Nakamura’s clothing had the fineness of his black coat. His pants were crisp, and the top had been made from a fluid material that rippled as he walked. The approaching pair wore the same work boots, but their uniform was different: a black tunic and technical pants.

			Mr. Nakamura nodded, and the pair continued down the corridor.

			“Apprentices,” he said to Laurel.

			Each of their tunics was cinched with a belt that doubled as a holster for three tools: a spade; a probe, encased in glass; and an implement shaped like a pen. Even from a distance, Laurel could tell that they were exceptional.

			“Those tools,” she said. “They’re beautiful.”

			“And almost ten thousand years old. The spade is palladium, and the capacitor is mica. Neither tarnish,” he said. “An overtaker’s tools are precious. The set an apprentice receives belongs to them for the rest of their career.”

			Mr. Nakamura opened a door to their right. Like the other offices, this chamber had been hollowed out of rock. His desk looked like a space-age navigation system: there were levers and dials, keypads and buttons. This faced a wall of tile-like screens, each of which showed one portion of a larger grid.

			“My God,” Laurel said.

			The grid corresponded to the cemetery. Red dots—bodies, she thought—pulsed hotly. Fractal lines, which seemed to represent the fungal network, flowed between them.

			The overtaker turned a dial. Every screen became dark except for the one in the northeast corner, which enlarged to cover the others. Mr. Nakamura selected a single dot. Now the view changed again: the chosen body moved into the middle screen, and the others became electrical graphs.

			“The screens aboveground, by the tombstones—you’ve seen them, I think?” he asked, and Laurel wondered if the overtaker had been watching, years ago, as she uncovered the wires. “They show the total power in one section of soil. Here, we can divide that signal into separate waves. This is the heart. And this is the brain,” he said, pointing to different tiles in turn. “We can see entire organ systems, too: the cardiac system, for example, or the nervous system.”

			His fingers flew over the instruments, evoking this or that reading. The screens had a holographic depth, so the command to view two systems at once summoned overlapping layers. Laurel knew that he was harnessing an elaborate program, but she couldn’t shake the sense that he was also doing magic.

			Laurel said, “Can you see the bodies themselves?”

			Mr. Nakamura paused. He stood to close the door before he returned to the desk. There he navigated to the previous image: the northeast section of the cemetery. Next, he performed a series of light, deft strokes, and a cluster of red dots lit up. When he turned another dial, the diagram disappeared, replaced by images in sepia. Each screen now showed a black chasm—a pond-like sac—in which a single human being curled.

			The bodies were little more than shapes, but Laurel could discern varying stages of development. Some appeared as skeletal clusters, sticklike in the dark void of the cavity. Others had acquired roundness: fat, muscle, skin. The images shifted and rippled, articulating faintly. They looked like sonograms.

			“Thank you for showing me,” Laurel said. Her eyes were wet. When she looked down, to compose herself, she saw that boxes lined the floor. “Are you leaving?”

			“Retiring,” Mr. Nakamura said, and only then did she notice how young he had become—how different he looked from the first time she’d met him, when he came to Laurel and Eli’s house to tell them where to look for Silas. Any lines had been erased; even the scar she’d noticed on his cheek was almost gone. But his eyes betrayed fatigue, and his hair was untidy. For the first time, Laurel saw through to his humanity, his ordinariness, even though he was also abnormal, as if humanness was something he could calibrate with yet another dial.

			“Oh.” She felt a sense of loss. “What will you do next? You and your wife?”

			“We separated.” Seeing Laurel’s face, he added: “It was the right choice. She wanted to stay in Wisconsin. I wanted to go home.”

			“Where is home?”

			“I was born in Otaru, just before the Russo-Japanese war. When I was young, the Russians invaded Hokkaido.”

			In the antiuniverse, the tragedy is not that one can die but that one can’t. The brain can be nearly dead, an organ unsewn, and still a body perseveres until the end—the only end, as, in Laurel’s world, there is a single way that life begins. Yet the toll of war is still immense. Conflict takes other forms: technological, financial. Physical violence can incapacitate, if not kill. Survivors must be cared for until infancy. Families who can afford to do so spend their savings on long-term assistance; those who can’t take on multiple jobs, or relinquish retirement, or fall into bankruptcy. The waitlist at veterans hospitals is staggering.

			“Most people couldn’t leave the country, but overtakers have that privilege: there is a network, with tributaries and pools. My son found a placement here. I thought a day would never pass when I didn’t miss the ocean.” The overtaker smiled. “And it hasn’t.”

			“It must have been incredibly painful. I can see how much you’ve given of yourself,” Laurel said. “Mr. Nakamura—”

			“Kenji,” he said.

			“Kenji.” She toggled, readjusting. “I don’t know that Eli and I ever thanked you. Properly, I mean. For helping us to find Silas—and then coming to see us again, when he was a baby. We must have seemed so disrespectful. I’m sorry.”

			“I’ve known many parents in that state. I’ve experienced it myself,” Kenji said, and Laurel thought of his son.

			“I’m sure.” Laurel tipped her face up to look into his. “I need to know what happened to the other Laurel.”

			Kenji sighed. “I thought you might. But I can’t tell you.”

			“Why?”

			“A doctor is forbidden to disclose a patient’s information. Overtakers are no different. Confidentiality is a tenet of our work.”

			Laurel felt as though she were back at McMurdo, begging Nita Two for answers.

			“But she…she is me,” Laurel said.

			This had emerged instinctually, without reason.

			“Do you think so?” Kenji asked.

			“I’m not sure.” Laurel felt fragile and bewildered. “It’s as though…I can feel her—but it’s like groping in the dark: I touch something, and then it slips away. I don’t know what’s happening to me.”

			Laurel described her visions: the first in the cave, and then her recent experiments. She did not mention that one had included Kenji himself.

			A smile played on the overtaker’s face.

			“What you’re describing goes by different names,” he said. “Past lives. Déjà vu. Eli would know it as entanglement.”

			Laurel remembered Eli’s long-ago Halloween costume. “Spooky action at a distance.”

			Kenji nodded. “You are connected, always, to the person you call Laurel Two. Most of the time, that link is subconscious. People think of it as instinct, or intuition.”

			“My intuition comes…from her?” asked Laurel. “Do you mean that I don’t make my own choices?”

			“You make them together.”

			“That still sounds like I don’t have free will.”

			“Because you’re thinking as an individual. You are using the word I when you could be using we.”

			Her voice, when it came, was small. “But then why are we so different?”

			Kenji cocked his head.

			“Her career, for example,” said Laurel. “She was so much more successful than I ever was. She never knew Silas. And I did something terrible. She didn’t make that kind of mistake.”

			“Perhaps she did.”

			“I promise you she didn’t.”

			Her emotions, hot, swam just under the skin. Laurel was angry about what she had lost; she was angry to be trapped here, in the antiuniverse, more than a dozen years after she arrived. She was angry to be seeking answers alone, while Eli was probably with Angela. And she was angry to be compared, continually, to the other Laurel—though it occurred to Laurel now that she herself was the only person who had done so.

			“Come with me,” said Kenji.

			He pulled a lever at his desk. Every screen went dark. Then he walked to the door, which relayed the hallway light as it ebbed open.

			

			—

			They continued down the passage to a larger door. When Kenji pressed his thumb to a wall pad, it swung inward.

			They entered a broad tunnel with a vaulted ceiling. On both sides were alcoves, lined with cells. The circumference of each cell was no wider than two or three inches, and what lay inside was imperceptible in shadow. A long table ran down the center of the room.

			Kenji moved briskly. Again Laurel sensed that he was bending a rule, or making a complicated judgment. He scanned the cells while tapping the fingers of one hand, as if performing some internal math. Then he selected one compartment, which slid out of the wall.

			What lay inside looked like a scroll. Kenji spread it open on the table. A fractal image had been drawn in infinitesimal handwriting. Laurel knew without inquiring that these were the Maps, the genealogical records that Kenji once described to her and Eli. He had implied they were made of ink and paper, but this was unlike any ink and paper Laurel had ever seen.

			Kenji lifted the hem of his top. Attached to a belt was his own set of tools, the same three that the apprentices had worn. He withdrew the pen-shaped item. One side tapered to a copper point, the other a rounded silver protrusion. When Kenji held the latter over the Map, a jagged fractal family illuminated.

			Laurel stared. “How…?”

			“The sheet is made of carbon atoms, rolled into microscopic tubes. To make paper, the tubes are matted in a net. The circuits store data.” He pointed to the chosen fractal. “This is your lineage.”

			It was twig-shaped, with tiny nodes, each of which were labeled. The Rosens spread from the other Eli’s node, as the Salters did from the other Laurel’s, though her father’s dot had not yet been named. Laurel and Eli Two were connected by a thread. From that thread extended Celeste.

			Laurel’s throat swelled; emotion flooded to her face; and because she did not want to give in to it, not yet, she said, “How do you make your handwriting so tiny?”

			Kenji laughed. “This helps.”

			He showed her the copper tip. Its point looked finer than a human hair.

			“I know about Celeste,” Laurel said. “It isn’t the same. She’s gone, yes, but she lived a full life.”

			The brightness of the fractal was already fading. The overtaker rolled the Map again and slid it back into the drawer.

			“The overtakers have a saying,” he said. “The Duoverse does not repeat. It rhymes.”

			

			—

			He showed her upstairs now. One year ago, Laurel had been wheeled to the second-highest floor. She shuddered as they passed it now, although the babies’ cries were not as loud as she remembered—or perhaps she was not so attuned to them. They curved around the ramp one final time and arrived below the oculus.

			Laurel felt suddenly faint. The walls on this level were lined with shadow boxes: the same compartments she had seen in one of her visions.

			She approached a box at random. Affixed to the stone perimeter, a gold plate read:

			Olivia Wu

			2090–2016

			Inside the compartment were four items, artfully arranged: a picture of a dark-haired woman with bangs; a necklace with a yin-and-yang symbol; a pair of jazz shoes; and a small plaque that read Distinguished Professor of Engineering.

			The box beside Olivia’s was labeled Marco “Mouse” Oberman-Horowitz (3001–2042). A double-sided frame contained two photos: an adult man, and the same man as a baby. Beside that was a rubber mouse on a handmade, miniature pillow; the fabric was patterned with tiny baseballs.

			“Does Celeste have one?” asked Laurel.

			In the instant before Kenji pointed, Laurel realized that she already knew where it was. She moved toward it instinctively: the eighth column, four rows up. The dates on her plate read 2111–2019. Celeste must have died not long before her parents traveled to McMurdo. In a photo, she sat on a rock in black Converse sneakers, her hair blowing back from her face. A second picture showed her at the Eiffel Tower with Laurel and Eli Two. A mood ring sat beside a Post-it that read Bigger than the world.

			The final object was an award. A pair of golden prongs held a sphere made of four rings. Laurel squinted to read the text on the base.

			for excellence and service

			in space exploration

			“She was an astronaut?” Laurel asked. The implication was incredible: influence that ran in all directions. Had Eli Two become a physicist because of Celeste? Had she even, somehow, impacted Laurel’s Eli, who had longed to be an astronaut?

			Some emotion flew across Kenji’s face, which Laurel tried to decipher. It could have been pride, or loyalty, or even love. He might have been thinking of a person—or maybe his love was for the Duoverse, as an invention reveres its creator.

			“I still don’t understand,” said Laurel. “You implied that the other Laurel made a mistake. You said that she was like me.”

			Kenji paused. “When you came here with Silas, you went to the floor below this one: Labor and Delivery. In every room, there was an infant like yours, and a woman like you—every room, that is, except for one.”

			Laurel remembered. She had passed a room that seemed different from all others—one in which the infants’ cries were louder, and more numerous.

			“An adult becomes a child,” said Kenji. “A child becomes a baby. A baby becomes an infant—and there is a window, then, when the infant must enter the mother’s body. It is the same, I think, in your world…the same, but in reverse?”

			“A woman can miscarry,” Laurel said. “An infant can be born too early.”

			“And here, after a point, it becomes too late: they cannot enter the mother at all. Laurel miscalculated,” Kenji said. “During that window, she was gone.”

			Laurel could see that it pained him to say it—to break the code that had governed his life, and before that, his son’s. She could not yet wonder why he’d done it. Lightheaded, she reached for the wall.

			“No,” she said, beseeching. “What happened to Celeste?”

			“They brought her here. We made her as comfortable as we could.”

			Laurel put her hands to her face. She thought of the communion she had experienced with Silas in her womb. To be without that—she could not imagine the torment.

			Well, she could.

			She had lived her own version.

			

			—

			Kenji walked her home.

			Green had encroached on the orange of the leaves, and crickets whispered in the grass. Summer was coming—her first summer without Eli in thirteen years.

			They stopped beside the moving truck.

			“Thank you,” Laurel said. “I can’t tell you how much this has helped me.”

			And then, because she had an instinct, a sense that he might want to see them, she showed him the pictures she’d found in the bedroom. Kenji sifted through them. He paused at an image of Laurel Two in middle age. She had strong laugh lines, and crow’s-feet feathered out beside her eyes.

			As he looked, Kenji wore the same expression that he had in Laurel’s vision. It was intimate, softened by care.

			With a gust of shock, Laurel realized that he’d loved her. Kenji had loved the other Laurel. She realized, too, why he could read her own emotions, why he seemed to understand her…and it was all so strange, so overwhelming; and she wanted him to know that she saw it now, that he did not have to shoulder such complexity alone; so she leaned in—whether because she was subject to the Duoverse’s pull, or because the desire was her own.

			Laurel expected resistance. There was none. She had forgotten the ecstasy of a first kiss: how the distance closed by millimeters; the mounting pressure—a fleeting question—before the border was inexorably crossed.

			Kenji’s eyes were closed. His hand reached for hers, and she held it as one goldfinch chased another, sensing the change in season.

			

			—

			Laurel moved into her new apartment without Eli, but she didn’t feel alone. With her was the other Laurel.

			Like the double helix of a strand of DNA, they circled each other. They were two poles, far apart but connected magnetically. Nothing stood between them anymore: no comparison, no envy.

			And she had Kenji. Her relationship with Eli had been instant and all-consuming, but Laurel and Kenji met as adults. They both wanted to maintain their independence, and they understood that the relationship was temporary: Kenji would go to Japan in late spring, Laurel to the Center in summer. The goal was not to know the other’s history in total, or to plan ahead. They experienced each other simply, in the present.

