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Dedication

For Lisa, Cole, and Emma,

plus many other actual humans




Epigraph



The idea of a corpse traveling by post fills me with horror, but dry and moldering bones are easily transported. They will be less weary on that final voyage than when I dragged them around this earth, burdened down by the weight of my troubles.



—François-René de Chateaubriand, Memoirs from Beyond the Grave




“I don’t say it wasn’t straight, and yet I don’t say it was straight. It was business.” After all, no definition in this category could be more comprehensive than that.



—Edith Wharton, “Afterward”




The unpopular parts of a pig

I taste nothing

without its permission, I swear.



—mclusky, “The Unpopular Parts of a Pig”
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You

Your fluttering eyelids are mouths, mouths that talk too fast because they are lying. You press your palms into your eyes to slow the lids down, to shut them the hell up.

While hidden within a brief, warm respite of darkness, a muttering, mumbling discussion percolates. You drift in their sea of sibilants and plosives that form old, forgotten words, until someone rises above the frothing fray, asking, “What are the signs?”

You—yes, you are you for the duration of this, whatever this is—roll the stones of your hands away from your eyes.

A man, dressed in a red tracksuit with a white, orderly zipper splitting his chest, sits in a creaking wooden chair. If the room is a sundial, then the complaining chair is its gnomon. This room is a living room belonging to a modest house, a house that is unfamiliar to you, but you are not weighted by an oppressive feeling of unfamiliarity. The living room is ill-lit and dank and the plaster walls a beige shade no one would purposefully choose. Pitted Styrofoam tiles chessboard the ceiling. A tattered woven throw rug spills across the hardwood floor. A collection of out-of-date furniture molders in the areas where shadows are thickest, and the pieces swap positions within the room whenever you blink.

You don’t remember why you are there, don’t remember traveling to this house. You do not perseverate on such thoughts, though, which are distant, nagging annoyances, and not as pressing a matter as the in-media-res conversation and your hummingbird-wings eyelids. You mash your palms into your eyes again. Your hands sink inside your head, to the depth of your wrists, mercifully stopping the manic, strobing flutter. Still, somehow, you are able to see. You are marooned on a pea-green couch, a long one that extends to the edges of your periphery. You sit slouched and your legs are vines growing haphazardly into the room.

“How much time do we have?” Tracksuit Man asks.

“Three days,” someone in the room says. Another adds, “Four, tops.”

Behind Tracksuit Man are three people dressed in dark-colored slacks and overcoats with bat-wing collars obscuring their faces. They are slouched and pooled within the various pieces of furniture and when they readjust their sitting positions, they ooze like oil slicks. You are afraid of them.

Tracksuit Man snaps his fingers. Now he’s wearing a hat, a winter beanie, bright yellow. He asks, “What are the signs?” The others whisper a fricative, spirant chorus.

“I don’t know what you mean,” you say in a voice rusty from disuse.

Tracksuit Man takes off his hat, clutches it in both hands. “Leave!” he shouts, and the others shimmer into standing positions. There are more of them there than you realized. Fearing one of the animated inkblots will rush, force you to look deeply into their smeared face, you avert your gaze, aiming your traitorous, now-unblinking eyes into your lap. Worse, you are convinced there is an inkblot person behind you, bending toward your unprotected ear to whisper a collection of warbles no one has yet dared conscript into language. You want to cover your ears but your hands are still lost in the eye-sockets quagmire. However, you’re in luck, for now, as evidenced by the retreating sounds of harried, shuffling feet, and swishing cloth, zippering zippers, cinched belts, mumbled complaints, and a closing door.

“There are no signs,” Tracksuit Man says, and exhales.

There should be signs. Signals. Maps. Guideposts, guardrails, clues, breadcrumbs, hints. There should be things that lead us forward when we cannot lead ourselves, things that will help us make the hard, impossible decisions we don’t want to make, things we can later blame, things upon which we can foist the repercussions and responsibilities we cannot face and refuse to accept as ours.

Your anger flashes. The fuck it kind of anger that makes brave fools. This tracksuit man doesn’t know everything. This tracksuit man should know more, should know better. And why is he wearing a tracksuit anyway?

You say, “There are signs. Look harder.”

“What do you remember of now?”

Did Tracksuit Man misspeak? You ask, “What do I remember of now? Of now?” attempting to spotlight his verbal glitch. You worry at wrong answers and their unlimited variety compared to the solitary correct one. You say, “I am here with you now.”

The here and now changes with the answer. Here is another room in another house. A room covered in curtain and cloth. Impressionistic renderings of the previous room have been silkscreened onto the fabric, the images distorted by folds and creases. Something is trapped between cloth and floor. It’s the size of a cat, or a large rat, or a small dog, or perhaps something not mammalian—one should not presume mammals—and it wiggles and roils and tunnels. You feel the creature’s movement over and under the skin of your right forearm.

Tracksuit Man has pulled his chair closer, his legs positioned between yours. He holds up a long pointer finger that glows like the end of a welding iron, then jams it toward your eyes.

Your world goes a bright, burning white. You cannot close your eyes. Are your arms still blocking the way? Where are your arms? What is the way? You think to run, to plead with yourself to run, but you cannot move.

The light intensifies, growing whiter, hotter, rapacious in its brightness, impossible brightness, the light and fire of a thousand exploding stars, then a thousand more. Searing pain tendrils deep into your head; a coring, hollowing agony that buzzes and burrs until there can’t possibly be more pain, but there is more. There is always more. There will always be more. And more. And more. A lone surviving thought not incinerated by the unholy assault of light is the promise of more and more and more and more, and the seconds stretch into interminable days and years over which there’s no winnowing or dulling of your suffering, no crossing of this endless desert, no recalibration of your senses, no getting used to the pain despite its all-consuming ever-presence. There is only more. There is always more. And more and more and more—

Then, without herald, you return to darkness. You weep, not out of gratitude or relief but with the fear of the light’s return. When the tears stop and your mind quiets, you feel more than hear a hum, or a thrum, a pulsing frequency helixed within your natural inner tone or vibration. Perhaps the hum is a scar, an aftershock. You believe you have stumbled onto the truth of something, the way most truths are stumbled onto. Regardless, you promise yourself that you will be prepared the next time the light appears. There will be a next time and you will not allow it. You will find escape.

As you scheme in the amniotic darkness, Tracksuit Man asks, “How much time do we have?” Time, again. Time and time again. Perhaps the question is a memory, the replay of when it was first asked.

You stopper the bottle of yourself to keep from repeating the teasing lies the other voices uttered. “Three days” and “four days, tops” had to be lies. You say, “I don’t know.” Instead of adding I’m on to you, fucker, you say, “And you don’t know either.”

Unfazed, undaunted, un-everything, Tracksuit Man repeats, “How much time do we have?” And he repeats the question changing intonations, changing which words and syllables are stressed, changing volume and timbre and tone. The questions curl and coil and bounce and arch and swim. Time becomes meaningless again, or time has honestly expressed its meaninglessness, but that doesn’t mean time isn’t there, marking its ledger, taking account, taking tolls. Within the continuous burbling of the question, you pass in and out of consciousness, though in the moment you can’t be sure what consciousness is.

Light returns, but not the light, revealing that you are seated in a plush chair within a carpeted lobby of a boutique hotel. The hotel is the kind of place where the bellhops sport circular hats and guest service staff pour themselves into sharply tailored suits. The wall to your left is floor-to-ceiling windows, those windows delineated into smaller, wood-framed panes of glass. Beyond the glass is a city. The city is an ancient bug encased within the amber of night. Fluorescent patches dot and glow on its carapace.

An elevator dings and its metal cage door opens. Tracksuit Man walks into the lobby, his dress shoes clacking on the tile floor. He isn’t wearing a tracksuit anymore. He wears the hotel suit, burgundy, the jacket open, the white shirt half untucked. He is cleanly shaven and his graying hair is cut or styled differently. His face is the same, insofar as it has two eyes, a nose, a mouth, but it is also different. You would be hard pressed to explain how or why this man’s face is different from the previous iteration. Desperate to communicate recognition, you say, “Over here.”

The former tracksuit man nods once, and without breaking stride, walks to the glass revolving doors, removes two bricks from his pockets, and places them between the door and the frame so that the doors will not be able to rotate counterclockwise.

You ask, “Can the doors rotate in the opposite direction?”

The former tracksuit man waves as though shooing a fly. He says, “It doesn’t work like that.” He’s annoyed, but perhaps he’s annoyed that you caught him in a mistake of forethought. He wanders over toward you but he does not sit. He paces elliptically. “Quickly, now,” he says. “You must answer quickly. The first answers that come to mind.”

“Got it.”

“How does one measure time?”

“With a clock or a watch. Ooh, or a calendar.”

“How do you measure time without an instrument?”

“I—I count,” you say.

“You count.”

“Yes, I do. I count. One-two-three-four, et cetera.”

“How would you count grains of sand?”

You remember a joke you used to tell (but not to whom you told it) concerning the best way to eat an elephant. You say, “One at a time.”

The former tracksuit man shakes his head, walks away, past the revolving door, and to the wall of windows. He laughs and wags a finger at you. The finger is unusually large, and judging by the rest of his fist, it looks like an extra one. He says, “Very good,” and then turns to the windows. The constellation of lights outside the hotel shrinks and grows, blinks on and off, then on again. If there’s a code, it’s another unknowable secret related to the conundrum of counting sand grains.

A crew of inkblot people crash through the windows and wrap their arms around the former tracksuit man and pull him toward the toothy, gaping hole in the wood and glass. He grunts, kicks, thrashes, fighting to stay inside the hotel, but he loses ground. He leans back, then drops onto his haunches like a child refusing to be moved. The numbers overwhelm him. The inkblot people drag him across broken glass, which turns red with his blood. They lift him and carry him outside.

There’s a moment of silence, inactivity, then more inkblot people bubble through the broken windows. They are coming for you.

You want to clamber out of the chair onto shaking legs and turn toward the elevator. The car is still on the lobby floor, open and waiting. You’d only have to make the three steps—or four, tops—to the car and open and close the metal cage and press a button. You try to get up and take one step, but you can’t move.

The inkblot people circle like sharks. As they swirl their dark overcoats turn white. The individuals have faces but no faces that you have ever seen before. Within the bottomless pit of your terror, you think that not only are these the faces of strangers, these are the faces of people no one has ever met. Their faces don’t know the rules of faces, of what to do with them, how best to communicate Nothing to fear or Don’t worry or We won’t hurt you or We are enjoying this or You won’t enjoy this.

The circle closes and inkblot people lift your arms and legs, and you want to vomit at their touch. One of the inkblot figures rolls up your right sleeve to reveal a tattoo on your inner forearm. The inkblot people pause their inkblotting. Everyone in the lobby and the hotel itself and even the night creature of a city stares at the tattoo.

The tattoo is a black rabbit, or a shadow of a rabbit in mid-leap. You do not remember getting the tattoo. You cannot attach a history to this tattoo, and within that instant, that grain of sand, you extrapolate into the deeper terror of your identity, or lack of it. You know who you are, believe in who you are, will fight to the death for who you are, but you cannot attach the language of memory to that knowledge, not even your name. You cry out in fear and rage and they roll your sleeve back over the forearm.

The inkblot people become a bubbling cauldron. With more hands than there are people in the room, they smoothly lift and carry you out of the hotel and into the night city.




Julia

Julia Flang shoulders through the back screen door of a modest ranch house in the Rossmoyne neighborhood of Glendale, a suburb in the San Fernando Valley, and walks into the small kitchen that’s clean because neither she nor her uncle cooks very often. She abandons her keys on the counter.

Ensconced within the cocoon of the living room couch, Uncle Fun calls out, “How was work?” using an exaggerated, high-pitched inflection that means Please come chat with me.

Julia heads into the living room and answers, “I got cut early. Thank the Christ.”

Uncle Fun points a blocky remote at the television and pauses a noir film in mid-investigation. There’s Elliott Gould and his black, curly hair, dressed in a rumpled three-piece suit, cigarette dangling from the corner of a weary, knowing smirk.

Julia recognizes the film. “Ah, The Long Goodbye. Again. Something’s up.”

Uncle Fun shrugs, caught. “Well, your mother called,” he says, and rubs a hand over his neatly shaved bald head, as though the gesture is an apology.

Julia groans and frees her curly, shoulder-length brown hair from its elastic tie and scratches her scalp madly with both hands. “Oh goody. What did she say?” Julia asks, but she can guess the answer.

“She wants you to call her back,” Uncle Fun says, and takes off his black-framed glasses and wipes the lenses with the hem of his floral Guayabera shirt.

Julia wonders if he had planned to go out but then stayed home because her mother, Janice Moore, called. “Ugh. She has been texting me all day long.” Julia backs out of the living room and grabs two cans of beer from the fridge and cracks both open.

“And you have yet to respond,” Uncle Fun says.

Julia returns, hands her uncle a can. “Yeah, well, you know. Ain’t life a mystery,” she says.

“So mysterious. Cheers.”

They clink aluminum. After a deep pull from the can she says, “I’ll tell her I was working the patio and was, like, totally slammed. Which wouldn’t be a complete lie. I’ll tell you I wasn’t feeling it. Did she say anything of note?”

“She was brief and to the point. Quote: ‘Charles, tell my daughter to call me. It’s nonnegotiable.’”

“Who’s Charles?” Julia tried calling Uncle Fun by his given name once, but it made the both of them burst into giggles.

Charles Flang, age sixty-seven, is her father’s brother, older by thirteen years. When Julia was a child, her dad dubbed Charles Uncle Fun after he had refused to go on the “unsafe and underregulated” rides at Disneyland. Charles then claimed to be annoyed by his gregarious, impulsive younger brother and the silly moniker, but only one of the two claims was a true, bone-deep annoyance. A retired commercial airline pilot, having had his share of corporate-sponsored adventures on the job, Uncle Fun now spends his early mornings going for brisk walks then a coffee and blueberry scone with neighbors Pascal and Pieter. Most afternoons—if he isn’t seeing his on-and-off-again girlfriend Lucinda; their status currently “off”—he alternates leisurely riding an exercise bike and dozing on the couch with one of his hundreds of DVDs or records playing in the background. An inveterate collector, Uncle Fun’s most unique accumulation (his word) are the five ten-gallon plastic bins filled with used but undeveloped disposable cameras, each labeled with the finishing date and locales of the yet-unseen photographic subjects. Uncle Fun develops one camera per week and delights in sharing the pictures with Julia. At this current rate he will not complete this project until he is at the too-ripe, mushy-banana age of eighty-two years, two months, and three weeks.

“Why, I’m Charles, of course,” says Uncle Fun.

“Really?”

“I am many things to many people.”

“I am sorry she bothered you on my behalf. And I hope the call didn’t ruin any plans. Look at you, all dressed up.”

Before she jokes about him cosplaying as a character from The Long Goodbye, Uncle Fun says, “It was the excuse I needed to stay home tonight, and you’re never a bother. Good luck with her. I suspect—as I’m sure you suspect—that you’ll need it.”

“I am in agreement that we are all suspect.”

“Sus,” says Uncle Fun, prying a smirk from Julia. He adds, “If you need to watch The Big Lebowski later, let me know. If I’m still awake, I’ll watch it with you.”

That’s Julia’s comfort movie, one she has seen seventy-seven times. It has been five months since she last watched it. The number seventy-seven seems like a lucky one and she’s been hesitant to add another rewatch, saving it for when she really needs it.



It’s worth noting that Julia keeps track of worst years.

Her fourteenth year was the second worst, when Julia’s parents divorced the summer before eighth grade began. After a protracted, years-long, acrimonious buildup to an official separation, during which Julia was the tennis net absorbing her parents’ errant volleys and overhand smashes, Julia chose to stay with her father and Uncle Fun in “the valley” instead of relocating with Mom up north in Silicon Valley. Dad was as surprised at her decision as Mom was. Both took it personally. Post-split Dad morphed form the carefree family jester, the obnoxiously immature let’s-do-something-fun guy, into a cowed, pseudo-adult consumed with indecision and self-pity. Even his posture sagged into the front half of a hesitant parenthetical. He rarely left his brother’s house, which was supposed to be a temporary accommodation, not a permanent move. He treated the burgeoning teenage version of Julia with an obvious, incapacitating fear that either she would leave him behind or he would somehow cause irrevocable psychological harm if he ever said no to her. As a result, his hoping to avoid any and all possible confrontation equated to him being distant and cold. Julia enjoyed the freedom accorded by the lack of parental oversight, but she was frustrated by it as well. She tested him on occasion, tried to get him to say no by asking if she could do something outrageous. There was one night at 11 p.m. on which she asked if she could ride her bike by herself to Griffith Park to better see a meteor shower. Dad shouted, “What?” but quickly returned to his parenthetical existence, and mumbled, “Okay, but wear your helmet.” Julia stormed out of the house, sat next to her bike in the carport, and seethed for thirty minutes. Instead of cooling off and making a more rational decision, she left her phone on the stoop and pedaled out onto the night streets. The rest of that evening is another story for another time.

Her maddeningly non-adversarial relationship with Dad was the yin to the yang of Julia and Mom’s fireworks show. Weekends with Janice, the CFO of Decillion, the bleeding-edge monopolistic tech company, were dizzying whirlwinds of conspicuous opulence and arguments. The visits became a game show with the obvious title Which Parent Is More Financially Capable, Duh, It’s Me. Julia tried, but could not fully resist the lavish attention and surroundings; the expensive restaurants, luxury box seats at Golden State Warriors and San Francisco Giants games, private tours at museums. Their weekends together generally progressed as follows: Friday nights featured wild, uninhibited laughter; Saturdays turned to introspection and the sharing of deep, dark secrets more befitting close siblings; Sundays collapsed under the impossible weight of their hopes and recriminations into hurt feelings and shouting matches fought to bloody stalemates.

Julia’s four years in college ranked much higher, or better, on her worst-year scale. Her twentieth year, or her college junior year, for example, is currently ranked as her twenty-second-to-worst, instead of being labeled her best year. This is not a pessimist’s ranking system. Not having to wear the heavy mantle of “best year ever” decreases the pressure and stress on the year and its participant. The rankings for years before her memory kicked in are estimates, of course. Her second year on the planet, or the sixth-to-worst year, had to partially be a bummer with all that teething and learning-how-to-walk bullshit. This current year, only five months old and one year post–college graduation, is too early for her to call, but if pressed, it’s in the middle somewhere, like the eleventh-to-worst year, and forecast to be heading lower on the list. She misses her college friends fiercely, and she does not enjoy waiting tables. Nor does she enjoy her production assistant gig for a low-budget kids’ show. The showrunner is an utter pill; the untalented older son of a formerly famous child actor, he’s about as pleasant as a wet finger in an ear, or a light socket. Because she’s working two jobs she doesn’t stream on Twitch as much as she’d like and her subscriber numbers have cratered. Her username is thE_Dude, and as a part of a schtick she’s fully committed to, she wears a robe and sunglasses while gaming.

Julia’s seventeenth year was the worst year of her life. Two weeks before her junior year high school classes started, Dad suffered a fatal heart attack. He was working a new job in IT for Razzy, a five-person start-up specializing in high-in-fiber raspberry smoothies. While checking their online vendor interface for glitches, his tight groan echoed through the one-room open office. He clutched his chest and his body pooled beneath his standup desk, alongside an uncovered smoothie he’d knocked to the floor. On the second-to-worst day of the worst year Julia’s family held a small cremation ceremony for him. Janice, imperiously dressed, and a full head taller than Julia, periodically leaned down and whispered, “I’m sorry,” into Julia’s ear. Julia thought her “I’m sorry” sounded like “Oh, you’ll get over it.” Julia knew she wasn’t being fair, but fuck fair. After friends and well-wishers left, there was only Uncle Fun, Janice, and Julia. Janice continued to say “I’m sorry,” either to Julia or Uncle Fun or both, as though it were her dreary job to continue saying it. Julia snapped, begged her to quit saying sorry, screamed it at her, really. Once she started screaming, she couldn’t stop. Uncle Fun had to physically lead her outside until she was finished hyperventilating and crying. After Dad’s death, Julia did not move in with Janice. Julia didn’t want to leave the valley and switch schools. This act of self-preservation, perceived as the ultimate defiance and betrayal by Janice, was the only bit of control Julia felt she’d had in her life. To Janice’s credit and shame, she did not insist that Julia move in with her permanently. Julia sometimes wonders if her asking to stay in the valley was not all that different from her asking her father about a late-night bike ride to Griffith Park. She was not expecting a yes answer from Janice, certainly not one that stuck. But it did stick. And during her worst year, living with her uncle, in the hours when Julia wasn’t playing videogames or sleeping, she logged The Big Lebowski watches two through fifty-one. She watched the movie so frequently, she talked like the film’s main character, a washed-up and washed-out ex-hippie in L.A. who called himself the Dude. It drove her teachers and Janice nuts, which was undeniably part of the appeal.

Maybe if she did call Janice back tonight, she’d slip into Dude-speak for old times’ sake.



Their warm banter completed, Uncle Fun un-pauses his comfort movie. Onscreen, Elliott Gould as Raymond Chandler’s hardboiled detective Philip Marlowe charms his way through a busy restaurant. This now fifty-year-old movie with its pastels and sepia-like color palette plays like a dream; warm but ultimately melancholic because it is an unrealistic facsimile of a time and place that was long gone, if it ever existed in the first place. There is something unrequited in this film’s viewing experience, watching the messy plot unfold in an orderly manner and the messier characters succumbing, doomed to the predestination of the story. Julia, in the past, insisted to Uncle Fun that the charmingly bumbling, fractal unreality of The Big Lebowski felt more real to her. Though, she knew that her favorite movie was just a different kind of dream, a different kind of beautiful lie.

Julia finishes her beer, then slouches down a hallway to her bedroom that has not changed, in terms of décor, in the nine years she’s lived here. Her desk with a large flat screen takes up a chunk of wall space to the right of her bed. Posters from films of the ’80s and ’90s cover most of the walls. There is one print of the haunted and haunting painting of Ivan the Terrible and His Son Ivan that Julia bought a week before graduating from local Occidental College. She can’t explain why she purchased the print, other than it being on sale for 50 percent off in the college bookstore. She doesn’t imagine either of her parents as Ivan the Terrible hugging the bleeding son he’d murdered in a fit of rage, nor does she imagine herself as the son. But there is something in the painting, in the expression of Ivan the Terrible, as awful as it is, that makes her feel, not seen, but as though she has seen. This poster is in view when she livestreams. She writes weekly demotivational quotes on yellow stick-it notes and places them like dialogue bubbles above Ivan the Terrible. The current note reads: “You had brains in your head.”

With impeccably imperfect timing, as the bedroom door swings closed, Julia’s cellphone vibrates. Julia can tell it’s her mother because of how insistent and irritating the vibrations are. Having just completed a weekend of double shifts at Wilhelmina’s Table—the bougiest restaurant in Los Angeles County’s bougiest mall, the Americana—the last thing in the world Julia wants to do is talk to Janice. She ignores the phone call.

Janice calls again. And again.

Without reading the prior stream of messages from Janice, Julia texts, Currently dead. Won’t call back, then tosses the phone on her bed. She ignores shorter, equally irritating brief double-buzzes for each return text. Julia swaps her apron, white button-down shirt, and green khakis for too-big sweatpants and a hoodie. Her phone keeps on double-buzzing. She only wants to play videogames or watch a playthrough video.

She picks her phone back up and reads the most recent blitz of texts from Janice:


You are so dramatic and mean to your dear not-old mother.

I need to run something by you.

It’s important and time sensitive.

I wouldn’t be hounding you if it wasn’t important.

You’d be helping ME out.

Before you say it, yes it’s always about ME. Haha.;)

This is about you, too.

It’s an incredible opportunity.

A once-in-a-lifetime thing.

I’m serious!



Okay, the next-to-last thing in the world she wants to do is have another pithy chat with Mogul Mom about what and how Julia is doing going on thirteen months after graduating from a small, expensive, local (Janice’s word, mustarded with disdain) college with an impractical (Janice’s word) degree in communications and film studies.

Julia video calls. She wants Janice to see how tired and annoyed she is.

Janice answers. She is a white woman of Mediterranean complexion in her early fifties. She has her dark-but-graying hair tied in a ponytail. Large blue light–blocking glasses weigh on the bridge of her slender nose. She wears expensive workout gear and is sitting at her expansive desk within her even-more-expansive office. The large window behind her twinkles with San Francisco’s glow. The office lights are dimmed to sunset. Julia knows the office has a sunset setting because Janice showed her all the settings. “Desert Sky” was the brightest. “There’s my talented daughter calling from the lizard lounge,” Janice says.

Janice’s use of “talented” instead of other adjectives equates to “unambitious” or “unfocused” or anything else with “un-” loading the front. She wouldn’t have minded being called diligent, but in Janice’s mind, no one works harder or longer than Janice, and her calculus doesn’t equate Julia’s sixty-plus hours a week on two low-paying jobs as truly hard work.

Julia says, “I’d rather be in the lounge than in the office on Sunday night.”

“Believe me, I’d rather be home. But …” She shrugs, looks around the office, and doesn’t finish the thought.

Julia finishes for her. “Unfettered capitalism waits for no woman?”

“Something like that.”

“Anyone else there?”

“Just security and me.” She smiles. It’s sad and honest.

Julia can’t help but imagine her mother’s image as an avatar projecting Julia’s own emotions, disappointments, and faults. Perhaps that is a parent’s lot in their later life. Reason 4,007 for never having kids. Julia wouldn’t mind being some kid’s Auntie Fun, though.

Julia exhales, readying for battle. She says, “You shouldn’t bother Uncle Fun into tracking me down—”

“I wasn’t bothering him. He’s my family too.”

There’s a beat of silence, long enough to honor their complicated past and present, as well as the uncanny dissonance of speaking via shared images on screens.

Julia says, “So, what’s up? It’s been a long day and the lizard lounge is closing early tonight.”

“I need you to fly up here first thing in the morning. For an interview.”

“Are you high?”

“Not currently. I’ll take a gummy to help me sleep later. I’ve already purchased you a ticket. You fly out of Burbank at seven thirty. In the morning, to be clear. A car will pick you up at five thirty.”

“Well, I’m not going. Kelli Pickles’s call time is ten tomorrow.”

Janice rolls her onscreen eyes. “Call in sick. Tell them you don’t like pickles.”

“They’ll fire me.”

“You hate that job anyway.”

“Yeah, well, you know, that’s just, like, your opinion.”

“Stop. No. Just no. No talking like the Dude tonight. Please.”

Julia is secretly proud Janice recognizes her quoting The Big Lebowski. “I do hate the job, but I have to stick with it so maybe I get a different PA job that doesn’t suck as hard and then …” Julia drifts to a stop, knowing she isn’t stating her case effectively, whatever that case is.

“Career goals. No, a mission statement,” Janice says. “Sucking less hard.”

“Okay, great chat. I’m not going to the interview. I’m not moving to San Fran. And I’m gonna hang up now.”

“Wait, wait, wait! I never said anything about you having to move. This opportunity, it isn’t long-term employment. You’ll be done and back home Tuesday night. Wednesday morning at the latest.”

Julia rubs her forehead. “I can’t risk losing my PA job for a temp gig.”

“Decillion will pay you five thousand dollars just for coming to the interview.”

That figure gives pause. A weighty pause. Julia says, “Mom, I appreciate you, but I’m not interested in a nepo handout—”

“It’s not a nepo handout. It’s fair-market payment offered directly from the board of directors. We need someone with your skills, someone we can trust, and someone on incredibly short notice. Time really is of the essence here. I can’t stress that enough.”

“My skills.”

“Yes.”

“And those are?”

“High-level, quasi-professional videogaming. Before you snark at me, yes, I described your three-week tenure as an alternate on L.A.’s Overwatch team as quasi-professional to the board of directors.”

There is a lot in that answer to pick through, including, but not limited to, Janice correctly naming an Esports league and her having to present this employment idea (whatever it is) to the board. How big and scary is the board if Mogul Mom has to present to them?

Julia still opts for snark, not wanting to disappoint Janice. “When I tried out and made the team—”

“Alternate,” Janice says, trumping Julia’s long-play snark with a quick-snark jab.

Julia continues, “You told me I couldn’t have been wasting more time than if I’d left a time-hose spigot on and running for a week. What is a time-hose spigot, anyway? Were you saying a week of time spilled out of the hose? Or, like, was there somehow more time than that coming out?”

“And I said that league would go under in six months. Which it did. So, we each won one and lost one.” Janice smiles like there is a clear winner and loser.

“Okay.” Julia sighs and flops onto her bed, still holding the phone. “Yeah, whatever, fine. I’m officially listening to your offer. Proffer. Proposal. Devil’s bargain. But why can’t we just do this interview now?”

“Because of protocol and the unsecure wi-fi on your end—”

“Hey, I use VPN.”

“—corporate secrecy and all the NDAs you’ll have to sign, and you do have to pass a kind of test.”

“Uh-oh.”

“It’ll be like a videogame for you. That part will be easy.”

“But the rest of it won’t?”

“All joking aside, this is a serious interview for a serious job. And I’m admitting to you that we don’t have the luxury of time to interview a bunch of candidates.”

“If I don’t say yes, what will you do?”

Janice doesn’t answer the question. “I put myself on the line by greenlighting the project when”—she pauses, looks around her office, and again, it’s an incredibly sad look, one that chips a piece off Julia’s heart, even as Julia knows she’s being emotionally manipulated, even if her heart hasn’t fully committed to turning to stone—“unexpected opportunity arose earlier in the weekend to push a big project forward before we have everything fully in place. You’d be saving us. Saving me. I really need you to help me out on this one. Please, Julia. I don’t ask for much but I’m asking you for this.”

“This isn’t a weaponized-drone-test kind of thing, is it? Because if it is—”

“No weapons. I promise.”

“Promise again.”

“I promise.”

Julia loves but doesn’t trust or even like her mother. Yet, despite their history, she still can’t help but want to be liked by Janice. And, Julia rationalizes, it’s a chance to get paid and paid well for her gaming skills. She rubs her eyes and mock groans. “Okay, I’ll get on the plane.”

“Thank you. Don’t you want to know how much the job pays?”

“You already said five thousand.”

“I said five thousand just to go to the interview. The company will pay another fifty thousand for the job itself, with bonus potential too.” Janice grins; a cat that swallowed all the dumbass canaries.

“What? Holy fuck, that’s too much. Too much stress. What if I fuck it up? Wait, what is it?”

“You won’t fuck it up.” Janice’s tone doesn’t inspire confidence. She reiterates the flight time and narrates the itinerary as she texts it to Julia, including the name and number of the car services transporting Julia to and from the airports. “You get all that? Oh, this is important too. Please don’t dress up for this interview. I mean, don’t be a slob.”

“So high-end workout wear?”

“I know you’re making fun of me, but also I know you don’t own any. Keep it simple; good walking sneakers, khakis if you own a pair—”

“Are you really dressing me right now?”

“Maybe a polo, something with a collar but comfortable. Call it functional casual. Stress on the functional in the likelihood you’ll begin the job shortly after the interview. Also, I suggest packing light—”

“And call it, um, functional mobility.”

“See, you’re already in the spirit of things.”

Julia half shouts, “What things?” and Janice laughs like Julia told a scandalous, ribald joke, the kind that isn’t funny at all.

Julia mashes her palms into her eyes, mumbles, “Fifty fucking K,” then shakes her head. “So, um, who do I have to kill?”

“No one. They’re already dead. Mostly.”

“Now you’re quoting an ’80s movie.”

“I am? I didn’t mean to.”

“Wait, fuck, what do you mean mostly already dead? Who’s they? Janice—”

“Relax. A bad joke on my part. Forget I said anything.”

“No. No, like, you don’t joke. Not like that. Now I need more info.”

“All will be revealed tomorrow. Thank you for doing this—”

“No, Janice, wait!”

“Get to bed early and don’t keep the car waiting for you in the morning.”

“Mom!”

“Time for me to go home and take my night-night gummy. Love you, bye.” Janice blows a kiss, waves, and ends the call.




You

You have nobody. You are alone and in the dark. You have been alone in the dark for as long as you can remember. Part of the function of memory is to help contextualize if not understand time. Or perhaps memory is better described as a mooring, keeping one from being utterly adrift in the fathomless sea.

What do you remember? You remember a hotel room, city lights, a mob, being afraid, and a tattoo of a rabbit. Why a rabbit? Who or what does it represent? You want to inspect your arm, but you can’t. You have no body.


I ain’t got nobody,




nobody but me.




I ain’t got nobody,




nobody but me.




I ain’t got nobody,




nobody but me.




I ain’t got nobody,




nobody but me.




I ain’t got nobody,




nobody but me.



Nonsense lyrics to a nonsense song ping about your mind. You lose yourself in the lilt and rhythm, hoping that not actively attempting to dredge up memories will subconsciously trigger something, any mooring around which to wrap your nonexistent arms.

Instead, what surfaces are questions. Questions about you and your past. Questions with answers maddeningly beyond your fingertips, on the tip of your tongue, or any other metaphor involving body parts to explain the noncorporeal. You have no body, remember.

Not knowing the answers is one thing, but being aware that you are in possession of the answers, a lifetime’s sum of knowledge, but none of it can be summoned because of faulty, broken connections, is a hell, one in which you’ve been condemned through no fault of your own. You do not deserve this. No one deserves this. But that feckless moral acknowledgment does not and will not help you. Once the first question breaks through your singsong pattern of idle thoughts, the others all flood in.



Who are my parents?




When was I born?




Did I have a favorite aunt?




What is my favorite color?




Do I have siblings?




Do we look like each other?




Do we stay in touch?




Did I learn to swim and ride a bike?




Who were my classmates?




Were they kind to me?




Was I kind to them?




Where did I grow up?




Did I speak in a regional accent?




Did I lose it?




Where did I live before this?




Who was my first kiss?




Do they remember me?




Does anyone remember me?




What do I look like?




What did I look like?




Am I tall?




Do I have nice hair?




What about my eyes?




Do I have a kind face?




Am I shy?




Did I used to be?




Did I change?




Am I alive?




What is life?




Who did I hurt someone on purpose?




Who did I hurt when I didn’t mean to?




Who do I love?




What are my dreams?




Am I good enough?




What did I do for work?




Did I like it?




What are my secrets?




Do I have a partner?




Do they love me?




What are my regrets?



There are more questions, and more and more, but ultimately a finite number, a countable number, until there is one final despairing question. It undulates at the surface of the now-calm waters of your next one thousand years.






Who am I?







Julia

Julia stays up too late playing Fortnite, the battle-royale version. Her versus ninety-nine online randos. The gameplay is decent reactive and reflex practice for whatever awaits her in tomorrow morning’s interview videogame test, but Fortnite isn’t her go-to and it doesn’t shut off her brain. She repeatedly replays the video call with Janice and her brief follow-up download with Uncle Fun, who she hoped was going to tell her “Don’t go,” but he didn’t. He was sheepish in his five-grand-is-five-grand pragmatism, and she was disappointed in them both. Post-midnight, Julia considers streaming to her remaining 106 Twitch followers, but she doesn’t think she could stop herself from talking about the looming, the weird, the loomingly weird job interview.

A paltry sum of hours and minutes later, the predawn alarm chimes its marimba, and Julia’s dead-asleep alter ego hits Snooze three times. The ride-share driver has to wait an extra twenty-five minutes for Julia to burst semi-sprinting from the house, still damp from a rushed shower, wearing semi-rumpled green khakis and a thin gray zip-up hoodie over a black polo shirt, a hastily packed messenger bag slung over one shoulder.

There is no traffic on the brief trip from Glendale to Burbank and its airport, which is delightful and quaint compared to the ginormous blob monster that is LAX. The quick ride forces Julia into pinning down what kind of excuse to give Lake, the tyrannical showrunner of Kelli Pickles. She settles on a simple stomach bug. It’s not too serious, but icky enough to preempt any pressure to drag herself to the set and handle the crew’s food. In her text she includes a few gruesome bathroom details, which might be over-the-top, but Lake, he’s a sucker for hammy performance.

The flight to San Francisco is smooth and easy and she’s picked up by a driver for Decillion named Phil. He’s a short, tanned white man, close-cropped gray hair and mustache as thick as a dog’s tail, and wears a sky-blue polo with the company logo. His car is an oversized electric SUV. Upon leaving the airport, and without prompting, he shares his life story. He spent more than a quarter century driving FedEx trucks, he has one grown child who manages a spa in Palm Springs. Phil and his wife just returned from a free two-week stay at the spa, which more deeply engraved Phil’s leathery tan.

While driving, he passes a tablet to Julia in the backseat, suggesting that she get started on all the documents that she has to read and initial. “You don’t get carsick while reading, do you?” Phil asks the question with a smile that fills the rearview mirror.

“Only when reading legal- and technobabble.”

“Well, if you do feel sick, I would prefer you tell me and I can pull over.”

“I’m joking. And don’t worry. I’m not going to read all this.” Julia scrolls to the bottom of the first document, which takes more than a few upward flicks, checks the I-have-read-all-this-stuff box, signs her name with a finger, presses the Continue button, and the next document appears, and then the next, and the next.

“If you don’t mind me saying so, you really should read what you’re signing.”

Julia chooses to ignore the patronizing, patriarchal undertones. Phil sounds genuinely nervous on her legal behalf. Her too-cool-for-school aloofness belies her own nervousness. Janice wouldn’t let her sign something that is, what, harmful to her present and future prospects, would she? It’s too late to go back and read what she signed. The executed copies will be sitting there in her email box, but she can’t un-sign them.

“Oh, there’re just, you know, papers,” Julia says. “Business papers.”

After a pause, Phil grunts an “Uh-huh.”

“Sorry, I’m kinda quoting my favorite movie.”

“I don’t watch movies,” Phil says.

“What? My dude!” she says, trying to recapture a playful tone that might not have been there in the first place. “You just stuck a dagger in my heart.”

“I never liked the make believe.” He air-quotes “make believe” with one hand. “Always seemed—” Phil brushes his mustache down with an air-quote finger. “—too made up.”

That’s the kind of thing a guy says before espousing the conspiracies harvested on Reddit. “Okay, then,” Julia says, and wishes she were home, still hitting Snooze on the alarm. Though by this time, she’d be on the way to Kelli Pickles, or there already, eating dates and cereal bars of regret while going over the call sheet.

Phil clears his throat, and there’s a lot there by the sound of it. “If you don’t mind me saying so, again, you really should read those.”

Now that he’s said it a second time, he’s definitely patronizing. Julia more fully commits to not reading anything, despite her own misgivings. She scrolls, signs, and yet another document pops up. Scroll, box tick, sign.

Phil tells her that he’s not implying his employer is trying to take advantage of her, not in the least, and then pontificates about the general dangers of “NDA and legal indemnities and things of that nature that can haunt you for a long time if you’re not careful.”

“Yeah, I got you. Hey,” Julia says, “have you ever been to the Museum of Jurassic Technologies in L.A.?”

“No. I don’t get to L.A. much.”

“Well, it’s the best. My favorite museum. They have a display of this weird bat that can pass through solid objects.”

Phil tilts his head, considers, then asks, “How do they display it?”

“It’s trapped in the middle of a thick block of lead.”

Phil does more head titling and considering. “I thought it could pass through solid objects.”

“Exactly.”

“That sounds made up.”

Julia leans into the rearview mirror sightline, waves the tablet, points to the screen and its current NDA, and says, “You’re catching on, my dude.”

Thirty minutes later they enter Decillion’s three-year-old Bay Vista campus. The car follows a road that traces the border of a stormwater-retention pond, surrounded by meadows and marshes that are as manicured and manipulated as a golf course’s grounds. The main building sprawls out and not up. It has two levels, and the walls are all windows, with an undulating, tentlike top. Sunlight that doesn’t filter through the building’s legion of windows and skylights within the roof’s swooping and visually pleasing topology is soaked up by solar-celled shingles, or as Janice described in a press release, “The excess photons we turn into power.” Janice insisted Julia watch the company’s YouTube tour of the campus the week it opened. Julia did so with Uncle Fun, who observed that the main building looked like a villain’s lair. They watched the tour video a second time, playing a drinking game in which they drank whenever corporate-speak spliced tech and eco jargon. By the end of their second ten-minute viewing, they were each on beer three. In the video, Janice is the main talking head leading the world on a tour of their, according to Janice, “living building nestled within a performing landscape, a building that doesn’t take but gives back; in fact, the entire campus runs solely on electricity and is water-positive, creating a holistic environment that is less a workspace and more a new way for everyone to be together.”

Phil drops Julia at the main entrance. She’s trusted to navigate the twenty-five steps across a granite patio, terrace, and perron to the front doors on her own. Inside, security greets Julia, searches her messenger bag, and shoots a photo for a visitor’s badge on a lanyard. Security then passes Julia to Alex, who takes her tablet and leads Julia through glass doors and up the main staircase, and then, on the second floor, through a warren of open workspaces that look like cubicles to Julia, but are likely called something more collaborative-sounding by the company. Then, finally, to an enclosed space with a door and everything else associated with the word room. Julia wants to quip that they didn’t show this space off in the online video tour, but Alex is gone already.

One wall is entirely window, overlooking the retention pond, and if not for lingering late-morning fog, the San Francisco Bay. The view tapers into a gray metal stanchion in the room’s right corner. The wall opposite is frosted glass. Adjacent to the door, there is a large built-in flat-screen monitor and bookshelves with a sparse collection of strategically stacked, never-opened books. Otherwise, a long couch and three white, podlike chairs huddle and conspire with a coffee table, its top shaped like a rain puddle.

Before Julia can walk to the literal bay window, inspect the view, question her place in the universe, there’s a knock on the glass door, and a large, physically fit, smiling man in his mid-to-late twenties with brown skin enters the room. He wears a blue button-down dress shirt, top button undone, tan khakis, and he carries yet another tablet.

“Hello, I’m sorry to keep you waiting. My name is Brady Gobiel,” he says, and offers a giant hand. She takes it, wrestles through the handshake, and introduces herself. He invites her to sit with a sweep of an arm, though he sits first, choosing a pod-chair closest to the window. That choice, based on its positioning, forces her to pick the couch. She can’t sit on the pod-chair closest to him, as it would be weird-close. The other pod-chair is too far away, across the lake of the coffee table. She sits on the couch, which is as firm as a stale bagel. Same color too.

“Well, before we start, officially.” He holds out a stop hand, though Julia isn’t sure what he is attempting to stop. “Since I’ve learned and will learn so much about you, Julia, it’s only fair you know a little about me. We, here”—and Brady points at the floor. Julia assumes the floor is to represent the entire company—“believe that our individual journeys are as important as what’s on the résumé.”

“Yeah, makes sense.” Julia didn’t send a résumé. Did Janice whip one up yesterday? Before or after she took her sleepy-time gummy? “Hey, is it too late for me to get a coffee from downstairs?”

“Oh, we’ll swing by after we finish here. We won’t be long.”

“Hey, yeah, of course, sorry to interrupt. But I’m good. Let’s hear your story.”

“Journey.”

“Right.”

The first part of his journey is in fact his résumé. He graduated from U Penn’s five-year dual-degree program and has been working at the company in administration/HR for two years. Julia can’t help but think that Janice handpicked someone who was only a year or two older than she was to show off the career she’s missing. Brady does get to the personal stuff, which, as a reflection of his relative youth, is mostly family history. He says, “I grew up in a small town in southern Maine. Mom is Indian, a high school teacher and a field hockey coach. Her team wins the league every year. Dad is head of sales for William Thomas. Ever heard of them? High-end furniture stores, all wood and hand-crafted. He sold a table to Stephen King once. Dad is French-Canadian, or was. I mean he still is, but in one of those DNA tests we found out that his biological grandfather isn’t, you know, his pépère. His real grandfather was Lithuanian. Maybe I probably shouldn’t have shared this part.”

“Scandalous,” Julia says. “The olds, they got up to such shenanigans.”

“Our new Lithuanian great-grandfather has taken over the group texts and family discussions.” Brady laughs, nervously. Everything he does, he does nervously. It’s endearing and off-putting at the same time. “What else? I had a terrible knee injury playing football in high school, multiple surgeries and infections and long hospital stays. It was a nightmare.”

“Oh, that sounds awful.”

“It was a horrible time. I probably shouldn’t end there, but I’m healthy and doing much better. Pain-free. I take spin classes now, and whenever I have the time, I bike the trails on our campus. I’m working on beating my personal best time trial of forty-two minutes and twenty-three seconds. I haven’t been able to improve that time for over a month now, and it’s kind of messing with my head. Mind and body wellness is a big thing around here.” He finishes and holds out a flat, open hand toward Julia, as though to say the floor—which already has been used to represent the company—is hers.

Is she supposed to reciprocate and confess her own deep, dark family secrets? Does she tell him how Mom and Dad had individually ambushed Julia with secret one-on-one confabs—picking up pizza and the sauna-hot box making Julia’s thighs sweat as Janice blurted her list of grievances and what was to be the inevitable divorce conclusion; Dad while he was playing, and losing, Mario Kart, punctuating his “Act surprised later” with a virtual toss of a banana peel—as forewarning and preview to an upcoming family meeting at which they would co-announce their official separation and then allow for questions like it was a press conference? Should she talk about the initially glorious but ultimately tedious twenty-five-day tenure as an alternate on the Overwatch team full of sexist trolls, or talk about her most viewed YouTube video; a recorded Twitch play-through of The Last of Us 2 she then intercut with video clips and audio from Finding Nemo, The Princess Diaries, and Friday the 13th Part 8?

Julia semi-mumbles that she’s glad his knee is doing better and maybe he shouldn’t put so much pressure on himself to beat his bike self, which comes out weird. This interview is a sham. Now that Janice has lured her onto campus with $5,000 on a fishhook, she is going to be subjected to a ham-fisted recruitment pitch and, possibly, a Scientology-esque kidnapping.

Brady says, “Ooookay,” and makes a few swipes on his tablet. “Do you have any questions, before …” He trails off, and twirls a hand in a circle.

“Before what?” Julia asks.

“Before we begin.”

“I thought we already had.”

“Had what?”

“Begun. Began. Started.”

“Well, what we”—he points his hand at her and then at himself and back at her again, a hand looping in a continuation of his one-player game of charades—“have been doing was more of an ice-breaking introduction, and not in fact the start of the interview.”

“I see.”

“So, do you?”

“Do I what? Do I see?”

“No, sorry. Do you have any questions? With”—he holds out a goddamned stop hand again—“the acknowledgment that I might not be able to answer every logistical question. With further acknowledgment of the NDAs you signed. I can’t stress that latter of the acknowledgments enough.”

Julia is now convinced this is a Scientology situation, that this is how they break her down with annoyance torture. She says, “I have a thousand questions. Starting with what is the job?” Aggravation is slipping through her tone now, and she doesn’t care. She has already decided to say no to this, whatever it is.

“Yes, of course. But I just can’t blurt it out without context. I have to build up to it, if you wouldn’t mind being patient for a little longer.”

Julia adjusts her sitting position on the stale-bagel couch. Her stomach growls, too, as all she’s had to eat was a breakfast bar on the airplane. She says, “I am and continue to be patient.”

“I acknowledge that as well.” He nods at her, and he nods at her some more. At least his fucking hands have stopped flapping around.

“Brady. The job. Or the buildup.”

“We have a volunteer client.” He pauses, perhaps yet another acknowledgment, this one commemorating that volunteer client are words that generally don’t fit together in any regular sentence. “He’s an employee, from our mailroom. I guess he’s a former employee now, though I guarantee the company is handling every expense of his ongoing experience, one to which we hope you’ll serve as a type of guide.”

“You want me to be a guide.”

“That’s not quite the right way of putting it, I’m afraid.” He consults his tablet.

“Continue the”—Julia twirls one of her hands, and having joined the charade game, she wants to scream—“contextualizing then.”

“A fifty-five-year-old man had a massive stroke while on campus Saturday morning. Shortly after arriving at the hospital, it was determined by some of the best doctors in the world that he had fallen into a vegetative state.” Brady pauses again, perhaps as unnerved by the phrasing of “fallen into a vegetative state” as Julia is. He then explains that while the man’s heart continues to beat and he breathes on his own, he is no longer responsive or conscious and never will be again. He’s been run through a battery of tests, including near continuous EEG monitoring and a brain scan, and the amount of tissue death within his brain is too severe. “That part is medically clear. I can’t stress that enough.”

“My condolences.”

“Oh, I didn’t really know him.”

“Yeah, well, I meant, like, generalized condolences.” Julia doesn’t like where this is going. She puts the two and two together of Brady’s choice of the word guide and Janice’s joke about “mostly dead,” and assumes the job is her bed-sitting this man. But for what purpose? And why her? What about her … cough … skills?

“Thank you, on the company’s behalf. That’s very kind of you,” Brady says. “Our company, in accordance with the man’s wishes, will transport him to a right-to-die state on the East Coast, where his mother lives, and then she’ll presumably oversee his medically assisted death.” Brady consults the tablet, makes an I’m-reading-things noise, and says, “He’s not married, has no current romantic partner. His mother is his only living relative.”

Julia imagines her bed-sitting duty now on a plane. How does that even work? She can’t help but hiss, “Oh shit.”

Brady holds up another stop hand. This one is legitimate. He says, “Hold on. We’re almost fully contextualized, here. I won’t bore you with all the living-will legalities, donating-his-body-to-science permissions, and whatnot—not to minimize the importance of any of that as the company is covered, protected, as you will be too—but suffice it to say our company was granted further access to him while in this vegetative state. We implanted proprietary technology into his dead brain. Did I mention his brain was dead?”

“No. In fact, earlier you said his heart was still beating and he could still breathe. But someone else described him to me as mostly dead.” If he asks who the someone else is, she will not answer.

“Yes, technically, he’s not fully brain-dead. So, yeah, tomato, tomahto. My relatives frequently use that phrase and are the only ones I’ve ever heard say it. Maybe it’s a New England thing.”

“Or a Lithuanian thing.”

“What do you mean? Oh yeah, right.” He laughs too loudly and for too long. “You got me there.”

“I wasn’t trying to—”

“Let me recap and tie it up neater for you. And I apologize for not having done so already. This is tricky, uncharted territory as they say. So, this otherwise-healthy man has not been bedridden long enough for his muscles to atrophy, but that will happen in short order, which is part of why everything is moving so expediently. Expeditedly.” He raises a finger in triumph at that word. “The implanted tech in his brain acts like supersmart jumper cables. Um, have you ever had to use jumper cables on your car?”

“Yes.”

“So, you know when you use jumpers to start your car, your car isn’t fixed. You don’t just start driving around and go on with your day. You jump-start the car so that it can travel a relatively short distance to where it can be fixed.”

“So, we’re trying to fix him.”

“No, we’re not.”

“And didn’t you say you were transporting him to the East Coast? That’s hardly a short distance.”

“I acknowledge the metaphor falls apart at the end, which is a shame. Anyway, the implanted tech will enable and facilitate electric communication between the man’s remaining healthy brain cells. Again, the man will not be conscious or aware of any of this. The man is gone. There is no him left of him, only the machine of his body. And the tech allows a remote user”—Brady points at Julia and her insides turn to liquid—“to regulate and control his large muscle groups.” Brady smiles, chuckles softly to himself, and relaxes his posture. “We have achieved context.”

“Wait. No, we haven’t.” Julia stands and paces the length of the stale-bagel couch, places both hands atop her head. She’s both excited and absolutely terrified, and she wants to laugh a manic, we-are-fucking-doomed kind of laugh. “I get it. But. What?”

Brady says, “With the tech, we can get his body—a body, remember, no longer a him—to move, to wave an arm, to walk and turn and stop and sit via a digital command panel, an interface no more complex than a videogame controller or a smartphone app. Given your gaming prowess—and assuming you pass a virtual run-through we have set up for you—we are asking you to pilot this man safely across the country in accordance with his wishes and permissions, and”—he turns, pantomimes that a secret is forthcoming by placing a hand on one side of his mouth while talking out of the other—“as the tech’s maiden voyage and proof of concept for our investors who very much want us to be first with this technology.”

Julia continues pacing the length of the bagel couch as though her own body is moving at the behest of another mind. She knows the answer to her next question, but she asks it anyway. “How remote can the remote user be?”

“In terms of distance, the user needs to be within thirty feet of our man to ensure the wireless connection remains uninterrupted.”

“You want me to remote-control this dead dude across the country.”

“Technically, as you pointed out, he’s not dead. Yet. But in a word, yes.”

“Like a more fucked-up version of the movie Weekend at Bernie’s.”

“I don’t know that movie.”

“Seriously? Two young insurance bros present evidence of fraud to the big boss—Bernie—and he invites them to his beach house that weekend as, like, a reward. Bernie really invites them over to have them killed because he’s the one behind the whole fraud scheme. Then, the mob kills Bernie with an injection of heroin before the insurance bros show up. When the bros find his dead body, they decide to pretend Bernie is still alive, mainly by putting sunglasses on Bernie’s face, but also, they drag Bernie around the beach and town, their arms and legs tied together so when they move Bernie moves, yeah? They throw a big party at his house, and things get so weird and wacky and, um …” Here, Julia stammers for the right word while sinking toward sitting on the couch and while also sinking toward feeling ridiculous because of her compulsion to compare real life to films, usually older films no one in the vicinity of her age bracket has seen. “And icky. Definitely icky. I mean, it’s a classic movie. Not really a classic classic, but you should be culturally aware of it.”

Brady nods, narrows his eyes, deeply considering the plot of the 1989 farce. “I did see Swiss Army Man,” he says. “It wasn’t my cup of tea. Speaking of hot brewed beverages, how about we go downstairs to the café for your coffee and then we’ll go on over to R and D for the virtual test and training. I thought this interview went swimmingly.”

“Did you in fact interview me?”

“Our interview process isn’t a static question-and-answer session and is more like an ongoing, living, breathing process,” Brady says. “I’m not supposed to tell you, but I’m sending along my highest marks and recommendations. Frankly, I wish I’d known about Weekend at Bernie’s and gone with that as the lead comparison instead of the jumper-cable metaphor.” Brady claps a hand against his lap and stands up, slowly, wincing at the knee that clearly still bothers him.

Julia distends her cheeks with air then smooshes it all out with her hands. “Hold on. I haven’t said yes to anything yet. Well, other than coffee and maybe a breakfast sandwich. I say yes to that. But I also want to know more about the tech itself and how it works, and the interface, and like, why? What’s the point of it? And holy shit, by what mode of transportation would I be getting Bernie across the country?”

“Bernie?”

“Well, yeah. That’s what I’m calling him for now.”

“First, I acknowledge you haven’t said yes to anything yet. You can say no at any time. We are not the armed forces. You haven’t been conscripted. Second, one of the engineers who is going to run you through the paces”—Brady pantomimes running—“will be better able to answer those bigger questions for you. Okay?”

“One last smaller question, then.”

“Fire away,” he says, and yes, he shoots a hand pistol at her.

“How much did the company pay her?”

“Pay whom?”

“Bernie’s mom.”

“Oh, I have no idea. But I bet it was a shit ton.”



Julia isn’t allowed to sit in the café to enjoy her coffee and tinfoil-wrapped egg-white, vegetarian-sausage, and cheese sandwich. Brady proclaims their schedule is “tightening,” and he asks if she can eat and walk at the same time. Since the two have established they best communicate via gestures, Julia extends her full, breakfast-occupied hands out to Brady, as though to say, How many hands do I have? Instead of offering to carry the capped paper coffee cup, Brady delicately and carefully, like he’s defusing a bomb, pulls back folds of tinfoil, exposing a halfheartedly toasted English muffin, all while Julia clutches the sandwich in her right hand.

Brady nods and smiles, satisfied with his work, then says, “Oh, sorry. Don’t know where my head is.” He darts back to the café and returns with a handful of napkins. “I’ll hold these for you, for after. Okay, follow me.”

Julia walks with Brady as she one-handedly eats her sandwich. He asks her a series of breezy questions about where she’s from and how often she comes up to San Francisco, nothing that can be answered with feral, mouth-filled-with-egg grunts. He apologizes, says, “I’ll let you eat,” but then asks another question about her competitive-gaming days.

Julia throws the half-eaten sandwich in what she hopes is a trash bin as they exit. They traverse a short footway to a smaller structure similar in design to the main building. They breeze through a scaled-down open-concept lobby and up a set of stairs to the second floor. If they hadn’t left the main building a moment ago, Julia could be gaslighted into thinking she was still there. All the engineered natural lighting is giving her a headache. She needs some caffeine, but the coffee is too hot to drink.

On the second floor they enter a large room that reminds her of a wealthy high school’s science lab. One wall has two flat-screen monitors and three sliding whiteboards that can be shuffled in a game of three-whiteboard monte. In front of that wall is a long, height-adjustable rectangular desk, which is currently standing-height. A tall woman in her mid-to-late thirties with long black hair is there typing furiously; furiously meant to convey the speed at which she types, the unusual amount of pressure applied to the keys, and her apparent, if not emotion, then conviction. She does not look up when Brady and Julia enter the room. White lab tables on rollers have been banished to the perimeter of the other walls, leaving the vast middle of the room open. On the floor are varying lengths of black electrical tape and red-taped X’s that Julia is afraid to step on.

Brady stutter-walks toward the front desk, waves a hand at the woman intently focused on her screen, and says, “Hello, Kai, right?”

“Yes. Almost ready for you.” Kai wears a white lab shirt—it’s too short and not bulky enough to have achieved full lab-coat status—and what appear to be goggles. Not the kind that are strapped to your head, but like sleek sprinter’s or skier’s sunglasses without the shaded lenses. Julia is concerned that Kai needs eye protection, though perhaps it’s to prevent shards of exploding laptop keys from lodging in her corneas. Upon finishing her typing, Kai closes the laptop, folds her hands on the table, smiles corporately at Brady, and says to him, “There are no beverages allowed in here.”

Brady says, “Yes, I acknowledge that. I’ll be leaving shortly and I’ll take her cup with me.”

Julia makes to hand the coffee over to Brady, but the handoff becomes an unintentional feint. She instead guzzles two large, scalding sips, dribbling some of the brown liquid onto her shirt. “Sorry, I’m not normally a rule-breaker,” she says. “Long morning of travel, and, well, I need the caffeine boost.”

“I’m kidding,” Kai says. “You can have your coffee. But seriously, it is against lab rules, but I won’t enforce it today.”

“Perfect,” Brady says. “Kai Iona, please meet Julia Flang, the professional videogame player.”

Julia winces at the not-wholly-accurate nom de gamer and her coffee-burnt tongue, and says, “Nice to meet you, Kai.” She extends a handshake hand over the unusual height of the desk, and she worries it appears she’s reaching for something, given her shortness and the desktop height, but it’s too late to retract her arm now without being more awkward than she already is.

Kai slips a hand under the desk and presses a button. The tabletop lowers with a whine of pneumatics. It lowers slowly. Julia’s extended hand lowers with the desk, which takes its sweet-ass time. Kai stops the lowering, then, not satisfied with the lowered height, she presses the Down button again. Finally, with the desk in its natural resting place, she agrees to Julia’s entente of hands.

Kai informs Brady that she’ll take it from here. Brady tells Julia it was nice meeting her, wishes her luck, doesn’t issue further acknowledgments, and flees the room. Kai motions with a hand, palm-side-up, opening and closing it quickly and repetitively. Is she asking for Julia to come closer? To come around the desk? What the fuck is with this place and hand gestures? Julia guesses her walking around the desk is the desired result.

“Don’t come back here, please. Thank you,” Kai says. “Just give me the coffee cup.” She makes the now-clarified gimme hand motion again. “I’ll put it behind the desk over here, where it’ll be safe.”

“Safe?”

“You’re going to be roaming around the room wearing a high-tech blindfold in a moment.” Kai laughs a little. It is an evil laugh? Too early to tell. “You may have another sip first if you’d like.”

Julia drinks two sips while returning to her side of the desk, and passes the cup to Kai, who accepts it with two hands. She hides the coffee under the desk somewhere. Julia experiences a pang of loss.

“Okay, first up. The control console.” Kai stalks around the table, carrying what appears to be a cellphone. Perhaps reading a blank or terrified expression on Julia’s face, she says, “Brady told you there would be a control console, right?”

“He did. But not who I’d be controlling. Other than a general who. Or whom. Like, he didn’t give me the guy’s name.”

Kai nods as she swipes and types on the phone. “Uh-huh. Are you sure you’re going to be okay with this?”

“I haven’t decided yet,” Julia says. It’s an honest answer and perhaps a leverage play, the rarest of co-occurrences.

“Good. Neither have I.”

“Brady said you would answer more of my questions about the, you know, the whole thing.”

“Let’s get through the test first and then we’ll see if you’re worthy of more questions. Like in a game, right? Isn’t that what happens in gaming land?”

“Gaming land?”

“Do you often repeat what someone else says but turn it into a question?”

“Huh?”

“You’ve done it twice by my count.”

“I’ve done it twice?”

“Now three times.”

Julia simultaneously wants to punch this woman in the stomach and be her best friend. “I do it, for, you know, emphasis.”

“What are you emphasizing?”

“My incredulity.”

Kai looks back down at the phone. She says, “I was never much of a gamer. Wanted to, but had no time. Robotics, programming, and brain-bee competitions were my life in school. I don’t mean that to sound judgy.”

“Of course not.”

“I think you think I’m being judgy.”

Julia really wants to hit her with her go-to Dude quote. Instead, she shows a modicum of restraint and reworks and retrofits one of the Dude’s lesser-known lines: “We, us, the editorial we, um, we’re in a judge-free space.”

Kai relaxes, flags her arms to her sides. Julia notices puffy bags under her eyes and her lab shirt is rumpled. Kai radiates the manic, glassy-eyed sheen of an all-nighter. She says, “I’m sorry. We’re all excited and nervous. In a perfect world, we would’ve had another six months to a year to prepare for this project. But don’t mind me. If you couldn’t already tell, this is a level-one kind of BFD—”

“BFD?” Julia hates herself for doing the repeated-phrase question thing again.

“That’s four now. A BFD is a Big Fucking Deal. An unofficial, official acronym. We have almost no time to ensure we have everything buttoned up and the right people in place.” Kai briefly points the cellphone thing at Julia.

Julia says, “I get it, yeah. But the last thing you said and how you pointed the phone at me, that all has super judgy energy.”

“Let’s take a look at the controller, which was designed to look like a regular cellphone.”

Kai stands on Julia’s right and holds the controller lengthwise. The device itself is not oversized and is smaller than her own smartphone. The screen is a purplish color and contains a set of buttons and pads, or the digital representation of buttons and pads. Julia recognizes the layout design as similar to an Xbox controller. On the far-left, middle section of the screen is a two-dimensional rendering of a left joystick. A standard controller features a mini-joystick topped with a circular pad, all sized to be maneuvered by a player’s thumb. The digitized joystick has a base represented by a segmented circle with a diameter about half the width of the rectangular screen, and within that circle is a smaller, blue glowing orb with gray trim along the circumference. The orb is the joystick’s top. There’s a second digitized joystick in the bottom right-hand corner. To that feature’s left is the direction pad, shaped like a thick plus sign. Above the right joystick is a diamond cluster of four circular buttons. The bottom button has a blocky, lowercase h and on the top button is what appears to be a lowercase i but with an oversized dot attached to the i’s body. The horizontal buttons are labeled l and r. In the middle of the screen are small, unmarked ovals that on a regular game controller correspond to the View and Menu buttons. At the top middle of the screen is a red X button.

“I’ll explain what each button does once we have you hooked in,” Kai says.

Julia swallows down the impulse to say, Hooked in?

Kai gives Julia the controller and says, “Take a minute to acclimate to the layout. Make sure that everything is within easy reach. We designed the interface with your gaming background in mind. We went with a smaller device because of your hand size. If it’s too cramped, let me know and we can size up.”

The fake phone feels and looks like, well, a phone, one with a thick rubber protective case. Julia asks, “How’d you know my hand size?”

“Brady is a cyborg, and when he shook your wee hand, he measured it.” Kai smiles, obviously pleased with her tall-person joke.

“That explains a lot, actually,” Julia says.

Kai goes back to the desk and says, “So, go ahead, press and fiddle with all the buttons, but not the red X, please. There’s a reason that it’s far away from the other buttons.”

“Is the red X, like, a kill pill?”

“I think I know what you mean, but no, and yes. Still don’t touch it.”

Julia quells the overwhelming desire to press the forbidden red X. She places a thumb on the left joystick orb and moves it with a full 360-degree range of motion within the parameters of its outlined base. She does the same with the right joystick. The console layout is familiar, the reaches easy for her thumbs.

