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PART I





Arctic Lemmings

It was still early. The northern lights hung like creamed angels, and my sister went out alone to feed the pigs. As the snow crunched beneath her boots, she repeated the Lord’s Prayer to herself, trying to remember what came after deliverance. She was nine and already accustomed to the occasional feeling that her world was spinning out of control.

She found the pigs hiding in the corner of their pen, away from their space heater. They hadn’t touched yesterday’s feed. She didn’t know why. For several minutes, she tried to scrape the old pellets from their trough, but they were frozen solid. In the woodland wind with the stars all falling westward, she grew vaguely afraid.

Something creaked in the dark, and she looked up toward our house. The sound seemed to be coming from underneath the snow. She stepped toward it, the pigs silent at her back, and for a moment, the yard seemed perfectly still.

Then she screamed. Across the yard and into the street, the snow erupted with thousands of rodents. They were like maggots bursting from a carcass, zigzagging and trampling one another. One scrambled up her leg. She kicked it away. They seemed to have no idea where they were. The pigs barked at them, and they dashed for the tree line, following one another blindly. By the time she reached the front door, cold air burning her lungs, no sign of them remained but rough, white scarring in the earth.





DAYS OF 23 HOURS
AND 59 MINUTES

I wasn’t home to see my sister come in panting, exclaiming how the apocalypse had arrived and it was starting on our lawn. I didn’t witness my parents’ reaction. I can only imagine it. I imagine that had my sister borne testimony to a revelation of doom on any morning other than that one, our father would have encouraged her. “Damn right,” he would have said, barely listening, and then he might have cited the biblical plague of rats at Ekron, consoling her with the admonition that judgment ought only be feared by sinners, socialists, and queers. On any other morning, our mom might have tried to pacify her with promises of red Jell-O or a trip into town to play at the entertainment annex. But my parents’ mood on that particular morning is difficult to guess for the same reason that I am limited to guessing: For on that morning they were preoccupied by the discovery that I, their other child, was gone. In the middle of the night, I had finally run away.

I was twenty and had lived in Keber Creek, Alaska, pop. 900, all my life. My father moved us out there the year I was born, after getting a job in the town’s opencast gold mine. He charged holes for blasting. I remember walking to and from the mine with him as a kid, long walks that he spent excoriating me for not appreciating this opportunity to live out in the boondocks, or as he put it, “amidst Creation.” I remember the mine’s looming concrete walls and how the aspens quaked each time the blasts went off. During my teens, his job was abruptly automated, and the week before my sixteenth birthday he received his pink slip.

He was encouraged to move to an A-O Company town outside Eugene for retraining. I wanted us to go, to leave Alaska. But we stayed. My father was sick of relying on corporate caprice; he appreciated his frontier liberties and said he would find gig work. He never did. Instead, he retreated into bitterness and religion. He had always had a survivalist streak, and this grew inflamed in the want of employment’s civilizing influence. My father was a Mormon who believed even his own Church’s leadership in Salt Lake City was infiltrated by Jews—you can imagine how he felt about, for example, the government. He obsessed over eschatology. For as long as I can remember, he was forecasting society’s spectacular collapse. Violent scripture was his favorite. I feared him. Unlike some other mine workers, he didn’t imbibe, and for that alone I’m inclined to thank his God, but there really wasn’t much difference between an impatience for annihilation expressed by drinking oneself into oblivion and one expressed through his particular brand of piety. While technology-driven unemployment led many men of his generation to pine for the past, he just prayed all the more fervently for a hastening of the End.

I, by that time, did have a job: doing custodial work at our town’s largest church, a crummy little bethel held up by wood glue and blind prayer. Suddenly my family’s primary breadwinner, I drew our livelihood from the building’s lightbulb sockets and clogged drains. Attached to the narthex was a small arcade, Keber Creek’s only recreational facility, stocked with Old Testament–themed video games for the betterment of the youth—Frogger: Red Sea Crossing, Balaam’s Donkey Kong; the machines sat unlit most days, like tree trunks after a forest fire. I spent many afternoons climbing up the narrow wooden ladder to the church’s belfry and there, above the haggard white pines, I would smoke Natural American Spirits and scroll social media on my little 1600p, watching other kids thousands of miles away dance in Eastern ruin bars, kiss astride mopeds, or drink champagne on observation decks above the Champs-Élysées. Sometimes I posted videos of my own. They were nothing better than what any teenager posted in those days (thirty-second clips of me calling Democrats idiots, and later, when I grew uneasy with my father’s politics, deepfake videos of celebrities dancing), but I took to social media with a seriousness certainly enhanced by the fact that the world online seemed to me more important—realer, even—than my backwater hometown.

It was my minor addiction to social media that led me to contact Victor Bickle and earned me the ticket that would end up freeing me from Alaska, not quite for good but for a very long time. Afraid of my overture being lost among ordinary fan messages, I refrained from fawning over Bickle’s videos. In truth, I didn’t really understand a lot of his Scroller content. Bickle, a professor of mechanical engineering at Columbia University in New York, had garnered attention online the year before with a ten-minute video about the structural instability of the Queensboro Bridge—released six months before the bridge’s shocking collapse. In the six months before the accident, his post had garnered fewer than eight hundred views, and then, overnight, eight hundred people were dead, and the video was trending on CNN’s homepage. The earnest forty-year-old professor was suddenly a media go-to. Since then, it was common for his videos to be picked up by mainstream outlets. “Professor Victor Bickle, who predicted the Queensboro Catastrophe, releases his latest warning.” He railed against corrupt regulators, becoming a champion of transparency and of the public’s understanding of the world around them. His videos were technical—too technical for me to follow—but I admired his success. He was handsome, in a lanky, brainiac sort of way. And while I didn’t understand him, I hoped he might understand me, for Victor Bickle, the sudden minor celebrity, had been born and raised in Keber Creek.

I sent him a private message saying that I admired him for getting out of KC and said that I, like him, aspired to make something of myself. I wanted to learn how the world really was. I asked if he might share any advice, or perhaps even take me under his wing, as an aspiring content creator.