			Laurel was fascinated by his mind, which was unlike any she had known, including Eli’s. Kenji’s intellect was more tolerant of mystery; it pleased him to understand something, but his happiness did not depend on it. When they began to see each other, Laurel assumed that they would talk about the Duoverse. She was surprised to find that neither of them felt the need. She did not want to decode any other riddles; she wanted to sit by the lake, drinking wine and listening to music. When Kenji left Madison, she felt the loss not of a sage but of a fellow person. She would remember him for his own qualities: his love of comic books; his astounding homemade cheesecake; and his sense of humor, whose slyness continually surprised her.

			

			—

			Tess, Laurel, and Gloria’s results were publicized by mainstream media, as well as the Global Alliance for the Rights of Nature. Their work aligned with an emerging theory called earth jurisprudence, which sought to enshrine protections for nonhumans. After advocacy by Māori tribes, the Whanganui River had been granted legal personhood in New Zealand. Similar bills had since been introduced in California, Vermont, and Hawaii.

			Gloria and Tess hosted Laurel’s retirement party at Memorial Union. They sat outside on the terrace. Colleagues filtered through to shake her hand and have a beer, or an ice cream in the sun. Gloria had been hired as a junior professor. At one point, she excused herself to get a drink. Half an hour later, she hadn’t returned, so Laurel went looking for her.

			Gloria sat on the dock that fed into Lake Mendota, swinging her feet, her eyes red-rimmed from crying. Seeing Laurel approach, she waved her hands.

			“Go away!” she said. “Ignore me!”

			“Absolutely not,” said Laurel, sitting. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

			Gloria shrugged wildly. Laurel had known Gloria Two for almost ten years; she had watched her change from a high school student into a newly minted professional. Right now, she looked as vulnerable as she had on the day she arrived in Laurel’s office.

			“Everyone leaves,” Gloria said.

			Laurel put her arm around Gloria’s shoulders. “I know. It isn’t fair. But just because I’m retiring doesn’t mean I’m leaving you. We’ll stay as close as ever.”

			Gloria relaxed, but only slightly.

			“What else?” Laurel prompted.

			“I don’t know if I can handle this.” Gloria gestured to campus. “A professorship. It’s what I’ve always wanted, but now I have to actually do it.”

			Laurel can’t help it. She laughs.

			“Gloria, you’re going to be brilliant. I know that for a fact.”

			Gloria wiped her nose. “What do you mean, ‘for a fact’?”

			“I can’t explain it. You’re just going to have to trust me.”

			Gloria rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. “You keep saying that.”

			

			
				
				—
			

			Before she left for the Center, Laurel had dinner with Maisie and Noah. She helped her mother in the orchard, and she went to a horror movie with Tess. But there was still someone else to say goodbye to, and that was the tree. For the first time in years, Laurel drove to Cedar on her own.

			She thought of the activists who had encircled the redwood in protection. To their opponents, that was just one tree, no different from any other. But Laurel knew that every tree was as distinct as any human being. She quickened, excited, at her first glimpse of the canopy. Then the woods opened up wide and she saw it, resplendent in bloom. As she came closer, the leaves gave a little shimmy. Laurel took this as a greeting, even though it could be explained by wind. It was easy to project one’s emotions onto trees. But they were what—or who—they were. Great. Unknowable. Watchers of the earth as it changed over decades, centuries. There were cypress trees in Chile at least five thousand years old. Trees couldn’t speak their wisdom, but they had other ways, if you used your senses.

			Today, Laurel did nothing but sit in its shade.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			May 1999

			Nightfall.

			The sun, a white half circle, floats at the horizon. Laurel has counted three cars, but none of them have been Eli’s.

			And then a blue Acura comes around the bend.

			Laurel drops the bag she’s holding. She can’t wait for him to pull into the lot—she runs to him, spontaneous, shameless. Eli veers to the side of the road. The sun is in Laurel’s eyes, so she cannot see his face—not until he parks, crooked in his haste, and steps out with open arms.

			She tackles him. He’s laughing. He looks so young. She pulls him across the road, into the woods, where hickory trees offer shelter.

			They’re on the ground, like puppies. He clutches her around the waist, and they hold each other, skin-to-skin. It isn’t possible to be as close as she wants. Eli puts his hand inside her underwear—puts his thumb to the place that is already swollen, holding it there, pulsing it barely. She softens and tenses both, liquid, warm. Later he moves her into a new position, one they’ve never tried, without leaving her body. She does not know where he learned to do that; the implication of another person makes her jealous and excites her.

			Another person! Never again. She won’t let him out of her sight. She bites his bottom lip, which makes him laugh again.

			

			—

			Eli props his sweatshirt behind Laurel’s head. He finds her jeans behind a tree.

			“What’s this?” he asks, feeling something hard in the pocket.

			Laurel shows him the chocolate. “Magic mushrooms.”

			The last of summer’s crickets chitter softly. Wind moves through the trees.

			“Magic mushrooms,” murmurs Eli. “I bet you do them all the time.”

			“No,” says Laurel. “I never have.” Eli traces his finger from her forehead to her chin. She feels wild, loosed from a pen. “Do you want to?”

			It is almost the blue hour: a slate curtain chases the last streak of red. Eli raises his eyebrows.

			“Forget it,” Laurel says.

			Eli extracts the chocolate for inspection. Then, as she watches, he eats half of it.

			Laurel covers her mouth. “Oh my God.”

			Eli moves her hand down. He puts the remaining half on her tongue. With one finger, he tips her jaw up.

			I.

			“Nothing is happening,” Laurel says.

			They lie on their backs. A dragonfly—always so much larger than she expects an insect to be—hovers beside them.

			“The sun looks kind of rainbow,” Eli says. “What’s left of it.”

			Laurel squints. Possibly she sees other colors, but more likely, she’s inventing them.

			II.

			The stars appear. The Big Dipper, most famous of constellations. Centaurus, finely legible in May. Jupiter, which drifts through the zodiac while orbiting the sun, is now in Pisces.

			“What if,” Laurel says, “we look up at the other universe’s stars? Like—we see their stars, and they see ours? What if the sky is…a window?”

			Eli doesn’t respond. Laurel giggles. Maybe she is high.

			Her eyes soften in their sockets. Pine needles rustle. Jupiter seems to be moving.

			The gas giant has become dislodged from Pisces. Laurel knows that this is impossible: Jupiter completes an orbit every twelve years. But how can she deny what she sees? The planet floats past Virgo and traces the edge of the moon.

			Then it descends, as a spider drops from silk.

			Hypnotized, she watches it draw closer. Larger and larger it looms, growing in detail as well as size: she can see its pleated, pearly gases and its Earth-sized storms.

			“Eli!” Laurel cries.

			But Eli is gone. Jupiter flies nearer, faster, huger. She scrambles back and screams as it collides.

			III.

			She comes to on her hands and knees. There is an acrid, metallic scent, and something hisses softly.

			Laurel stands, gasping, and whirls. She is alone.

			Behind her, the woods are undisturbed. A vast crater lies ahead, though it looks more like a sinkhole: funnel-shaped and narrow at one end.

			Where is Eli? Laurel walks back to the road, but she doesn’t see his car. Even the Center is gone. The stars hang haphazardly: some in the wrong place, others too close together. Orion has lost his belt. The Big Dipper’s ladle dangles, broken in half.

			Laurel tries to predict where Eli might have gone. Surely he would have been curious. He might have walked to the crater, assuming that she would follow.

			Moonlight illuminates the sides of the bowl, but the bottom is shadowed. The wall curves precipitously, so Laurel takes careful steps, sometimes turning sideways. In some places, the ground is ragged; in others, it is smooth as an eye socket.

			Laurel stops on a ledge to rest. She still can’t see the base. In her jeans, she feels hot, and her hands are caked with dust. Maybe she should wait here until the mushrooms wear off. Eventually, though, she becomes anxious: if Eli came this way, she shouldn’t lag too far behind.

			The next pitch is steep, so she scoots instead of walks. Her throat is dry. She wishes for a water bottle, though she does find a glass of apple cider. Laurel drinks while watching the moon, which lifts in fits and starts. When it aligns over the crater, she can finally see the bottom.

			Instead of a base, there is a hole.

			Water sloshes inside. As she watches, it begins to rise. Soon, half of the crater is submerged, and a vortex spins below her feet.

			I’m hallucinating, Laurel thinks, but her body doesn’t believe it.

			She looks back the way she came. It wouldn’t be easy to scale the crater, but she could try.

			Laurel turns to the whirlpool. She might as well jump.

			IV.

			She flies out of the hole as if on a water slide, wearing a dry suit and face mask. A gush of water follows, but she skids to a stop on solid ground.

			Laurel removes the mask. Her hair is perfectly dry. She finds a box of Cheez-Its on her lap and eats while she orients herself.

			She seems to have landed in a sewer system. Droplets plink, a tinny sound; narrow tunnels, lined with pipes, branch to either side. She picks one and walks the length of it, sloshing through standing water. At the end of the passage is a manhole.

			Laurel knows what to do. After all, she used to play Myst. She squats to pry the grate upward. Inside is a ladder, enameled with lichen.

			V.

			The ladder leads to a subway station. The platform is made of stone, and the tunnel has been carved out of dirt. White threads of mycelium hang from the ceiling.

			Two items wait on a wooden bench: a flannel shirt and Tess’s Carhartt pants. Laurel changes out of her dive suit. A train arrives before long. The only other passenger is an Ashmead’s Kernel apple at least three feet tall. It sits at the end of the compartment, too large for a chair. As the train comes to a stop, the apple rocks from side to side.

			Laurel hears a juicy scratching. The apple shudders. From a small but widening hole, a giant worm emerges. Its mouth, or what Laurel takes to be a mouth, is shaped like a star. The body, an iridescent white, throbs with effort. There are no eyes that she can see.

			Please, she says, can you help me—?

			When the sliding doors open, the worm glides outside. The star mouth remains impassive, but the tail swivels as if to ask whether she’s coming.

			VI.

			Laurel stands with the worm before a solid wall of dirt. She wears knee and elbow pads, as well as her father’s backpack sprayer.

			Her companion runs its mouth over the soil. It seems to be scanning for something. When its desire has been located, the head bores into the wall.

			It burrows with intention, trailing lilac slime. Laurel follows, much less deftly, on her knees and forearms. The worm stretches like a Slinky. Every so often, it pauses to make a choice about direction.

			After some time, the tail glistens with perspiration. The worm turns in circles to create a larger cavern. It spins two hammocks with silk secreted from the star. Laurel offers water from her backpack sprayer. The worm drinks thirstily, and they climb inside the hanging beds to rest.

			

			—

			After convalescing, the worm works quickly. Laurel shuffles through the tunnel with renewed energy, too. She senses that open air is near: the soil is less dense, and the pressure in her ears releases. Finally, there is a great eruption. The worm slithers onto the surface. Sunlight pours into the hole.

			Laurel clambers onto grass and rubs the dirt out of her eyes. She stands in an endless meadow. In the center is a tree with leaves of all colors and species: spade-shaped poplar, purple ash, flaming maple. The upper reaches rise into the sky, obscured by clouds.

			Thank you, Laurel says, and the worm dives back underground.

			VII.

			Olga’s fur hat waits on a rock. Laurel puts it on.

			Some distance ahead is a man: tall, with golden hair. He walks toward the tree, and Laurel trails behind him. He radiates ease and vitality. There is perhaps a city block of length between them—too far for Laurel to shout or close the distance. Still, she maintains their connection. When he gathers momentum, so does she, and when he stops to notice something, she mirrors him.

			Laurel’s heart swells in her chest. She cannot help it: she begins to run, seized by anticipation. At the tree, the man turns. His face is beatific, and he still has Eli’s curls.

			It is Silas, grown. He looks at Laurel with all the mercy in the world.

			Mom, he says. Come here.

			Laurel flies across the meadow. By the time she reaches him, she has become an old woman. At his feet, her legs almost give way. Silas lifts her tenderly: one arm around her back, the second under her knees. She drinks in his height, his strength, his scent. It is bliss, amniotic and fetal. She’s waited all her life for this moment.

			He carries her up, into the tree’s lower branches.

			Where are we going? she asks.

			I think you know, he says.

			So high…

			He smiles. You’ve already made it this far.

			Will you stay with me? she asks.

			All the way up.

			And then?

			And then, he says, teasing her, fond. She could die in total happiness.

			I don’t want to say goodbye, now that I’ve found you.

			Hush, Silas says. This is the good part.

			

			—

			On a crooked middle branch, they sit. Silas produces sandwiches from a blue-and-yellow backpack. Laurel gains enough energy to climb on her own, though he watches her carefully, never losing sight.

			She says, I don’t know how you’ve forgiven me.

			I never blamed you to begin with.

			I didn’t mean for it to happen. I would have traded my life if I could.

			Again the gentle smile, the teasing tone. Is that what you think I want to talk about?

			Euphoria flows through her very cells. His kindness is as free as the sun. She cannot stand it, this abundance, being loved by him so much.

			VIII.

			He carries her through velvet clouds. The tree and the meadow grow smaller below. They emerge in outer space: the universe’s biggest ocean.

			There are no stars—only the Arc, which shifts from pink to blue-green as they watch. It speaks to Laurel with a scent.

			Where is a wave?

			Never in one place, she says.

			A basin forms beneath the dome, to let her in. Silas guides her forward.

			Please, says Laurel.

			Her voice is pitiful. She clasps Silas’s hands.

			It’s okay, he says. Don’t you see? Now you know where I am.

		

	
		
			16

			 

			Guest Wing

			During a blizzard in March, an apprentice from the cemetery calls the orchard. Laurel picks up the landline. Her father has been born.

			

			—

			The roads haven’t been cleared, and snowdrifts are ten feet tall. Laurel drives to the NICU with Clare: no Wisconsin storm intimidates her after Antarctica. Her father lies in an incubator. His skin is ashen, but the nurses crow over his full head of brown hair.

			“Hi, Dad,” Laurel whispers. “It’s me.”

			“What should we name him?” asks Clare. Her eyes are swollen from crying.

			“Pete,” says Laurel. “Definitely.”

			“Pete?” Clare wrinkles her nose. “I don’t know. What about”—she searches—“Zephyr?”

			“Zephyr?” asks Laurel. “Mom, no.”

			By the time they bring him home, the Duoverse has done its work. Clare tells Laurel that she’s changed her mind: Pete suits him after all.

			

			
				
				—
			

			In Laurel’s world, her father’s heart died early. Here, that muscle composed late, and only partway. Clare situates him in her bedroom, and Laurel fills a stockpile of prescriptions. By eight months, Pete can walk; in ten, he speaks in partial sentences. He has no shortage of visitors, from Clare’s friends to Gary Salter, Riordan’s father.