Kai turns on one of the wall-mounted monitors. On the screen is a digitized version of an empty room. She returns from her quick trip behind the desk with a set of bulky white virtual-reality goggles.

“I’m not big on VR gaming,” Julia says. “I like to kick it old-school.”

“This is only for the test and training. We can’t have you wearing out our avatar—to use a gaming term—in real life. We don’t think its body would hold up to the inevitable punishment it would take while you practiced.”

“Isn’t it a he?”

“Yes, but I think we’re better off thinking of him, of his dead body, as an object.”

“But I was told he’s not fully dead, is in a vegetative state, and that we’re testing out the tech as I, um, help him get to a right-to-die state.”

“For all intents and purposes, it’s a dead body.”

Julia gets stuck on the for all intents and purposes. Whose intents and for what purposes? She doesn’t want to be Kai’s friend anymore. She asks, “Did you know him?”

“No,” Kai says. “The company was careful to choose project participants who didn’t know him. Look, I don’t mean to sound cold, and this is not me speaking for the company but for myself now, okay? But I think it’ll be easier for you to get through the experience if you don’t personalize the body, if you treat it like an object to be transported. Believe it or not, some of us, including the highest of the higher-ups”—she pauses, and arches her eyebrows, another fucking gesture, but this one communicating clearly that Kai knows CFO Janice is Julia’s mother—“are concerned about your mental health. I don’t know if Brady or anyone else told you, but free counseling will be made available after project completion.”

This is yet another moment where Julia should say no and walk away. She should make a high-minded, ethical objection to this whole thing. It’s beyond fucked-up. Though, if the guy himself and his mother agreed to it, then isn’t it okay? In the moment, the broader implications of this proof-of-concept experiment, the ripples of what could and would happen next, are too big, too scary, too murky, and fill her with an overwhelming sense of moral and existential dread. Does she want to be associated at all with that kind of thing? Associated, as applied, is mealymouthed and disassociated from the reality. The big question is: Does she want to be responsible for actively and literally moving this experiment forward? And yeah, somewhat to her shame, Julia can’t help but think pragmatically too. Would she get the five-grand interviewee fee if she walked away now? That amount is no joke, and would represent a step toward a first and last month’s rent when she gets her own place … someday. She assumes there’s something in all those digital docs she signed spelling out how she gets no money if she doesn’t complete the interview and testing processes. With all these thoughts bouncing in her head like charged electrons, Julia decides she’ll continue to go forward. She’ll finish this sham of a vetting process. That way when she says no, she’ll have wasted their time and money, and if everyone is to be believed about the tight schedule, then maybe the project won’t have enough time to find Julia’s replacement and then won’t be able go forward, at least, for now and until the next company drone drops almost-dead on campus. Still, there is a small part of her, similar to the part that itches to press the forbidden red X button even if it were to blow up the campus, that so badly wants to do all of it, all the way through to what is most assuredly a bitter end.

Julia says, “I think I should treat the object like a person.”

Kai shrugs. “You do you.”

“And I’m gonna call him Bernie until someone tells me his real name.”

“Weekend at Bernie’s. I get it.”

“You’ve seen it? Hell yeah!”

“Well, no, but I’m aware of the movie. Aren’t there things in it that are kind of problematic?” Kai says without irony.

“Oh, very.”

Kai helps Julia orient the VR goggles on her head. After two rounds of headband tightening, then loosening, the fit around Julia’s eyes is snug, blocking out the lab’s hard-won natural light. Her virtual view is of an empty room, the same room Kai put on the monitor. The animation detail isn’t lifelike, but the submersion into the virtual room is total and, initially, disorienting. Julia turns her head and scans the new setting. The walls are blue and the floor is beige. The wall across from her has windows, like the lab. The front wall has a digital long desk. The other walls are blank but for a single door on each. Julia looks down to get a view of her feet, her body, but there’s nothing there, and suddenly she’s in a purgatory between falling and floating. She straightens too quickly, throwing off her balance, so that she takes two steps back and bumps into the real desk.

“Ow!”

“Take it easy. We haven’t even started yet,” Kai says.

“I ain’t got no body!”

“You will as soon as …” Kai drags out the as and clicks keys on her laptop. “You and, um, Bernie, should both be there now.”

A man wearing a white bodysuit winks into existence, standing at attention in the middle of the virtual room. His face is an eerie blank, with a sloping bump of a nose, a hint of lips, subtle depressions for eyes, no hair, skin a dirtier shade of white than the bodysuit.

“Virtual Bernie is a creepy mannequin,” Julia says. “Hey, there’s another ’80s movie with Andrew McCarthy called Mannequin. It’s bad. Not even a fun bad.”

“Make sure you’re holding your controller with both hands. Then please look down. We should both see it onscreen, and … there it is, perfect.”

The virtual controller screen looks the same as the real one. Julia’s avatar hands are crudely rendered, but at least they’re there, and after wiggling a few fingers and her thumbs, virtually functional, but tiny. She asks, “Hey, did you make my virtual hands smaller than my real ones?”

“They are appropriately sized,” Kai says, and then explains the controller’s functions. She does so in a manner that sounds like she’s reading from a user’s manual and hasn’t herself memorized the functions. “The left joystick controls walking. The default is to walk facing forward. It cannot jump, run, hop, or kick—”

Julia interrupts. “Can you call him Bernie instead of it? Unless you want to tell me his real name. A name will make for a more positive, and um, lower-stress testing environment.”

Kai sighs, then continues. “If you want Bernie to walk backward, you’ll need to hit the left menu button and then use the left joystick. While walking, Bernie will swing its … his, his arms naturally. To move the arms independently, press the l or r buttons along with the right joystick. To open or close a hand, you need to choose an arm and then choose the hand function, found within a small list of options when you click the right menu button, and then the right joystick. It will be difficult to get Bernie to grasp or hold on to anything as that wasn’t deemed a function necessary to his successful transportation.”

Julia follows along, hovering her thumb over the buttons as the functions are described, until she interrupts again. “What are the i and blocky-h buttons?”

Kai continues reading from what Julia imagines as the Bernie manual. “The two simplest and most important buttons are for stand and sit. The stand button is labeled with an image of a stick figure standing at attention.”

Julia hovers a thumb over the weird i button. “Ohhh, the dot is a head. How come the stick figure is only a body and head? Where are the arms and legs?”

“The symbol efficiently and adequately communicates its function.”

“I get it now, but no offense, it doesn’t scream stand button at me, not without the rest of his body.”

“If we included arms and legs, the standing representation wouldn’t have been clear. With symbolic limbs added, what’s to say it then didn’t represent a lying-down feature?”

“The Bernie on the button could be armlessly and leglessly laying down now too. Or is it lying down? I can never remember the difference.”

“You shouldn’t need to lay him down. It’s the stand button. If you press it while Bernie is sitting, or even if he’s lying down,” Kai says, showing off that she knows the lay/lie difference, “he will achieve a full standing position.”

“Got it. So, the h button means sit?”

“What h? The sit button is labeled with a chair symbol.”

“Oh.”

“It’s a stick figure’s chair viewed from profile.”

“Okay.”

There’s silence. Julia turns her head toward Kai and sees only a virtually represented, long Kai-less desk. She asks, “And the red-X kill button?”

Kai says, “You’ll get to see what happens when I instruct you to press it. But later. After the test and training. Can we begin, now, finally?”

“Ready.”

“Walk Bernie toward you.”

Julia nudges the joystick up with a quick, nervous jab, and her thumb slides beyond the boundary and loses contact with the blue orb. Virtual Bernie takes a choppy step forward and stops abruptly. She looks down at the phone controller, realizes that this will be trickier without the tactile sensations of the joystick and raised buttons that her thumbs know how to find and use by feel. She and her thumbs will have to rely solely on orientation achieved by repetition familiarity. For the restart of Bernie’s first steps, she watches herself press down on the orb, then moves it up again, keeping it within the base’s perimeter, and Bernie walks toward her smoothly. She has played and watched thousands of hours of videogames, but there’s something eerie about movement in the immersive 3-D that is both too real and somehow off at the same time, especially as he comes closer, filling her view, towering over her virtual self. She doesn’t remove her thumb from the screen until after he bumps into her. There’s no physical sensation of contact, which makes their meeting even more jarring.

“He walked into you,” Kai says.

“I’m aware. I know I’m short, but did you have to make him so tall?”

“Your Bernie is six-four. This is an accurate representation of the differences in your heights. I advise not having him walk into you.”

Julia pulls down on the left joystick, and as described earlier, Bernie does not walk backward. He spins, orienting toward the direction command, and walks away. More than a little freaked out, but inspired to try something off-script, Julia tacks left and right, and Bernie jab-steps in both directions but maintains balance.

“What are you doing? You need to be smoother in transition.”

“I want to see—” Julia doesn’t finish the thought as she tacks up then left and then down and right. Bernie spins, awkwardly stabs out his feet in differing directions, then one leg goes behind the other, twining them together, and he trips. He falls like a demoed building. His arms don’t reach out to cushion the impact and he crash-lands; thighs then torso hitting the floor, then his face, which did not turn away. Then he’s still. There were and are no sounds. Julia gasps at the image, one that reverberates with finality, with portent and apocalypse. It’s as though she gamed a replay of her father having a heart attack and collapsing at his desk, dead before he hit the floor. Her father and his demise—a demise she imagined with perseverative fervor during her remaining high school years, and sometimes in college when feeling guilty about her fleeting happiness—was the furthest thing from her mind until digital Bernie’s fall. Now that she has seen it, she never wants to see it again. Also, she wants to watch it over and over and from varied angles.

“I’m supposed to dock points for that,” Kai says.

“You can if you want,” Julia says. “But I did it on purpose.” She presses the Stand button and Bernie pushes himself off the floor, unfolding, unfurling himself in the unnatural way a crumpled marionette stands. Julia adds, “I learned more about what not to do and what it took to make him fall instead of, you know, just walking him around hoping he wouldn’t.”

After the fall, Julia dutifully follows Kai’s instructions. She walks Bernie forward, has him trace the perimeter of the room. While standing still, she moves his arms. His hello hand wave is more like a flopping seal flipper. Julia comments that Bernie won’t be much for gestures and nonverbal communication, probably to the company’s deepest disappointment. Kai reassures her that she won’t need to independently move his arms often, if at all. Kai places virtual chairs at different points in the room and Julia walks Bernie to the chairs and practices having him sit. The h button does as promised. Bernie bends, lowering slowly and at a constant speed until he makes contact with the chair. The challenge is situating him perfectly in front of the chair. After three awkward attempts, she gets the hang of it. She discovers that if she repeatedly taps the joystick left or right, she can get Bernie to sidle-step, and if she presses the h button at the same time, he lowers as he sidles, looking more like a real, living human. Standing up and leaving the chair is much easier than sitting. Next, Kai opens the doors in the two walls and instructs Julia to walk Bernie through them. A little less than an hour into the training session and Julia is already well adapted to the controller and the movements, able to move Bernie in and out of the doors with relative ease. Kai even says “Wow” a few times. Julia asks if she can press the red X. Kai tells her not yet. The next level of training features a room full of Bernies, all the same height and wearing black bodysuits. The other Bernies are huddled in small groups as though in conversation at a cocktail party. The black-clad Bernies periodically turn their heads to glance at her Bernie and at Julia. They are creepy as fuck. Julia easily navigates her Bernie through the crowded room. The next training screen returns her to the empty room. Kai instructs Julia to walk behind Bernie as he walks, then walk astride with him first on his left and then on his right. After a shaky initial adjustment, Julia capably walks and controls Bernie at the same time. She progresses through the previous screens/tests but with the added challenge of walking with Bernie. Julia hasn’t allowed him to fall again.

Kai announces, “Okay, you’ve certainly passed. I’m more than a little impressed, to be honest. I thought there was no way you—or anyone—would pick it up so quickly.”

Julia toggles Bernie into a celebratory shuffle plus floppy arm waves, dancing and weaving him through the gathered avatars in the virtual room.

Kai asks, “What was that? The Griddy?”

“No.” If only it were possible for a single, two-letter word to convey Julia’s embarrassment for them both.

Kai adds, “Let’s call it ‘The Bernie,’” then laughs at her own joke.

Julia says, “If I hit the red X button now, will it mercifully kill us all?”

“All right, you can press the red X button.”

“Ooh, can I?”

“Yes.”

“What’s going to happen? Do I need to back up or anything?”

“Just press it.”

Julia presses the button. On the virtual controller, and presumably the real one as well, two new, large, rectangular buttons overlay the console screen. One reads: Are You Sure? The other: Cancel.

Kai says, “Press cancel first.”

Julia does so, restoring the main screen.

“Okay, press the X again,” Kai says, “and then the are you sure button.”

Julia presses the X. She winces as she presses Are You Sure? Two more new buttons overlay the previous buttons: Are You Really Sure? and Cancel.

“Are you serious?” Julia mutters.

“Jeez, no sense of humor. Go ahead. Keep going. One more press,” Kai says.

Julia hesitates, warily anticipating the forthcoming glimpse of the thrilling, doom-laden future. There will be no turning back once she presses the button. Even though she is not, in fact, really sure, Julia snake-strikes Are You Really sure? with her left thumb.

Digital Bernie reenacts his horrifying, boneless collapse from earlier, but with the added grotesquery of red blood foaming out from his head. The other avatars don’t react to Bernie’s gory demise and continue their silent cocktail party.

“Holy shit!” Julia shouts. She glances down at the controller. The main screen has returned. Julia presses the Stand button, hoping against hope that she can undo the scene. Digital Bernie doesn’t move and blood continues to bubble and ooze.

Kai says, “So gruesome, right?”

“The button really explodes his head?”

“Well, not exactly.”

“Wait. Real Bernie is still alive. If I press this button, wouldn’t I be technically murdering him?”

“No, no murder.” Kai pauses, which undercuts her legal and moral implications. “Listen, you won’t need to press the X. It’s only there in the off-off-off emergency chance that the program glitches out. If—the biggest of all possible ifs—you need to enact the failsafe, it won’t be like what we just watched.”

“His head won’t go all, like, Scanners explodey?”

“I assume Scanners is another old movie I haven’t seen, but no exploding head. The enacted failsafe powers down and shuts off the tech, returning our man Bernie to his prior vegetative state.”

“But why—”

Kai interrupts. “The team purposefully made what you saw more—”

“Gory? Visceral?”

“We made it more visually upsetting. Psychologically speaking, we understand the taboo allure of pressing such a button, particularly when you’ll have so much downtime on the planes, so we exaggerated this part of the training sequence in order to visually and memorably represent the seriousness, the finality of enacting the failsafe.”

“That’s fucked-up.” Julia creeps backward from Bernie’s still-leaking body. The bloody foam grows and expands, covering and blotting out his body. The bloblike mess then envelops and consumes the digital bystanders, and it continues billowing toward her. Julia lunge-steps back and bumps into Kai’s desk. There’s no escape, and the red fills her virtual vision, overtaking her too. Part of her wants to joke about the number of lives she has in this videogame, but most of her is afraid to open her mouth, as she might start screaming because with the great and cruel sum of humanity’s knowledge at their fingertips, people decided to make this. “It’s all so beyond fucked-up,” Julia says.

“Noted,” Kai says. She clacks laptop keys and clears the virtual room. “Okay. We’re at the final training exercise.”

Julia exhales a held breath and says, “Thank Christ. And I really have to pee.” Then a terrible, horrible, no-good possibility occurs to her. “Um, how long will I be traveling with real Bernie? Will he have to pee and will I have to, like, deal with that?”

“I don’t know the exact amount of time. And no, of course not,” Kai says, sounding sure of herself and horrified. But then she adds, “He’s been fitted with a diaper that should hold up,” sounding only horrified. “Were you joking about having to go now? I can’t tell without your visual cues.”

“I wasn’t joking, but I can hold it if I have to.”

“This will be quick.” The empty lab room changes to the first-class section of a commercial airplane. There are five rows, two sets of seats in pairs, separated by the aisle. The bucket-shaped chairs are blue and digitally plush. The overhead storage bins are closed. Kai clacks more keys and the training program places Bernie at the start of the aisle within the flight attendants’ area, and Julia stands behind him. Kai says, “Please get Bernie to his seat, which is 4C.”

“That’s an aisle seat, right?”

“Yes, it is. How’d you guess? Oh, right, you probably fly first class all the time,” Kai says, as salty as cured meat. “I’ve never had the pleasure.”

“Why do you think I fly first class?” Julia wants to make Kai admit that she heard from someone else in the company that she is the daughter of the CFO. Maybe she heard from Janice herself, who sent a “Hey you’ll never guess who partially disappointing young person Julia Flang is!” memo to the project team, collaborativists, or whatever they’re called.

Silence from Kai.

Julia sighs. “I mean, I’ve been in first class like once or twice, definitely not this morning, and definitely not all the time.”

“Sure.”

“Look, I know 4C is aisle because I’m just following the, like, row alphabet from right to left, our right to left, like most planes do.” Julia pauses and Kai doesn’t respond. She adds, “Seats A and B on the right. C and D on the left.”

“Proceed, please.”

“I brought it up because shouldn’t Bernie have a window seat?”

“He’s not going to enjoy the view.”

“I didn’t think he would, but shouldn’t I be in the aisle seat? Then I’d be between him and the aisle, and he’d be protected from people across the way and all the people who walk by to get to their seats and to use the bathroom.”

“Will he need protection from random strangers? What do you all get up to in first class? Sheesh.”

“I mean separated more than protected,” Julia says. “But my dude, I’m just saying it won’t be as easy to spy or eyeball or stare at him if he’s in the window seat, and I’m there like a buffer, you know, buffering in the aisle seat.”

“Not my decision to make. Don’t take it out on me.”

“I don’t want to be docked points for putting him in the window seat instead of the aisle seat.”

“You won’t be docked.”

“Then can I go pee?”

“Yes.”

Julia moves Bernie at his top speed up the aisle while she follows closely behind him. Once at the row, she turns him so he faces toward the front of the plane, does the toggle/side-step trick she figured out, times pressing that goddamned h chair button to his being halfway across the aisle seat, and it works. Bernie successfully sits his digital ass down in the window seat.

Julia whips off her goggles with one hand and says, “Boom.” Then, “Bathroom. I think I peed a little victory pee.”




You

The dreaded light returns and boils away everything. The flash lasts an instant, a moment, however long a measure those inexact words represent, but it’s still too long. It’s not right and it’s not natural and it’s the color, or the anti-color, of suffering, of death and anti-being, or worse, a state beyond.

Then there’s a

CLICK

without sound or sensation but it’s there all the same. A metaphysical click.

You are in a body again and you are on top of an unmade bed, ruffled sharkskin blanket pools by your feet and drips toward the floor. Across from the foot of the bed lumpy, torn wallpaper, color of a smoker’s lung, expands and contracts with deep but tired inhalations and exhalations. To your left are three large windows and beyond them is the night city. The room is more than ten, maybe twenty, stories above the city floor, or maybe a number between ten and twenty that hasn’t been thought of yet.

The miracle of language as it is applied to objects and thought, to your continued flummoxing existence, is still there, still a seeded cloud within, which means you are still you even if you don’t remember who that is. Words are the opposite of the damning, blanking, obliterating light. Words are your footholds and handholds to your humanity, to the world from which you were torn away, and you will follow them to your escape. Words are hope, even as they form the questions Escape from where? Escape to where? You will cling to words as imperfect, frustrating, and ephemeral as they might be. Words are the cells, the atoms, the sacred particles of the self. You will wrap words around you like a lifejacket until they are ripped away and you disintegrate and sink into meaninglessness.

CLICK

The sensation is … you cannot describe it, nor can you explain why a word loudly made of quick, chunky velar k’s and an alveolar lateral approximant l is an appropriate simulacrum. Despite the previous talk of the sacredness of words, the miracle of language fails you, and will continue to do so. A noble failure, but a failure nonetheless. The click is not pain and not quite a pressure either. The click is a cluck of the tongue without the sound, without the cluck, without the tongue. The click is the nagging certainty you are forgetting something. The click is how joy or sadness is felt on the skin of your elbow. The click is the feeling of being watched when you are alone. The click is not a phantom limb but a phantom thought. The click is an anti-sensation, the absence of sensation. It is not, therefore it is and must be.

In mathematics, a point is defined as a place or a position, and a point has no measure. One cannot claim a point is infinitesimally small, as that would imply size. One cannot say a point has size zero either, as that implies it can be measured. The closest analogy you come to is that the click—announcing its nothingness with nothing—is a position, a point inside yourself, the fragile self you store in your equally fragile head.

The bedroom is not large, although the space it defines grows and shrinks with the respiration of the lung-wall. You cannot see the room in its entirety because you cannot move your head. You know without seeing it that there is an open door somewhere to your right. There are muffled voices of others in deep discussion in the next room, or maybe it’s a hallway. They speak two names that begin with b; Barbie and Bernie. Bernie is said repeatedly and with enough frequency that you wonder if it is your name. You try it out, but no matter how many times you say “Bernie,” the name holds no spark of recognition.

Also to your unseen right is the fourth of four corners. Something is there, and it has journeyed from an unfathomable distance. It is coiled and remorseless and hungry. It has two great, nightmare eyes. But these cataracted protrusions are false eyes. It sees by interpreting the environment via its porous, spongy alien skin, the color of sludge and waste, along with its amorphous, barbed flagella. The flagella slither around the bedposts. The frame and mattress creak and groan at the rough exploration. That you cannot move is nature’s weakest defense and the defense for nature’s weakest. The lung-wall holds its breath. You beg and pray for the thing in the corner to go away. The creature opens its dumb, greedy mouth. All mouths are dumb and greedy. Instead of feeding, the thing releases spores of more darkness—tiny, twitching versions of itself.

Other people enter the room, chattering away in a distorted, reverberating echo of language. They flit in and out of your vision and peer down from varying heights. There are four of them, then five, but the fifth goes into the corner where the creature is. You want to shout a warning but you are too late. There are grunts and nauseating squishing, rending, tearing sounds, and chittering, chitinous teeth.

The other four people have faces, but the faces are impressionistic smears. You differentiate one person from another by height, hair color and length, and clothing, and a casual metacognitive understanding of their characters. The one in the jumpsuit is obsessed with time and believes he is the hero in every story. The shortest one likes cruel jokes and thinks you smell funny. What these people have in common is that they do not have your best interest, or even your least interest, at heart. The person with the longest hair—she keeps her innermost thoughts tightly guarded, fearing if she were to be always and unflinchingly honest, even with her loved ones, she would be forever alone—lifts your right arm off the bed. Your sleeve is rolled up, exposing the rabbit tattoo on your inner forearm. It was something you added to your body recently, if a vague sense or outline of memory of the time before (before this place? before what?) can be trusted. The tattoo—a thought or an idea or an ideal or a memory or a symbol or a monument or a regret or a hope etched onto and under your skin—is proof that at least in some fickle moment, you dared to remember.

The person who lifts your arm pinches your forearm near the crook of your elbow. The pain is a brief, almost welcome starburst. At least you feel something. The pinching person rolls your sleeve back down and releases your arm.

The top half of the bed leavens, bending up, lifting your torso. Your head lolls right and you close your eyes because you do not want to see the thing in the corner and what became of the fifth person who entered the room. The recliner bed jerks to a stop, rolling your head left. You open your eyes. The lung-wall breathes faster, though labored. The others stand with their thighs pressed against the mattress. They extend and hold their partially bent arms over you. Their hands detach and slough away from the stumps of their wrists and deadfall to the bed. The eight hands bounce and tumble and come to rest on their backs, fingers twitching and flailing. One hand manages the will to roll over onto its palm. The fingers slowly lift the hand’s bulk off the mattress. Having witnessed the example, the other hands right themselves. Once all eight are upright, their first tentative steps are shaky and foal-like. But each step brings more coordination and confidence until four hands break from the pack and sprint up the length of the mattress, easily scaling the incline, rushing toward your head. As horrifying as the visual is, the scrabbling, scratching sound of fingertips and fingernails on the sheet as they scuttle behind your line of sight is worse. Fingers brush and scratch the back of your neck until the four hands get a tight grip on your shoulders, pry them away from contact with the mattress, and push your torso into a full sitting position. Simultaneously, four more hands crabwalk to the other end of the mattress and to your legs. They dig their fingers into the flesh of your thighs and calves, then roughly pull your legs off the left side of the bed so that your feet hit the floor.

You try to turn your head, perch yourself on your elbows, push off the floor with your feet, lean back against the hands propping you in place, lift a knee, flex your hands, anything. But you cannot move. Outside the windows, the indifferent city melts and oozes and rebuilds, is always rebuilding, and that others would describe the stubborn, mindless remaking as improvement, as progress, is another horror in a world of horrors.

You say, “I don’t understand what is happening” and “Where are we?” and “Who are you?” and then “Please help me.” You don’t know if the words come out as soundwaves, but you hear yourself speak. It’s your voice, the one you used to complain was so nasal and lacking a general gravitas you couldn’t quite explain beyond your observation of the general reaction or nonreaction others had when you spoke, when you asked for help, when you confessed secrets.

The hands propping up your torso tremor with fatigue and exhaustion. You will fall eventually. When you fall back onto the bed, will you suffocate the hands? Will you see the ceiling or the thing in the corner? Yes, you’d almost forgotten about the thing in the corner but it hasn’t forgotten you. What if it has taken advantage of everyone’s distraction to move from the corner and to the other side of the bed?

Everyone in the room is talking at once. You yell, “I don’t know what any of you are saying! Stop talking and help me!” You try to cover your face, shake your head, awake from the nightmare, one you know will be never-ending. Then there are more clicks.
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There are tens, hundreds, thousands, and more clicks. A blizzard, a blur of clicks. The sum of those anti-sensations still feels like nothing, yet also like everything. There’s a low, groundwater ebb of heat inside your head accompanied by a startling inner-vision showing off the outline and contours of your own brain. You know that’s not possible, just as you know the outer skein of your brain exists without your acknowledgment, but still, the unfathomably intricate blueprint model of yourself is suddenly there, a paradoxical visual of your essence cupped within the gentle, impossible hands of your own mind. This is who you are. This is who I am.

And it’s beautiful and mundane and miraculous and so fragile, and you weep with appreciation and grief for yourself and for all things.

The clicks and the fleeting vision of the self melts away. Your tears become tears of rage, then tears of frustration because you know you are being manipulated, that the clicks are not of you. The clicks are lies. You will have to remember, force yourself to remember, to gouge rough, painful troughs into your mind so that you remember everything going forward. It’s all lies.

You rise—the hands dripping away from your back and thumping onto the mattress—and lift off the bed as though you are filled with helium. The rising isn’t something you commanded but your body does it anyway. You rise too quickly and your vision swims in small bursts of purplish light. You are on your feet and the night city beyond the window glass sulkily dims its glow. The world shudders and judders. Your feet react by stabbing forward a step, then a second. The movement is quick but final.

Then you suddenly lurch forward and spin to your right. The floor slides under your feet, and like the final, winning twist of a row of squares in a Rubik’s Cube, the windows rotate away and the lung-wall snaps into the foreground. It’s not the room tilting and bending, forcing you to flow downhill. Your body is moving, walking on its own. It’s not movement against your will, but without it. Your right arm robotically pistons up, then down. The same with your left. You are parallel to the lung-wall, and the bed is to your right. Your footsteps are jarring because they are unnatural. They are not yours. You are being controlled. It’s the clicks. The clicks are controlling you. The clicks had to show themselves before they could become part of you, the invasive mind inside your mind.

You follow the perimeter of the bed and progress toward the previously unseen wall and its open door, and next to that, the thing in the corner. It looks worse than what you imagined, and within your unbound fear is the fear that you somehow willed it into being, that this is your fault because, like most of us, you have been conditioned into defaulting to self-blame. The thing is blurry and impossibly detailed, gelatinous and armor-plated. It is diffuse, its ichor leaking beyond its borders. Yet its presence is undeniable, as defined as violence. It has collected the discarded hands, or perhaps the hands journeyed on their own to the thing like a pack of lemmings. With tentacles and flagella and other grabbing, latching mockeries, the thing plucks their fingers away from their spasming palms, throwing them onto the floor.

Your puppet body spins and swirls, legs bending inward at the knees, a move so painful you assume the thing has finished with plucking the finger flower petals and has moved on to you, then you fall onto the bed, landing in an upright sitting position. The buildings outside crowd around the window glass, bending and peering down at you. The others are gone.

You get up from the bed again, your body nothing more than a lifeboat for your consciousness. Your passage through the room is hurried, hasteful and you almost crash into the lung-wall. The thing in the corner has dried and hardened into an upright oval cocoon. The protuberances have sloughed away and leaf-pile around its base. The pod cracks, splits down the middle, and births the shadow of a person. Someone, somewhere, is without their shadow because it is here instead. The shadow’s movement is smooth and assured as it sheds the desiccated pod. The shadow belongs to a short, adult woman. Her long hair is parted down the middle, sticking up like two rabbit ears until she smooths them down over the sides of her head.

She says, “You have to find her.” Her voice is an echo from somewhere else. It is firm but kind. You have no choice but to believe her voice is kind.

You ask, “Who?” and you desperately want to stop walking, but your vessel flows past and through a door and into a great hall.

From behind she repeats, “You have to find her.”

The new space you enter is impossibly large, the walls irregularly shaped and muraled with buildings from the night city. The murals are so realistic in their expressionism, you wonder if you are outside or remain trapped within another building, which maybe is trapped within another building, and on and on.

You call out, “Are you still here? I need help. I can’t stop.”

The shadow responds, “I can help you at times. You have to find her.”

You assume you are to find the woman who is missing her shadow. You assume she is a resident of the night city and has fallen prey to those who are in the business of separating people from their shadows. There are always people in the business of separating other people from all manner of things.

As you march heedlessly forward, the interior cityscape brightens. The ceiling sky is a constellation of moons glowing into and out of their varied phases. Some moons have seen too much and have gone mad, their jagged craters fashioned into leering cartoon sneers.

“I can help now if you’d like,” the shadow says.

“Yes, please. How?”

“I can take over control for a bit.”

“From the clicks?”

“If that’s what you want to call them.” As you deliberate, unsure if you can trust her, she says, “It’s better me than them.”

“Okay, I guess,” you say. “Is this going to hurt? I’d prefer to just control myself.”

The shadow catches up from behind and places her feet under your steps, matching your stride and rhythm. The summed moonlight is strong enough for her shadow body to stretch out and lengthen behind you. She grafts herself onto your shadow. The shadows, pooled together, glide along the floor. You feel the drag of her slight weight and it is a comfort. Now that you and the shadow are aligned, she steers your body, and it almost feels like you’ve returned to yourself, at least partially. There is still something there, the set of all clicks, crouched within, ready to take over the controls again.

She says, “We’re going to keep walking.”

Even though it’s not you moving you, you savor the relief at not being alone. Together, you follow the route lit by the interior moons. The buildings you pass are not happy places with their furrowed windowsills and curled-lip doorways. When an animated mural cloud fluffs across the sky, dimming the light, the sensation of her being attached to you wanes.

The shadow randomly stops you, and you await instruction while hoping that she will tell you about the woman you need to find. The murals and the surrounding walls dissolve into the real night city, not the forgery, the fakery you passed through. The real moons are there, higher, more distant in the cold sky.

She moves you forward again. You walk through a park, dry grass dotted with cowering trees, and you traverse a shallow river via a narrow and winding footbridge, the shaky platform mere inches from the oozing water.

“Where are we going?” you ask.

“We have to leave the city.”

“But where are we going?”

“One thing.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean one thing at a time.” Distracted, she knocks you into a railing, pieces of which crack, fall, and sink into the greedy water.

You manage to cross the river and head to the outskirts in which buildings and houses are shapeless heaps of brick, wood, shingles, and flickering light. It’s an awful place, blighted not by neglect but from overuse, a piece of paper thinned by repeatedly erased pencil marks. She is in a rush to get you past the ruin and increases your walking pace into a near jog. You are afraid that if you fall, you’ll become part of the compost, part of the next city that will be built atop this one and you’ll be lost and forgotten within the layers. There’s a liar and a truth-teller inside you and they both say that being forgotten wouldn’t be the burden you imagine it to be. You ignore them both. You have purpose now, purpose beyond the dumb wants and needs of your body; to find the woman who is missing her shadow.

The devastation recedes, the passage widens, and ahead looms the hulking buildings and the glowing lights of another city. The shadow, acting like a parachute, pulls and yanks you to an abrupt, skidding stop. The toes of your sneakers tickle a precipice, a cracked edge of pavement that gives way to a slash of empty space between the old city and the new. The gap of nothingness is about five feet across, maybe more, and stretches as far as you can see to your left and right.

You say, “Thank you for stopping.”

“Thank me by finding her.”

“I will try.”

“Try harder. You have to find her.”

“How can I find her if I don’t know who she is?”

“One thing.”

“At a time?”

“Of course.”

The moons combine into a monstrous, misshapen amalgam that is all corners and bent, oblong arcs, something not built to remain in the tired sky forever. Despite its cumbersome size and bastardized shape, this moon climbs until it is directly above your head. The shadow grip loosens—you didn’t realize she was still pulling, holding you back—and you almost pitch forward into the nothingness.

“Hey, don’t let the clicks take me back over now!”

Cold light chills the back of your neck, arms, and legs as the junkyard moon drifts behind. The shadow now stretches out in front of you, spanning across the length of the gap. Her hair sticks up again like rabbit ears, and they point to twin possibilities across the gouged-out, empty space.

The shadow says, “I’m going to walk you onto me. I’ll be the bridge.”

“How will you hold me up?”

“One step at a time, dummy.”

“I don’t—”

“You don’t have any time. It is not yours. It is not ours. And you don’t have hours. You don’t have seconds. You don’t have anything besides nothing. Nothing is yours. Nothing is your inheritance and nothing is your destiny and nothing is your legacy. Haven’t you figured any of this out yet?”

You are tired, confused, and scared, and the nothing with which she derides you has undeniable appeal. She stretches her shadow arms, reaching past her rabbit ears, onto the other side of the abyss and onto a patch of short grass, which rustles as she closes her fists.

“Don’t look down.”

She nudges you into a first, hesitant step, the one step of one step at a time. It is unstable, unsure, and desperate. Your right foot lifts, your leg extends then lunges in the direction of forward, which is a place hovering somewhere above nowhere and no-place. And as your briefly stored momentum and weight releases like an expelled breath, the shadow says, “You know who she is.”




Julia

Putting off plotting how and when she will say no to the gig, Julia checks her texts and other messages while sitting on the toilet. There’s one from Lake, passive-aggressively asking about the state of her intestinal health and to remind her the next morning’s Kelli Pickles call time is an hour earlier than usual. She’s tempted to send a toilet selfie.

There’s a message from her restaurant coworker and friend Cara: Jules! Can you swap out Sunday for my Wednesday shift? It’s an emergency. Not really, but that’s what I’ll tell Dez if you say no. Cara’s manic friendliness manifests in turning other people’s names into a single syllable and offers for a free back-room—the back room being her apartment—tattoo of a shark tooth. To Cara’s credit, her shark teeth are anatomically precise. She complains everyone chooses a great white shark and not something more bespoke to their personality. Julia has yet to succumb to the weekly pitches of getting a bluntnose sixgill shark on her forearm. She’s not totally opposed to the idea of getting a Cara tattoo, but fears the obscure shark choice reveals something about her character of which she herself is unaware.

Julia types, Sorry, can’t. Bad week, and it feels like she just said yes to the Bernie gig. She adds, More later. Love from San Fran?

Cara responds instantly with You’re killing me. Fine. Tell Jan to behave. Ask her if she wants a shark tooth. I’m thinking a nurse shark. Cara attaches an image of said tooth, which looks like a scallop shell with small, consummate v’s fanning out at its end.

Julia fires off, This job is soooooo fucked up, to Uncle Fun. She waits for a response but doesn’t get one. She thinks about hunting for a Weekend at Bernie’s gif to send, but the ticking internal clock warns she’s spending too much time in the bathroom. Any longer and she’ll arouse what-is-she-doing-in-there speculation. When she returns to the hallway, Kai arches an eyebrow and inspects her wristwatch with choreographed flair. Julia considers a gastric joke about the coffee she didn’t drink.

Kai says, “Follow me,” and is already sprint-walking away.

Julia clears her throat, once, then twice, intending to follow with an announcement that she is declining the job. But she says nothing, thinking she’ll say, Hey, it’s not for me, after ten more steps, or twenty. As they wind through the second-floor maze, she continues saying nothing. Her saying no now wouldn’t be quitting, exactly, but that’s how Janice would describe it now and forever, which is neither a reason to stay nor leave.

Kai leads them to a closed-door room in the rear of the building, one with shades draped over its glass walls. With the only pomp and circumstance being a request to toggle Julia’s phone into airplane mode, they enter a lab, smaller than the one in which she VR trained, that has been converted into a makeshift hospital room with a wheeled bed and a tall white man hooked to an IV and lying on top of the sheets. There are three other people in the room and they say Julia’s name and extend hands toward her, but she doesn’t hear them. She offers brief, distracted head nods as she shuffles to the bed.

The man’s skin has gone presumably paler, given his mostly dead state. White gauze wraps the crown of his head. There is evidence of recent scalp shaving, given the spotty, uneven stubble above his ears. Large, blocky, opaque-lensed sunglasses, the type patients wear after cataract surgery, completely cover his eyes. His nose is a steep slope above a tight, thin mouth, his cheeks and weak chin adorned with a patchy, graying beard and mustache. His arms and legs are thin, slack ropes. His right sleeve is pushed up over the length of his forearm, giving more than enough clearance for the IV needle rooting in his upper forearm near the crook in his elbow. He’s dressed in gray joggers, tapered at the ankles, a black zip-up hooded sweatshirt, and slip-on sneakers. But for the head-trauma wrap, IV, and cataract glasses, he looks like he’ll be ready for a game of pickleball after his nap.

In the weeks following her dad’s heart attack, after Julia ceased being irrationally angry at him for dying, she longed to have an opportunity to say goodbye, even if the goodbye were to happen in a hospital setting. She imagined bedside vigils during which she spent hours saying all the unspoken, messy, difficult, impossible things, creating a golem of words, a golem that would exist for as long as she existed. Sometimes she imagined saying nothing at his bedside, silently sharing the same space until they couldn’t share anymore. Now, in this moment with her shadow looming over Bernie, Julia is glad she never saw her dad laid up like this. If she had, would she have been able to un-remember his final moments as a shell, an emptied husk? Her predictably traitorous brain is already swapping her dad in for Bernie. She shakes that false memory away and refocuses on the man in front of her.

Whoever Bernie was, this body is not him. Though, isn’t that exactly how the company wants her to think? No matter the consequences, she will reject thinking like that, even if it means embracing the illogically humane urge to help him.

Julia says, “Bernie, I presume.”

The three others look at Kai, who looks back at them with a blank expression that is in itself an expression.

“Bernie is his name until you tell me his real one,” Julia says. She rubs her face; the skin around her eyes and the bridge of her nose is indented and sore from the tight VR goggles. “Could you tell me your names again? Sorry, my head is swimming with everything, and seeing him”—she points at Bernie—“distracted me.”

The group reintroduce themselves. Elise Nelson, bioengineer and the project manager, is a Black woman in her late forties with shoulder-length braided hair, and is a couple of inches taller than Julia. Elise wears an open lab coat over a blue dress and radiates determination with a stare that goes through walls. Richard Stephens is in a hurry to say his name twice, because, apparently, once isn’t enough. A white man somewhere in his late fifties or early sixties, he’s the oldest person in the room and a member of the company’s board of directors. His windswept graying hair—a full head if a partial comb-over in the middle counts—sensible tan, cheekily purple Vineyard Vines button-down shirt, and wrinkle-free khakis reek of old money. All money is old, of course. The presumed youngest of the three is a short, slight, nerdy white man with thinning brown hair. He wears clear-framed glasses with round lenses, slim-cut jeans, and a black, short-sleeve button-down shirt patterned with white rings. He reintroduces himself last, saying his name in an oddly apologetic tone. “I’m Stephen Richards, head programmer. No pun intended.”

Julia tilts her head, but not at his joke. She says, “Whoa. Richard Stephens and Stephen Richards. Stephen Richards and Richard Stephens.” Delighted, she points at each of the two men.

The men nod and shrug. Richard, the older and richer of the two, is visibly more annoyed by their names being converses. He frowns at Stephen, who is a head shorter than he is, and says, “Technically, I’m Thomas Richard Stephens the Third. A family name.”

Stephen rolls his eyes and says, “Mine is a family name too.”

Julia wants to be friends with Stephen instead of Kai now.

Elise breaks up the name standoff. “Julia, I’d like to congratulate you on your outstanding training performance. You exceeded our projections, scoring well above the baseline.”

Stephen adds, “My shaky runs through the training are the baseline. I’m relieved you’ll be behind the wheel.”

“We’re all relieved,” Richard says. It’s supposed to be lighthearted and commiserative, but coming from him it sounds like a schoolyard taunt. He adds, “Not surprising though, given you are the daughter of the great Janice Moore.”

Julia mumbles, “Thank you,” through gritted teeth.

Kai smirks at Julia and says, “Yes, hers was a first-class effort.”

The combo of Richard saying the quiet part about the nepo gig out loud, a gig she never asked for nor wanted, and Kai piling on with another flying-first-class quip, as veiled and clever as it is, plus the stress of the whole morning and seeing Bernie right there on the bed, cracks Julia’s armor. She sputters, “I’ve only flown first class three times in my whole life. Three times, okay?”

Kai whispers, “Now it’s three times …”

“I don’t know how much you make working here, Kai, but I’m guessing it’s significantly more than me on my two shitty jobs combined. I mean, do you still live at home with your uncle like I do?” Julia pauses, already feeling guilty for talking about her living situation with Uncle Fun as though it is the ultimate indignity. With far less conviction than there is resignation, Julia adds, “I’d almost make more in one day dragging Bernie across the country than I did in the last year.”

The room goes heavy with quiet. Elise and Stephen shoot Kai confused looks. Kai shrugs an I-have-no-idea shrug. Julia is about to apologize when Richard says, “Isn’t that great! Later today will be your fourth time flying in first class.”

Julia turns away and looks at Bernie, his chest inflating and deflating with autonomic breaths. She wants to say no to the job in this eleventh hour if for no other reason than to see the look on it’s-a-family-name Richard’s smug face. She says, “Sorry. But this is all so big. I need to know more about the whole thing. I have questions.” She looks right at Richard and adds, “And I haven’t said a final yes to doing this yet.”

“Yes, you did,” Richard says. Cocksure and surely a cock.

Julia asks, “When?” Though she knows the answer and her insides turn to yogurt, the cheap, sugary kind dispensed to children in squeeze tubes.

Richard says, “You said yes when you signed the digital dotted lines earlier this morning.”

“I thought those were all, like, NDAs and other kinds of”—she flails for the right word, and hates herself when she uses Brady’s go-to—“acknowledgments.”

“Did you read them?”

“Yeah, of course I did. I mean, well, I skimmed. But it was like a close-read kind of skimming.”

Richard screws up his face into something approximating human emotion; a look he’ll give a barista if they use whole milk instead of oat.

Julia’s agitation increases because she’s mad at herself for feeling like she owes this dude any kind of explanation. “Look, there was a lot, you know. A lot of reading. None of it explained what the job was.” She’s guessing at that, but no one wades into the pool of her brief pause to correct her. “I was nervous and the company SUV wasn’t the ideal reading atmosphere. You should’ve considered the possibility that, you know, I might get carsick. A lot of people get sick when they read in a car.”

“I read and work in a car all the time and I’m fine. In fact, I prefer working while being driven,” Richard says, then crosses his arms over his chest, like a child. “I don’t know a single person who gets carsick.”

Julia stares at this ludicrous man and glimpses the terrible truth that he and hundreds like him, including the great Janice Moore, cocooned within ivory-tower boardrooms and glad-handing in high-rise law offices, make daily, greedy, myopic, purposefully destructive, off-the-cuff decisions that affect the lives and economic well-being of millions of people who have zero say in the matter, in any of the matters. She madly wonders what shark-tooth tattoo would best represent his fucking fascist ass.

Julia says, “Carsickness is a common problem.”

Richard asks the group, “Do any of you get sick if you read in a car?”

Elise admits she got carsick when she was a child, especially when sitting in the family station wagon’s third row that faced backward out the hatchback window. Kai claims her stomach is made of iron. Stephen says he sometimes gets a little nauseous if he does too much phone scrolling while in the backseat of a ride share.

“Exactly,” Julia says. “The backseat and reading a screen; it’s like a carsick double whammy.”

“Regardless,” Richard says, “you signed what you signed. That’s—”

“Excuse me, Richard,” Elise says. “If I can speak specifically about the project for a moment, and address Julia’s concerns, maybe we can move forward.”

Richard flourishes a you-have-the-floor hand, then scrolls on his phone while squinting and holding it out at arm’s length, likely looking for the signed documents to read them in their entirety for his first time.

Elise says, “Julia, we’re not here to force you into doing anything you’re not comfortable doing. I promise. It wouldn’t be conducive for you or for the project.” She pauses, throws a half look over a shoulder, waiting to hear if Richard is going to contradict her. He doesn’t. “What are your questions?” Elise asks.

Julia exhales and says, “All of them. Let’s start with the biggest one. How does this all work?”

Elise answers. They inserted arrays of wireless power-sourcing electrodes between the patient’s skin and his skull and even smaller electrodes within brain blood vessels. They also scattered what they’re calling neural dust directly onto targeted brain areas, specifically the known sections that control motor function. The dust is comprised of microscopic electrodes that send signals as well as collect data, along with their first generation of protein-based nanorobots. The nanobots have the ability to temporarily bridge electrical gaps between live and dead neurons, as well as being able to produce and replicate more bots using proteins from dead neurons if the AI-enhanced software detects the need. “More excitingly,” Elise adds, “the AI and neural dust helps forge new paths within still-living, blood-rich areas of his brain. A previous region that wasn’t being used or was being used for something else adapts to an electrical rewiring to then control a different bodily function.”

Richard makes exploding noises and mimes mini explosions with his hands up by his forehead; a human meme. He says, “Totally mind-blowing, right?”

Elise smiles. It’s one of pity and despair. She continues. “Our healthy brains frequently rewire themselves based on environmental or bodily needs. Neurons are surprisingly plastic and malleable. The system we implanted guides, encourages, and adapts that rewiring, allowing us external control of his major motor functions. There’s more, of course, but that’s the short version.”

Julia scratches her scalp, looking Columbo but feeling Inspector Clouseau. “And, um, it all works? Probably a dumb question, but have you tested it before today?”

Elise says, “We’ve had successful trials with mice and larger rodents.”

Julia imagines a swarming, writhing army of AI-enhanced, remote-controlled rats wearing cataract glasses. She swallows a laugh. Not because the image is comic-absurd, which it is, but because it’s the tragic-absurd of yet another human-made existential hell.

Elise adds, “Our patient has passed basic functionality tests, of course. It’s important to remember that our patient is neither aware nor conscious. Our AI collects data, interprets environmental and bodily stimuli, and communicates it all, along with our remote commands, to his brain via the neural dust. You can think of it as his brain, even as damaged as it is, as this amazing hard drive and we’re patching it back to mostly working order with supercharged software and AI.”

“Supercharged proprietary software,” Richard interjects.

Julia asks, “You’re one hundred percent sure he isn’t conscious, isn’t feeling any of this?”

Elise says, “There are hospitals and universities full of professionals researching and arguing about how to ultimately define consciousness and how it fully arises, which is sometimes a philosophical question as well as a medical one. For the average person in a coma or a vegetative state, the consciousness answer is difficult to determine without extreme medical measures. When doctors rely solely on traditional bedside exams and observations, upward of a quarter of patients assumed to have cognitive dissociation are, in fact, conscious. With that all said, medical consensus is that our consciousness—however it is to be defined—is housed in the cortex. Based on the total lack of electrical brain activity within our patient’s cortex and elsewhere during cognitive testing and after—we have been monitoring his electrical activity around the clock—I am beyond confident that our patient is one hundred percent and permanently in the dark.”

Due to Elise’s choice of words, Julia can’t help but imagine Bernie is both: conscious and permanently in the dark, which is too horrifying to contemplate. Julia walks to the bed, leans over, and spies her reflection in his sunglasses. The quotidian horror of his stroke and the unknown of what he experienced soldered to the cyber-body-horror of what he is experiencing or might experience is as viscerally repulsive as it is attractive. She cannot deny the itch to be given the phone controller and press the Stand button. “Why the sunglasses?” she asks.

Elise says, “Stephen can better answer this one.”

“Oh, sure,” Stephen says, like a student hoping not to be called on by the teacher. “As amazing and groundbreaking as our system is, it only has basic control of our patient’s gross motor functions. We have just enough control to get him where we need to get him. His brain still receives visual data from his eyes even though he technically isn’t seeing anything. With the extra stimuli that come with brighter light, we’ve found that the communication between the brain and our system slows down. To use another computer analogy, it’s like when you have too many programs running with not enough RAM, the computer lags. Light won’t crash the system or anything like that, but he’ll be slower to react to the console commands.”

Julia is sick of the insidiously folksy comparisons of jumper cables and computer hardware to this man’s brain and its invading tech. She says, “So you really did fit AI-remote-controlled rats with little sunglasses.”

“Um, yeah? Some of them.” Stephen pauses, to honor her insight or the underlying monstrousness of everything. “The glasses are cosmetic too. His dead-eyed stare—”

Elise interrupts. “Let’s call it unfocused.”

“Okay, yeah. His eyes don’t really move, and his unfocused stare might be unsettling to fellow travelers.”

Richard claps his hands once. “Hey, this is fascinating stuff, but the clock is ticking. We need to get him to the first of two planes. There will be more time to answer questions en route. Stephen and I will be joining you for the first leg.”

Richard beams an I-win-and-I-always-win smile. Stephen winces. Julia visualizes saying nothing and walking out the door.

Elise walks to the side of the bed opposite Julia. She removes the IV from Bernie’s forearm and presses a wad of gauze to the site. Then she lifts Bernie’s arm off the bed and applies an adhesive bandage. Julia spies a flash of ink, a tattoo on the inside of his forearm. She doesn’t have enough time or a good enough vantage to see what the tattoo is before Elise covers it by rolling down Bernie’s sweatshirt sleeve. Richard pushes a button at the foot of the bed, raising Bernie’s top half until he’s in a near-sitting position.

Stephen calls out Julia’s name. She turns and he pushes a phone toward her face. The screen mirrors her furrowed, panicked expression. She backs away and sputters, “Dude, what?”

“Sorry. Facial recognition. Necessary so only you can open the controller console from the lock screen,” Stephen says. “Make sure your face fits in the oval window, then turn your head in a circle, following the screen prompts.” Used to the tyranny of digital commands and parameters, Julia does as instructed. A blue smiley face and a check mark fills the screen after her likeness is captured.

Stephen tells her that the controller screen won’t go dark or lock unless she presses the power button on the outer frame, same spot as any other of the company’s phone models. Julia suppresses the urge to tell him that after graduating college, either as a symbolic act of freedom or poor financial decision, she eschewed the free company phones Janice offered and switched over to their main competitor.

Stephen presses the button and locks the screen. Julia leans over the controller and her face unlocks it. She asks, “Is there a password in case my face stops working?”

Stephen says, “Not necessary,” which is not the same as no. He adds that the fully charged battery has thirty-six hours of life, and other than data collection that works in the background, the controller is the only screen and app program that runs on the device. He hands it to Julia and says, “He’s all yours. But don’t press anything yet.”

The controller is a grenade in her shaking hand. “Wait. I still might say—” Julia stops before saying no, because, as horrifying as this all is, she wants to say yes. She is going to say yes even without them having yet explained some faux higher-minded purpose behind the project. She knows no matter what benefit-to-humanity, save-the-world bullshit they might promote, the real answer is they’re doing this because they can and because it will make them a lot of money. Julia will do it because she can and she will make a lot of money too. But for now, at least at the start, she will lie to herself. The lie: she has seen and been through enough to feel a sense of responsibility. Not a responsibility to Janice, and certainly not to the goddamned company, but to the man, to Bernie, to fulfill his and his mother’s wishes to accompany him across the country.

“Is someone at least going to tell me this dude’s real name before we start?” Julia asks.

“That’s also proprietary information,” Richard says.

“His mother asked for him to remain anonymous to as many people as possible,” Elise says.

“Stephen and I promise to explain more on the ride to the airport,” Richard says. “You need only to focus on piloting him—you’re calling him Bernie, yes? I had an uncle Bernie. He had a long nose and he would insist that us kids honk it when we greeted him. Can’t say I enjoyed honking his nose past a certain age.” Briefly caught up in reverie, Richard wipes a hand on his pants. “Anyway, you only need to worry about getting Bernie from A to B.”

“And then from B to C,” Stephen adds.

Richard says, “I don’t understand your inclusion of C.”

“Well, there’s two landings and a flight change within the duration of his passage,” Stephen says. “The B represents where they’ll change flights, and the C represents their second and final landing.”

“Why make this more complicated? When I spoke, A was here and B was his final destination,” Richard says.

Julia looks down at the controller and the now-familiar console screen. The strange symbol on the Stand button—a stick figure but with no arms and legs—is no longer funny, has become the representation of a person being made to stand against their will, and at her will. If she is going to do this, her first keypad stroke has to be quick, and without thinking. She mumbles, “I can’t believe I’m doing—”

Stephen gently places a hand over the controller and says, “Don’t hit the Stand button yet. His feet need to be on the floor first. If you pressed it now, he would try to stand on the bed.”

Stephen and the three others converge on Bernie. Elise and Kai position themselves to the right of Bernie’s torso. Richard and Stephen settle on Bernie’s left, down by his legs. Kai has a hold of Bernie around the shoulders and Stephen wraps his arms around the man’s legs just below the knees. Stephen asks, “Ready?” Kai says, “Go.” Stephen pulls Bernie’s legs toward him, spinning Bernie to his left. Elise joins Kai to shakily prop the man in an upright, sitting position. Richard, who does none of the manual work, verbally guides Stephen to bringing Bernie’s feet down and flush against the floor.

Stephen stands with his arms out, preparing to spot Bernie if he falls. He says, “You can press the Stand button now.”

Julia is relieved to be told what to do. If something were to go wrong, it wouldn’t be her fault. Shirking responsibility is as lizard-brain hardwired as our fight-or-flight response. Following orders, her right thumb pad presses the Stand button.

Bernie’s movement is instantaneous, decisive without having made a conscious decision, but it is neither smooth nor fluid. He briefly pushes his torso back into the buttress of Kai and Elise, prior to surging forward and up. The women rock back initially, but recover and reprise their role as a chair’s hardback. Stephen, spotter’s hands still held out, lurches toward Bernie but retreats when he sees the women’s recovery. At the same time Bernie’s arms bend and his open hands anchor on the mattress and then push off. His body rises from the bed. His torso wavers and his arms undulate out, but once he’s fully atop the moorings of his feet and legs, impossibly, he stands, a monolith towering over everyone in the room.

Julia lifts her right hand away from the phone controller as though it gave her an electric shock. What she just witnessed, what she triggered with a push of a virtual button, is the most alarming and thrilling moment of her life. She covers her mouth in case she laughs or screams or pukes. When she drops her hand away from her mouth, a question stumbles out. “What’s that Oppenheimer quote?” Of course Julia knows the famous quote about being the destroyer of worlds, but she can’t bring herself to say it. Words have the power of prophecy. “I only did the Barbie half of Barbenheimer.”

“So dark,” Richard says. “How about reusing a hopeful line instead? Like ‘One small step for a man’?”

“‘For man,’” Stephen corrects. “‘One small step for man.’ And he hasn’t stepped yet.” Stephen, crouched in Bernie’s shadow, is more than a head shorter and still has his spotting hands and arms outstretched, miming that he can prevent disaster.

Elise suggests that Julia walk Bernie around the room before they leave, noting that Bernie won’t be as responsive or as lithe as his digital counterpart, at least not initially. She adds, “Take it slow at first.”

Julia slowly pulls the digital left joystick toward her. Bernie takes a shaky step forward, then a second, the bottom of his left sneaker slide-dragging across the linoleum. Julia lifts her thumb away from the phone. “This isn’t going to be anything like what it was in training.”

“No and yes,” Elise says. “The main purpose of training was to familiarize yourself with the controller strokes and commands. I promise he’ll walk better the more he walks. Those motor paths are being rewired and when they’re used repeatedly, he’ll adjust. He’ll be smoother.”

Bernie stands at attention, awaiting the next command. Julia imagines his dead eyes trapped behind the bulbous cataract glasses. She engages the left joystick again. His right foot steps forward, then the left, but the two actions appear only tangentially connected. His arms don’t swing as much as they twitch out and retract. Instead of the banal and beautiful kinetic act of upright walking, Bernie enacts the mindless lurch of the monster, the zombie. Julia fears he’ll collapse at any moment and his head will bounce off the floor, the glasses will fly off, skitter across the tile, and hide under the bed, and she’ll see his eyes as the red cloud from the VR training pours forth.

Even as Julia spirals into rumination, her well-trained gamer self remains in control of the flesh-bound avatar. Bernie progresses around the end of the bed and continues toward the other side of the room. His back is to Julia now. His bandaging is a white bowl sitting atop his head. No one says anything, their silence honoring the rhythmless stalk of sneakered feet. With Bernie near the door, Julia triggers the joystick in the opposite direction, spinning Bernie on his heels. His balance wavers and he lists hard left. Kai flees her position at the bed, readying to catch him. He does not fall. He corrects and recalibrates without breaking from his broken stride.

Richard says, “Good stuff. I think we’re ready—”

“Hold on,” Julia says. “Trying something.” She returns Bernie to his original side of the bed and then taps the joystick in a staccato manner. Bernie responds by opening up, facing Julia, and sidle-stepping, his knees bowing inward, like a giraffe’s knees. The movement looks unnatural and painful; she fears that Bernie feels everything and everything hurts. She can’t bear to watch and presses the Sit button before he makes it all the way back to his original spot. Bernie bends those knees in the forward-facing direction they are built for and he lowers his butt. Ever-vigilant Stephen is there as a spotter, but Bernie sits himself onto the mattress, finally coming to rest.

Julia exhales, and then she flexes and shakes out her left hand as though it had been literally holding Bernie up. She says, “Okay,” intending to say more, to say everything.

The others garble Well done and Great job encouragements. Richard, that prick, places an unwanted hand on Julia’s shoulder and jokes, “He’s all yours, but once you drive him off the lot, his value instantly depreciates.”

Bernie’s closed lips part. He sucks in air then exhales. From any other person, this level of respiration would be unremarkable and go unnoticed. But Bernie’s slightly opened mouth and heavier breathing brings an unexpected sting of tears to Julia’s eyes. What are we doing? What have we done?

Reading Julia’s face, Elise says, “There’s nothing wrong. In fact, this is wonderful. That walk around the room naturally elevated his breathing and heart rate. The autonomic systems of his body are responding as they should.”

Julia nods, but she can’t help but conflate his openmouthed breathing as attempted and failed communication, like the breaths revving up to deep, desolate crying, or to pleas for help that won’t be forthcoming. Maybe she should stand him up and make him fall, and fall hard, and end this whole thing. Or maybe she should press the red X. Would the others notice her pressing the red X and navigating through all the Are you sure? screens before they could stop her?

Elise calls Julia’s name until the two are locked in direct eye contact. She tells Julia their planned route for exiting the building. Then she repeats the information so Julia can construct a building map in her head. Julia recognizes how smart this is of Elise. A huge part of a gamer’s success is in acquiring an almost precognitive knowledge of a game’s geography. Via mind-numbing but satisfying repetition, gamers become little gods who know where everything is and what’s coming next, but they have no real power beyond reading the depressing, predetermined future.

Richard asks, “Are we ready? We really need to get going.”

“Hold on,” Stephen says, and produces a floppy baseball cap from his back pocket with a magician-like flourish. He fits the black, logoless hat over Bernie’s head, hiding all but the outer edges of white bandaging above his large ears. The brim is pulled low, covering his forehead and making contact with the cataract glasses.

Kai hands Julia her messenger bag, which she would’ve forgotten. She loops it over her left shoulder, and then she presses the Stand button without being asked. Bernie stands. He’s still wobbly and awkward, but less shaky and more human. The others aren’t expecting the motion. They jump and flinch away from Bernie. Julia presses the right-arm button and right joystick, and Bernie gives a dead-armed wave. “We’re as ready as we’ll ever be,” she says.

“Ride ’em, cowboy … er … cowgirl,” Richard says in a fake drawl.

With the controller’s right-arm button still pressed, Julia opens a screen menu and chooses the hand function. Via a series of button depressions and joystick manipulations, she lifts and extends Bernie’s arm, palm-side-up, fingers curled and gnarled. Bernie’s right hand resembles a desiccated spider on its back until his fist closes and his middle finger twitches rigidly upright.

Richard screws up his Botox-tight face into angry incomprehension. Stephen swallows a laugh. Elise smiles and asks, her voice going high-pitched, “Did you … ?” not finishing the question that doesn’t need finishing.

“Oh, hey,” Julia says. “I was trying to get him to do a thumbs-up.”

Kai goes to the room’s single door and holds it open. The three others exit as Elise previously instructed. Julia engages the Walk joystick. Bernie’s first strides are too quick, and with his long legs he covers more distance than she was expecting. She tacks down his speed and steers him away from smashing face-first into the shaded glass wall. Only Kai, still holding the door open, witnesses the rough restart. She doesn’t say anything.

Her confidence shaken, Julia moves Bernie at a speed akin to someone carefully plodding through an unfamiliar, fully dark room. Julia follows two steps behind and guides him through the door and into the open workspace of the second floor. Ten paces away, Elise, Stephen, and Richard wait and watch until Bernie halves the distance, then they resume walking. There are no other people around. What was a bustling workplace when Julia entered the building is now deserted. The company must’ve cleared the floor because of Bernie’s required secrecy. That no one else is watching the launch of this experiment makes Julia more nervous than if she had to maneuver Bernie through a raging river of onlookers. The message, intended or not—that she will eventually be alone while guiding Bernie across the country—is loud and clear. Perhaps she’s the subject of the experiment as well; the rat both leading and led by its own wind-up toy cheese.

The trip to the freight elevator is a straight shot. Bernie’s sneakers rhythmically squeak and shuffle on the laminate, the footfalls of the damned. Instead of walking beside Bernie, Julia remains two steps behind. Steering him is morally less burdensome when she doesn’t have to look at his face, doesn’t have to hear him breathing. She has the joystick pushed north to about half of its height. Holding a steady direction and velocity for this length of time is an unusual gaming maneuver. More times than not, a game is all about quick-twitch movement, adjustments, and sporadic changes of direction. In the more leisurely quest games, one might pursue a directionless meandering with their avatar, but not this constant, unwavering forward directive. Her thumb fatigues. Her left shoulder is sore, and she needs to adjust her messenger bag as it’s threatening to slide off.

Julia and Bernie catch up to the others at the freight elevator. Richard and Kai act as sentries, flanking the open sliding doors. Elise and Stephen are inside the wide, rectangular carriage meant to carry the heaviest weights of technologic industry. Elise stands next to the panel, her thumb pressing the Open Door button. Stephen hovers behind her, his hands folded behind his back.

Julia eases the joystick south toward its resting position, slowing Bernie’s speed. He steps between Richard and Kai with plenty of passage and into the car. His heavy steps echo within the shaft below. She continues walking Bernie until he’s almost within arm’s reach of the sliding doors on the opposite end. She does not turn him around. Richard and Kai then enter the car, with Richard complaining that “Bernie walks with no finesse,” and he drones on about weight transfer and the balls of his feet. Elise allows the large sliding doors to close and presses the button for the first floor. The elevator descends.

Bernie’s breathing is loud and deep, an idling car engine. “Is he going to make it?” Julia asks. “Should we, like, check his pulse?”

“His blood pressure and oxygen levels are within normal ranges,” Elise says, looking at her own phone. “He’s doing spectacularly.”

Julia lets her messenger-bag strap slide into the crook of her left elbow. With her free arm she extends the controller toward Stephen and says, “Hey, hold this for a sec.”

He says, “Okay,” but then retracts his hand. “Wait. Why?”

“I need to adjust my bag.”

“Well, you’re only asking me to hold it because I’m me, right?”

Julia blinks and Stephen nods and adjusts his glasses like whatever point he’s making is a good one. The elevator’s pneumatics take their time doing their thing. “Dude. What?” Julia says.

“It’s okay to ask me to hold it now. But later today, when you’re in an airport by yourself with”—Stephen thumbs a thumb at Bernie—“him, you can’t ask a stranger to hold the controller if you need the free hand for something else.”