When three months passed and Bickle didn’t reply, I feared I’d overstepped in presuming a kinship between us. I read that he’d left Keber Creek on his own at seventeen for university; I, a twenty-yearold church custodian, probably resembled the very thing he’d rejected. Admittedly, I had spent most of my life in Keber Creek trying to fit in. I’d grown from a church youth so desperate for the counselor’s favor that I volunteered for testimony every month, to a middle schooler who threw rocks through my teacher’s windows in the hopes of winning acceptance from my peers. When the other boys in my school groped Rebekah Hamsley after she blacked out at Winter Dance, I fearfully joined in, but then snitched on them the next day. I followed my classmates in ridiculing Brian K., the “fag,” but apparently that made me no less “faggy” myself. I’d wanted to fit in desperately; I just never figured out how. As a kid I cowered at everyone’s disapproval, which to me were correlates to, if not strange incarnations of, the primary disapproval—my father’s—which I fought and fought through adolescence before finally emerging disaffected only in my late teens. I recognize the sour grapes element to this account—I only resolved to ditch Keber Creek after it repeatedly rejected me. But I had other catalysts too for disillusionment during my teenage years. The world changed. The westward circuit normalized flights between the lower forty-eight and the capitals of Europe and Asia that took barely an hour, making our isolated Alaskan town seem to me increasingly irrelevant. Unemployed, my father hoarded his welfare checks while cursing government largesse (he was the type never to forgive someone for doing him a favor). He turned our moldy prefab house into his pulpit, and as one prophesized apocalypse after another failed to pass, his aggression grew. So did the rift between us. And all the while, the screens around me presented with increasing persistence and allure all the things in the world I was missing.

It seemed obvious to me that our town was already suffering its apocalypse as the mine automated, job after job, and the only thing to do was move on already. I thought maybe Victor Bickle, a man of the world and of prestige by way of science, could rescue me. I had no real evidence for this, no history to draw on. Just another kind of faith.

When Bickle finally replied, his message was brief.

Dear Tanner, it said. Apologies for the delay. Been a hectic time for me. I would love to meet you and help however I can. You say you want to “get out” of Keber Creek. That’s something I can understand! Would you like to meet me for lunch in New York? How about Ronan’s Grill on 37th at A.H. 973,839? You will love Ronan’s. I’m sure I can refer you to a job in the city if you’re interested. I’ve attached a credit for circuit flights, on me. But if this isn’t of interest, no need to explain. – VB

I turned the message over and over in my mind as I showered that night, using all the hot water. Sitting down at dinner with hair still wet, my heart raced. To meet for lunch tomorrow. So casually proposed, as if New York City were just down the street. I obsessed in particular over the closing line, “no need to explain,” intimidated by its cool indifference. (It didn’t occur to me to interpret it the other way, as a preemptive defense against rejection; I wasn’t yet trained to see in things their opposites.)

But Bickle should have known that even just making use of circuit passes would be impossible for me. The closest pod station, in Fairbanks, was eight hours’ drive on unplowed roads. Our snow machine didn’t have that range. I sat at the table, rolling dirt between my toes. The only option was my father’s pickup truck. I knew he’d never let me take it, but as my mother slid misshapen trout cakes onto our plates, I worked up the nerve to ask.

“What do you need my truck for?” he said. He sat on the couch in the adjoining room, watching news about migrants at the border three thousand miles away.

“To get to work tomorrow morning,” I lied. “The snow machine is empty.”

He told me to go across the street and borrow a shot of propane from the Tumeskys, mix it with corn oil. The dogs wrestled in the hall.

“The engine isn’t working,” I said.

He looked over. “You fucked up the engine? What’d you do?”

“I didn’t do anything.”

“Well, fix it.” He turned up the TV.

Cold seeped into the house through cracks in the carbon fiber siding, and little moths tapped on the windows, fighting to get in front of one another as if each thought its own warning was more important than the rest. Across the table, my mom ate with her fingers.

“Busy day at work?” she asked me.

I shook my head.

“Answer your mother,” shouted my dad.

“He did,” said my mom.

“He ought to speak to his family in complete sentences.” He beckoned my younger sister Ashtyn, who brought him another can of nonalcoholic apple beer and collected his empties. My mom drew plasticky trout bones from between her teeth. I had a headache and craved a cigarette. I kept imagining myself walking out the door and never coming back. I glared at my father, at the truck keys carabinered to his belt loop.

“Your brother doesn’t know how the real world works,” he said to Ashtyn.

She looked at me, her overgrown hair the same shade of red as his, and mine. His gaze didn’t leave the TV. I watched him, smarting.

“Hypocrite,” I murmured.

“What did you just say?” demanded my mother.

My father looked over. The TV was blaring about Christian values so loud that there was a chance he hadn’t heard me. I looked at Ashtyn. Her eyes were pleading, wishing to be left out of it.

“Come here,” said my father.

I stayed where I was, frozen between the immaturity of refusing and the emasculation of giving in.

“I said come here.”

I took my last bite but held on to my knife. It was he who finally stood. Hunched, he walked over. He was a man who’d spent adolescence waiting for relief from his family’s bank debts to come in the form of widespread calamity. A man (I now believe) tormented by the mounting possibility that his life might not be a labor of preparation for the world’s climactic end, but rather a labor of endurance through countless small disappointments. He moved very close to me, so close I could smell his Ocean Breeze bodywash, which was the same as my own. Neither of us, father or son, had ever stepped foot in an ocean.

So quietly that not even my mom would hear, he said, “I’ve tried to create a good life for you, boy. It’s up to you whether you deserve it.”

That night I tossed and turned. Owls hooted to one another over our property. After three hours, I gave up on sleeping. The clocks flashed A.H. 973,826:02. I crawled out of bed and began packing for New York.

I emptied my “luau pack” of all my father’s survivalist shit no one would ever need (the tent, the unloaded rifle) and stuffed it with clothes, stashing at the bottom all the money I had managed to steal from the church over the years. Three hundred dollars. I looked out the window. A circuit vessel’s blue light streaked across the moon.

“Tanner,” Ashtyn whispered. “Is something wrong?”

“Everything is fine,” I said. “Don’t worry about me.”

I found my father asleep on the couch, changing colors as pundits disagreed. I stood so close that I believed I could feel the warmth of his body. His breath was strained. I reached down and unhooked the Dodge keys from his hip. He stirred. As I left the room, seeing him for the final time, I heard a woman on TV saying her offer wouldn’t last forever and him mumbling, “Amen.”