			This time, Laurel doesn’t indulge in fantasy. To yearn for Pete One would only torture her. The Duoverse can’t bring her father back, but it gave her someone else.

			Laurel feeds Pete Two and sings to him. She plays white noise to soothe him at night. When he wakes from a nightmare in tears, Laurel holds her father’s hand and tells him not to be afraid. She buys him a set of wooden farm toys for Christmas, but Pete prefers Laurel’s books. Even though he can’t read, he pages through them reverently. His favorite is The Book of Camouflage, one of the few she saved from the other Laurel and Eli’s house. Inside, geckos pass as leaves, and owls blend into bark; a parade of organisms live double lives as sticks. Given her father’s reaction, Laurel is glad to have kept it. She is glad, too, for its protective sleeve, which shields The Book of Camouflage from Pete’s primitive motor skills.

			Pete loves to help in the orchard. After years of caretaking, the land is returning to health. Clare and Laurel have thinned the high-density trees, giving each more space to root. Rather than ordering pollen in bulk, they allow the trees to age to youth. The saplings die gifting grains of gold dust, dispersed by wind, insects, and birds.

			Laurel convinces Clare to purchase sheep. That summer, they stream into the barn as though they aren’t arriving but returning. The ewes press their heads to Pete’s belly. And love to have their armpits rubbed: bare skin. When Clare plays piano, Agnes leans toward the house, tilting her head in wonder, the large, petal-shaped ears dropping open. Laurel uses the first skein of farm yarn to knit Pete a hat with a pom-pom.

			Her freshman year begins in May of 1998. Laurel’s parents drop her off. As she climbs out of the car, Pete waves and shouts, “Good luck!”

			

			—

			The McFarland High School cafeteria hasn’t changed since the first time Laurel was a teenager. Ammonia merely dulls the smell of tater tots and gym shoes.

			Maisie slams her tray down on a table. “This is such a waste of time.”

			“It’s only the first day,” says Noah, rubbing her back with one hand.

			“Well, I already hate all my classes. My English teacher assigned two hundred pages of reading. Doesn’t she know that we’re retired?” Maisie says. “Also, math is a joke. When will I ever need to know how to do long division?”

			Laurel picks at a plate of overcooked spaghetti. “What’s your elective?”

			“Computer science?”

			“I told you to sign up for art with Ms. Guillard,” says Laurel.

			Riordan and Jules approach from the hot bar. She scoots down the bench to make room for them.

			“What are we talking about?” asks Jules. He wears a McFarland track and field T-shirt, and he has Leonardo DiCaprio’s haircut.

			Maisie stabs a bag of milk with a plastic straw. “I’m dropping out of school.”

			“To do what?” asks Riordan. “Hang out at your parents’ house all day?”

			In Laurel’s world, this group hadn’t been friends. She wasted no time here. As soon as everyone moved home, Laurel invited the other five for dinner: Eli, Maisie, Noah, Jules, and Riordan.

			“I’ll run away,” says Maisie.

			“Please don’t,” Noah says.

			“I’d bring you with me,” Maisie tells him.

			While the others exchange schedules, Laurel scans the food line. Eli, late from English, waits with his tray. He winks when he catches her looking.

			Maisie points her fork at Laurel. “Look at you. You’re swooning. I don’t know why you two ever broke up. You’re meant to be together.”

			

			—

			They used to have houses or apartments. Now teenagers have bedrooms. Eli arranges his records by genre and year. Maisie buys peel-and-stick wallpaper with blue and purple hearts, and Laurel hangs her Lilith Fair poster beside one from Save the Whales. Riordan decorates his room with a lifetime’s collection of artisan crafts: robes, crowns, swords, candles, walking sticks, and drinking horns. In the antiuniverse, his passion—the Renaissance—is not historical but speculative. Riordan finds his parents, both computer programmers, hopelessly old-fashioned. Renaissance enthusiasts imagine the world of the future.

			That weekend, the freshman class gathers for a bonfire. Green Day wafts from somebody’s boombox. A retired nurse brings vodka from her parents’ liquor cabinet, and former teachers play beer pong on the lawn.

			Laurel and Eli make out behind a tree. They aren’t alone. Time together is precious; all but the most progressive parents forbid sleepovers between couples. As the fire dies, Amy Wagner clings to Mikey Schneider.

			“It’s so unfair,” she says. “We were literally living together six months ago.”

			In the beginning, high school feels like an ongoing reunion. Laurel’s classmates trade stories about their careers and share pictures of their children; the fashion is to carry these in vinyl wallet inserts. Their laptops are long dead. They lug hardcover binders, Five Star planners, bulky pencil cases. Laurel exchanges her Nokia for a pager and relearns numerical slang: 99 for nighty-night, 143 for I love you. On the side of her middle finger, a long-departed callus takes its old place.

			

			
				
				—
			

			Some students, like Amy Wagner, are comforted by structure. For others, depression sets in during sophomore year. Laurel has spurts of manic energy—she stays up until four in the morning, or laughs hysterically with Maisie—but also low periods, blue periods, when she feels withdrawn and nihilistic.

			For the first time, her relationship with Clare becomes strained. Laurel has lived as an adult for decades; her curfew alone is a daily humiliation. After she sneaks out in Clare’s Civic with Eli, Clare institutes new rules: no driving or drinking. Worst of all, when Eli comes over, Laurel must keep her bedroom door open.

			“What are you afraid of?” Laurel shouts.

			“Laurel, this is a fact of life. After a certain age,” Clare says, “sex is inappropriate.”

			Eli’s parents don’t seem to know how to handle the subject, either. A conservative electorate has stripped sex education from schools. The assumption—or the hope—seems to be that teens will grow out of it.

			And won’t they? Algebra and social studies feel like laughable distractions. The deeper problem is unsolvable: they’re aging down to nothing.

			For years, Laurel found purpose in her work, and in being Silas’s mother. These roles also helped to distract her. In order to function here, she’d had to compartmentalize. She locked the memories—the people—from the world she left behind in the mental basement where she once kept thoughts of Silas. That way, they wouldn’t haunt her, or reprove her for abandonment. For being a bad friend. For being a bad daughter.

			Now she walks through the orchard, talking to herself.

			“I never meant to stay this long,” she says.

			Laurel’s teenage mind is restless, her internal chemistry changing. Her emotions run pure as a spring. She has come to love the Twos, but she yearns for the people she came from.

			In Ms. Guillard’s art class, she draws them. Her parents in front of the farmhouse, Pete’s arm around Clare’s waist. Gloria in a chair by the fireplace, radiant in old age. Laurel sketches Jules searching for fossils, and Maisie with her arms around Frankie and Hazel. Her task, self-assigned, is to capture what makes them singular—distinct not just from all others but from their counterparts.

			Ms. Guillard comes to observe while Laurel shades Maisie’s face.

			“It is Maisie,” Ms. Guillard says. “And…not Maisie.”

			“Yes,” says Laurel, encouraged.

			But each image, pried from memory, feels faulty in some way. Laurel can’t remember the layout of Gloria’s house, and she never seems to capture Maisie’s smile. Art began as her favorite subject, but it comes to feel as fraught as the others.

			In September—the last month of the school year—Donald Brock-Medley is expelled. In the gym, he had graffitied: THE POINT IS THAT WERE DYING. Laurel’s English teacher asks the class to identify Donald’s grammatical error. Amy Wagner’s hand shoots up. Jules walks out of the room. The teacher assigns him an essay on self-control.

			While the gym is repainted, Coach Brewster installs a volleyball net outside. Laurel and Eli huddle as they walk to class.

			“We need to get out of here,” she says.

			The maple trees have almost lost their color. Laurel used to love watching the leaves turn green. Now she wishes they’d stay red a little longer.

			Eli jams his hands in his pockets. “We’ve tried. I’m out of ideas. And physics doesn’t come to me as easily as it used to.”

			His regression frightens her. Eli’s intellect has always been a constant.

			Coach Brewster waves them over. “Scrimmage!” he calls through a bullhorn, handing out blue and red jerseys.

			Eli and Laurel are named to the red team.

			“Maybe we can’t do this alone,” says Laurel, pulling the jersey over her head. “The problem could be too big for the two of us to solve. I mean, how many people did it take to send an astronaut to the moon?”

			The question was rhetorical, but Eli knows the answer. “At the height of the Apollo program? About four hundred thousand.”

			“See?” says Laurel as they walk to their positions.

			Tim Wiggins serves for the red team. The ball sails over the net, into the back zone. Mikey Schneider leaps to meet it and hits the ball to Riordan.

			Eli edges closer to Laurel. “We found the first portal by ourselves.”

			“Yeah, but part of that was luck. The Arc was right in front of us.”

			Coach Brewster blows his whistle. Riordan has missed.

			“Red team wins the serve,” says Coach Brewster. “Rotate.”

			Eli moves into the serving position. After he sends the ball over the net, Laurel drifts toward him again.

			“Do you remember when we talked about the portal with Kenji?” she asks. “He said that each of us have different puzzle pieces.”

			“Enough chitchat, Salter,” says Coach Brewster. “Guard your zone or I’ll switch you to blue team.”

			Laurel glares but arranges her grip. After Coach Brewster turns away, Eli raises his eyebrows and mouths: Kenji?

			Laurel feels flustered. He must have noticed something in her tone. She hasn’t told Eli what happened with Kenji, and he hasn’t told her more about Angela.

			A spate of action allows her to ignore the question. Jules volleys the ball to Noah, who sends it to Maisie, who passes to Laurel. When Noah strikes the ball into the midzone, Laurel and Eli dive to the floor. Eli wins the point.

			“It’s like—you and I are each one neuron,” she explains, as they stand back up. “Maybe a question this massive requires…well, a critical mass.”

			The ball is flying toward her. In her haste, Laurel bounces it twice.

			“Coach Brewster,” Amy Wagner shouts, “that’s a foul.”

			“Blue team, point and side-out. Salter and Wiggins, trade places.” When Eli opens his mouth to protest, Coach Brewster holds up a hand. “Rosen, if you can’t control yourself, you’re both looking at detention.”

			Laurel stalks to the other side of the net. She’s never been so ready for fireflies and soft serve and swimming pools: summer in the Midwest.

			

			—

			Eli can’t grow a beard anymore. His frame is narrower than it used to be. Most of the boys at McFarland High hide these changes with baggy T-shirts and jeans. Laurel stuffs her bra. To regain a few inches of height, she wears platform shoes. It doesn’t matter that she was once a leading scientist: adults talk down to her, and strangers call her miss instead of ma’am. The latest Seventeen magazine features a beauty special: “How to Maintain Your Nasolabial Folds—and Your Credibility—for as Long as Possible.”

			Sometimes Laurel and Eli talk about the time they spent apart. She tells him about her friends from the Center, and how they organized when a developer tried to buy the backlands. Laurel listens as Eli describes his own adventures: his trip to Peru, or the year he sang in a skate punk band.

			His tenure at Stanford was more ordinary than she expected.

			“On my first day,” he explains, “this HR person brought me to my office. She kept saying things like, ‘Throw a rock, and you’ll hit a Nobel Prize winner.’ ” Laurel groaned. “The rest of us felt like duds.”

			But he laughs as he says it. Eli’s attitude has changed. In Madison, his true goal was both grueling and private. At Stanford, work became more collaborative and less anguished. He liked mentoring the junior professors, people in their sixties and seventies. He even saw his biggest achievement—the Duoverse—differently.

			“I used to be so proud. I felt like: Even if I never do anything else with my life, at least I came up with this. But maybe I just put a little bit of the Duoverse together. Or maybe I found one way to describe it. I can’t have been the first. Other people probably had their own ways of telling the story.”

			In July, Laurel lies on Eli’s bed as a tangerine sun fades to lavender. They keep their voices down: as always, the door is insultingly cracked.

			“Eli,” she says, “what do you think déjà vu is?”

			He puts his hands behind his head. “Remembering something that never happened?”

			“What if it’s remembering something that never happened to you?” asks Laurel.

			He waits for her to continue.

			“I found something,” she says. “In our bedroom, before I moved to the Center.”

			Laurel extracts her wallet and hands him the photo insert. She keeps a photo of Celeste behind the one of Silas.

			“Who is that?” Eli asks. He sounds almost frightened, as though the image plucks a string inside him, unknown until now. “Is she ours?”

			“Theirs,” says Laurel. “The other us. She was their daughter. Celeste.”

			Eli looks at her sharply. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“I don’t know,” she says. “I found out while we were apart. Maybe, for a little while, I just wanted her to be mine.”

			Eli holds the picture with both hands, bringing it close to his face. Laurel waits for him to respond, but he doesn’t.

			“It wasn’t right. I’m sorry,” she whispers. “Eli…something happened to me here, years ago, the first time I went to the cave. I didn’t tell you about that, either. I felt guilty for having gone at all. And after we found Silas, it seemed so much less important.”

			Eli turns back toward her, just slightly. She tells him what happened on the day before they found Silas Two: how she seemed to enter another body, another timeline. She became the other Laurel, who stood in the cave, checking on the progress of her experiment. Then Laurel sensed her double’s distress. She had followed that emotion to a different scene—one that took place at home, in the other Laurel’s office. Someone she loved lay nearby. A weakened person: sick, or dying.

			“At the time, I didn’t know what was happening,” Laurel says. “But now I think the other person was Celeste. She must have been a baby.”

			She explains what Kenji told her: that there is a window when an infant must enter its mother’s body. She tells Eli about the other Laurel’s miscalculation.

			“I wonder if that’s why they wanted to cross over,” she finishes. “To find Celeste again, just like we found Silas.”

			Eli listens gravely, but he looks bewildered, too. “Was Celeste born young, like he was?”

			“No. But love makes us greedy, doesn’t it?”

			Eli sets the picture of Celeste between them on the pillow.

			“I want you to keep it,” Laurel says. “I’ve had her with me until now.”

			Eli puts his hand over hers in response. Downstairs, a door opens, and someone walks to the kitchen. The microwave begins to hum. Eli’s parents often work from home at night. Laurel rarely sees them touch.

			“Say we were to do what you said. Recruit more brain cells,” Eli says. “I’ve already tried the experts. Besides, we’re in high school now. Who would take us seriously?”

			Laurel can only think of one person. “Nita.”

			“I guess that’s true,” says Eli. “But how do we reach her? No one our age is on email. Most people don’t even have a cell phone.”

			In the antiuniverse, landlines had been an easier sell than Laurel expected. The technology is clearly superior: when she talks to Eli, it sounds like he’s standing right next to her. Still, right now, smartphones don’t seem like such a dumb idea.