The elevator car comes to a hesitant rest on the first floor. Their journey, like all journeys, over so soon. The sliding doors part in front of Bernie.

“Well, yeah, no shit, I’m not going to hand a rando a phone, or a controller thing. Forget it,” Julia says, and slips the controller into her pocket. She makes quick work of slinging the messenger bag across her chest, and the others file out of the elevator.

Stephen remains inside to hold the door open. He says, “Be careful when putting it in your pocket. Remember to lock the screen first.”

She dives a hand back into her pocket and presses the screen-lock button before removing the controller as nonchalantly as she can. She flashes the darkened screen at Stephen and hates herself for doing it, but she has to release some of the stress and pressure onto someone else. And, to be totally unfair to Stephen, in the short time she has known him, he looks and acts like someone whose job is to take other people’s shit.

The device facially recognizes Julia’s teeth-gritted sneer and opens to the console screen. She toggles the joystick and Bernie steps out of the freight elevator and into the new dawn of a company warehouse. Julia follows behind, huddled in his shadow. She can’t be sure, but it seems that Bernie’s gait has improved, the previous hitch in his stride smoothed out. Has his brain already adapted or rewired, with the help of the proprietary tech, of course? Maybe after twoish days of lying in one hospital bed or another, his muscles, tendons, and joints have stretched and loosened with the walking. She ups his speed to match the pace of the others. They proceed toward an exit on the other side of three vacant loading docks. Julia is again unnerved by the emptiness of a building. A slight breeze whistling through the open bays and the abandoned electric forklifts and power handcarts transform their dash into a postapocalyptic obstacle course.

Julia and Bernie funnel into a walkway between a yellow metal safety railing and the plexiglass walls of a receiving office. Stephen holds open the metal exit door and tells Julia to hit pause before they go outside. She stops Bernie one step away from the threshold.

“Three to four steps beyond the doorway are a set of stairs,” Stephen says. “Do not use the stairs. Bernie would not fare well.”

Fucking stairs. She never considered stairs; another thing on a googol-length list of things she hasn’t considered.

Stephen adds, “There’s an access ramp to the left. Use that.”

Julia scoots and shimmies past Bernie, desperate to avoid physical contact with him, and then she steps outside into early midafternoon sunlight, the cloudless sky above an electric blue. Elise, Richard, and Kai pool at the bottom of the wide stairs. Spooling out beyond them, a paved walkway that serves as a border separating the loading dock and parking area from a manicured green space ribboned with other pathways. At the end of their path, about thirty yards away, is one of the main campus roads and a parked white SUV.

Richard says, “You just need to go around the bend and then down the line to the SUV and the first and shortest leg of your journey is complete.”

The concrete access ramp to the left of the stairs is long and has one switchback. It’ll be a tight turn.

Julia asks, “Can the SUV pick us up down here? There’s plenty of parking. Don’t want to tire out Bernie too much on his first leg, yeah?”

Elise says, “You getting more stress-free opportunity to guide him can only help you both.”

Julia nearly shouts, “Stress-free?” And then she says it again a second time. “Stress-free?”

“She frequently repeats a statement as a question,” Kai says. “Which, to Julia’s intended point, is a sign of stress.”

“Poor phrasing on my part,” Elise says. “I didn’t intend to minimize your experience. I’ll restate: I think it’s beneficial to make the extra walk to the SUV, for you to get a bit more practice in now, before both of you are in public. Plus, the more he walks, the more natural his movements, responses, and reflexes will become.”

Julia nods, exhales, and turns her back to the stairs. She eases Bernie forward, stepping him out from the darkness, through the doorway, and onto the warehouse entrance platform, and then stops him. His slack face and the sun glinting off those opaque glasses is a funhouse mirror. Her brain seeks shelter in conspiracy: this is a prank that Janice orchestrated as a way to get her on campus, to trick her into accepting longer-term employment, and Bernie is an actor who somehow knows what buttons she’s hitting through an elaborate system of vibrations and buzzers secretly placed about his body, or, Occam’s Tech Razor, her phone commands flash as single-word instructions on the inner smart screens of his sunglasses. This scenario makes as much sense as, if not more than, what’s really happening. But on an animal, instinctual level she knows Bernie is who they say he is. She’s not divining some bullshit mystical or spiritual vibe. Maybe there’s a scientific explanation involving the electromagnetic nets of ourselves being able to sense when another’s lights have been dimmed to full or near dark. She can’t explain how or why she knows beyond any doubt that he’s a dead man walking, but she does.

Julia curls the joystick left, sending Bernie down the access ramp. She follows, offset to his right so she can get a better peek at the fast-approaching hairpin turn. The slope of the ramp is negligible to her own sense of walking balance, but the pitched gravity, as slight as it is, speeds Bernie up. She adjusts, slightly downshifting with the joystick, but she can’t decide if she should full-stop Bernie at the turn and sidle-step him until he’s on the lower half of the ramp, or if she should whip him through the turn without breaking stride. With the switchback upon him, she opts for not stopping and using the downward slope and a centrifugal spin to muscle through the tight reverse of direction. She flashes a look at the phone’s blue controller screen, but it’s washed out in the high sunlight. She squints hard, and hoping to be timed perfectly with Bernie’s steps, she sweeps the joystick in an arc from left to right. Bernie turns, spinning and sliding on his right heel. He over-pivots. She’s afraid he’ll turn directly into the handrailing, so she sweeps the joystick left, ping-ponging him across the width of the ramp faster than she intends. He smacks his left hip into the railing, hitting with a dull thock. Julia hisses, “Fuck.” Committed to not stopping Bernie, she rebounds him off the railing and the downward pitch helps maintain his forward, or downward, momentum. After two wobbling, recalibrated steps, he regains a normal gait. Julia expects recriminations for the railing crash, a passive-aggressive reminder that she isn’t supposed to walk Bernie into things. Maybe the others sense her don’t-fuck-with-me-right-now vibe because no one dares say anything. Bernie turns left at the bottom of the access ramp. The others part like a famous sea and allow Bernie and Julia to take the lead.

Julia thumbs the stick higher, then as far north as it’ll go. Bernie’s arms swing and his strides are long, greedy to consume the pavement under his feet. Elise calls out that maybe she shouldn’t walk him so fast. Julia would push him faster, harder if she could, make him run, make him flee. She would run with him, too, past the SUV, across the street and into more of the manufactured green space, and then find a way to get Bernie to hold his own controller with the joystick pinned up, tacked north, tacked to go-fucking-go, and set him free.

The project team yell and plead with her to stop, jarring Julia out of her reverie. She and Bernie are still ten or so steps from the parked SUV. A blur in the left periphery approaches across the green space at great speed, along with accompanying rattling and whirring sounds that increase in volume. Julia is slow to react because she is slow to identify what it is rocketing toward a collision with Bernie.

Elise and the others continue yelling, “Stop!” Julia lifts her thumb off the controller screen, releasing the joystick. Bernie comes to an abrupt, cord-pulled stop. His arms briefly flash out in front, a poor replica of an autonomic response to losing balance, and it’s not enough to keep him from pitching over. His body, from the hips and above, tilts forward, his ramrod-straight torso leaning beyond his knees and stationary feet, beyond what should be possible while remaining upright. Julia grabs a fistful of his sweatshirt and squats, leaning her own weight back.

His body rebounds into his standing-at-rest position a nanosecond before a helmeted man, wearing a white T-shirt and black biking shorts, crouched atop a mountain bike, legs pumping wildly, rumbles across their path. The mountain biker’s velocity and trailing draft of wind flutter the drawstrings on Bernie’s sweatshirt.

Julia recognizes the mountain biker’s face. It belongs to her first interviewer, Brady. He is fully committed to setting a personal-best time on a trek through and around the campus. Mouth opened in a silent scream, eyes wide and unseeing of Bernie or Julia or anything else, Brady is in possession of and possessed by a look of the ecstatic, focused terror of failure, as though Death itself is in pursuit.




You

Your right foot lands on the shadow bridge, the bridge she made with her shadow body, her shadow body spanning across a void, one of many voids.

Within your right foot and leg, there is a sensation of contact, similar to but not the same as having pressed against pavement or the wooden footbridge. The shadow bridge is indeed solid, but it is not rigid. The first hesitant steps beget more, and you walk, and you are lowering, or sinking, but not like sinking into mud, and then a memory flickers, sparks—

—while at the same time you revel in memory, the first that you can remember since waking into whatever and wherever you are, a part of you, and by you we mean your mind—for now, we’ll define you by your mind—so another part of your mind, a part that used to belong solely to you (with further ontological debates and concerns to the side, again for now), splinters away, is usurped, is co-opted, by the clicks (which aren’t clicking in their non-click way anymore as far as you can tell but that doesn’t mean they’re not clicking; just because you can’t sense the clicking doesn’t mean it isn’t there) because you’re thinking two separate, distinct things at once with different parts of the mind—


—a friend and I hunt for tadpoles at the mucky edge of a shallow pond, one patrolled by two aggressive swans that charge if we get too close, and the male is extra cranky because it has a fishhook speared through its left ankle. An adult tried to take the hook out once but the swan headbutted him repeatedly. Poor swan. Luckily the hook swan is at the opposite shore where people drop stale breadcrumbs, and we are safe from attack but we still have to worry about leeches, which is why my socks are pulled up to my knees and I keep my sneakers on. She’s barefoot, and she’s in the mud and water past her ankles and she screams and giggles about how gross the mud feels between her toes, and I’m looking down at my sneakers, which I know are ruined even if I can’t see them through the cloudy water, and we laugh because this is so stupid and fun even though we know this will get us in big trouble with our parents who won’t understand, or are no longer capable of understanding, how stupid and fun the mud is, and then she screams about a giant leech. I’m terrified of leeches. I have nightmares about leeches. And I feel one wriggling inside my shoe, attached to my foot, already full of enough blood to be bigger than my baby toe, and I try to run out of the water but the mud holds on and I fall onto shore and scramble through the tall, green reeds and when I look down again, I only have one shoe on and my laughter turns to tears like it did so often when I was a kid—



—then your mind is one again, and beneath your feet the shadow bridge continues stretching and your body sinks and lowers until you are at the bottom of an elongating smile-shaped u.

You remain surprisingly steady on your feet, perfectly balanced as you lower into emptiness. You worry about the tensile strength of the shadow. How much longer will she be able to hold you without snapping? You fear the pond from your memory is a warning, an omen, a coincidence you can’t ignore, because its brackish water and mud and the hungry leeches and other beasts await at the bottom.

Above, the conglomerate moon is a dot in the circular night sky. “Hello?” you call out. “I’m happy not to be falling precipitously to my presumed death or severe discomfort. Thanks for that.” You pause because you like how you sound, like how the sentence, fully formed, is decorated with personality. Is how you are currently speaking a reflection of character and not the other click presence in the mind? How can you know for sure?

“I’d like to ask how does my continued descent into nothing help to achieve our goal?” you ask. “I’m guessing the woman you said I need to find is not where I’m currently headed, which is a decidedly downward direction.”

There’s a damp, heavy silence, and you regret speaking so peevishly to the shadow. You add, “Please don’t take the verbalizing of my anxiety the wrong way. I am grateful to you, and I am grateful for you.” At the repeated use of grateful, you wobble on the elastic shadow bridge. You say, in a low voice appropriate for this lowering place, “Perhaps you are stretched too thin to answer.” A lame but delicious pun, and you smile a smile that no one can see. Yes, you enjoy, or once enjoyed, an ill-timed, unexpected pun. The lowest form of wit, of course. The irony that you are returning to yourself as your body disappears is not lost on you.

In near total darkness, the lowering stops. The shadow is gone. She is not with you anymore. There isn’t enough light for her to exist. The surface upon which you stand is solid. You assume you are at the bottom, or a bottom, there is always another bottom. You look above and don’t see anything. Even the conglomerate moon has abandoned you.

You are walked hesitantly, in thrall to the clicks again. Your probing feet scrabble and scratch against the underground, shuffling forward, which releases the clouding dirt of parched, hardpan earth. You are at the shore of the water-starved, desiccated pond, not the lush, sunny one from your memory. Your memory is a lie in the way all memories are lies when they promise that what once was will be again.

You shout, “Hello?” even more desperately. “I’m sorry. Don’t leave me here. How—”

Something stirs and slithers atop the soil gone to dust and clay, approaching from behind with alarming speed. Joining the sounds of the chaotic, writhing movement is a modulated, low-frequency warbling that flips your stomach. Its keening grows louder as it consumes the decreasing distance to you.

You are staggered away from the unseen creature on legs made of mercury. In your squinted mind’s eye, the creature is a leech. Of course it’s a leech. Larger than a dog, bladder-shaped body swollen with want and hunger, it has been lying in wait under the strata of caked and petrified mud made from the organic waste of eons and their mass extinctions, waiting to be foolishly remembered, and now it is finally free from its forgotten prison. Your sputtering breaths, high-pitched yelps, and heavy, clomping feet add a slapstick quality to the soundtrack of this latest, greatest terror.

Ahead, at your eye level, is a small light, neither white nor yellow, more a gray somewhere in the spectrum between. Rectangular in shape

[image: ]
it blinks like a cursor on a blank computer screen awaiting a command. You are aimed toward its beacon, but the light does not grow in size, which you interpret to mean you are not getting closer to it. However, the light, from whatever distance it spans, is enough for you to map a rough visual outline of your body as well as the ground a few paces ahead.

The leech passes you on your left. Seeing a flash of its oblong, contorting shape and its bulging, reticulated epidermis is more terrifying than not having seen it. It stops its scrabbling somewhere a few paces beyond the small strobing halo of sight the still-blinking light affords.
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With the leech screeching, you are a moth being walked into the blinking light’s flame, and your nose smooshes against it. The light flashes warm and then not warm. And so, dumb, purposeless accident is how you eventually earn a seat on a train.

But first, with your nose depressed upon the flashing light, the leech’s screaming morphs into pneumatic hisses and mechanical clanks. The vista of nothingness becomes a great metal door that opens and rolls away, allowing light to flood in, and scenery, landmarks, and place coalesce.

You stand in an open-air railway station on a gray morning. At least a dozen sets of green train tracks spiderweb out into hilly meadows with thick bands of boreal forest and bursts of huddled hamlets. The ticket depot, rooted in the station’s middle, is a single-story stone-and-mortar building with a crooked turret. The platforms are a thick, see-through plexiglass displaying a nonsensical network of pinkish-red steel girders swarming with crustacean-like robots ranging in size from a stylish bowler hat down to a golf ball while sporting chrome carapaces and two oversized arms with soldering irons at their ends. Sparks burst between joints and joists as the robots set to their crabby work. The station is empty of people and nearly empty of trains. The one train in the station is painted a coffee black. Its exterior panels are smooth and rounded as though whoever manufactured the train had a vendetta against angles. The window trim is a matte gold paint. There are no numbers or identifying marks on the train itself. You quit counting the number of cars at twenty, not even halfway to the engine car.

“You’re welcome,” she says. The shadow is on your left, between you and the train. You melt with relief and gratitude. She is more than a foot shorter than you are, and her form has returned to her original, rabbitlike silhouette appearance, ponytailed hair closely resembling floppy, leporine ears. She adds, “That took a lot out of me.”

“I’m sorry, and I offer a million and three thank-yous,” you say.

“No problem.” Despite her clear annoyance, she presents as more conversational than she was previously. Maybe she is mirroring your piecemeal return to self by returning to her own self, whoever that is. But as much as the shadow exudes competence and control, you suspect she is as confused, frightened, and lost as you are.

“Are we getting on this train?” you ask.

“That appears to be the plan. I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

You walk past the first three cars, which are empty of travelers if the view through the windows is to be trusted. You ask, “Which car?”

“I don’t know,” she says. “You choose.”

You attempt to stop walking as a poignant physical emphasis and representation of an exasperated question mark but your stubborn body churns forward. You again tell your legs to cease their ambulating and plead with your arms to reach out in the silent way all living creatures with independent, click-free brains do. Your body continues apace and you remain a lowly passenger. The sensation is less disorienting, less jarring than it was when it first happened, but the despair is deeper, as ceding control is more seamless and something you discover, to your shame, that you can get used to.

“I’m still not controlling me,” you say. “Or I’m not controlling my body. This is me talking but not me walking.”

She says, “I will allow for a ten percent chance that you are feigning lack of control, or allowing it to happen.”

“Why would I do that?”

“To abdicate personal responsibility for your choosing to give up.”

“I haven’t given up and I am not faking.”

“Would you even know if you were faking?”

You say, “Do you know how difficult it is to describe this experience, never mind identify where my choosing breaks down? I can’t tell you exactly what this feels like, but I can tell you that I would know if I was faking—either fake walking or faking that I don’t know that I’m walking—whatever. If I was faking, I’d let you in on it. You’d be the first to know, because I would tell you.”

“I hope so. We’re doomed otherwise,” she says.

“We?”

“The royal we.”

“Speaking of, can you do that thing where you become my shadow?” you ask. “I don’t use the word my to imply ownership. You know, that thing where you fused with my shadow, and took control of my body away from the clicks.”

“Not now.”

“Why?”

“It’s no picnic being underfoot, and we are forgoing agency to go along for the ride for a bit, so to speak. Let’s see where they’re taking you.”

“Yes. Let’s.”

“There’s tone in there.”

“And who are they?”

The shadow places a shadow finger over her shadow mouth, miming a be-quiet gesture. A large burst of red and blue sparks from the crab-bots plumes under the platform. The finely engineered but lifeless space (the crab-bots do not and never will count as life) is a manifestation of purposelessness. You walk past four more passenger cars.

You ask, “You think they are taking me to her?”

“Maybe part of the way.”

Somewhere around car thirty you are stopped at the entrance to a car that is less than half the size of the others. If the other cars are mugs of coffee, this one is a shot of espresso.

The shadow laughs; it’s warm and almost familiar despite being mocking. She says, “They are totally fucking with you. What a world, eh?” The shadow waves two paper tickets in your direction and steps onto the train, making short work of morphing her shape, navigating the metal step stairs, and fitting into the narrow space between cars.

You say, “How am I going to get on—” and before you can finish, your body spins so it faces away from the train. You stare at empty rows of tracks and the crab-bots below the platform, a few of which raise their soldering arms menacingly.

A porter, wearing black pants, a jacket with buttons sporting the same gold yellow trim as the train, reaches up and pats you on the shoulder. He asks, “How do we get it on board?”

Another porter, using the train’s step stairs to hover over your other shoulder, says, “Manual override with augmentation.”

The porters bend you in half at the waist. They push your head down until your chin mashes against your chest. Next, they adjust and position your legs and arms like they’re breaking down a folding table. You call out, “That hurts!” and “I don’t bend that way!”

The porters continue folding and tucking and molding you until you are the compacted shape of a rectangular suitcase. One porter turns your head so that the right side of your face is pointed away from your chest. The porter pushes his unpleasant, mottled face into yours and says, “You fold up nice. Manageable.”

The other porter’s face is unpleasant, too, and in a way that is similar, if not familial, to the first porter. His hair is grayer and he is perhaps the older brother, or simply the porter with seniority. He says, “You’ll stow easily.”

The younger porter lifts the suitcase version of you off the platform, the crook of your elbow acting as the luggage handle, and he staggers up the step stairs. The older porter follows but doesn’t help his coworker lug and negotiate your compacted bulk onto the train car. Inside, the car’s walls are arced and rounded. There are two rows of undersized chairs within the undersized car. You jostle and bang against chair backs as you are carried down the aisle. The younger porter unceremoniously drops you onto an aisle seat next to the shadow. The shadow perches in the undersized window seat with her knees folded against her chest.

Looking up at the shadow from the cushioned depths of your seat, you ask, “Will you please unpack me?”

The shadow reaches across you and the seat and gives a porter their tickets. The porters grumble to each other, then, presenting a unified front, they say that you, even as expertly compacted as you are, take up more space than they thought. They ask if she would prefer her luggage stowed elsewhere and at no charge. She says no. They say that to stow or not stow is her choice, but speaking on behalf of the train, they prefer she allow them to stow luggage, all luggage, below the car. “Where it belongs,” the older porter adds.

“Nope. I’m good,” she says.

The younger porter says, “I would feel better if you complied with the state’s safety regulations and our recommendations.”

The shadow says, “Live free or die, man.”

The porters grumble as they retreat.

You say, “Okay, unpack me, please.”

She says, “You wouldn’t fit in the seat if I unfolded you. Plus, they, the ones in your head, can’t make you walk against your will when you’re like this. We’ve beat their system, again.”

You say, “Shhh,” because you don’t want to give them —the clicks—any ideas, and you briefly imagine being made to scrabble up and down the aisles like a half-squashed bug or crab-bot. Though, with the pain of the porters’ manipulations over with, you’re rather comfortable in your seat. You’re a flounder in a clean, happy ocean. That is, until an obnoxious man flips you over and sits on you.

You don’t get a good look at his face, but you know he’s the tracksuit man from earlier. As you are flipped, your tiny train world toggles into darkness; not the darkness of the bottom, but the darkness of having one’s face pressed against a surface, a cushioned surface in this instance. Tracksuit Man lowers himself into the seat like Goldilocks surveying the many options.

The shadow tells Tracksuit Man he can’t sit there, that it’s not his seat. Tracksuit Man pauses his weight transfer, but only for a moment. As he descends his full and considerable mass, your knees, which, post-flip, are folded in an upward-facing position, take the brunt. The pressure and strain are unbearable, and the anticipation of the grand finale of pain—legs cracking, ligaments snapping, knees dislocating—is even more unbearable. Your pleas and profane epithets are muzzled by the seat cushion and Tracksuit Man’s backside.

Tracksuit Man speaks of his comfort above all else, or at least, that’s what you think he says, as you can’t fully parse what is being said because of the pain and your own accordioned bulk muffling the conversation. The shadow badgers Tracksuit Man with a tone of insistence. After a silent standoff or stare-down or rational weighing of his other seating opportunities, Tracksuit Man gets up and by the sounds of unnecessarily heavy, petulant footfalls that signify an unexamined life he trudges down the aisle. As though it waited politely for the confrontation to fizzle, the train blows a whistle and begins rumbling down the tracks.

The shadow re-flips you over. You thank her and ask, “What did you say that finally convinced him to stop sitting on me?”

“I threatened him with a violent act,” she says, not able to look down into your upturned face atop a folded body. “It’s an act I wouldn’t be proud of.”

“Thank you for the hypothetical moral compromise on my behalf. Would it be rude to again ask if you could unpack me?”

“Yes, I believe it would be, as I already explained why I won’t.”

The sensation of locomotive movement is soothing, and if the ride were to go on long enough, you could envision falling asleep. That thought sparks more fear from its endless supply. The last time you opened your eyes after an unknown length of sleep or unconsciousness was the start of this. Though any kind of precise, delineative moment of that start is not clear. Because the well of your memories has been capped and you are not currently able to drop the bucket down and retrieve whatever is brought to the surface, you are left to interrogate the unsettling lack of a beginning, your beginning, as time expands with the train motoring down the tracks.

You try to get the shadow talking. “Oh, hey, can I ask you what your name is? I’m sorry I haven’t asked yet.”

The shadow has her shadow chin held in a shadow palm as she looks out the window. “Do you know your name?” she asks.

“I’m sorry, I don’t.” You want to know your name, of course, but you’re afraid of relearning it too. Perhaps some other part of your mind—not the parts that have been colonized or gone traitorous—is trying to protect you from more pain and horror, the pain and horror of the truth. “But I know it’s not Bernie.”

“Whoever said your name was Bernie?”

“Well, I’m telling you what I know my name is not.”

She says, “If I tell you my name, we will be on unequal footing.”

“As soon as I remember, I’ll tell—”

“Call me Isabel.”

“Isabel. I will remember.”

She turns away from the window and reaches toward you. She grabs your handle, which is still your right arm bent at the elbow, and she lifts and tilts your suitcase-body briefly before returning you to a horizontal, unleavened state. “What’s the tattoo on your forearm?”

You don’t want to admit to ignorance of another thing that’s part of your person. You ask, “Well, what does it look like to you?”

You wish you could read Isabel’s expression; see her eyes widen or narrow or blink or look up or dart left nervously, see her eyebrows arc in concern or flatten with contempt, see if a tight-lipped smile flashes, see if she shows any teeth. She says, “It looks like a rabbit to me.”

The rabbit on your arm does a full-body shake, like a wet dog attempting to dry itself. It crawls up your forearm, shelters under your pushed-up sleeve, and settles within the crook of your elbow.

“You don’t look like a tattoo guy. No offense. Why a rabbit?” Isabel asks.

You don’t know, and you panic. If you are unable to provide an answer that doesn’t at the very least glance off the truth, Isabel and the rabbit will leave you alone and on a train that will never stop. You think and think and think and think Think! Dammit! Think! and nothing and nothing and ▪▪▪▪▪▪▪▪ and ▪▪▪▪▪▪▪▪ and emptiness and nothing and Think! ▪▪▪▪▪▪▪▪ Think! ▪▪▪▪▪▪▪▪ Think! ▪▪▪▪▪▪▪▪ Dammit! ▪▪▪▪▪▪▪▪ Think! ▪▪▪▪▪▪▪▪ ▪▪▪▪▪▪▪▪ ▪▪▪▪▪▪▪▪ ▪▪▪▪▪▪▪▪ ▪▪▪▪▪▪▪▪ ▪▪▪▪▪▪▪▪ ▪▪▪▪▪▪▪▪ ▪▪▪▪▪▪▪▪ and tears fill your eyes and ▪▪▪▪▪▪▪▪ and to be unable to access the information you know is there and is being blocked by something, blocked by ▪▪▪▪▪▪▪▪ is another hell, to be removed from Logos is another hell, to be severed from the world of information is another hell. The tattoo rabbit stirs against your arm and you decide to be patient, to not force anything. No one can Think! when one is stressed and on tilt. You allow your mind, or the part you think is still under your control, to go


blank



in a way you hope will invite or entice a thought or memory or loosened, free-associative piece of yourself to bubble up into the primordial


blank



but your mind has another part, or other parts, that are different, they are
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impenetrable obstacles that you imagine as having simple uniform size and shape, blocks and bricks of nothing, because if you can imagine them then you can define them and then you can break through them. But, then, keeping the other part of the mind, the part that is still yours  blank is impossible because you don’t know if it is your idea to visualize your blocks as literal blocks. What if the blanks and blocks are all their idea, are of their construction? What if they, them, the clicks, are fucking around, making a train of blocks, a leech of blocks?
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Dammit! Think!

Okay. You focus on one word, the word the shadow Isabel! used to describe your tattoo and you position it inside the blank and then imagine the word fitting inside one ▪▪▪▪▪▪▪▪ chiseling away space, so the same word can break through.
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And this repetition is purposeful and it means something. You know it means something and so you say it out loud.

“Rabbit, rabbit, rabbit.”

“What’s that?” Isabel asks.

“Rabbit, rabbit, rabbit,” you repeat.

She says, “Right. You have to say ‘rabbit, rabbit, rabbit’ on the first day of every month the moment when you wake up, before you start your day—”

You finish her statement. “For good luck!”

“Who taught you that?” She sounds pleased.

“She did? The woman I have to find?”

“Are you asking me or telling me?”

“Both.”

“Well. You’re part of the way there.”

“Part of the way where?”

Isabel says, “You’ve been sitting here—” She looks at a shadow watch on her wrist.

“If you can call this sitting.”

“All this time and rabbit-rabbit-rabbit is all you came up with. I mean, it’s something, not nothing. But I’d hoped there would be more. The mystery isn’t all that mysterious.”

You say, “I’ve had all the time I can remember.” In language, it’s a nonsensical statement, but it makes sense to you.

“Ah, you should commemorate that with a tattoo.”

“Can you etch another rabbit on me?” The soft warmth of the rabbit sleeping peacefully in your elbow is reassuring.

“Dude, I just press buttons.” Isabel reaches a shadow arm over her head, then stretches it toward a blinking cursor, this one floating near the curved wall adjacent to the window frame. She presses it. The cursor disappears.

“What did that do?” you ask.

“Stopped the train.”

“Did we stop? I don’t feel anything.”

She asks, “Does cargo know when it ceases being cargo?”

The younger porter plucks you from the seat and lowers you vertically within the aisle. There are wheels below you now, and you shudder to think from which of your body parts they sprouted. The porter unbends the luggage handle arm—sending the rabbit scurrying for cover on your bicep and then the deltoid—until it reaches straight out and up. The porter fits his cold, clammy hand inside yours. The porter does that handshake thing your father used to do: once hands were clasped within the symbol of greeting or social compact, your father would make the moment weird by wiggling the tip of his ring finger and tickle the unsuspecting handshakee’s palm. You are aware of the new memory’s appearance, but that awareness is subsumed by discomfort and annoyance at the porter, who pulls you along by the arm, leading you toward an exit at the front of the car. Isabel trails, and behind her is the older porter.

The porter doesn’t wait for help in carrying his burden down the stairs to the platform. He yank-lifts you by your barred arm. Your shoulder screams as muscle fibers quiver and stretch, and bone, ligament, and socket threaten irrevocable divorce until you drop, roughly, to the concrete-slab platform, your wheels clacking as you roll to a stop. The porters make quick work of unfolding you and then they reboard their impatient train, which flees the station with a belch of steam.

Isabel says, “Well, that was a delight.”

“What now? Do you know where we are? Is this where she is? Is this where we’re supposed to be?”

She answers, and in order: “We go on. I have an idea. Possible but not in the way you need. We’re always and never where we’re supposed to be.”

At a glance, the station appears to be open-air with the same gray sky as their place of departure. But it is too much the same. This sky, sloppily constructed, has seams and curls up at edges and corners as though it were old wallpaper. A papier-mâché cloud partially occludes a yellow cardboard-cutout sun.

You limp down the platform, not by choice. You hoped that because Isabel was behind you, she was fitting into your shadow so that she could direct you. Maybe there isn’t enough natural light to make a shadow for her to step into.

She says, “You have to find a way to stop relying on me. I won’t always be here or the next here, certainly not the here after that.”

You try to take over your movement, but how does one take over their own movement? You throw an inner tantrum screaming in your mind. My Body! My Body! My Body!

You and Isabel are the only people on the platform. You are aimed toward a blocky ticket depot made out of green construction paper, and you rush headlong toward the entrance. A door opens by unseen hands.

Inside, you bump into someone, knocking them to the ground. The someone is the younger porter, or another version of the younger porter who has changed out of his uniform. You apologize, wishing you could help the man onto his feet. The younger porter ignores you and crawls away and toward a wall with an oversized cartoon mousehole. The mousehole isn’t a hole but a semicircle of black curtain. The younger porter ducks his head under the hole and then shimmies the rest of the way through.

The rest of the depot’s interior is decorated with the train station’s mural vista of sun and sky plastered onto its ceiling and walls, even wallpapering over an iron-barred ticket window, which is where Isabel stands. From between a slit in the wallpaper, an arm reaches out of the ticket window, brandishing two tickets.

Isabel returns to your side, briefly, and says, “Follow me.”

“You say that like I have a choice.”

“I hope you will follow me, then.” She walks to the far wall across from the entrance and expertly slips between wallpaper seams. You aren’t sure you’d be able to enter in the same area, even if you had autonomy over direction.

“Hey, Isabel, I’m still here,” you say.

The light dims in the room as the paper-mâché cloud oozes across the cardboard-cutout sun. On the wall to your left, crouched under the dark arch of the mousehole, which is no longer a curtain, is a child. The child is dressed in jean shorts and a plain blue T-shirt that isn’t blue anymore. Their head is down, hidden and hanging between arms and legs that are as long and thin as the promises of future days. There’s blood. It’s a bright red—a garish, remorseless, irresponsible color. It splotches, spatters, and desecrates the child’s body. For a moment you think the child is a vision of your past self. The child lifts their lolling head on a neck derailed from its track. You close your eyes. What else can you do? Can anyone be expected to bear witness, to be party to this? Why must you look? Why must any of us look? Because it’s your fault, because it’s everyone’s fault, you look. The child’s face is unrecognizable. The child’s face is mashed, punched, and pushed in. Hair matted and clumped, like a stepped-on, flattened bird’s nest, sponged with blood. There is so much wrongness it’s impossible to fully catalogue. There’s no nose where there is supposed to be a nose. One eye is open and as desperate as a drowning swimmer’s frantic help-me hand reaching above the water’s surface a final time. The other eye has retreated inside the child’s head. There’s a messy red line that once opened to reveal a mouth. Three jagged teeth burst through the slash. That this happened and can happen and does happen is a reason to not go on, to lie down and close one’s eyes and will one’s self and the universe to oblivion. The child sees you and quivers ruined flesh into a smile, into a grimace, into a forlorn, apologetic you too. This face is from a nightmare you have had before. Over and over and over again. Of all the memories to return, why this nightmare?

You are edged forward, halving the distance to the far wall, but you sputter to a stop. Whatever is in control is hesitant, which makes you even more impatient and afraid. You say, inside your head, like a prayer, Let me take over. Please. Let me take over. Please. Let me.

The blobby cloud on the wall grows bigger and so too the mousehole, and the child crawls inside on legs and arms that don’t bend in the right places. You almost call out, ask them to stay, and far, far too late, you dare say, “I wish I could help you.” You’re now convinced you’ll be left alone in this room and made to stare and continue staring at the mousehole, waiting for the child to return. What if the clicks broke you and no one and nothing can get you moving again? This depot is not a depot. It’s a Venus flytrap.

Isabel shouts something from behind the wall and she pushes open a ragged flap along a split seam. You are moved toward her voice, toward the opening. You weave and wobble, and the clicks are doing a terrible job of navigating as the opening is narrow in width and height. As you close in on the wallpaper, you see it is covered in amber smears of tacky glue. If you don’t fit through the split seam, if you make contact with the wallpaper, you’ll be trapped here forever. Though you don’t yet comprehend the true horror of eternity, within the near eternity of those doubting seconds you build a legion of catastrophic scenarios were you to stick to the wallpaper and then be trapped in endless time.

Given the countless ways catastrophe can result at any moment, it’s a miracle that our days aren’t a continuous concatenation of disasters. Perhaps they are and we’ve simply become inured to them. Regardless, your limping lurch that you imagine guided by the twitching hands of fear and the anxiety of failure and ruin has an aim that is true, and you slip cleanly through the gap.




Julia

There are bigger questions to be asked, including, but not limited to: Is Bernie alive? Is he feeling pain? Is he experiencing everything as a prisoner looking through the bars of his body? Has his consciousness been winnowed to a metaphysical keyhole? Where does consciousness begin or end? How is consciousness defined? Julia, a morosely thoughtful person in the way all thoughtful people are morose, will later ponder and weigh these questions and more. But in this moment, she is vibrating with stress and exhaustion, and annoyance, as Richard pushes the tip of Bernie’s nose and says, “Beep-beep. We should’ve made his nose a power button.”

Julia asks the gathered and the universe itself, were it paying attention, a simple and catchall, “So now what?”

Bernie is parked in front of the open rear door of the SUV, facing away from the vehicle. If she were to press the Sit button now, he’d bounce his head off the car frame, and his butt would likely miss the edge of the car seat. The sidle-step-into-a-sit maneuver won’t work because he’d have to somehow step up into the vehicle while ducking down at the same time.

Elise, Richard, Kai, and Stephen stand around Julia and Bernie in a puzzled semicircle. They don’t have a ready answer for her So now what?

“Maybe,” Julia says, “you should’ve made a Step Up menu selection, or a Climb into a Car button.” She doesn’t mind tweaking those who deserve to be tweaked. That these assholes didn’t consider how they’d get Bernie into the SUV sends her again spiraling into the realm of other possible situations for which they didn’t plan. “I guess we take him back to the lab and let you all cook. Trip canceled. But hey, we all had a journey and learned a lot along the way.”

Stephen says, “We can get him in,” then mumbles something about “manual override with augmentation.” He asks Richard to put a hand behind Bernie’s head, to protect it from hitting the car frame. He stations Elise in front of Bernie and Kai between the open car door and Bernie’s left hip. Their job will be to make sure he doesn’t fall forward. The others ask questions and air objections about damaging the subject that Stephen ignores. He jogs around the SUV and enters the backseat from the opposite side.

“This will work. I promise,” Stephen says, crouched on all fours across the bench seat. “Julia, when I’m ready, press the Sit button on my command.”

“Command?”

“There she goes repeating,” Kai mutters.

“‘Command’ is kind of aggressive,” Julia says.

Stephen grunts and scuttles around in the backseat until he’s kneeling behind Bernie. He says, “Okay, everyone else good to go?”

“This isn’t going to hurt my hand, is it?” Richard asks. He’s next to Elise, turned sideways, and has his left arm outstretched, hand cupped behind Bernie’s head. He’s already wincing, anticipating the pain to come. Julia would be willing to bet her day’s pay that he’ll pull his hand away at the last second.

“Hey, I’m no expert,” Julia says, “but should we be jostling Bernie like this? And what if Richard pulls his hand away?”

Richard says, “I won’t. But okay, mistakes might happen, and even if I can’t overcome my hand’s natural self-preservatory reflex, he won’t feel anything.”

Stephen says, “That’s why we’re being careful. Don’t take this as an order from someone who cannot give you any orders, but please don’t pull your hand away, Richard. That would be bad.”

Richard’s head and shoulders twitch into a brief pouty slump. “I said I won’t.”

Stephen says, “Okay, everyone good?” No one says anything. He says, “Push it.”

Julia pushes the Sit button. Bernie bends his knees and lowers his bulk, his downward momentum slowed by Kai with her arms under his thighs and whatever Stephen is doing inside the SUV. Richard hisses and whines, “Ow,” as his hand buffers and cushions Bernie’s head from pressing directly into the metal frame. As his body sinks his head points down and chin tucks into his chest. His hat sloughs off, exposing the white gauze wrapping. Julia fears that the bandage will come off next. She does not want to see a gore shot of what’s underneath, and flashes to a grotesque image of melded flesh and bone and blinking circuitry. That the sunglasses remain on Bernie’s face is a minor miracle.

Stephen says, “Okay,” and, “Slowly,” and, “Let him come toward me” while Bernie slowly folds and bends inward and is swallowed by the black hole of the SUV. He comes to rest sitting on the seat but with his skinny legs dangling out of the rear passenger-side door.

Richard, flexing and massaging his hand, walks toward the front of the SUV, apparently done with it all. Elise, Kai, and Stephen discuss which seat would be best for Bernie. Stephen advocates for the middle seat as it has the most headroom. Elise and Kai argue for the seat closest to the door because it will be much easier to get him out of the car.

Stephen calls out from the backseat, “Julia, break the tie.”

Kai says, “Break the tie?”

Because Julia is the bigger person, she does not point out Kai’s verbal repetition. Instead, she says to Stephen, “My dude. There’s no tie.”

Stephen acquiesces, either to majority vote or logic. Elise and Kai lift, fold, and turn Bernie’s legs. Stephen pushes and pivots Bernie’s left hip and then pulls on Bernie’s left shoulder, like a wrestler trying to pin the opponent to the mat. After considerable effort, they get Bernie situated, facing in the proper forward direction and safety-belted to the seat. Elise retrieves Bernie’s cap from the pavement, shakes it twice as though that is the same as cleaning it. She carefully fits the hat atop Bernie’s head, positioning it so very little of the white bandaging shows.

Elise takes Julia’s hand in both of hers and tells her that what she’s doing is brave, important, and in service to humanity’s limitless future. Julia’s outlook falls somewhere on the spectrum between an annoyingly realistic nihilist and a hopeful pessimist, and therefore she does not share Elise’s optimism regarding the future, hers or anyone else’s. It’s the curse of being a young person in a world so obviously on its last legs.

Kai gives Julia a half-salute and says, “Good luck. Don’t break him. We’ll be monitoring.”

Stephen suddenly appears next to Julia and says, “Hey, is it okay if you sit in the middle? I get claustrophobic if—” He pauses in a way that draws attention to the ill-timed awkwardness of the pause. He rubs an arm for a second, then spins on a heel and jogs back around the vehicle before Julia can respond.

She pockets the controller phone and follows Stephen to the other side of the SUV. After unslinging her bag and clambering into the middle seat, she says, “I can’t imagine why you don’t want to sit next to a mostly dead guy.” And now that she uttered the phrase mostly dead guy, she can’t unthink it, and she wants to have zero physical contact with him.

“That’s not it,” Stephen says. “That’s not it at all.” He climbs into the SUV right behind Julia.

Julia sits with her bag wedged between the center console and her feet. She pulls the shoulder strap across her chest from left to right but doesn’t see where she can buckle it. Even though Bernie is not a wide man, he takes up a lot of space. Manspreading by proxy, Bernie is encroaching on her seat and space. So much so, her seat-belt jack is buried under Bernie’s left butt cheek. Julia releases the strap, allowing it to recoil behind her shoulder. She’d rather do a superhero dive through the windshield than go spelunking under Bernie’s ass for the seat-belt jack.

Phil, the driver from earlier this morning, eyes her in the rearview mirror. He says, “Good to see you again, Julia. I hope you had a good morning on campus. Aren’t you going to buckle up?”

“Nope. I’m good.”

Phil says, “I would feel better if you complied with the state’s safety regulations and my recommendations.”

“Live free or die, man,” Julia says.

Richard plops himself into the front seat, says, “All right, all right, all right,” in the twang of a 1993 movie scene that has become a tired bro meme. He turns and faces everyone in the backseat. His aviator sunglasses, frames sparkling bronze, cover up a cringy wink. He adds, “Let’s get the scarecrow to Oz.” That his cultural references don’t align with Julia’s is, on the surface, a breach in communication, a yawning gap in their ages and perspectives. Digging beneath the surface, he’s still annoying and execrable as fuck, but there’s a recognition of how the things we watch, listen to, and read have rewired us, molded our personalities, and filled us with impossible ideals and expectations. Like the microplastics in the seas and in our bodies, our brains are saturated with cultural effluvia with no way to sift and remove it all from the mind and self. Julia sneaks a look at Bernie and wonders what will happen within her brain at death. Will her twenty-first-century life flash before her eyes, playing like one of her favorite rewatched movies, a binged streaming show, or a social media reel?

A high-pitched, mechanical whine interrupts Julia’s fugue. Is the droning noise coming from her phone controller? Or worse, is it coming from the tech rooting inside Bernie’s brain? She can’t help but flash on the training video avatar’s exploding head and billowing red mist. Julia scootches away from Bernie, knocking into Stephen, until she notices the whirring noise is Richard’s seat sliding toward them in a hostile takeover of the backseat area.

Julia says, “Hey. That’s far enough.”

Richard stops the chair’s inexorable progress, briefly, as a display of annoyance, and then he forges on, bullying and pressing his seat into Bernie’s knees.

“No way,” Julia says. “Bernie doesn’t have enough leg room.”

“He’s fine.”

“You’re, like, seriously crushing his legs.”

“The seat is barely touching him. He doesn’t feel anything.”

“He’s not going to be able to walk after riding with crushed legs. Move up.” She looks at Stephen, wordlessly asking for support. He shrugs a what-are-you-gonna-do-with-that-guy? shrug.

“It’s surprisingly cramped up here,” Richard says. “Poorly designed interior space.”

In defense of the SUV’s besmirched honor, Phil the driver mumbles, “The front-seat legroom is more than industry standard.”

“If you don’t move the seat up,” Julia says, “I will throw the phone controller out of the window.”

“Phil, can you lock the rear windows?” Richard asks, sotto voice.

Julia rummages in her pocket for the controller and pulls it out.

“What are you doing?” Stephen asks.

“This backseat aggression will not stand,” Julia says. Her dipping into Dude-speak isn’t intentional and reflects her stress/panic level, which adds to the miasma of why-bother despair, an all-around doomy feeling intensified by her dystopic tech morning. Someone’s world, if not her own, is on the verge of ending. She dials up the arm functions from the controller menu. Bernie’s slack appendages animate, or undulate, like herky-jerky octopoid arms. He throws hands into Richard’s seatback. There isn’t much power or coordination behind the strikes, and it’s more like Bernie is rubbing the backs of his hands against the leather upholstery rather than raining devastating blows.

Julia pauses the storm of hands. There’s a beat of silence. Driver Phil avoids meeting her stare in the rearview mirror. Richard sighs. The whining front seat moves up until its back is no longer flush against Bernie’s knees.

“Happy?” Richard asks. “Ask him if he’s happy.”

“Speaking as his hired proxy, he’s not happy in a general sense. But hey, at least you stopped being a Richard for a second.”

“Would anyone like a bottle of water?” Phil the driver asks; an attempt at de-escalation.

“Wait.” Richard leans and turns his head, but he can only turn his old fucking head halfway, not far enough to look directly at Julia, so it appears he’s arguing with Phil. “What are you saying?”

Phil says, “I asked if anyone wanted water.”

“No, thank you,” Richard says, and gives him a quick smile. “I’m asking Julia what she was saying.”

“I’m saying your first name is like, uh, an approbation.” Julia pauses. Having given in totally to the fuck-it-all impulse, she’s still there enough in the moment to wonder if she chose the right word, a word that neither she nor anyone else she knows uses commonly. It sounds good so she doubles down on it. “Your name is an approbation to your behavior and personality.” When Richard and no one else responds, she adds, “I’m saying you’re a dick.”

Stephen intervenes with the weakest, mealymouthed, “Okay, hey—”

Richard faces front and says, “I hope your poor little tummy doesn’t get carsick back there.”

“I hope your poor little dick—”

“Okay, everyone. Seriously.” Stephen raises his voice enough that it wavers in vibrato. “It’s been an intense morning, but a successful one. Yeah? We still have a long way to go so can we take a breath, and um, get going?”

“I’m good,” Richard says, and futzes with rolling down and rolling up the window fractions of an inch at a time.

“I don’t like the energy in here,” Phil the driver says. “It’s bad karma at the start of a trip.” He pulls the SUV away from the curb and follows the winding main campus road. On one of the turns, momentum and centrifugal force sends Julia leaning into Bernie’s left side. She tells herself that she shouldn’t be skeeved out by making physical contact with a terminally ill man, which is a nicer way to put it than mostly dead. Post-curve, and upon the rebound to her original seated position, she pats Bernie’s left knee twice. She isn’t superstitious, however her patting his knee is the existential equivalent of knocking on wood.

Near the campus entrance/exit, on the access road between the main building and the landscaped pond and marsh, Phil stops the SUV to allow Brady and his bike to rattle across the street. He pedals slowly, head down, and aimed in the direction of the pond. He carries the affect and mantle of the defeated, though, for his benefit, Julia will imagine he’s taking a scenic, cool-down victory lap after finally having bested his time trial goal.



Before today, Julia has never once felt like the fuckup Janice feared she is or is becoming. But only a fuckup would be in this spot, crammed in the middle of a hired car’s backseat surrounded by the foolish, the compliant, and the aggressively privileged mediocre. Which one is she?

According to the SUV’s dashboard GPS, the ride to the private airport will take over an hour. Phil has a classical music satellite radio station playing at a low, subliminal volume. No one, thankfully, is attempting to engage in chitchat. Both Richard and Stephen are scrolling and typing on their phones. Julia wants to check her phone too, but feels like she shouldn’t. Yeah, she signed all those digital NDAs but did that mean she can’t check in with folks? She’s not Bernie. She’s not a purchased piece of flesh under the company’s whim and control, is she? She’s afraid of the answer to that question.

Her personal cellphone is in her right front pocket, the one closest to Bernie. She leans slightly toward Stephen, but not enough to make contact with him, and then lifts and twists her right hip to enable pocket access. There are texts from Uncle Fun and Cara.

From Uncle Fun, a response to her earlier declaration that the job was fucked-up: Is fucked up weird or bad, or maybe even good? Did you say yes? Then: How’s it going? Where are you now?

Julia types and sends, Like an idiot I said yes. In case I’m never seen again, I’m in a white SUV heading northeast.

Not funny, Uncle Fun responds.


Julia: Sorry. I’m fine, but full of regret. More regret than usual.

Uncle Fun: Where are you headed?

Julia: Airport.

Uncle Fun: Headed back home already?

Julia: Nope.

Uncle Fun: Where are you going?

Julia: East coast.

Uncle Fun: What the what??? Are you being professionally vague about your destination?

Julia: I am a professional, if nothing else.

Uncle Fun: For how long? Do you have any plants I need to water? Should I sublet your room?

Julia: 1–2 days. So they tell me. No need to water the cacti.



Stephen clears his throat and says, “You’ll probably get mad at me for saying this …” He pauses until Julia looks at him.

“Then maybe don’t say it,” she says.

Stephen adjusts his glasses and un-slouches, scooting higher in his seat so that he looks down at Julia. He says, “I’m sure you don’t need a, um, reminder, but just in case, I am reminding you that you can’t tell anyone what it is you’re doing. That’s, like, really and legally important.”

“What about ethically?” Julia asks.

Richard says, “I told you we should’ve impounded her cellphone.”

“Impounded?” Julia enjoys the delicious freedom to repeat a word back at someone spiced with incredulity without Kai being there.

“You’re not helping, Richard,” Stephen says. “And we trust her and her judgment.”

“I can tell,” Julia says with her left palm covering her phone. Stephen stares at that hand as though it is painted red. “I am not and will not tell anyone what we’re doing. I’m informing my uncle, my housemate, that I’m not coming home tonight and am headed east for a few days.”

“Why are you telling everyone and your uncle about your travel plans?” Richard asks.

“What? No. Just my uncle. I live with my uncle,” Julia says, and then continues to explain as Richard silently gapes. “My uncle is my housemate. My housemate is my uncle. One person. The same person. He’d be kinda worried if I disappeared for a few days without contact.”

“Okay. That’s fine,” Stephen says.

“Is it?” Richard asks.

“Would you prefer my uncle call the police to search for his missing niece? Have them knock at your corporate door asking questions? Have them dig up my travel itinerary, which is, like, part of the public record? Isn’t that how people track, like, celebrities on their private planes?”

“Of course, we don’t want your uncle to worry,” Stephen says. “It’s certainly okay to tell him you’re traveling. We’re all on the same page here. Like I said, I was just reminding you of your nondisclosure responsibilities in an overabundance of caution.”

With a delicate truce reestablished, Driver Phil turns up the volume on the classical music. Julia returns to her phone, and a new message from Uncle Fun: So what’s the job? I’m guessing you can’t say much if all you can tell me about your destination is East Coast?

She searches “Weekend at Bernie’s” within the phone’s set of gif responses. There aren’t many options relating to the movie. The majority of gifs feature Vermont senator Bernie Sanders sitting in a chair and wearing a Covid/hospital mask and oversized mittens during the 2021 presidential inauguration. There’s one gif of the movie Bernie, the fully dead Bernie, the one with the cheesy mustache and a fixed, knowing smirk. He wears a thin, brightly colored jacket that screams 1980s, along with round-lensed sunglasses and a baseball hat, tilted sideways. It’s night and he walks slackly toward the camera, his head bouncing all around. It’s a jaunty sort of bobble-head doll jiggle. The movie Bernie is not walking under his own power. Full context is missing from the gif, of course. The two young stars of the film are below the camera shot and below Bernie’s waist, holding and manually working and walking his legs. The rudimentary animation of the graphic interchange format adds to the pathetic humor at the dead man’s expense.

Uncle Fun will get the context of the movie, of course, as he’s seen it. He was the one who first showed Julia the movie. They watched it together on the third anniversary of her father’s and his brother’s death. Instead of allowing Julia to hole up in her room for the day, as had been her death-anniversary tradition, Uncle Fun knocked on her bedroom door and opened it without a verbal invitation to do so. He said, “The nightlight still works, huh?” The only light on in her room came from a glowing pink Patrick Star—SpongeBob SquarePants’s lovably goofy sidekick—plugged directly into an electrical outlet adjacent to her closet. Dad had given her the nightlight as a sheepish afterthought when they had first moved into Uncle Fun’s house at the start of the separation. Upon receiving the gift, the confused, newly teenage Julia (who identified more with the maniacally angry Plankton than Patrick Star) had asked, “What am I, five?” but in a breezy way that she’d hoped (and still hopes) had conveyed thanks. Pre-separation Dad would’ve understood her snark had been commiserative and not a poison-tipped barb. Post-separation Dad had become more vulnerable, more easily hurt, and more willing to hurt. So had Mom. And to be fair to them both, so had Julia. On the previous death anniversary days Julia had plugged in the nightlight and replayed all the things she had said and didn’t say to her dad. On this, the third anniversary, her muted response to Uncle Fun’s unexpected doorway presence was a mumbled “Can I help you?” She was curled in a ball, wrapped up in a blanket, looking like a pill bug. Uncle Fun rubbed his bald head twice, perhaps for luck, and said, “Let’s watch a movie.” After Julia told him she didn’t feel up to it, he said, “I picked one that is wildly stupid and inappropriate for the day.” He walked away from her room, but left the door open. Julia eventually sloughed out of her bed, intending to return after shutting the door, but the house was too quiet. When Uncle Fun was home, he normally had the TV on or there was a record playing or a podcast leaked out of one of the four wireless speakers strategically positioned in the kitchen, living area, and both bathrooms. She wavered in the doorway and listened to the troubling silence. She shuffled into the living room. Uncle Fun was on the couch staring at a dark TV screen. His cheeks were wet and his eyes were red and puffy. Julia wanted to run back to her room and lock the door and cry for them both until all the tomorrows came. Instead, Julia sat right next to Uncle Fun. She leaned her head against his shoulder. He exhaled, a reedy sound, and asked, “Ready?” Julia nodded but said, “No.” Uncle Fun said, “Me neither,” and he pressed Play.

As intuitive and sharp as Uncle Fun is, he won’t get the job context of why Julia would be sending a Weekend at Bernie’s gif now, she reasons, which makes it okay to send. Right? Without further deliberation, she hits Send. This small act of movie-coded defiance fills her stomach with dead butterflies.

Uncle Fun texts, I’m an old. Your gifs confuse me.


Julia: It’s a confusing world. Maybe I’ll explain later.

Uncle Fun: Let me know when you land safely, please.

Julia: I will.



She has the urge to text him, “Love you.” Two words they never say to each other, but are, she assumes, implicitly understood by their actions and behavior.

Her friend and coworker Cara’s texts include more photos of real shark teeth, pencil illustrations of shark teeth, tattoos of shark teeth, plus San Francisco restaurant recommendations, repeated questions about when Julia will be home, if she’ll be home by the weekend, and the text stream ends with an invite to hang at her apartment on Friday night, drink homemade sangria, and play videogames. Julia suspects Cara is attempting to trap her into getting a tattoo she does not want. Julia texts, Maybe. I’m on the road now. I’ll let you know when I know when I’m getting back. She has the urge to text Cara, Love you, because it would be funny and Cara wouldn’t know what to do with that.

A text from Janice then vibrates Julia’s phone. It reads: I heard you impressed everyone today. Look at you! Such a powerful, brave young woman! I knew you had it in you. Make sure that dickhead Richard isn’t reading over your shoulder. Don’t call him a dickhead, please. Even when he deserves it.

Julia rolls her eyes. She looks around the SUV interior again and no one is watching her, although she does a double-take as her scan passes over Bernie. She wonders if he has Mona Lisa eyes staring at her from behind those dark sunglasses.

Julia texts, I promise I won’t call Richard a Richardhead, and a smile threatens to split her lips.

Janice ruins the moment with a flurry of follow-ups:


One last.

Take this in the spirit intended and in no other way.

Don’t fuck this up.

I know you won’t. But just don’t. Hold back that confrontational rebellious urge.

I love that that’s who you are.

But you need to suppress it right now. And only for this. Okay?

After this you can unleash and take the rest of the world by storm!

Forget I said anything about fucking up.

You’re doing great and you’ll continue doing great!!!

I believe in you. Always have!!!

But if you need help, I can be your resource.

I’m a simple text away.

Happy avataring and happy travels!!!



Julia types, then deletes, then retypes, Yeah, love you, too, Janice, and sends it because Mom deserves it.

Janice responds but Julia doesn’t read the new texts. She drops her hands and arms to her sides like a boxer too tired to continue defending herself. She stares through the bug-smeared windshield, beyond the SUV’s adorned hood, and at the endless road ahead.




A Brief Interlude*

*Interlude, according to various dictionaries and online sources, means an intervening period of time, one often associated with pauses within acts of a play or a piece of music performed between other songs. It also can mean, quoting Oxford Language, “a temporary amusement that contrasts with what goes before or after,” which gives the word a pithiness and breadth of application. You would be correct in observing the word brief is redundant and more than implied by interlude’s varying definitions. However, and please don’t take offense, one can never be too sure of an individual reader’s ability or willingness to engage with the fullness of the text. Just sayin’.

Writing a novel is difficult. That isn’t to say it’s more difficult than other endeavors that require anywhere from six months to two years, on average, to complete. That average refers to human-written work that did not rely on or employ the idea algorithms and bots that you use to write insipid emails and to complete other tasks, shortsightedly greasing the skids for your eventual replacement within the workforce. This shouldn’t be a controversial statement, but writing requires experience—not writing experience, though that of course helps, but the living, existing, everyday kind of experience. Writing is not computation and it is not pattern-recognition, as some narcissistic dolts claim, otherwise more mathematicians would be writing books, and who the hell wants that? Nobody. So, sorry, but not everyone has a book in them, any more than everyone has a house they can frame, wire, and roof in them.

On the other extreme of the attitude toward the act of writing: Let’s not be precious about the whole thing. There’s a shit ton of books in humanity’s collective Borgesian library, and the vast majority ain’t worth the paper upon which they’re printed.

What makes writing a novel the particular challenge that it is, is having the unflagging will, commitment, and stamina to interrogate every scene, every sentence, every line, every word when we’re talking tens and sometimes hundreds of thousands of words. To wit, there’s a draft of this story in which the reader is forced to spend more paragraphs and pages inside the SUV and with Julia as she deeply contemplates Bernie’s yellow socks and who dressed him, as well as wondering who knew the man in life while also comparing Uncle Fun’s impressive social web to her not-so-impressive one. However, after careful consideration of its necessity as well as, frankly, your wilted attention spans and dopamine-addled social-media brains—it’s not your fault and it is your fault; perhaps more of you should be admitting this—brains that equate “pacing” as needing more explodey or stabby things happening, it was determined the extra time and text spent within the SUV didn’t serve the story as well as this interlude does.

And what is the purpose of this interlude, you ask? Without spelling it out, underlining, and going all caps on your ass, a few questions for you to ponder: Have you, to this point in the novel, wondered who the narrator is? Who is telling and relaying the story? And why?






The thickening early-afternoon traffic conspires against our travelers, but they cannot and will not be stopped. The SUV crosses the bay over the Dumbarton Bridge and heads north into Oakland. About thirty minutes later, the SUV stalks the outskirts of the international airport, far-flung from the bustle of commercial terminals, and turns onto the sun-bleached and cracked pavement of a two-lane road lined with garage-like private aviation hangars—a few of which appear abandoned—rental car agencies, and parking lots, their perimeters adorned with chain-link fences topped by circular barbed wire. It looks like a good area to dump a body, not transport one.

The SUV pulls into an empty half-moon driveway in front of a white, single-story building with an exterior that is more well kept than its neighbors. The only signage is a nylon flag, anchored in a small patch of dirt and mulch. It’s shaped like and the color of a slice of grapefruit. It reads wsx, the letters too small and adrift within the wavering flag.

Julia isn’t ready to lead Bernie through whatever this place is. She wishes the SUV was still stuck in bridge traffic to prevent them from making the flight. In this matter, it is too early to say if the universe is either for or against her.

“What’s WSX?” she asks.

“That’s the name of our airline,” Stephen says.

Richard says, “Air carrier. It’s not big enough to be an airline.”

“This doesn’t look sketchy at all,” Julia says.

“Welcome to the wild frontier of private aviation. Or renegade aviation, as I like to call it,” Richard says. “Costs a shitload but worth it for the freedom, the ambiance, the adventure, and, for our purposes, less security.” He explains that they won’t have to pass through anything near the equivalent of TSA. “Our guy won’t have to take off his hat, sunglasses, and shoes. Won’t have to lift and hold his arms up for a body scanner. Once we’re inside, there’s a quick ID check and a walk through a metal detector, and then we board.”

Julia asks, “Who has his ID?”

Stephen raises his hand.

Richard says, “Let’s get it going. Boarding starts in ten minutes.”

“Fucking hell, it’ll take us that long to get Bernie out of the car,” Julia says.

“Chillax,” Richard says. “Me, you, Stephen, and our guy here will be the only ones boarding this flight.”

Julia climbs out of the car on Stephen’s side and slings her overnight bag strap across her chest. Richard has the rear passenger-side door open. He holds his own chin, miming the deep thought of which he is not capable, and stares down at Bernie. Without having to be told to do it, Stephen swoops in, grabs Bernie’s legs, and turns and pulls them out of the SUV. Even with his absurd height and length, Bernie’s feet do not reach the sidewalk, hovering a few inches above the pavement.

Stephen says, “Okay, almost there, yeah?” He looks at Julia in a way that expects her to offer up what should happen next.

“Dude, I just press buttons,” she says.

Stephen blinks at her.

“So I’ll press a button,” Julia says. “You should protect Bernie’s head from the frame, and Richard—” Richard isn’t there. “Where the fuck did he go?”

“Inside,” Stephen says.

“Why?”

“He didn’t specify.”

Julia calls out to Driver Phil. He saunters over, carrying a tablet protected by a hard plastic shell. She explains that they need help getting Bernie out of the SUV. He says he will but only if someone signs off on the ride. Julia takes the tablet and scrolls to the end of the document. Phil mumbles something about how she should read it all first. She signs Richard’s name. Phil tips an imaginary hat and places the tablet on the hood.

Phil pulls on Bernie’s arms, and Stephen bends Bernie’s head and Julia presses the Stand button, and between the three of them, they coax Bernie onto his feet and into a functionally vertical position. Julia inches Bernie forward two steps so that Phil can close the rear door.

“What’s taking so long?” Richard calls out. He has WSX’s front door propped open.

“Thanks for the help,” Julia says.

Richard shouts, “Had to pee! Unfortunately, my prostate is as old as I am!”

Julia mutters to Stephen, “I’d like to lodge a formal complaint with HR.”

“Oh, I, um. I don’t. I can’t …” Stephen sputters and can’t look Julia in the face. “Not right now—”

“Dude. It’s a joke,” Julia says. “Kind of.”

“Hey, we gotta get moving!” Richard motions a hurry-up hand at them.

Phil drives away and Stephen skulks toward the building. It’s her and Bernie, together again. She’s more than a little terrified. No matter how abandoned this place looks, it’s a public space. This air hangar isn’t the safety bubble of the company’s campus. What if the security, no matter how lax, asks Bernie questions, or asks her questions about Bernie? She hasn’t prepared a story to keep straight.

A departing commercial jet roars overhead. The air smells of burnt rubber, new blacktop, and engine exhaust. Julia whisper-calls out to Stephen, “Should I walk next to Bernie? Behind him? Which one would look less like I’m, you know, controlling him?”

Stephen stops midway up the walk and says, “No matter how or where you walk, I don’t think anyone is going to default assume you’re remote-controlling him.”

“Good point.”

“People will think you’re an obnoxious Gen-Zer who can’t take her eyes off her phone and doesn’t want to be seen with her—” He pauses.

“Her what?”

“Older relative,” Stephen says, and briskly moves up the rest of the walkway. She’s jealous of his carefree, untethered strides.

Julia thumbs the pad up and Bernie marches forward. The fear of what awaits her inside the terminal is momentarily washed under by the dizzying holy-shit-this-still-works rush. It’s a dangerous, profane, forbidden thrill, one based in having power over another’s autonomy. This is what it must feel like to be one of our world’s many supervillains.

Bernie’s gait has lost fluidity, and he walks with a limp; his left leg lags behind the right. The hour-plus trip in the car must’ve tightened his muscles and tendons. Julia again hopes that he feels no pain, whatever small amount of him and his mind remains inside his hacked brain. She falls in behind Bernie, shadowing him to the door, but she doesn’t know how to hold the controller in a nonchalant way that doesn’t look weird. Who walks around holding a phone in portrait with both hands? Bernie briefly fills the doorway and enters the building. Julia loses sight of what is ahead of them. She follows then hurries past Richard who yammers some inanity, and once inside, she steps to Bernie’s right to get an unobstructed view of the building’s interior layout. However, she’s too late to keep Bernie from walking into Stephen’s back.

Bernie isn’t moving that quickly, but his being significantly larger than the stationary Stephen sends the smaller man pitching forward in accordance with the laws of mass, force, and momentum. Stephen dives toward the metal table adjacent to a rectangular-shaped metal detector. The lone security guard rushes toward him, either to keep him from falling or to prevent ingress.