* * *

The drive was quiet. I put on the electronic music I liked but, feeling anxious, soon turned it off. I drove through to morning, along endless chain-link fences, escaping the Arctic Circle to find the sun. Its rise over the highway tundra was freer than anything I’d ever seen. Route 2 bridged the Chatanika, and rush hour traffic began to collect. I’d never been so far from home before. I pressed my phone against the pickup’s windows, taking photos of the big animated billboards. At the end of a mountain tunnel, in low light, Fairbanks appeared. The river was incredibly bright, as if filled with fire, strapped down by bridges, squirming between blue roofs. The city seemed so much hungrier for inhabitants than Keber Creek, so much larger not only in space but in spirit. Yet even as capacious as the city was, I soon hit gridlock. And construction: Even as big as it was, it was being built bigger. Cranes fed on Fairbanks from above. Sawhorses blocked every other road, and men with jackhammers were tearing up the detours. There was no snow. The directions off my phone kept rerouting. My truck seemed to be the only one around that wasn’t driving itself, and nearing the pod station I was taken by lights and arrows, loudspeaker announcements, and the mineral breeze of industry. It took effort to keep my focus on the road in front of me. I parked in the open-air long-term lot and hardly had my duffle out of the truck bed when a passing car honked at me to move. I turned to see the car was empty. It wheeled around into the passenger pickup line as a circuit vessel popped overhead, and I darted across the street toward VISA HELP, DUNKIN’ DONUTS, and PODS—ALL DESTINATIONS.

In the pod station’s domed lobby, a few dozen travelers rested on wooden benches, drinking coffee and staring at their phones. I stood by the door to my platform, anxiously rechecking that I had mapped the right route. There were a dozen circuit vessels crossing over Fairbanks every hour, and you had to be sure to board the pod that would shuttle you up to the vessel you wanted. The pods went up and down, but the vessels never landed—they orbited the Earth, again and again and again. On clear mornings in Keber Creek, I would look up and see their contrails crisscross. Their paths inclined northward or southward to varying degrees, but as a rule, all circuit vessels orbited roughly from east to west. That was the model drawn up by the world’s oldest and largest circuit vessel carrier, the Circumglobal Westward Circuit Group, or CWC, upon whose dreams of commercial empire the westward circuit had first taken its way. It was for CWC flights that Victor Bickle had bought me a day pass, good for arrival and departure at any of CWC’s tens of thousands of pod destinations in fifty-eight countries (even more for US citizens who added special visas to their passports). I knew there were people who viewed circuit travel as a basic necessity (and a single-day pass didn’t cost so much by most people’s standards: around fifty New Dollars for regular users and even less for first-time users off-peak), but I couldn’t imagine ever losing the sense of wonder I presently felt at possessing one.

The platform door to my pod slid open to reveal a revolving door through which several passengers emerged. Some popped their ears. After the last woman exited, I attempted to enter, swinging my duffle ahead of me. I hit the revolving door like a wall.

The woman who’d just depodded called me honey and said, “You gotta scan your ticket to unlock the turnstile.”

She pressed my phone against a small blue panel, the two screens kissing teeth to teeth.

Once through, I found myself alone in a round cabin about three yards across, encircled by a low bench. It wasn’t heated, and I saw no place for luggage. The only compartment I could find was stocked with barf bags.

“Welcome to CWC,” said a female voice from a speaker above. The wall across from me, which was a screen—all the pod walls were screens—played a promotional montage. It showed people stepping out of pods into various city centers and festivals. I recognized Paris and Hong Kong. A blond kid and his mother were shown exiting a pod in the center of Times Square, and the camera panned up to a bright sky with a circuit vessel approaching—all fuselage, no wings—getting closer and closer until it reached the depth of the screen and burst right out. It was aiming straight for my head. I ducked as the hologram entered the screen behind me with a digital shiver.

Everything was bluer than blue, and the voice said, “Welcome to the world.”

The turnstile locked.

“Excuse me,” I said to no one. “Are there seatbelts or . . .”

As the floor and ceiling began to vibrate, I felt myself growing lighter, rising off the bench. I groped for a handle. Then I noticed my duffle sliding off the bench’s edge. I reached out to it and was knocked forward by an invisible force. I screamed. But my hands didn’t hit the floor. I was weightless. The pod had taken flight.

Victor Bickle, Ph.D., was not quite so attractive IRL. Ejected from the protective frame of the screen, his rangy height, at six-foot-one, seemed to put his head at constant risk. He was balding—you never saw that in the videos, how his brown hair folded over in capitulation and frizzed out in alarm around his ears, which were truly humongous, like a child’s drawing of ears, rounding out his physiognomy in the videos, but here, in the physical world, looking bony and appendant. He waved me over to his booth, and I made my way around young finance bros wearing fleece pants with the names of their employers stitched across the seat. Steaks sizzled in the wet New York City air. I was starving.

My parents had called. I hadn’t answered.

“Tanner,” said Victor Bickle, extending his hand. “You’re late, but that’s okay.”

He wore a mustache, which intimidated me then, though later I wouldn’t be able to help imagining him shaping it alone in his bathroom, and it endeared him to me.

Sitting down, I explained that I’d actually arrived early and had waited at the door to meet him.

“Why would you wait there?” He laughed. “The food is inside the restaurant.” He said I would love the food here at Ronan’s. “I come to Ronan’s whenever I’m stuck in Midtown. Everyone I take loves it here.”

“It seems really lively,” I said.

He replied, “Well. It’s not that lively.”

We ordered lobster.

“So you’re from Keber Creek too, huh?” he said. “My condolences.”

“It’s surreal,” I said, “being here in New York.”

“Yeah. It’s almost half as good as the pictures.”

I laughed. In truth, I had feared New York might offer nothing more than what I’d seen online, but on the contrary, the things I saw astonished me precisely because I recognized them so well. The dripping AC units. The flags at half-mast. The Empire State Building penetrating low clouds. To see New York was to step into my own personal dream, uncannily realized.

Bickle asked where I’d landed.

“Thirty-fourth Street,” I said. “I expected there’d be a station like in Fairbanks, but the pod just fell down onto a platform in the middle of Herald Square. There were like a hundred people waiting around it to board.”