			“We could use the phone book, but then we’d have to go through Nita’s parents,” Laurel says. “Besides, there could be lots of Choudhurys in the white pages.”

			They lie there, thinking. Then Eli grabs her wrist.

			“Laurel,” he says, “what did you do with the desk from your office?”

			

			
				
				—
			

			Eli skids into the Salters’ driveway. The Acura is his for one more year; after that, he’ll lose his license. They open the door of the farmhouse to find Clare waiting in her nightgown.

			“You were supposed to be home half an hour ago,” Clare says.

			“I’m sorry. I lost track of time,” says Laurel. “We just have to run down to the basement.”

			“You can do that in the morning.”

			“It’s my fault, Ms. Salter,” Eli says. “I forgot something important.”

			“Then I’m sure it will be there tomorrow. If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a thousand times, Laurel: missing curfew has consequences.”

			Laurel shrieks with frustration.

			“I know,” says Clare, sighing. “No one understands you.”

			

			—

			Eli drives back to the farmhouse early the next morning. Laurel waves him inside, still wearing pajamas, and they rush downstairs. Her double’s desk is woolly with dust.

			“I knew there was a reason I kept this,” says Laurel, as they root through the drawers. “Ha!”

			She clutches the placemaker, victorious.

			So that he doesn’t wake her parents, Eli mimes his celebration: he slam-dunks an invisible ball and runs in silent circles. Afterward, he says, “How does this thing work again?”

			“It’s supposed to send our coordinates to Nita.”

			“Louis, too, right? We wired them together.”

			“I know. It’s an imperfect system.” Laurel sighs. “Louis was pretty freaked out when I told him about Silas. If he comes, then at least I can explain the whole story.”

			Eli nods, a signal. Laurel presses the placemaker’s only button. There is no indication that anything has happened.

			“Maybe our screen is supposed to stay blank. It’s not like we need to know our own coordinates,” says Eli.

			“Maybe,” Laurel says, discouraged. The placemaker looks more like a relic than ever.

			She keeps it in her pocket. The screen remains vacant all day. Nothing appears in the week that follows, either. Laurel plays cards in Riordan’s basement and eats ice cream at the pool, but inside her is a heaviness, a helpless sense of dwindling.

			Nights are her happiness. She pages Eli, and he meets her in the orchard. They roll under the Jonagolds and kiss with sticky sweetness. Sometimes, Laurel brings her plaid comforter, and they fall asleep outside. So long as they wake up early, she can sneak inside before her parents notice.

			One morning in June, Laurel opens her eyes at dawn. From where they lie, uphill, she looks down into Lower Orchard. The weeping willow stands in bands of mist. Everything is dewy, verdant; during summer, the orchard grows so rapidly that Laurel can almost hear it. In a spasm of rebellion, she turns off Eli’s battery-powered alarm clock. She feels at peace, burrowed beside him; they shouldn’t have to leave each other.

			Hours later, Eli jostles her awake. The sun is warm on her cheek, and early morning’s clear air has turned humid.

			“Wake up,” says Eli. “Your mom is coming.”

			Laurel moans. Her earlier resistance seems idiotic now. If Clare grounds her, she may not be able to see Eli for weeks. She scrambles into a seated position, but it’s too late to hide or flee. Instead, she grabs Eli’s hands. They cling like teenagers always cling: as though the world is ending.

			Footsteps rustle through grass. Laurel sees legs move between the trees. But the mules and baggy jeans don’t belong to Clare. Their owner is a teenage girl with waist-length hair and a pendant necklace.

			“You rang?” asks Nita.

			Laurel gasps. Nita carries a purple JanSport backpack, and she isn’t alone. Three other people come to stand beside her.

			“I had a friend visiting when your alert came in. This is Charlie,” Nita adds. “She was my roommate after you at McMurdo.”

			In box braids, jean shorts, and a polo shirt, Charlie Two steps forward to wave.

			“And I couldn’t break out of boarding school without my boyfriend,” says Louis.

			A long-haired boy in black nail polish extends his hand.

			“I’m Zachary,” he says.

			Laurel throws her arms around each person in turn. With the sun fanning out behind them, they look like a team of angels.

			“Wow,” says Eli. “This is…”

			“More than you bargained for? Don’t worry,” Nita says. “Everyone is up to speed. When we got your alert, Louis messaged me on AIM. The four of us met at the Greyhound stop in Yuma.”

			Laurel looks from Nita to Louis. “What did she tell you?”

			“The truth,” Louis says. “The two of you are aliens, and you probably want us to help you get home.”

			

			—

			Laurel leads the group to the kitchen. Clare sits in the breakfast nook with a cup of coffee and the paper. Pete is making pancakes by himself for the first time. Aside from a spilled hill of baking powder, he seems to be managing well.

			“Laurel? I thought you were still asleep.” Clare sets the paper down. “And who are all these people?”

			Laurel introduces them as her friends from Antarctica.

			“Ms. Salter, these are for you,” Louis says, presenting a trio of sunflowers.

			Clare seems to find the flowers familiar. She looks behind Louis, into her garden, where three of her own stalks are headless.

			“They took a Greyhound cross-country to surprise us. Can they stay here?” Laurel asks. “Just for a little bit?”

			“All of them?” asks Clare.

			Laurel turns to Pete. “Dad?”

			“Excuse me,” Clare says. “You can’t just ask your father.”

			“Why not?” says Pete. “Don’t I have a say here?”

			Though his tone is light, it contains an undercurrent of challenge. Pete’s development, in middle age, has been even more rapid than Silas’s. He’s begun to exert himself with Clare, testing his authority.

			“If they’re willing to sleep in Laurel’s room, I don’t see the harm. Life is short,” Pete says. “And we can always use extra hands in the orchard.”

			

			—

			They make two blanket nests: one for Nita and Charlie, the other for Louis and Zachary. Laurel promises her parents that they’ll spend tomorrow pruning. Today, she brings the visitors to Jenifer Street. A sandy slope leads into Lake Monona. They rotate between the water and the sand. In late afternoon, everyone naps—except for Laurel and Louis, who smokes a joint while wrapped in a towel.

			“That’s not legal anymore, you know,” says Laurel, nudging him with her shoulder.

			He shrugs. “Let them arrest me. I basically live in juvenile detention already.”

			“I’m sorry, Louis. Is it awful?”

			“Sometimes.” Louis looks at Zachary. “But not completely.”

			“You do seem happy,” says Laurel.

			Louis passes the joint to her. “Well, the last time I saw you? Let’s just say that it wasn’t my best season. I was an arse. I felt badly as soon as you left.”

			“You didn’t do anything wrong. I assumed I’d scared you.”

			“It wasn’t that you scared me. It was that you made me sad. After what happened to your daughter…I couldn’t believe you’d have to go through that with your son,” Louis says. “But I am a good friend. I told you I’d come if you needed me.”

			“And you did,” says Laurel.

			The group walks to a corner store to buy dinner: Ding Dongs and Ho Hos, Fritos and Pop Rocks. They eat their feast at a playground on picnic tables. Afterward, Louis and Zachary race across the monkey bars; Charlie uses her stopwatch for time. The surface of the playground is spongy, and Eli pretends that he’s walking on the moon. Laurel joins Nita, who has commandeered the swings.

			“I’m so happy you came,” Laurel says. “How did you know why we used the placemakers?”

			“Powers of deduction?” says Nita. “I may be sixteen, but I haven’t lost my marbles yet.”

			Laurel pushes off with her feet. “Remember when I asked you why the other Laurel crossed over? It had to do with Celeste, didn’t it?”

			Nita hesitates. “How did you find out?”

			“I found pictures of her. Artwork. Report cards,” Laurel says. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“She—the other you—made me promise not to tell anyone. And anyway, that’s all I knew, that Celeste was part of it. Laurel got cagey when I pushed for details.”

			“I still don’t understand why they were so secretive.”

			“Well, they didn’t have clearance to dive. If someone had found them, they’d have been kicked out of the station. Their reputations would have been tarnished.”

			Laurel isn’t quite convinced, but maybe Nita is right. Either way, she feels more content than she has in months. She may still have questions, but she does feel less alone in them.

			As the moon rises, Laurel corrals the group. This, she knows, is not the day to break curfew. They dig in their pockets for bus fare and collapse in the last row: legs over legs, heads against shoulders. At home, Laurel sees that she’s missed two pages from Maisie.

			

			
				
				—
			

			The next morning, Laurel makes an extra-large pot of coffee while Nita toasts Pop-Tarts. Eli draws the Duoverse on a whiteboard, borrowed from his parents. As the McMurdoans eat, he explains his theory, and Laurel describes her dream. At last, they detail each dive: the miraculous first, the empty second.

			Charlie raises her hand. “If you couldn’t find a portal, why would we be able to?”

			“It’s a fair question,” says Laurel. She considers the best way to translate her thinking. “We couldn’t have found the first portal without Eli’s research. But we also seemed to need my dream. I think my subconscious knew something that I didn’t know consciously yet.”

			Charlie nods contemplatively. Louis holds Zachary’s hand, and Nita closes her eyes as she listens.

			“We know that both universes—ours and yours—are connected,” Laurel says. “There are portals where physical material passes between them. But I think that concepts filter through, too. For instance, Christmas exists here, even though Jesus won’t be born for two thousand years.”

			“No spoilers, please,” says Louis, covering his ears.

			“But Jesus isn’t a real person,” Nita says.

			“That’s what I mean,” Laurel says. “Here, he’s an idea, but in our universe, he was a real person.”

			Eli makes an equivocating motion with his hand. “We don’t actually know that. The evidence is subpar, to say the least.”

			“Okay, Jesus isn’t the best example,” says Laurel. “Take Marxism. Or Darwinism. Ideas spread, and somehow, we’re all plugged into them. I think this happens subconsciously—and if that’s true, then maybe we know more than we think about the Duoverse. After all, we’re little pieces of it, aren’t we?”

			“Whoa,” Zachary says.

			Laurel smiles at him gratefully. “This time, Eli and I haven’t been able to solve the puzzle on our own. But it might be possible if we put our heads together—all six of us.”

			“How, though?” asks Nita.

			Laurel has planned for this. In the antiuniverse, the surrealist movement is still to come, so she tells them what she remembers of Hilma af Klint and the Five.

			“They wanted to tap into the unconscious,” she says, finishing. “I thought we could try their techniques.”

			Under Eli’s drawing of the Duoverse, she makes a list:

			
				Automatic drawing

				Dream analysis

				Séance

			

			“For automatic drawing, how about Exquisite Corpse?” asks Charlie. “You fold a piece of paper three times, and a different person illustrates each section.”

			“Great idea.” Laurel adds Exquisite Corpse in parentheses.

			“I think we should start with the séance,” Louis says. “If a ghost can tell us what to do, we won’t have to bother with anything else.”

			“My grandma can communicate with spirits,” says Zachary. “She lives in Lily Dale. The whole town is filled with mediums. I could try to lead us; I’ve gone to some of her sessions. Nana uses a pendulum, but candles would work, too.”

			Laurel finds a box of beeswax tea lights in the basement. They spend the afternoon in the orchard, but that evening, they meet upstairs again. Summer rain falls gently. Everyone joins hands. While Zachary asks questions, they watch the flames for an answer. The only notable sputter takes place when Clare raps on the door.

			“Laurel!” she calls, and everyone jumps. “Maisie’s on the phone.”

			“Can you say I’ll get back to her?” Laurel shouts. “We’re—making friendship bracelets.”

			She touches the pendant on her necklace: a small vial with a grain of rice inside. Maisie has one, too. Her name is written on the rice in Laurel’s pendant, and Laurel’s name is written on the one in hers.

			Laurel calls the next morning.

			“What took you so long?” asks Maisie.

			“I’m sorry. I have friends in town. We met at McMurdo,” says Laurel.

			“You didn’t tell me they were coming.”

			“I thought I did.” To Maisie’s silence, Laurel adds, “Do you want to have dinner with us tonight?”

			“That’s okay. I’m going to Riordan’s.” Maisie’s voice is clipped. “Have fun.”

			Laurel’s relief is greater than her guilt. The McMurdoans have no time to spare. The next day, a second séance produces equally dismal results.

			“Maybe it’s me,” says Zachary.

			“Baby, no,” says Louis.

			Charlie’s exercise produces baffling combinations. An eyeball becomes a clock with feet; a bed hovers between a lightning bolt and a snowflake. Laurel is beginning to wish that she’d chosen a movement more candid than surrealism.

			Nita leans her head against the wall. “I think we need a break.”

			The next morning, Eli takes Nita on a hike to Picnic Point. Zachary and Louis eat brunch on the square, and Laurel brings Charlie to her favorite bookstore. In the antiuniverse, Charlie illustrates picture books, and Laurel wants to see them. It was after she visited McMurdo, Charlie explains, that her style solidified. Just like Charlie One, Charlie Two excels at roundness and depth—button noses, full cheeks—and she’s known for her distinctive pinks and bluish-greens. The bouncing balls in her most famous book seem to project in 3-D.

			When the group reconvenes, no one feels ready to continue.

			“Maybe our subconscious minds are working in the background,” says Charlie.

			“I don’t know,” Laurel says. “It doesn’t seem smart to lose a whole day.”

			“Yeah, but just being together—that’s half the job, isn’t it?” says Louis, who, cheered by Charlie’s angle, has adopted a tone of expertise. “I bet we just need a little more time. Our brains are probably still syncing.”

			They decide to spend the afternoon at the pool. At the entrance, Laurel curses under her breath. Maisie sits alone on a pool chair by the fence.

			Louis and Zachary head to the snack bar while Nita goes for a dive. When Maisie sees the group, she tugs her bucket hat down.

			“Ask her to join us,” Eli murmurs. “She looks really sad.”

			But Maisie seems to detect that Laurel’s offer is half-hearted.

			“I wouldn’t want to interrupt,” she replies, lifting a dELiA*s catalogue.

			Laurel waves to Maisie weakly when the group leaves for the mall. Aside from Louis, who buys two Auntie Anne’s pretzels, everyone orders Panda Express for dinner. They debate next steps at a table in the food court. Zachary thinks that it’s time to pivot to dream analysis. Nita argues that they’ve only scratched the surface of free association. Charlie counters that they could expand Exquisite Corpse: if they fold a piece of paper six times instead of three, the entire group could make a single drawing. Behind them, a chair scrapes the floor. Its occupant—a redhead in a bucket hat—stalks out of the food court, toward the stores.

			“Maisie?” Laurel calls.

			The other person doesn’t respond. Laurel stands and follows her. They pass Gadzooks and Express before weaving through the kiosks. The redhead slows as she nears the fountain in the center of the mall. There she whips around, as if to end the chase on her terms.