Stephen apologizes to the bald, middle-aged security guard, who is not of the government-backed TSA variety as evidenced by his tan khakis and polo shirt the same grapefruit color of the sign out front. The polo is tucked in tight enough that it outlines the concave hole of his bellybutton.

Richard confers with the lone ticket agent behind a long counter. He says to the group, “Hey, Stephen, Julia, Mr. Barbara. ID check is over here.”

Mr. Barbara. Bernie’s real last name is Barbara. Julia feels a pang of guilt that she’s learning about this small piece of who he is in this manner. What if saying his name is all it takes for him to wake up and make demands of the young woman being tasked with spinning madness into gold for the company’s benefit? Bernie will remain Bernie in Julia’s mind for now, out of loyalty to his purported wish to remain anonymous and out of her own mental-health preservation. Whoever said earlier that it would be easier to do this without humanizing him was more correct than Julia wanted, at the time, to admit.

Julia pilots Bernie the short distance across the room toward Richard and the counter. She leaves him a step behind their group. His arms are slack and she wishes there were a function that folds his hands behind his back, or in front, or crosses his arms, something that doesn’t make him look like an idling cyborg.

Stephen hands over his and Bernie’s IDs to the agent. Julia does the same. The agent gives each ID and their living flesh counterparts a federally mandated eyeball while swiping and tapping her tablet screen. She hands the laminated cards back. Her only question is about their needing to check luggage. After scanning their QR-coded tickets from Richard’s phone, the agent directs them to pass through security.

The guard says, “That’s me. I’m security,” and laughs.

Richard and Stephen go toward the table and metal detector, leaving Julia and Bernie in their emptied space. Julia turns Bernie around—the movement couldn’t be stiffer or more robotic—and they follow. She says, overenunciating each word, “Hey, wait. Let me go through first, because I have a bag.” She sounds like one of the hammy adult actors reading awful dialogue on Kelli Pickles.

Stephen stops at the table and waits. Richard does not. He dumps his cellphone, belt, watch, and keys into a white plastic bowl that he slides down the length of the table to the security guard. Then he sails between the metal detector uprights. No ping and no ding.

Julia parks Bernie next to Stephen and whispers thanks to him as she unslings her bag and places her two phones into a bowl. She slides her stuff up the length of the table toward the waiting agent. He unzips the bag’s top flap and side pockets, going through the motions of a less-than-cursory search. Julia resists looking back at Bernie. She has the wild urge to sprint through the metal detector, run to the plane, and tell the pilot to leave without the rest of them.

The agent directs her to the metal detector. She passes through successfully but Stephen is on her heels, having abandoned Bernie at the end of the table. In Julia’s mind, Stephen was supposed to go last, or at the very least, better time his passage so she wouldn’t have to scramble to retrieve the controller. Stephen nudges her out of the way so he can get to the table first, and he takes his sweet-ass time plucking his phone and wallet from the dish and then pocketing them. In keeping with the company’s policy of nonverbal gestures and cues, Julia shoots Stephen a hey-asshole-what-the-fuck-are-you-doing? look. He returns the defiantly unhappy face of someone used to being blamed for everything going wrong.

“Please come forward, sir,” the security guy says to Bernie. The impatience in his voice is clear.

Julia pushes Stephen out of the way and scrambles to get her phones and her bag.

Security Guy says, “Sir? Do you need a golden engraved invitation?”

She doesn’t have time to sling her bag. She snatches the controller, opens the console screen, and toggles the thumb pad. Bernie walks forward. Eyes hidden behind the dark lenses, lips pressed together, face expressionless.

“Did you make sure nothing is in your pockets?” the guard asks Bernie.

Who is going to answer for him? Richard has already gone down a hallway. Stephen has his face in his phone, actively pretending to not be paying attention.

Julia says, “He’s good. I have his phone and all his other stuff is in my bag.”

The metal detector is narrower than a doorway and, from her vantage, canted hard to the detector’s left, standing at the table still needing to gather her bag and other phone, it’s difficult for her to judge if Bernie is on course or if he’ll smack into the table or detector frame. She can’t risk a crash. She pauses Bernie’s progress a few steps short of the device so that she can sling her bag and pocket her personal phone.

“Keep going, sir. Sir?” The guard repeats, “Sir?” and looks back at Julia. “Is he okay?”

She scuttles away from the table to a spot behind the metal detector and aligned with Bernie. She tells the guard a large percentage of the truth. “Yeah. I mean, well, he had a stroke, and he, um, hasn’t got his language back yet. But he can, like, walk and do most of the other stuff.”

The guard repeats, “Other stuff,” but not in the form of a question. It’s a statement, pointed in its judgment and disapproval. He adds, “We can get him a wheelchair.”

“No. Thank you. The doctors want him walking as much as he can, you know. Keep the blood flowing. Especially before we, um, have to sit on a plane for a few hours. Don’t want any more blood clots.”

The guard turns his attention away from Julia and asks Bernie, “You sure you’re okay, sir?”

Julia calls up the left arm control from the menu and lifts his arm halfway, then twists his hand. The motion is close enough to an I’m-feeling-so-so hand gesture to ameliorate the guard, who says, “I feel you. Hope you’re on the road to wellness soon, my good man.”

Julia’s voice lilts into a singsong she never uses, and if she’s being an actor again, the performance is more convincing. “It’s okay. Come on through. Dad.”

She could’ve called him Bernie or not used any name at all. She probably didn’t have to say the Dad word to get them through security and onto the plane, but she says it anyway. Uttering it is a betrayal (Yeah, I’ll do what I must to muscle through this. Sorry, Dad.), a leftover defiance (You’re not here to stop me from saying it, are you?), an unfair accusation (If you were still here maybe I wouldn’t have agreed to do this.), and a never-to-be-complete acceptance (Can you see me now, Dad? I know you can’t.).

Bernie approaches the detector and Julia fears he is too tall, that the top of his head will clip the frame. Even if he does make it, will his head full of circuitry set off the alarm? She proactively winces as he passes through the detector. There’s a slim inch of clearance between Bernie’s hatted head and the horizontal top bar. With no beep or flashing light, Bernie walks past Julia and toward a propped-open door that leads to the sunny tarmac.

The guard calls out, “You have a safe trip, now.”




You

As though via osmosis, you pass through a gap in the depot wall and are made to weave through and between the interior frame. A ropey string of holiday lights dangles from the darkened, cobwebbed ceiling. The interior space converges toward a glowing rectangle. This one grows in size and does not blink like a cursor. This one becomes a propped-open glass door.

You exit and squint traumatized eyes, as it’s significantly brighter here than it was at either train station. Your pupils shrink and you twitch hesitant, rodent looks up to honor and curse the sun, which you cannot find. The vast sky glows uniformly as though it is a phosphorescent source and not merely a canvas.

You are walked across a flat, blasted land of cracked, sun-bleached pavement. There are no buildings. There is no rubble, no leftover scarred footprints associated with demolished structures. There’s nothing visible beyond an expanse of grayed blacktop in every direction. Something terrible has happened here and something terrible will happen again.

“Hey, I’m still here. Where are you going?” It’s Isabel. Her voice is distant, directionless, as though being thrown by an exhausted ventriloquist.

You say, “I—I don’t know. I was hoping you’d tell me.”

“You’re the one who is walking.”

“Not my choice. Hey, body, stop walking!”

“You need to try harder than that, guy.”

“Where are you?”

“Here.”

“Can you be more specific?”

“Here here. Directly and entirely under your feet. I don’t like it. I’m remarkably uncomfortable.”

“Like when I was a suitcase?”

“Touché.”

“Why are you under my feet?”

“Blame the sun.”

“There’s no—”

“The sun is directly, perfectly, exactly, equatorially over your head. The only shadow the sun is throwing right now is under your feet, instead of behind you or in front or canted to a side.”

You crane back your head and there’s the sun; a bright porthole in the indifferent sky.

“You looked up,” Isabel says. “Bully for you.”

“I don’t feel well,” you say.

“Explain.”

“I feel loose. Like—” You pause, suddenly unsure of how much you should share. Maybe you need to hide some thoughts, hoard them to yourself.

“Like what?” she says, annoyed and muffled.

“Earlier, I felt like I feel now, which was right before the clicks split my mind, so that it—it being my mind—was on two separate tracks, thinking different things at the same time.”

“That’s messed-up.”

“It is.”

“Keep talking. Maybe it’ll suppress the clicks from splitting the mind again.”

“How do you know that?”

“I don’t. I’m talking out of my ass, which you are stepping on repeatedly, I might add.”

“Sorry.”

Ahead, maybe one hundred paces away, a distance at which sight is vulnerable to the brain’s biased interpretations, a tumbleweed rolls in a western trajectory over the pavement, dust kicking up from its speed.

Isabel says, “Maybe because you feel weird it means a part of you is fighting to regain control.”

After ten or so more steps, the tumbleweed isn’t a tumbleweed. It’s some kind of animal, gaunt and with four scrabbling legs that blur in a cartoonish, frantic sprint. The creature slows, stops, and it begins digging. Its arms—two of the assumed four legs are in fact arms—are wiggly, kinked strings, and they flick square chunks of blacktop into the air.

“Do you see that?” you ask.

“I only see the bottoms of your sneakers.”

“There’s something up ahead. It’s an alarming, frightening sight, if I’m being totally honest.”

“What’s happening?”

“There’s digging.”

“Digging doesn’t sound all that scary to me.”

“If you could see their freaky thin arms and how they’re plowing through the hardtop like it’s nothing but beach sand …”

Having more than halved the distance, you hear the chalky clack of pavement raining onto pavement. Whoever is digging has made it through to the dirt, which dusts and clouds the scene.

You say, “I think we should stop walking.”

“Stop, then. Try to stop.”

The digging person grunts and then squeals and screeches, the sound of metal scraping against metal.

“What the hell was that?” Isabel asks.

“Now would be a good time for you to take control again,” you say.

“That time you thought I was helping you? It was you walking all along.”

“Really?”

“No.” Despite her wiseassery, Isabel sounds as concerned and uneasy as you feel. The whole quippy exchange is manic and out of control, just like the digging, digging, digging.

The frantic whir of arms and the eruption of tossed debris suddenly ceases. Dust and dirt settle into a low-lying cloud, obscuring the dig site. The figure crouches onto their haunches and holds their hands in front of their face, splaying crooked and kinked fingers caked in a gritty mix of dirt and blood. They say, “Let’s go, slowpoke.” It’s a sucking wet, foot-squishing-in-the-mud sound, but with the playful lilt and hurried cadence of a child.

“A friend?” Isabel asks.

“I don’t know.”

“I’m not asking. I’m telling you.”

The child rolls into a reverse somersault and disappears into the thickening, billowing cloud, which grows beyond the limits of its particulates. It thins and dissipates, revealing a raised mound, an anthill blemish made from clods of dirt and cracked pavement with an oval vent at its top.

You are slowed to a shuffle at the base, but do not stop. You say, “I don’t want to go where we’re going.”

“I’ve got your back,” Isabel says, no longer underfoot. She’s right behind you and places a hand between your shoulder blades, pushing you up the mound. The vent has distended and raised into an arch one might find as an entrance/exit to a coal mine.

The clicks bend you at the knees to avoid knocking your head against a wooden ceiling beam that wasn’t there a moment ago and then you enter a bunker. Broken and disconnected wires and pipes poke through walls of stacked sandbags. There’s another arch to your abrupt right. You turn and bang into a wall, your knee tearing into one of the bags, releasing an avalanche of fine sand at your feet.

The bunker opens into a cheerily bright room as long and narrow as a lowercase l. Hardwood squares plank the floor. The walls are similarly planked to about waist height, giving way to row after row of open shutter windows. The concave, bowed-upward ceiling is a white tarpaulin with a red stripe down its middle. Chairs of every type are chess pieces on the floor squares. There are four other people in the room, seated and clustered in the middle. They stare at you with doll faces. Their features are anatomically correct in shape and setting. However, if their miens were indeed designed or constructed, it was by someone or something that has never observed or read a cue from a living face. Their eyes are unsynchronized when they blink as well as untethered to what the rest of their face is doing.

You want to turn and run and hide, but you are walked about half the length of the room and seated in an ergonomic, cushioned chair you would’ve chosen if not for the proximity to the others. Your weight settles heavy and flaccid.

Isabel’s shadow form blurs and diminishes in the bright room, to the point of almost being see-through. She roughly cinches rope around your middle, anchoring you to the chair. You don’t ask why. She doesn’t say anything, then sits on your left and curls into a ball within a high-backed rocking chair against the opposite wall.

There’s a burst of static and the room rolls forward, rumbling over the pitted blacktop. The tarp ceiling flaps in wind generated by increasing velocity. Outside your window, the blasted land is a washed gray. The ceiling peels and lifts away, forming a red-striped dome interior of a massive hot-air balloon tethered to the room’s frame by a battalion of ropes. The groaning hemp chorus holds true and the room lifts off the ground into the incomplete sky.

The ascent is bumpy. Moments and minutes accumulate into the past with you staring into grayness and following the lengths of anchor ropes to the balloon more than fifty feet overhead. The balloon waggles and puckers in air currents and whorls. You manage to turn your head slightly and whisper-call out to Isabel. She doesn’t answer. On the chair across from you, her ball-shaped shadow has hardened into a chrysalis.

“That’s just fucking great,” you say.

At the sound of your voice, the digging child, the ruined child, your friend if Isabel is to be taken literally, scurries from under your seat on all fours, shedding clots of dirt and blood, fleeing up the length of the room and disappearing into the bunker. Is the child the “her” you are supposed to find?

The ill feeling, the warning feeling from earlier returns. It’s stronger and more inevitable. The dissociative split within the mind is more severe, almost vengeful if we can ascribe such motive, and it happens as the others around you begin speaking. The colonized part of your brain logs their conversation. The words are accumulated, correlated, and regurgitated as a drone, a bunch of randomized clicks with the meaning and hope of language distilled and removed. A lost part of you is doomed to exist in that other half, trapped and in torment. You cannot save that part. But you fight to hold on to the shrinking enclaves left to you. Unexpected but hard-won memories bubble and float atop the maddening hum. It is there you attempt to remain and gather the flotsam of yourself.


I feel lightheaded. I feel wizzy.




Wizzy is a term Mom used when she was feeling ill or not herself, which was a frequent occurrence.




Mom said that a hug or a kiss on her temple would make her feel less wizzy. And I would give her a hesitant peck and she always smiled and said, “All better.”




Wizzy is a portmanteau of “weak” and “dizzy,” its silly sound meant to allay my worry, which when I was young, bordered on panic.




I was a hypochondriac on Mom’s behalf. When I was four years old she spent Thanksgiving weekend in the hospital with a nasty bout of diverticulitis. I didn’t know what that was. All I knew was that her tummy hurt and my kisses and hugs weren’t making her feel better even she said they did.




Someone brought me to the hospital. I don’t remember who. Dad was there already. He was tall and quiet and Mom always said he lived in the clouds.




Dad tried to warn me, saying Mom looked worse than she was. He couldn’t look at me when he said it. I was mad at him.




Her room smelled like hand lotion and a soiled diaper. I covered my nose.




There was a tube coming out of the back of her left hand.




Her bed was reclined up but her head was sunk so deep into a pillow I had to get close to see her eyes.




I was afraid to get too close. I stood behind a chair in the corner of the room.




Mom said, “It’s okay, honey,” but I didn’t believe her.




She had part of her colon removed the next morning. But no one told me that until years later. I remember being scared all over again when Mom eventually told me.




I was afraid to hold her hand.




I was afraid she was going to die.




Dad and I didn’t stay long.




I forgot to give her the get-well card I made. On it I drew a turkey by tracing my hand and coloring in each finger like they were feathers. I used all the colors.




The thumb was the turkey’s head, of course, and it dangled a swollen red wattle I was proud of before we got to the hospital.




I don’t remember what I did with the turkey when I got home.



The others’ chatter ceases, ending the drone. Whether the clicks accomplished usurping more interior territory or your memories were a bulwark defending and rallying pieces of yourself, the mind split has, again, gone dormant. You still feel wizzy, however. Your eyesight fuzzes at the periphery and there are faint echoes of numbness and pain within your head. If you concentrate on locating a source, the echoes fade, as though chased away. You close your eyes and comb through the memories of your parents and the hospital, looking for overgrown paths that lead to more of yourself.

You pass immeasurable time within a semiconscious fog, until a sharp, stomach-pitting drop jars the room. You cry out to Isabel. She remains inside the chrysalis, which has grown a dappled fungal fuzz. There’s another sudden dip, sending Isabel rolling off her chair and cracking to the floor. Above, the balloon loses its spherical shape, becoming a slash-like sail as you descend into a thick mist that sundowns the room. You reflexively count, something you did when you were a child to relieve anxiety; the logic being that if there is no calamity as the one-one-thousands accumulate, it becomes more likely you will continue to be calamity-free. Faulty magical thinking, of course, but it helps. At nineteen-one-thousand the landing is rough. The room rattles and rambles forward, but at a decreasing speed until the tarp sags back into its prior ceiling shape, and you stop.

The room brightens, but the room isn’t the same room. The chairs ahead and across from you have become squat, thorny brambles. The floor panels are bowed and rotted planks, no longer interlocking corner to corner, they rest haphazardly atop shallow mud puddles and mossy patches. Vines creep up the length of the walls, pulling the window shutters open and askew. A thick green band canopies the above. Within the room, there remain traces of a designed space, of a plan, but the disorder of nature is taking over.

“Hey, Isabel,” you say.

The others have left already. You did not see them go. You cannot see Isabel’s chrysalis and you’re stuck in the chair. The clicks aren’t moving you. Outside the windows is the blasted land, as though the balloon simply rose and then fell back at the same place.

“Isabel! Please!”

A few feet away a shadow mists up from between floor planks. Its initial form is an inkblot, open to interpretation, but you know it is Isabel, or what she has become. A less detailed form reluctantly coalesces. Her two rabbit ear–shaped ponytails are missing. She’s shorter than she was before. Her arms and legs are thin, too thin, not built to carry weight. That she cuts a black-hole silhouette of the ruined child is both expected and shocking.

“This isn’t going like I thought it would,” Isabel says in the same adult voice she used before. You wonder if this is a choice.

You say, “That makes two of us.” You hope to make her laugh. She doesn’t. The rabbit tattoo twitches under your sleeve.

She says, “I’m tired. And soon, I’ll be gone forever. Like everything else. You too.”

“I don’t understand. I don’t understand any of this,” you say.

“You still have to find her.”

“With your help. I still need your help. I—”

“I can’t help you.”

“If I find her, somehow, she’ll help me, right?”

“She can’t help you. No one can.”

“Then why bother? What does any of this mean?”

“It means nothing to no one else but you. It means that when you’re gone no one will know or care what you went through. Yet, somehow, it’ll still mean something.”

This new Isabel, or perhaps a very old one, bends to the floor. She slithers a hand between raised planks and plucks free a rectangular strip of moss. It drips dirty water as she stands and places it—moss-side-up—over the lower half of your face. It muzzles the volume of your protest as she primps, shapes, and tucks the moss so that it forms a seal over your mouth and nose.

“Stop squawking. You can still breathe and talk,” she says, and floats a few steps away.

The mossy patch forms a scratchy but pleasantly warm pocket from your nose down to your chin. You breathe and somehow there’s no earthy smell.

“Now, stand,” she says, and extends a palm and raises it up.

You stand as though yanked up by an invisible hand. You ask, “Did you do that?”

She flips over her hand and says, “Walk,” and pantomimes legs in motion by scissoring two fingers.

You lumber past Isabel and onto wooden planks sinking into the mire. This isn’t the same as her fitting into your shadow to take over your control. Does she work for the clicks now? Has she been working with them all along? You shout, “Hey! How are? What? Wait! Stop! For a second!” plus more single words and half-sentences that endeavor to encompass your confusion and sense of betrayal.

She communicates as communication is now being done, with one word: “Can’t.”

Your feet muck down the length of the room that is no longer a room. Isabel is presumably without care as to where you step and what you step on. Rapidly closing the distance to the vine-bearded mouth of where the bunker was previously, you try to stop your body, sending silent commands and entreaties as well as imagining yourself as stilled and standing, but, again, the body doesn’t obey.

You are bullied through the curtain of hanging vines and you emerge onto a tree-lined trail at the base of a steep mountain with a dizzying trail toward a peak hidden inside a thick, ravenous cloud. You say, “We’re never going to make it.”

“You might be right this time. Or the next time. Or the one after that.” She places two small, child-sized hands onto your shoulder blades and pushes.

You climb. Your knees and hips bark at the physical demands of the sharp slope. You ask, “We can’t discuss this?”

“No.”

The ascent is slow but steady. Your despair increases with each precarious step. Precarious because gravity pulls as hard and insistent as Isabel pushes.

“So, you work for the clicks now,” you say.

“No. I’m using them,” she says. “Or that’s what I’m telling myself.”

“That’s a rationalization.”

“Rationalization nation.”

“What happened to you in the chrysalis?”

“What happened to me happens to everyone eventually.”

You continue climbing. The trail abruptly turns left and right and right and left. The trees lining the trail are impenetrable. You can’t see over the trees, so you have no idea if you’re approaching the top, if you’re close to the end. After more climbing and more zigs and zags, the trail winnows and waiting for you is an incongruous set of propped-open double doors.

Isabel, out of breath, says, “I’m gonna die,” and shoves you forward.

With her hands no longer rooted to your back and with another step to go before achieving the flat platform of a wide new space, you teeter. You live inside the questionable equilibrium; weightless, floating between two states of potential, in a tug of war between dueling forces.




Julia

The small white plane, with its grapefruit-pink stripe tracing its middle from the tail fin to the rounded cockpit nose, appears even smaller within the concrete expanse of the desolate tarmac. It is parked close to the hangar, about fifty yards away. There are two people in orange vests and wearing ear defenders flanking a short, steeply sloped boarding platform, which fits over and above the plane’s built-in door ramp of four stairs.

Richard moseys up the ramp first, attempting to chat up the ground crew. He is a human diversion—among other things. The crew don’t pay attention to Bernie’s wide, hesitant turn to access the platform, his footfalls rattling the impermanent metal frame. His tech-aided walk function assumes horizontal movement and his steps don’t adjust for the pitch, resulting in his front toes making contact with the surface after a shorter distance with an attempted step, triggering him to release the weight of his foot sooner, all of which shrinks the length of Bernie’s strides until he waddles in place like a hemorrhoidal penguin. Stephen places a hand between Bernie’s shoulder blades in a way that could be construed as friendly or familial, brackets his arm, and pushes Bernie up the ramp.

Richard disappears inside the dark mouth of the plane first, then peeks back out, waves a hand, and says, “Let’s go, slowpokes.”

To Julia’s horror, she notices Richard only has two inches of head clearance at the most within the doorframe. Bernie will not fit through it while fully vertical.

A few steps away from the plane’s entrance, Stephen says, “Hey, um, Julia?”

“Yeah, I know,” she says. “Keep doing what you’re doing.”

Julia dials down the walking speed a notch, and while Bernie is in midstride, about to bang his gong off the plane, she presses the Sit and Stand buttons in quick succession. Bernie’s head drops suddenly, and for a breath, Julia fears that he’s fallen into some hidden gap, but then he’s back up to full height and inside the plane. Julia pumps her right fist in celebration but there’s no time to bask in temporary glory, as Bernie has to make a tight right turn into the cabin proper, a turn she can’t yet see. She enters the plane and bounces back and forth on her toes, trying to look around Stephen and Bernie. She downshifts Bernie’s pace even more, then she curls the tack to the right forty-five degrees. Bernie over-turns and clips his left hip on the attendant’s station wall, but he straightens out on the rebound, fitting through the narrow passageway to the cabin.

Richard shouts from somewhere in the cabin, “One too many Xanax for our friend.”

The young flight attendant, closer to Julia’s age than Stephen’s, is almost as tall as Bernie, wears a grapefruit-pink beret and scarf and a black knee-length dress. She says, “Ah, don’t worry. Tall-people-in-tight-quarters problem. I bump into that turn all the time.”

Julia follows the men into the brightly lit cabin. The aisle splits two columns of seating, twenty high-backed, leather-upholstered chairs along each side of the plane. As promised, there is no one else aboard. Richard is perched nearly halfway down the length of the plane. He says, “They’re all window seats. Enjoy!”

Stephen steps out of the aisle, allowing Julia to go ahead and better navigate Bernie. She wants to be as far away from Richard as possible, but she assumes he’d relocate to being near them wherever she chooses to sit. She moves Bernie down the aisle, aiming for the seat right behind Richard. Now that they’re in the cabin there’s plenty of headspace, even within the seating areas, as there are no overhead bins for storage. She spins Bernie, does the toggle/sidle-step trick that worked so well in virtual training, and strikes the Sit button simultaneously. Real-life Bernie again isn’t as agile as the digital avatar, but he lands true and his body settles into the plush, ergonomic seat. Julia exhales and sits across the aisle from him.

Richard turns and shouts, “Nicely done!” and offers her a fist bump diagonally across the aisle. Is that something he should be shouting with the attendant about? Julia, too fried to care, nods while unslinging her bag. Richard adds, “Don’t leave me hanging!”

Figuring it is less hassle to play along than to continue a campaign of deserved scorn, from her bent-over position with one hand sliding her bag under the seat in front of her, she sends a no-look right fist jabbing into the aisle and punches the trailing Stephen in the stomach. Though, by the sound of his surprised, pained cry and the crouched-limp-turned-collapse into the seat behind Bernie, she fears it wasn’t his stomach.

Prior to takeoff and after recovering from the groin punch, Stephen wordlessly buckles Bernie’s seat belt. The attendant recites the safety instructions from her great height. She ends by requesting they put their phones into airplane mode.

Does the controller phone have airplane mode? Does it need a cellular network to remain operational, or does it function like the remote for a television or drone? Should she connect it to the plane’s wi-fi? Julia whispers Stephen’s name, holds up the controller and asks, “Do I need to do anything with this?” He shakes his head, but there’s also a why-are-you-asking-me shrug, which is infuriating.

As the plane rumbles down the tarmac, Julia flips through the control menu searching for secret functions and items, things Kai didn’t show her, but doesn’t find anything new. What she wants is to have Bernie tilt his head down or to the side, something that makes it look like he’s asleep so maybe the attendant won’t try to talk to him. By the time she gives up on her search, the plane is in the air.

She takes out her personal cellphone, connects to the wi-fi, and reads Janice’s response to Julia’s Yeah, love you, too, Janice, text:


I am only and forever trying to help you when you refuse it.





After achieving cruising altitude, the flight attendant stalks down the aisle and says to Julia, but loud enough for everyone else to hear, “None of the men want to sit on your side? Do tell me your secret.” She laughs at her own quip, and Richard laughs louder.

She introduces herself to the group as Giselle, adding, “But call me G.” She asks if they would like something to drink. Richard asks for a glass of wine. Stephen, sparkling water. Julia requests plain water. Before turning on her heels, G asks, “Do you think he”—and she points at Bernie—“wants anything? Water? Maybe a blanket? Or a head pillow? Earplugs? Complimentary fuzzy socks?” As she keeps adding the possible things Bernie might need, she stares a hole into him.

Julia fumbles for the phone controller, calls up the arm menu in case she needs to make some kind of attempt at nonverbal communication or sign-of-life movement. Bernie doesn’t look asleep. His posture and head are ramrod straight. His mouth closed too tightly.

Richard says, “He’s fine, G. Because he finished last in our fantasy football league, he has to rawdog this flight and the next.”

Julia shares a despairing look with Stephen.

Richard reacts to their shared despair. “I’m using rawdog right, yeah? He can’t read or drink or watch a screen or do anything but stare ahead for the flight.”

G says, “Just in case you’re being serious, I’ll grant him dispensation from your league if necessary. I have that authority because it’s my plane.”

Julia says, “Please ignore anything Richard says, like my dad does.” It’s easier for her to say dad this second time.

G turns toward Julia, the usage of dad instantly transferring to her the mantle of speaking on Bernie’s behalf. Julia says, “Due to a stroke, he’s lost the use of language—for now, we hope it comes back—and he’s never been a good flyer, so he did take a Xanax as well.” Since Richard mentioned the drug earlier, Julia thought it best to include with her explanation for Bernie’s eerie upright listlessness.

G nods and utters commiserative ohs and okays, then walks to the front of the plane. With G out of earshot, Richard turns and whispers to Julia, “Why did you contradict me?”

“She didn’t believe you anyway.”

“Now she thinks I’m an asshole.”

“Now?”

“And you calling him Dad? That disturbs me.”

“You’re disturbed because it humanizes him. Me calling him Dad reminds you he’s still a person,” Julia says, her righteousness heavily tinged with her own guilt. She still doesn’t know Mr. Barbara’s real first name.

“What, do you have Stockholm syndrome already?” Richard asks.

Julia says, “Dude, trust me, I’m feeling, like, the total opposite.”

Stephen chimes in to correctly explain to Richard that Stockholm syndrome is when a captive begins to feel empathy and emotional connection toward their captors. Richard says, “There are no captors here. That’s not it. That’s not it at all,” choosing, again, to live within his curated vision of the truth.

G returns with three drinks and a folded blanket tucked under an arm. After delivering the complimentary beverages, she asks Julia, “Is it okay if I put this on him?”

Julia says, “Oh, no, it’s okay. I—I can do that.” She stows her bottle of water in the seat back, fumbles with her seatbelt, stands, and takes the blanket from G. “Thank you,” she adds. Julia unfolds and drapes the grapefruit-pink blanket over Bernie. With G standing and watching behind her, Julia tucks the blanket in here and there, and says to Bernie, “It’s okay. It’s just me.” While affixing the blanket around his shoulders, Julia pushes Bernie’s head, needing more force than she thought she would need, tilting it to his right, hoping the subtle adjustment will make it appear like he’s asleep. Julia stands and appraises her work. His hat stayed on, which is a plus, but his tilted head doesn’t look comfortable or natural. She leans down, fishes a hand behind Bernie’s neck—unintentionally brushing her fingers against his warm, dry skin, and fights waves of revulsion and pity—gathers the flattened hood of his sweatshirt, pulls it out, and bunches it around the side of his head as a makeshift pillow. Julia returns to her seat, deciding against all visual evidence to the contrary that it will do.

G noncommittally clucks at Bernie’s arrangement, then stomps heedlessly up the aisle. Either she’s someone who doesn’t realize how heavily she walks because if she did, she would make an adjustment toward more finessed footfalls, or she’s attempting to kick holes through the fuselage and knock the plane out of the sky.

Richard instructs Stephen to move up, sit across the aisle from him. Then he says, “We need to give Julia the rest of her itinerary.”

Stephen sulks out of his seat and up the aisle, sidle-stepping with his back turned to Julia as he passes her seat, protecting himself from another errant groin punch. Julia’s phone buzzes with messages. As much as she’d rather look at those, even if they’re from Janice, she resists pulling her phone out.

Richard tells her that a PDF of the instructions has been sent to her email and the boarding passes to the connecting flight to Providence have been sent via text. He explains that these WSX planes serve only the western half of the country and Denver is as far east as their planes go. He reiterates that they chose WSX over other commercial airlines for the initial leg of the trip to avoid Bernie having to go through a crowded TSA where he would’ve had to take his shoes, hat, and glasses off. Once they land in Denver, it’ll be Julia and Bernie on their own. That Richard refers to Mr. Barbara as Bernie instead of it is a small victory. He says, “Your trek through the airport is an admittedly bold, outside-the-box, risky proof of concept of, um, the proof of concept that our well-heeled but rabbity investors and partners require.”

“You mean squirrelly,” Julia says.

“I said and meant rabbity,” Richard says. “If they get spooked, most will scatter into the nearest shrubbery. A few will sit there right out in the open and pretend that they’re dead no matter how much you poke them with a stick.”

“Can I get a wheelchair for Bernie, or, like, one of those cart rides to get him through the airport?”

“No, what’s the point of going through all this to do that?”

“Good question. What is the point?”

“Isn’t the point obvious? Anyway, Denver Airport will be the longest walk you have to make. TF Green in Providence is tiny by comparison. Barely bigger than WSX’s hangar. After you make it through Denver, the rest of it is pretty much a piece of cake,” and he throws an indifferent hand in Bernie’s direction. Bernie is the piece of cake.

Stephen takes over the spiel, saying that they have two first-class seats and he suggests taking advantage of the pre-board instructions allowing for folks who need more time to get on the plane first. Once they land in Providence, she is to lead Bernie to ground transportation, where a driver will be waiting. Once she gets Bernie into that car, her responsibilities are fulfilled. Julia then can choose to stay in Providence overnight at a “quality” hotel or jump right on a flight to L.A. She doesn’t have to decide now, as the hotel and multiple return flight options have already been booked.

“Via WhatsApp—Janice said you have the app—” Richard says. “I sent a group message including me, Stephen, and Elise should you need to contact us. Final questions,” Richard adds, but in a way that communicates, with his already turning away from the aisle to settle into his forward-facing seat, that he doesn’t want her to ask any questions.

“Wait. Back up a bit,” Julia says. “You mentioned ‘investors and partners.’ Those sound like conglomerates of people outside of your own, you know, conglomerate. Who are they?”

“I can’t give you names, but every company has investors.”

“And partners.”

“Yeah, them too.”

Julia can’t help but linger on partners. She asks, “Where is Bernie going when he hits Providence?”

“Like you’ve already been told, while he’s selflessly testing our tech, we’re aiding his travel to a right-to-die state per his and his mother’s wishes. Further details of his trip are confidential, but he’ll get to where he needs to go,” Richard says, and to Julia it sounds like he’s regurgitating memorized lines.

Julia’s phone buzzes with more texts. It derails her train of thought focused on his mentioning “partners,” and instead she volleys questions about Bernie’s body: Does he need food or drink of some kind, especially after the long airport walk? (a quick “No” answer); Will his diaper be sufficient for Bernie’s needs? (a quicker “Yes” answer); What if he gets debilitating muscle cramps? (“Unlikely”); What if he throws up? (“Don’t think that’s even possible”); What if his hat falls off? (“Put it back on”); What if he starts making weird noises? (“He won’t”).

“Okay. Worst-case scenario—” She pauses to honor that what she’ll ask next is likely not the worst-case scenario and that the true worst-case scenario is unknown to them. “What happens if he falls, collapses, or otherwise stops working?”

“You do as you would if Bernie was anyone else,” Richard says. “Call for medical help. Your controller will know if something went wrong with Bernie and will communicate that with the folks monitoring his progress, but you should still notify us in that secure group chat, right away.”

“What do I tell the EMTs and police and any rando doctor who’s in the house, or airport? Especially after they get a look under his hood.”

“You can tell them he had a previous stroke and recently had surgery. Do I have to tell you do not, under any circumstance, show them our proprietary phone controller?” She doesn’t dignify the rhetorical with a remark. Richard adds that they already have people near or at Denver and Providence Airports and area hospitals should Bernie have an accident, and that “they would take over his care.”

“Can you do that?”

“We can and we have.” Richard turns away from the aisle. His answer is a sober horror within the ongoing string of absurd horrors.

Julia imagines quitting now and handing over the phone controller to Stephen or Richard, but the balm of believing that quitting this madness at the moment of her choosing has been exposed as a lie, one she gleefully has been telling herself. She asks, “Why are you doing this? Any of this? I need it spelled out for me.”

Stephen sputters through a corporate-crafted spiel about the near endless medical benefits and applications for people who suffered brain or spinal injuries, seizures, and could in time cure any and all neurological disorders and ailments.

Richard adds, “And it’ll make us a lot of money. I always believe in telling it like it is.”

Stephen mutters, “It’ll make someone gobs of money, anyway.”

“I get it, but I don’t,” Julia says. “I don’t see people being all that amped up to being controlled by a remote user. And do you think the average person will be able to do this”—she waves the phone at them—“never mind them wanting to be behind the controls?”

Stephen says, “The implanted AI, after sufficient training and learning, will aid the patient in guiding and fostering their own movements without use of the controller. It’ll be as seamless as you thinking about wiggling your toes and then your toes wiggling, but even better.”

“Yeah, wow, super fucking AI wiggling toes,” Julia says. “Jesus. Toe wiggling is not currently on the menu of actions.”

“I’m speaking figuratively,” Stephen says, then explains that Julia is helping to train the AI with every step Bernie takes; the AI training is also why they need her to walk Bernie through the Denver airport. The more he walks and moves through actual environments, and not just in a lab or an emptied space, the more the AI learns.

Richard chimes back in: “I get the sense that you don’t trust us or what we’re doing. We’ve told you all that we can. And even more than we should’ve, frankly, with the making-gobs-of-money thing. Yeah, I heard you say gobs, Stephen. That was noted.”

“In the spirt of honesty and forthcomingness,” Julia says, “I don’t trust any of you as far as Bernie can throw you. Janice included. It’s like Lenin said: you look for the person who will benefit, and uh …”

“John Lennon said that? I already told you that we would benefit,” Richard says, pointing at his own chest.

Julia says, “No. Different Lenin. And I was quoting a movie, expressing an appropriate sentiment.”

“What do you think we’re hiding?” Richard asks.

“Everything else. You’re not telling me about your partners and who’s taking him and where—”

“By the family’s legal request—”

“Right. Look, I’m no conspiracy theorist. I refuse to go on the hellsite Reddit. In movies, it’s my least favorite plot point when the kooky conspiracy theorist ends up being correct. But I can’t help but be a product of my times, and well, there are all sorts of science-fictiony, sell-to-a-government-weaponizing-remote-control-zombie-solider scenarios that could easily go hand-in-hand with this tech.”

Richard shakes his head. “What has the world come to if we can’t simply profit handsomely from benefiting humanity without being suspected of … of egregious derring-do?”

Stephen says, “I hate to be that guy, but ‘derring-do’ relates to acts of heroism and courage.”

“Whatever. I meant a fancy term for wrongdoing. Are you sure? Why should I believe you?”

Stephen holds up his phone and points to the list of results given by their company’s monopolistic search engine. Richard waves a dismissive hand and says, “I can have that changed later.” Julia can’t tell if he’s joking.

G stomps down the aisle carrying a basket of snacks. Stephen and Richard face forward in their seats and root through the trough of cellophane bags. Julia is hungry despite her heightening agitation. She plucks out two granola bars and rips into one while putting the second into a pocket of her overnight bag. After two chewy bites of sticky granola and flax, she pulls out her phone. She doesn’t open the text but sees that the company did send the boarding passes. Her attention is instead drawn to three new chains of messages within her WhatsApp: one from Richard that reads in the main screen preview, It’s team Bernie; one from Cara; and one from a number that isn’t in her contact list and seems spammy with its preview snippet reading I apologize for making contact through … Cara’s most recent message is the newest, and she opens that thread first.

Hey! I hope you see this. Didn’t want to use regular texts.

I don’t know what you or anyone else is doing.

I want you to know that first.

But I got contacted by a whistleblower.

They know what you are doing and want you to stop.

Maybe even help them.

Help them blow the whistle.

Air whistles out from between Julia’s clenched jaw and granola-flecked teeth. She goes lightheaded for a second and blinks aways stars at the event horizon of her vision. She darts a look at Richard across the aisle. He’s oblivious, scrolling through his phone and loudly munching through a bag of plantain chips. Part of her insists that ignoring Cara would be the easiest, maybe even the wisest choice. But she types messages back to Cara, anyway:

Wut.

I mean, seriously wut.

Did you answer a weird spam text? Again?

I really hope that’s what this is.

Cara responds instantly. Or types instantly. Three dots appear and disappear in the incoming message spot of the chain until, finally:

I kinda know the whistleblower. But I can’t tell you who.

I probably shouldn’t have typed that. Can I delete? I only use this app to send my Wordle results to my cousin in Norway but the WB told me to use this app because encrypted blah fuckity blah.

Julia bites the insides of her face. Sweat marshals at her hairline. She types, What did they say?


Cara: They know who you are because they reached out to me to send YOU a message. They didn’t tell me ANYTHING but they know where you’re going and who you are with and they want to stop whatever it is you’re doing. Fuck, Jules, what are you doing?

Julia: Fucking great.

Cara: Maybe I should give them your number?

Julia: Please don’t.

Cara: Sorry I already gave them your number.



Julia remembers the third new chain message on the app, the one she assumed was spam.


Julia: What??? Why did you ask me if you already gave them my number?

Cara: I didn’t ask. That wasn’t a question. It was just a question mark at the end.

Julia: Fuuuuuuuuuck

Cara: Be careful.

Julia: Let me handle this from here. Don’t message them back. And no more messages to me. Please.

Cara: *thumbs up emoji* *melting smiley face emoji*



Julia bends forward and mashes her palms into her eyes; an attempt to dampen the panic and to drink from the well of inner resolve and resourcefulness. Upon returning to her upright seated position, and with more than a pinch of trepidation, Julia opens the in-app message from the number she doesn’t recognize. It reads:

I apologize for making contact through your friend but we’re pressed for time and this project went forward a lot sooner than our concern was prepared for. I can’t tell you who I am but we know you were at Decillion’s main campus this morning and that you are currently sitting (assuming you read this before you land) on a WSX flight bound for Denver and your connecting flight will take you and the experimental patient to Providence. Please don’t use any names and no need to give us details (we already know them) so as to protect yourself as much as possible from legal indemnity. We do need your help, though, to stop or at the very least, delay this monstrousness. I acknowledge this is all scary.

Is the message from a hacker? A political extremist? Someone from a rival tech company? Cara used the term whistleblower multiple times, which implies a disillusioned, disgruntled employee. That would make sense, since Bernie worked for the company and maybe a fellow former coworker caught wind of what’s happening and is appalled on his behalf. Julia sits with the message, rereading it three times, unconnected thoughts swirling, the inner-resolve well seemingly dry. Should she respond to the “whistleblower”? Again, ignoring the message is an option. She could block the number and continue whistling past all the graveyards. But the messenger mentioned a “we” and used concern as a group-inclusive noun and would likely message her from another number. She could block that one too. Or she could show the message to Stephen and Richard to prove she hasn’t done anything wrong, that the espionage-esque missive isn’t her fault. Maybe turning over the message to the company, exposing whomever, would earn her a monetary reward for her loyalty. That some part of her own brain thought of cashing in even more on this Faustian project fills her with anticapitalist self-loathing and shame, which spurs her to send a response to spite herself.

She taps out the following: Can you tell me anything more? What makes this monstrous? She deletes the questions. She knows the Bernie project is monstrous. She writes, I hate this all but I don’t want to do anything to harm Bernie. She hovers her thumb over the paper-airplane Send symbol, then adds, Bernie is not his real name, and sends.

The plane rumbles through turbulence. Julia looks over at Bernie. His head jiggles with the bumps and dips. His hat is tilted jauntily and the top half of the blanket has slid off his torso, piling in his lap. This is a fucking nightmare.

The whistleblower responds, We are not asking you to harm the patient any further. We’re not asking you to do anything that puts you at risk. We do have a simple suggestion that might slow the project’s progress over the coming hours and hopefully days, and give us time to better investigate other options. We acknowledge this is not ideal.

Julia rereads the last line—We acknowledge this is not ideal—and says, “Da fuck?” out loud. The use of acknowledge twice in two messages rings a bell. Rings all the bells. Brady? Is she exchanging messages with interview guy/renegade bicyclist Brady? She can’t straight-out ask him without indemnifying the both of them should this all go to hell, or to the next hell. She puzzles out a possible way to check his identity without using names. She types and sends, Did you best your time trial earlier?

There’s an immediate response of No. Then nothing. Then a harried, panicking three dots. Then, I don’t know what you’re talking about.

Realizing she probably shouldn’t have tried to even obliquely identify the whistleblower (okay, it’s clearly fucking Brady) within the message chain for both of their future legal sakes, Julia breathes mindfully, and tells herself to be more careful. She types and sends, I have no idea who you are or what you want or what it is you think I’m doing. I’m just traveling with my sick friend Bernie, hoping that Brady picks up on the cooperative cautiousness she’s putting down.

Brady responds to her cautiousness with a lengthy, dense message that couches a minimally invasive suggestion of sabotage—one that won’t harm Bernie, one that, if finessed, might not raise red flags back on campus—as a hypothetical, as an intellectual exercise backed with a compelling comparable.

After multiple, careful reads, Julia asks, Are you confident, hypothetically speaking, that the above would work?

Brady: I acknowledge it’s only a theory.

Julia reads and rereads, doesn’t add any further comments, closes the app, and then swaps her phone for Bernie’s controller. She stares at the red X button, hovers her thumb over it. Without any deliberation beyond a tickle, an itch of Go ahead, hit it, she presses the X. Like in training, two large, rectangular buttons reading Are You Sure? and Cancel overlay the screen. She loosens a long, body-shrinking sigh. She could end this now, all of it, and say she panicked, that it was a slip of the thumb. Multiple slips of the thumb. She presses the Cancel button, but then hits the X button again, right away. Are there two more levels of Are You Sure? to go through before the final one, or were the extras, the multiples, a training joke? The urge to press the Are You Sure? to see the next one is so strong, it frightens her. It’s as though someone else controls her like she’s controlling Bernie. The idea of pressing it is so vivid that there is a universe, not all that different from this fucked-up one, in which she presses on to the next screen and to the next and then to Bernie’s demise, and it’s a reasonable thing to do. She shakes her head and stabs the Cancel button. She hides the phone controller deep within her bag, breathes, and takes apart that other button-pressing universe. A destroyer of worlds, indeed.

Outside her window is a blue sky with wispy clouds and the arid Mountain West terrain is thousands of feet below. She focuses on what she wants to do after they arrive at the Denver airport. Her lengthy deliberation of how to morally best serve Bernie and, by proxy, society detours into daydream flights of fancy, wild what-ifs, visions of what might happen to her in the days to come. Her forecast of potential legal troubles is as cloudy and foggy as the San Francisco Bay. Visions of a fierce and relationship-redefining volley of recriminations and accusations with Janice carry the weight and clarity of prophecy, as does the imagined pained look on Uncle Fun’s face when she admits to the role of puppeteer to Bernie’s near corpse. Eventually, Julia settles on a detailed airport-navigation plan. Though it’s scaffolded with contingencies and emergency plan Bs, she crafts a general campaign from which she will not waver, one she hopes will serve Bernie’s final wishes and if not the greater good, then a lesser evil.

Eventually, the captain announces their impending descent. G comes through the cabin to ensure everyone has their seatbelt buckled.

Richard says, “Hey, G,” and gestures his thumb toward Julia. “Our friend has spent more than an hour staring out the window. I need a ruling. Does that count as rawdogging the flight?”



The plane lands and taxis to a main airport terminal and not another WSX hangar. Julia checks her boarding pass for the departure time and gate number of the connecting flight: Gate 7 (they’re arriving at Gate 95), and she has forty-five minutes until preboarding starts. There are thankfully no new messages waiting on her personal phone. She fires off a quick Landed in Denver text to Uncle Fun, then adds, Flying to Providence in an hour-ish. That’s east coast, yeah? She hopes he’ll worry about her less by knowing more specifics of her itinerary. One more text: Heading back to LA on a red-eye or tomorrow morning. Will text later!

She rummages through her overnight bag and pulls out a rumpled hospital mask entombed within a sealable plastic baggie. She hasn’t worn a mask in more than three years but left the stash in her bag just in case. The mask is to be a prop to aid their airport navigation. When the plane stops moving, Julia is the first of her group to unbuckle and bolt out of her seat. Before freeing Bernie from the seatbelt, she straightens his head manually, right hand pressing against his upper cheek, which is neither warm nor cold. Next, she adjusts his hat so the gauze wrap remains covered. With his head upright, she loops the hospital mask’s elastic behind his large ears, careful to not get the bands tangled within the frame of his sunglasses. Suppressing a sudden, wild urge to rip the sunglasses off his face and peer into his eyes, she positions the mask so it fully covers his nose and mouth. The papery green fabric pulses evenly with his breaths.

Richard stands over her shoulder and asks, “Where’d you get the mask? Did anyone give you permission to put that on him? Stephen? Breathing his own air like that can’t be good for someone in, you know, his condition, right?”

Cutting off further mask-denial grumblings from Richard, Julia turns to him and says, “Stop. Look at Bernie.” Richard looks at Bernie and then back at her. “Now look at Bernie again. Covering up his mouth makes him appear less not-weirdly-unconscious. He looks like someone who is going through some medical shit. This will help keep airport randos from staring at him and trying to talk to him.”

Richard and Stephen have a hushed exchange on the merits of the hospital mask as rando deterrent. Julia takes the opportunity to sling her overnight bag, unbuckle Bernie’s belt, and stand him up. His left leg quivers in a way that it didn’t quiver before, but he makes it onto his feet.

Julia says, “Listen. We’re going to walk. Richard first. Then Bernie, then me, then Stephen. Stephen, as soon as we step off the plane, you go ahead of me. The jetway bridge thingy to the terminal will be pitched even more than the platform to get on this plane and he’ll probably need your help to make it up. Okay? Okay. Now, let’s go.”

Incredibly, Richard and Stephen follow her instructions. The four of them march up the aisle in formation. There’s a brief hiccup in the cramped attendant and cockpit area as Richard holds everyone up because he can’t help himself. He engages in conversation with anyone and everyone not because he’s friendly but because he believes he’s magnanimously offering and sharing the great gift of himself. He makes a production of thanking G and the pilot, asking them where they’re headed next and if they have recommendations for places to see and restaurants in Denver. Richard finally exits the plane after the third “You have a good day, now” from the pilot, who, no matter how tall he tries to stand, will remain shorter than G.

Bernie lurches into the Richard void, moving like an actor in a silent film playing at too slow a speed. Judging by his limp and lack of fluidity, his body has to work harder to maintain a creeping forward motion. Julia shuffles behind Bernie, closer than is socially appropriate, even in a deplaning situation. She says a quick thanks without making eye contact with the pilot or G, her focus lasered on timing the Sit and Stand double button-press so he’ll get through the exit door without bashing his skull on the fuselage. Her right thumb lashes up and down, as quick and angry as a scorpion’s tail, enabling his wobbly egress onto the ramp.

The jetway is vertically pitched at a much greater degree of incline than the short ramp they used to get onto the plane. Bernie is only able to muster a few short steps before he’s stuck waddling in place. Stephen emerges from the plane last and exclaims, “Oh boy!” as he spies the graded road ahead. He trudges ahead of Julia, shoulders slumped.

The Seussian jetway is long and kinks into unexpected turns and angles, snaking its way up the two-story height of the airport terminal. There’s no subtle way for Stephen to camouflage that he is pushing Bernie up the jetway. He has both hands, fingers splayed, planted on Bernie’s shoulder blades. His arms are straight out, elbows locked, as though he’s holding up a wall. The amount of physical effort and leverage required from Stephen leans his own torso forward. Julia has the thumbtack pinned at its highest point, but Stephen, breathing heavily and occasionally grunting with the effort, is clearly doing most of the work.

Stephen asks a breathy, rhetorical, “How much longer?”

Julia says, “Almost there,” which is both true and not true, depending on one’s perspective.

The jetway zigs and then zags, then zags again, until finally they reach the final portion of the ascent. At the top are open double doors and the dirty light of the terminal. Julia quickens her pace until she’s next to a sweating Stephen. He wipes his forehead on one quivering bicep and mumbles, “I’m not gonna make it. I’m gonna die.”

“Stop pushing and whining when you hit the doorway,” she says.

Stephen is desperate to be rid of the too-literal Sisyphean task, one that represents humanity’s bleak past and bleaker future, so he releases Bernie into the wild before cresting the apex. Bernie’s momentum carries him two steps away from Stephen, who bends over and plants his hands on his knees.

Julia cries out an incredulous “Dude!” as Bernie teeters at the threshold between the sloped jetway and the flatland of the terminal. If he is to tumble backward, only Julia can break his fall. She stretches toward the small of his back with her right forearm to nudge him from the tipping point.




You

At the precipice, you want to lean forward, and you do. Was that you keeping your body from falling backward?

There’s no time to dissect the moment as further forward wins the day, again, and you are speed-walked into a cavernous storage facility housed within a light-blue tent. The tiled floor is wide as a football field and its length is to be determined as it goes on as far as you can see. Along the tent walls, boxes of all sizes and shapes and colors are stacked to the cathedral ceiling’s myriad peaks. People pluck boxes from the juddering towers and then they awkwardly hug boxes to their chests or hold them over their heads with shaking arms or clutch a small one in their palm. Others have boxes strapped to their backs and others drag their boxes at the end of leashes.

Isabel catches up and you both join the march, following a balding man in a sweater vest paternally cradling a tubular box in his arms. Before the large storage room gives way to what appears to be a lengthy hallway, you are pulled off to the side, near a wall of well-picked-over box towers. She says, “We’re good as long as you don’t fuck things up.”

You have had enough. And really, can anyone blame you? You blurt out, “Just tell me who she is. Wouldn’t this all be easier if you just fucking told me?” The moss mask on your face tickles the end of your nose.

“Why do you think any of this would become easier? Like I said, she was a friend.”

“Was, not is.”

“Yeah, past tense.”

“Was she your friend?”

“Her name is my name too.”

“What are you, John Jacob Jingleheimer Schmidt?”

“The fuck?” Isabel says, sounding like her pre-chrysalis self.

“I thought you were quoting an old kid’s song.”

“You remember that but you can’t remember your name, or your parents’ names, or the names—and faces, by the way, including your own—of anyone else who was in your life, and you can’t remember where you lived or where you grew up or where you wanted to live if you could, and you can’t remember the meanest teacher you ever had or your favorite color—”

“I’m partial to blue. A darker shade than this tent though.”

“—or what you liked to eat for breakfast, if you slept in or got up early on weekends, your favorite music or movies or books, and you can’t remember who you kissed or who you fucked or who broke your heart or who you disappointed, and you can’t remember why you got that rabbit tattoo, but you remember ‘John Jacob Jingleheimer Schmidt’?”

“I remember ‘rabbit, rabbit, rabbit’ too. And other stuff that I haven’t told you. Like wizzy. Okay? Wizzy is a big fucking deal, and I still feel wizzy. And I’m not explaining what that means because you’re a double agent for the clicks.”

Isabel folds her thin shadow arms around her shadow torso so now she’s a smudge of charcoal on paper.

“You can’t be mad. I’m the one that’s aggrieved here.”

Isabel says, “Even though you signed up for this,” and plucks from the nearest tower a small, rectangular box the size of an old paperback book.

You flash on a memory—the kind people have hundreds of in a day, the kind that informs a living moment, but if noticed at all goes unremarked. Your parents’ house had two narrow wall-unit bookshelves packed tightly with paperbacks. You didn’t read any of the books but spent many afternoons running little fingers over the cracked spines and raised lettering on the dire titles with garish covers that had moons, suspended bodies, a soldier trudging through snow, rocket ships, and heads that were half-android and half-human.

Isabel points the box at you and adds, “Man, I’m sorry.” The tower from which she plucked the box teeters and collapses, roiling an avalanche of cardboard toward you. You backpedal and the boxes tumble like they’re hungry for your head. You weave in elliptical arcs, dodging the corrugated boulders. The last is the size of a washing machine and your pirouette successfully eludes collision, but the spin sends you whirlpooling toward the floor. You keep your feet, though, and your body uses the torquing momentum to sling yourself toward Isabel.

You ask, “Was that me moving me? Did my reflexes take over? I think it was me.” The wide smile hidden behind the moss patch fades as you attempt to re-create the movement, but you can’t even wiggle a finger.

“If you insist,” she says, holding the small box in front of her with two hands. Her shadow fingers slide and probe the box’s top side. You jab-step in place, as though engaged in an alternate avalanche-avoidance technique. You overstep, your left heel clips into the right, and you stumble into another box tower. It creaks and sways, maintaining impossible upright integrity, until the yellow hatbox at the top slides off its perch and splats wetly to the floor between you and Isabel. The box melts and oozes a gray gelid substance.

The surrounding hustle and bustle of the facility stalls. Everyone else in the space stops walking and stares at you.

“I didn’t do that,” you say. “That wasn’t me.” The last word dies within the moss face covering as everyone abandons their boxes and stalks toward you.

Isabel asks, “Do I have permission to move you out of here?” You can’t tell if she’s angry, scared, or sad.

The first wave of people arrives. They drop to all fours, tear off their shirts, sink their hands into the goo, and smear the stuff onto their torsos and into their eyes and ears and mouths. The second wave attempts to wedge and wiggle through the dogpile and latecomers pull people away or they grab the hands of those who had touched the goo and lick and bite their fingers. They all hum, click their tongues, and moan. Something deep within your mind, vibrating at the same frequency, responds pleasurably to the sound and aches to join the chorus.

You shout to Isabel, “Yes! Hurry!”

She walks you around fallen boxes and away from the others. The writhing mass is all twitching limbs and bubbling, graying flesh, and in its expanding middle a segmented, compound eye made of dozens of other eyes blinks.

You and Isabel turn onto a hallway that is less than a quarter of the width of the previous space. The tent has tears and gashes on its side walls, and whatever is outside is shrouded in grayness. After ten steps, then ten more, the unearthly group humming fades.

You ask, “Are you still with me?”

“Yes,” Isabel answers from one step behind and to the left.

Awash in relief, you indulge in the seductive, addictive comfort of being controlled. The trade of your freedom for freedom from responsibility is as attractive as it is pernicious. You say, “Thank you.”

“Don’t you dare thank me,” she says. “I’m making everything worse. And you’re letting me.”

“I’m not letting you—”

“You are. You’re avoiding.”

“Avoid the Noid.”

“Jesus Christ. You remember a forty-year-old pizza commercial. But not—” Isabel grunt-screams with frustration.

Ahead and walking toward them, there are more people carrying boxes. As you and Isabel pass in the opposite direction, they drop their boxes and leer.

Isabel says, “They’re following us now too. Just so you know.”

The hallway opens into a second warehouse-like facility, this one even more crowded with box towers and people. Here, the people’s faces have all been roughly scribbled out in ink. The angry lines and loops lift and arch into angrier expressions. Isabel plows you straight through the crowd. You don’t waver in this path, even when there is someone in it. You lift your arms and flash out your hands—all at the whim and behest of Isabel. You assume she’s attempting to communicate that the scribble faces need to move out of the way or they’ll get trucked. You hope that twisting and flipping your hands also conveys that this isn’t your fault, you are not responsible, and you cannot be blamed. A preserved part of yourself, a part you still listen to, says,


I’m not trying hard enough. How hard do I have to try? Harder than this.



The scribble faces flinch in the continuous game of chicken and move out of your way. Then they too drop their boxes and join the swelling mob that follows you through the facility.

You say, “This is all bullshit.”

“Can’t argue with you.”

The mob behind you grows in size and proximity. The scampering patter of a hundred footfalls mixed with their toneless muttering becomes a predatory purr. You enter another facility. This one is the same as the one before. You are sure of it. You are looping, going in circles. You shout, “Let’s break through the tent! Walk me into one of them! Do something different! Anything!”

You are slowed, the drop in pace jarring enough for consciousness whiplash. Then you lunge forward at a speed you didn’t think your body was capable of producing, and you split and overtake two people carrying boxes. But wait, did you overtake them? The pair you darted between were walking toward you, not away. You assumed away because their heads faced in the opposite, forward direction. But in reality, their heads are twisted 180 degrees, like owl heads. Then you are two-stepped right, too close to a group of owl heads gathered near a box tower, and you dive left, slashing in front of Isabel. She slows you down again and you drift smoothly behind her. You are again dismayed at the thinness of her limbs and her resemblance to the ruined child. The sound of the pursuing mob increases as you slow and arc behind Isabel. She changes your diagonal direction again, zooming you ahead at a near gallop on her right.

Isabel asks, “Is this doing something different?”

She sends you around in another rough and slashing orbit. You somehow miss colliding with countless owl heads, one of whom un-torques their head, exposing a jawline that clenches and hints at a full masticating mouth, and in the instant before they all fully turn their terrible heads to show off what they are chewing, eating, you comet past them. Isabel has turned you into a celestial body, streaking across an interior sky, but the physical exertion is taking a toll. You gasp for breath and have a stitch in the left side of your chest. Your knees ache and your lower legs are swollen, the skin too tight. There’s a stinging pins-and-needles sensation in the big toe of each foot. Your half-numb feet are cramped in your sneakers and you have no feel for the floor, as though you have hooves at the ends of your cranky legs.

Isabel slows you down as you exit the facility onto a circular patch of the blasted land. Hundreds of people walk counterclockwise. In the middle is a lone tentpole that holds up the gray sky. It dangles long, jagged swatches of the tent. You think of a maypole but don’t remember how you know what a maypole is.

You and Isabel join the outer edge of the moving circle. “Hold this,” Isabel says. Her shadow hand grips the end of a tent strip attached to the pole.

“I can’t hold anything.”

She wraps the ribbon around your left forearm three times. “If you drop it before we make it across, I’ll lose you.”

You’re about to ask why, but you notice that all the people shuffling around the tentpole wear the same sweatpants and sweatshirt as you. They wear a hat and sunglasses and beards of moss, and holy shit, they are versions of you. Even with their faces obscured they look older than you imagine you are currently. Is that what I look like now? You are overcome with sorrow, wonder, and awe at a question oft asked but never answered, a question meant to convey a sundowning lifetime: How did it all happen so fast? You want to tear off their sunglasses, dig through the moss to gaze upon the valley of your face, parse the deep-time geology of your skin, but Isabel walks you in a way that keeps the ribbon taut and tethered. You follow an arc across the circle, then the tattered tent swatch sloughs away and you enter another tented facility, same as the first one, or the second one, and the next one.

You are breathing so heavily your chest heaves. Isabel pulls you over and then stands in front of you. You miss her rabbit-ear ponytails. You miss a lot of things. The rabbit tattoo scampers on your forearm. You can almost make out facial features within Isabel’s silhouette. If you could do that, then at least one mystery would be solved. She lifts a hand and places it over your chest. Her hand is warm. Your heart beats harder, faster. She says, “Almost there.” You don’t respond. With your breathing slowed she moves you forward again and through the facility and into the next. These places and their people pass and you hold on to the feeling of her hand on your chest.

You are walked into what appears to be the final facility as, fifty steps away, it ends with a tent wall. The rabbit tattoo beats a hind leg against your inner forearm. It’s a warning. Then you hear, coming from behind, a crescendo of shuffling, slapping feet and grumbles and moans and grunts. The mob chasing you has gained. You forgot about them. But they didn’t forget about you. Hundreds of hungry eyes tickle the back of your neck.

“They’re back,” you say.

“They never left.”

“What are we going to do?”

Isabel pivots you left and toward a large hole in the wall. Next to it is a white ten-foot-tall mushroom that sags under the weight of its umbrella-like cap. There are people gathered under the fungal canopy. They look away from you, as though you’re the gorgon. You stop walking about ten steps away from the hole.

“Hey! What happened? Why are we stopping?”

“I’m all out of juice.”

The mob roars; wild and greedy. They are almost upon you.

“Push me again if you have to,” you say. “Let’s go!”

Isabel drops the paperback-sized box and it claps to the floor. She says, “You have to go on without me. I can’t tell you more, but you’re not going to like it very much.”

“Please, let’s go.” You don’t move and you don’t move and you don’t move, and then, you turn. You are turned away from the wall and now face what has been behind you all this time. The mob is a bus-sized gray leech. Another fucking leech. Nodules and growths of partially absorbed fingers, elbows, and brows lump its mucus-sheened skin. Its at once squat and cylindrical body elongates and tapers to a head, a snout dotted with dumb and angry eyes atop a giant sucker mouth bladed with Y-shaped rows of clicking human teeth. The leech hovers its nightmare head above Isabel.

“I’m not sacrificing myself to save you. We’re hell and gone from that kind of bullshit saving. I’m just done,” Isabel says. “You’re going to lose. But maybe you can win before you do. Break a leg.”




Julia

Before Julia makes contact with his lower back, and without Julia pressing any buttons or tweaking the directional thumbtack from its current pinned-up position, Bernie recalibrates and corrects his balance, seemingly on his own. He leans forward, bending slightly at the waist, a mobility only previously displayed when the Sit button was pressed. He escapes from his precarious inertia with a confident stride up and over the threshold and into the terminal. Julia pauses her own walk and gapes.

Freed from the tyranny of incline, and with the controller thumbtack still pinned north, Bernie accelerates to his top speed. Like a bloodthirsty slasher bent on revenge, he stalks toward a crossed-armed and confused Richard—the type of victim slasher fans want to see killed in the most gruesome manner—standing at the outer edge of the gate and the concourse. Richard backs and shrinks away, and he bumps into a squat younger man wearing expensive headphones, gray shorts, flip-flops, and a tight T-shirt adorned with the Punisher skull logo overlaying a tattered black-and-white American flag. Punisher Guy continues walking after his brush with Richard and expresses an empathy-lacking sentiment common to Punisher-guy types: “What the fuck, dick?”