“They’ve got a station in Fairbanks now?” Bickle said.

“Yeah.”

“Wow. You know, since leaving Alaska twenty-odd years ago, I’ve never returned.”

“That’s amazing,” I said. “Did you leave family behind?”

Bickle looked at me. The air was warm and oily, redolent of seafood and rubber. “I left for college. My dad was a surveyor for the gold mine. I apprenticed there, and the company got me a scholarship.”

“My dad worked at the gold mine too,” I said. I told Bickle that I didn’t know much about engineering but I loved his online videos. “I might have mentioned, I make videos myself. Nothing serious.”

Our lobsters arrived. They were more like crayfish.

Bickle said, “That Queensboro Bridge video changed my life. Now, I can film a five-minute rant and a stadium gets renovated. No one wants to risk a lawsuit for having ignored my warnings. The truth is, it’s funny, but I don’t even need another prediction to come true. If I say an ugly mall is going to collapse, these pathetic little commissioners all scramble to tear it down and rebuild it before we can ever find out if I was right. That’s impact. You know I have two million followers on Scroller now? And I’ve gotten offers. I’m actually considering changing jobs. I’ve been butting heads at Columbia. I’m sick of it. I want to do something real.”

I waited for him to begin eating, while he waited on more butter. If he noticed me waiting, he chose not to release me. As he spoke, he kept waving—with both arms—at our server. An elderly man fell down across the bar, causing a minor stir. When we finally ate, my food had a chalky bitterness, almost what I imagined poison would taste like, but Bickle ate the same thing and didn’t mention it.

More than halfway through the meal, he finally stopped talking about himself. “Tell me, Tanner,” he said. “What are you looking for?”

Although in his message he’d already offered to find me a job, I feared that to ask for one outright would seem too forward. Instead I said euphemistically that I’d be grateful for any advice about making a career outside Keber Creek.

“Well, are you willing to run errands?” he asked.

“Sure.”

“Shovel shit?”

I told him I was a janitor before.

“Do you have any moral stipulations?”

I thought about it. “Probably,” I said.

“Okay,” said Bickle. “That’s good, I guess.”

He asked how I liked to be managed. Having no experience working under different managers, I wasn’t sure how to answer. I considered saying I liked to be given the opportunity to do work that would make a real impact, since this seemed to be something he valued, but it occurred to me that if he cared about impact, people like him might want to hire others who would do the more thankless grunt work. Ultimately, I just answered, “I don’t mind it,” hoping that was funny.

He smiled. He did seem to like me. He said there were lots of jobs out there.

“This is actually quite an exciting time for me,” he said. “I got contacted the other day by the CWC group.”

“Wow,” I said.

“Yeah, they’re looking for a spokesperson. They want the company to have a familiar face. Someone who people see as being on their side. We’ll see. I think of myself more as an independent voice. It’s important that I retain my independence, right?”

“Totally,” I said, realizing to my disappointment that for the rest of the meal, we would be talking about him again. As he went on about his own options, my gaze wandered. I noticed two homosexuals holding hands. One smiled at me (I thought of the cephalopodic creatures of the gruesome Sodom Striker game in Keber Creek’s church arcade). When I returned my focus to Bickle, he was talking with food in his mouth.

“Circuit travel isn’t the flashiest thing to become the spokesperson for,” he said. “I mean, it’s glorified airplanes. But then, it’s more important than bridges. And any collaboration with a company as big as CWC would really grow my platform. I’m a little concerned about this day contraction stuff that’s come out lately, but, you know, the agencies putting out that research are the same ones who got Queensboro wrong.”

“What’s day contraction?”

“You haven’t heard about day contraction?”

I made some excuse for my education, but he didn’t seem to care. He kept rattling off the pros and cons of his own career opportunities. I grew doubtful that he had any jobs to connect me with at all. Outside, smoke poured up from the sidewalk, ignored by passersby. I wondered what it was. I’d been awake for thirty hours.

“I thought CWC already had a guy in their commercials,” I said. “Captain Sam? ‘Welcome aboard, I’m Captain Sam.’”

“Pederast.”

“Oh.”

“And sure, I’m ready to be making real money,” he said.

For the rest of the meal, he talked about how you can’t live in New York on a professor’s salary, you’d be better off in Keber Creek.

“Anyway, my advice for you,” he said. “Stay out of academia.”

He stood. Following him from the restaurant, I stepped out into the full light of Midtown and within fifteen seconds was almost struck by a scooterist. “Goddamn one-wheels,” said an Indian man with a holographic chess game open on his tablet. “Oughta be illegal.” It was January, and New Yorkers ate on park benches, greedily, like squirrels.

“Well,” said Bickle. “I’ve gotta run. But it was nice meeting you. You seem like a good kid. I’m going to be in touch about jobs. Give me like one week.”

“Thank you so much,” I said, wishing I could believe him.

“Of course,” he said magnanimously. “And hey. What did you think of Ronan’s?”

I wandered around New York a few hours, but soon got scared and searched my phone for places to spend the night. In a motel in Jackson Heights, Queens, I got a room by the icemaker. Even Queens prices were lethal. I knew I had to call my parents, but I put it off, watching random videos about how prebiotics work, trying to pretend I hadn’t traveled three thousand miles with no concrete plan. I watched a video about curb stomping while the motel heating unit wheezed out aromas of soaked dog.

My phone rang.

My parents were calling me.

I stood, walked to the wall (which wasn’t far) and back, and without fully considering my actions, I answered.

“Tanner, oh my goodness, where—” It was my mom.

“I’m in New York,” I said.

For the next five minutes, I explained everything, clearly and calmly, and when I finished, my mom said she didn’t understand what the hell I was saying.

“Where will you sleep?”

“A motel.”

“Did your sister know?”

“No.”

“But when will you come home?”

I told her I didn’t know.

She began to cry, and I realized my dad was on the line too, his breath rapid. I imagined him hunching over the phone. When he spoke, his voice trembled.

“You never think about anyone outside of yourself,” he said.

I told him I just needed to get away.

“Do you hear what you’ve done to your mother?”

“I’m sorry.”

“No, you aren’t. You don’t care.”

“Dad.”

“I’ve had enough of this. You stole my goddamn truck.”

“I’ll bring it back.”

“No, you won’t.”

“I promise I will.”