			“What the hell are you doing?” Maisie asks.

			“What are you doing?” asks Laurel. “Have you been following us?”

			“You wish,” hisses Maisie. “I’m not a stalker. I could tell that something weird was going on, and obviously I was right. I sit down, and you guys are talking about séances, and dreams, and a corpse—”

			“That isn’t what it sounds like,” Laurel says.

			“Are you in a cult?”

			“It’s not a cult.” Laurel looks into Maisie’s face, freckled and dear. “Let’s sit down, okay? I’ll tell you everything.”

			

			—

			Laurel speaks for ten minutes without stopping. When she finishes, Maisie is trembling.

			“Talk to me. What are you thinking?” Laurel says.

			“I’m thinking I don’t know if I can trust you,” says Maisie.

			“Because I’m not the person you thought I was?”

			“Because what you’re saying sounds insane!”

			“You think I’m delusional.”

			“Shouldn’t I?”

			Laurel may not be able to convince Maisie of her story. Now that she’s told it, though, she can finally stop acting. She gazes at Maisie Two as honestly as she once did Maisie One.

			“Don’t do that. You aren’t looking at me,” Maisie says. “You’re looking at her—the other me. If what you’ve said is even true.”

			“I’m not sure how separate you are.”

			“We’re separate to me,” says Maisie, fiercely.

			“You’re right,” says Laurel. “I’m sorry.”

			It took decades for her to come to peace with the other Laurel. Maisie Two has only had minutes.

			“Can you prove any of this?” Maisie asks.

			Laurel thinks. “When I came back from McMurdo, I’d forgotten things, remember? And the Eli you knew—he was a physicist, too. He’d come up with something called the Duoverse, right?”

			Maisie fiddles with her slap bracelet. “I guess. We didn’t really talk about it.”

			“Or—there was the time we went ice-skating, when I was pregnant with Silas. I said that Eli was distant, and you asked whether he’d been that way in the past. I didn’t know what you meant,” Laurel says. “I hadn’t learned about Celeste.”

			Maisie looks up. “You seemed so confused. It freaked me out. It was like you’d forgotten her.”

			“It wasn’t that I’d forgotten her. More like I hadn’t remembered her yet.”

			A young girl approaches the fountain. Laurel and Maisie watch in quiet as she throws a coin over her shoulder.

			“Can I ask you something?” says Laurel. “Why didn’t you mention Celeste, either?”

			Maisie stares as though the answer were obvious. “Because you’d asked me not to.”

			“But I didn’t,” says Laurel. “It was—”

			“Okay, because she asked me not to. The…other Laurel,” Maisie says. “She wrote to me from Antarctica. She said that when she came home, she couldn’t talk about Celeste—that it would be too painful. She sent the same thing to Clare.”

			Laurel frowns. “Didn’t that seem strange?”

			“Now it does, looking back. But she was so depressed.” Maisie shuts her eyes. “If what you’re saying is true, why didn’t she tell me herself?”

			“Maybe she wanted to protect you. It would be dropping a bomb, you know?”

			“I should have asked more questions. I should have known that you weren’t her.”

			“If you have to blame someone, blame me. Apparently I’m a pretty good liar.”

			“And now you’re trying to leave,” Maisie says. Her ears are turning pink. “And these—these friends—are helping you. Would you even have said goodbye to me?”

			“Maisie, if it weren’t for you, I don’t know how I would have managed here. You’ve made it feel as close to home as possible. The thought of leaving you is horrible, but I miss my parents. I want to see them again, too. Think of it this way,” Laurel says. “If Eli and I can get back to our world, would you want to come with us?”

			Maisie pauses. “No. This is my home.”

			“That’s just it,” says Laurel. “You’re my best friend in the world—here and in the one I left. And honestly, more likely than not, we’re going to stay after all. Eli and I can’t find a way out. We’ve been trying for years.”

			Laurel explains the neuron metaphor: her last-ditch effort is to assemble a collective.

			“That’s why we invited the others. But none of our methods are working. The only thing we haven’t done is analyze our dreams.”

			Maisie touches Laurel’s shoe with hers. “Well, it sounds like you need more neurons.”

			

			—

			That night, the McMurdoans drive to Riordan’s house. When Laurel rings the bell, his parents open the door.

			“What a crew!” says Maureen, Riordan’s mother. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were up to something.”

			“Us?” Laurel squeezes Eli’s hand. “We’ll probably just go to bed early.”

			

			—

			She leads the others to the basement. Sitting with Riordan and his two Dobermans are Maisie, Noah, and Jules.

			The groups get to know each other over pizza, Riordan’s Dobermans licking their feet. After that, Laurel and Eli repeat their story to the new recruits. When they finish, there is a silence whose tenor Laurel cannot interpret. Riordan breaks first, grinning, and then they’re laughing, all ten of them.

			“You aren’t mad at us?” asks Laurel, looking from Riordan to Jules.

			Riordan shrugs. “This is the most exciting thing that’s happened since I moved back in with my parents.”

			Jules nods in agreement. “I always knew there was something weird about the Arc.”

			“Maisie said that you want to analyze our dreams,” says Noah. “So what do we do? Talk about them in the morning?”

			“That does sound kind of lame,” says Riordan.

			Laurel crosses her arms. “Does anyone have a better idea?”

			“You keep talking about this collective,” says Maisie. “What if we try to have a dream together?”

			“That’s good,” says Louis, pointing at her with a mozzarella stick.

			“We could pick a setting,” Nita says. “A meeting spot where the dream would take place.”

			Charlie rests her elbows on her knees. “It should be mysterious.”

			“And weird,” says Louis.

			He scans the room. Ghost Particle, the other Eli’s book, sits face out on a bookshelf.

			“Something like that,” Louis says, gesturing to the cover. Under the subtitle—The Search for a Left-Handed Neutrino—is a picture of the Super-Kamiokande observatory.

			“Riordan,” says Eli, touched, “I didn’t know you read it.”

			“I haven’t,” Riordan says. “But I still wanted to support you.”

			Louis retrieves the book, and they crowd over the cover: the cathedral-sized tank of water, the eleven thousand gold bulbs.

			“What is this place?” asks Jules.

			“It’s a neutrino detector,” Eli says.

			“Never mind. I was wrong,” says Louis. “That sounds boring.”

			“It really isn’t,” Eli says. “You can think of a detector like a fishing net for particles—and as particles go, neutrinos are especially hard to catch. First of all, they travel at almost the speed of light. And they interact so weakly with matter that very little stops them.”

			Laurel waves her hand in a circle to suggest that Eli pick up the tempo.

			“Anyway,” he continues, “that’s what Super-K is looking for: a neutrino that’s made it to Earth after flying for billions of years. The photosensors in the tank are like light bulbs in reverse. Instead of creating light, they detect it.”

			“Light-catchers,” says Jules. The others look more interested now.

			“It would definitely qualify as weird,” adds Eli, encouraged. “When something breaks, people row through the water in boats. You have to lower through the tank on a gondola lift.”

			Louis sighs. “I’ve always wanted to go to Venice.”

			“Should we be writing this down?” asks Charlie.

			“Definitely,” says Laurel. “And we should get in our pajamas.”

			Riordan brings their plates to the kitchen. In the bathroom, they change into pajamas and insert their retainers. Finally they unroll sleeping bags downstairs.

			“Now tell us,” Maisie lisps.

			So Eli describes the mountain that houses the tank: one peak of the Japanese Alps, densely forested with pine trees and often wreathed by fog. The entrance is a tunnel that leads two thousand meters down. During repairs, the tank is lit by spotlights. Scientists row orange dinghies and wear white zippered garments called bunny suits. Each photosensor looks like an eye the size of a porthole.

			The others listen, some sitting, some kneeling, some, like Charlie, on their stomachs, drawing…and Laurel thinks of the time, so many years ago, when Eli recounted Ed White’s spacewalk. Once again, the story transports her. She drifts, carried along by Eli’s narration, his spell.

			

			—

			Laurel paddles through glimmering water with Maisie, Nita, Jules, and Charlie. The walls of the tank reach fifteen stories high.

			“Oh my God,” says Maisie. “We did it.”

			Riordan, Noah, and Zachary approach from the opposite direction. The spotlights reflect the tone of the bulbs, so that the scene is cast in gold.

			Eli stands on the gondola.

			“I can’t believe this,” he shouts, as the platform lowers.

			Laurel hears harried splashing. She turns to see a flat-bottomed black boat that curves to a point at each end. Its bow is ornately engraved, and the seats are upholstered in velvet. Louis struggles to balance on the stern.

			“You said gondola,” he tells Eli. The others are dressed in the zippered bunny suits that Eli described, but Louis wears a striped T-shirt and a ribboned hat.

			Eli points to the platform. “This is the gondola.”

			“Well, can someone else take my boat? I’m not cut out for this,” says Louis.

			Jules volunteers for the challenge. Charlie and Maisie join him. Louis wedges between Nita and Laurel.

			“So what do we do now?” asks Jules.

			Laurel gazes up at the bulbs. “We look for a clue.”

			“I bet it’s underwater,” Nita says. “Anyone want to go diving?”

			“Nita, please don’t,” says Eli. “This water is incredibly pure.”

			“It’s imaginary, Eli. What would you suggest instead?”

			“If I wanted to hide something,” says Eli, “I’d put it in one of these bulbs.”

			“But…there are thousands,” says Jules. “We won’t have time to look through all of them.”

			“Guys?” says Noah, whose right leg has vanished. “I think I’m starting to wake up.”

			“Stop that. We just got here,” says Maisie.

			A deafening whirr drowns Noah’s reply. Laurel covers her ears, and Louis cowers. The source of the noise is invisible. They can only see what happens in response: one by one, certain bulbs begin to glow a brilliant cobalt.

			“What was that?” shouts Riordan.

			Eli looks triumphant. “That was a neutrino. And I think these are our clues.”

			Cast at an angle, the ring tilts from floor to wall.

			“They won’t stay lit for long,” says Eli. “The sensors unscrew from the back. Jules, let’s have your boat take the group on the left. Riordan, Noah, Zachary: you target the ones underwater. Laurel, Nita, and Louis, can you handle the right side of the circle?”

			They disperse with their instructions. Some retrievals proceed more smoothly than others: Jules, Charlie, and Maisie work so quickly that Eli dispatches them to help Riordan, whose paddle has become stuck. Nita rows Laurel and Louis deftly to the wall, where they manage—much less deftly—to unscrew and hoist the sensors. At last, the entire ring has been removed. Each bulb sits in a case, secured with bolts. Eli hands out screwdrivers.

			“Wait!” cries Charlie. “How can we remember what we find? I always forget my dreams.”

			“Write it down as soon as you wake up,” Maisie says. “As soon as you open your eyes…”

			But her voice is fading, and so is her body. Noah and Maisie evaporate at the same time. Next Zachary and Jules vanish. Nita’s body leaves before her face, which lags behind, its eyebrows lifted.

			Laurel calls for Eli, but no sound comes out. The green gondola is empty. When Louis departs, his straw hat falls, the ribbon flapping like a flag.

			“And then there were three,” says Riordan, in a superior tone. He disintegrates as if in punishment.

			Charlie goes last, though her voice stays a little longer.

			“Laurel,” it says, urgently, “don’t forget to open your bulb.”

			Hurrying, Laurel looks inside. Inside the sensor is a letter. She sets it down in the dinghy, whose paddles have begun to melt. All around is the sound of bubble wrap popping: the bulbs burst one by one, leaving ragged-looking holes.

			

			
				
				—
			

			Laurel’s body is shaking.

			“Wake up,” says Louis, gripping her shoulders.

			The others crowd around, blurry. Maisie supplies Laurel’s glasses. Morning light seeps through the basement’s garden-level window.

			Eli touches her cheek. “What was your letter?”

			The others have written theirs down, each on its own piece of paper. Laurel has to work to put it together, like batting smoke into a shape. Jules gives her a pad and a pen. Laurel writes the letter G.

			“Okay,” says Nita. “We have six consonants and three vowels, people.”

			Noah spreads them out on the floor.

			
				W N E U G G T I S

			

			“I don’t get it,” says Louis.

			“Let’s shuffle them,” says Nita.

			“We sing tug,” says Charlie.

			“Get sun wig?” asks Eli.

			Two hours later, Maisie assembles twin us egg, the most coherent phrase yet. This makes Laurel think of her double, but it still seems more descriptive than instructive.

			“I don’t know, guys,” says Eli when they break for lunch. “None of these seem right.”

			“What about mine?” asks Louis, who has been arguing for gig sew nut since midmorning.

			Riordan yawns. “Maybe we should try again tonight.”

			“No way,” says Maisie. “We’re close. I can feel it.”

			They soldier on, rearranging, sounding out. Laurel has never looked for so long at single letters. Eventually, they become no more than figures: the line of the I, the snake of the S, the N a zigzag, the U a bucket. Charlie recommends a walk.

			The heat of high summer has passed; though the days are long, the air has cooled. The hydrangeas are already turning into wasabi-green buds.

			Riordan kneels beside a manhole. Something wriggles in the grate.

			“Twig.” He reaches out to free it: a tiny stalk, flexing in the breeze. “If we subtract that from our letters, what do we have left?”

			Nita does the calculation first. “U, S, G, E, N.”

			“Us…gen,” says Riordan. “Gen…us.”

			“Twig…gen…us,” says Charlie.

			Jules tilts his head. “Twig genus?”

			By now, the others have gathered around Riordan.

			“What is a genus, exactly?” asks Zachary.

			“It’s a group of related things,” says Nita.

			“Related things…” says Riordan, musing. “Things that are related to twigs.” He looks at Laurel and laughs. “You know what that makes me think of? The book your dad used to love—the one about camouflage. There was a whole section on animals that look like sticks.”

			

			—

			A note waits in the farmhouse kitchen: Clare and Pete are tending to the sheep. Laurel leads the teens into the living room. It takes a moment for her to find The Book of Camouflage; the spine, designed to mimic wood, blends into the shelf.

			The section Riordan mentioned is the last one in the book. Laurel flips through pictures of insects and spiders; there’s even a twig-like snake. She finds nothing unusual. All that remains is the back cover. As always, a plastic sleeve holds the jacket flap in place. Just to be certain, she slides a finger under the edge.

			Laurel withdraws a piece of paper, folded. It bears her own name.

			“Who is that from?” asks Eli.

			She has no doubt. “The other me.”

			

			
				
				—
			

			Laurel takes the letter outside. To give her privacy, even Eli stays in the living room. She sits on the rope swing that hangs from an oak tree in Upper Orchard.