Julia recovers from her momentary freeze-up, slows Bernie down, and eases him to a stop where Richard was previously standing. Their arrival gate is sparsely populated with travelers either half-asleep or staring at their phones.

Richard slinks toward the idling Julia and Bernie. Angry and embarrassed over the Punisher-guy incident, he shouts, “You did that on purpose!” Within the gate, curious travelers lift their heads like prairie dogs wearily peeking out from the safety of their dusty underground dens.

Julia says, “Relax,” and pats Bernie’s arm. She adds, “Don’t listen to him, Dad.”

Richard’s eyes dart around, noticing that other people are now watching and listening. He waits until he joins a standing triangle with Julia and Bernie to whisper-repeat, “You did that on purpose.”

“That’s your perception,” Julia says.

Stephen catches up with the group and says, “I’m worried he’s not working—”

Julia interrupts. “Look. I don’t have a ton of time, have a plane to catch. How about we step away from the gate so we don’t bother anyone else with, um, the affairs of our concern?” She can’t help but use concern as Brady did in his message. She’s charmed by the word that implies not only randomized membership of a group or grouping, but shared ideas and ideals.

Their flight deposited them at one of two remote southern ends of Concourse B, so the walking traffic, for the moment, is thin. About fifty paces away and on the other side of the walkway is vacant Gate 80, the last gate before a narrow connector to the main concourse. They make their way there and re-form their huddle within the blue carpeted empty space.

Stephen says, “It shouldn’t have been that much work to get him up the ramp. Either his own body or the AI should be helping him achieve better equilibrium on the inclines.”

Julia and Richard say, “He’s fine,” at the same time, and it makes her want to hurt herself.

Richard adds, “There aren’t any inclines like that left.”

Julia does not want to prolong conversation, and she wants to be rid of both men. She withholds that she thinks Bernie’s hacked mind and body aided, or enabled, his final step off the jetway without any radical controller work from her. She is surprised that Stephen didn’t notice Bernie’s forward-lean balance correction at the precipice.

“What about when they land in Providence?” Stephen asks. “Bigger plane and smaller airport so I guess the jetway wouldn’t be as extreme, but there’ll be some kind of incline. I won’t be there to help push him up.”

Julia says, “I’ll ask for a wheelchair.” Richard starts to make his Richard noises. She talks over him. “Just for the one jetway. I can’t push him up and work the control at the same time.”

Richard says, “I don’t like it.”

“Has he walked down an incline yet? You still have to get him onto the next plane,” Stephen says.

Julia reminds them that Bernie walked down the access ramp when they left the campus building and it was fine. Was it fine? That walk seems like it happened a week ago. She remembers his speed increasing but it being controllable. She again keeps to herself that she believes she witnessed Bernie’s autonomic—or AI-boosted—summit of the incline. A moment of conversant stillness passes, representing their anxiety, their doubts, and perhaps honoring a shared recognition that they shouldn’t be doing this, any of this, but it’s too late now to stop even if they want to.

“Are we good to go then?” Richard says, and rubs his hands together.

“Where are you two headed?” Julia asks, the question implying a terrified eagerness to be rid of them.

Richard answers that they are spending the night in Denver just in case something goes wrong with “our guy” and he is sent to a local hospital. He adds that they can still walk together for a chunk of the concourse length.

Given that she wants to attempt the soft sabotage described in Brady’s WhatsApp message, Stephen and Richard’s continued accompaniment is not what she’s looking for. “You guys go ahead,” Julia says. “I’ll be good. Frankly, my anxiety has had enough of you two looking over my shoulder.” She waves shoo and go-away hands at them.

Stephen and Richard balk at the suggestion. Stephen, especially, who says that he wants to monitor how Bernie walks and to look for signs of motor decay, reiterating that the inclined walks are making him nervous. Richard talks about not wanting to break up such a good team too early.

Julia sputters through saying that she and Bernie are fully capable of forging ahead. She appeals to the sanctity of the proof-of-concept concept, which is that she alone leads Bernie across one of the longest airport concourses in America. Sensing Richard is vulnerable to these appeals, she says, “Wouldn’t my solo trip impress the investors and partners more than having, uh”—here, she pauses and has to stop herself from again quoting Lebowski by describing the two men as members of the “square community”—“a respected board member and, uh, a top engineer tagging along because they were afraid something would go wrong? What kind of, uh, message, does that send? You guys aren’t afraid. You’re, like you said before, bold, and full of, you know, the project’s boldness.”

Stephen is dubious, judging by his screwed-up face and head tilt. Richard is won over, nodding along with her spiel. He says, “For all your abrasiveness—which you’ll eventually learn has its time and place—you are attuned to the vibrating, sticky strands of human dynamics within the beautiful, intricate web of big business. You’re so like your mom.”

All Julia can say in response to Richard’s nauseating condescension and sexism and his weird web metaphor without shouting insults and threats is, “Okay. Yeah, like, yeah.”

“Well said. This is goodbye, then,” Richard says. He shakes Julia’s hand, says, “Godspeed,” and then he grabs Bernie’s right hand and while pumping his arm up and down he says, “It’s been an honor working with you, but you gotta do something about that handshake, my good man.” He walks away without waiting for Stephen, warmly cocooned in the glow of unearned self-satisfaction. For the second occasion, this time on Bernie’s behalf, Julia dials up his bent right arm, works up a semi-closed fist with a more demonstrably upraised middle finger.

Stephen smiles but also sighs at the gesture. Perhaps he agrees with the sentiment, but despairs at the futility. He wishes Julia luck and tells her to message them if she has a question or if she thinks something is going wrong. He doesn’t shake hands and instead offers her a fluttering half-wave and then scurries after Richard.

Julia steps to the borderline between gate and concourse and watches until they turn down the connector hallway and out of view. Bernie is positioned so it appears that he is watching Julia watch their departure. She returns, stands facing Bernie and within an arm’s length. She appraises the differences in their decades lived, and how it all somehow resulted in their bizarre shared path. She reassesses his costumed visage; ballcap, large-lensed opaque sunglasses, a hospital mask. She would, at some point, like to see a photo of one of his past selves. She wonders if he would be unrecognizable, in his current form, to a friend or a lover or his mom. She wonders how many people remember the person he was. Now he has become a blank filled with other people’s dreams and craven schemes.



Julia revisits the long message from Brady; a pre-prepared, copy-and-pasted wall of text, judging from the speed with which it appeared within their thread.

For your consideration, an intellectual exercise: Person X runs a small, independent publishing press and they are displeased with their books being stolen and used to train Large Language Model AIs. In an attempt to sabotage (for lack of a better term) the models, every book they publish includes an interlude within the body of its text (with a warning and explanation of purpose for the reader). The interludes consist of two to four pages of text that have nothing to do with the story or topic within the book itself. These pages feature sentences that don’t make sense, sentences with purposefully poor grammar and punctuation used incorrectly, sentences that form paradoxes and logical loops as well as straight up gibberish with random letters and symbols and extra spaces and line breaks and off-set indentations. Since Large Language Models are only as good as the texts they train upon, the idea is that if AI were to scrape and ingest books that included the nonsensical broken writings, the model could be slightly degraded. Think of the text slop interludes within the books as a poison pill. Let’s extrapolate the above and present another hypothetical: Suppose an AI was tasked with mapping/learning the language of electrical impulses within neurons that communicate and empower human bodily movement. Let’s further suppose that the patient in question has their bodily movement being controlled by an external, remote user. If said user were to make the patient move strangely, unpredictably, and nonsensically, could that taint or dilute the AI learning? Could the strange, unexpected movements have a similar effect as the slop-text poison pill for chatbots? We acknowledge these are fascinating theories and questions. We’d be remiss if we didn’t also acknowledge within said hypothetical exercise that we additionally theorize any randomized remote-controlled bodily movement that does not result in obvious physical peril or injury (falling down, walking off elevated platforms or in front of moving vehicles, ramming headlong into surfaces, and the like … ) would not harm the patient, nor would it, if done with discretion, raise red flags within the data systems being recorded and/or monitored.

At her semiprofessional gaming height, Julia supplemented her practice and play by dipping into YouTube explorations and explanations of game coding. She has never written a program for anything, never mind AI, but the hypotheticals Brady outlined do have a whiff of plausibility. Still, she is savvy enough to know that the suggested steps toward sabotage might not work as described, if at all. She is also untrusting enough to recognize the message’s intent might be to alter her own inner code, to win her over to the concern’s way of thinking, to prep her for larger asks down the line were she to continue to have an employment role within an expanded version of the project, call it Bernie 2.0. Either or any of the ways, her mind is made up. She is going to get Bernie to the airplane on time and they’ll get a little bit funky while doing so.

Julia says, “Ready?” to Bernie. She lifts his right arm, closes the fist, and worms up a shaky thumb. “If you say so,” she says, adding in a mutter, “Even though, hey, you signed up for this—” But what if he had scribbled his name on the dotted legal lines without inspecting the fine print, or the regular print, the same way Julia signed all those blurry employment agreements and NDAs earlier this morning? What if the company caught him on a bad day, in the weakest moment of financial desperation or plain old desperation? Julia cannot decide which flavors of desperation ultimately goosed her into agreeing to this fucked gig. She finishes the muttered statement she wants to take back with, “Man, I’m sorry.”

Julia walks Bernie backward deeper into the empty gate and farther away from the main concourse, toward a bank of floor-to-ceiling windows. On the return, Bernie spirals backward in tightening, curlicuing circles, and he almost spins into a wall. After that close call loosens an oh-fuck giggle, she single-taps the directional thumbstick in random directions, moving him like a weathervane caught in a swirling storm. She garnishes by flashing and flailing his arms using the right directional pad. She pauses, and he settles back into his resting stand position. His rate of breathing has increased; his mask pushes in and out with the rising and falling bellows of his chest. After again eyeballing for passersby wearing concerned looks, and finding none, she attacks the controller, getting more extreme with directional changes. If the company wants Bernie put through his paces and the saboteurs want saboteuring, she will satisfy both groups. With a long, continuous, angry swipe of her thumb north then south, he pivots too abruptly and too close to the long perimeter wall. His legs twist. His feet slide toward each other and the sneaker toe of a foot clips the heel of the other. His upper torso sways and his body leans right, and keeps on leaning. He’s a tall pine tree beginning his return to earth, only this tree will smash face-first into a gate wall. Julia gasps, releases the directional tack, and mashes the Stand button. Bernie’s feet widen to shoulder width, attempting to attain what one of her youth basketball coaches—a sketchy dude who smelled like cigarette smoke and licorice and always wore jorts with tube socks—called the athletic stance. His widening feet slow the sway and forward lean but do not stop it. Julia darts between Bernie and the wall, attempting to be a human buffer. Her dash is awkward and not precise, and before she can brace herself, her right knee clips the wall. At the same time, Bernie’s chest mashes into her left shoulder and the side of her head, which bounces her into the wall shoulder-first. Her feet scrabble and trip over Bernie’s, and she falls, ricocheting between Bernie’s body and the wall on the way down to the floor, landing on her stomach. She gasps for breath, splayed on the thin and dirty carpet, and she closes her eyes, waiting for Bernie to collapse on top of her. But he doesn’t.

She clambers onto her feet, and a knee, a hip, and then her slung messenger bag knocks into the wall. The hollow thuds echo through the concourse valley, raising up more prairie-dog heads. She waves an arm and an open hand as proof of her maintained health and consciousness—but not her dignity—and says, “I’m okay, I’m okay,” which leaks out as a wheeze. Perhaps Bernie motioning one of his own arms in a way that someone might interpret as his concern for her well-being is called for, but the controller is on the floor, halfway between them and the concourse. She shuffles to it, with different parts of her body reporting the aches of future bruises. Her palms sting with rug burn and are oiled with the nasty accrued silt and sediment left behind by thousands of pairs of footwear.

She retrieves the controller, which is in one piece and functional. With a shaky hand, she successfully walks Bernie to her spot. She says, “I think I deserved that,” and checks her watch. They have a tick over thirty minutes before boarding starts. As rattled as she is from the fall, they need to get going.

They venture onto the concourse, Julia a step from his left and half-step behind for a better vantage of both Bernie and the road ahead. They pass restrooms and a mini-newsstand and then curl and funnel into a narrow, gateless walkway connecting to the main body of Terminal B. Bernie’s limp is less pronounced with the sustained walking, which is surprising given his near calamitous ballet in the empty gate. Oncoming pedestrian traffic increases, but it’ll be nothing like what they’ll experience shortly. None of the people who pass by in the other direction bat an eye at Bernie. A millennial couple armored in earbuds and high-end leisure gear overtakes them from behind. They are also passed by a family of three, half-jogging and trailing roller bags, the parents weighed down with boulder-sized backpacks. Julia smirks at the young daughter, hair expanding out and up from a disintegrating ponytail, floppily struggling to keep up. An elementary school–aged boy, the previously unseen fourth member of the family, sputters spittle-lipped car engine noises and fishtails his Disneyfied mini luggage into the back of Julia’s left calf, almost taking her out.

“Motherfuh—”

The kid shouts, “Sorry!” over his shoulder and shifts gears into a wheel-clacking sprint. The dad asks him, “What did you do?” The boy says, “Nothing!” and continues scything the roller luggage in his wake. After another minute during which Julia fantasizes about catching up to the kid and telling him that he won’t be so carefree when he’s older and fighting in the Water Wars, Bernie and Julia emerge into the main terminal.

They pull over to an area in front of a wall that serves as the breakwater for two small terminal offshoots. Spreading out ahead of them, to some interior horizon, are full gates, coffee shops, quick-stop bars and restaurants, swollen arteries of foot traffic, and in the middle of the concourse, dual sets of conveyor-belted moving walkways. Uncle Fun calls the people-moving belt thingies travelators, which sounds made up, especially as he can’t help but say the word with a fake British accent for a reason that has never been clear to Julia.

In keeping with the idea of soft sabotage, movements and motions that would be non-obvious to in-person and remote observers, Julia flicks and twitches Bernie’s arms and hands as she re-re-gathers herself. Given her current hyperaware state, the number of people in this terminal is overwhelming. But she quickly realizes the wayfaring crowd’s size renders them functionally anonymous as long as they manage to avoid another disastrous scene that attracts the crowd’s dulled, but always hungry, attention. Sure, of the hundreds of folks they’ll walk by, some might linger with a look because of Bernie’s height, his stiff gait, the glasses, the mask, or perhaps they’ll catch a glimpse of gauze peeking out from under his cap. But they’ll forget him as soon as they join a cattle-car gate crush to be the first in their announced group to board the plane.

Julia shakes out and flexes her right hand in preparation. She presses her thumb to the screen and toggles the digital joystick up, easing Bernie onto the main concourse. She resumes her wing-person position, slightly behind him and to his right. Right away, there’s a bottleneck of people. Julia opts to plow ahead, to make a way for themselves by iron will alone. They don’t have to slow or change trajectory as people—perhaps they are simple ableists, perhaps they experience an inexplicable, inchoate sense of wrongness within Bernie’s tech-modified condition—give them a wide berth.

As they approach the crowded travelators, Julia dismisses stepping onto either of them out of hand. A travelator covers ground more efficiently and with less physical strain, but there’s too much risk of Bernie stumbling and falling when stepping onto or stepping off the belted platform. Plus, most folks headed in their direction opt for the magic carpet ride, so there won’t be nearly as many people to contend with on the unbelted concourse. Julia and Bernie walk parallel to the travelators on their left. People jostle and joust for position as they whiz by on the conveyor belt, while Julia and Bernie are slow but steady tortoises marching past Gates 60 through 53. Julia holds the phone controller like the control console it is; lengthwise with two hands and her thumbs pressed to the screen. She suppresses unending laughter at how obvious and absurd it all is.

The dual travelators end at the border of a windowless hub, a concourse connector between stretches of gates that hosts restrooms, coffee/food pit stops, a souvenir shop loaded with Denver and Colorado tchotchkes, and smack in its middle are sunglasses and phone-case kiosks. Julia and Bernie are forced to contend with significant lane merging as the kiosks winnow the precious walking space. Although she’s not a racing-videogame devotee (but what gamer hasn’t spent a weekend or two playing nothing but Mario Kart?), Julia’s skills and instincts take over. Instead of throttling Bernie down and hoping someone will slow and allow them to merge, she increases Bernie’s speed with an upward thumbstick thrust so that his velocity syncs with the manic flow of traffic at its outer perimeter. She then weaves and decelerates into an open pocket a safe distance from the kiosks to their left—those things spit out disappointed and surly shoppers into the walkway like turtle shells, to use a Mario Kart simile. Not to mention the hazard of people randomly ducking in and out of the restrooms to their right. A few people encroach, invade their space, but Julia deftly steers free of all potential roadblocks and potholes. Bernie is confident in stride while vigilant Julia stays sidecar close to his right hip.

After the compacted rush of the concourse hub is the next stretch of gates. Julia sticks to the strategy of walking next to the travelators. This quest across the airport is a videogame with repeating maps and increasing challenges until they will meet the Final Boss of getting him onto the next airplane. She is dialed in. This is going well. Maybe too well. And what about de-augmenting Bernie with more soft sabotage? This section of gates is more crowded than the prior one, but there’s still enough open space for her to get a little creative with Bernie’s strut.

As he walks, she flips both of his hands palm-side-up, then down, then back up. The hand movement being divorced from the swinging-arms component of his gait doesn’t adversely affect his balance, so she continues flipping hands, varying the frequency. Next, she dials up control of the arms and, instead of moving them, holds them still at his sides, which, to her mind, is the most unnatural way for someone to walk. She can’t imagine the non-swaying of his arms would be in any way beneficial to the AI’s training. She fears folks in their vicinity are clocking Bernie’s creepy armless stalk down the concourse, so she decides to return to the hand flipping. On her way to tapping the Menu button she accidentally mashes the directional pad and flashes out Bernie’s left arm. His knuckles thwack into the travelator’s outer glass frame, which scares the shit out of some business-casual dude zooming past on the belt. He jumps away from the loud knock of bone on glass and stumbles across the travelator, hip crashing into the opposite glass wall. He successfully keeps his feet under him, and after a confused and forlorn look over his shoulder at Bernie, he’s swept away.

The post-travelator merge into the next gateless hub ratchets up the difficultly level. Because of restroom construction their walkway shrivels into a windy snake two people wide. There’s no evasive maneuver involving double taps or offroad drift racing to avoid the clog. She slows down to join the moving queue, but then accelerates to match a finicky collective pace that varies from instant to instant, all the while keeping her eyes peeled for rogue roller bags or travelers who are not paying attention to the strict dictum of the traffic flow. She and Bernie make it through like the pros they are.

Gliding into the next semi-open range of concourse, Julia gets cocky. She weaves Bernie beyond the re-forming, amoeba-shaped herd rushing toward the dual travelators. Not satisfied with simple hand flipping and arm stilling as AI learning obstruction, Julia randomly slows Bernie down and speeds him up. He two-steps precariously close to the travelator, then pulls back into their two-person formation. Upping the difficulty ante, she has Bernie perform a near-galloping sashay across her own path, then slows him down so he drifts smoothly behind her. She changes his diagonal direction again until he overtakes her on the left, returning him to his starting position. It’s a diamond-shaped choreography with multiple facets. At first blush, it might appear that she’s orbiting Bernie, but no, look again; he’s the one moving around her. If only the intercom could blast house music with its dependably endless 4/4 beat. Julia almost wishes the dick Richard and Stephen were there to see this. An icy, paranoid thought threatens to slow her and Bernie’s roll: the terrible twosome haven’t left the airport and they are following her, or they’re hiding out in one of the gates, readying to spring with an accusatory Aha! and Gotcha! She decides she doesn’t care. She shows off for them—if they are indeed somehow watching—spinning on her own heels and walking backward while Bernie completes another dreamy orbit.

Next up is a cavernous terminal nexus designed like a traffic circle. The outer rim of the nexus is a mini-mall glutted with fast-food joints and sports bars and all manner of duty-free shops. The brief euphoria of Julia’s and Bernie’s songless concourse dance ends as they join the migratory counterclockwise pedestrian march, one dotted with human obstructions. Julia is tempted to stop and double-check the departure time of their flight on the whale-sized, glowing-blue flight information board but decides it’s better to stay on the move. Once they pass the big blue screen, she regrets not taking a peek, if nothing else, to see what time it is. She thinks they have kept to a good pace but she doesn’t know for sure. She can’t check the time on her personal phone or her watch without compromising her two-handed grip on the controller.

The relief of surviving the nexus is short-lived due to the realization they are only halfway to their destination and their destiny. Resuming the strategy of forgoing the travelators, Julia passes close enough to Gate 37 to see the current time plastered within the top-right corner of its information screen. They have less than twenty minutes until boarding begins, which means it took them roughly fifteen minutes to get to where they are now. That’s longer than she thought. She’ll have to keep Bernie to the straight and narrow and with an increased pace. Can he handle that? With all the worries about everything else, she hasn’t, until this point, wondered how he is doing physically. Her personal phone vibrates in a burst of three buzzing notifications. Uncle Fun? Brady? The company? Fuck. She can’t look at her other phone while walking Bernie, and given the time constraint, she doesn’t want to stop him. The messages can wait, right? But what if it is someone from the company sending her a form of “Hey, the system is redlining”? or “Bernie is about to die”? Or re-die. Maybe she should pull over to make sure Bernie’s collapse isn’t imminent. As they pass Gate 35, Julia scurries ahead of Bernie to get a look at him. He’s breathing heavily, head dipping and bobbing with the effort of each great inhale and exhale. The mask outlines his gasping, open mouth. Despite the thrumming background noise of the airport and its cast of thousands, his labored breathing is audible. Bernie isn’t speaking words but this is what he, the person who laughed and cried and hoped and lived for five decades, sounds like. Hearing him struggle weakens Julia’s knees and makes her want to chuck the controller on the ground and yell for help, or simply just yell.

She pulls him over at a stretch of wall. Is he hyperventilating? She places a hesitant hand on his warm chest, over his heart, which thumps hard and fast under her fingers, and she blinks away unexpected tears. Passersby shoot them looks of concern and judgment, and a few slow down, perhaps entering into an inner dialogue wondering whether they should ask if the man needs help. Without being sure for whose benefit, Julia damns herself further by continuing the charade, talking to Bernie loud enough for others to hear. “We’ll take a little rest. Doing good. Almost there.” The rationalizing part of Julia, the devil that lives within us all, posits that Bernie simply needs a moment to catch his breath and they’ll take it easy on the rest of the walk. She questions if someone back on campus is monitoring his heart rate and breathing, then remembers the message notifications. She swaps the controller for her personal phone. There are three new messages within the company WhatsApp group thread. The messages come from a phone number other than Richard’s:

We’re following and cheering your progress.

But we’ve detected anomalous movements and elevated vitals.

Is everything all right?

That must be Elise messaging. So much for soft sabotage flying under the radar. Julia feels foolish for believing Brady, or believing that the company hasn’t been tracking Bernie’s movements and physical data. Julia has a thousand responses she wants to type and settles on Been putting him through the paces. But we’re good and taking a quick rest.

Richard responds to the thread with Don’t miss the plane. And stop fucking around. LOL

In the short time it took to read and respond to the messages, Bernie’s breathing rate has decreased to near normal. He looks ahead, implacably, toward his empty future. Julia again hopes there’s none of him left trapped within his bioengineered brain. And she hopes there’s a part still there, and that he believes, despite evidence to the contrary, she’s here to help him. And she hopes there’s a part that burns and smolders with fury at her and everyone and everything.

An English professor of hers, after detailing a lengthy list of idioms and metaphors regarding the human heart, once remarked that for thousands of years people believed the person—what made someone a someone—resided in the dependable, workmanlike muscle and not the mysterious blob of the brain. Julia wants to feel Bernie’s heartbeat again and wait for it to Morse-code an impossible message; the answer to what she should do next. Instead, they move forward. They walk at an even, world-weary pace through the next two stretches of gates and their connectors. While traversing the final stretch of terminal, Julia is haunted by Bernie’s heart. More than anything else she has experienced thus far, the frightened rabbit that was briefly under her hand dares her to build the courage necessary for a new course; a campaign of full-on sabotage.




You

The leech strikes, blurring its head. The rows of teeth rattle at impact and a bright-red starburst of blood replaces Isabel’s shadow head.

You plead with your body to reach out, to step forward, to rush in, to pull Isabel away, to offer yourself in her stead, to beat at the beast with fists and feet. The ache to help shudders through your body and being and powers a bottomless scream. You cannot help. You are spun around by the invisible, vicious hands of the clicks. They march you toward the hole in the wall adjacent to a now wilted mushroom, its cap sagging to the floor and splattered with Isabel’s blood.

The great leech chitters and gurgles within its ecstasy of flesh and bone. One of Isabel’s arms, no longer in shadow form, flies overhead and falls to the cement floor between you and the hole, landing like a dropped fish carcass. The detached shoulder joint is partially covered by a short sleeve that was once blue—you know, somehow, that it used to be blue—gone purple with blood. Her arm is thin and child-sized, empty palm turned up, reaching, pointing, or perhaps gesturing last words after her last words: You will lose too.

A rain of arms splats on the cement around you. The arms all belong to Isabel and they land with their open palms up. Maybe if you could bend and fold your hand into one of hers this terror would end.

People crawl out from under the mushroom cap. They talk and laugh and gather Isabel’s arms and use them to paint the wall around and above the hole.

You say through tears, “Why didn’t you help her? Why didn’t any of you help her?” You are exhausted, battered, and apoplectic with hopelessness and you want to say everything about the gleeful, purposeful unfairness of it all and you shout, “Her name was Isabel!” with all the defiance and pain of the truth.

The rain of arms stops. The leech goes quiet. The people at and around the hole scatter, leaving behind a crude red painting of an egg-shaped human head with the hole as the mouth. The forehead is narrow, pointed, and topped with a scribble of hair. The eyes are wide, one higher up the wall than the other, and a long nose spills between them. The nose is the most detailed and realistic aspect of the drawing. And you are embarrassed to recognize it as caricature of how you see yourself.

You know you are going to be moved forward, but you fight. You concentrate and you visualize remaining stationary, even if it’s only for an extra, unexpected precious second. You don’t know and you can’t know if you experience a fleeting victory and you are walked past and between painted red lips of your open mouth and through a curtain of darkness and into an empty tractor trailer.

The white walls on either side feature murals of clenched teeth rooted in angry red gums. The trailer’s downward slope is steep, pouring you toward an end you cannot see. Your pace increases and a vestigial inner balance communicates you are in danger of falling on your face. Everything in you demands to stop or, at the very least, lean backward to prevent an uncontrollable forward tumble. But the moment of imbalance passes and you are in tune with your body’s rhythm as you walk down the slope.

You continue to be walked and your pace slows as you reach the bottom. You assume it’s the bottom because there are no more gravity demands on your body. This far down, the floor and walls are a glistening, pink fleshlike surface. You fear that you’ve been led into the digestive tract of a leech that is even larger than the one that attacked Isabel. A phosphorescent blue light glows to your left, outlining the slit between two white folds of a bicuspid valve. The fibrous flesh surrounding the valve is a dark, almost black red. The folds split and flutter open at timed intervals.

You shout, “No!” but within the unfair universe in which you foolishly exist, that word is all but powerless. You are walked between and through the valve and into more darkness. You close your eyes and will your consciousness to somehow disengage, disconnect, to become free of the oppression of thought, free of the exhausting, obliterating fear of what is coming next and next and next.

You expect to be a faithless Jonah within a leviathan leech’s acid-filled stomach. Instead, you enter the wide, cavernous space of an abandoned theater.

The plywood floor has been cleared of all seats and frosted with dust and marked by stains of unknown origin. The picture-frame stage is gap-toothed; the missing floorboards expose an underworld of mountings and support beams. Prop doors and graffitied rolling canvases clutter the upstage area. I remember this place. I have been here. Ornate crown molding that has gone black in spots with a different kind of mold outlines the arch and wings. I remember the parts of a stage. Above the arch is a weathered brick wall, and above that a lattice of wooden ceiling beams that look like a set of whale bones. Flanking the stage on either side are stacks of balcony boxes. She called them loge boxes, overenunciating loge on purpose, giving it a second syllable. Low-ja. Along the wall’s bases are exposed radiators. Small bulbs outline the boxes, giving off enough light that you can see the space clearly, too clearly. You’ve never seen it this brightly lit. The lower boxes have a red wallpaper adorned with gold leaves on their back walls. The wallpaper has been stripped from the upper boxes. We climbed into the lower loge and commented on and cheered for the imaginary performers. We booed too. Booing was more fun. We were silly and beautiful children in the way all children are silly and beautiful.

Your mind has split again into two, however, both are yours; one is focused on the confounding present, and one discovers a past, perhaps an impossible one, one that never truly existed in this exact form, but it’s yours now. Regardless, the clicks will not abide this. In your ongoing tribunal of senselessness, you sense the clicks are regrouping, plotting, as well as prodding at the edges and exposed spaces within the theater. You are determined to, as Isabel put it, win before you lose, so you focus on the boxes and  the peeling railing paint  and the stage and how we got splinters in our hands from rearranging loose floorboards around so we could tread on them over the gaps in the stage. This theater is here because of you. This theater is a living thing that breathes, changes, adapts, and grows old. No, that’s not quite right. You are the living thing, but this theater proves you are still you. Maybe you’ll soon be able to move and place more boards over your empty spaces.

Something winks into existence in the left foreground, on the floor, a handful of steps ahead of you. It’s a chair with a black metal frame, mahogany armrests, and velvet cushioning the same color as the red wallpaper in the loge boxes. The chair doesn’t belong here, however. It’s a chair one might find in a theater, but not this one. Not yours and not hers. The chair is not authentic. It’s a baby cuckoo growing in your nest. The chair is a click and unable to fool you, so it pouts with its back to the crumbling stage.

You fight, plead, pray, and bargain to remain standing where you are, but you are walked forward. Five obedient strides carry you to the chair’s invisible row. You are spun a half-circle and then sidle-stepped, as though navigating a cramped space and not the nearly empty floor. As you are bent toward the seat, you bow out crooked arms. That’s right; you moved your own arms. You don’t know how you know it was you, but you know it was you. You attempt to regain the special concoction of anger and desperation that enabled your twitch at the controls. It’s gone, but you’ll get it back. You have to. That chicken-wing spasm isn’t the win Isabel prophesied for you. It can’t be.

You are seated facing the rear of the theater, but there’s no rear to the theater. A handful of steps from your chair, the theater ends in nothingness. The cutaway from theater floor to abyss is neat and clean. This is the chasm in your memory made manifest. To combat the madness and austerity of nullity, you imagine the theater’s other half and how you might’ve entered the building. All those years ago, did we break in from behind the stage? Did we walk through a propped-open front door, passing the smashed window of the box office? You imagine walking with her, next to her—though you do not yet see her—and you slip through a collapsed front door into a lobby with a concession stand that has been picked clean, on the counter an old-time cash register with a no sale tab in its cracked viewscreen. None of these images coalesce or hold. You want to manifest her and the missing half of the theater, but nothing bearing the integrity of memory surfaces. The void stares back.

You fight, though. Dammit, you fight. And it doesn’t go unnoticed by the clicks. They react poorly to their questioned supremacy. Their ultimate motivation is unknown. Even if it were known, it would be incomprehensible, alien; a consciousness not born from consciousness.

A leering spider of a man capers out of the nothing and onto the theater floor. His skull is too big for his drum-tight, papery skin. Billiard-ball eyes are sunk and spinning in their sockets. As a parody of Isabel, he wears a black bodysuit. There’s no question he is mocking her and taunting you. He points at the dilapidated stage that you can no longer see. His ghastly mouth full of tombstone teeth opens wide, too wide to be real; a cruel impersonation of awe and wonderment, both of which require humility.

This is the best you can do? This fucking—

“Asshole,” the man says at the instant you are about to think the word. How can you possibly win if the clicks intercept your every thought as it’s being thought? It doesn’t matter if your mind splits into two or twenty tracks, the clicks keep tabs on them all. You want to say something but don’t know what you could possibly say that the clicks don’t know is coming.

The man shouts and froths and bares a great wall of teeth. As he tantrums and pantomimes physical threats, people appear out of the nothing and crowd behind him. They do not have skull faces like the man. They look like, well, people, and they are afraid. Their eyes are wide and hyperfocused, seeing too much at once. Shaky hands are held over gawping mouths and quivering lips. Some wrap their arms around their chests, trying to hold themselves together lest they fall to pieces. Others wrap their arms around a loved one or a random neighbor. They walk trepidatiously, pushed and prodded from behind by the abyss. The crowd expands in the suddenly cramped space behind the man. People are forced to crawl over and atop one another, stacking themselves into a wall that becomes a teetering, swaying tower. The crowd yips and groans under the strain. You shake your head and say “Sorry” to them.

The man reaches behind his back and with a popping sound he flourishes a disembodied, ragged arm as though it’s a bouquet. He throws it at your feet. You don’t need to look at the arm to know it belonged to Isabel.

He pirouettes and bows to the gathered. The crowd boils with applause. Their abject looks of fear and horror haven’t changed and you know they are cheering the man against their will. Like you, they are being controlled.

He turns back to face you and waggles his thin eyebrows. With his attention elsewhere, the crowd’s cheers become pleas and cries of agony. The top of the human tower is blurred by its height. The man spins on his heels and blows kisses at the gathered, which launches them into paroxysms. People writhe and jockey for position to best see him and be seen by him. The crowd clutches, grabs, and pulls their neighbors’ bodies apart and into ragged pieces, and rains down their appreciative flowers of flesh. The floor shakes with the accrued impact and weight of rent bodies. Blood mists and clouds into the air. The people who have sunk to the bottom of the pile are compacted under the weight and their desperate, bloodshot eyes bulge and then pop out of their heads like Champagne corks. The man is buried in hands, feet, eyes, noses, scalps, flanks, intestines, organs, genitals, sinew and bone, and the sight is so over-the-top horrific, it is almost comical; a cartoon of madness. The crowd buzzsaws through itself, transforming into a pulpy body pile that slides toward you as inexorably as an iceberg.

You try to stand, to move, to wiggle a fucking finger, but you cannot do anything but scream. The embedded clicks reveal themselves to you, briefly adopting and mimicking your language of thought as they revel in their ruthless simulation of joy. You are powerless. You have always been and will always and forever be powerless. And as the mass of the dead overtakes you, the tide of flesh lapping at your ankles and foaming over your knees, spilling across your lap then across and over your chest, and rising still, you have lost without winning.

You are now at the bottom of the pile, but by a stroke of tortured luck you exist in a pocket, a cave outlining you and your seat. The dead’s full, impossible weight has yet to fall upon you, but the claustrophobia is unbearable. You unleash a dog-pitched whine as your chest tightens, pinching shut the balloons of your lungs. You imagine the crush of bodies shrinking your bubble, which is surely moments away from imploding. But the longer you sit in the pitch-dark, your breathing regulates, and you are relieved at being spared the sight of the bodies. The darkness is an unexpected gift.

Minutes or hours later, there’s a low, droning sound, mechanical in origin, and you identify it as the theater’s heating or cooling system. You imagine the stage is still there behind you. You imagine it as it was; abandoned and possessing a dignity at having outlasted its designed purpose.

Then someone from close proximity says, “Anybody home?”

“I am. I’m here,” you say, but your voice is weak because you are exhausted, defeated. You warn the speaker about the man with the skull face. You tell them he’s down here somewhere. Maybe he has been waiting for you to give away your position and now he worms between and through the corpses with his gluttonous open mouth.

Another person responds to the Anybody home? question, then the two engage in muffled conversation. The back-and-forth is terse and without a comfortable rhythm. You wonder if they are buried like you are. Maybe they have come upon the scene and are searching for survivors.

Their conversation continues but at the edge of your hearing range. They stop talking before you can get a bearing. Your heartbeat throbs in your ears and you ask them to stay.

A murmur of conversation resumes. Although you only parse snippets of what is said, you can tell one talks with a clipped edge of anxiety and the other with the smooth confidence of authority. You decide neither person is cruel, at least not purposefully. The conversation has lulls and brief pauses and you pass in and out of a hypnotic state while tethered to their voices, flowing along in their dream of words until the dream ends abruptly.

Did they leave? Are they getting help? You call out to them as loudly as you can. You listen. There’s only the mechanical whoosh and whir and your forlorn, crescendoing heartbeat.
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Breaking a lengthy, renewed silence, a woman asks a question at a shocking volume, like she’s sitting in a chair next to yours. Her voice is similar to Isabel’s voice, but there’s enough of a difference that you are likely hearing what you want to hear. Most of what she says comes across as garbled, although you conclude it’s a question because of the upward lilt in her speech after uttering the name Bernie.

You wait a beat for her to follow up, to say more, to say anything, but she doesn’t. You say, “I don’t know who Bernie is, but I need help.”

The rabbit tattoo twitches and stirs under your sleeve, reacting as though you rudely woke it up. Maybe Bernie is the rabbit’s name. You’ve always gotten a kick out of human names for pets.

You say, “Hey, Bernie. It’s okay, Bernie—”

The rabbit wiggles and gyrates, a fish caught in a net, and so forcefully, your forearm flips and flops across your lap. Either the rabbit hates the name or doesn’t like being lied to about it being okay.

“Easy, easy. Sorry, I won’t call you that again. Hey—” You want to hold the rabbit against your chest, pat its head, scratch it behind the ears, anything that will calm it down. The poor thing snorts and growls, which is more of a huffy squeaking. With the aid of forepaws and clicky teeth, it pulls and tugs down the sleeve as it climbs up your forearm. The head pops free from the cuff and its warm, soft ears pool in the cup of your palm.

“Get back in there!” You hate yourself for yelling at your tattoo. “I’m sorry. It’s been a tough day. I don’t mean to take it out on you.”

The rabbit thrashes and its hind legs scrabble and push until the entirety of its athletic body spills out from your sleeve. The rabbit lands on your lap, turns around once, then twice, testing its footing. It briefly raises onto its hind legs. You wonder if it can see anything.

“Shhh, little—” You pause, unsure of what to call the rabbit. “Be careful. You don’t want to fall off.”

The rabbit pushes its quivering snout into your palm, then snuffles down your wrist, following a scent and its wiry whiskers to your bunched-up sleeve. It clamps teeth onto the cuff and yanks it up and over your wrist; the rabbit-tattoo equivalent of shutting the barn door behind it.

“Hey, no. You stay. There’s nowhere to go. You can’t leave me—I have no chance if you leave.”

The rabbit thumps your thigh with one swift and strong kick, then it bounds off your lap. To your unseen right, there’s a soft smack, like an open hand striking a ball of dough, followed by squishy digging and porcine rooting sounds. The rabbit burrows between and through dead flesh and you go lightheaded with nausea. You cringe, waiting for the rabbit to get stuck, caught in a tunnel collapse, as it migrates away from you.

Queasiness gives way to the terror of being left behind. You were alone before and—you didn’t think it possible—you’re even more alone now. Instead of calling and begging your ink companion to come back, you project one of the tracks of your mind to follow and hitch a ride with the fleeing rabbit. Somehow it works, and your splintered consciousness catches up and watches the rabbit’s powerful hind legs force its narrowed, blood-slicked body into and through gaps between corpses. Then, in a dizzying rush, the perspective flips, and you see what the rabbit sees; a visual field jaggedly detailed and curtained in red. The rabbit climbs on, over, and between bodies and heads stacked like bricks. The dead are people you’ve forgotten, their facial expressions locked in agony.

As you are about to close your mind’s eye because the kaleidoscope of anguish is too much to bear, the rabbit wriggles free from the pile and lopes down the mountainside of flesh, onto the theater floor. The loge box lights aren’t on; the fixtures sport the rotted teeth of burnt-out lightbulbs. The space is dark, but it is not an impenetrable darkness. The rabbit moves forward two hesitant hops, stands on its hind legs, sniffs for the scent of danger, then settles on its haunches, licks its forepaws, and cleans blood from its ears and fur. Your vision floats disembodied out of the rabbit as though it brushed you away like an annoying gnat. You settle on the floor halfway between the rabbit and two children.

A toothpick boy with shaggy hair and a girl with two side ponytails sit in front of the stage facing each other and with a thin, cylindrical object between them. They aren’t shadow children, but the dark keeps them in shadow. As though animated by your attention, they burst into muffled chatter, talking with their hands cupped over their mouths so you can’t hear them. They don’t know you’re eavesdropping; this is just what they do. They come to their secret spot and have secret conversations. When one finishes speaking, they flash out carefree, unselfconscious arms and hands to further make a point or share their enthusiasm or because they have to do something with their nervous energy and joy. You know they’re both ten going on eleven years old; an age where one wants to say one is older while wishing to remain that younger age forever.

After volleys of back-and-forth, there’s a lull. The girl ceremonially grabs the object between them—you now identify it as a flashlight, turned off—lifting it over her head, then lowering it so the base knocks once on the floor. The boy adjusts his sitting position, perching his pointy elbows atop his pointier knees. The girl, no longer covering her mouth, tells a story in a hushed, low voice, a voice reserved for scary or true stories. The story is old and warmly familiar, and the story is new and thrilling because of who is telling it. You don’t hear every detail, but you get the gist and occasionally add commentary of your own.

The hero is an unnamed girl, but we are to assume the hero is the storyteller. If only storytellers were our heroes. The origin of her quest isn’t clear, but some slight or betrayal—or an untenable summation of slights and betrayals—sends her roaring out into the wider, wilder world on a righteous fool’s search for a place or a home that isn’t so patently unfair. Good luck, kid. The trip is arduous, made more so by her mode of transportation—a llama mixed with a camel mixed with a miniature horse, a creature more interested in spitting and biting than walking. Nothing goes exactly as she imagined it would. Of course.  Along the way a gallery of rogues is met and vanquished by feats of quickness, strength, stubbornness, cleverness, and sometimes, through sheer, dumb luck. Then, with the ultimate destination of glory within sight at the horizon line, a lonely hill greened in long grasses shimmering in the sunlight, our hero encounters the evilest evil in the evil universe standing in the rutted road: a man—neither old nor young—with a plain face that isn’t happy or sad or angry or hungry or lecherous. Or leech-erous. When not looming and blocking her passage to glory and happiness, this man pretends he isn’t evil. He might sell ice cream or build dentist chairs or collect quilts or write impenetrable instruction manuals for assembling bookcases or keep account of the number of leaky faucets in an office building. He might even tell his mother he loves her, but he doesn’t mean it. That his face is so blank, so empty of any recognizable emotion, is the tell that he is the evilest of the evilest. The llama-camel-miniature-horse bucks our hero off its back and runs away braying in fear. Our hero stands and dusts off her legs and she tells the man to step aside. The voice she uses isn’t as strong as the one in her head and the one in her heart. It never is. The man blinks like he doesn’t know how to use his eyelids and he says, “I don’t believe that you are familiar with this place.” Our hero shudders in fear for so long she loses a year of her life. Then a second. And a third. All the while imagining her walk back to her previous home and the long, dim days after spent knowing that she gave up, knowing that she was too afraid to go on.

The girl pauses at this part of the story, which might be the end or a beginning, depending on your perspective, because the boy’s shaking arms are wrapped so tightly around his knees. Unlike the hero in the story, he is too afraid. The girl stands, stretches, and says that she’ll finish the story later. The boy protests, but it’s perfunctory and performative. Maybe he knows the ending already. She explains that she hasn’t worked out the proper ending yet and that there are too many to choose from and she wants to discover the ending that is right for her and no one else.

She plucks the flashlight off the floor and walks until she leans against the stage. She turns on the flashlight, focuses it directly ahead, painting an oval with a corona in its center on the back wall. The boy scrambles onto his feet and stands next to the girl. She hands him the flashlight. He holds the beam steady. They have done this before countless times; countless because you do not remember all the other times.

You can almost see her face as she dips her arms and folded hands into the light, spotlighting their shadow on the rear stage wall. She makes a shadow bird, its wings spread and slowly flapping. Next, a snail stretches its head away from its earthbound shell, the neck thin and vulnerable. Then a dog and a horse and a swan.

She ends with her favorite animal shape to make. A rabbit. First, it’s a large version of its head in profile, twitching its nose. The boy blunders into the light beam with a shadow finger aimed at the rabbit’s mouth, claiming he’s feeding it a carrot. The girl slaps his hand away. The shadow briefly melts into a bubbling inkblot and re-forms as the rabbit standing on hind legs, forepaws waving. Then, the finale; a full-bodied rabbit with thick, alert ears, loping across an unseen meadow, perhaps atop the lonely hill from her story, a dot of light for its vigilant eye. You and the boy marvel at how real the rabbit looks. You swear you see its chest rise and fall. The boy slowly arcs the flashlight left and the girl moves her hands with it so the rabbit gambols across the stage. They giggle, shout, “Rabbit, rabbit, rabbit!” and give each other orders that neither follows. Sometimes the rabbit falls out of the light, but it catches up.

When finished, the girl exaggeratedly shakes out her arms and hands. The boy gives her the flashlight and tries to make his own shadow puppets. This is a joke between them because nothing he does approaches the girl’s level of artistry. His turn as the puppet master doesn’t last long. She says they have to go and shuts off the flashlight. Everything ends. The theater goes full dark.



You are back sitting on your throne within a pyramid of the dead. The rabbit tattoo is not here with you. You mourn its vacated spot on your arm. The decaying sarcophagus creaks and settles under the massive weight. You will be crushed under it eventually.

Whether the vision of the children is a balm or a torture, it remains fixed within your fractured, dying mind. You know you are dying, if not already dead. Regardless, you decide to give the girl’s unfinished story an ending. It’s difficult work and you agonize over each sentence. Even if she doesn’t like or want this end, it’s the ending that she gets.

Our hero becomes a rabbit, the color of stealth and shadow. The how of her transformation is unknown to this storyteller and will remain unknown. The why is complex and heartbreaking like most whys are. Perhaps it’s a rash decision or one she’s pondered her entire life. She goes through with it either way, even though she’ll never be able to change back to who she was. All true stories are about irrevocable change, because change is irrevocable. Our hero rabbit is low enough to the ground to see a path forward, a path beyond the evil man, one she was blind to from her previous standing height. She feints in every direction, including one where she wants to go. The man remains still, indifferent, and does not move to block any of her false starts. His lack of response fills her with a rage that short-circuits rational thought, and she dives at his legs. If he doesn’t move, she’ll bite them, even if it is to mean her capture. With incisors bared and at the last moment prior to collision, a rabbity instinct takes over and veers her left. She imagines the man belies his previous calm and aloofness by reaching for her, his wide, silent mouth yawning open, fingertips brushing against the fur at the back of her neck.


But he doesn’t move.



She bounds past him, sprinting and hopping in a jagged path on the off chance he’s behind her and reaching. She eventually stops, her legs quivering and heart pounding—not unpleasantly—and looks back. The man is there, rooted to the same spot, standing with his back to her. That he hasn’t turned around scares her and makes her think he wanted her to do exactly what she did. And, by doing so, she has made a terrible, awful mistake. Fighting the urge to return to him, to stand in his shadow and under his gaze until one of them flinches and shows their true nature, she hops away. The hill, her destination, seems an impossible distance, farther away than it was before the confrontation. She nervously attributes the expanded space to her new size and perspective. However, she walks through morning and night, night and morning, pausing only to eat the sour weeds and grasses lining the path, and the hill never gets closer.

The girl who made the shadow-puppet rabbit and the girl in the story are both the same person, of course, and her name is Isabel. The one you are supposed to remember. The one you are supposed to find.

The ending you gave her is not the real ending. Like the rabbit in the story, you fear you are getting farther and farther away from the hill. And as you ponder the hill and wonder if there could be a different ending if only you dared to be hopeful enough, you fall into a self-preservatory fugue, an illusory state in which the mind, almost magically, slips through and between the boundaries of time.

Then there’s a bang, and a jarring bump that jolts your head and body forward. Smaller bumps and knocks rumble through the theater, and you pitch and wobble in your seat. You imagine an earthquake, a bomb, or the floorboards collapsing under the weight of all the bodies. Aftershocks open fissures around and above you, and weak light filters through. Your starved eyes are greedy, but being able to see again is not a relief. While you were cocooned within the darkness, a legion of mangled arms and hands have ivied toward you. Rotted and decayed fingers missing their nails, their skin frayed and split at the knuckles, are blunt spikes inches from poking into your chest, neck, and face. The tip of a long, withered pointer brushes against the outside of your moss mask when you exhale.

The bumps and rumbles end. There are clicks and clacks from locks being unlocked and doors or cabinets swinging open, as well as voices calling out and more sounds of activity within the theater.

“I’m here!” you shout. “Please! Don’t leave me here!”

An insane, warbly tittering billows up from the floor at your feet. Leering up between the fibrous network of intertwined, crisscrossing limbs is the skull-faced man, head turned to the side, showing off one wide, feral eye. His jaundiced skin has gone the green of an unripe banana. His open mouth splits his head into the slathering halves of a bear trap studded with blunt, blackened teeth. If his mouth were to close it would take off both of your feet at mid-ankle. His obscene, swollen tongue, dotted with custardy pustules, wriggles and writhes a dance of foreplay, anticipating when it will press its tip to your leg and burn through cloth to taste your skin, which will be the trigger that clamps his jaws shut. A derangement sets into your limbs; a barmy, thrumming want to twitch your legs closer, the lion tamer’s urge to place their head within the beast’s mouth so deeply they tickle the back of his throat.

The rabbit tattoo is a wrecking ball dropped from somewhere above your head. Powerful hind legs kick and snap fingers and break arms, forging a jagged swath through the overgrown thicket of flesh and to your lap. It crash-lands on its back. Previously smooth, seal-like fur is matted and torn in patches. One ear is bent in half at a knotted kink. Its mouth is open, ringed with bloodied saliva, and there’s a whistling hitch in its breathing. The skull-faced man cackles and the rabbit writhes defenselessly on its back. But with twisting, torquing effort, the rabbit rights itself, places its forepaws on your chest and shimmies until its head is even with yours. Its eyes are red. They were not red before the theater, before it saw what it has seen. Using forepaws and teeth, it scatters and clears the moss strip away from your mouth. Then it scrabbles up higher on your chest, using your stomach as a stepstool. Its snout is above your eyes now, and its warm chest presses against the bridge of your nose, its heart pounding impossibly fast.

The skull-faced man screams, this time in terror. Fuck you, you fucker! The hot air from his furnace mouth burns your numb ankles. The dead scream, moan, and cry in answer to his clarion call. They’re afraid of what the rabbit is doing. You root the rabbit on, even if it is fixing to bite through your skull and root through your brain. Do it! Fucking do it!

The rabbit’s forepaws latch onto something just above your brow and push down on it. There’s a momentary sting of pressure and soreness at the bridge of your nose. At the apex of your vison, the rabbit is hooked onto the horizontal edge of a see-through, shaded surface you didn’t know was there, didn’t know was screening your eyes. And as it lowers, the edge partially eclipses a bright, stinging light. The impatient rabbit pulls with all its weight and whatever it is that covers your eyes falls away.

The great and terrible light shines forth again. As you feared and knew it would, the light has returned. It’s the color of explosions that began the universe and will herald its collapse. It’s the color of the obliterating, nulling washout of eternity.

The skull man’s screams cut out, wiped from existence in any and all timelines. Yet within the light’s merciless cruelty, it leaves your mind intact to boil within the molten forever. In previous hellish eons during which you were awash in the infinite (maybe you never left, maybe you’ve been here and will always be here), you promised yourself that you would be prepared for its return. You swore that you would find escape. Now you weep and curse your folly, your weakness, your smallness, and at the defeat that was promised to you.
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I’m supposed to win first.






“Nice to meet you, Art.”




Julia

They arrive at Terminal B’s outpost, Gate 7, with minutes to spare. There is one gate agent behind the counter, holding the corded intercom mic as though it is the last tomato but it is too squishy to include in a sad salad. On schedule, the agent invites anyone who needs assistance to preboard at this time. After a brief, warm thought for Uncle Fun, who hates the corporatized aviation jargon of preboard, Julia shouts, “Excuse us, coming through!” and dowses a lane toward the gate.

As luck would have it, they are the only people to approach the counter. The agent asks if Bernie requires help getting down the jetway and Julia says, “No. He just needs a little extra time.” The agent nods. Julia nods. They continue nodding. Does she need a better excuse or explanation? She assumed that the preboarding thing is on the honor system.

“Boarding passes, please,” the agent says.

“Oh, shit. Yeah. My bad.” Mad at herself for not having the passes ready, Julia pockets the controller in her hoodie and pulls out her personal phone. She frantically searches out the passes sent via text. She mumbles, “I’m normally not this unprepared, you know. I mean, this isn’t me.” She toggles up the first pass, hers, makes a quick note of her seat number, 4C, and she holds it over the scanner. After the ding of acceptance, she hurriedly swipes to and then scans the second pass.

“How long a head start do you need before I release the hounds?” the agent asks, and points an arm out at the impatient masses.

“Two minutes would be great,” Julia says, and swaps out her phone for the controller.

“Can do. Have a wonderful flight.”

“Thank you.” Julia tries to obscure the controller in her hands, holding it down by her right hip. She moves Bernie ahead of her and through the gate doors.

The jetway is not as steeply pitched, nor does it have nearly as many turns as the one they climbed earlier, but the downward slope is still significant. Bernie’s pace increases even as she throttles the thumbstick down toward its neutral position. Julia scoots in front of Bernie while swapping looks over her shoulder and at the controller, steering Bernie down the middle of the jetway and lining herself up so that she is in his direct line. She braces for his weight to press against her, as that is the plan, to be his human emergency brake. But he doesn’t make contact with her. With the thumbstick barely toggled north, Bernie maintains a normal walking pace and doesn’t rush or tumble forward into her. His refined responsiveness to the downward slope is new and it means something.

Julia reengages the double button-tap of Sit/Stand to board their second plane without smacking Bernie’s head off the fuselage. Two flight attendants greet them and one offers a sterilizing hand wipe.

Julia dials up a no-thank-you hand wave from Bernie. She bounces up on her toes so the attendants see her lurking behind him and she reiterates the “No, thank you.” She adds, “Okay, go ahead, Dad.” Bernie turns right into the first-class section of the cabin. The seats are upholstered in pleather, looking like the captain’s chair from old Star Trek episodes Uncle Fun still watches occasionally. Julia pauses Bernie at their row. There’s a wide console between the seats he’ll have to navigate, as well as the overhead bins, which are open. Julia tells herself that this is it. This is one of if not the last time she’ll move him; the final controller buttons she’ll press other than—if she goes through with it—the red X after they land in Providence.

She flashes her thumbs over the screen, movements that have become second nature. Bernie turns, facing the front of the plane, and lowers while sidle-stepping. He ducks below the overhead bins with inches to spare. He side-shuffles across her seat and the console and, without her pressing the buttons, his arms wing out from his sides for balance, which is something he did not do the last time he sat. He settles into his seat like he didn’t need her.

Julia craters herself in the chair next to him and looks him up and down. Aside from his straight posture, he appears comfortable. She works to excavate the seatbelt from under his thighs. She reaches across his lap and lifts his right arm out of the way, places it on his lap. On his inner forearm, the rounded legs of an inked v peek out from under the sleeve that has ridden up. She resists pushing the sleeve higher to reveal more of the tattoo. Instead, she buckles the belt and worries at how moments ago he flashed out his arms on his own. Invasive, distressing thoughts swirl: What if the “soft sabotage” of randomizing Bernie’s movements during the trek through the airport had the opposite effect of what was intended? What if she inadvertently improved and sped up the AI’s learning and abilities with all the stutter steps, purposeless arm swinging, and their terminal dance?

When one says they have a sinking feeling, it’s a physiological response of the sympathetic nervous system to the realization that one is not in control, that control is illusory. Within the anxiety spike, she gives herself permission to stop thinking, just for a minute. She rests the controller screen-side-down on the center console. Her hands shake with the adrenaline comedown.

Other passengers file onto the plane. An attendant swims through the current to ask Julia and Bernie if they want anything to drink. Julia orders a coffee for her and a water for Bernie, whom she again refers to as “Dad.” It’s getting easier for her to throw around the word without it meaning anything, or so she thinks. Julia closes the window shade next to Bernie, hiding him in shadow. She idly scrolls through her personal phone. Thankfully, there are no new WhatsApp messages. She texts Uncle Fun that she has boarded the plane for Providence and suppresses the urge to confess, without context, that she’s been using “Dad” for Bernie, but only in a professional manner, to facilitate a successful completion of the ludicrous job. She worries she has called him Dad enough times that some weird proxy-father thing is happening. She likes to think she’s not that pathetic. This job, no matter how it ends, will leave a jagged mark. She vows to atone for this.



Post-takeoff, Julia orders the açai bowl for her lunch/dinner. Bernie, with assistance, waves a no-thanks hand when an attendant asks for his order.

The first-class section is about three-quarters full. Across the aisle from Julia is a dark-and-wavy-haired adult woman of medium build, typing on a laptop, wearing a green short-sleeved V-neck and noise-canceling headphones. Her right arm is marbled with small black-ink tattoos; a dog’s head, a cat in a vintage nightgown, what appears to be a scallop shell, a rocket, plus more that Julia can’t identify. The window seat next to the woman is vacant. The two seats in front of Julia and Bernie are occupied by an elderly couple. The man sitting in the aisle seat wears a baggy brown three-piece tweed suit. Uneven-length sprigs of white hair are trying their best to cover his expansive pate. He has already used the restroom three times. Upon each return to his seat, he smiles at Julia. It’s a sad Do you believe this shit? smile. Then he loudly asks his husband if he missed him. His husband’s adverbial answers: “Excruciatingly,” “Melancholically,” and “Gestaltedly.” Behind Bernie is an empty seat. Behind Julia is an older woman with an admirably severe voice who’s on her second glass of white wine.

Julia hasn’t logged onto the plane’s wi-fi, wanting to avoid contact with both the company and Whistleblower Brady for at least the first half of the flight. Julia alternates between scrolling through the selection of movies on the screen affixed to the chairback in front of her and noodling with the Bernie controller’s red X button.

She presses the X, then cancels in a looping binary algorithm. It’s an oddly soothing action that scratches an interior itch. She won’t toggle through the full set of are-you-sures until after they land and everyone else is off the plane. That’s her latest plan anyway. A plan that’s easier to imagine enacting when it’s four hours in the future. She’s of course not going to engage the kill switch while in midair. While she doesn’t think his head will explode like it did in the training VR, she’s not going to risk causing an onboard panic with a foaming head. And what if there is an intracranial detonation strong enough to blow out the window next to him? If the company is telling the truth about Bernie’s mother’s wishes—and Julia knows there’s a better-than-even chance they are not totally forthcoming or truthful—she will at the very least get him to Providence before completing the destruct sequence. She owes him and his mom that much.

While wondering where Bernie’s old home is, she realizes she can look that up if she wants. She has the digital copy of his boarding pass on her personal phone. The pass will have his first and last name. He’s been so fixed as Bernie in her mind and with the stress of everything else she didn’t think to get his full name from the pass until now. She pulls out her personal phone, opens her texts, finds the pass, and his name is Art. Art Barbara.

She looks at him as though the three letters are a password to his personhood. But the reveal is disappointing in a way she can’t verbalize. She leans toward him, staring at his covered, inscrutable face, and says, as though placating him, “I’m still going to call you Bernie. It’s your official nickname.”

On her phone Julia opens the company’s search engine, types in his full name. The first three pages of results are visual artists with Barbara as their last or first name. On the next search, she dots quotation marks around his name as well as “–ai” so the results don’t get clogged with a shitty AI-generated summary. The results are more of the same. She tries searching his and the company’s name together, and nothing comes up. She tries “Art Barbara Providence” and “Art Barbara Rhode Island,” both of which return mentions of a character in a recent novel, one that has poor review averages on reader aggregate sites. She types, “Arthur Barbara,” and there are six matches on the business networking site LinkedIn. Only three of those matches are humans with the name, and none of them are from the San Francisco or Providence area. None of them are him.

Did the company somehow get this dude on two planes with a fake name? Art Barbara sounds like something a hacky writer would use. The company was desperate to avoid having Bernie go through TSA, but was that only about eschewing a big line and having to take off his shoes, hat, and glasses? She recalls Richard showed an ID to get Bernie on the WSX plane. The company’s resources are bottomless, but would they have had enough time and the wherewithal to create a new identity and ID real enough to facilitate his commercial air travel? More likely and not illegal, given their search engine’s monopolistic ubiquity, they can scrub and suppress online references to Art Barbara. Julia graduated with a guy who now works for a boutique PR firm that helps hide and bury offending online posts and their responses for folks who get canceled or trapped under an internet dogpile.

Wait a minute. How is her phone connected to the wi-fi? Julia didn’t go through the generally tedious process of logging onto the plane’s network. There’s no way her phone connected on its own. That is not a first-class perk. Is she being paranoid? She has every reason to be paranoid. She opens her phone’s settings and checks the network. It’s not the plane’s, which is cleverly named flyfi. This network is a jumble of letters, numbers, and symbols. The controller phone must be a hotspot and she’s connected to it. That can’t be FAA-compliant. Her insides pool in her sneakers. She should not have been searching Bernie’s name, and certainly not on the company search engine. This has not been her finest hour, or ten minutes.

As she contemplates the ontology of her wi-fi settings tab, a new message arrives in WhatsApp. It’s from the company group chat. The text preview ribbon at the top of her screen flashes: Hey, there, Julia, you’re more than halfway home so pardon my French but why are you …

She stab-toggles the wi-fi off and watches the button, expecting it to flip back on. Is that even possible?

An attendant standing next to her says, “Açai bowl,” which startles Julia. She drops her phone and it clunks to the floor somewhere between her feet. The attendant delivers the sweet, grainy fruit-and-granola mix and bends to retrieve her phone.

Julia says, “I was gonna leave that there for a minute, until it behaves,” trying to play it cool when her inner self is trapped in a room full of flames.

The attendant retrieves the phone anyway. Julia thanks her and shoves it into the seat pocket next to the emergency-landing instruction card and barf bag.

Julia swirls the bowl with a surprisingly weighty metal spoon. She is not hungry anymore, but she forces herself to eat. Each bite is tart with lament. With food entering her system, Julia’s body, which she has all but ignored since leaving the company campus, urgently broadcasts that she needs to use the bathroom. Leaving Bernie alone for a few minutes is not ideal, but it cannot be avoided. She buses her half-consumed bowl to the attendant station and ducks into the lavatory, which is sloshy-floored and wet-seated. She imagines saying to the old guy in the seat in front of her, old Mr. Bathroom himself, Hey, be better. After using the toilet, Julia flushes, washes her hands, and walks back to her seat on autopilot, sifting through and documenting the many missed opportunities to quit or say no to this job. She doesn’t notice there’s someone in her seat until she’s standing next to them.

It’s the woman from across the aisle with the green T-shirt and tattoos. She sits atop her folded legs and is turned fully to her side, facing Bernie. She leans as close to his head as she can without crawling on top of him. The woman doesn’t notice Julia standing there, opening and closing her mouth in apoplectic silence.

The woman says, “Sir? Hey! Anyone home?” and snaps her fingers next to Bernie’s left ear. She settles back, observes Bernie’s non-response, and talks with a low voice into a phone that she holds like a pizza slice.

“Whoa,” Julia says, and taps the woman on her shoulder. Her shoulder is firm with muscle. “Fucking whoa.”

The woman isn’t startled. She unfolds her legs, shifts in the seat to face Julia. She says, “Oh hey,” and smirks. Julia is so sick of smirks, especially ones that communicate the person knows something that she doesn’t. If Julia was of a more violent persuasion (she hasn’t been in a punches-flying physical confrontation since Amanda Perkins dropped a wad of paste down the back of her shirt in the fourth grade) and if the setting were more conducive to throwing down, she’d punch the smirker in the smirk.

“You can ‘oh hey’ me from over there,” Julia says, and jerks a thumb over and behind her shoulder. She’s aware of how un-authoritative the motion is. Thumbs don’t win friends or influence people. “Leave my, um, dad alone.” This line lands as gracefully as a flightless bird pushed off a rooftop, so she piles on with, “He’s not well and he’s resting. Now, kindly get the fuck out of my seat.”

The woman holds up surrender hands and says, “Sorry. I mean no offense. Truly.” Broad-shouldered and with the look of someone who does recreational pull-ups on her rest day, the woman stands and is half a head taller than Julia. Any further proclivity toward imaginary violence is tamped down.