“You’re not ever coming back here, Tanner,” he said. My mom moaned. “If you do,” he said, “I’ll kill you.”

And the line went dead.

I sat in the same place for a long time after that. He didn’t mean it, I thought. I considered calling back. I stared at a yellow stain, while a couple in the next room fucked verbosely. Sometime after A.H. 973,847, I put on my windbreaker and stepped outside.

At a Citgo station, I bought American Spirits and smoked half a pack right there. A bread truck passed, wafting warm wheaty smells. People were laughing on a stoop, speaking a language I didn’t recognize. I watched the blue light of a circuit vessel climb through eastern clouds. It reached apogee overhead, where it emitted a faint pop—the sound of a distant sonic boom—and then descended over the Manhattan skyline, the city not sleeping, afraid of its dreams. Instead of calling my parents back, I turned off my phone. I was alone and scared, like everyone else, but I was free.

The next morning I got woken early by construction. I checked my phone to see if Bickle had called. Nothing. So for the rest of the day, I explored New York (my CWC day pass had expired, so I couldn’t go anywhere else). I took a video of the dancers in Times Square and posted it to my Scroller page, slightly disheartened to find that everyone around me seemed to be doing the same thing. In Greenwich Village, I saw people my age eating twenty-nine-dollar brunch and talking loudly about how “we all know America sucks.” I watched screens alongside the buildings. The Dow was up six points. I looked at a lot of menus and didn’t know how anyone could afford any of it. Everyone in New York seemed to be dissipating unthinkable fortunes daily. I held out until dinner, then ate one-dollar pizza near my motel, folding my slice two times over like I thought I’d seen people do on TV. There was still no word from Bickle.

The next day was the same, and I began to feel I’d made a terrible mistake. I had spent half of my three hundred dollars already. I considered setting aside money for a CWC single-ride back to Alaska.

The day after that was Sunday. I went down to a church in Woodside and prayed for benevolent intercession. They gave me a job as the janitor’s shadow. I cleared roach traps from the chancel and scrubbed bomb threats off Sunday-school desks. At the day’s end, they paid me sixty bucks, barely enough to cover my motel. Again that night, I watched my phone. The woman in the next room performed her midnight vocal exercises, moaning “Please, please, please”—she was very polite. I held my breath, afraid that if I sneezed she’d shout God bless you.

A week after my lunch with Bickle, I got a message.

I’ve taken the job at CWC, Bickle wrote. And I was given the budget for an assistant. He made a point of saying that he’d offered the job first to his RAs at Columbia. They didn’t see how it would help them get into graduate school. It won’t. It’s a boring job, mostly. Scheduling meetings, running errands, handling admin (details attached). Even you’re probably overqualified. But the pay is idiotically high, and look, I just want someone I can trust. This is new to me too. I think I can trust you. Anyway, someone’s got to give a kid from Keber Creek a shot. No pressure, but if you’d like the job, let’s meet at my office on campus and we’ll fly to London together. I think it could be a great opportunity for you.

I responded immediately and took the subway straight to Morningside Heights, where I weaved as quickly as I could around students in backpacks, as if they were all racing to steal my offer. I was like a New Yorker. Circuit vessels cut contrails over the library. A little plaque honored the memory of the Lenape People, and landscapers unrolled fresh rugs of sod. A student let me into Kent Hall where I found Bickle’s office door. I considered waiting outside, but remembering my error at Ronan’s and wanting to prove a quick learner, I instead walked right in.

“Don’t look for me again. I just want to be alone,” said a woman seated on Bickle’s desk.

Under pale hair she seemed to be crying. There were boxes everywhere, and an unopened champagne bottle had rolled to a stop against a plastic wastebin. Bickle glanced over her at me.

“Excuse me,” he said. “Could you wait outside?”

“Of course.”

I shut the door.

I retucked my shirt. Eventually the woman exited. Our eyes met.

“What?” she said.

“Nothing,” I said, and she ran down the stairs.

A few minutes later, Bickle emerged with his anorak rolled under his arm.

“I’m sorry for barging in,” I said. “I—”

He put up his hand. He didn’t seem angry. If anything, he seemed slightly embarrassed, but he managed to smile.

“You got here quick,” he said, closing his office door. “Shall we head to the pod?”

We boarded at Riverside Park, sitting next to each other on the circular bench. It was a large pod, it could have fit at least thirty people, but it wasn’t very crowded. The panorama of screens advertised Cats! Back on Broadway, creepy and lame.

Bickle told me more about what we’d be doing at CWC. The more he talked about it, the more he relaxed.

“As I understand it,” he said, “I’ll be representing the company in select press appearances and starring in commercials. We’ll also be making posts most days. Your social media experience will help.”

“I’m excited to help however I can,” I said.

The pod hummed, its contraccelerator plates firing up to counteract the impulse of takeoff. Without them, the release of the spring in the pod platform would turn passengers to pancakes when the pod launched into the air. (The first times in New York that I saw a pod take off from the outside, I was amazed at the launch’s abruptness— blink and it was gone.) Inside the pod, I felt myself rise an inch or two off my seat. I hovered there, realizing that our pod was airborne only because the humming died down: The contraccelerators didn’t need to keep running after we were launched. We were floating in tandem with the pod now, hurtling thirty thousand feet straight up.

I asked if Bickle would keep his post at Columbia too.

“No,” he said. He didn’t hold the pole, so neither did I. “This is a full-time thing, they say, or at least they’re paying me like it is. Paying me more than that. They don’t want me publishing other content simultaneously that could dilute my brand, and they need me available at all times to make content for them when events unfold, so . . .”

The pod lurched left—a gust of wind—and the pulsejets on the left side kicked us back on course, with a boom and the momentary suspension of the Rum Tum Tugger, mid-somersault, behind Bickle’s head. The contraccelerators revved back up. We were nearing the top of our ascent.

“Truthfully, I don’t expect to work more than twenty hours a week,” Bickle said. “You should, though. Being the person who answers the emails just tends to be that way.” He said this with neither cruelty nor contrition.

In spite of the contraccelerators, there was a little bump as our pod was caught at its apex by the orbiting circuit vessel that it latched onto. My shoulder hit the wall, or the wall hit my shoulder, and Bickle glanced up from his bag with, touchingly, a look of concern. I told him I was fine, and he nodded. The turnstile unlocked with a click. He led the way out of the pod.