			
				February 2018

				Dear Laurel,

				Sometimes I think we’re dancing together. Celeste used to do ballet, and when she was a teenager, she took partnering classes. Pas de deux: a dance of two. There were never enough boys, so the girls partnered on their own. That’s you and me, I thought. We balance each other. Someone stands still while the other is turning. Someone lifts, and someone is lifted.

				If I had lived in your world—if a child was something I could choose, instead of something I inherited—I don’t know that I would have wanted one. I might have figured that I had purpose already. But there she was: the first thing I saw when I opened my eyes. They say you can’t remember so far back, but I swear that I do. I remember the incubator and the dirt under my nails. There was nothing touching my skin; I’d left the soil, the moisture, the worms. Celeste stood over me. I knew her face before I knew mine.

				Eli and I were born just as her career took off. NASA wasn’t exactly a forgiving place to work. Most of Celeste’s colleagues put their parents in senior centers, but Celeste was determined to keep us at home. She was steely. Meticulous. Later I learned that her colleagues thought she was cold. But if you knew her well, you understood that she was actually a very disciplined rebel.

				I wish I’d recognized how hard it was for her to be an only child. She didn’t take her first space flight until we were in college, and I was still heartbroken. We had a blowout fight. I accused her of abandoning us, but now I can see that she needed to return to herself. Her missions took years. The third made her famous: she became the first astronaut to drive a rover outside of our solar system. Eli and I saw her on the news more than we did in person. Still, she made sure that we were always in touch—and when she came home, she often shared more about where she’d been than she was supposed to. That was her philosophy, how she showed her love: no matter how far she traveled, we could stay close if she was honest.

				Long after Celeste raised us, she became our kid. As a teenager, she wanted to travel. Eli and I were surprised; we even worried that she’d find it underwhelming. Once you’ve been to Venus, how exciting could you find Paris? Here’s the funny thing: Celeste had flown millions of miles away, but on Earth, she’d barely left Wisconsin. So the three of us adventured. We drank pints in Dublin and hiked from Chile to Argentina. She’d worked so hard for her whole life, and now she got to be a tourist. On the day she turned eighteen, we ate Brie below the Eiffel Tower.

				But age comes for all of us, doesn’t it? To watch the person who raised you break down, become less capable—there’s nothing more painful. For a while, dance saved Celeste: she felt in control of her body. During middle school, she started to act out. She was angry, and I couldn’t blame her. If I were losing my sentience, I’d be throwing tantrums, too. Big trips had become stressful, so we found a place to visit near home. It was a cabin near Lake Michigan, in a town called Cedar.

				One day, as we walked to the beach, Celeste noticed something strange. Near the path, there was a cave, and a tree was growing out of it. The roots were contained by the cave, along with a huge number of rhizomorphs. Pretty quickly, I started to fantasize about an experiment. The best part was that I could keep Celeste with me. Every few months, we went back to Cedar, and she played while I took notes. The cave seemed to make her feel calm. It was quiet and dark—separate, somehow. I wondered if it reminded her of being in space.

				I brought her along for as long as I could manage. The terrible twos lived up to their name: if she wasn’t yanking the rhizomorphs out, she was trying to stick them up her nose. Eli called her the Destroyer. By the time she turned one, I could feel myself coming apart. I’d spent so much of my life idolizing her, wanting her attention—and now, all day long, it was Mama, Mama, Mama. I wasn’t sleeping much, but when I did, I had nightmares about pregnancy. I was terrified about what I’d be called to do, and whether I could handle it.

				Eli suggested that I take one last trip to Cedar alone. If I finished the setup, the experiment could run while I was pregnant. Celeste was four months old. At first, it seemed like too much of a risk. You can’t know exactly when a baby will need to be delivered. But Eli pointed out that it might help to have a few days to myself—that I could come home more stable, more grounded.

				Do you have contractions in your universe, Laurel? I had worried that I wouldn’t know what they were, but when they came, I had no doubt. Standing in the cave, I felt a hollowness, an open space that wasn’t there before. The pain was staggering. I crawled into the woods on my knees. I told myself that I could make it home, but even the car was too far away. I dragged myself to the tree and held on to the trunk as the waves rolled through me.

				Celeste lived for several more months, but not the way a baby should. The wrongness was fundamental, like seeing an organ outside of the body. I never went back to the cave. I wanted to visit the tree, to thank it for giving me strength. Forbidding that felt like a way to atone—to deny myself comfort, just as I’d stolen peace from my daughter.

				Eli and I could have blamed each other. There were moments when we both felt the temptation; sometimes, anger feels less terrible than grief. Mostly, though, we managed to be kind, which helped us to recover. Celeste had willed us her journals and notebooks, and Eli suggested we read them together. Slowly, we came to know her in a way we never had before: as the person she had been long before she was our daughter.

				Something unexpected happens when you go through the worst thing—the thing you fear most. Against all odds, life opens up. Please don’t misunderstand me. I would never have chosen for Celeste to die the way she did. But after she was gone, I didn’t have the same concerns. Being successful in my work, impressing people, impressing her—none of it had the same pull. For so long I’d lived with dread. Now my goal was not to prevent pain, but to stop being afraid of it. I found fulfillment in the process, in the middle. My mind became a more hospitable place to be: I started to feel like my own friend, rather than my own judge. And I learned how to be better to other people. Suffering stretches your range, if you let it. It’s as though, before Celeste died, I was conscious of a smaller band of experience.

				Celeste had told us something incredible after her last mission: there are two universes, not one, and two versions of every person. Eli’s model of the Duoverse stemmed from their early conversations. One year after her death, the anomaly appeared in Antarctica. Eli thought that it could be a portal. Celeste had never traveled to your universe, but she did travel between them, to a place she called the Void. If Eli was right, we could become travelers, too. What would we see? And what more could we learn about her?

				But Eli thought of a problem. If someone were to cross over, and their double didn’t, there would be a mass imbalance. Eli believed that the traveler would replace—destroy—the native. We couldn’t do that to you. Then something occurred to me. Could you be searching for the portal, too? If the four of us cross at the same time, we should all survive. So I tried to reach you in my head. It felt like finding and holding a note—some frequency that only we know.

				For months, nothing happened. But one day, I woke up and felt like I was looking out of your eyes. There was a picture of a boy I didn’t know beside the bed. I knew you’d just woken up, too, and that you were thinking about him. Another time, you were sitting outside with Clare. You had an ice pack on your neck—I could feel the cold—and you were talking about Antarctica.

				I still don’t know why you’re drawn to the portal. Maybe you don’t know my reasons, either. You might not even know that I exist. There’s so much that Eli and I can’t understand: how much our worlds—our selves—diverge, or whether knowledge impacts free will. In physics, observation changes outcomes. We don’t know if our past is your future. The least we can do is to try to prevent you from observing it. If you don’t know our story, maybe yours will end differently.

				If you’ve found this letter, though, I have to believe that you went looking. That’s why I left Celeste’s notes and pictures in the bedroom. I want you to have answers if you decide you need them.

				Sometimes, I admit, my insecurities take over. I wonder if you’re kinder than me, or if you’re more accomplished. I wonder if you would have done what I did to Celeste. More often than that, though, I picture you talking to me like a friend. When I still can’t forgive what I did, I imagine that you do.

				Maybe I’ve made you up. Or maybe that distinction doesn’t matter. After all, isn’t everyone in conversation with themselves? There is the part of you that thinks the thought, and the part of you that hears it. The second part responds. And the conversation continues.

			

			

			—

			Eli finds Laurel as the sun falls with the letter in her hands. For the rest of her life, it will be one of her most precious possessions.

			“What is it?” he asks.

			She shows it to him wordlessly. As he reads, Laurel’s heart fills to such capacity that she thinks it might split—for she understands why the other couple stripped the house, wiped their laptops, deleted their emails.

			They did all of this for her and Eli.

			Their counterparts hadn’t meant to be tricky or difficult. They had protected Laurel and Eli’s innocence: knowledge, burden and enlightenment both, would be theirs only if they wanted it. It was an act of radical loyalty to people they would never—could never—meet. Eli and Laurel Two granted them the gift of choice.

			

			—

			“Oh, thank God,” says Louis when Laurel returns. “You were gone so long I thought that you’d fallen through a portal.”

			“No,” says Laurel. Eli gazes into the distance, not yet having recovered his speech.

			“So what did she say?” asks Nita.

			Outside, the first stars appear. Fireflies carry their parcels of light. Laurel tells them what she’s learned, keeping certain details to herself. By the end, Nita looks dumbstruck, and Maisie’s cheeks are wet.

			“Yeah,” Maisie says. “That’s my best friend.”

			“Excuse me,” says Laurel.

			“My other best friend,” says Maisie.

			“What about the portals?” asks Jules. “Did she have any ideas?”

			“She wrote the letter before they left for Antarctica. They only knew about the one at Cape Evans.”

			Her response settles over the group.

			“Oh,” Nita says.

			“Are you disappointed?” asks Charlie.

			“I’m not sure.” Laurel scans the others. “Are you?”

			“A little,” Jules admits. “I really wanted to figure this out.”

			“I still feel like we could, with a few more weeks.” Louis takes Zachary’s hand. “But the Arizona state troopers are probably looking for us.”

			They pack the next morning. Louis leaves Clare a second bouquet of her own flowers. Laurel and Eli come to the bus stop, and everyone exchanges addresses before the visitors climb into the coach. As it peels away, Louis blows a kiss to Laurel through the window.

			

			—

			June fades to May, then April. She tries to embrace the concept of dayenu, as Olive suggested. But Laurel is only human.

			“I don’t want to die,” she says to Eli.

			She would miss Wisconsin’s wide-open fields, with their audiences of corn. Watching squirrels race to the base of a trunk and scramble up, up, up. She would miss trees: symphonies, ancients, whole universes each. She would miss music, and hot coffee, and streetlights on rainy pavement; or picking chard in the garden before dinner, the leaves as large as palm fronds and slick with the light spilling out of the kitchen. She would miss eating and sex, cold lakes and hot baths—the capacity for touch. She’d miss having conversations with everyone she loved. And what of the books she’d never read, the questions that she wouldn’t answer? She would miss learning what was learned about the world after she left it.

			It is greedy, she knows. But after years of going backward, Laurel wants to grow old.

			

			—

			When Fiona Apple releases Tidal, Laurel and Maisie listen over and over. Their favorite artists are getting younger, too. No one knows which albums will be their last.

			Laurel doesn’t bother to turn in her homework. She stops raising her hand in class. Instead, she doodles with milky gel pens, or checks on her Tamagotchi. In February, she is called to the principal’s office.

			“I’m disappointed in you, Laurel,” Principal Carrera says. “Look at everything you’ve accomplished. You’re clearly a very bright girl. You could set an example for others.”

			The wall is hung with laminated posters: Psst—You Have a Voice!; Before You Speak, THINK; Your Attitude Determines Your Direction.

			“I just don’t see the point,” says Laurel.

			She wonders how many other students have sat in her chair and said the same thing. The largest poster of all seems to address this particular issue.

			Why choose high school?

			 

			
					
					Sharpen Your Mind: Studies have found that teenagers who attend high school sustain cognitive performance for 20% longer than unenrolled peers.

				

					
					Maintain Your Body: Physical education enhances coordination, bone density, and muscle mass.

				

					
					Support Your Mental Health: Social connection is positively correlated with psychological well-being.

				

			

			Principal Carrera sighs. “You and your parents have the right to decide whether to keep you in school.”

			But the thought of staying home all day—fighting with Clare, unable to see Eli and Maisie—fills Laurel with equal dread. Despite the indignities of high school, it offers a reprieve from rumination.

			“You can waste this time,” the principal says, folding her hands. “But I’d encourage you to consider what you want for the rest of your life.”

			

			—

			What does she want for the rest of her life? Laurel walks through the orchard, dragging a fern while she considers the question.

			She wants the same things she did as a child: to eat and sleep; to be soothed. She craves cinnamon toast, macaroni and cheese, her father’s blueberry pancakes. It calms her to disappear in a book, or watch October Sky under a blanket. She wants to feel safe. She doesn’t feel safe. She sleeps in the fetal position. Even Eli can only console her so much.

			The truth is that she wants her mother.

			Her mother. Laurel has come to think of the other Clare as a mother, or one of her mothers, but she is not the person who carried Laurel, the one who birthed and raised her. Until now, the Duoverse’s mimicry has sated Laurel. If she wanted to see her mother, she could at least see someone who looked exactly like her. She could smell her mother’s smell, hug her mother’s body—and this has strung her along over years, like a partner who gives just enough to prevent the other from leaving.

			“Want to talk about it?” asks Jules.

			They’ve broken into a playground at night. All of the children have already left.

			“Not really.” Laurel motions to the seesaw. “Let’s just play.”

			They climb through the jungle gym, a geometric dome, and take turns on the slide. Laurel pushes Jules on the swings. He drags the merry-go-round as she stands on the edge, holding the bars, hair flying. Jules takes a Polaroid of her, which he sets on the basketball court, and they lie on their stomachs to watch the picture form. When the details emerge, Laurel sees that she looks like Celeste.

			The approach of her sixteenth birthday fills her with stifling dread. She scribbles lyrics on the whites of her Converse sneakers. The words don’t matter; they are placeholders, as every song or novel says—at bottom—the same thing.

			I was here.

			Remember me.

			

			—

			“Darling,” says Clare Two. “Wake up.”

			Laurel’s parents sit on the foot of her bed. Clare holds a tray with coffee, Pete a ribboned present.

			“Happy birthday, chickadee,” he says.

			Snow falls outside, plush and quiet. Streamers hang from the kitchen ceiling. Muffins, made with the last of Clare’s apple butter, steam from a dish on the island.

			“You sneaks,” says Laurel, hugging Clare and Pete together. “I can’t believe you did all of this.”

			“You only turn sixteen once,” says Clare, and Laurel decides not to correct her.

			After breakfast, Eli arrives with Maisie and Noah and Riordan and Jules. Pete retrieves a collection of sleds, as well as an ancient toboggan. The teens whiz from Upper Orchard to Lower, snow sparkling, wind in their ears. In the afternoon, Clare makes hot cocoa, and they pile on the sofa to watch Titanic.

			That night, Laurel brings her third slice of birthday cake to the attic. For the moment, at least, thankfulness has replaced her self-pity. Getting younger still frightens her, but she won’t have to do it alone. Maybe catastrophizing is like freezing a photon in flight: if you fixate on one outcome, all of the others collapse. That’s what fear does, she thinks. It makes you pick a story. If she stays open, the future might hold everything at once.