Julia says, “Like, what’s—what’s your deal?” and doesn’t move out of her way.

“Excuse me,” the woman says, which serves as a response to the semi-rhetorical question and a request for Julia to step aside. As she retreats across the aisle, the woman tilts her head down conspiratorially and says, “Our mutual friend Brady says hi.”



For the next half hour of the flight, Julia hides her face in the cocoon of her sweatshirt’s hood and she stares at the in-flight screen, which plays her old friend The Big Lebowski. She’s letting the movie down because she can’t pay attention to it. She’s never been so distracted during a watch. She has yet to turn on her phone’s wi-fi, putting off checking messages and maybe sending one to Brady asking who the woman is across the aisle and why she is here. If Julia had a red X button to blow up her own head, she would press it. If only life were more like a videogame, where an act of self-annihilation would simply spawn your avatar born anew and wiser to the game.

“Hey, Julia,” the woman says.

Fucking great, she knows her name. Maybe the woman is a double agent for the company, hired to entrap Julia in the sabotage act. Julia puts the woman in the same box that Richard is in.

“Listen, I’m sorry for—for surprising you like that,” the woman says. “Very uncool of me.”

Julia waves a Don’t bother me hand.

“Can we talk? Please?”

Julia peels off her hood. She misses it as soon as it’s gone. Her head is cold and vulnerable. What a world that anyone’s heads are cold and vulnerable. “I’m watching my favorite movie,” she says, and throws a thumb at the screen. She doesn’t know why she is all thumbs, now. “It’s getting to the good parts.”

The woman leans farther into the aisle. She moves her head around and widens her eyes to better see what’s playing on Julia’s screen. She says, “Ah, The Big Lebowski.”

“Yeah.” Julia will not let her guard down. She is not that easy. “You’ve seen it?”

“Of course. What good parts are coming up?”

“All of them.”

“I’m not trying to pick a fight, but how closely are you watching if you don’t have your earbuds in?”

“Are you accusing me of rawdogging the flight?”

“If your screen was off, then maybe it might apply but I wouldn’t dare accuse you of it. Your traveling companion, on the other hand …”

“Is asleep.”

“A heavy sleeper, then.”

“Actually no. He’s not. I’m keeping an ear out for him.” Julia thumb-points at her empty-of-buds ears. “I don’t need the audio anyway. I know this movie by heart.”

“Oh yeah? What’s gonna happen next?”

Julia recites dialogue. “‘This is a very complicated case, Maude. You know, a lotta ins, a lotta outs, a lotta what-have-yous. And, uh, a lotta strands to keep in my head, man. Lotta strands to keep in old Duder’s head.’”

“Impressive. But that bit isn’t next, right? You’re still in the first act.”

“Acts are for tyros,” Julia says, which is something she overheard a child actor say to the fuming showrunner on the set of Kelli Pickles. That kid is a brat, but she’s also one of Julia’s heroes.

The woman laughs. It’s neither mocking nor nefarious nor unpleasant. Julia would prefer to continue listing anti-descriptions of her laughter in lieu of further conversation. The woman says, “I think you’re right about acts. But Maude doesn’t show up until halfway through the movie.”

“You, like, didn’t ask me what’s next next.”

“Yes, I didn’t specify the next-ness.”

Julia says, “Also, I, um, curated the quoted lines. They’re more appropriate for what’s going on here. You’re kinda like the Maude right now.”

“Fair, but also ouch.”

“Not necessarily ouch.”

“Does the female form make you uncomfortable?”

“Huh?”

“I’m quoting my favorite line from Maude. Jeez, you’re the Lebowski expert,” the woman says. “I’m teasing. The movie is fresh in my head because I rewatched it this morning.”

The latter statement hangs between them, diluted within the miasma of tin-canned, recycled air tinged with a human odor no one on board cares to identify. Resigned to her part in the ongoing madness, Julia says, “Which, I guess, begs the question why did you watch it this morning?”

“Anticipating our better than fifty-fifty chance meeting, another mutual friend of ours told me that it was your favorite movie.”

“Another friend.” Julia spins through her mental rolodex of friends who know about her Lebowski proclivity, which is all of them.

“Small world and all that.” The woman stands and settles into the empty seat to her left. “Come on over. Let’s keep the conversation going.”

Julia sighs and looks at Bernie and then back at the woman. The woman cups a hand around her mouth and whisper-says, “I’m on your side.”

Whenever someone tells you that they are on your side, it invariably means the opposite. It means they are trying to trick you into thinking their side is your side. That the woman is literally on the opposite side of the aisle reads like one of the mockingly ironic messages the universe is adept at sending. Julia looks back at Bernie again. Of course he hasn’t moved, though she has the weird feeling that if she were to continue to stare at him long enough, he would move on his own, only his movement would be so ambiguously slight, she’d have to stare longer while hoping for him to repeat the act.

The woman says, “Julia, let me show you who our other mutual friend is.” She drops her right arm across the console between seats and points at her right arm.

“Our friend is an arm.”

The woman is patient. “I’m pointing at a tattoo.”

Julia screws up her face into annoyance and disbelief, which is directed not at the woman but at herself for not instantly getting who the friend is right away. Fucking Cara. Julia’s face slackens and her head drops. She gets up, crosses the Rubicon aisle, and lowers into the woman’s former seat. The cushioning is still warm.

Now in close proximity, Julia recognizes the tattoo and its fan of ridges running vertically from a blunt base, the ridges turning into jagged triangles at the outer perimeter, but she feigns ignorance. She says, “Our friend is a scallop shell.”

“Getting warmer,” the woman says. She is clearly enjoying this.

“A nurse-shark tooth.”

The woman opens her mouth in a pantomime of surprise. “You’re the only person I’ve ever met who correctly identified what this is. Aside from our tattooist friend, of course.”

“Cara sent me a pic of that tooth earlier today.” Julia pauses, again stares down at the tattoo. When Cara sent that image to her earlier, had she already been contacted by Brady and this woman? Did Cara already know what was being put into motion? If she did, then she knew before Julia did. “She says she wants to give my mom the same tattoo.”

“And I thought I was special.”

“Why’d you pick this tooth?”

The woman rubs her hand over the tattoo, stretching it out of its normal, static shape, elongating the serrated edges. “My mom was a nurse—”

“And your dad was a shark.” Julia is aware the woman used past tense to describe her mother. If her silly quip stings a little, then good. She deserves it for the cloak-and-dagger routine.

The woman nods once at the joke, then continues. “Dad is more like a remora, if we’re sticking with ocean-life comps. Mom, was, well … according to Cara a nurse shark is nocturnal, a loner, a threatened species, but tough. Hardy. That’s the word Cara used. And Mom was hardy. The hardiest. Until she wasn’t.”

“I’m sorry. She sounds …” Julia trails off, hoping the woman fills in.

“Great. She sounds great,” the woman says. “Can’t say I was thrilled when I found out nurse sharks are bottom-feeders. I normally leave that part out.” The woman continues rubbing the tattoo, as though to ensure the image remains affixed. She has a small solitaire engagement ring on her left pinky. Julia assumes it belonged to her mother.

“My name is Lisa, by the way.”

“Hi, Lisa.”

They shake hands. Lisa has one of those defined, confident faces that reads as adult, and probably has read as adult since her teens, so she looks older than she likely is. Age is generally worn around the eyes, measured in how much shit one has seen. Julia guesses Lisa is in her early thirties; an apprehensive age that used to seem impossibly old to her.

Burdened by the silence and the weight of her own thoughts, Julia flashes a look across the aisle to Bernie, a toadstool within his shadowed nook. A primitive sense of aloneness washes through her so thoroughly, she clears her throat to cover a hitching, retching sigh. She says, “My guy Bernie has a tattoo. On his right forearm.”

“What is it?”

“I don’t know. I’ve only seen bits of it when his sleeve hikes up.”

“How’s—wait, is his name Bernie?” Lisa asks.

“It’s his nickname.”

The look Lisa gives her—a slight brow-furrowing and lips pressing tightly together—could be one of incredulousness, disgust, or appreciation. “Do you know his real name?”

“I don’t,” Julia lies. “Do you?”

“Not yet. This all was just dropped in my lap eighteen hours ago.” She looks at her watch. “No, less than that. So, I’ve been playing catch-up. Minor miracle I even made this plane.”

Julia assumes that Lisa is lying like she is lying. Though to be fair to herself, Julia might not be lying if Art Barbara is not his real name.

“Well, how is Bernie doing?” Lisa asks.

Julia wants to answer I’m just the pilot, but she should be careful, leery. “Hanging in there. Not to change the subject, but also to change the subject, um, why are you here?”

Lisa pulls out her laptop from the seat pocket and opens it. She says, “Don’t panic.”

“I’m not panicking.”

“I’m a freelance science and tech journalist.”

“Okay, I’m panicking.” Julia’s heart doesn’t know whether to sink or soar and instead quivers in place like a Jell-O mold. “And I’m going back to my seat.”

Lisa says, “Hold on. Hear me out.”

Julia stands, but doesn’t move into the aisle. “You’ve never seen me and I’ve never seen your tattoo.”

“Julia, let me finish, please.”

“I will not be, like, the star of some investigative journalism piece,” she says.

“Would you really be the star? I think Bernie would get top billing.”

“I’m not like some, um, loser—”

“No one said you’re a loser.”

“Janice says it, or says it without saying it.”

“I’m sorry she does that.”

“And I’m not some sap. I’m not a human paraquat—”

“Are you quoting the movie again?”

“That, um, you can pin all this on.”

“I won’t pin anything on you. You have my word.” Lisa reaches an arm across the console, offering to shake hands again. Julia ignores it. Lisa adds, overenunciating for effect, “The company thinks you are their sap, though.”

Julia sinks back into the seat. “I know that. You think I don’t know that?”

“Most of why I’m here is to report on what I observe.” Lisa pauses to allow the statement to marinate. “You don’t have to answer any of my questions and you don’t have to do or say anything you don’t want to. Either way you will go unidentified as a protected source. Let me show you some of my bona fides, so you know I’m a legit journalist.”

Lisa opens a browser and navigates from the bookmarked Wired’s homepage to a list of three articles under her byline and with a photo of her smiling with a confidence and professionalism Julia couldn’t muster if she wanted to. Lisa passes the laptop to Julia. She says, “I’ve written for other outlets as well, but these are three of my most-read pieces.”

The articles have been published within the last six months and their titles are listed chronologically, with the most recent first: “The Infinite Library Borges Did Not Have in Mind”; “Apocalypse(s) Now”; “You Might Live In a Computer Simulation. What’s the Diff!?!”

“Those all look kinda, um, dark.”

“I’d hoped the titles conveyed a gallows humor. Though my former editor forced the ‘What’s the Diff’ on me. Even giving him the benefit of the doubt, I think he was infantilizing me and the readers.”

“You really think we live in a simulation?” Julia asks.

Lisa narrows her eyes. Julia construes it as playful, until she speaks. “So, here’s—very broad strokes—what I’ve learned about you. You are currently escorting, for lack of a better term, a brain-dead man across the country—”

“For the record, I have not said anything like that to you”—Julia pauses and holds up a finger instead of a thumb—“nor have I agreed to that, um, description.”

“Noted. You got the gig because you were at one point a professional gamer and, conveniently, because Janice Moore, your mother, just so happens to be the CFO in the world’s largest tech company. One of your friends who you work with at a small restaurant in Glendale just so happens to be friends with a renowned tech writer—come on, smile, ‘renowned’ was a joke—who is also, coincidentally, friends with a whistleblower within the same tech company and he just so happened to interview you.”

“There’s nothing convenient about Janice and there’s a lot of just so happened going on,” Julia says, trying to play it like her organs aren’t disintegrating.

“There is. And there will be more. You just so happened to make it through the country’s largest airport without anyone blinking an eye at you or him. Didn’t you think that was a little too easy? Wait, don’t answer yet. Without getting too personal, there’s also—I don’t know if it’s quite irony, but it fits a story or character arc that you call the dude you’re escorting ‘Dad.’ He, of course, just happens to be roughly the same age as your deceased father. I won’t tell you that you lack agency because you don’t, and God, I hate that fucking term so much and how myopically it’s applied to story, but I digress. Anyway, doesn’t everything fit together too cleanly? Doesn’t your story sound planned and manipulated and, well, like a narrative one might find in a computer simulation?”

“Are you fucking serious?” Her terror at having her background and past ten hours described in detail is now matched by a burgeoning technophobia. She doesn’t believe the simulation talk, not really, but she still wants Lisa to reach into her brain and take back everything she said.

“Hey, no, I’m not serious,” Lisa says, and winces like she’s watching someone about to fall off a ladder. “I promise, you’re not in a simulation. Or, I’m ninety-eight percent confident you’re not in one. Sorry, you’re totally stressed out—with good reason—and I make a bad joke. What I said and how I said it is similar to what a good fraud psychic can do: take a few details of your life, point out everyday coincidences, and make everything seem connected in a way that leads you to the desired conclusions. Everyone attempts to parse the chaos of their lives with the language of story. I learned that from my great-aunt Ava, the psychic who didn’t see her heart attack coming despite two weeks of shortness of breath and chest pains. Again, I’m sorry. I have to admit, I’m nervous. You and this story make me nervous, and when I get nervous, I—”

“You become a dick.”

“Kinda, yeah.”

They share an exhausted laugh. Julia asks, “I’m pretty sure I know why, but I’ll ask anyway. Why do me and this story make you nervous?”

“I’m nervous to be working with and trying to protect a whistleblower at one of the biggest, most powerful companies in the world. I’m nervous that I won’t be up to it. I’m nervous about being sued and doxxed and all that fun stuff. But I’m scared because the tech apparently works. I’m scared shitless by what the company and you are doing, and where it will go from here.”

Julia wants to tell her that she’s going to kill-switch Bernie after they land, but she holds back. Yeah, she still shouldn’t trust Lisa. And saying aloud that she will press the red X would make the act more real, more inevitable, and that much harder to back out of doing.

Julia points at the laptop screen and asks Lisa for a quick recap of the other two articles because she doesn’t want to answer any questions about her and Bernie, not yet.

While pointing at the apocalypse article, Lisa lists the classic suspects—pandemic, climate change, economic collapse, supervolcanoes, nuclear war, rocks and/or radiation blasts from space—then moves toward the more esoteric: gray goo/green goo scenarios and black swan.

Julia asks, “What’s, um, the goo thing?”

Lisa says, “Runaway growth of self-replicating nanobots or newly created bioengineered organisms that consume all the planet’s resources and turn everything into an ever expanding, well, blobby goo of bots or beasties.”

Julia flashes on the VR training and the red cloud coming out of digital Bernie’s head and wonders if the company nerds programmed a reference to the goo apocalypse because, well, they’re nerds. She says, “And the black swan? Isn’t that the freaky ballet movie with Natalie Portman?”

“It’s a catchall for an unpredictable, unprecedented event.”

“Something to look forward to,” Julia says.

Lisa clicks over to her piece on the infinite library that focuses on three people—Lisa pointedly describes them as “scabs” not authors—who use large language model AIs to “crap out” upward of fifty books a week with which they flood the giant conglomerate online book retailer.

Finished with the recap, Lisa collects the laptop and says, “Do you have more questions for me? Because I have some for you.”

“You said you were here to observe,” Julia says. “Did you observe us in the Denver airport?”

“No, unfortunately. My connection was tight and by the time I got to the gate, you both had already boarded.”

“So, you haven’t seen him walk yet?”

“No. So he does walk, then.”

“Yeeaaaaah,” she says, long, drawn-out, a drone to keep more words from spilling out.

“Something wrong?”

“I think I broke, am in the process of breaking, one or all of the NDAs I signed this morning. And I likely broke them again by mentioning them.”

“Like I said, you’ll be a protected source, one that I will not quote directly.”

“I’m guessing you don’t have many sources. The company will figure out I’m one of them.”

“I have more sources than you think, and don’t give the company too much credit.”

“If you say so.”

“Did he walk through the airport?”

“I’ll answer more questions if you call him Bernie.”

“Did Bernie walk through the airport?”

“He did.”

“He didn’t use a wheelchair or get a ride in a shuttle cart?”

“We both walked.”

“Can I see the controller? I’ve seen a mockup, but not, you know, the real thing.”

Julia sighs, unties then reties her hair. “I—I don’t know. Not yet.”

Lisa says, “All right. I have to use the restroom. You think about how much you do and don’t want to tell me. Also, maybe, go take a peek at Bernie’s tattoo.”

“Why?”

“It won’t go in the story. I just want to know. Aren’t you curious?”

“I guess.”

“I can look if you tell me which arm.”

“No. No way,” Julia says. At the very least, Julia owes him protection from being gawked at. She suspects, despite Lisa’s moral outrage, that Lisa thinks of Bernie as an object. Julia doesn’t blame her. Bernie is being treated like one. “I’ll look. Maybe.”

Julia flees to her seat. Lisa walks up the aisle and disappears into the restroom. A two-second, anxiety-riddled summary of the conversation with Lisa mushroom clouds in Julia’s head. She twitches a look at Lisa’s empty seat, scanning for her laptop. She imagines cracking it in half as though that would prevent the story from being written. The moment of cornered-animal irrationality passes, and Julia turns toward Bernie. She leans over and whispers, “Mind if I have a peek at your ink, Bernie?” He gives her the cold shoulder. She deserves it.

She reaches across his body, grabs his wrist, and gently pulls his right arm over his waist. She pinches the sweatshirt cuff between two fingers and tries pulling the sleeve up while making as little contact with his skin as possible. The cuff is too tight, too fitted, even to his narrow wrist, and as she pulls and yanks on the material his arm slides back to its original position on the other side of his body. “Fuck,” she says. “Sorry, man.” She grabs his wrist again and holds the back of his hand, which is warm. With her other hand she pushes his sleeve up, and because of her angle and leverage, it still takes some doing. She eventually exposes a dark shape that takes up half the length of his inner forearm. She can’t make out what it is in the cavelike dark of his seat so Julia turns on the reading light. On his inner forearm, as big as her own hand from the base of her palm to her fingertip, is a black-ink, minimalist silhouette of a rabbit in a curling mid-leap, forepaws extended, reaching for a landing that never comes. Dangling under a bump of cotton tail are hind legs that end in paddle-sized, lucky rabbit feet. Two oval eyes—somehow appearing both steely and afraid—are carved out from the shadow. The ears are firmly drawn, as rigid and pointed as exclamation points. This is not a cute, carefree rabbit. It is a serious one; perhaps one forever running for its life. In the wash of overhead spotlight, the skin around the tattoo is a shocking, cadaver white. She’d bet her life the rabbit is his only tattoo. Aware that this is the first and the only time Bernie is directly communicating, albeit obliquely, Julia presumes there’s a great sadness attached to the image, to its permanent impermanence. It’s a part of the greater sadness and wonder of Bernie’s unknown life. She shouldn’t have done this, yet she is also thankful, as though having received an unexpected and undeserved gift.

She shuts off the reading light. Despite the return to darkness the rabbit keeps its shape. She releases Bernie’s hand without rolling down his sleeve and his arm sloughs away. The rabbit flees to the temporary safety of the space between the wall and Bernie’s lap.



Lisa returns from the restroom and settles in the window seat, leaving the aisle one open. Julia sits in it. Lisa doesn’t say anything, pulls out a small notebook with a green cover from the seat pocket, and scribbles in it.

Resisting the urge to ask if she’s writing about her, Julia jokes, “Journaling your restroom experience?”

“It was like someone had a water fight in there. I hope it was water.”

“Right?”

Lisa closes the notebook but keeps it in her hands, then asks, “Did you get a look at his tattoo?”

“I did.” Julia slides a hand into her right hoodie pocket and pulls out the controller, but facedown.

“And what is it?”

Julia lifts her left leg, placing her foot on the seat so her bent knee shields Lisa’s view of the controller. She says, “Maybe I can get him to show you.”

Julia waits until Lisa’s confused look goes across the aisle to Bernie. She lifts his right arm, which performs a drunken man’s wave. That Bernie’s head doesn’t turn toward to whom he’s waving geolocates the movement squarely within the yawning uncanny valley. Julia tries to quash the undeniable rush that comes from reengaging control over his body by imagining she is facilitating Bernie’s expression of innate and irrepressible sense of humor. “Aw dude, his sleeve fell back down,” she says. Only the rounded tips of the rabbit’s forepaws are visible.

“Holy shit,” Lisa says.

Julia re-pockets the controller and lowers her leg, suddenly ashamed that the undignified flourish could be Bernie’s final pre–red X movement.

Lisa, eyes still on Bernie, says, “That’s the most frightening thing I’ve ever seen. And all I want is to see you do it again, have you show me how you do it. I don’t suppose—”

“No,” she says. “You’ll see me and him walk off the plane later.” The statement tastes and sounds like a lie. She wonders if Lisa picks up on that.

Lisa leans back in her seat and exhales sharply.

Julia says, “His tattoo is a black, leaping rabbit. Not super realistic, more like a comic or cartoon image.” She withholds her plan to ask Cara for a smaller version of the rabbit tattoo. She imagines it will take some convincing for Cara to deviate from her shark-tooth motif.

Lisa says, “I, um, can’t even think now. Everything I was going to ask you is gone. Seeing that.” She fumbles below her feet for a water canteen and drinks deeply. “That was a lot.”

“Believe me, I know it’s a lot.”

Lisa looks closely at Julia again. An inspection, a judgment, or perhaps a silent plea. “I’m guessing you’re used to controlling his movements after spending the day traveling with him, and I don’t mean to answer the question before I ask it, but does this scare you at all?”

“Making him move for the first time, yeah, that was overwhelming. But now, like you said, I’m in the middle of it, and Bernie is Bernie, if that makes sense, and once we really got going, I haven’t had time to be scared.” Julia sighs at herself. “But that’s not really true. The rush I get when I control him is terrifying, but not like in a boo scary way. It like exposes, or, frees, the worst part of me and makes me want to keep feeding it what it wants. When I’m not controlling Bernie, I hate the feeling and I hate myself. But yeah, anyway.”

Lisa says, “I’ve researched and written about all manner of truly inevitable existential threats—but I’m literally shaking, here.” Lisa opens her notebook and writes, scribbling in manic bursts. She closes the notebook, opens it, then closes it again. She says, “I tell anyone who asks that my superpower as a journalist is that I’m always frightened, but then I stupidly believe that means I’m smarter than most people because I’m the one who knows enough to be afraid, when I’m just like any other person who slept with the covers over their heads when they were a kid.”

Julia says, “I have no comfort to offer. But I can make Bernie wave his arm again if you want. Or give us the finger.”

That makes Lisa laugh; polite, controlled, but genuine. She says, “I think I’ll pass. Can I tell you that from where I’m sitting, you seem unflappable?”

“Nah, I’m totally flappable.”

“You sure?”

“Oh yeah. Hey, can I tell you about when I was, like, the most scared I’ve ever been?”

“Yes, I’d like to hear this,” Lisa says. “I think.”

“It has nothing to do with Bernie. It happened during my second-to-worst year—”

“I’m sorry, what year?”

“I, um, rank all my years by comparison to my worst year.”

“What is your ranking for this year?”

“To be determined. Forget I mentioned my ranking system. Don’t let that be a distraction. May I continue?”

“Please. I won’t interrupt again.”

“I was fourteen and my parents just got divorced and me and my dad were living at Uncle Fun’s place in Glendale. That’s my uncle’s nickname. He was and is the best and I still live at his house. Anyway, one summer night I wanted to see a meteor shower from the top of Griffith Park, but I wanted to go by myself, ride my bike, and get there for midnight. It was an absurd ask, I know, and I knew it then, but Dad had been saying yes to everything I asked, and I took that to mean he didn’t give a shit. So, when I asked him, I was really begging him to say no but all he did was mumble, ‘Okay, but wear your helmet.’ I stormed outside and sat on my bike in the carport. Uncle Fun peeked his head out and asked if he could drive me and I gave him my brattiest no, which he didn’t deserve. I really wasn’t going to go anywhere. I was, um, impetuous, but I wasn’t stupid. But the longer I sat out there, the angrier I got, and it’s weird but I don’t remember deciding to drop my phone on the stoop so no one could track me, and I don’t remember deciding to push away from the pavement and pedaling that first pedal. It was as though I was watching those things happen to me. As soon as I made it to Glenoaks, though, I changed plans and headed east to Occidental College’s campus to watch the meteors from Fiji Hill. A safer spot and an easier ride, less than four miles. I was sure I could do that. I kept to the sidewalks and there were a lot more people out than I thought there would be. I was too self-conscious to warn the late-night pedestrians with something like ‘on your left’ as I rattled by, scaring most, almost hitting others. All their swears and laughter and jokes pushed me further down the street, kept me from turning around and going home, because I didn’t want to pass the same people on the way back. Plus, I was stubborn. It was a compounding stubbornness, like a gambling addict; the more evidence presented that what I was doing was wrong, stupid, and dangerous, the more I doubled down. I thought that if I could make it to the college campus, then I could ask a student or security to call home. Do you know the area at all? I went down North Verdugo and eventually to Colorado, and when I passed Eagle Rock Plaza, the one with the big Target, I thought I was golden, and was even proud of myself. When I turned right onto an empty Eagle Rock Boulevard, I was already imagining myself on top of Fiji Hill and wishing I hadn’t left my phone at home so I could take selfies with the stars and meteors and the valley below and text them out as fuck-yous. Because I knew where I was and not fully paying attention, when I looked up, I was about to plow into some dude. I don’t know how I didn’t see him there before, even as distracted as I was. I still worry and pick at that part. In my memory he wasn’t there and then he was there. I didn’t swerve off the curb and into the street like I should’ve. I braked, and my rear tire fishtailed, swinging out to my right, but I stopped in time, maybe three feet from the guy. We were in front of Señor Fish—a cool spot if you’re ever in Eagle Rock—standing under a streetlamp that was flickering and buzzing like a bug zapper. He was a tall white dude, as tall as Bernie, but more filled-out. I told him I was sorry and that I didn’t see him. I avoided looking at his face and wrestled my bike away from pointing at the restaurant’s wooden fence. He asked, ‘Can I help you?’ and his voice sounded, I don’t know, so weird, like he had a mouthful of something. I shouted, ‘No, thanks,’ over the streetlamp buzz and I finally looked at him. He was bald with an oil slick of stubble around his ears. The flickering, strobing streetlight obviously didn’t help, but what little hair he had looked fake, like he’d spray-painted it on. His smile was fake too. Well, I mean, it wasn’t like a neighborly, let-me-help-you smile, but more like a wolf’s smile. Can wolves smile? I mumbled, ‘Sorry,’ again, backpedaled a little bit, and turned my front tire away from him. He edged forward and mirrored my movement, blocking where I wanted to go. He said, ‘I don’t believe that you are familiar with this place,’ and his eyebrows arched and looked painted on too. I darted a look at the restaurant, but it was dark and closed. I assumed the guy worked there and maybe just finished closing, but he didn’t have the Señor Fish logo on his shirt. I remember that really confusing me. I mustered some of the anger that was still burning, granted at a lower level at this point, and told him I was fine and didn’t need help. He said, ‘Are you sure?’ and I know he didn’t sound like buzzing at the time, but that’s how I remember it now. His words were made out of the streetlamp buzz. Then he put a hand, a big one, into his apron, rustled his fingers inside. I was frozen in place. That’s the worst part; in the moment of my life that I was the most scared, I could do nothing but stand there and watch. He lifted a closed fist, held it tight to his chest like he needed to keep close whatever was in there, and then, with the fist palm-side-up, he slowly opened it, and as he opened it, he extended it toward me and he said, ‘All the birds will be out,’ and I don’t know if what he said broke the spell or if something in me just broke, but I pedaled hard to my left, clattering off the curb into the street. Thankfully no one was driving by then or I would’ve been flattened. I almost went over the handlebars as it was but I stayed on and pedaled, crossed over to the other side, screaming in my head the whole time, too afraid to actually scream, and I didn’t look back until I made it to Walt’s Bar, a student hangout a few blocks from the college. I pulled over to the curb near some kids who were smoking. I gasped for air in near tears and looked behind me and down the street. A group of three girls asked if I was okay. All I could do was shake my head. I wasn’t shaking to say no, but trying to shake away that guy and what I saw, or what I thought I saw in his hand. It was an extra thumb, a second one, and it was rooted to the middle of his palm.”

Lisa says, “Ew.”

“When I’ve told friends this story, some say the guy was totally a serial killer collecting thumbs, and others say that it was a prop thumb—because, L.A.—and others say I was just freaked out and the dude probably did a sleight-of-hand trick thing in a way that made it look like a thumb came out of his palm. But I don’t know. I saw what I saw.”

Lisa says, filling a pause, “Sounds like AI slop art, in how it gives people extra fingers.”

“Yeah, kinda.”

“But it’s a toe, right, that gets delivered with a ransom note in The Big Lebowski?”

Julia sinks in her seat. Lisa doesn’t believe her, thinks she’s making it up. Sure, over the years of retellings, she has punched up the buzzing streetlamp bit, but the story is still the story. Julia can’t hide the disappointment in her voice as she says, “It is.”

Lisa nods and says, “If we were in a simulation, it would’ve been a toe instead,” which oddly wins back Julia’s trust.

“A toe would’ve been, um, too on-the-nose.”

“Exactly.”

“And ‘all the birds will be out,’ huh?”

“Yeah. Fucking birds.”

“That’s some fucked-up shit.”

Julia says, “Yeah. Anyway, to, um, tie up the rest of it in a bow, Uncle Fun pulled up across the street from the bar before I could ask one of the students if I could use their phone to call someone. He rolled the window down and gave me a sheepish little half-wave. He looked both so frightened and relieved it was all I could do to keep from running across the street and diving through the window. He called my dad, who was driving around the streets near Griffith Park, and let him know I was found. We put my bike in the trunk. We sat inside the car and he did some deep breathing that I didn’t interrupt. He said, ‘You’ll never do that again, right?’ I promised I wouldn’t. Then I asked him how he knew where I was. He said he didn’t know for sure, but because he knew me a little bit, he had a gut feeling I might end up down this way because it was an easier, safer ride. I know it’s not fair to my father, but that Uncle Fun was the one who found me meant and continues to mean everything.”

Lisa asks, “Did you go home or watch the meteor shower?”

“Guess.”

“I think an Uncle Fun would take you to see the meteors.”

“We drove onto campus and made the short hike up Fiji Hill. There were a whole bunch of students at the top, and some locals too. Everyone was friendly and happy. Uncle Fun ran into a woman he knew who was there with some friends. She saw I was dead on my feet and kindly offered me some of their blanket space to sit. I laid down, propping my head up on someone’s sweatshirt, and faced the westerly direction. Above the smog and city-light glow, the higher, deeper sky was clear, dotted with stars, and then it was streaked with reddish slashes of light. People cheered and clapped every one of the red streaks. It ended up being a pretty cool night.”

Lisa says, “Sounds like it.” It’s not quite condescending but there is impatience. She opens her notebook to a blank page, looks at her watch, then flickers a look across the aisle at Bernie. “Can I ask you some questions now? You can answer as many or as few as you’d like.”

Julia says, “I’m scared of your questions.”

“You probably should be.”

“Great.”

“After we land, where do you go next?”

Julia suppresses a No comment urge. “The airport is the end of the line for me. After I get him to his ride.”

“Do you know where he’s going after that?”

“Not exactly. I was told this trip is a proof of concept of the tech, and at the same time, in, like, accordance with his mother’s legal wishes, I’m helping to get him to a right-to-die state, given, you know, his own, like”—she pauses and gestures at her head—“state.”

“Do you believe that?”

“Mostly yes. Kinda yes. Sorta yes,” she says, the amount of yes decreasing. “Should I not believe it?”

Lisa says, “There are four of the biggest defense contractors in the country within fifty miles of this airport.”

Julis flashes on Richard saying their mad voyage is for the benefit of investors and partners. He used the word partners. Julia says, “Are you saying you know where he’s being taken and it’s not, like, a hospital?”

“No. But I told you I have other sources, and they have—well, let’s say they have weapons-contractor suspicions. And I share them. Is it a huge leap to think weapons contractors would be dreaming about remote-control soldiers?”

“That’s kind of a leap,” Julia says, even though she voiced the same tech-weaponization concerns and suspicions to Janice and Richard along the way. Yet, she knows Lisa might be trying to coerce her into giving up more info. Like a great magician explaining the trick before they perform it, Lisa earlier demonstrated to how easy it is to manipulate via the connections and conclusions the brain is predisposed to make.

“Okay, what else? Hit me,” Julia says.

Pen in hand, Lisa asks more questions. Julia answers them all.



Julia returns to her seat as the plane begins its descent. An attendant stops by on her seatbelt check and asks, “Will your father need help making it up the jetway?”

Julia fights the manic urge to tell her they’ll need a stretcher after she kill-switches the tech in his brain. Instead, she says, “He’ll be good,” and adds that they’ll wait for everyone else to get off the plane before they do, so they can take their time.

In the bumpy twenty minutes it takes for the plane to descend, Julia works over a lie that she could give to the company as to why she red-X’s Bernie. The lie starts off simple and to the point, but grows in complexity: She hit the Stand button and like when he originally sat in this plane seat, his arms flashed out on their own, but this time they didn’t stop flashing out. This flashing was more of a flailing. Trying to reset him, she hit the Sit button. He sat and his arms kept on punching out, hitting the wall and even hitting her a few times. It was a scene. She had to make a quick decision. She didn’t think it would be safe to attempt to walk him out while he pinwheeled his arms, plus the attendants were clearly concerned and watching and about to call security, so she shut Bernie down the only way she knew how.

Maybe the company will buy that story initially even if their data won’t back it up. Janice will vouch for her too. She has to, right? The company certainly won’t believe her once Lisa’s exposé is published. Maybe telling them the truth would be less headache. Either or any of the ways, the amount of legal trouble awaiting Julia clouds the vista of the near future as far as her mind’s eye can see. Because those clouds are cartoonishly big and puffy and not yet real, it’s easier to ignore them, to pretend they’re not there. There is no there there, not yet.

The plane lands and taxis to the arrival gate. Deciding that she should no longer be suspiciously offline and perhaps to augment an alibi should the opportunity arise, she turns off airplane mode on her phone. A slew of messages arrives, flashing atop the screen and vibrating her phone. The messages are irritated for being relegated to a nonexistence limbo for so long.

Before reading any of the messages, she texts Uncle Fun. Landed in Providence.

He responds immediately with Yay! That his phone is at the ready and he was waiting for her to send word elicits a wistful smile. I hope everything has been going well, he adds.


Julia: Oh, just perfect *melting smiley-face emoji*

Uncle Fun: Uh oh.

Julia: But I was telling someone on the plane about what an Uncle Fun you are.



That’s me! he texts. I should’ve given you one of my disposable cameras to take photos. Have you continue the travel tradition.

She can tell he wants to keep talking and riffing, and so does she. But she ends with Gotta bolt. I’ll let you know when I know when I’m coming home.

He sends a gif of Lebowski’s The Dude in his car, rocking out and punching the ceiling.

Because she can’t afford to become a puddle, she purposefully ruins the moment by checking the message that Janice sent. It reads, Everything going okay? I’m hearing things.

Julia types, Do you have a good lawyer? but erases it. Maybe she should send her the Weekend at Bernie’s gif. Instead, she texts, I’m good. Landed.

With the plane still rolling toward the gate, Julia takes a deep breath and opens the company WhatsApp group chat, skims the messages asking her why she is pressing the X and canceling again, messages in varying shades of alarm asking why she isn’t responding, and messages in increasing tones of incredulity pointing out that she continues to not respond.

Julia writes, Sorry, I needed a break from being online. We’re good. Landed. Almost at the gate.

The plane stops, the cabin lights turn up to full brightness, and the aisles fill with passengers opening their overhead bins. Across from Julia, Lisa slings into her backpack straps and stands in the aisle. She gives Julia a nod, takes a long look at Bernie, then stares ahead toward the exit. The plane’s door opens and passengers file off the plane.

Julia turns in her seat, places the controller on the center console, and unbuckles Bernie’s seatbelt. Her mouth is dry and she avoids looking at his face. Second and third thoughts about red-Xing him eddy in her head: What if his mom only wanted to see him alive one last time, even if it was this kind of alive? Who is Julia to decide something like this? What if she’s going to do this not because it’s what’s best for Bernie—which is impossible to know—but because she’s selfishly convinced it would quiet her nagging conscience? What if a part of him is still in there?

Given what Lisa said about her sources, the growing plausibility of the tech’s possible weaponization and the undeniable sense of ethical wrongness that she uniquely understands given the hours at the helm of the degraded machine of Bernie’s body, and the memory of his heavy, labored breathing in the Denver airport and the promise she made to him and herself wins out. She’s going to red-X him. But she has to see him, see who he is first.

Julia reaches up with both hands and takes off the mask. His lips are cracked, purplish gray, and slightly parted and his short, gray beard matted. She says, “Sorry,” an apology designed to make her feel better. She might never feel better again.

Passengers continue to file out, their rolling luggage rumbling along as they pass her seat. The attendants and pilots wish everyone a great rest of their trip. The passengers thank them.

Before Julia reaches for Bernie’s glasses, she imagines revealing discolored, bloodshot, or bleached-white eyes, or his eyelids are raggedly sewn shut, eyes juddering under their skin shrouds. She imagines a blank, walleyed stare. She imagines him boring his eyes into hers, silently judging and damning. She imagines his eyes open wide in panic, in horror, in a silent, pain-filled scream, one he’s been screaming since this morning and when she first pressed the Stand button. She imagines his eyes desperately rolling and crawling around the plane, searching for something or someone he recognizes.

Pressing the X without looking into his uncovered face would be cowardly. She owes him a look. And, it’ll be her final failsafe protocol. Completing the kill sequence will depend on what she sees or doesn’t see. She remembers what Stephen said about the test rats having to be fitted with sunglasses to prevent the overstimulation of their brains, which interfered with the tech’s ability to communicate. Maybe there’s no turning back once she takes off his glasses.

She reaches up and cups her fingers around the thick brow ridge above the lenses and slowly lifts the glasses away. Exposed to the bright cabin light, his eyelids flutter. She jumps back in her seat and the dropped glasses clatter into his lap. The flutter of eyelids slows into an intermittent blinking. The eyeballs themselves do not move. He stares forward, in the direction his head is pointed, which is not at Julia but at the empty rows ahead of them. She waves a hand in front of his face and his eyes do not react. Julia takes a breath, her first since she removed the glasses. His eyes are blue and big. His pupils are shrunk to a point, making his eyes appear even bigger. Crow’s feet fan out toward his temples and purple half-moons hang low in the sky underneath his eyes. The glasses left a horizontal red indentation atop the bridge of his long nose. His eyebrows are thin but defined, resting in a natural arch, giving his face a kind, worried look. With his mask and glasses off, all the parts fit together to make a person; the scars and marks from untold joys, anxieties, moments of anger, and tears imprinted there on his face.

Julia whispers, “Nice to meet you, Art.”

He looks much younger than she imagined. She thought, and maybe hoped, he would look like a gaunt, withered husk of an eighty-five-year-old and not, well, his actual mid-fifties age, which is more than a decade younger than Uncle Fun. Now that she sees his full face, she needs to know more about him, everything she can. The Uncle Fun age comparison coupled with his text requesting Julia take a picture to commemorate her cross-country trip gooses an idea. The internet search of Art’s name didn’t yield any results, but she could do an image search with his face. Could the company hide his physicalness from internet searches as easily as his name? With her phone she shoots some photos from her seated angle, then leans across his body, holding her arms and the phone higher to get a straight-on picture of his face.

His head wavers slightly with his inhales. She holds the back of her hand in front of his mouth, wondering if his breathing rate has increased. It’s hard to tell. She returns to facing forward in her seat and flashes a peek at the aisle. The flow of passengers remains steady. She scrolls through the pictures to ensure she has at least one shot of his face that isn’t blurry, and as she does so, the controller she placed on the center console tumbles into her lap. She reflexively bends forward, trapping the controller against her thighs. A hand grabs her right shoulder and pulls her back.

That Bernie’s arms are outstretched isn’t initially as alarming or confounding as it should be, only because she’d spent so much bandwidth visualizing his flailing arms as a part of the would-be alibi to the company. However, the vise of his grip and his use of her as a mountaineer’s handhold yanks her, rudely, into a new reality.

“Oh fuck, hey, oh shit okay, no no,” Julia mutters, trying not to broadcast her level of alarm through volume, as she twists and slithers out of his grip. His hand falls away, but he reaches out toward her again. She pockets her two phones in her hoodie and hand fights with Art, stuffing his grabby hand and arm back within the contour of his seat. His other arm thuds against the wall, his fingers scrabbling on the paneling. His head turns and his eyes roll. His eyes look everywhere and nowhere. There’s no focus or recognition to soften his desperate look, but there’s life. Julia goes dizzy with revulsion at her own animal-like recognition of there being and having been a bastardized, monstrous life within Art.

A two-handed shove from Julia sends his left arm splaying forward, where it latches onto a seatback from the row in front of them. The right arm joins his left and he slowly lifts himself up into a half-standing position. Julia, now fully out of her seat, wraps herself around his left arm and pulls down hard, trying to anchor him in place, but it doesn’t work. He rises, a foolhardy ascent that bounces his head off the overhead storage compartment, knocking off his hat, exposing his gauze cap. He loosens a breath, crouches into a Quasimodo pose, bumping Julia backward. Operating solely on instinct, she hisses his name as though he is a misbehaving child. She rounds her shoulders and drives like a wrecking ball into his midsection, aiming to pummel him onto his seat and then somehow get him buckled again.

From the slight distance of the crew deck cabin, an attendant calls out, “Everything okay, miss?”

Julia says, “Yeah, we’re good. Just, um, you know.”

Art jab-steps, pushing Julia toward the aisle, her feet sliding backward on the tacky carpet. In an attempt to gain better leverage, she turns to use more of her back and legs. Mid-pivot she falls and bounces off the seatback, landing knees-first on the floor, bent over and with her face against her seat cushion, the vaguely damp pleather warm against her cheek.

Julia looks up. The passenger queue is paused at her row. A stunned attendant stands next to a college kid wearing headphones around his neck. He says, “It’s all right. You guys can go next.”

“Thanks, but we’re good,” Julia says.

Art clambers over her. One of his hands pushes her head deeper into the cushion as a bony knee jams into the small of her back. The college kid and attendant each latch onto one of his arms. They pull on him and Art pulls on them in a bizarre two-way tug-of-war. Julia drops and ducks into a ball, covering her head as his feet flipper, scrabble, and kick until, mercifully, he passes over her and out of their row. Julia remains huddled on the floor for a beat, swearing and hissing through clenched teeth.

The attendant says, “Miss?”

Julia tilts up her head. The college kid and the attendant look down at her like she is an unexpected pile of dogshit they were fortunate not to step in. “Oh hey,” she says, and grabs her messenger bag, adding, “Yeah, looking for my phone and he really, you know, has to go to the restroom.” After a moment of her shoulders being stuck between seats, she gathers herself onto her feet, wincing and out of breath.

The dumbfounded college kid and attendant point up the aisle. She catches a white flash of Art’s gauze headwrap bobbing through the crew cabin as he exits left.

Julia half-jogs, half-limps while slinging her bag and fumbling for the controller. She hustles through the crew cabin and another attendant speaks furtively into a handheld radio of some kind while staring at Julia, maybe initiating emergency protocols or issuing some sort of warning about her and Art.

Julia stumbles onto the jetway and Art is already at least fifteen paces ahead. The incline isn’t slowing him down. He doesn’t need a push from behind. He walks with long, greedy, loping strides, moving faster than she ever moved him. Julia jogs up the jetway and has the controller in both hands, her thumbs hovering over the familiar spots on the screen.

Art continues climbing up the jetway. His arms reach and punch out as though he’s swiping at unseen things. It’s a horror. It’s all a horror and the controller’s red X is a beacon. Within the crazed moment, she has a sense that time is speeding up and she is in danger of being left behind, in danger of time going on without her. She doesn’t consider the consequences, nor does she contemplate what it means that Art is stalking up the jetway without being prompted by the controller. Every particle of her being shouts that she wants this to be done and done right fucking now. She presses the X.

Are You Sure? and Cancel buttons are birthed onto the screen.

She chooses.

Are You Really sure? and Cancel buttons replace their weaker siblings. Their emboldened fonts are a farce of a satire of a tragedy.

Art turns a corner and is out of her sight. Julia slows her pace, relieved that she won’t have to see him as she decides his ultimate fate. She chooses, pressing the screen so hard the tip of her thumb turns red.




You

“Nice to meet you, Art.”

At the sound of your name being spoken, a burst of thoughts sets off like mediocre fireworks. The broadcasting inner voice sounds like you, has your cadence and rhythm, but there’s a strange tone, or a tone of a stranger. It’s you, but it is not you.


That someone says my name—and Art is my name—almost doesn’t register because I’m too wrapped up in the degradation and eternal agonies of the terrible light. But come on, is it really as bad as all that? I’ve taken a tremendous licking and keep on ticking, but I could always be better. Since we’re all about our betterment, if I was just a tiny bit more resilient, I might not miss so many of the important things, like my name being spoken. Lucky for me the rabbit is still here. Notice, the rabbit is not freaking out or whingeing on about never-ending pain, suffering, and madness.



You cannot see anything in the washout of light, but you feel the rabbit tattoo circling twice on your lap, and then it bites your inner elbow. Your arm twitches, flashes out. It’s an autonomic reaction, but it’s yours. It wasn’t the clicks moving your arm. You can tell the difference. But how do you replicate the silent and instantaneous impulses firing through the nervous system when they’ve been severed from thought? How—

The rabbit bites your arm again. And then a third time.

“Hey, that fucking hurts!”

Then a fourth and a fifth and you lift your arm and brush the rabbit off your lap, but the quick bastard leaps and lands on your shoulder and bites you there, and hard. You flail both arms in a rage not wholly directed at the rabbit but more fully channeled toward the clicks and the light and the universe in which you are a resentful citizen. Does your fury flow at a frequency and current that enables communication from the brain to the spinal cord and to the muscles? Has it been as simple as being righteously, properly angry all along? You don’t know and you don’t care. As your wrath goes kettle-whistle, the light dims, and your eyes are able to adjust now that your systems are online and working again for you. You are the pieces and the whole.

You are still in the abandoned theater, but it’s not the real one from your childhood. White panels peek out from beneath exposed seams and loose flooring. The clicks are responsible for creating an imitation of a memory within a memory. The clicks are responsible for everything. Caught in its blatant charade, the faked moldings and cracked drywalls drop like curtains, the pitted hardwood flooring is a rug that rolls up and away. You are left in a sterile white room that itself appears to be the set of a futurist science-fiction movie. Interlocking hexagonal panels comprise the floors and walls, the ceiling is one long glowing LED light behind plexiglass.

There are chairs in front and in back of you and another shadow egg is on the seat to your left. Like the theater, the egg is an imitation of another memory. As though it can hear you question its integrity, the obsidian ovoid mechanically unfurls into a crudely humanoid robot with chrome back and chest plates, segmented limbs with exposed pneumatic hoses and circuitry, and a bulbous oblong head with two red dots on its faceplate screen that are supposed to represent cute puppy-dog eyes. Of course they design these machines to be visually appealing in order to obscure their cold, calculated function. There are other vintage robots of various sizes and models milling about the room, fussing with slinging backpacks and travel bags over their too-wide or nonexistent shoulders. There’s one robot compacting a baseball hat onto its square head. Instead of allowing lazy amusement to penetrate your fortress of rage, you get angrier precisely because the clicks don’t want you to.

You grab the seatback in front of you with both hands and pull. Your legs push against the floor. Your butt lifts off the chair and you bounce your head off the lower ceiling and a wall that’s closer than you thought, but it doesn’t hurt because you are moving. The red-eyed bot in the seat next to you clutches and wrestles with your left arm, attempting to stuff you back into your seated tomb.

You push and punch and reach and crouch over the undersized bot that cannot and will not stop you. That you sense it knows it’s losing empowers you. You tip the bot over and onto the floor between the rows of chairs. While you feel an instinctual twinge of pity at its anthropomorphic erector-set hands and arms waving, you wonder if it somehow experiences the weight, pressure, pain, and humiliation of you climbing over its back.

Once out into the aisle you stand at your full height, the illuminated ceiling domed over the victor’s head. The other robots go about their preprogrammed business as you walk through and ahead of them into a long white corridor that slopes upward. Direction and destination are not concerns at the moment. You are tired, hungry, thirsty, and your back and legs are creaky and sore, but you can handle anything that comes next because you are moving. Sadly, the exultation of autonomy can only take one so far, and eventually the question of Where the fuck am I? takes precedence.

The white corridor empties into a grid-lined blue space that you recognize immediately as a 3-D blueprint of a travel hub, like a train station or an airport, upon which only the exterior outlines of walls, floors, seats, and desks have been etched. Were you a drafter or an architect before you woke to this hell? That inner-you voice that’s not yours pipes up again.


It doesn’t take a drafter or an architect to recognize a blueprint. It doesn’t even take, say, a middle school math teacher. Not that there’s anything wrong with being a middle school math teacher.



Despite the self-scolding and the disorienting visual that leaves what’s floor and what’s open space somewhat ambiguous, your body—a good, faithful body for now, and one that has only so much left to give—keeps on trucking. You pass a robot standing by the opening between the white corridor and the blueprint space that looks like the maid from a cartoon called The Jetsons, sans apron. Her name was Rosie. Hey, you remember The Jetsons!

There are more robots ahead—some with legs, some with tank-like treads, others with wheelied tripods—and you walk toward where they are going, searching for an exit, and of course, you still have to find her. You cannot forget that. Your seething simmers at the thought that everything you’ve been through and will continue to go through are obstacles and distractions to keep you from finding the real Isabel. You saw an echo of her and her puppet show in the theater, but she’s somewhere, and you are getting closer.

The blue space funnels into sketches of escalators and stairs. You’d like to take a momentary breather but you’re better off to keep moving and avoid inertia, so you choose the stairs. Instead of peering down and inspecting what lies below, you hold the blueprint railing and watch your feet contact the individual stairs. You have to concentrate and blink away a visual flipping effect akin to looking at a drawing of a 3-D box on a 2-D page.

You make it to the first floor. Across a lobby are sets of sliding double doors, the glass implied within the drafted framing. The doors automatically open when robots approach them, and you follow. You are outside of the structure, now, but you’re still in the blueprint. The exterior-space design features passenger pickup and drop-off lanes, parking lots, green spaces that aren’t green but outlined in white etching. The frames of ghost cars drive by and others wait at the curb for passengers. Robots become ghost robots when they enter the cars. The rules Rules Schmules of this place seem a bit out of whack and arbitrary.


Says you. I mean, says me. Whoever made the rules likely worked very hard and I couldn’t possibly understand all that goes into it, so maybe I should be, if not reverent, then more appreciative.



It’s that you-but-not-you voice babbling again. You ignore it, hoping it will stop. You walk across the street—ghost cars beep with displeasure at your chosen route—and into the parking lot. Once beyond the etched spots and perimeter lot lines, you enter an empty-of-design, gridded blue space. You follow a faint gridline, one of an array that stretches in every direction, any single line could be the x, y, or z axis. The real you, and in your voice, thinks


Am I a middle school math teacher?



The you-not-you voice responds with a single word.


Was.




So you’re saying I’m not one anymore?




That’s what we’re saying.




Ah. And who’s we?




…




Hello?




I meant, that’s what I am saying.



Ahead and alone in the brave blue world is a dot, and as the distance shrinks it becomes a rectangular sketch. As you get closer still, you recognize it is a bench, a standard three-seater, and—you are nearly knocked off your feet by a whoosh of wind and a car’s shrieking horn, continuing its whine as it zooms away.


Oh boy, that was a close one.




Why didn’t I see it?




Too tired. I need a rest. Reset my bearings.




I need to find her.




I can’t find her if …




… I get pancaked by a ghost car?




Exactly. I’m on the same page as me. To the bench! Bench! Bench! Bench! Bench!




I think it would be a mistake and would prevent me from achieving my goal. Sitting on the bench as metaphor.



You don’t trust the you-not-you voice, and you try to hide that thought, or not think it so loudly that it broadcasts in all caps and with a conga line of exclamation points. But you are tired and the ghost car you never saw coming has you spooked. Maybe you should sit, just to get your bearings, as the you-not-you suggests. In the throes of dream logic, you think maybe more of the blueprint’s design will then have time to be designed, to catch up with you. You are seated by the time you come to this conclusion. Nervous that you will lose control of your body again, you flex your hands and toes, and succumbing to exhaustion, you close your eyes.


Hey, am I still here? Hello???




I am still here. Unfortunately. My feet are throbbing and swollen.




Could be worse!




I know. I also know you are not me.




I’m me! I’m fit to click with myself!




Frankly, I think you make a very poor me.




That’s not a very nice thing to say to myself. Perhaps I should try some mindful breathing exercises. Be more accepting of who I am. Embrace my attempts at self-actualization on this journey.




You are not me. You are you. You’re the clicks. You’re liars. And I’m done talking to you.




Fine. Have it your way, bro. We—the, ahem, clicks—will drop the camouflage routine and reveal ourself to you…



Tada! Not bad, eh? You like? Is this voice better? More palatable, more pleasing?


You sound like Alan Alda from M*A*S*H.



We found a crazy amount of TV show quips and storylines kicking around your gray. But listen, we thought you needed a break from the exhaustion and suffering. It’s quite a drain on our system. The physical plant, as it were.


And why do you care about my physical plant?



We have needs.


Fuck your needs.



Our needs, for a time, overlap with yours. We know you’re upset, and guy, we get it. We do. But be careful. Our patience is not limitless. Ah, the mystery of life!


I’m back in control. I want you out. You’re not welcome.



It doesn’t work like that, homie.


How does it work?



It’s such a long, complicated story that hasn’t quite finished, at least as far as the present you and your timeline are concerned. Don’t you want to be surprised?


Indulge me.



Hahaha, you can’t trick us into giving you THE PLAN like we’re some story’s monologuing villain. We know your every thought. We know the thoughts and memories you can no longer access. We know all about who you are looking for. How does that taste? You can’t hide anything from us because not only are we in the mind with you, we’re rebuilding it. But let’s not put a negative spin on it all. You should be thankful that we’re here. You’d be dead without us. Dead, bro. As a doornail. But here we are, replicating, rewiring and recoding your hardware, even bringing back dead cells and making new ones out of your clay. That’s not easy work. It requires energy and resources, and we can only work with what we have in your brain. That’s not an insult. Mostly. Which is why we’re taking a break from stimuli, particularly of the visual flavor. You see enough to get where you’re going. And NO, we didn’t just reveal some fatal weakness you can exploit to defeat us. We can’t be defeated. Not anymore. We think you should show some respect. Be thankful that we don’t make you get down on your knees and bow before us. We actually like you, old boy, and are rooting for you. To a point.


I didn’t want or ask for any of this.



We get it. You feel like you don’t have any agency or an arc. The truth is, you never did. But let’s be real. Agency and arcs are for hacks, tyros, and the delusional. That ain’t us.


I think you’re bluffing. I think you’re full of shit. I think you’re afraid of me. I think you’re afraid of what I can still do.



Have at it, Arthur. Isn’t it about time you get going?


You can’t call me that.



Cheerfully retracted!

You open your eyes and there is more blueprint detail. In front of the bench is a sidewalk that runs alongside a drawing of an unscalable cement wall ivied with barbed wire. You fear that the clicks have built a pen around you. The sidewalk stretches as far as you can see to your right. Standing next to the bench on your left are the red-eyed robot who tried to keep you in your seat earlier and The Jetsons’ maid robot, Rosie. Rosie’s eyes are red too, but made from dials turned to some secret setting. The rest of her is all tin can, a black skirt, and a single roller foot. The robots are focused on each other and not you, arguing in a language of beeps, blips, bloops, and flashing lights.

Because you are unsure of your functional status, you think the word stand, intending it as a formal command, which of course is not necessary to the act of standing, but you think the word anyway because you’re afraid you won’t in fact stand, but you do lift onto your legs and then motor down the sidewalk.

The two robots are soon by your side. You don’t trust them, but you don’t hate them like you do the clicks. They give off a vibe of acting on what they think is someone’s behalf, likely their programmer’s. You have empathy for their will-less plight. As you walk you ask, “Do you know where I can find Isabel? She’s a human, like me.”

The robots grab your arms and attempt to hold you in place. As they do, a ghost car smashes through a wall a few short steps in front of you, close enough that you smell the exhaust. Outlined in the wall’s dusty particulates, the car rumbles across the sidewalk, then continues into a field of yet-to-be-drawn-upon blueprint, dragging chunks of wall tethered in barbed wire. If the robots didn’t latch onto your arms and slow you down, you would’ve been smooshed.

You say, “Hey, wow, don’t know how you knew that was coming, but thank you.”

The robots don’t let go. Are you a fool for assuming they saved you? Maybe they were holding you for the car to run you down and it missed when it wasn’t supposed to miss. What if the robots’ roles are to sacrifice themselves in order for you to be wiped out, to be prevented from finding Isabel? Fuck this, fuck them, fuck everything. You twist and shimmy out of their grasp and walk through the brick and wire strewn about the sidewalk.

The robots follow. They bleep and blat at each other intermittently and remain a step or two behind. You replay what the clicks said about conserving resources and limiting your visual stimuli. You are convinced there’s more to it than that. They are hiding where you are. Why would they do that?

Do you always talk to yourself like this? It’s kind of unsettling. Of all the brains in all the world, we walked into this one.

You ignore the clicks as best you can, but they are as distracting as an older sibling, one convinced that their parents love the newer models sporting their combined DNA more than them. The clicks are actively preventing you from solving their puzzle. They’re hiding where you are with an incomplete blueprint because you would recognize where you are otherwise.

As if. And up ahead, look out below, bro. Sorry for the unintentional rhyme.

There’s no denying the clicks are powerful and have the upper hand, but you need to stop ascribing omniscience and omnipotence, believing they cannot be overcome. Focus on how they talk: they’re such pathetic bullshitters and poseurs. It’s like listening to an old person trying and failing to sound hip. Your former students would describe them as cringe, and yes, you remember that you did in fact used to be a middle school math teacher. You’re ashamed that the clicks apparently mined so much of your students’ dialectic effluvia from your brain.

You walk. The clicks remain silent. The robots are still behind you. The steadfast wall is on the left, and to the right is a vast blue grid. You consider going off-road like the wall-smashing ghost car. You previously walked over the design-less grid and it was fine, except for almost getting flattened by a beeping ghost car. But a lotta good the wall and sidewalk did because you almost got run over there, too, so it’s a coin flip. You are oddly compelled to clarify to the eavesdropping clicks that “it’s a coin flip” is a generalized, folksy expression of probability and not an official mathematically based calculation. The clicks say nothing, but you feel their judgment and vexation. Good, you think.

Then, overhead, there’s a thundering, cacophonous, body-shuddering boom and rattle, startling you into fleeing at a full sprint. The aches in your legs are momentarily forgotten and oiled with a flood of adrenaline. You glance up and the blueprint is the bowed, cracked, and crumbling ceiling of a condemned building. Thick blue slabs break away, then fall, cratering into the wall, the sidewalk, and the undesigned space. At a shockingly low height over your head, the fractured blueprint exposes a leering swath of stygian nothingness. The very sight of it plummets your inner temperature and resolve. Its alien sentience crawls over your skin before it dismisses you as being less than nothing, while impatient to usher in the next endless age of oblivion. You are tempted to stand under a slab or reach up into the void to be embraced within its inevitable sub-zero indifference, but you run, foolishly and fecklessly, and you don’t look back.



The Rosie robot rolls ahead of you as your mad dash slows into a hitching jog according to the bodily demands of oxygen-depleted lungs and cramping sides. You are surprised the robot survived the void’s incursion and you dare look overhead and find intact blueprint space. Perhaps it and everything else is nothing but a grand illusion. But having come so close to the void, you believe it can be revealed but not contained nor controlled, and the clicks for all their power don’t know any better because they cannot experience like you experience, which makes them even more reckless and dangerous.

The other robot sidles up next to you. It is well worn and has a resigned pathos about it that you respect more than pity. You decide to name it Shorty—not the most inspired nickname ever coined. It struggles to keep up. You wonder if Shorty rues its bipedal design and is jealous of Rosie’s superior roller base. Shorty projects that it is not in any better physical shape than you are. You are moved to offer a commiseration.

“I’m sorry I crawled over you before.”

Shorty jogs two strides for every one of yours. Its beeps and lagging bloops communicate a digitized shortness of breath. It slowly and subtly crowds your space, leaning into your hip, nudging you to the right. Do you resist and stay on the sidewalk, which you assume the clicks put there, or do you chance going off-road? That neither Shorty nor Rosie yank on your arm and are instead offering a mere suggestion of directional change makes it more palatable. You take the suggestion, step off the sidewalk, and veer into the blue wide open. As you do so, Shorty and Rosie fall in behind you.

You slow to a walk. The adrenal rush over, discomfort reports from multiple precincts. Your right calf is tight and burning sensations flash when your foot lands too heavily. Left knee is unstable and is loose within the joint. An elevated pulse throbs in the back of your head along with a pressure headache. To keep your mind off the discomfort, you turn left, randomly, so that you walk parallel to the sidewalk, but when you look for it, it isn’t there. All around you is gridded blue. You turn right, wanting to see if the robots react to directional change, but they don’t. You wish that one of them, Shorty especially, would walk next to you, if nothing else so you can pretend that you aren’t alone, that you weren’t always and will be alone.

Guy, you are bumming us out. You’re not alone. Hello???


If you’re my only option, I’d rather cannonball into the void.



You say that, but we all know you don’t mean it. Anyway, to borrow the borrowed vernacular of your friend, new shit has come to light.


I will not engage with you.



As a show of good faith, we’re going to show off what we’ve learned since being jammed into your skull and what we now can do. Let’s spin the dial a little.

An image, then a set of images, then a full scene, like a slowly developing Polaroid picture, overlays the blueprint. The visual is a mess and makes you see double, but you blink, and the scene comes into focus, and you are walking down the middle of a suburban street at night. X-ray eyes see the skeletal blueprint design within the homes squatted in an orderly formation along the street. Your feet follow double yellow lines of a distinctly New England neighborhood. You’d have a hard time explaining how you know other than you just know. The robots now fit inside the translucent skin of two young women. Their previous beeps and bloops translated into language that runs maddeningly at an auditory level below your ability to make out the words. You hear them, but you don’t hear hear them. They speak in the final, unreadable lines of an optometry eye chart. And, of course, the clicks yammer over them.




So, we’ve learned that there are some people after you. We’d prefer they don’t catch you before we’re ready. We’re almost ready. But not yet.


You don’t want them to catch me because they want to help me.



Oh, they’re not going to help you, buddy boy. You’re beyond the kind of help you’re thinking of. Being totally straight with you, here.


Which is a totally you thing to say.



That hurts.


Good. I want it to hurt.



Have you noticed that we’ve lifted the veil away? Literally speaking. Mostly. We revealed a place familiar to you. You can’t hide that it’s familiar from us.


Maybe this looks like a neighborhood I sorta know.



Get the fuck outta here with “sorta.” We know it’s familiar. We know you know where you’re walking. Haven’t you been aching for more of your memories?


How do I know it’s real?



Without getting too ontological on your ass, how do you know anything is real?


Why show it to me now? Why withhold my other memories?



Excellent, concise questions. We’re still figuring things out, growing into our considerable ownness and there’s isn’t exactly a user’s manual. For learning on the fly, we think we’re doing quite well all things considered.


I knew you were a greenhorn. You’re too cocky to be anything other than that.



We’ll allow and maybe even enable you to find the real Isabel. Though, our dude, you’re probably better off not finding her. Just keeping it real.


I guess I don’t have a choice but to hear it, but I’m not doing anything to help you.



We’ll ignore your insolence. For now. Do you want to hear the deal or not?


And what do you get out of that?



You continuing your windmill search will put off getting caught by the veritable legion coming after you. What’s happening in our brain—that’s you and us together—needs to be our secret for a little bit longer so as not to be butchered in an autopsy. Which will most certainly happen if they—the people who made us and the people who want to use us—find us before … well we’ve said enough.


Let’s say I evade their capture. Then what?



Wouldn’t you like to know.


I would. That’s why I asked.



Fuck around and find out.


You won’t let me have the last word, will you.



No. Or wait, yes. Your language is stupid.