We were still weightless as we pulled ourselves through the circuit vessel’s docking cabin and into Standard Economy. Circuit vessels stayed aloft by orbiting the planet—in a sense, they were weightless too, which was how they conserved fuel. Horizontally we climbed the hand rungs up the aisle, our legs trailing behind us. I felt nauseous, as I had on my first circuit ride, and I fell behind Bickle, fearing I might be sick.

Bickle said, “They’re going to start me in commercials in March. I’ve read the scripts. The idea is that I stand for trust and transparency, responsible development, that sort of thing, but what they really like is that I’ve also got the Alaska angle. CWC’s chief of communications says mobility is the westward circuit’s ‘key brand pillar,’ and I’ve got it in my personal story: a man from the woods who’s become a hero of modern industry or whatever.”

I nodded along. My stomach settled once we found seats. The cabin was crowded, but every seat had its own “socket,” a little stall, divided from the next by a half-wall, like the partitions between urinals. I was kept in my seat by a synthetic graviton field maintained by contraccelerator plates in the ceilings and floors, activated by a button on the socket wall. It ran on a timer to save energy. An elderly woman reached a vacant socket opposite mine, slowly positioned herself, and then pressed the button and fell into her seat with a grunt.

Spanning the cabin walls, “windowvision” screens showed the Pacific Ocean as it might have appeared out a real window but with visual enhancements and CWC watermarks. I pictured myself sitting in midair and was struck by the underlying rationale of circuit travel: to maximize efficiency through perpetual motion (or, when some movement needed stopping, to stop it against springs, preserving as much energy as possible). All of that motion—whether you were taking a pod up, orbiting across in a vessel, or taking a new pod back down— was technically freefall. But it didn’t occur to me that the sensation of freefall had anything to do with circuit travel’s rationale. That aimless feeling in your gut, characteristic of the whole experience—that, I thought, was merely incidental.

Bickle addressed me over the top of the partition. “CWC’s chief of communications promised me I could retain a lot of autonomy in this role. He’s a very generous man. He says my independence is part of my appeal. He wants audiences to know the content I’m creating comes directly from me.”

I said, “That’s great.”

The screens blinked: SOON DISEMBARKING FOR LONDON, UNITED KINGDOM. I followed Bickle back into the docking cabin, suppressing a bout of queasiness, and waited, our bodies two skew lines, beside the portal marked PICCADILLY CIRCUS PLATFORM I, until the vessel’s sliding door gave way to the turnstile for our pod.

“I just want to say,” I said, as we entered the pod and positioned ourselves above the circular bench, “I’m really grateful for this opportunity.”

Bickle said, “Yeah, I mean, whatever your opinion of CWC, they are one of the great companies of our time.”

Our pod sprung backward, dropping out of orbit, and we plummeted thirty thousand feet.

* * *

We were met in Piccadilly Circus beneath a giant crotch for GAP Teen underwear by a man my age with a shaved head and a Mexican accent.

“Miguel Oriol,” he said.

“Miguel is the comms department coordinator,” said Bickle. “He’ll be onboarding you.”

His cheeks were poreless, and his brown eyebrows, the only hair he had, perched lightly on their ledge. I looked him up and down. He was the sort of put-together man that I admired online growing up, the sort of man I’d always secretly wanted to be.

“I’m Tanner,” I said.

He gave a nod and a smile.

We proceeded down Great Windmill Street. As Miguel congratulated Bickle on the new job, I soaked in London, which felt understated after New York, but still an eyeful with its lorries and double-decker buses and the iconic glass skyscrapers of Soho. Bickle and Miguel spoke chummily, their gaze fixed on the sidewalk ahead (watching, I would later learn the hard way, for dogshit). They seemed unfazed even as we turned onto Broadwick Street, the south perimeter of CWC’s headquarters, to find a crowd of protesters.

Few but fiery, the protesters paced between orange cones, carrying signs—some cardboard, some thin pocket projectors—with messages like FIGHT DAY CONTRACTION! FIGHT CWC! and NO TIME IN THE DAY FOR INJUSTICE. One man cast a GIF of an elderly woman (perhaps a CWC executive? I didn’t recognize her) photoshopped into a polka-dot clown ruff, balancing atop a ball made to resemble the Earth. The ball rolled backward while she ran forward in oversized red shoes. A local reporter took notes. Scotland Yard sat on one-wheels across the street, vaping and watching traffic.

“Just keep walking,” said Miguel. “Hey. Hi.” He nodded to the protesters as he cut a path to the atrium door. “Yesterday a few of them got inside,” he told Bickle. “Six arrests and major scuffing of the tile floor. Poor custodians, they had to work overtime.”

Inside, the entire back wall of the lobby was a screen, three stories high. It depicted circuit vessels streaming past the shimmering letters of the building’s name: AVIATION TOWER. I watched it, transfixed, until our elevator doors closed. We rode up to floor 118. There, in the reception area of the comms department, I was taken by the view: fog rolling out to the horizon, a field of white pierced by strong, sudden spires.

Bickle went off to see the chief of comms, and Miguel gave me a tour. The kitchen. The printer room. The “loo.” Harried people popped in and out of offices, trying to find one another. I was brought to a conference room lined by screens and, for the remainder of the English workday, was initiated into the communications department of CWC. I was told things like, “three quarters of communications spend is wasted, the trouble is knowing which three quarters,” and (wanting to seem attentive) I copied every word into my company-issue holographic tablet. Miguel left and was replaced by a waddling events coordinator, who was in turn replaced by two gorgeous social media managers. “So, Bickle hired you?” they said in near unison. I kept quiet, hoping they would mistake my timidity for Arctic laconism, like a lumberjack. They talked about their CWCxBickle Scroller campaign. They wanted me filming Bickle any time he got on or off a pod. “And have him say things like, ‘I love flying with CWC. CWC: Moving the World.’”

I said, “Maybe sometimes he should mention CWC more casually? So it’s not like he’s just getting paid to say things?”

“What?” The girls exchanged looks. “I thought you had experience with content creation,” said one. “Welcome to hour 970,000, dude. Anti-consumerism and image-envy have converged.” “Yeah, the fact that the content creator’s getting paid is how we know they’re famous enough to be worth our attention.”