			Clare has set an envelope on Laurel’s pillow. Beside it, a Post-it reads: Found this in the mailbox. Laurel removes a mushroom sticker and slides her finger under the flap.

			
				Dear Laurel,

				You’re sixteen today, but you’ve been on my mind all month. Little things bring you up: finding morels in the arboretum, or working at the Rhizotron. I miss you here. I wish you’d visit. Sometimes I worry that you think I’ve forgotten you, or even that you want me to. I don’t know what it’s like to be your age, but there’s no one who means more to me.

				I’ve moved into the house, at long last! You wouldn’t believe how much work we had to do. Bats were living in the attic, and the air ducts were filled with Aspergillus. (I asked to sample it, but the mold specialist wouldn’t let me.) I refinished the floors on my own, and my boyfriend caulked the windows, but I hired someone to repair the roof and the plumbing. I can’t believe I can pay for things like that. Now that it’s in better shape, I’ve started decorating—I picked the bedroom upstairs for myself and turned the downstairs one into a guest wing.

				I hope your birthday has included a surprise or two. Can I take you out for falafel next week?

				Love,

				Gloria

			

			Laurel sets the card aside and folds her hands over her stomach. During her time at the Center, she and Gloria kept in touch through letters. Every so often, Gloria visited, and Laurel sent her home with a tote bag of balms and tinctures. But when Laurel returned to Madison, the difference between them felt stark. Gloria was entering the prime of her career, and Laurel had moved back in with her parents. She didn’t want to be a burden. Gloria invited her to the Rhizotron, but Laurel felt self-conscious on campus; it reminded her of what lay behind her—and ahead.

			Wind rattles the windowpanes. Laurel turns out her reading light and settles under the covers. But a detail from the letter nags at her: the mention of Gloria’s guest wing.

			Gloria Two purchased the same house as Gloria One. Laurel remembers the guest wing, which was where Gloria slept after her arthritis progressed. But the phrase itself rings a bell, too. After Laurel and her friends dreamed of the neutrino detector, wing and guest were two of the words they assembled. They discarded the phrase, which seemed nonsensical, without much consideration. But it isn’t nonsensical, she thinks—not when you reverse it.

			Laurel rises to a seat as if tugged by a hook. She knows that pull by now, and she knows who it comes from.

			

			—

			Laurel walks downstairs in her pajamas. Quietly she lifts the receiver of the landline in the kitchen.

			“Gloria?” she whispers. “Can I come over?”

			“Did something happen?” Gloria asks.

			Laurel can hear the concern in her voice. It’s not that something happened, she explains, but that she hopes something might.

			

			—

			Laurel pages Eli. Then she climbs back upstairs, to her parents’ room.

			Pete is sleeping soundly, his head turned to one side. Laurel scans the things he loves: his bluegrass CDs and books on fruit growing, his pictures of her and Clare. She kisses his cheek, taking in his particular smell. After that, she walks to the other side of the bed.

			“Mom?” Laurel whispers, sitting.

			Clare tussles with sleep, trying to surface.

			“It’s okay,” says Laurel. “You don’t have to wake up. I just have to tell you two things.”

			Clare’s eyes open slowly. With Laurel seated and Clare lying down, they are both parent, both child.

			“What is it, my dear?” Clare asks.

			“Well, the first thing is that I’m sorry. I know I haven’t been easy lately.”

			Clare smiles. “I’m sure I didn’t make it easy on you, either, in the beginning.”

			Laurel takes Clare’s hand and squeezes. “The second thing is that I love you.”

			“Oh, sweetheart,” says Clare, squeezing back. “I know you do.”

			

			—

			They stay like that, holding hands, until Clare falls back asleep. Before she leaves the house, Laurel pages Maisie 143.

			

			—

			Laurel drives her father’s truck to the Rosens’ house. Eli jumps into the cab, rubbing his arms and laughing.

			“Are you crazy?” he asks.

			Cold beats at the windows like wings. Eli wears a hoodie over his pajamas. Laurel explains her idea as she turns onto the beltline. When they reach Prospect Avenue, Gloria’s street, a blinding flash precedes rumbling.

			“Was that thunder?” says Eli.

			“Thundersnow,” says Laurel; she’s never seen it before. To Eli’s incredulity, she adds, “It’s a thing.”

			They park and climb out of the car. Snowflakes cling to her eyelashes like tinsel. Most of the houses on Prospect are unlit, but Gloria’s windows gleam.

			The person who opens the door is a man: tall but spritely, with an elfin, welcoming grin. Laurel has seen him before, but only on Facebook.

			“I’m Paul,” he says. “Come in.”

			

			—

			“I hope we didn’t wake you,” Laurel says.

			“Hush,” says Gloria. “We’re night owls. I’m going to make a plate of cookies.”

			The living room has only been wallpapered halfway. Mismatched chairs—“Free,” says Gloria, cheerfully—face a plummy velvet couch. Music wafts from a record player; Paul shows Eli the knobs and gears. In the hearth, a boisterous fire is burning.

			Gloria sets the cookie tray on a mosaic table. She goes back for a pot of coffee. Just as Laurel and Eli sit, the house plunges into darkness.

			For a moment, nobody speaks. Then Gloria laughs.

			“Well, shoot,” she says. “There goes the power.”

			“I’ll get candles,” says Paul.

			Gloria had mentioned that she was dating someone, but she hadn’t told Laurel his name. Now Laurel tries to remember what she learned of Paul from Gloria One. He was a physicist, and he loved language—he’d found the Gerard quote, fungi as “new fangled meates.” Paul Two returns with a shoebox and roots through it, matching candles to their holders. He sets a half-melted pillar on the table while Gloria watches him. Laurel has never seen her with such an obvious crush. She is sixty now, and striking. Auburn hairs mingle with white.

			Paul sets tea lights on the mantel. Gloria pours the coffee into mugs.

			“Now,” she says to Laurel and Eli. “It sounds like you have something to tell us.”

			

			—

			The story comes more quickly this time, now that Laurel and Eli have had practice.

			“I knew it,” says Gloria. “I knew that you were hiding something.”

			“By the time we met, you had already gone through so much. It seemed like your life was finally stable,” says Laurel. “I didn’t want to upend it.”

			“But you wouldn’t have,” says Gloria. “We could have worked on it together.” There is wistfulness in her face, and perhaps envy, too. It is an envy that Laurel recognizes, native to scientists as well as nosy people: the desire to learn something big, to be inside a secret.

			“So you believe us?” asks Eli, looking from Gloria to Paul.

			“I’ll need some time to process it. But I’m a physicist,” says Paul. “I’m used to believing in things that are out of this world.”

			“I suppose two universes don’t seem more unlikely than one. It’s sort of like the question of life on other planets,” Gloria says. “Maybe Earth is totally singular. But I’d be more surprised if this were all there was.”

			After this, she becomes still, turning inward. Laurel has attributed Gloria’s melancholy to her years at Sunrise. But perhaps she also shares a taproot with Gloria One, who lived most of her life alone, and whose parents vanished when she was the same age Laurel is now.

			“You knew her, then?” Gloria asks. “My double?”

			Laurel smiles. “She was one of the people I loved most in the world.”

			She expects that Gloria will have questions about her counterpart. Louis Two wanted to know what became of Louis One, and Riordan was elated to learn that, in Laurel’s world, the Renaissance really existed. In fact, Laurel is eager to say more—to share Gloria One with the person to whom she matters most. Before she can speak, Gloria Two holds up a hand.

			“No,” she says. “Please. I want to find out on my own.”

			“I thought you were upset that I didn’t tell you sooner.”

			“I am. I wish I’d known about you and Laurel Two. I would have tried to help. But I don’t want anyone to tell me who I am.”

			That was fitting, Laurel thought—and very like Gloria One, though she didn’t say so.

			The wind whistles outside; in the light of a streetlamp, snow blows erratically. Paul crosses his legs.

			“What are you thinking?” Eli asks him.

			Paul smiles. “I suppose I’m being philosophical.”

			“In what way?”

			“Well, I’m familiar with your work. I notice that you talk about these worlds—these people—as though they’re separate. Even the word Duoverse implies two parts, not one.”

			Eli leans forward with interest. “As opposed to…?”

			“Let’s define your concept first: two universes, and two versions of you—each contained in their world, like twins in separate sacs. That could very well be true. But there’s an equally plausible alternative: a single person, who moves across…” He raises an eyebrow, teacherly.

			“A two-part timeline,” Eli says.

			“Exactly. In that case,” says Paul, “the timeline wouldn’t be a line at all. A person would turn”—he traces a circle—“from one life to the next. Each universe would not be the other’s antithesis but its continuation.”

			Laurel’s mind whirls. If Paul is right, then death is merely an intermission between acts.

			“The other Laurel would be…my afterlife. My ghost,” she says. “Or I would be hers.”

			She must remind herself that words like beginning and end, one and two, are a matter of perspective. A line implies before and after; a circle says, And then, and then…

			Paul smiles. “We can’t know, of course. And maybe the distinction doesn’t matter. But you came here for a reason,” he says. “How can we help?”

			Laurel tells Gloria and Paul about her theory of the unconscious. Eli describes the group dream and the letters they found in the bulbs. Finally, Laurel explains how genus twig led to the other Laurel’s letter—and that guest wing brought her here, to the room at the end of the hallway.

			

			—

			The guest wing contains a bathroom and a bedroom; a third door leads to the yard. In the bedroom, a tufted rug squishes under Laurel’s socks. Embroidered folk art hangs on the wall, and a quilt drapes over the bed. Laurel recognizes squares from Gloria’s black linen dress and the bandanna she wore during the Spark.

			Laurel sets her candle down and flexes her hands. It feels as though her body is preparing for an athletic event. The others watch as she wanders through the room, passing a wooden desk and a family of matryoshka dolls. The closet contains a decorative tin and two pairs of slippers. Nothing feels charged or portentous.

			No, she pleads, silently. This can’t be the end of the road.

			“Laurel,” says Eli, “do you think that the Twos could be trying to go home, too?”

			“They could be,” Laurel says. Then: “They must be,” she adds, with more conviction. In Kenji’s office, she had asked whether she made her own choices. You both do, he said. You make them together.

			Eli steps forward. “Maybe, if you try to tune in to her…”

			Laurel closes her eyes and slows her breathing. She tries not to feel self-conscious, pretends that no one is there but the two of them. It almost feels like running roll call at Happy Camper School.

			This is Number One, she thinks. Where are you, Number Two?

			As before, there is no warning. She lets a hook down into water, and it drifts until it catches something. The other Laurel is holding an object. Laurel can’t see it, but she feels it: smooth metal, the size of a makeup compact. Her legs move of their own accord. They stop before the decorative tin in the closet.

			“What’s in here?” she asks.

			“Oh, odds and ends. Go ahead,” says Gloria. “Open it.”

			Laurel sets the tin on the bedroom floor. The others bring their candles close, for her to see by. Kneeling on the rug, she pries open the lid. Inside is a sewing kit, a pincushion, and a stack of leftover fabric. At the very bottom, she finds a circular gold case.

			“Now, here’s a story,” Gloria says. “Seymour and Julian gave that to me.”

			“Seymour and Julian? When?”

			“At the Other Worlds party, after you left. You know how they collect antiques? After I told Seymour about our experiment, he said he wanted my opinion on something.”

			Eli examines the case. “What is it?”

			“It’s a pocket watch,” says Gloria. “But I think it also functions as an electrical device of some kind—or that it could.”

			A filigree design has been laid over the gold base in copper. On each side, it converges at a small metal plate.

			“See how these lines are parallel? They look like the circuits you see on a microchip,” Gloria explains. “Seymour found the watch somewhere in North Beach, but it’s broken; the hands don’t budge. Even the woman who fixed his chromaphone couldn’t figure it out. When I mentioned our electricity experiment, he insisted that I take it home. I meant to play around with it, but then I started my professorship.”

			Four tiny gold knobs cluster at the hinge: two on the top of the case, and two on the bottom. Laurel pries them apart. The device springs open to reveal two identical clocks. They point in opposite directions; Laurel must turn the contraption upside down to read the second. Leaning closer, she sees that what she took to be two faces are four. A smaller circle nestles in each of the larger ones.

			“Gloria,” she says, “how closely did you look at this?”

			Each of the larger faces has 365 notches. The smaller faces contain two hundred. The first reads 1900, the last 2100.

			“Well, I assumed that the smaller face refers to the year. The larger one must correspond to the date, don’t you think?”

			Eli squeezes Laurel’s wrist. “One for each universe.”

			All four faces possess a single hand. None reflect the current time. The dials are exposed, not protected behind crystal, and Laurel tries to nudge one of the hands with her finger. It quivers from the pressure but doesn’t yield. Afraid to push too hard, she stops; there is a blend of dignity and delicacy to the pocket watch.

			With Gloria, Laurel examines the filigree. Paul and Eli attempt to turn the knobs, but these are as stiff as the hands. After an hour, Paul stifles a yawn.

			“Should I make more coffee?” he asks.

			Gloria yawns, too. “I think we should all go to sleep. But you’ll get there, Laurel. I know it. A walk always helps me.”

			Paul leaves his candle on Eli’s bedside table.

			“Make yourself at home,” says Gloria. She hugs Laurel tightly.

			

			—

			Laurel and Eli climb into bed. As the wind whistles outside, Laurel sets the watch on her side table.

			“Maybe we should ignore it,” she says.

			“We’ll pretend it isn’t even here,” says Eli. “God, that wind is loud.”

			Laurel puts her arms around him. To lie in bed together at night is bliss.

			“Do you remember the first time we talked,” he says, “when you took me to the orchard? I said that I’d memorized Ed White’s EVA, and you told me to prove it.”

			“Of course.” What she would have given to peer into Eli’s mind that day! “I was dying to know what you were thinking.”

			“I was thinking that you were bold. That I liked you,” Eli says. “I also thought a lot about how much I wanted to kiss you.”

			“You should have.”

			“I would have, if your boyfriend hadn’t found us.”

			“He ruined everything,” Laurel agrees, snuggling closer.

			“Well,” says Eli, “not quite.”

			They lie there, peaceful and close, warmed by each other. The wind sings in an alto voice, then a soprano.

			“You know,” Laurel says, “there’s something else I’ve always wondered. At Clare and Walter’s unwedding, when you and I went into the gazebo—it felt like something was going to happen. Like you were about to lean in.”

			“You looked alarmed. So I didn’t.”

			“I think most people would be alarmed if their ex-spouse moved to kiss them,” says Laurel, though she is inwardly delighted. “Was that the only time you wanted to? After the divorce, I mean?”