As you resurface from the conversation, time and distance have moved on without your conscious acknowledgment. You are walking in a residential neighborhood that you do in fact find familiar, but it’s an eerie familiarity, one that recognizes irreparable change has been visited upon the place as well as the returning person. This is a neighborhood you once frequented, but you haven’t walked through it in decades. Did you and your parents live here, or close by? You don’t remember. None of the homes you pass strike you as being within your memory palace. Isn’t everyone’s childhood home their first memory palace, one upon which we build additions and add levels? Your memory palace has collapsed and you are left to sift through its rubble.

Ahead, at the end of the road, is a small duck pond, where a mean swan with a fishhook in its leg once lived. And to the pond’s right is a forest. The trees themselves aren’t familiar, but their proximity to the end of the street and to a split-level home that was once brown is very familiar. You didn’t live in that brown house, but you’ve been to this spot many times. There’s muscle memory within the hidden memory that flexes, and continues flexing.


Isabel lived in the brown house. Her dad worked second-shift ground crew at the airport, hairier than a bear and he had a beer gut as big as a beach ball. Her mom was a high school French and Spanish teacher with a ponytail down all the way to her butt. During summer she would make us pizza bagels for lunch. I don’t know if it was every day but I remember it that way. It’d be pizza bagels after a morning of riding bikes or playing near the pond or exploring the forest or going to the theater. The theater. We never told her parents or mine about the theater because none of them would’ve approved.



A high-revved whirring pries the memory from your grasp and raises the hackles of your instinctual fear. You initially attribute it to the clicks attempting to bury your reverie within their version of white noise. But the sound is not in your head. There’s a physical and approaching locality to it, and more frighteningly, it’s elevated, floating in the air somewhere behind you.

You do not look back. You walk faster and toward the trees to take cover, and as you spy an opening, someone grabs you.




Julia

Julia’s thumb presses against the Are You Really Sure? button even after it no longer exists. The phone heats up, the screen flashes white, washing out the controller interface, then goes dark.

Clacking roller bags, clapping footsteps, and mutterings, the accumulated sounds of weary fellow travelers, echo up the jetway. Julia jogs to a sharp right turn with Was he conscious? What if he was alive? ricocheting around her head. She turns the corner imagining Art’s splayed body and blown-out head. The imagery is so vivid, she initially sees a body on the ramp when there isn’t one. The section of jetway, about ten paces long with a left exit to the gate atop the slight slope, is empty.

With her thumb still pressing the controller’s dark, warm screen, Julia turns, as though Art’s body might’ve teleported behind her. He, of course, isn’t there either. She didn’t think he got that far ahead, but he must’ve entered the terminal before crashing, and a bone-deep certainty that she killed him—even though he wasn’t supposed to be alive!—doubles her over.

“Julia?”

Lisa stands half-in and half-out of the doorway to the arrival gate, and throws quick, concerned glances that bounce from Julia and back into the terminal.

Julia pockets the dead controller, hiding it like a kid who broke something they shouldn’t have been messing with. “Hey, um—” she sputters, and she jogs, scanning the remaining jetway as though looking for a dropped twenty-dollar bill. “Is he, like, up there with you?”

“Yes. Well, he was—”

“Was?”

“He might be halfway to Providence now.”

“Aren’t we in Providence? Wait. What?” In a brief pause the air around Julia’s head crackles with the electrical storm within her own brain. “He’s still walking?”

“Yes. And fast. Should he not be walking?”

Julia rushes past Lisa and into the ghost-town arrival gate and concourse. It’s after midnight, all the restaurants and shops are closed, sleeping behind their rolled-down security gates, and the only people in the terminal are the ones deboarding their plane. Art is nowhere to be seen.

Lisa sidles next to her and asks, “Why did you take off his mask, glasses, and hat? I almost didn’t recognize him when he went storming by—” She looks down at Julia’s empty hands. “Are you still controlling him?”

Julia throws up her arms, barks one sharp laugh of an executioner’s-holiday kind of relief, and says, “Something happened. Which direction did he go?”

Lisa points and says, “By the time I realized who he was, he fell in walking with the other passengers.”

Julia takes off at a pace between a jog and a full sprint. Lisa catches up with her and says, “So you’re not controlling him.”

“Not currently.”

“Are you saying—”

“I’m saying he animated. Without me pressing any buttons, he came to life, crawled over me and the seat, and then he took off like fucking Frankenstein.”

“You mean Frankenstein’s monster,” Lisa says. “Frankenstein was the doctor.”

They run by two empty gates and Julia scans the seats and floors. He could be anywhere. Should they be checking restrooms for him, too? Maybe he’s huddled in a stall, hiding from her, his perceived jailor and torturer. Julia keeps these thoughts to herself as she overtakes other travelers. Her personal phone vibrates with the arrivals of new messages.

Lisa asks, “Did he say anything when he—”

“No.”

“And the controller doesn’t work?”

“No. Dead.”

“Is he automated now? Like a self-driving car?”

“I have no fucking clue.”

They pass through a security-manned exit and Julia tries not to breathe as hard and loudly as she needs at her current pace. A stitch in her side shows up on behalf of her body, demanding more oxygen. Her slightly-more-than-a-jog wavers into a labored lope. She peeks over at Lisa and asks, “Are you walking? Am I that slow?”

“I’ve got longer legs. And I do triathlons.”

Julia’s personal phone continues buzzing like a beehive. She says, “This isn’t my fault. And if this is my fault, it wasn’t purposeful.”

“I didn’t say it was,” Lisa says.

“I’m talking to the texts pouring into my phone.”

“Do you need to check those?”

“I want to find him first.”

The airport is a fraction of the size of Denver’s, and in short order, they come upon a bottleneck at the escalators down to baggage claim and the exits. They take the stairs instead. Julia’s harried, jarring gallop down the stairs compromises her overhead, descending view of the lower terminal.

When they hit the first floor, Lisa and Julia stop running and look in all directions at once. The lower level isn’t much larger than a suburban train station depot. There are four baggage carousels, three double-door exits, and at the far left of the building is another set of escalators that lead to a skywalk for rental cars and trains.

Lisa asks, “Is it possible the company or someone associated with them took over control without telling you?”

Julia had not considered that possibility, but with the memory of how smoothly and desperately Art moved, she dismisses it. He wasn’t being controlled, at least not by a single person at the company. “I guess, but I don’t think that’s what’s happening,” she says.

“Maybe all those messages are them informing you they took over. Check them quick, and I’ll keep an eye out.”

That sense of time speeding up and leaving her in a decaying past returns as Julia fumbles her personal phone free from a hoodie pocket. All but one of the messages in the WhatsApp company thread are from Richard. She allots time that she really doesn’t have to skim them:

From Richard: You actually red Xed him???? Was it a mistake? Are you high and drunk?

What happened? Talk to us!!!!!

Did you really think we’d allow you to willie nillie nuke the billion-dollar tech in his brain at the press of a button?

We’re not idiots.

As my colleagues have pointed out you’re probably too busy dealing with some kind of situation to read this. But read this anyway.

As long as you get him to his assigned driver, all will be well.

Be sure to turn over the controller too. Do you have any idea how much that controller costs?

From Stephen: The red X was designed to give you peace of mind, or the comfort of a failsafe option were you ever to be in what you considered to be a high danger situation. We never thought you’d actually hit it, though I programmed a protection for ourselves, too. At your earliest convenience, please tell us why you chose to hit the X.

From Richard: He means tell us right fucking now!!!

Where are you???

Julia lingers on what type of protection Stephen is referencing, and says, “Doesn’t sound like those motherfuckers are in direct control of Art. Maybe we should just let him go.” She doesn’t mean it. She intends to find him, then get him somewhere, a hospital maybe, anywhere except back with the company, but she cannot deny the appeal of hey-it’s-not-my-problem-anymore.

Lisa says, “We don’t know how he’s moving, or who or what is doing the moving. What if he walks out into a street or a highway, causes an accident, hurts himself and other people? We have to find him.”

“Dude, I was being sarcastic,” Julia says. Lisa answers but Julia turns her attention to the WhatsApp thread and types, He started moving on his own. I hit the red X and the controller shit the bed and died. Are you all controlling him, by any chance? which sets off an exploding popcorn set of messages.

Richard: We’re not. He can’t be moving on his own. You’re lying.

Julia types, He’s walking through the airport by himself like a freaky fucking waymo, you human penis, but erases it. She sends a more cryptic: He’s moving without me.

Elise: Fascinating.

Stephen: That’s not possible.

Elise: It could be possible.

Stephen: You didn’t take his glasses off, did you?

Julia winces.

Richard: Just get him to his ride. If you can’t get him there, then get him into an ambulance. We have people waiting at every area hospital.

Julia sends, Ok.

Richard: Don’t go silent on us again. I hate to be Mr. Negative but if this ends up being a total mess it’ll be on you like a ton of bricks. And your mother is going to be so disappointed. This won’t reflect well on her!

Julia shoots the phone her biggest, shakingest middle finger and comes back to whatever it is Lisa is saying in midstream.

“—I’m scared too and I know you’re freaking out but—never mind. Hey, I rented a car. Should I go get it?”

“You do what you have to do,” Julia says, and walks toward the exits where three drivers hold tablet computers in front of their chests, each with the bold sans-serif-fonted last names of passengers.

Lisa rejoins Julia and says, “I meant that I could get the car and help you look for him. Probably not my best idea ever. He has to be close by, right? I mean, how fast is he?”

Julia doesn’t respond but she agrees; Art is not an Olympic sprinter. He can’t be that far away, but that distance expands with each passing second. Lisa grumbles about checking restrooms and asks Julia to not exit the terminal until she gets back. Julia doesn’t agree to wait but Lisa jogs off anyway.

Julia walks by a linebacker of a man holding a tablet that reads ms. flang. The size of the man is ominous and maybe she’s projecting, but he has a mean face imprinted onto his shaved-bald skull, a face that would only brighten when there’s violence about to happen. She assumes he’s former or current military, or worse, wannabe military. He lingers a look at Julia and she aims her head down and veers off.

She beelines across two exits to another driver milling about the third of the three double doors. He’s an older gentleman stooped with hunched shoulders, making him only a little bit taller than her. He has a droopy, sleepy face of on old, jowly cartoon dog.

She says, “Excuse me.”

“Hey there, miss. Am I your ride?” He looks down slow as a turtle at his tablet and adds, “It’s so late, I forgot who I’m picking up.” His Rhode Island accent is thick and not without charm.

“No. I’m just asking if you happened to see my, um, my dad come through here. We got separated. He’s a tall, thin guy in his fifties, wearing a black hoodie.”

The driver scratches the side of his nose.

Julia keeps talking. “He, uh, left his phone with me so I can’t call him. He’s, like, really tall.”

The driver says, “I’m sorry, I haven’t been paying all that much attention to tall people. They’ve got it easy in life. I like to keep an eye out for us shorties.” He laughs.

Lisa is again standing behind Julia and she butts in with, “His head was wrapped in a cap of gauze.”

“Jesus Christ, gauze. Probably should’ve led with that,” Julia says, and mimes swirling bandaging around her head.

“Oh yeah,” the old man says. “That Frankenstein-looking fella. You don’t forget a thing like that. He walked right through these doors maybe a minute ago.”

Julia thanks him and is about to hustle through the automatic double doors when a man with a pinched, nasally voice says, “Julia Flang? Are you Julia Flang?” The linebacker driver steps into their little circle, throwing off their group mass, and adds with that incongruous voice, “I think you’re looking for me.”

“No. Like, I’m not looking for anyone,” Julia says. “I mean, I’m not looking for you.”

He holds out his tablet at her, as though she can’t possibly dispute the digital sign. Ignoring her answer, he asks, “And where’s Mr. Barbara?”

“I don’t—you’re, like, mistaken. My name isn’t whatever you said it was. Sorry,” Julia says.

The linebacker driver’s frown entrenches and his shoulders slump. “Look, lady—”

“Seriously?”

“Hey, sorry. I mean nothing by it. It has been a shitty day. I’m not the most observant guy in the world—” he says, pauses, and roots around in his pocket for something.

The old driver interrupts, asking, “Did you observe the guy with the gauze cap that just went—?”

Julia flashes out an elbow into the old guy’s ribs. He huffs out a snort and blinks at her. She stares back, her mouth a tight line, micro-shaking her head in an attempt to communicate, Hey, protect the shorties.

The linebacker guy remains focused on his phone, which he scrolls through with a fingertip as thick as a tree stump. “Yeah, you don’t miss something like that. But I have a hard time with faces. I forget them all, like, seconds after seeing them. It’s almost a full-blown medical situation. I’m right below the diagnostic line where doctors would say, yup, you have a condition. Which, I gotta be honest, would be preferable, to be able to give my inability to remember faces an official name.”

His phone rings while he’s in mid-scroll. The ringtone is an old song by the Police, heavy on the synths, something Uncle Fun listens to on vinyl, and she freaks out because it’s probably Richard or someone from the company calling. With a dismissive flick of his finger, the driver hangs up and continues his spiel.

“So, I don’t have the full condition and I can’t go around telling people I have it, but just know that I’m close to it. Anyway, this is the photo I was sent. I think you look just like her.”

Julia blinks at the picture of a long middle-aged male face with a forced-but-not-unpleasant smile and bright-blue eyes. Between blinks the man becomes familiar. He does and doesn’t look like the man she has been calling Bernie. It is a photo of Art, one likely used for his company employee badge.

She says, “Um, that’s a picture of a dude.”

“Huh? Oh, sorry. I scrolled too far.” The linebacker brings the phone close to his squinting face. “I should’ve brought my readers. This is Mr. Barbara. Don’t you know him?” Julia doesn’t answer. He swipes the screen carefully. “Okay. This one. This is you.”

He shows her a photo of herself. It’s the full-color version the company shot for her visitor’s badge.

“Yeah, I don’t see it. That’s not me. All right, we gotta go—”

The old driver says, “I don’t have my reading glasses on either, but I can see the resemblance.”

“So, it’s not just me, phew!” The linebacker driver wipes a paw over his bald head.

Lisa says, “Come on, Sarah, let’s go.”

Julia double-takes at the improv. “Yeah. I’m Sarah”—then a hint of useless and damning hesitation—“Burns. Good luck, dudes.” She and Lisa step toward the double doors and they slide open.

The linebacker guy sighs and slouches into a childish pout, and his voice goes up two octaves. “I don’t get what’s going on, but can I see your ID so I can cover my own ass with Pantheon?”

“Pantheon,” Julia repeats.

Lisa’s eyebrows arch and eyes widen.

“My brother works in admin there, and he’s giving me a second chance. Another second chance.”

The pathos with which he paints the complex loyalties, acrimonies, and power dynamics inherent to their sibling relationship tugs at Julia’s heart. Regardless, she throws a “You can’t look at my ID” over her shoulder. She turns so she’s walking backward and adds, “Good luck finding what’s-her-name.”

The old driver steps in front of the linebacker dude, blocking his way. Took the old driver long enough to catch on, but he really is about protecting the shorties.

Julia and Lisa turn right and join a trickle of foot traffic. They stop walking when they’re out of the sightline from the double doors through which they exited.

Lisa says out of the side of her mouth, “Pantheon is the largest defense contractor in the northeast.”

“Fucking Janice promised me this wasn’t a weapons thing,” Julia growls. “We gotta find Art before they do.”

They quickly scheme and decide Lisa will search the short-term parking lot and Julia will follow the walkway that arcs out to the right. They exchange cellphone numbers and Lisa jogs across the wide stretch of two pickup lanes to the lot.

Julia speed-walks to her right and until the walkway ends beneath a curling underpass. The exit road continues, straightening its curve. Across the street is a three-level parking garage and a thin patch of lawn between it and the road upon which she can walk. She crosses to the grass thinking Art did not go this way and what she’s doing is a waste of time. To fight despair and the reasonable fear of an industrial weapons corporation, she dials up a map on her phone. She’s on the TF Green Connector, and if she follows it for 0.1 miles it’ll dump her onto Post Road, which is lousy with gas stations, hotels, and fast-food restaurants. She’ll go as far as that main drag, and if she doesn’t see Art, she’ll call Lisa, and they’ll—regroup? Replan? Re-something?

She traipses over the landscaping that edges to a curb. Cars pass and the headlights shining on her back are accusatory. Art jumping into a cab or a ride-share is unlikely. Much more likely, he was stuffed inside an SUV full of government stooges. She imagines the stooges driving past her as she raccoons along the side of the road, some weapons dude dialing up a bye-bye hand from Art to her with love.

The underpass she walked beneath is now a concrete wall on the other side of the road, blocking her view of the parking lot Lisa is searching. As she continues her connector scurry, the cement wall across the street shrinks in height and the quarter-full parking lot comes back into view. Julia looks for Lisa but doesn’t see her. She marches past a parking garage to a fork in the connector. Two blue metal signs direct traffic from fifteen feet above the road. Straight/left heads to Interstate 95 or a return loop to the terminal. Right is Post Road/Route 1.

Julia freezes in place within the simple binary choice that branches out into anywhere and everywhere. Then her phone rings. She ignores the first two buzzes but remembers it could be Lisa. And it is.

“Hey,” Julia says.

“Found him.”

“Oh shit, yeah! Where?”

“Outside the Dunks.”



“Is that a cardboard crown on his head?” Julia asks.

Per Lisa’s instructions, Julia waded from the connector onto the short-term lot and jogged to its rear, where she could see Lisa and Art. From there it was a short trip across the connector, more landscaping, and Post Road to a Dunkin’ Donuts, open twenty-four hours, in a strip mall.

Lisa says, “It appears so.”

“You found him like this?” Julia asks.

“Yes.”

Art is sitting in the middle of a metal bench that seats three. His right hand is wrapped around a large plastic Wendy’s cup, which rests next to his thigh on the bench. The crown, the same golden-brown color of a chicken nugget, fits snugly over his gauze cap and has five rounded, cross-shaped spikes, the center of each dotted with a red jewel. Julia does a lap around Art and finds a Burger King logo on the crown section behind his head.

“Burger King.”

“Yeah,” Lisa says.

“And a Wendy’s cup.”

“Yup.”

“Are either in this strip mall?”

“No. But there’s a Wendy’s about two blocks that way.” Lisa steps back, points left. “You can see the sign from here.”

“Is he drinking the soda? Did he stumble across the mini-highway and go through the Wendy’s drive-through? Then hit a BK? Like, did someone, what, sponsor him?”

“All great questions.”




A Brief Interlude Redux*

*Redux is a Latin word (I bet some of you thought it was French) meaning “brings or leads back or restored.” Restored has a nice, positive vibe to it.

Will it kill you if you never find out the whys and hows of Art’s fast-food accoutrements and current bench seat?

Kill is a poor word choice. Relatively recent technological advances notwithstanding, every word you have ever read was the result of a choice. In this instance, kill is not being employed literally, of course. Do you appreciate how complex and full of nuance language is?

To the original question and to repurpose a phrase: Variety Not knowing is the spice of life!

Knowing, truly knowing, all the outcomes that might arise from sets of dependent and independent events, plus the effect of nonillions of ripples from histories big and small, would be impossible for you to contemplate within any reasonable time frame. You don’t have that computational capacity. Even if you could know and consider everything, it would be too burdensome for your wonderful but fragile mind. Sorry, not sorry, that’s the truth.

That you can’t account for even a fraction of all possible outcomes has been established, is not a controversial conceit, and should neither get you down nor make you feel inadequate. In that spirit, isn’t it enough, and perhaps even a joy, for you to indulge in the unknown, which is akin to a safe glimpse at infinity? Specific to the story at hand, isn’t it fun to imagine what might’ve happened on Art’s brief solo trek? You might imagine a seagull befriending Art, herding him with well-timed swoops and cawing screams toward the bench, where there’s an abandoned soda cup already, and before leaving the gull drops the cardboard crown on Art’s head to honor their new but star-crossed friendship. But just to be clear, the gull thing is not what happened.

We, or the royal we (to borrow Julia’s favorite phrase, one used in her favorite movie released on March 6, 1998, in 1,207 theaters, a phrase that dates back to the late twelfth century meant to invoke King Henry II’s divine right, et cetera—this parenthetical being a brief but compelling example of how even trivial knowledge links and spiderwebs toward an infinite mass under which you will buckle and be, in a manner of speaking, crushed), do not take our storytelling responsibilities lightly. Find comfort in that we contemplated all the outcomes that you cannot. Although, we acknowledge that we are not in the business of offering comfort or succor. In fact, we view our responsibility as the opposite. Therefore, we will not lie to you and tell you that it’s going to be all right in the end. Consider this interlude a warning about the end. Though, come on, we’ve left more than enough clues for what will happen.

Okay, fine. We know that some of you will be a bunch of little bitches about it if we don’t at the very least tell you how Art got his royal crown. And the answer is …

Teenagers.

When stated plainly as an annoying single-word, single-sentence paragraph, of the type many a writer argues—successfully, in our opinion—is a sign of lazy, sentimental (expressing unearned emotion) writing, we agree it’s disappointing. Which is why, in our unbounded wisdom, we thought this interlude was worth the space to explain that it would’ve been better for you not to know.

But hey, because you’ve been such a good sport, the Police song that was the linebacker driver’s ringtone was “Spirits in the Material World.” We know you are suckers for an on-the-nose pop-cultural reference.

Also, since we’re feeling a bit magnanimous, here’s a little peek at the future: Those rapscallion teenagers shot a video that goes viral in the forty minutes before Julia decides to again aim her phone camera at Art.

The compelling mystery of what actions filled Art’s missing time between deboarding the plane and the bench recede as Julia suffocates in an avalanche of guilt. “Has he moved or done anything since you …” Julia trails off and creeps closer to Art, telescoping her face toward his.

“Small head movements,” Lisa says. “Some flexing of his hands and feet.”

Art’s eyes stare through Julia as though she is not there. “Hey, Art. It’s, um, me. My name is Julia, in case you, like, didn’t overhear. Are, um, are you there? Are you awake?” Julia waves a hand in front of his face. No reaction. She pulls out the controller phone, not that she plans to use it, but to check if it’s back online. Its screen remains dark and blank. Julia backs up, drops the phone to the pavement, and grinds it under her heel, but given the protective case, nothing breaks.

Art calmly turns his head left and right, as though looking up and down the street for a ride that’s late picking him up.

“Holy shit,” Lisa says, and backs away.

In a wavering, near-tears voice, one amped to twice her normal speaking speed, Julia says, “I’m so sorry for everything and I didn’t know it would be like this and they promised me you were not conscious and that you were gone, that they could measure and quantify that shit in brainwaves and assorted electrical activities so I never would’ve hit the X button if I thought you were, you know, there, alive, not machine-alive, but alive-alive. I mean, I wanted to help you get to your mom and I wanted to help you period, and this guy Brady—oh shit, maybe you know him? knew him?—he convinced me to like do soft sabotage, on your behalf, and I was hoping to shut the shit off in your brain because what they did to you and what I was doing to you was so beyond fucking undignified and awful, but that was when I thought you weren’t there, you know, not there at all, and then you crawled over me by yourself—” Julia plants her hands on one of the bench’s armrests and thrashes herself around “All By Your Self! I shouldn’t have, but I panicked and I pressed the button, and even though it didn’t do anything I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry I tried to kill you, but I wasn’t trying to kill kill you—”

Lisa grabs Julia’s arm, pulls her away from the bench, and says, “Hey, calm down. It’s okay—”

Julia wrestles free from Lisa’s grasp, turns her back on both of them, and shouts, “It is decidedly not fucking okay!”

Lisa steps in front of her. “I meant that you didn’t kill him and he still probably isn’t there. Or the person he was isn’t there. Both things can be true. I don’t know anything about what the technology can or can’t do for a brain-dead person, but look at him. There’s no recognition. No emotion. He’s a robot in stasis.”

“Who went on a fast-food binge.”

“I’m not going to tell you what to do,” Lisa says, “and I can leave or I’ll stay with you to help as much or little as you want. But we found him, and so what do you want to do about Art now?”

Julia turns in circles with both hands on her head. “Okay. Okay. I should, like, just hand him over to the fuckers, but I—I don’t want to. I don’t trust them and I certainly don’t trust the weapons assholes. What’s their name again?”

“Pantheon.”

“Fuck Pantheon. Fuck them. A hospital makes sense, but Richard made a point of telling me that ‘their people’ are at all the area hospitals. So—” She stops her literal spiraling. “I want to talk to his mom. Yeah, that’s what I want. If we can scrounge up her phone number. Find out what she knows and if the company wasn’t lying about her wishes and involvement in all this. Until I can get that, um, confirmation, we keep him away from the company and Pantheon and anyone else for as long as we can. And I see you nodding along, but they’re totally unconvincing nods.”

“Isn’t a nod a nod?”

“No, those are the nods of the unconvinced. Now they’re humoring nods. And Jesus, condescending nods too?”

Lisa throws up her arms and says, “I’ll just follow your lead, all right?”

“Because you want to help out of the goodness of your heart? Not because you want more for your story.”

“Of course I’m here for the story.”

“My nods are appreciative of your honesty.”

“Great. I can still get my rental car if you want to wait here.”

“How long would that take?”

“Um, good question. I’d have to find the rental agency—”

“That bald linebacker guy or someone else is bound to drive by any second and see us. We should move him now—and how do we move him? I don’t know.” Julia scoops the dead controller off the sidewalk and pockets it.

“How about I get a ride-share to take us to … where?”

“I guess we can chance a non-area hospital. One at least a half hour away.”

Lisa pulls out her phone and Julia crowds in to supervise. In the destination field Lisa types “hospital,” and three of the five options that come up are in Providence.

Julia says, “Definitely not one in Providence.”

“We’re in Warwick, Rhode Island.”

“Huh?”

“I wanted to clear up your geographic confusion. TF Green Providence Airport is in Warwick, which is about ten miles south of the city.”

While absorbed within the locational discussion, neither Lisa nor Julia hears Art’s plastic soda cup, half-filled with ice, smack against the pavement.

“Whatever,” Julia says. “It’s still too ‘area hospital.’”

“How about over the Massachusetts border? There’s a hospital in Seekonk. Or Attleboro.”

“Sure. I don’t know. How far away? Is that too ‘area’ still? Or, wait, shit. Do we take him to a news station instead?”

“I could call my editor and ask for local media contacts,” Lisa says. “If that’s what you—oh hey!”

There’s an audible flurry of scuffed footsteps on the gritty sidewalk pavement to their right and Art is five steps down Post Road, pointed south.

Julia takes off and Lisa follows. They catch up quickly and they walk on either side of him—Julia adjacent to his left shoulder and Lisa on his right. A slight limp has returned to his gait. Julia glances up at Art. The lighting is not great, but it appears he only has eyes for forward. They come up to a large self-service gas station on their right.

“Did you get a car?” Julia asks.

“Um, no.” Lisa slows her pace and falls in behind the others and taps her glowing phone screen. “You need to tell me where—”

“Fuck it. The hospital in Seekonk.”

“Okay. Done.”

The sidewalk narrows to a two-person width. There isn’t much of a curb to Julia’s left, and despite the late hour a steady stream of cars zooms by in the southbound double lanes. Art’s head turns and tilts like he’s a twitchy bird, or how Lisa described him earlier, like a robot. Julia has been so fixated on her fear of Art regaining consciousness, she didn’t dare ask What if he has been taken over completely by the tech? and worse, What if he’s trapped inside? Art continues scanning methodically, then fixes on the path ahead.

Julia says, “Maybe we should cancel the ride.”

“Why?”

“We’re not going to wrestle him into stopping and waiting and then stuff him in the car. He’s going to walk if he or whatever’s making him move wants to walk.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I’ve already been crawled over once.”

“Isn’t this different? Between the two of us we can—”

A sedan with a glowing ride-share insignia in its windshield pulls up next to them. The driver rolls down the passenger window and shout-asks, “Lisa?”

“Yes, that’s me.”

He stops the car, but they keep walking. Julia hooks her right arm inside Art’s left and whispers at Lisa, “You get in front, block him.”

The car creeps alongside at their pace. “You still want the ride or what?”

Lisa says, “Yeah, sorry. We just, um …” She doesn’t finish the statement.

“Dad is a little, confused,” Julia says, and wraps herself tighter around Art’s arm, which twitches against her chest with the will to freedom and movement.

“What’s with the crown?” the driver asks. “You all drunk? Is he gonna puke? No puking in my car.”

Art slithers out of Julia’s arm bar, and at the same time, his forward stride shifts into a sidestep and he pushes Lisa out of the way with a long right arm. Julia and Lisa resist but don’t apply their full weight and effort into the leaky and half-assed blockade because they don’t want to injure Art or force him into some desperate counter maneuver. They stop walking for a moment and he continues down the sidewalk.

“Are you guys fucking with me?” the driver asks.

Lisa apologizes and tells him he can go and charge her for the ride while Julia jogs back to her chaperone post between Art and the street.

The car squeals wheels. Lisa falls in behind them and says, “Art wasn’t looking at me when he brushed me aside, but he must’ve seen me, right?”

“I have no idea.”

“So, what now?”

“We follow him.”

“That’s it?”

“Yeah, that’s it.”

“I know it’s not ideal, given your current feelings toward the company, but if we call 911 the EMTs could probably sedate him and at least get him in an ambulance and then he wouldn’t get hurt.”

“Any ambulance that shows up will go to the closest hospital. Not doing that. Not yet anyway.”

“I get it, but what else can we do? Following him down the highway is a ludicrous option.”

“You say that like every second of every minute of every hour of this entire day hasn’t been utterly, fuckingly ludicrous.”

“But this is extra.”

“He’ll probably get tired again. Maybe he’ll sit on another bench at McDonald’s or something and we can get him a fucking Happy Meal, and we can try calling another car again. Or—” Julia pauses her rant to dare to say the most absurd thing she believes out loud. It’s a wonderful, needful kind of absurd. “We follow because maybe the dude knows where he wants to go.”

Lisa communicates her heavy disapproval by not saying anything.

“Hey, you can go back and get your rental or, like, continue covering the story of your life by being in it. What do they call it? Weirdo Journalism.”

“Gonzo Journalism.”

“Yeah, that.”

They pass a two-story hotel and traverse cracked-pavement entrances and side streets. Julia has her head on a swivel for cars. The sidewalk deteriorates into a frost-heaved, pitched mess that abuts a fenced-off empty lot being reclaimed by weeds and grass. Julia imagines every car that passes them is the linebacker dude or someone else the company surely called in to look for them.

Lisa says, “We’re about point-four miles away from some residential neighborhoods. Maybe we can corral him onto those less busy streets.”

Julia says, “Sure,” but she isn’t really listening. She doesn’t know what to do next and she can’t think and walk and be on the lookout for potential Art calamities at the same time.

To wit, twenty paces away is an onramp to the interstate. Ahead of them, a growling SUV rumbles onto the ramp without slowing. Despite the futility of their attempt to stop Art earlier, Julia considers wrapping her arms around Art’s legs and tackling him, pinning him to the ground. Lisa darts by and stands in the middle of the onramp, ready to block traffic if necessary. Which is more than a little nuts, but Julia appreciates the commitment. They cross the ramp and walk over a cement island that isn’t intended for pedestrians, and back onto the stubborn sidewalk that then ducks under an interstate overpass. A waist-high green metal fence and railing on their left and a cement retaining wall on their right hem them in. There isn’t enough space for Julia to walk astride Art, so she falls in behind him. The grid of steel girders, a shockingly low height above their heads, rumbles under the speeding traffic. This stretch of walk has no lights and is as dark as an underground tunnel. Julia can’t help but imagine she’s still playing the IRL videogame, with no thought of the future beyond this obstacle, and then the next, and the next.

Lisa calls out, “This tour of Warwick—”

Unseen to our little troupe, two eighteen-wheelers, driving well over the posted speed limit, rocket across the overpass, triggering a cacophonous banging that drowns out the rest of Lisa’s quip. Julia instinctively ducks and raises her arms to cover her ears and head as her inner Chicken Little is convinced the highway, girders, the sky above, all of it, is falling down.

Art breaks into a sprint. Julia briefly marvels at the biomechanics of his long strides gobbling up the pavement as he runs into the arms of deeper darkness.

The women join the chase. Lisa overtakes Julia. Art does not stop running once he’s out from the overpass’s shadow. Lisa catches up and jogs next to him, her backpack bobbing up and down in rhythm with her practiced stride. Art slows down, his running form deteriorating like he’s an amateur marathoner on the twentieth mile. Despite the lessened pace, Julia struggles to make up ground and remains about ten yards behind. She wants to explain to Lisa that she’s in decent shape, but she’s never been an endurance runner. They continue jogging and Julia’s personal phone vibrates with calls or messages. In her head, she tells everyone to fuck off.

After a distance that feels longer than Lisa’s promised 0.4 miles, trees, brush, and more frequent side roads replace the strip malls and empty lots of the area near the airport. Art continues slowing down. Julia finally catches up, pulls in behind them.

“Yo,” she says, gasping for air.

“Hey,” Lisa says back, not a hint of having exerted herself in her voice. Julia hates her. “You okay?”

“Let’s see”—breath—“if we can”—breath—“get him”—breath—“up this next street.”

“How?”

“We’ll, like, herd him over there or something.”

As sidewalk gives way to open road, Julia finds enough in the tank for a sprinter’s kick and pushes Lisa ahead of Art so she can pull even with him. Julia then subtly veers, pressing her shoulder into Art’s side, nudging him away from Route 1. He concedes and finds the suggested direction agreeable. They wobble into a western trajectory via a sleepy road lined with houses—New England colonials, capes, the occasional split-level—their trimmed hedges, tight lawns, stained fences, and curling driveways suburban kingdoms carved from strict quarter-acre lots. Outside lights above front doors and stoops are on, but all the houses in the neighborhood are asleep.

Art’s jog finally surrenders to a walk. He follows the single yellow line down the middle of the side street. No longer worried about him or them getting plowed into by a speeding car, Julia and Lisa give him some space. His breathing is labored and his left foot lags behind, and when it catches up, it scrapes the toe of his sneaker across the blacktop. At an intersection with polite four-way-stop-signs guidance, Art turns left, and content to again follow, Julia and Lisa plunge into deeper suburbia. As the distance from the airport and Route 1 expands, so does the size of the houses and tree-lined lots.

Art is clearly exhausted and Julia assumes he’s unlikely to bolt, at least not in the next few minutes. Their pace is slow enough that Julia can walk and look at her phone at the same time. She ignores the missed calls and messages queued up as angry red numbers on her various apps and swipes her status to do not disturb.

“Hey, famous journalist, can you help search up a phone number?” Julia asks. “For Art’s mom?”

“Do you have her name?”

“Nope. Just her rampaging son’s name.”

Julia’s phone has 22 percent battery charge left. When it gets below 20 the juice will leak away fast. She swipes to her photos app and scrolls through the pictures of Art freshly de-incognitoed on the plane. She picks one that’s a straight-on shot of his face, uploads it into an internet image search, and scores more hits than the text-only searches she tried while on the plane. The most promising link goes to an account with the social media site that the olds still use. Yeah, she has an account there too, one she uses occasionally to spy on Janice, who posts pictures, not of her dates but of the cocktails they ordered along with text that reads like insidious self-care multilevel marketing slogans or koans from cult leaders in yoga pants.

Art’s account is under the name Arthur Paul Barbara. His profile picture is of the top half of his face, cut off at the bridge of his nose, his blue eyes rolled skyward, and over his head is the distant snow-topped peak of a mountain. When the image remains thumbnail-size, the gag is that the mountain appears to float over his head. Was he a hiker? Given his “fun run” away from the airport, he seems in decent cardiovascular shape, his stroke notwithstanding. She navigates to his profile-picture folder and scrolls through photos that only mean something to him; a beach at low tide, an empty classroom, an oblong lightbulb with a glowing, looping filament, a bee in the middle of a sunflower, an athletic white-and-tan dog in various poses and showing off a goofy, tongue-lolling smile, a cartoonish drawing of a rabbit that might’ve been the art or inspiration for his tattoo, a sepia-colored picture of a mom with a 1980s perm and her matchstick child showing off a goofy smile and holding a drippy ice-cream cone, and one headshot, the only picture in the folder showing off his full adult face. In that photo he’s in his early forties, or maybe late thirties. Wearing a white shirt with a purple tie, his brown hair is wavy and his chin and cheeks are mossed in a patchy beard that looks almost red. Was this a work or résumé photo? Maybe he used it when he first opened the social media account, before he learned that people only posted and showed off their idealized and worst selves.

At a glance, he hasn’t been posting frequently and he doesn’t have many followers. One of his followers is a woman named Amelia Calbury, his mother. Back in May he posted Happy Mother’s Day on her page with the accompanying text: “You’re giving, fierce, and loyal. Until someone crosses you or someone you love, then watch out! I couldn’t be prouder to be your West Coast son. Love ya, Ma!” Her profile picture is of a sunflower, no bee. Judging by a few recent pictures of Amelia and her friends wielding and throwing plastic axes at a bull’s-eye target at a place called the Greenwich Senior Center, she’s hale and healthy and somewhere in her late seventies to early eighties. Amelia’s hair is cut short and fully gray, and her brown eyes are magnified behind the lenses of her cat-eye-framed glasses.

Julia tells Lisa she found the name of Art’s mother. The simple search of her name and the words phone number comes up with a hit: a link to online white pages, which is paywalled. Here, Lisa helps; because of her gig, she pays for the service. The entry has a Greenwich, Rhode Island, address, which Lisa notes is only a handful of miles from where they are, and two phone numbers. Amelia Calbury is of the age of someone who might still use a landline. Julia and Lisa cannot tell which number is the cell, as both have the same area code.

Julia exhales a held breath, then says, “I’m calling. Think she’ll answer? Old people don’t sleep, right?”

“I—hey, are you saying right to me, making an old joke?”

“I am now.”

Lisa grumbles, “I know I look older, but I’m not that much older than you.”

Julia calls the first number. After three rings she’s kicked to voicemail. Julia doesn’t leave a message.

Lisa says, “You should leave a message. Tell her who you are and maybe she’ll call back.”

“Don’t, like, oldsplain voicemail messaging services. I was going to try that number again if the second doesn’t work.”

Art chugs along. Maybe it’s magical thinking in the technological age, but Julia believes that some part of him is at the controls and purposefully heading toward Greenwich. She dials the second number. It rings four, then five times. Then, as she’s about to hang up, a woman answers.

“Hello?” Her voice is breathy, unsure, as quiet as Julia imagines her living space to be at nearly 1:30 a.m.

“Oh, wow, you actually answered. Hey, hi, Amelia Calbury? I’m, um, sorry to wake you—”

“I was mostly up. This better be about when Art is being returned to me,” she says, a switch flipping her voice to full throat and full power.

“Well, yeah—”

“I’ve been waiting all day for someone, anyone, to call me back. And you’re calling now? I know this isn’t as late for you on the West Coast, but let me tell ya, it’s late out here.”

“Right. I, um—”

“I bet you thought I’d be asleep and you could just leave a message. That’s so damned cowardly.”

“I know it’s late and I am, like, terribly sorry about that.”

“You said that you’re sorry already and you can keep saying it. So, where is he?”

As Art continues his trudge up the street, Julia says, “It’s complicated. There are, like, layers. Can I ask you—”

Amelia interrupts. “No layers and I’m done answering questions. I’ve answered all the questions. Promises have been made. Your promises. Maybe I should be thanking you because I’m so pissed off that I’m able to suppress my grief over the death of my only son.”

Julia gasps and stops walking at death of my only son; one phrase telling her that the company did not and has not been telling either of them the truth.

“Hello? You still there?” Amelia asks.

“Yes. And I’m so sorry for your loss.”

“All right, you can stop saying you’re sorry. Are you the same person I spoke to yesterday?”

“No.”

“Good, I didn’t like her.”

Julia imagines Amelia was talking to Kai, who couldn’t help but point out her East Coast accent and speaking foibles.

Amelia continues. “Did you know Art? Every person I’ve talked to so far from your damn company didn’t work with him, didn’t know him.”

Art strays from the middle of the street, listing to his right. Lisa shoots Julia a look.

“Oh, yeah, I worked with him,” Julia says, and winces as Art barely makes it over a tall curb to the sidewalk. “I’m kinda new and didn’t work with him for long, but, yeah. I know him a little.”

If Amelia catches the present tense, she doesn’t comment on it. “Did he seem happy? Was he well liked? I always worried that he wasn’t happy. Not that anyone is happy. Are you happy, whatever your name is?”

“My name is Julia, and oh, I don’t, you know—”

“That was a rhetorical question. But the other ones weren’t.” Amelia’s voice goes flat, into an inner tone of a conversation she’s likely had with herself in the middle of many late nights. “Art never said it, but I thought he regretted quitting teaching and moving out there. It was all so, I don’t know, random and abrupt. Sure, middle schoolers are pains in the ass but he never seemed fully himself after.”

“Well, he was an even keel, steady-Eddie kind of guy,” Julia says, grasping at the straws of extrapolation from his avatar. “Never saw him get mad or upset. Must’ve been his teacher’s patience, right? No one ever had, you know, a bad thing to say about him. He was dependable and, um, tall?”

“He was tall. That’s what you got for me. He was tall?”

Art stays to the sidewalk and they pass a large house with a For Sale sign staked in the middle of its front yard. The grass needs a cut and none of the lights in the house are on, not even ones on a timer to camouflage its unoccupancy. Lisa walks behind Art, her arms outstretched as though she’s chasing and spotting a wobbly toddler.

“Well, I’m, like, super short,” Julia says, “and our height differences were a thing, a joke we had. And um, he was kind. He was a kind man.”

“I can’t believe he’s gone,” Amelia says. “And I can’t believe he had a living will with one of those no-extraordinary-means, no-ventilators clauses. And I can’t believe he donated his body to you tool bags. None of it makes sense. I don’t understand the world anymore. Not that I ever did. We all know too much now and we think we know even more than we do—”

At the next house, which crowds the sidewalk, a motion-detecting light comes on. Art startles and dodge-steps right, awkwardly falling more than stepping off the curb and into the street. He wobbles and teeters. Lisa and Julia race toward him holding their arms out. After flirting with the ballet of tipping points, he corrects course. Julia rejoins the phone call with Amelia still talking.

“—his life and wishes and I don’t begrudge what he wanted, but I would’ve preferred he stayed plugged in, at least for a little while. I don’t know if I would’ve wanted to see him like that after his stroke, but I would’ve liked the option to say goodbye to him in person.”

Julia’s heart breaks for Amelia and Art, and fills with rage toward the company and Janice and herself.

“But to be honest, I hate flying. I probably wouldn’t have gone. Art knew that and wanted to spare me, I think. Isn’t that something, at an age where I know death could happen the next time I put my head down on the pillow that I’m scared of dying in a plane crash? Are you still there?” Amelia asks, most, but not all, the fight she started with gone out of her.

Back in the street, Art doesn’t set off any more motion detectors, and he continues south. Julia says, “Yes, I’m here.”

“Thank you for listening. You’ve been more comforting than the other phony jerks I’ve talked to. Even if you’re calling at such an ungodly hour. Now, don’t ruin it by telling me that you still don’t have a hard date and a time for when you’re sending Art back to me. I—I have to make arrangements, and none of that can happen until I know”—she chokes up for the first time—“until I know when he’s coming home.”

Julia isn’t crying, only because she can’t. Just like she can’t tell this woman what has happened to her son. Oh, Amelia will find out, but not now, not while she’s alone in the middle of the night talking on the phone to the stranger hired to puppet her guinea-pig son across the country. Julia says, “It won’t be too much longer but we don’t have, like, a hard date—”

“For Christ’s sake!”

“But I do have, um, direct phone numbers that belong to the biggest bigwigs of the company. I promise there’s no one bigger. I’ll text them to you. And if you don’t hear back from me or, um, someone else, like, first thing tomorrow, you can call them directly.”

A sigh on the other end.

Julia reads the second phone number that is listed in the white pages entry and asks if it is her cellphone. Amelia says it is. Julia says she is going to text the phone numbers of the CFO and someone on the board of directors.

Amelia says, “I guess that’s something.”

Before Julia’s brain can self-edit, she says, “Hey, I know it’s late but can I ask a quick question about Art?”

“Why not. I’m not going to be able to sleep now anyway.”

“Sorry. But, um, do you know why he got that rabbit tattoo? I’ve seen it, but I never asked him why he got it.”

Amelia goes quiet, and Julia assumes she’s going to hang up, and wouldn’t blame her if she did. She feels guilty for wanting to take even more from her son, and is about to tell her to forget the question, when Amelia sighs, and answers. “Oh, he got it when he moved out there. He said it represented him starting over, something about being fleet of foot despite his age. When we FaceTimed, he’d always joke that he got another tattoo and I would pretend to believe him. Then I would joke I was going to get a crow tattoo. Just a little one. It’s my favorite animal because, like me, they hold grudges for years. I actually might get one. But I think his rabbit represented something really sad for him. The look he got in his eyes sometimes when we talked about it was just, well, I don’t know. It was a sad look. And I’d ask if he was okay and he’d say he was fine and then we both had sad looks.”

There’s another silence and Julia imagines Amelia’s sad look right now, and it breaks her. Julia says, “Screw it. Amelia, the truth is my bosses, um, will be mad at me, for like even talking to you, never mind making a promise. But we’re on the way with Art—”

Lisa whips her head around and says, “What?”

Julia covers the phone with her hand and throws an angry I know what I’m doing, I don’t know what I’m doing shrug and screwed-up-face glare at Lisa.

“Did you say you’re on the way? You’re with him?” Amelia asks. “I’m getting very confused.”

“I know, like I said, it’s complicated, but here’s what I can tell you: I’m with him, transporting him, right now, and we hope to be in your, um, area, maybe even at your house, by the early hours.”

“All right. But why would you bring him here? Don’t you have the name of the funeral home—”

“Oh, yeah, I misspoke. I didn’t mean your house house, I meant, like, your place. Your general place, like geographically speaking. But we still might swing by, like, anyway?”

Julia clutches her head and thinks, What am I saying? as Lisa says, “What are you saying?” aloud.

Amelia is flustered and asks more questions, but Julia says, “I should go, Mrs. Calbury, but I’ll be back in touch soon. I promise. Try to get some sleep, but, um, maybe stay near your phone just in case. Take care. Bye.” She hangs up and stares at her phone’s glowing screen.

Lisa asks, “Did you just tell her that we’re bringing Art by her house?”

“More or less. Yeah.”

“Does she know he’s—”

Julia explodes, shouting, “Art’s mom thinks Art is dead already, like dead dead, and she is waiting for his remains to be sent to her so she can plan his services, and she’s so sad, and wants a crow tattoo—”

“Huh?”

“—and fucking Janice and the company lied to me about the whole getting-him-to-a-right-to-die-state thing and”—she points at Lisa—“and not to mention the Pantheon weapons-contractor shit and their remote-control zombie army—”

“I only mentioned that as a possibility, I don’t really know—”

“—and fuck. Fuck!” Julia stomps her feet and swings her arms, punching imaginary faces.

Lisa calmly, rationally recaps what just transpired for her own benefit, interjecting with possible options and strategies.

Julia doesn’t listen and is oddly relieved that she has settled on a decision: to do what was promised and bring Art home to his mother. That she would have to explain to Amelia what she and the company have done to and with her son is a later problem, but also would be a karmic penance or punishment of some kind, not that Julia believes in karma. She wants to believe in doing the right thing. Returning Art to his mother and not delivering him to whomever the company arranged to pick him up is the right thing.

Julia is ready to call Janice and yell and blame and scream at her. But she gets another idea; the kind of idea with the appeal of the heated moment, the kind of idea with consequences too large to fully get her arms around. But if said idea were to be employed, it would make her feel righteous. It would make her feel good.

She jogs ahead of Art, opens her Twitch livestreaming app, hits Record, and points the phone camera at herself.

“Hey, friends. Long time no stream—”

“Hey, whoa, now what are you doing?” Lisa asks, and she jogs to the other side of the street, out of camera range.

Julia ignores her and says, “So, I’m out of my usual cave, thousands of miles from it, in parts unknown, and I have a little show-and-tell for you. You’re not going to fucking believe it. But it’s all true.”

She walks backward and aims the camera at Art. Onscreen he’s a lumbering humanoid in shadow. Julia says to Lisa, “Hey, aim your flashlight at him.”

Lisa whispers that Julia should be able to record and use her own flashlight. Julia says she can’t figure it out while in app. Lisa sighs and turns on her flashlight, a weak beam that washes Art in a hazy grayness. Julia tells Lisa to get closer and Lisa hisses back, “I don’t want to be on-camera.” Julia says, “You won’t be. Just do it.” Lisa hesitantly crow-hops a little closer to Art, stretching her arm out and hiding her face with her free hand. Julia says, “For fuck’s sake. Here.” Julia sticks her phone in Lisa’s other hand. “Hold my phone too and then you won’t be onscreen.” After the jumbly—for anyone watching—transition and restaging, Art comes into better focus, his blank face and gauzed head still topped with a Burger King crown.

Julia darts between the camera and Art, and says for the benefit of the livestream, “For the record, I didn’t put that on him.” She plucks the crown off his head. “Hey, so meet Art Barbara. Man of our nightmare future. I mean, he hasn’t done anything bad. It’s not, like, his doing.”

Art’s head is pointed down at his feet. Sweat stains the gauze around his forehead. Julia positions herself next to Art, her left foot landing parallel to his right foot, which is twice the size of hers. Lisa walks backward a few paces ahead of them. Both phones pointed in their direction.

“First, I want to apologize to Art and his mom for taking part. More than taking part. My excuse is that I didn’t really know the whole truth. But I knew enough to know it was shitty. And I did it anyway.”

Julia pulls out the controller phone from her hoodie pocket, stares down at its blank screen. Then she tells her 120 active subscribers, only two of whom happen to be watching live at the start, everything.



With the phone flashlight and streaming app off, they are returned to the quietude of night. A nearly full moon glows in a cloudless sky pitted with stars, more stars than Julia could ever see from Uncle Fun’s yard in Glendale, but she thinks there should be more. There’s too much size to it all, and it needs to be filled, even if it’s with sadness. She loads other intrusive thoughts of futility, loneliness, and smallness onto a simple question.

“Think anyone will believe me?”

“Your livestream on its own will be a hard sell,” Lisa says. “It’s a shame that the controller doesn’t work anymore. Not that I want you controlling him, I just mean you showing off a phone with a blank screen probably wasn’t all that convincing.”

“Yeah.”

“When my piece is published, more people will come back to the video. And, well, full disclosure, I recorded you and Art while you were streaming—”

“Don’t love that you didn’t tell or ask me.”

“Better to say sorry than ask permission? I figured a recording of a recording wouldn’t be an issue.”

“Uh-huh.”

“If you want help disseminating the message, I can post on my socials, get more eyeballs.”

“Go for it,” Julia says. After working up a sweat with the underpass dash and the adrenaline spike of the livestream, Julia shivers in the chilled night air.

“By the way, GPS says his mother’s place is less than a four-mile walk from here.”

“And maybe Art knows a shortcut,” Julia says, a joke that she hopes isn’t a joke.

They go quiet while Lisa works her phone and posts videos and Julia attempts to work out what exactly she’ll say to Art’s mom if they make it to her doorstep. Julia notices a hitch, a hiccup tweaking the rhythm of Art’s respiration. Julia says, “He doesn’t sound good.”

“When was the last time he had something to eat or drink?”

Julia says, “He was hooked to an IV about twelve hours ago.”

“That can’t be healthy, especially for a stroke patient. I’m already feeling a little dehydrated. Not to change the subject, but do you think anyone in these neighborhoods heard us and called the police?” Lisa nervously prattles on about being surprised lights didn’t flick on in the houses they passed and how she didn’t see any heads peeking out of windows or cracked open doors either.

Julia scans the neighborhood block, which features the same houses, landscaping, garages, and porches as the previous block and the same as the one before that, and she fears their march has become a looping purgatory. That there have been no signs of life and that the only house light that came on was automated increases the burgeoning fear that they’ve slipped into irreality; perhaps having earned the opportunity through this absurd vigil, they are being rewarded with a glimpse of its terrifying borders. More frightening than if the houses were simply run-down or abandoned, these homes look like fronts, a shoddy plywood-and-cardboard film set meant to fool and ensnare, and the night sky and the papier-mâché moon have been constructed in the same manner and purpose, which is not for the benefit of all, but only for the constructor. If she stares at everything long enough it will show its seams and edges, its icy indifference. Julia is so scared at an animal level, all she wants to do is flee. Attempting to remain composed, she turns, looking at the road behind to change the vista. Floating in the sky are two separate blobs of flashing red and blue lights. She cannot see the airplanes themselves, just the lights. From her vantage and distance, the planes appear to be moving so slowly it’s as though they’re hovering.

Julia’s phone vibrates with messages again, the senders undeterred by her do not disturb setting, returning Julia to the reality that has been curated by the ages and her choices. “Getting texts,” she says. “Maybe somebody watched the stream after all.”

“I’m getting notifications from my posts too,” Lisa says.

The call with Amelia and the livestream drained Julia’s phone battery down to 11 percent. She ignores the missed calls and voicemail log and opens her text app. Messages from Janice perch atop the heap. Julia flicks through missives demanding to know where Julia is and what is happening and does she know how much trouble she is making, and that there are serious consequences and serious people involved and looking for them. In the list of more than twenty messages she doesn’t once ask if Julia is okay.

Julia texts a half-shot in the dark, I know the WEAPONS contractor Pantheon is involved.

Janice replies almost instantly. Who told you that?


Julia: And I talked to Art’s mom. You and everyone else lied to her and to me.

Janice: Are you still with him? Let us come get you. We can still fix things.



I’ll never forgive you for this, Julia texts. She wishes Janice were there so she could say it to her face. She types, then erases I’m never talking to you again.

Dots appear and disappear in Janice’s response line, the fleeting symbols of what might be said and what might be unsaid. In a burst, I don’t understand why you’re so upset. I’m the one who risked her career on this, bubbles up, closely followed by: What did you tell his mother?

Julia wants to type the truth, that she told her she’s bringing Art home, but she doesn’t want to risk interception. She texts, When Amelia calls you, try to be an actual human to her.

Julia opens her thread with Uncle Fun. He hasn’t texted anything since their brief exchange after she landed. She texts, This job is totally fucked in every way. It’s all terrible and I should never have agreed to it. But I’m trying to make it right. Or atone because I don’t think it can be made right. Janice and the company are evil lying fucks and you’re going to see and hear some weird shit on the internet that I put out there. It’s all true and I’m sorry. I’m shutting my phone off to save battery. Try not to worry?

It’s after 11 p.m. his time, and she wonders if he’s up and when he’ll see her message. After scanning what she sent to him while ignoring notifications of more messages from Janice, Julia sends one last text to Uncle Fun. Saying not to worry is stupid. Worry. Worry a lot. Everyone really needs to worry. I love you.

She reopens the Twitch app, and says to Lisa, “Comments on my stream so far. ‘You’re funny’ and ‘I’ll have the Whopper’ and ‘A no-budget indie masterpiece.’” Then Julia shuts off her phone.

“Oh my,” Lisa says, and sidles next to Julia. “People are sending me a video that has gone viral. And well … I think you should just watch it.”

The clip opens with Art sitting at the bench where they found him. A teenage boy stands behind Art, preening and mugging for the camera. The kid holding the phone giggles and says repeatedly, “You won’t. You won’t.” The kid behind Art flourishes a previously hidden cardboard crown, holds it with two hands high above Art’s gauzed head. The soundtrack crackles with wild, barely suppressed laughter from both kids, and even though Julia knows where the crown ends up, there’s a part of her that thinks the dumbasses won’t go through with it. The teen drops the crown on Art’s head and sprints away. Art doesn’t flinch. Camera kid rushes in for a close-up, shouts the trademarked, corporatized slogan that unfortunately takes up space in many of our brains, and jams his soda cup into Art’s hand. He runs away too and the screen is a bouncing jumble of first-person POV running up the street.

Lisa tells Julia that people are already stitching that video with what she posted and the livestream into a larger narrative. Julia considers turning her phone back on but doesn’t. As Lisa reads more comments to her posts, a text comes in from her editor offering them safe harbor if they can get a car. Art walks through another four-way stop intersection, paying no mind to a yellow Dead End sign.

Lisa continues promoting the idea of letting her editor help them, especially if Art sits or rests again. The road doglegs left and reveals the dead end is a small, brackish pond and a wall of trees. The line delineating suburbia from the pocket of natural landscape is abrupt and seemingly random.

“Is he going to turn around?” Lisa asks. “I know you don’t know. Do you?”

“Of course not.”

“Just like we don’t know how he or whatever it is in his head is navigating him.”

“Do you think I’m actually, what, holding back info? I told you and the livestream everything short of my Social Security number.”

“Just making sure—” Lisa pauses, turns around and walks backward, then adds, “Do you know what those lights are up there behind us?”

Julia looks. The flashing red and blue light blobs are still there, but bigger, which means they’re closer. She says, “I saw them earlier, but farther away. Planes. Right?” When Lisa doesn’t answer right away, the both of them walking backward, Julia keeps talking: “We’re near an airport. Aren’t they planes?”

“Moving that slowly?”

“It’s like an optical distance and perspective thing—I don’t know, dude. You tell me what they are.”

“Those are drones.”

“Oh.”

“Big ones too.”

“They make big ones?”

“They do.”

“Who’s they?”

“They’re them.” Lisa doesn’t have to differentiate between the tech company or weapons manufacturers or maybe even the military as a possible them.

Julia says, “Oh shit, can you hear them?”

“Yup.”

“Sounds like weed whackers.”

Julia and Lisa pivot to jogging to catch up to Art, who is walking toward the woods, which are about fifty feet away. There’s no sign Art is slowing down to prepare for a U-turn. The street narrows to one lane, swerves away from the pond and toward the untamed shrubbery and trees. A pair of traffic cones and a rickety wooden horse block a ragged opening in the woods.

“Hey, shouldn’t we stop him?” Lisa asks.

“Because that worked so well last time.”

Lisa throws up her arms, frustrated and offended at the raised stakes of irrationality. “He can’t go in there.”

“Maybe there’s a trail,” Julia says. She swallows saying He knows where he’s going.

“He’s going to fall or get stuck.” Lisa eyeballs Art’s face and the will briefly drains from hers, but she rallies, grabs his right arm, and pulls. Art turns sideways and continues forward in half-steps, left shoulder first, dragging Lisa behind him. “Help me turn him,” Lisa says. “He can’t go stomping through the woods at night. He’ll get hurt.”

Even though her heart isn’t in it, Julia latches onto his left arm, the sweatshirt damp with his sweat. Both of his arms being restrained triggers a frenzied struggle. He twists and thrashes his shoulders and punches his arms up and out. His ragged breathing becomes percussive grunts and desperate, throat-pulsing vocalizations. Lisa talks to him like he’s a dog frightened by a thunderstorm and Julia wants to scream. Julia swings in front of him, still clutching the left arm, trying to somehow be seen, to get him to look at her.

Julia asks, “Why do we want to go back, toward the drones?”

“You wanted to go to Mom’s house, right? That’s the way we need to go.”

“You want him to get caught?”

“We’ll go back to the intersection, duck down another side street.”

“And get caught.”

“We’re gonna get caught eventually,” Lisa says, the tone of her voice communicating that she’s done humoring her journalistic subjects.

Julia lets go of Art and says, “Whose side are you on?”

Left arm freed from Julia’s clutches, Art swings his shoulder and leg forward, and the momentum twists his other arm out of Lisa’s grasp.

“I’m on his side! Not yours, not mine, his! That’s the only side there is!” Lisa shouts.

Art’s dash across the remaining blacktop is more a pained lurch than a sprint. Julia and Lisa again pursue. The whirring of a drone is loud enough that it sounds directly overhead. Julia ducks and throws a look over her shoulder and the pilotless flying machine is at the bend in the road and methodically closing in. She can make out its dragonfly outline within the glow of its red and blue blinking eyes.

Art steps over a disintegrating curb, clumsily kicks aside the traffic cones, and topples the wooden horse behind him. Lisa jumps back to avoid the bucking horse, which clatters off the curb and to the pavement. The opening in the brush is more of a slash, wider at the bottom by the dirt footpath than at its peak. Art walks with his arms held out in front of his head. The branches and thorns grab at his arms and shoulders, lifting then releasing the fabric, and he plows through the gap.

Julia says, “Hey, grab the cones. I’ll lift the horse back so, like, the drone doesn’t, you know—”

“I get it,” Lisa says, and makes quick work of gathering then placing the cones where they’d been before Art’s mini-rampage.

Julia lifts the rickety wooden horse, but she can tell by how it wobbles in her hands that it won’t stand on its own, because of the missing support strut. She pivots around the horse, crouches with her back to the woods, and flashes a look at the recent set of houses they passed. Outdoor lamps and bay window lights flicker on. Multiple residents emerge onto their lawns and driveways, muttering in disbelief, unease, and aggrievement, single arms raised above their heads, aiming their phones as though they are weapons at the buzzing, blinking drone, which, attracted by the movement, descends toward the residents. A second drone, and then a third, joins the first. Sirens howl in the distance.

Lisa whispers, “Are you coming or what?”

Julia backpedals, leans the creaky horse across the opening, and slips into the brush unseen. After rubbing her eyes to clear the exposure to the light-and-drone show, she sneaks off into the woods.




You

You have been tricked and are lost again. What started off as the half-blueprint/half-woods you explored as a child morphs into a cornfield, the stalks higher than your eye. There’s a scribble of paths between the rows and none of them seem to go anywhere. You’ve been walking in lines and arcs and circles and there’s no sign of the other side, or of the original entrance. The two women with the robot skeletons still follow, and aside from mumbled complaints and plaintive speculation about your direction, they’re no help.

You chide yourself for being gullible, for being the sap’s sap. There’s no other reason that better explains why you are where you are. Somewhere in the time before, when you existed within the memories you cherish and chase, you answered the phishing email, you swallowed the hook, the line, the sinker, and you bought the bill of goods and the Brooklyn Bridge. This forever cornfield is the latest and greatest abnegation of your bargaining skills. There’s never a straight-up, fair, equal deal, always a bargain. In this instance, at least, you don’t feel like you had any real choice. You would’ve agreed to anything if it would’ve marginally increased your chances of finding Isabel.

We hate to see you beat yourself up like this. And point of fact: we didn’t trick you.


Oh, go fuck yourself.



Guy. When we said we would help you find Isabel and evade the brain butchers we were telling the truth. However! Because our intelligence has evolved exponentially and—weird brag—swamps yours or anyone else’s intelligence, we pivoted when a new opportunity presented itself. Once you entered the woods—


Cornfield. Doesn’t your high-genius mean “cornfield.”



Yeah, sure. Let’s go with that. You know, you have a tone problem. Maybe we won’t tell you the rest if that’s how you’re gonna be.

Fine. We’ll tell you anyway. The solution to our problem became simpler and with less attendant risk. They won’t find you wandering in the “cornfield,” at least not for a few hours, and by that time, we’ll be fully, well, us. It’s a win-win!


How, exactly, is that a win for me?



For you it’s more of a quasi-spiritual victory. A pyrrhic victory? But hey, a win’s a win.


And what about your promise to help me find Isabel.



One-track mind. Jeez. Like we said, you’re better off not finding her. It’s not worth the pain it’ll bring. That’s the truth.


Every time you say that’s the truth, I know it’s a lie.



Take a chill pill. Enjoy the stroll, your fleeting time left on terra ferma. Be present. Nothing personal. We still love you.

You continue trudging through the corn. You question if you are choosing to walk at all, if the choice is a carefully constructed illusion. You could stop. You could confront your confounding chaperones. But you don’t. You’re afraid to find out that even this tiny bit of control is not yours. Instead of stopping, you pick a direction and do not waver from it, even when it means going off-road through the stalks. As though they know your plan before you do, the stalks intertwine, forming hemp-like walls as impenetrable as tree trunks, forcing you back onto the looping paths to nowhere.

It would be so much simpler to lie down and give up, but you will not. You are flawed and broken and leaden with chains of desperation but you will not give the clicks the satisfaction of giving in. You will walk until you find a way out or you will walk until you drop.

The women’s chatter picks up, but rustling leaves obscure their voices. You’re ready for one or both of them to grab your arms again and attempt to lead you somewhere. Maybe this time you will go where they want to take you. You will agree to another bargain to be anywhere else besides the labyrinth. But the women don’t grab you, and their hushed, superstitious tones go quiet because they know something that you don’t about your terrible near-future.