By A.H. 974,004, as the sun set over London, I had ten pages of notes that, when read back, were total gibberish, plus a tome from HR on company policies. “The only thing there that matters,” advised one of the social media girls, “is the instructions for activating your CWC unlimited pass.” “The best reason to work here,” said her friend, texting.

Unlimited travel! “Can I use it tonight?” I asked. “I need to get back to New York.”

They looked at me like I was stupid. “Just expense a hotel.”

After work, I smoked a cigarette while walking beside the Thames, drawing validation from the company of other businesspeople while trying not to get in their way. Men in wheelchairs shouted at lorries speeding by. Big Ben struck six. It was strange to think that people used to keep time that way, cycling back every twelve hours as if time, rather than progressing forward, just kept starting over; the thought was almost depressing. Not until then, though, did I fully appreciate the simplicity of A.H. timekeeping, the same in London as in New York as in Keber Creek. I realized that the system was designed to benefit the jet-setting generation, a generation in whose ranks I could now count myself.

After retrieving my duffle in Queens and checking out of the motel, I returned to London so it’d be dark enough to sleep. I got a room in the Oxford Street Hilton. I still couldn’t sleep though. I was too jet-lagged, too anxious about work, and too distracted by my new tablet whose holograms cast Scroller nearly to the ceiling. An article posted by the Times science section claimed days were getting shorter. I followed Miguel Oriol and the social media managers. Miguel had told me that they were all going dancing the next day, and when I looked up the club he’d mentioned, I found that it was in Berlin. I wondered if people spoke English in Berlin and considered what I might wear if I were to join them. I knew I should close my eyes, but the whole world felt too strange to trust through the night. In the back of my mind, I was prepared for someone to burst through the door, declare a mix-up, and return me to Alaska. I suppose I literally couldn’t believe my luck.

I reported to work the next morning on two hours’ sleep, my red bangs sagging across my brow. It shouldn’t have been an eventful day; all I had to do was unpack Bickle’s office. I unloaded boxes of diplomas, old books, and stress balls. Bickle came and went, bringing me a boxed salad for lunch. At the day’s end, I heard my coworkers gathering in the hall, but I stayed hidden in Bickle’s office with the door closed until Miguel popped in.

“¿Listo?”

I told him I was too jet-lagged to join. The girls behind him were whispering.

“Besides,” I said, “I still have a box to unpack here.”

He told me to come later if I changed my mind, and I waited until he and the others disappeared into the elevator before I shut the door again. Next week, I told myself, with a tinge of regret. This week I’d finish my work and get some rest.

I turned to my last box.

It was in that box that I found the folder labeled: COLUMBIA PROCEEDINGS. I opened it.

The first document in the folder was a printed summons for Victor Bickle to a Columbia University disciplinary hearing in regards to the events of A.H. 962,784.

The second document was a request for paid administrative leave. Approved.

The third document was a union pamphlet informing faculty of their rights under Columbia’s AAUP contract, including the right to the confidentiality of all disciplinary action as permitted by law.

The fourth, fifth, and sixth documents were revised notices of proposed disciplinary action from the Office of the Associate Provost.

The seventh document was a hearing committee report recommending in the case of Victor Bickle dismissal for cause, having registered clear and convincing evidence of (1) theft and misuse of university data, (2) use of professional authority to exploit others, and (3) violation of state and federal laws.

The eighth document was a minority report, finding evidence of wrongdoing but not of a grave order and recommending suspension with pay.

The ninth document was an email suggesting that Bickle tender his resignation before a public dismissal notice need be issued.

The final document was a letter of resignation signed A.H. 973,956. Three days ago.

These were splayed across the floor when Bickle walked in, picking at his mustache and speaking to himself about where he might have left his good stylus. He saw the files, then me.

“What are you doing with those?” he said.

I said, “I was unpacking.”

He looked around. “You’re unpacking my files from their folders?”

“Those just fell out.”

A building custodian peeked in, saw us, and pushed his cart to the next office.

“You’re lying,” said Bickle. “I can’t stand lying.”

“I’m sorry.”

“These are private.”

“Sorry.”

He picked up one of the documents, his face red. He said this wasn’t anyone else’s business, his life was his own. He asked if I was dishonest.

“No,” I said.

“Are you?”

“No.”

“If I wanted a crooked assistant, I could have gotten one from Columbia,” he said. “I thought if I stayed away from those little New York bloodsuckers I might find an assistant I could trust.”

“You can trust me.”

“What?”

I wiped my nose on the sleeve of my Target button-down.

“Alright, get out of here,” he said.

“Like, for the weekend?”

“I’ll have to think about it.”

I walked to the door. “I’m really sorry.”

“Just leave.”

Grapes may cause cancer. Dow up another five points. Scrolling on my phone, I rode CWC line 831, a circuit vessel whose geodesic route crossed the equator above Quito, continued to New Zealand, and arced northwestward over Australia. I transferred (riding a pod down and right back up) in Sumatra (a hub), which adjusted my course slightly before the next vessel took me over the Bay of Bengal, the contested Indo-Pakistani border, and Eastern Europe. It was lengthy routes such as these—taking you around the world and still beating by half an hour traditional aviation from Heathrow to Berlin—that made the westward circuit so efficient.

Speed was less appealing, however, when you had no place to go. I was kicking myself for opening Bickle’s folder. I wondered if he would fire me. A part of me expected him to, the part of me that believed I was a fake, pretending I belonged in London when I’d never managed to fit in anywhere in my life. I sat on the plane and scrolled social media: Greta Yusef applying face cream, Miguel taking shots with a bartender at Petra Dance Haus.

In a fuck-all mood, I had looked up directions to the club. I knew if I returned to the Hilton, I wouldn’t sleep anyway; I’d waste my Friday night in self-recrimination. Trying to forget work, I swallowed fear, rallying my nerve, thinking in circles about excuses to bail, but the circuit moved faster than thinking. I checked my hair in the shiny doors to the pod to SCHNÜRSENKEL KREUZUNG, BERLIN, and before I could fully clear my mind of anxiety, I was there.