			“You’re fishing,” says Eli.

			“Let me.”

			“No.” He sighed. “It wasn’t.”

			“What was the first?”

			“In the library at McMurdo—when you drew the Arc and the basin, and it looked like the Duoverse.”

			Laurel looks up, astonished. “I never knew.”

			“I hoped not,” Eli says.

			“And the next time?”

			“After the dive.” He pauses. “Did you ever have an impulse?”

			“At that point? I don’t think so. Not consciously, at least.”

			“Well, that tracks. Even after we slept together in Cedar, you wanted nothing to do with me.”

			“I’m still sorry about that. But I’ve always wanted something to do with you—ever since the senior talent show.”

			“What if we’d gotten together back then?” Eli asks. “We could have skipped over so much.”

			“Yeah,” says Laurel, “but we might have burned out before we could really get started.”

			“You would have married that awful mycologist.”

			“Christopher? God forbid. And you would have married Angela.”

			“We could have gotten divorced at the same time.”

			Laurel giggles. Then she remembers something.

			“Eli.” She reaches for the watch so abruptly that it skids across the table. “Gloria thought this could be a circuit. I wonder if it would respond to the electricity in our bodies.” Laurel puts her palm to the front of the case and holds Eli’s hand to the back. “Press harder,” she says, but the device shows no reaction.

			“What if we touch the plates?” asks Eli.

			They try again. This time, the watch twitches, and her arm begins to tingle.

			Eli hoots. But the tingle passes, and the watch returns to stillness.

			“It’s not enough,” says Laurel. She can feel how close they are, the answer only a hairsbreadth away.

			“The overtaker told us that he met two other travelers—a different couple,” Eli says. “He said they had an instrument. Could it have been something like this?”

			“Maybe. But the instrument Kenji mentioned used nuclear technology, right? It must have been able to generate a huge amount of energy. I don’t know where we’d find that kind of power.”

			As she speaks, thunder cracks overhead. Lightning illuminates Gloria’s garden.

			Laurel and Eli look at each other. Then she lunges out of bed and carries the watch to the door. When she opens it, cold blasts into the room, and a swirl of snow lands on her feet. The next bolt of lightning strikes so near that she can smell it.

			“Eli, look!” Laurel cries.

			For the dials of the watch have begun to revolve. All four hands spin wildly, like eyes rolling in their sockets.

			

			—

			They take slippers from the closet: Laurel wears Gloria’s, and Eli steps into Paul’s. Holding each other, squinting, they make their way through the yard. Every roar of thunder seems to shake the ground beneath them. The watch revolves for a moment more before its hands begin to slow. They stop at the current year and date: January 24, 1996.

			“What should we do now?” asks Laurel.

			“In my diagram of the Duoverse, the antiuniverse is on the bottom, so maybe we should leave the lower face alone. That would make sense, wouldn’t it?” Eli is frenzied, nearly tripping over his words. “And then, in the top face—because we want to go to our universe—maybe we’re supposed to set it to the time we want.”

			Laurel can’t think of a better approach. “The bottom face is where—and when—we’re coming from,” she says, to make sure she understands. “The top face is where and when we want to go.”

			“That’s right,” says Eli. “Let’s try to move the hands.”

			Laurel nudges one. It swings easily now: the electricity has acted like grease.

			Eli laughs with happiness. “Do you realize what this means? We can set the date to August 2014, right before Silas died.”

			It would be so easy. But—

			“We can’t,” says Laurel. Her mouth is suddenly dry.

			“What do you mean? This is what we’ve dreamed of since McMurdo: a time machine.”

			“If we don’t cross at the same time as our doubles, we could destroy them. That’s what it said in the other Laurel’s letter. We have to pick a date that matters to everyone.”

			“I’m sure they know about Silas by now!”

			“And we know about Celeste. It would be just as fair to choose a time before her life ended.”

			Eli breaks away and makes a sound of anguish.

			“Maybe it’s okay to cross at different times,” he says. “They didn’t know for sure.”

			“Maybe,” says Laurel. “But the only thing we know for sure is what worked before. We came through the portal at the same time, and everyone survived.”

			Wet up to his knees, Eli paces. “That might not be true. The other Laurel wrote her letter before they left for McMurdo. We don’t know what happened after that. They could have died.”

			“But I can feel her.” Tears freeze on Laurel’s cheeks. “I know she’s still alive.”

			She reaches the probe of her mind behind the curtain that keeps them apart. She can sense Laurel Two do the same, seeking her own consent. All her life she thought she was alone, not knowing she walked with another: her shadow self, her mirror self, too far to touch, but almost, almost. They have not met each other, but they are each other, slant. For Laurel and Eli to erase the Twos would be a profound violence. Only at their end of their lives should they have to say goodbye to each other.

			“There’s only one date that means the same thing to the four of us,” Laurel says. “October 9, 2017: the last time we all crossed over.”

			She walks to Eli, pulling him close. His cold cheek is pressed to hers. Laurel speaks into his ear; she must be strong for him.

			“This might not even work. But if we make it, I know—you know—that life is still worth it without him.”

			Thunder clamors with the chaos of a cosmic argument: shouting back and forth, a lamp hurtling to the ground. Laurel’s hair floats skyward as she sets the upper clock: the date to October 9, the year to 2017. Her double’s attention draws toward the lower face in response.

			The very air acquires pressure. Bolts of lightning stagger closer. Laurel and Eli look through the sky’s dark fleece to its inner wiring. Her hands begin to move, but not of their own accord: the other Laurel is guiding her fingers to the knobs at the top of the watch. Eli watches, astonished, as his hands float toward the bottom.

			Four hands for four knobs—eight, with their counterparts included. Lashed by wind, Laurel and Eli turn the dials in unison. The hair on her arms flattens; a jolt flies from her hands to her heart. A branch of light reaches down from the sky to strike the pocket watch.

			

			—

			Glitter. Sparks. Light—everywhere.

			Then dark.

			

			—

			The first stars: Gloria One at the lectern, her voice in Laurel’s head. There are two. Eight. A dozen.

			Then so many she can’t count.

			Laurel has been plucked from a warm, deep pool and placed somewhere brilliant, but utterly cold. She floats in a substance that looks less like air than ink. There is no motion, no wind, and it smells like metal.

			People huddle nearby, staring—an unlikely crew, so mismatched that they seem somehow of a piece. Their styles of dress range across millennia. They speak Arabic, Tagalog, French. There is a large contingent of backpackers and a famous magician, rumored to have vanished. One pair looks imported from the 1950s: the man wears slacks and suspenders, the woman pumps and a tattered fur coat. Others seemed to have formed new constellations. A man in a medieval-looking tunic holds hands with one of the backpackers.

			“Eli?” Laurel shouts.

			Several people watch with sympathy.

			“No partner?” someone asks.

			“Just the one,” reports another.

			“Damn. Poor thing,” says a woman in aviator goggles.

			“Must have split”—this from a man in a felt hat, holding a cigar.

			Most of their dwellings are made of metal or rock. A small number of modern tents look to have come with the backpackers.

			Laurel feels an alien wrongness, a sense of inversion. She thinks of a phrase from her double’s letter: an organ outside of the body.

			“Where am I?” she asks.

			A teenage girl in petticoats says, “Think of it like a way station.”

			“If you’re lucky,” says the aviator. “For us, it’s the end of the line.”

			“We call it the Void,” says a bored-looking man, reading a penny dreadful.

			“I’ve heard of the Void,” says Laurel. Celeste had traveled there. “It’s the space between universes, isn’t it?”

			“Or outside of them,” says a shepherd.

			“We debate this,” adds the magician.

			A woman in a kimono says, “We have time.”

			“Or rather,” says the shepherd, “we don’t.”

			They look less like the living than ghosts, drained of color and depth: it seems as though the matter is slowly leaking out of them. Only a small portion—the newer arrivals, perhaps—have some vibrancy left.

			The woman in the fur coat is watching Laurel closely. Her dark hair is shiny and curled, as though a day hasn’t passed since she set it.

			“Here, time does not pass,” she says. “Things happen, yes; there is sequence, but it is like thinking: immaterial.”

			The others step back to let her pass. The woman has a Slavic accent and a mole below her right eye.

			“Please,” she says. “Sit.”

			Her face is entreating. It could be kindness, or a request for novelty in this place of loneliness. Laurel hesitates. If she stops, will she be drawn into its vortex? But her body rings with shock, and she yearns to rest. At her very thought, the inky substance forms a bench. It seems to be as flexible as Laurel’s imagination.

			The dark-haired woman stands before her. “How did you travel?”

			When Laurel produces the pocket watch, a hum moves through the onlookers.

			“Can I see?” asks the woman.

			Laurel wavers. “It’s my only chance to go back.”

			“I know,” the woman says. “I want to try to repair it.”

			

			—

			The woman summons her workshop: a desk, a chair, and a toolbox, all made of the same malleable ink. She installs a star at her shoulder, where it serves as a lamp. A pair of glasses appears at the bridge of her nose. At last, she examines the watch, murmuring diagnostically:

			“A bit stiff. Hmm. Yes. Here. As I thought.”

			Laurel is too frightened to cry. She knows without being told that this is a matter of survival—not that of her soul, or perhaps even her consciousness, but of her physical life.

			The woman removes her glasses.

			“A watch that has been used many times loses efficacy. Your partner’s knobs have turned all the way. But look here,” she says. “One of yours stopped early.”

			Laurel whimpers. No matter what happens to her, Eli has made it; Eli is safe. The other woman generates a dish, a steel pin, and a tin of oil. Her lipstick, like her hair, hasn’t smudged. But her fur coat is patchy, and her hands are worker’s hands, callused and rough.

			“Did you have a watch like this?” asks Laurel. “Is that how you came to the Void?”

			The woman shakes her head. “We came through a portal, but wrongly.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Whether you use a portal or a watch, the principle is the same: there must be two travelers, and they must move in opposite directions.”

			“That’s what we did!” Laurel exclaims. “We just didn’t know it. Our portal was underwater. I swam from one end, and Eli started at the other.”

			She realizes with some shock that this was Nita’s suggestion. If it weren’t for her, Laurel and Eli might have been stranded in the Void, too.

			“Very good.” The woman pours oil into the dish and uses the pin to apply it. There is something magnetic about her, canny, something that Laurel wants to please—though now a private shadow enters her expression. “What happened to us was an accident. We didn’t understand the rules. Our child was at home. We would never have left without her.”

			Laurel recognizes the woman’s misery and self-accusation. She connects the fragments now: her distinctive mole, her Russian accent.

			“Olga,” says Laurel.

			

			—

			Olga’s head whips to the side, as though from a slap. She looks back at Laurel from that angle. Even here, stripped of so much, she projects a merciless edge.

			The man in the suspenders steps forward to join them. His right ear is unremarkable, but the left is missing.

			“You must be Ted,” says Laurel.

			“How do you know our names?” asks Olga.

			“Because I know your daughter.”

			Olga’s hands fumble. The watch clatters to the desk.

			“She was my teacher,” says Laurel. “My mentor. And my great friend.”

			

			—

			She tells them all about her: Gloria’s kindness, her resolve, her success—every marvelous discovery, the adventure she made of her life. As Laurel speaks, other people listen, drawing closer, as though her story is a source of warmth.

			“She knew you wouldn’t have abandoned her. In fact,” Laurel says, “when I told her about the portal in Antarctica, she put the pieces together herself.”

			Olga does not cry. She looks as though she stopped crying years ago, if years could pass in the Void. But as Laurel speaks, her face softens, the muscles releasing; and her voice, when it comes, is rich with despair, leavened by relief.

			Gloria’s father touches the small of Olga’s back. Then he tries to clasp Laurel’s hands with his. It is the closest he can come to touching his daughter again. Yet he struggles to gain purchase; in places, Laurel’s fingers go right through him. Ted and Olga still have some matter left, but they seem to be nearing a precipice.

			“Thank you,” says Ted.

			Olga gives the pocket watch to Laurel. The filigree glows from her careful attention. It does not occur to Laurel to ask how Olga accomplished this feat, if she had never traveled with a watch herself.

			“I think it might have one more trip,” says Olga.

			The nearest members of the Void stare, some hungrily, others with resignation. Laurel scans the faces, and the shanties, of these cosmic refugees. She wants to bring them with her.

			“If you know how to use the pocket watches,” she says, “why can’t you go home, too?”

			Some of the more vibrant residents seem heartened by her conviction. The ghostliest, on the other hand, don’t hide their exasperation.

			“The watches need the body’s electricity. They feed on it,” someone says.

			“Look at us,” adds the magician. “We don’t have much left.”

			Given how easily she procured a bench—as easily as Olga did her workshop—Laurel wondered why the people of the Void built such modest structures. She understands when the bench disintegrates. Laurel lands in the same changeable substance from which it was created. Olga’s workshop, too, is slowly melting away. The Void’s lasting items must have accompanied their owners. The backpackers’ tents, for instance, remain; so does each person’s clothing. But there is no food that Laurel can see, and a campfire casts no heat.

			A shooting star streaks past. The man in the hat reaches up to light his cigar, but he doesn’t smoke it.

			“The longer a person has been here,” he says, “the less likely they are to get out.”

			Ted smiles at Laurel wistfully. “You still have a chance.”

			Laurel squeezes her own hand. She treasures her body’s warmth, its beating clockwork—lent to her by nature, until the time comes to return it.

			“It isn’t fair,” Laurel says. “What can I do for you in return?”

			They look at her from across the ages.

			“Savor it,” says Olga.

			

			—

			The knob turns without effort.

			The Void reels away from Laurel, or she from it.

			

			
				
				—
			

			Laurel lies on her back in the cold of the snow, which is so different from the cold of the Void: tactile, felt through the skin. It is still dark, but the storm has passed. Scant snowflakes pinwheel slowly. When Eli stirs beside her, they fold into each other, stunned.

			Time doesn’t seem to be acting strangely—but then again, it never does.

			Laurel’s hearing is muffled. Shock numbs her limbs, and her eyes struggle to focus. She cannot be sure of what happened. Perhaps nothing has changed: they could be in the antiuniverse, younger than they were last night. The Void might have been a hallucination, which is to say the brain’s invention, though doesn’t the brain shape everything she sees and hears and thinks?

			But maybe it isn’t insane to believe that lightning can strike twice. They might be on the other side of yesterday, squinting at the sight. Spring could follow winter. Her wrinkles might return. In this version of the story, possibility lies ahead—a second trap door, a reminder that the unknowns run right down to the end. There could be another child, half of Laurel and Eli each: a wavy-haired daughter who will ask them to tell her the story, from the beginning.
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