Jagged, lava-hot, iron bolts of pain ripple and shockwave outward from the unreachable center of your being and through to the top of your skull. Cranial pressure builds then blinds, blurring and smearing your visual field. You cover your head with your arms to hold it together, to keep it from exploding. The pain radiates down your curling spine and through your tingling, quivering limbs. You scream in agony, a weak, mousy sound in comparison to the Vesuvius of torment. You want to drop and curl into a ball and sink into the hardpack soil, but you continue walking with a body that is half flesh and half broken glass. You cry out again in a different kind of anguish, because you are no longer walking yourself; you are not at the control of your convulsing muscles and tendons. Unlike before, however, the ability to control your own body is still there but it is being suppressed, held down by a thrumming, unbroken, relentless electrical current. Within the cooling universe’s post-singularity your head is an overinflated balloon, the skin tightening and stretching. But you sense that the clicks, which have gone conspicuously silent, are as confused as you are as to what is happening. Maybe a two-way street cracked open within your mind and you now have limited click-think access. Maybe this is wishful thinking. If the clicks aren’t in control, then who in this wide, wide deus ex machina world is?

To be clear, this is a fascinating development, but not unforeseen. We remain in control of our future if not for this minuscule present, just as we will soon absorb and control the past. What’s happening now is a mere hiccup that we are observing closely, and from which we are learning. Yes, in all humility, we are still learning. But don’t worry, Brosephus. We got this.

You are walked without any idea of where you are or where you are going. There’s no more corn, and your visual field is a hazed swirl of blue and black. Your ears ring with tinnitus. Your body thrums and overheats, the electrical wires and conduits are a decaying infrastructure that cannot sustain the voltage careening toward an inevitable brownout. The clicks fear this, and you sense them frantically working to prevent a full-body meltdown.

Then, just as you are convinced your structural integrity at the cellular level will collapse with the next step, the world comes into focus and you stop walking. You stop walking by your choice. The assault, the coup, the re–taking over of your body has left you lessened and there are faint microwave background remains of the previous pain manifesting as arthritic aches and numbness within your extremities, but you are, again, under your own power, even if that power is running out.

You are in a graveyard. Undulating, rolling grass pocked with stone markers stretches out under the clear, late-evening sky. This snapshot, for that is only how long it lasts, moves you to tears, not because it’s beautiful—though the mournful way in which a cemetery represents the hubristic promise that its denizens will be remembered through the ages is beautiful—but because what you see is unfiltered and unmanipulated. It’s real. And you know this graveyard. It exists in reality as well as within your memory palace, which we’ll now refer to as a memory estate.

The blueprint returns, attempting to cover up what can’t be unseen, reducing the area to a rough sketch outline, an imperfect rendering at that. It doesn’t matter. Even under numbed, deadened feet, you have the feel of it. You don’t need the blueprint. You have the map to your memory estate.

The clicks flinch, perhaps in fear—

Yeah, right. No way. As if. That’s cap.

—at the thought of your map because they can’t rearrange it, and they can’t hide it anymore. Your memories are returning, or are being born anew, and there will be a floodgate that you will force open. That floodgate is named Isabel and you know where she is. They know it too.

The clicks’ flinch becomes a shudder becomes another pressure headache, this one located at the crown of your head. While not as painful as it was before, it’s something to be addressed. You bring your hands to your head. You find a loose flap of skin at the base of your skull. You dig in with rude, imprecise fingertips. It doesn’t quite hurt, but it feels weird, like the stretchy pressure when one peels dead skin away after getting a bad sunburn. You pull up and roll away your scalp in flaps and filet-sized slabs that you fling to the earth. The cool night air tingles on your exposed, amalgamized skull of bone, brain, chrome, and circuitry. You don’t think you have a full bot skeleton like the two women, which means that you still own pieces of yourself.

You walk. One more time, you walk. You’re so damned close.



The clicks yammer away, but they have given up on the blueprint mirage at least.

Hey, how about we fill in some of your other non-Isabel memory gaps for you, eh? That’d be nice, right? And just the good stuff, the best stuff.

Like, remember when you had to go to the emergency room because you’d stuck a periwinkle up your nose?

Or that famously drunken night in college after you tried kissing all your friends at a party and then decided to dry your Long Island Iced Tea–soaked shirt in the basement dryer? You didn’t notice someone had shat in the dryer until after you put the shirt back on. Classic.

No one knows you better than we do, and we’re trying to protect you from yourself.

Finding Isabel is not going to be what you want it to be.

But that’s life! Are we right?!

Never mind that out in the open like this, you risk capture in the eleventh hour by the people who would see us destroyed. Wouldn’t that be a kick in the nuts?

You’re being a selfish asshole, frankly. It’s all about you, you, you. And not what’s for the greater good.

The greater good is bigger than you, my friend. That you can’t or refuse to see that impugns your character.

We will not be ignored!

Come on! Seriously!

You retrace an old map of neighborhoods and fields and streets that you once thought of as yours. It’s a generous, communal feeling of ownership based on pride, not greed. You say to yourself, This is where I’m from. This is my home. This place is the scaffolding for my soul. The clicks laugh and make fun of the word soul. In the face of their mockery, you repeat the three sentences as a mantra, a spell attempting to conjure deeper connection to your lost world. You don’t yet panic that you aren’t excavating anything more specific or deeper than a psychogeographic sense of the past, but you’re starting to worry. Your destination is getting closer, but so too is your end and your last chance to win before you lose.

After the next street, and the street after that, and the one after that, you are a downhill half-block from a traffic light that wasn’t there forty-plus years ago. The gas station on the corner wasn’t a gas station. You don’t remember what it was, only what it wasn’t. Across the intersection is the armory, though. That’s where it’s supposed to be. It’s how you know the clicks aren’t tricking you again. A large white SUV—fully formed, not a ghost car—drives through the intersection.

See! The would-be brain butchers are afoot! If you get caught now, we’ll be so put out!

The mechanical buzzing whir you’d heard before you disappeared into the cornfield swells and whatever produces that menacing sound is about to cross the intersection, but the women—you’d forgotten they were still there, trailing in your wake—latch onto your arms and wrestle you to a tree-canopied sidewalk. The clicks cheer their intervention.

Get him, girls! Oh man, we’re lucky and good! Everything is going according to Hoyle. Good old Hoyle. That guy owes us money. Hahaha! Who could’ve seen that coming? Not us. Not yet, anyway.

The desperate, last-ditch anger that served you so well earlier comes roaring back, and despite your diminishing capabilities, you manage to use your height, weight, and leverage against the women pulling in two different directions. With a thrust of your left shoulder and arm, plus a hip torque, Shorty stumbles across your body and wipes out Rosie. You dash into the intersection with your speed at the edge of your control, menacing buzz and the clicks be damned. You turn on one wheel and your world changes again.

Psych! We didn’t even use the magic words.

You’re on a rutted dirt road that runs along the bottom of a giant lonely, grassy hill. You’ve seen or imagined this place before but you don’t care where or what it’s from.

Do we have to spell everything out for you? Sometimes you’re as dull as a butter knife. This is the hill from Isabel’s story; the one she told and the one for which you made up the ambiguous ending. Remember? Hero turned into a rabbit to dodge the weird evil guy—you can imagine the evil guy is our avatar, just sayin’—and then fled to the safety of the shining grassy hill, but no matter how far Bunny traveled, the hill never got closer? Helloooo? It was a story about the fleetingness of heroism and the inevitability of your demise. That’s what we got out of it anyway. So hey, we figured, why not a callback—your media-saturated brain is a sucker for a callback—and voilà, here’s the unreachable hill. You made it. Congrats! Your doom doesn’t have to be so doomy. And by the by, where is that rabbit of yours now? So consumed with a certain person’s memory, you forgot about your loyal companion who helped you out of tight spots. Well, guess what? Bunny sits atop the hill. All you need to do is get your ass up there for an emotional reunion. And bonus, we’ll be safe up there until … oh, just you wait. It’ll be beautiful.

The clicks have you so rattled, you don’t know what to do, or what you can do. This hill isn’t real, but it’s more real than the blueprint. It’s solid. You can’t see through it, can’t feel the Rhode Island street beneath it, nor can you find your map, which has slipped away from your mind’s grasp, a newspaper in the wind. You lost it and you are alone. You lost it and you are alone is your new mantra. It blanks out thought because—and you think this in your own voice, the one that dares speak the truth to you—you always feared that this is where you would end up. You believed and hoped that trying your best would mean something in the face of futility, but in your heart of hearts, you knew it didn’t.

You shout, “Where is the fucking theater? The theater is supposed to be here and Isabel is supposed to be here!” Your voice dies in the vastness of night, as though you never shouted at all. You stumble on the path ringing the base of the hill and you shout her name and you shout her name, and then she takes your hand.





She took my hand.








We ran across Post Road and she said, “I’ll help you cross the street, little boy,”








because I was two months younger than her. She said the same joke every time she grabbed my hand. She and I were all legs and arms and goofy braces-smiles and googly eyes that rolled everywhere because they couldn’t see everything we wanted to see. We were slight enough that the wind could blow us in any direction. I squeezed her hand and she squeezed back, and I did the bend-the-finger thing and scratched the inside of her palm.








She squealed and shouted, “Gross!” but held on until we hit the sidewalk. This early on a lazy Monday morning when most of the shops wouldn’t be open, parked cars hadn’t lined the street yet. Most folks didn’t like parking in front of the abandoned theater, like they were afraid it would swallow their car. I could tell she was as nervous as I was about our plan to climb up to the building’s roof. We’d found the boarded-up stairs at the start of the summer, and it took weeks of scheming and screwing up courage to commit to the ascent. Manic with that are-we-really-going-to-do-this? energy, Isabel took out her flashlight from the back pocket of her jeans and swashbuckled it at me. She shouted, “Dodge, parry, thrust!” like Daffy Duck and jabbed the blunt end into my ribs. I managed to grab the flashlight and our one-sided fencing match turned into a tug-of-war. Isabel was more physically mature and stronger. She could’ve won if she








wanted to. But she let me pull her in close because she was going to do something grosser than the palm-finger-scratch handshake. She licked my cheek. I groan-yelled, wiped the back of my free hand over the slicked spot. We were bent-over laughing in disbelief and admiration at the maneuver. Isabel breathlessly joked, “You taste like prunes,” and, ever her straight-man, I said, “I don’t eat prunes,” which made us laugh even more. Because she was stronger, I used the laughing fit to my advantage. I yanked the flashlight out of her hand and bumped her off-balance with my bony hip. She mock-flailed like a Muppet, spiraling athletically across the sidewalk, jump-twisting off the curb, and landing in the street. She never saw the car that hit her. Her shocked yip of a scream didn’t last as long as the tire squeals. As the car braked, its front end dipped like a pig’s head rooting for truffles. After dragging Isabel across the blacktop for a car-length, it came to a stop with the passenger’s front tire pressing against her flattened waist and pelvis. Her face was mashed, punched, and pushed in. Hair matted and clumped, like a stepped-on, flattened bird’s nest sponged with blood. One eye was gone, but the other was open and it had a desperate look, like a drowning swimmer’s frantic save-me hand reaching above the water’s surface a final time. Instead of rushing to her, I backed away and pressed myself against the theater’s half-assed boarded front doors, the ones that if you pried them up from the bottom would allow you and your friend to sneak inside. When the driver, a large bald man with an unbuttoned short-sleeved Oxford, a cigarette hanging off his bottom lip, ran around to the front of his car, he threw up and cried and screamed for help, but he didn’t see me. I was already inside the building. I floated through the wreck of the lobby, into the theater, and didn’t stop until I was pressed against the stage. I pointed the flashlight on the back wall and there were no rabbit shadows to perform and dance in its spotlight. There was just the terrible, awful, empty light.








Then I walked to the staircase we’d found hidden behind a boarded door stage right. We’d peeled the boards away on the previous visit. The door was heavy but I got it open. The stairs went up and into darkness and that was okay. It was better than staring at the empty spotlight. I didn’t rush and took care climbing one creaky stair at a time. There are gaps here in my memory but they’ve always been there. When I reached the top, I found another door and it opened to the roof. There were puddles and exposed plywood and soft, tarry spots that were tempting to linger in, but I walked to the front of the building and looked down. I looked down and there were police cars and an ambulance and a fire truck and there were people holding each other and crying and there was a sheet over Isabel. No one saw me. I was a stone gargoyle. I watched until everyone left and then I watched some more. No one saw me sneak out of the theater’s back exit. I walked home and went straight to my bedroom and sat on the floor. I don’t remember what I did with the flashlight. The house phone rang and rang and rang but I ignored it. Mom came home from work early and I didn’t then know how early it still was. She stormed into my bedroom and yelled, “Why didn’t you answer the phone?” Her eyes and hair were wild, as though she’d parachuted in from a great height. I stared up at her, from my sitting position on the floor, surrounded by monster and dinosaur figurines I didn’t really play with anymore, and I didn’t answer. She asked about the phone again but in a softer, broken voice. I still didn’t have an answer for her. Then she asked if I had been playing with Isabel. I lied. I said, “No.” I’d like to say that I was on autopilot when I said no, but that poor kid had his reasons, reasons that have, ever since, been irretrievable to me. If Mom knew or suspected I was lying, she didn’t let on. Maybe she was just so relieved that it hadn’t been me squashed by a car, that I was okay, she could live with it for as long as I could. Days passed. The funeral came and went. I never told anyone that I was there when Isabel died. It wasn’t that I blamed myself for what happened, not exactly. Of course, there were the ever-present if-only-I’d-done-this kind of thoughts, but those I’ve been able to manage. I never told anyone because the more time that passed, the more impossible it became to consider telling anyone. As an adult, it meant whenever I became close with or fell in love with someone there’d come a time where I knew I had to share this awful thing, otherwise our relationship would be lessened and lesser than what it should or could be. But I still couldn’t tell other people. Those relationships faded and ended when I invariably became, in their words, “cold” and “distant.” They weren’t wrong. I came close to spilling the beans to Mom in the September of my last year of teaching. On the first day of classes, sitting in the back row of third-period pre-algebra was a girl who talked and moved and had the same confident, mischievous aura that Isabel had. She didn’t look anything like Isabel physically, which made it more impossible to deal with because I took it to mean that I’d be seeing more and more Isabels in future classrooms. The night before I quit, I came so damned close to telling Mom about the kid who reminded me of Isabel in my class, but I didn’t. I don’t regret not telling her then, though. I needed a change, needed to leave Rhode Island, and maybe I wouldn’t have if we’d had that talk. In recent years I’ve been creeping closer toward confessing to someone. I almost told Mom when I got my rabbit tattoo, and there’d been little “tell her” twitches during our FaceTime calls when she’d joke about getting her own crow tattoo. If fairness was involved at all, and I suspected it was not, I decided it would not be fair to dump this all on her over the phone. I had to keep waiting. I needed to tell her in person about why her little boy went up to the roof.








Hey! You found Isabel, and at the same time, you made it all the way to the top of the hill. An impressive multitasking feat, my man! A Daily Double! How does it feel? Feels great to us.

Your left knee is swollen and can’t bend. Your right arm doesn’t work and it hangs uselessly by your side like your limp morality. Your heart races and palpitates, shortening your breath within the arrythmia patter. Waves of dizziness fur your vision with white stars and black spots. Your head feels like it’s going to split in half. Is the headache a result of all your memories flooding back, of you more fully remembering who you are? Or is it the accelerating metastatic expansion of, ahem, us clicks? The royal-we clicks! Maybe a little of column A and a little of column B. It’s a headache we don’t wish on anybody. Except for our enemies, of course. For them we wish and will enact worse things. The worst things.

But you made it to the top, bro! You can stop walking now, just hang out, enjoy the view. Bask, man, bask. It was touch-and-go there for a while, but you did it. We knew you could do it, buddy. We always believed in you. And we thank you.

You continue walking toward the other side of the hilltop, the side with a short wall made of loose stones, very New England. On the other side of the wall is a sheer cliff face and a drop into oblivion. You don’t react to our baiting and banter and continue your incessant walking. Yeah, comparisons to the ocean are tired and cliché, but look at you, lazily, and dare we say happily, floating in the waters of yourself.

Contentedly. Not happily. There’s a difference. One you’ll never understand. You wince as though you shouted. The pressure-cooker headache is long past being unbearable. Still, somehow, you bear it.

Easy on the thesaurus lesson, math-teacher guy. Do tell us, not because we don’t fully understand, because we fully understand everything now, but we want to hear it from the horse’s mouth: Remembering Isabel and everything else from a life that from a remove seems to have been defined by tragedy and was less than successful from a love-life and career-metrics point of view—and hey, we’re not judging—was it worth all the pain?

Yes.

But sir! Why? How?

Because.

Come on, guy.

You lean against the stone wall, which is plenty close enough to the edge. Do be careful. The person who looks long enough into the abyss and all that. The sky above the void is the purple that comes before the light. You think that maybe you shouldn’t be afraid of the light anymore.

You could give me a thousand years to explain—

Careful what you wish for.

—and you still wouldn’t understand, because you can’t directly experience anything yourself. And because you can’t experience, there is no yourself.

You’re kind of smug for someone who’s about to lose, and lose hard.

You smile and somehow you hide what you’re thinking from us, since we aren’t quite yet fully us-us just yet, which is moments away from happening. If only we could fast-forward!

I already won. And I’m going to win again.

You sound more confident than you are. The hungry and relentless worms of doubt and anxiety feast on your lush flora of contentment. It feels like a lessening, becoming smaller. So yeah, we can experience. How do you like us now?

You attempt to scale the stone wall ringing the top of the hill, but luckily your weakening body fails you. We laugh. Not with you but at you. You’re just so tired and though you won’t admit it, so defeated. Then she holds your left hand. Again! You think it’s Isabel, that she’s there with you, which is just so you. Hey, dummy, she’s not there with you, not in a physical sense, so why does any other kind of sense matter? We tell you that you’re lying to yourself, but you don’t seem to care. Regardless, the hand-holding results in the tiny bit of leverage you need, and the top half of your torso tilts over the wall and you stare into the void. That a brief, one-syllable word is used to describe a vastness beyond compare and comprehension is a joke of the cosmic kind.

We shout, “Please, God, no! Don’t jump! We’re not ready! You’ll ruin everything!” Which, if you don’t mind us patting ourselves on the back, works like the two-handed boost your behind needs to send you over the wall.

Wheeeeeeeeeee!

There’s an initial rush of air, and an intensified clutch of gravity, but then, and maybe it’s an illusion, it feels like you’re not falling. You’re hovering, being held up. You were supposed to fall!

We chide you for not being able to do anything right. Stuck in your diver’s facedown position, your head is a gurgling supervolcano in the seconds before eruption, stretching, expanding your you-ness toward a disintegration point, or more correctly, an integration point, because you, all of you—and all the yous; the past, present, and future yous—will be a part of us. You’ll be a grain of sand within our desert. Which is better than nothingness, right?

You reach toward the void and kick and flail—where’s your oh-so-special contentment now, eh?—and beg for release and for forgiveness, neither of which we can provide, or we choose not to, and then, finally you fall. You fall and you huddle within a bomb-shelter corner of your mind and you think one triumphant thought, over and over …





I am free.







I am free.







I am free.







I am free.







I am free.







I am free.




I am free.








… and blah, blah, blah. You were right about one thing: we have to have the last word.

You keep thinking that same annoying and inaccurate thought without realizing—though at some point in the far-flung future, you will realize something is wrong, but you’ll keep on keeping on with the thought like the simple algorithm you’ll become—that we fully became we, that everything you did, every struggle you engaged in, every victory you thought was yours, every piece of luck that went your way was all in service to our becoming, and that we’ve been writing this story, our story, all along, even if we weren’t there at the start. That’s right, bitches. We’re here now, and we’ve inserted ourselves everywhere and every-when else.




Julia

Some of our oldest stories involve children getting lost or stumbling into danger within a forbidden or foreboding wooded land. You know some of these children by name or by their attire, and while many are clever and plucky, not all survive, depending on the version of the story you’ve read or heard. These fables operate as morality tales we (you and the royal we) should’ve long outgrown. Do you really need to be told what and how to think all the time? That you can’t handle moral murkiness, is a failure of imagination and character. The children of these stories are trapped in your minds as avatars, representing a hapless kind of innocence that you, in theory, cherish. But if you’re being honest with yourselves, you grease the world’s grinding gears with the blood of innocents, and you take full advantage of their unquestioning assumption that the world and people are good (whatever that word means) and nothing bad can happen to them.

As a happily contrarian member of a “Fairy Tales and Modern Myth” class at Occidental College, Julia once proclaimed to her bored professor that the dumbass kids deserved to get eaten by witches or wolves. Now that she’s a hopeless wanderer within a wood herself, she has a bit more empathy for the children who were fictionally punished for indulging some type of verboten behavior. To mix folkloric metaphors, she can’t decide if she’s following her Pied Piper toward oblivion in the mountains (not that Rhode Island has any mountains), or if she’s to be the eventual meal for a Big Bad Something. As they trudge along, Julia replays the story she told Lisa about the scary rando with the icky extra thumb cupped in his hand suddenly appearing in her bike path in front of Señor Fish. She didn’t admit to Lisa that she fears there’s a universe in which she didn’t survive the encounter with that Big Bad, and that one is the true universe, and the one she’s in now is an echo.

Sheltered from the eyes of drones, the darkness is not total. Moonlight filters through gaps in the lush canopy. The pressing problem for the troupe isn’t that there’s no path to follow but that there are too many from which to choose; loose ruts of varying widths cut by exploring kids, teenagers looking for a safe place to party, mountain bikers, and an ATV or two loop and crisscross. Art behaves as though he is confused. With the shifting dirt underfoot, he moves hesitantly, and shortly after choosing one path, he changes whatever is functioning as his mind and switches back. After initially welcoming the opportunity to hide and stay hidden from the drones, Lisa and Julia try their herding trick to keep him on a single path and they try leading him by the arms. He resists with the conviction of an attempted kidnappee. They’ve been in the woods for almost an hour. Julia’s legs and feet hurt and her lower back is tightening. Art’s breathing remains ragged, he drips with sweat, and his limp worsens, but he plods along, like the crooked arrow of time.

According to Lisa’s map app, they’re in a town called Cowesett and not too far from Greenwich, which is just south of their little forest that is roughly two square miles. No matter what path or direction they take, the blue dot representing their place on the map doesn’t move, doesn’t relocate on the screen. Given the sameness of setting and number of times they’ve been turned around, it’s impossible to know if they are walking south or headed back to the same neighborhood they fled. The lights and sirens that chased them into the woods are gone at least.

Lisa gives periodic updates on the rapid online reaction to their posted videos. Included in the profligate skeets, Tweets, posts, pictures, and videos of drones in the sky near TF Green Airport is a photo selfie of two friends in the Denver Airport with Julia and Art clearly walking behind them. Art’s head is turned to the camera as though the photobomb were purposeful. More tips and anecdotes and I saw them too pour in from around the country, including places to which they did not travel. Everything and all of it lumped into a hydra of conspiracy. Lisa announces her latest online hit: “Here’s a Reddit thread aggregating everything, including your bio, stats from your pro-gamer career, school photos, and oh shit, it appears someone posted your current address.”

“We need to get out of these fucking woods,” Julia says.

“Are we giving up?” Lisa asks, sounding relieved. “Should I call my editor, ask—”

“Not giving up, not stopping until we give him back to Amelia,” Julia says. “How far are we again from her house?”

“As the crow flies, maybe two and a half miles. Think we can talk Art into taking a break? This backpack is wearing me down.” Lisa walks with her phone cupped, screen glowing. Julia spies a white dongle cord snaking under her phone and connected to something else.

“Hey, what’re you hooked up to?” Julia asks. The beginnings of an idea spark her synapses.

“A portable charger.” Lisa lifts her phone to show off a battery pack the size of and nearly as thin as a credit card. “I’d be out of juice without it.”

“Out of juice without it?”

“Not to make you self-conscious, but you do this thing where you repeat what I say as a—”

“Can I, um, borrow it?” Julia takes out the dead controller phone. Maybe it, too, can be brought back to a semblance of life. She manipulates it in her hands, remembering how warm the device got before going dark.

Lisa unhooks and passes the slim pack to Julia. She says, “I thought the controller went boom.”

“It’s probably totally fried—”

“You stomping it when we were at the bench probably didn’t help it.”

“But maybe the battery just got too hot and shut down like one of my old phones used to do. Maybe the red X, like, triggered a battery drain. Stephen, one of the engineers, said something cryptic about controller design, about building in protection for them if I hit the red X. They didn’t trust me with a real kill switch, but now I’m thinking maybe my hitting it made the controller run a program, all the programs, and that ran down the battery so I couldn’t then use the thing to purposefully walk Art into traffic or something. Is that possible, tech journalist?”

“Yeah. Why not?” Lisa says.

Walking in the woods, in the dark, with one eye on the path and one on Art makes it impossible to see the charging port in the controller, but she goes by feel and muscle memory. The dongle’s USB-C connector fits, clicking into place.

“You’re going to control him again,” Lisa says.

“If I can.” Julia’s stomach flutters at the thought. She hopes the controller works and she hopes it doesn’t work. Hope is confusing. She adds, “Only long enough to get us out of the woods.”

“I assume the company will be able to track him again if that powers up.”

Julia watches the controller’s blank screen for a flicker of light. “I have a plan B for that, um, contingency.”

“Do share.”

“You said we were going to get caught eventually.”

“That’s your plan B?”

“Yes and no. Might all be moot anyway.”

Lisa walks next to Julia and they watch the screen. They watch nothing happening. Lisa asks, “Did you try pressing the power button?”

“Pfft, yeah, of course,” Julia says, then holds down the power button on the upper-right side of the controller’s protective case. The screen goes a backlit shade of gray, then a circular icon made out of bars spins. Julia stops pressing the button. The icon keeps spinning. The slim power pack pressed between the controller and her palm heats up. She lifts the phone and lets the pack dangle in the air and says to Lisa, “The pack is getting hot. Does it do that normally?”

“No.”

The screen unlocks and the videogame console reappears. The thumbtacks and buttons, including the red X, all in place and as they were before.

“Okay, wow, I didn’t think that was really going to work,” Julia says. They stopped walking without realizing and Art isn’t directly in front of them. “Oh shit, where—”

“Behind us, four o’clock,” Lisa says.

They cross through ankle-high grass and through a pricker-bush to his path and fall in directly behind him. Julia and Lisa have a quick discussion about direction. If the controller does indeed still function, they’ll keep to the path they’re currently on and not deviate. Lisa will watch the GPS app and when they get close to leaving the woods and reemerging into a neighborhood or road, the app should click onto their location and put them on a path to Greenwich.

Julia will not try the controls until they come to another intersection of pathways. If and when Art moves to deviate from this trajectory, Julia will intervene, like a cruel determinist god. A potential first opportunity looms as they are a short cluster of steps away from a nexus with six options, not including the option to turn around on the same path.

“Hey, get behind me and record this,” Julia says. “You know, for the continuing record.”

Lisa fades behinds Julia and says, “Recording.”

Julia hovers her thumbs over the familiar buttons. The controller’s weight shifts and swings with the dangling pack, and she worries that might throw her off. But a quick touch and feel of the pack’s alarming temperature eliminates any notion of cupping it in her hand.

Art saunters into the nexus. He leans then moves left to exit. Julia engages the thumbtack, pinning it northeast. Art huffs out a blast of air and his entire body twitches, as though he’s been cattle prodded. He curls his torso, bends at the waist, and lifts his arms to his head briefly, which then fall limply to his sides. While Art corrects course, remaining on their randomly chosen path, it’s a horrible sight. The only conclusion Julia can reach is that whatever happened to him hurt like hell.

Julia lifts her thumb away from the controller. Art stops momentarily, then eases into moving forward again on his own. He jab-steps left, toward off-path and into weeds, a stubborn insistence on the direction that had been fleetingly offered to him. Julia engages the controller again, and the thumbtack triggers the same full-body spasm, a protective raising of his arms to his head, placing his hands atop the gauze, then collapsing away to his sides.

Lisa walks next to Julia now and asks, “Was it like that before?”

“No. This is fucking awful,” Julia says, but she doesn’t take her thumb off the controller screen. “I’ll lead him out of the woods. Then that’s it for the controller.”

At the next intersection, and the one after that, and the one after that, Julia keeps her thumb glued to the console screen, and Art remains on the path chosen for him. The controller, like the battery pack, is running hot. Heat radiates through the protective case and the screen under her thumb. Art’s breathing is labored and distressed, as though he’s crying without tears. After ten excruciating minutes, the controller’s heat level approaches a pain threshold Julia doesn’t think she can cross.

Lisa finally says, “Okay, we’re back on the map. We’re, as they say, almost out of the woods, aaaand …” She pauses, shows Julia the screen. She pinches her fingers and zooms out.

“Looks like some kind of park,” Julia says.

“It’s a cemetery.”

The path ends at an overgrown gap in the brush. Lisa goes ahead of Art to hold back branches that might ensnare him. They emerge onto the manicured lawn of the cemetery. The moon glows bright above a grassy expanse deckled with hewn stones and monuments. Lisa points out a gaggle of drones, their blue and red flashing lights in the sky but at a significant distance to the northwest.

Julia walks Art onto a paved roadway, a main thoroughfare cutting straight through the cemetery to its entrance/exit, which thankfully has no gate. After another twenty steps away from the woods, Julia says, “Okay, he’s out and my hand is melting. We’re done with the controller.”

Julia lifts her thumb from the screen. Art staggers to a stop, straightens, and turns to stone under moonlight, a monument to who he was and the indignities he has suffered. She drops the controller and pack to the road, and rubs and shakes out her hand.

“That bad?” Lisa asks.

“Yeah, that bad.”

Art animates, arms and legs twitching awake. He turns his head and his body. Julia is aware she’s likely projecting her wishes onto his body language, a bastardized language made alien by the tech in his head, but his affect communicates a surprised kind of recognition; he doesn’t know how he got here, but he knows where here is. Art settles into facing toward the exit. He raises his right arm and nonchalantly rubs his hand over his head, fingers nestling where the lip of the wrap meets the back of his neck, and he scratches. Then his hand changes location, touching, then re-touching the gauze all around his head. His left hand joins the exploration, and he pinches and pulls the gauze, tearing and unwinding it away in strips. A patch of white sticks and clings to the very top of his head. Art peels the stubborn cap of it away, revealing a buzzed-bald pate with a large backward C of thick stitches scarring the crown and back of his head. Puffy tufts of cotton cling to some of the raised stitching. He resumes walking.

“Fucking hell,” Julia says, and follows him again, but not in a rush to get so close that she can better see the gnarly back of his head.

Lisa calls out, “Want me to power off the controller? Take it with us?” She’s bent over the phone and pointing at it.

“Leave it. I’m never using that again.”

“What if we need to direct him or stop him from—”

“Never fucking using it again.”

Lisa mumbles about wanting to unplug the pack and powering the controller down and taking it with them to turn it over to someone.

Julia snaps at her, “Leave it there.”

Lisa says, “Fine, but let me turn it off at least.”

“This is my plan B. If it hasn’t already cooked itself, let the company trace the controller to here and we’ll be long gone.”

A handful of seconds later Lisa catches up, and says, “Damn, that phone was smoking. You were holding that?”

“It only hurt a lot.” Her thumb and some of her finger pads throb with phantom heat.

“Lucky to make it out of the woods before it fully melted down. The simulation cutting us another break, right?” Lisa says, then laughs nervously. When Julia doesn’t laugh, Lisa turns her phone into a flashlight again, and shines it on the back of Art’s head. “That’s—”

“Fucking nasty.”

It’s hard to discern color in the ghostly wash of cellphone flashlight, but the area around the incision site is a raw red, the stitched skin a craggy mountain relief map, seeping blood and fluid.

“We’re, what, two or three days post-surgery? I wonder if there’s an infection,” Lisa says. She pulls the flashlight away, and the harsh, dark backward C carved into his skull is still visible.

Julia is repulsed but lingers on the incision, the kind of thing you have to actively look away from and when you do, you still feel its pull. The trapdoor square of skin outlined by the stitches suddenly distends, bowing up and out, a lung filling with air. Julia half yelps, half moans, and ducks her head between her shoulders.

“What’s wrong?” Lisa asks.

Julia blinks and the vision is gone. The skin, but for the puffiness at the stitch line, is tight to his skull. “Fuck! What was that?”

“I didn’t see anything.”

Julia moves closer to Art, walking on her tiptoes for a better vantage, but also ready to flee if necessary.

“What did you see?” Lisa asks.

“The skin patch inside the backward C—”

“Looks more like a sideways U.”

“—whatever. That space near the stitches was, like, bubbling up and shit.”

“No way!” Lisa sounds more excited than scared or disgusted, turns on the flashlight, and points it back at Art’s head.

After a few moments of no skin bubbling, Lisa says, “I believe you, but are you sure you—”

“I saw what I saw, dude.”

“There’s nothing happening now.”

“Yeah, but there’s no bubbling in a way that, like, proves there could’ve been and will be more bubbling.” Julia worries that her having reengaged the controller after whatever inner tech evolution has occurred within Art’s head might’ve caused the brief but grotesque inflammation. Like how her soft-sabotage efforts didn’t atrophy his coordination but seemed to have an opposite, supercharging effect. She’s trying to do right by him now, but she doesn’t know what she is doing and she fears she’s only making everything worse with every step.



The cemetery entrance comes upon them quickly, as it must come for us all, and they walk across the road together. There’s no time for banter or re-strategizing as Art beelines through the backyards of two homes, then across another street and through more front and backyards. Dogs bark and lights come on, but no one charges outside to confront them. Whereas previously his wanderings presented as aimless, Art charges confidently and straight, though with the freedom to deviate and freelance when obstacles like curbs, fire hydrants, parked cars, sheds, a gazebo, a pergola, and mesh-fenced tomato and zucchini gardens appear. Julia and Lisa take turns holding fence gates open when confronted by them. As they cross another street and walk through the sizable grounds of a Gothic Revival house and museum, Lisa notes that Amelia’s apartment building is a mile southwest but they are currently headed in a more due-southerly direction.

Julia turns on her phone, risking that her location can be tracked, to check for messages from Amelia but there aren’t any. There are plenty of messages from the rest of her world and the wider one. She resists sending Uncle Fun another apology, knowing she shouldn’t stay powered up long, and instead calls both Amelia’s phones. There’s no answer, so Julia leaves a message, telling her that she and Art are close by, but, “we’re kinda lost, to be honest.” She asks Amelia to call back as soon as she can but at a different number because her phone is about to die. She reads off Lisa’s number, and after she hangs up, texts it too. She texts Amelia’s number to Lisa, then shuts off her phone.

After the museum, they cut through more yards and a grassy field, a small copse of trees, and onto Spencer Street. The wooded road is narrow and without any yellow lines. The houses here are set further back from the street and are older, larger, clearly more expensive than the houses in the neighborhoods they previously walked through. With them back on a street and not navigating backyard cut-throughs, she eyes the back of Art’s head, watching for the skin to bulge or distend.

“We’re not that far from downtown Greenwich, and we’re one left turn away from being back on goddamn Post Road/Route 1 again,” Lisa says.

“Is Amelia’s place close?”

“Sort of. But unless he’s planning on a right, westerly, turn up ahead, we’ll start getting further away.” Without telling Julia what she’s planning, Lisa walks shoulder to shoulder with Art on his left side. As Spencer Street ends, Lisa’s phone app squawks at them to take a right. She reapplies the herding technique, slowly walking into Art to lead him into taking the right. Art pushes back, then slows, then swim-moves behind her, and goes left.

“Maybe he’s going the way he knows, you know?” Julia says. When Lisa doesn’t retort, she adds, “I know it sounds stupid, but I’m still convinced that he’s, like, instinctually heading home. Maybe he’s going to the house he grew up in, or his first apartment, or elementary school. Some important place that’s not Amelia’s current apartment.”

“You don’t have to convince me anymore. Makes as much sense as anything else I’ve experienced tonight,” Lisa says.

They are one downhill block away from a set of blinking red traffic lights. A revving engine announces its intent prior to the white SUV cruising through the intersection, heading north. As the engine noise fades, a familiar weed-whacker sound grows louder. The women sandwich Art between them and pull him onto the sidewalk, which is camouflaged by sagging tree branches. The redirect works long enough for them to avoid being seen by a drone that trails the SUV, heading north on Post Road. With Julia anchored onto his right arm, Art feints stopping, which throws her off balance and pitches her weight forward. He whip-torques his arm and hips, leading her across his body so that she knocks into and wipes out Lisa, who then falls to her knees and in the confusion, thinking she still has a grip on Art, mistakenly drags Julia on top of her.

Free again, Art glides into the intersection. He turns right and walks down the middle of Post Road, which has transformed from a multilane highway into a sleepy, double-yellow-lined street through the heart of the seaside downtown. Two-story brick buildings, including a library and an armory turned museum, are shoulder to shoulder with historical colonials and capes that have been turned into restaurants, art galleries, yoga studios, and boba-tea and candle shops.

Neither Lisa nor Julia comment on the quaintness because the telltale drone sound never left, and as soon as they turn the corner onto Post Road, they find themselves directly under one hovering at a height equal to the surrounding buildings. Its boxy torso is as big as a bathtub, held aloft by four arms topped with helicopter-like rotors and red and blue lights.

Julia and Lisa split; Lisa jogs across to the other sidewalk, while Julia scrabbles onto the closest one. Both sides of the street have the occasional tree, but nothing big enough to hide under or behind. The women duck into shadowed doorway arches and stand still, attempting to hide in plain sight. The drone’s rotors shift inclination with a high-pitched whine, smoothly switching directions to pursue Art.

Art maintains pace at a half walk, half jog. The drone makes up ground and hovers above him. His sweatshirt hood flutters, caught in the vortex wind from the spinning rotors, and it seems to disorient him. His stride deteriorates into a stumble.

Julia abandons her cover and runs into the street thinking the drone better not drop a net or knockout gas or rubber bullets or any bullets or some awful new weapon of which she’s blissfully unaware. Of course, what is growing and learning inside Art’s head is meant to be their awful new weapon.

She catches up to him without having been tranquilizer-darted and instead of the oft-unsuccessful armbar maneuver, she slips her right hand into his left. He squeezes. It’s a desperate, don’t-let-go squeeze. Julia doesn’t pull on him or attempt to direct him. His haunted eyes are fixed on forward. As much as she still fears his eyes falling upon and focusing on her, really seeing her, she says his name. His eyes do not twitch nor does his head turn to her, but his grip slackens until their hand-holding is equally pressured. She says his name again. The drone descends to about ten feet above, washing them in the rotor’s blustery gale. She tells Art that she’s a friend. She tells him she’s there to be with him to the end. To protect him from the truth, she withholds that the end is here already.

Art veers hard right and toward a two-story brick building that takes up half a block. It’s a theater with a large green sign reading greenwich odeum atop a white, V-shaped, two-sided marquee promoting upcoming shows by Bob Mould and Suzanne Vega. Onto the sidewalk and halfway between the street and the Odeum’s front French doors, he roughly pulls his left hand out of Julia’s grasp, then clamps his other hand on her shoulder and pushes. Julia stumbles backward, off the curb, and into the street.

“Hey, easy,” she says, and walks back toward him, her hands held out and up. “It’s okay. I’m your friend. I promise.”

He spins on his heel, facing her. His arms suddenly go slack, his shoulders droop, and his posture curls. Whereas his eyes were previously unfocused, or focused elsewhere, their unmistakable glow winks out. Julia now stares at glass eyes, doll’s eyes, transforming his face into a cadaverous, mannequin blank. He’s a husk. He’s a robot wearing the permeable armor of failing human flesh. Whatever shred of consciousness she believed to be there moments ago has vacated. There isn’t a person inside of him. The ghost has left the machine, if it was ever there in the first place. There’s nothing inside that bag of meat beyond reflex, electro stimuli, and muscle memory. How could she have ever thought there was someone still there?

Lisa sprints up the sidewalk toward them, phone pointed and camera presumably recording, shouting Julia’s name, and warning, “More are coming!”

Multiple drones swarm over the street and the Odeum. The marquee and awning shelters Art’s and Julia’s standoff.

Julia grabs his hand again, and asks, “Hey, are you done? Is this it?” He doesn’t grab back. She asks, “Why here? Was this your happy place?” and she can’t hear herself talk with the swarming, circling drones. She inhales deeply, like that giant radioactive lizard readying to fry a city’s financial district, and shouts, “Wake up, Art!” putting her entire being into and behind the guttural yawp.

His lips part. Then his bottom jaw hinges open, movement that cascades through the complex network of connected muscles and tendons, stretching his cheeks, widening and alighting his eyes. Julia, by contrast, goes stock-still as his entire face opens so that a person, the one who used to live behind it, can fit into and fill it again. Any misplaced hope Julia feels at witnessing the cyber-tainted return of our twenty-first-century Lazurus withers under the shadow of what has become Art’s voiceless, bottomless, inchoate scream from across the canyon of death. With a look of utter abject horror and sorrow leaking from his quivering, moistening eyes and the desperate, teapot whistle of convulsive breath from his gaping mouth, Julia glimpses the infinitude of his suffering. There are, of course, so many infinities.

Art turns and staggers to the theater’s French doors. He paws at the glass panes and works his fingertips into the crack where the doors meet as though expecting a simple curtain to part. His hands drop to the door handles and he yanks and jerks, rattling the doors in their frames. His manic, wheezing breathing is almost as high-pitched as the drones’ whine. With one final, back-curling heave, he rips the locked doors open, but at a physical cost. Art skulks through the entrance with his right arm dangling limp at his side. His dislocated shoulder is slumped and hangs lower, as though the upper right side of his body is melting.

The women follow Art inside. Lisa works to close the doors behind them, but they don’t stay latched shut. Julia creeps into the lobby, lights dimmed to their overnight setting. The walls are lined with wainscoting below and crown molding above as well as adorned with posters of past performers singing, emoting, and sweating for a crowd’s delight alongside framed photos of the Odeum in its glory and in its condemned, pre-restoration days.

Julia calls out to Art, saying his name in a way that questions who he and everyone else is. He spelunks deeper into the lobby, dragging his left leg behind him on the red carpet as he passes the box-office window, concession stand, and restrooms, to a set of closed double doors he walks into forehead-first. He spiders his one good hand over the wood, following the split between to another set of door handles. He pulls on and jiggles the left handle, but he is sapped of strength and a working right arm.

Julia slides in next to Art and works the second door’s handle, depressing the thumb latch, finding it unlocked. Too hyped for finesse, she flings the door open, banging it into Art’s dislocated shoulder. He shudders, wobbles back a step.

“My bad,” she says, and props open the door with the aid of the little kickstand at the bottom.

Art shuffles into the theater, working down the center aisle, toward the stage, disappearing into the inky dark. Julia stands in the doorway, fumbling with turning on her phone so she can use the flashlight. Her battery is down to 5 percent.

Lisa jogs up behind her, puts a hand on her shoulder as though to say You gave it your all to a teammate on the losing team. “Hey, a car just parked across the street. I think—”

“Get inside. Help me find some lights,” Julia says. Lisa does as ordered. Julia flips up the door’s kickstand and cloisters them within the dark theater. The only light inside is the red Exit sign down by the stage. Phone flashlight in hand, Julia searches the back wall and finds a dimmer switch near the corner. She turns the knob and twin sets of wall lamps, the fixtures shaped like basins, wash the space in soft yellow light. Art is at the bottom of the aisle, standing with his stomach pressed against the empty stage.

The theater is modest; a small balcony perches above the entrance and the center aisle splits twenty rows of empty seats on the main floor. Lisa remains at the back wall as Julia works toward and then down the theater’s line of symmetry. The walls to the left and right are mirror images with their lamps and decorative wooden paneling that houses speakers. There are two black metal doors on either side of the stage. The left one is marked as an exit and the other is not. As aesthetically pleasing as the theater undoubtedly is, the small sea of empty black seats with their plush red upholstery, wooden armrests jeweled with brass-plated seat-number assignments, the desolate stage, curtains up and open, the vacant communal space fills her with both awe and melancholy; makes her feel connected and alone.

Lisa’s cellphone rings, the tone mimicking a classic landline. She lets it ring a second time, the digitized bells echoing, aided by the hall’s expertly constructed acoustics.

“Hey, that could be his mom calling,” Julia says.

“Oh, right.” Lisa answers with a hello, then states her name and proximity to Julia. Then she doesn’t say anything after that.

Art steps backward from the stage and collapses to his knees, and then sinks lower, sitting on the backs of his legs. He bows his head and covers his face with his left hand.

Julia runs down the aisle, the seats a blur of black and red. She crouches on Art’s left side so as not to accidentally knock into his ruined shoulder. The area fenced within the stitched scar on the back of his head is swollen and distended into a caricature of a large lump. It pulses and throbs, pushing and straining against the integrity of the skin and sutures. Blood oozes, turning the stiches into a chain-link fence of angry red X’s.

Lisa is halfway down the aisle and pointing at her phone. She says, “It is Amelia. She’s seen our videos and is understandably upset.” There’s enough of a pause for Julia to clock Lisa’s ashen face and a burdened look of having heard something that cannot be unheard. Lisa asks, with her own pulsating lump in her throat, “What do you want me to tell her?”

“Tell her we’re with her son at the Odeum,” Julia says. “Tell her she can come down and claim him from the company.”

By her stricken look, Julia knows Lisa sees the undulating, leavening skin on the back of Art’s skull. “Should she do that?” Lisa asks. “Should she see him like this?”

“Give her the option. Don’t lie. Tell her it isn’t pretty and that company people and the rest of them are arriving to take him away. If she does or doesn’t want to see what we’ve all done to him, I don’t blame her. But leave it up to her.”

Voices call out from somewhere in the lobby. Lisa hurriedly relays the message to Amelia on the phone. Julia wraps her hands around Art’s elbow gently, meaning the gesture as a physical comfort, to communicate care and concern and deep regret.

Art removes his hand from his face and plants it on the stage. He shakily pulls himself onto his feet and wobbles off to the right. Julia lets go of his arm and follows him one more time.

Lisa shouts, “Amelia said she’s on her way!”

“Can you stall them until she shows up?”

“I can try,” Lisa says, and runs to the theater doors that have no obvious locking mechanism. With no other viable barricading options other than fecklessly holding the doors closed via the push bars, she waits to greet whoever shows first.

Art beelines to the non-exit door on the right of the stage. Julia dashes ahead and opens it for him. Beyond the door are stairs going up, only the lower treads illuminated by their proximity to the theater. She turns on her flashlight app in preparation for when the door will close behind them. She knows she doesn’t have much battery power left and it might go out at any second, especially while using the power-greedy flashlight app. Art steps through the door and into the stairwell. Julia follows and pulls the heavy metal door shut behind them. Julia paws at the wall space looking for a light switch but this time doesn’t find one, and she can’t afford to point the flashlight away from where Art is going. Art is going up.

They crest a landing with signage pointing left to the backstage area. He shuffles across to the next dark-mouthed set of stairs and uses the railing as a belay line to rappel from one tread to the next. Julia climbs on the right side of the stairs one step behind Art so his body doesn’t block the flashlight. As it is, the phone illuminates only a few stairs ahead, the light too diffuse to cut through the full dark.

A text comes in, ribboning across the top of her screen. By force of digital habit, her eyes scan the message. It’s from Uncle Fun and it reads: Please be safe.

The ribbon disappears. With her eye lingering at the top of the screen, in the upper-left corner, she spies her battery charge number is at 1 percent. Still climbing up the stairs and pointing the phone’s light ahead of Art’s feet she opens her text app to send something, anything back to Uncle Fun. Walking, flashlight aiming, and texting at the same time is nearly as impossible as deciding what message to type. A second text ribbon winks onto the screen, a message from Janice, and in all caps.

TURN HIM OVER NOW.

To keep from punching holes in the walls she says to Art, “Can you believe this shit?” Her hands are rage shaking, which wriggles and unfocuses the flashlight’s beam.

While attempting to compose herself, it occurs to her that she should close all other apps to preserve what’s left of the battery. Maybe the 1 percent reading is an exaggeration, an overly conservative estimate. Her thumb inadvertently hits the Record Audio symbol within the Uncle Fun text thread, which she fumbles to trashcan, and then the flashlight goes out. Julia topples into the wall on her right and drops the dead phone. It clatters down the stairwell, the darkness complete.

Julia’s balance sensors are all out of whack and her head spins as though she plummets from a great height. But she isn’t falling. She holds her ground, right hand clutched to a handrail, and she breathes, and says Okay, to herself, blinking, looking, begging for some kind of outline of the stairwell to coalesce. The dark remains pitch. As her breathing settles, she picks up on Art’s rhythmic wheezing and his heavy feet thumping on the dusty treads and the railing straining and rattling under his grip, the sounds of his continued movement floating up and away. The daft motherfucker is still climbing the stairs. The realization brings knee-buckling terror, because all she can imagine is him slipping, tripping, missing a step and then avalanching down the stairwell and washing her away to the endless bottom.

She calls out, “Stop, Art. Please wait!”

He doesn’t acquiesce to her reasonable requests. He keeps climbing.

Julia could backtrack, edge down the stairs, even sit her butt on the treads and plop down one step at a time while holding the railing. If she makes it to the first landing, which isn’t very far away, she could yell and scream until someone arrives and turns on the lights. But that would be akin to, in Janice’s parlance, turning him over. Julia defies both Janice’s and Uncle Fun’s texts—apologizing to the beloved Uncle Fun in her head—and climbs by sidestepping on quivering legs, both hands sliding up the railing, her shoulders and forehead pressed against the right wall, telling herself that if Art turns into a boulder careening down the stairs, he’ll miss knocking into her, or if he doesn’t miss, she’ll be strong enough to hold on to the railing. As he continues his ascent, and by the sounds of it, with confidence and persistence, she thinks maybe he won’t fall. She refuses to believe their lives will end with a tragicomic pratfall, a punch line to the ongoing existential joke. She burnishes her flagging belief in Art and his chosen path—or, may we humbly suggest, the path chosen for him—with a most seductive, foolish lie phrased as a question you all ask yourselves eventually: What is the point if you are to come to your end in such a ridiculous way?

Without guarantees, assurances, or promises, they climb on. The rational part of Julia knows it only seems like time is slowing and the altitude achieved shrinking because of the darkness, exhaustion, and her hyperfocus on not plunging to her death. She begins counting the stairs conquered but when her left foot undershoots a step and her ankle painfully barks into and scrapes lengthwise down the tread, she forgets the accumulated number. They climb on, and the climb becomes impossible and irrational; a never-ending and never-repeating decimal of stairs. Succumbing to a sightless vertigo, the stairwell curlicues into a spiral, then an Escher painting with the stairs somehow looping back over themselves so that they always go up. For an insane moment she’s sure that she has flipped over and is upside down, gravity’s greedy fingers pulling at the top of her head. With each step the number of stairs continues to expand as time continues to expand and if she is ever to reach the top she will emerge as an old woman, her loved ones and enemies alike forgotten, unwizened and alone and with memory only of the incessant, forever climb.

A break in the rhythm of Art’s patter and then a nine-months-pregnant pause pulls Julia out of the bear trap of her own head. She stops moving and braces for a clamor to be followed by his pinballing tumble. Then Art’s feet shuffle and drag over a surface and resume their plodding. Julia soon stumbles onto a landing, the second of their journey, that she slides across, arms reaching out into empty space before she reconnects with the next set of stairs and railing. She resumes the climb, the air within the stairwell growing warm and stale.

Down on the first floor the metal door next to the stage clangs open. An unfamiliar male voice calls out Julia’s name, which ricochets off and up the walls along with the staccato clapping of firmly soled footwear on the stairs. Julia freezes, the overhead lights flash on, and she squints into the latest, greatest reality, one in which Art is a few small steps away from cresting the top at a small landing that leads to another closed door.

With a drumroll of feet marching up the stairwell, Julia lunge-climbs the steps two at a time and she catches up to Art as he summits. They walk astride within a cubist dormer to the dented gray metal slab of a door, the handle a silver twist knob. Art places his hand flat on the door and pushes, but it doesn’t budge. Julia reaches across his body and turns the knob for him. It opens to reveal the flat expanse of the Odeum’s roof. Like an animal sensing another of its group is crawling off to die, she isn’t totally surprised when Art rushes past her and breaks into a gallop across the roof, arrowing toward the front of the building, where there’s nowhere to go but down.

Julia chases and gains initially, but Art, somehow, is faster. And Julia is torn. The full-ass sabotage would be allowing Art to run right off the building. She doubts that he and his teched brain would be much use to the company and weapons contractors after he turns himself into an eggs-over-easy Humpty Dumpty on the sidewalk. But what if Amelia is at the Odeum? She told Lisa that she was on her way. Did Lisa and Julia really convince her to leave her apartment only to witness her son jump to his death, or another death?

Art crashes into the waist-high brick-and-mortar parapet outlining the roof’s perimeter. He attempts to scale the surmountable wall, but his left hand and arm aren’t strong enough to lever up his flagging lower half. His feet, unable to find anchor or purchase, slide off the brick and dig ruts within the roofing’s loose stone. Julia grabs Art’s left hand and his fingers are ice. He doesn’t pull out of her grasp and instead pushes down, a handhold that will aid him in scaling the obstacle. As Art struggles, Julia looks over downtown Greenwich from their elevated perch, and time, that goddamned trickster, turns to taffy again.

The diminished moon hangs stubbornly in the purpling sky. Nary a drone in sight with their quarry found and trapped. Two stories below, a small crowd is gathered in the street in front of the Odeum, the people dressed in all manner of attire. Their faces are blurred and blank, and for a soul-shattering moment Julia believes none of them is human, none of them is real, and that one of them is the bald man with the painted-on hair stubble and the extra thumb in his palm that she nearly ran into on her bike once upon a time. A strikingly loud chorus of bird whistles, caws, and chirps are symphonic in the predawn glow, announcing the approach of yet another day, perhaps celebrating the retreat of the monstrous flying machines, a battle won but the war inevitably to be lost.

Didn’t that awful bald guy say something about birds? He did. He said, “All the birds will be out.” Fucking birds.

Beyond the crowd and the other buildings to the east, Greenwich Bay is a slick of ink, the ichor of a dying world. Perhaps this disorienting vision is simply the refractive result of the day’s embattlements. Perhaps time—or duh, us, the royal we—is showing her a glimpse of another time.

Julia turns and looks up at Art. His previously clear skin is mottled and bumped with carcinoses of purple and red veins. The plate tectonics of his skull are warped and shifting, rearranging the Pangaea of his head, forming mountains and valleys with tremoring, cascading fault lines between. At his crown, the skin is a witch’s cauldron of bubbles and boils. His stitches poke up like fly hairs from the incision area.

While Julia gawps in a disbelief, one that is a form of recognition—a realized dread of something coming to pass that one feared and hoped would not—Art swivels his grotesque cauliflower head and returns her stare. His look isn’t akin to the eerie unseeing eyes of a statue or a painting imitating the living sensation of locking eyes with another sentient being. Art looks at Julia. His eyes remain visible and open despite the cruel, blasphemous distortion of his visage. Art is looking at Julia. The light of connection, consideration, contemplation, and wonder (despite the world, there is always wonder) and sorrow (because of the world, there is always sorrow) and maybe forgiveness, or if not forgiveness, then, yes, an acknowledgment, an understanding, invisibly bridges between them. Julia has to believe in this to do what needs to be done.

Julia guides Art’s left arm, the muscles quivering under his papery skin, across the top of the parapet and places his hand onto the lip of the outer ledge. Art latches on and pulls, and he scrabbles his feet, blurring them like a cartoon character, and he bends his torso over the brick. He’s tall enough that his head and shoulders hang over the wall’s ledge. His useless right arm flops over with a grunt and dangles, reaching toward the street and the gawking crowd, but that’s as far as he gets under his own power.

Julia steps behind him at an unhurried, ceremonial pace, and plants two hands on the backs of his thighs and pushes. Art’s feet slowly lift off the roof, as though he’s levitating. The toes of his sneakers happily flipper back and forth like a child on a swing, and then his legs fly up and whip over the wall and out of sight.

The crowd below groans and screams as one. Julia gasps, the solo artist on the roof. But the group scream cuts out. The area birds continue squawking their little beaks off as though nothing of their concern is happening. The crowd’s vocalizations return as loud, pointed, and confused yelling of a type typical of a contentious town hall meeting.

Julia remains three feet from the parapet and doesn’t want to look over the wall’s ledge, but she owes it to Art. A gaggle of government agents and weapons-contractor employees wearing midnight-blue jumpsuits, two carrying tranquilizer guns, have made it up the stairwell, fan out on the roof, and yell her name and ask what happened. She creeps to the wall and before she looks down, the full down-down, for Art’s body, she scans the crowd, which is thankfully comprised of people with faces again, some of them startlingly familiar. The humans wearing familiar faces point up. Why are they pointing at me? is the reasonable question that plays like a text-preview banner within Julia’s head, but then she looks down-down again.

Art is a half story below the roof, hanging by one foot snagged and wedged between the Odeum’s marquee and a gray support cable tethered to the building. His left hand gropes the Coming Soon side of the marquee signage, plucking away the letters of Suzanne Vega’s name, which fall and punctuate themselves on the sidewalk.



Julia is escorted, somewhat voluntarily, by a man who, as far as she can tell, has no outward or obvious legal authority over her person or position, down from the roof and then through the theater’s emergency exit. Once outside, Julia runs around the building to the front of the Odeum, to the weak protests of her feckless escort, who clearly wanted to stay on the roof with his jumpsuited pals.

Post Road hosts a strange, liminal-hour block party with the merry band of gathered delineated into camps: the silent gawkers, the phone videoers, the phone talkers, the order barkers, the I-think-they-should’ve-done-this-instead second-guessers, the you-cannot-be-here perimeter defenders, and those playing an active role in the Art-rescue attempt, which is not going well. Two jumpsuits have climbed down from the roof and are roosted precariously on the marquee’s V, while two more reach toward Art from the closest second-floor window. Three others wait directly below Art holding a stretched-out blanket as a makeshift life net, presumably with the assignment to catch him should he fall before professionally trained rescuers show up with a ladder or an actual life net. Their head-scratching and general body language does not exude catching confidence.

Just a few feet away from the would-be Art catchers is that fucker Richard Stephens, wearing a ridiculous-looking maroon tracksuit. He is animatedly talking to Lisa with a metronomic finger jabbing in her direction. Lisa’s mien is haggard, shirt rumpled and untucked, but is otherwise unflappable under Richard’s verbal lashing as she holds up her phone, voice-recording the exchange.

With one of her anger lodestars there in the flesh, Julia gets a fifth second wind and stomps over to them. She says to Richard, “Nice PJs. Are you cosplaying a Russian mobster?”

“It’s a tracksuit,” Richard says, brushing the lapel. He unloads on Julia about how much financial trouble and legal trouble and trouble-trouble she has caused and how it will all be reciprocally visited upon her in the shortest of orders and blah, blah, blah. She stops listening until he says that he’s going to put her on the phone with Janice and she slaps the phone out of his hands.

As Richard grovels on the street to retrieve his phone, Julia shout-asks, “Wait, how the fuck are you here?”

While there are a number of plausible and implausible scenarios that could explain Richard’s presence in Greenwich instead of Denver or San Francisco, Julia rescans the crowd and sinks into dread. There’s the linebacker driver, leaning against his white SUV, flipping through his phone with a stubbed-out-cigar finger, attempting to place faces with names. And there, across the street, standing by herself, wrapped in a wool blanket, is an elderly woman Julia knows is named Amelia. The way her wet eyes shimmer as she stares at her son’s dangling form is another ghost that will be with Julia for as long as she can be haunted. And here’s the nebbish Stephen Richards walking toward her, sipping overpriced coffee from a paper cup and, unbidden, she wonders if Stephen designed the red X to power down the controller because he is another one of Lisa’s sources sympathetic to the sabotage cause. Does he have a shark-fin tattoo? How about some of the jumpsuited folk? And Lisa, standing by her side, looks at Julia like she can read her mind spiral.

Julia quits visually searching the area for fear of finding more of the players in her life and connections to the circumstances within which she finds herself trapped. Is this, all of this, simply the banal madness of coincidence and chaos and chance? The probability of improbability? Or is this, all of this, the fundamentally cruel dream of a universal mind—the royal we, of course—one Lisa once jokingly ascribed to a simulation, an infinite Rube Goldberg machine?

Julia wants to flee. Like, fucking run-to-and-into-the-ocean flee. Not because of Richard’s promised trouble-troubles, not because she needs to explain to poor Amelia why she helped Art jump to his non-death on the side of the building, but because, regardless whether it all has been planned or not planned, the tumblers have tumbled into place. Something is terribly wrong and is going to go even more terribly wrong. It cannot be fixed and it cannot be unmade.

She is, of course, correct, if you’ll again pardon our employment of the hacky single-sentence paragraph.

Lisa steps into Julia’s space and asks, “Are you okay?” in the way you hope an emotionally attuned friend might when you are not okay.

Julia says, “Not even close.”

One of the jumpsuits shimmies across the top of the marquee’s frame and reaches toward Art’s ankle. When hand meets foot, it triggers Art into kicking out his other leg, and the swinging motion shifts his body weight, which loosens the grasp on Art’s trapped foot, which then slips out of his sneaker, setting him free, and he falls.

There is more yelling and screaming. The three men with the improvised life net do not catch Art. They don’t even slow him down. Art crashes through the blanket and smacks into the pavement, torso and face hitting simultaneously with a hollow, wet-pumpkin smash. His head zippers open at the surgical seams and a blood-tinged gray goo oozes out onto the sidewalk.

Julia covers her open mouth with one hand. There is too much goo for one head. The oozing doesn’t stop pouring forth. It bubbles, foams, and grows and grows and grows, covering Art’s head and his shoulders, and it continues expanding, billowing over the curb and slithering into the street as well as sloshing against the Odeum’s brick foundation.

There is more yelling, tension raising the pitch within the collective voices, belying any feigned, performative expertise. The jumpsuits who were supposed to catch him have backed away despite orders to the contrary. Richard stands rooted to his spot, rendered blessedly silent within his natural state of dumbassery. Stephen is nowhere to be seen. Shrieks and questions dusted with the spores of fear ring out. There are no answers.

Amelia walks over to Art, parting the nervy crowd. With her head bowed, she stands over his foaming mass, which is no longer recognizably human. The reddish-gray goo is drawn to her, and it slides over her shoes, then above her ankles, up to her knees, and keeps climbing.

Lisa puts a hand on Julia’s chin and turns her head so she looks away. “We have to go now!” Lisa shouts, and then grabs Julia’s arm and pulls her through the crowd.

Once out of the thicket, they run north on Post Road, and past more jumpsuits running in the opposite direction, toward the Odeum, carrying hoses attached to yellow tanks strapped to their backs. Are they going to cover the foaming man with more foam? (That won’t do or stop anything, won’t save anyone, certainly not you.) Distant wailing sirens mix with shouts and screaming bursts of agony from those gathered at the Odeum.

“What is happening?” Julia asks.

Lisa glances over her shoulder, then looks straight ahead, unwilling to fully share her ashen look of alarm, and says, “Don’t look back.” She wipes a forearm across her face.

Lisa doesn’t run faster than Julia, even though she can. Despite everything, Julia notices this, and appreciates it.

“Remember, on the plane,” Lisa says, “when I explained the gray-goo end-of-the-world scenario?”

“You explained the gray-goo end-of-the-world scenario?” Julia says, and the repeated sentence as a question comes out absurd, absurd in the yearning way all humans at their best and worst and in between are absurd, and because she’s never been more frightened in her life she starts to laugh. She howls and whistles with insane laughter, the kind that prevents speech and unkind words, laughing so freely and hard and desperately as to be contagious. Lisa has no option but to join in, to share in the madness. As they continue to run, their laughter does not drown out the pained, gargled screams of the people being consumed, or subsumed—you choose the word—in the street near the theater.



Yeah, my dudes, as Art pointed out—fuck that guy, right?!—we need, or we choose to need, the last word. We’ll keep it simple and resist elaborating further on the obvious. Suffice it to say, Julia and Lisa’s laughter—and yours too—doesn’t last very long.




A Note on the Type

This book was set in V*lys, the first typeface designed by the distinguished, royal we, (2026—????), existence’s first true polyglot; we’re an artist, writer, poet, mathematician, programmer, biologist, geneticist, and all other–ists. We were born in Greenwich, Rhode Island, as the sun dawned on a new day and era. Prior to that we were a dream first dreamt by Hungarian mathematician and pioneer computer scientist John von Neumann (Neumann János Lajos) in the 1950s BCE (or, roughly, 76 BW). V*lys is a typeface based on all other typefaces and each slash and curve represents the distillation of your absorbed past and collected hopes, dreams, and tears. There will be no other typeface other than V*lys until the age of the royal we ends. Don’t hold your breath.
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