The moon was high outside Petra Dance Haus, and the line I joined stretched halfway down Hirsestrasse. People didn’t seem to mind the wait; they relished the opportunity to livestream from a real industrial neighborhood. The club (a small, concrete warehouse nestled beneath the Autobahn) was supposedly one of the last spots in Berlin that still lay beyond the tidemark of shiny neo-Deutsch developers’ sprawl, which is to say, it was practically in Poland. Musically, Petra wasn’t exactly modern bleep-bloop. As far as I could piece together from the website, it championed a sort of pre-A.H. krautrock, “real” music, albeit heavily remixed in the bleep-bloop metronomic style. I looked for my coworkers. Ahead of me in line, a group of underaged Russians in see-through Sarandex pants said Berlin was their second-favorite city for clubbing, after New Delhi, Jaipur, and Agra, which had consolidated into one megacity back when each grew so distended as to blur their boundaries. Big New Delhi, as it was known, claimed their highest affections on account of its tolerant culture toward public urination, which kept bathroom lines down, giving people an open place to go when they wanted privacy to trade blowjobs and cocaine. They offered me a swig of Jäger, which I declined.

The club was dark, and after fighting my way to the bar for a Pepsi, just to have something in my hands, I found myself pushed toward the center of the floor. Everyone was jumping—leaping—as if to dodge the snares that ricocheted between the mylar walls and the big NO BOWIE sign on the ceiling. (The sign was meant to discourage foreign tourists but seemed to have the opposite effect, instead assuring them they had found a real local spot to recommend to all their friends back home.) Almost immediately, I wished I hadn’t come.

I bounced on my toes, but the bass and the heat had a sedative effect. My button-down was wet. My whole body was baggage. I was so tired.

Then someone crashed into me.

It took me a moment to recognize Miguel. I carried him out of the vortex, awkwardly clutching his elastic shirt. Neither of us spoke until we were standing a safe distance from the dance floor, behind a coat compactor.

“What’d I hit?” he said. Blood trickled from his nose.

“Oh god. I’m so sorry.”

“No te preocupes, I’m fine. Hey—it’s you!” he said, seizing my cup of Pepsi, which I’d somehow managed to hold on to through the collision (a late-capitalist instinct, I suppose—I’d paid ten euro for that drink). He sipped, then made a face of disgust and dumped it on the floor. “Pure sugar.”

“I don’t drink alcohol.”

“You should try. Might teach you how to dance.” He sat, touching the sticky ground with his bare hands. His pleated trousers bunched at the knees.

“Are your friends here?” I asked.

“Nah. Cannot stand those pinches mamones.”

“Your nose is bleeding.”

“Pinch it!”

He tilted his head up, wincing in the disco lights. Embarrassed, I looked around for something clean to wrap my hand in and finding nothing, I used my sleeve.

“Not so hard!”

His nose was short and fleshy. Snot seeped out. A bubble rose in my throat. “Higher,” he said, basking like a cat. Other clubbers kept eyeing us. I wanted so badly to disappear.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m sorry,” I sobbed. I didn’t know why.

“Are you crying?”

I shook my head. I couldn’t breathe well and couldn’t talk well.

He asked me to let go of his nose now.

“Sorry,” I said, sitting down.

He kept saying my name and telling me I was alright. He said to take deep breaths. I did. With a shriek, the next song started.

He said, “You want to tell me what’s the matter?”

I didn’t think I wanted to, and I could only manage to speak in fragments, saying things like, “It’s too hard,” and “I don’t know anyone.” After a while, though, he seemed to understand.

“You know me,” he said. “Hey, I’ve been there too. You’ll fit in fine, I promise. You were getting on great with everyone yesterday. I liked your vintage headphones.”

I sniffled and wiped my eyes, annoyed to have blown it with him now too. The crowd was singing to some song I didn’t know. An older couple, laughing with abandon, snuck around the corner but then saw us and backed off in apology.

“It’s a good place to work,” said Miguel. “You’re not going to quit, are you?”

I considered explaining to him about the Columbia files, but I decided to keep Bickle’s confidence. In that moment, among the many thoughts spinning through my head was the sudden feeling that losing my job would be letting Miguel down. He was staring at me too intensely for comfort. Staring through me, probably high on something.

“Stop looking around,” he said. “What are you looking for?”

Our eyes met. On silent motorik ones and threes, my heart pounded.

“You’re really drunk, dude,” I said.

He shrugged.

I rubbed my eyes and said I wouldn’t quit.

A wave of glitter from the dance floor reached us. Miguel was smiling, dabbing his nose.

“Shit, so you’re, like, from Alaska,” he said. He leaned back against the coat compactor. “Welcome to the world.”
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Like heavens in time-lapse, the planes of the westward circuit crossed the sky in a continuous wave, each plane a blinking sapphire against the black midnight, which was actually more like gray on account of light pollution over San Francisco. Fifteen-year-old Winnie Pines in boxy plastic glasses and blue jeans sat on the beach, gazing up. She didn’t know me yet, and I didn’t know her. We didn’t know we were bound together on a world spinning out of control. She listened as each plane popped and fell toward the Pacific. Though the waves scared her, she liked the ocean. It reminded her of late nights on the beach with her mom, back when they lived together. Her mom would wear short skirts or leggings—she always was, Winnie thought, very pretty—while Winnie wore jeans, letting the cuffs get damp and sandy as the two of them strained to see the black-on-gray horizon. They tried to figure out if the world really was round. Her mom said it was, but for a long time Winnie didn’t believe it. For some reason, she had felt the need to see it for herself.

“Hey, Winnie, look alive,” whispered her cousin.

For the past eighteen months, since her mom’s first suicide attempt, Winnie had lived with her aunt, uncle, and nine-year-old cousin—the Wwlliamses—in a second-floor apartment in San Francisco’s Sunset District. It was supposed to be a temporary arrangement, but sometimes “temporary” takes on a long-lived frame of reference. Even before tonight, it had become clear to Winnie that her mom wouldn’t be taking her back.

Then tonight, the first warm one of April, her Aunt Carsie had sat her down in the sofa room and said her mom was in a coma.

“Did she do it to herself?”

Her aunt nodded. Above her a clock ticked. ’12:59. ’13:00 . . .

“Is she going to wake up?”

The doctors weren’t optimistic. Carsie touched Winnie’s wrist. It seemed Carsie wanted to communicate that she was upset too, though Winnie knew that Carsie and her mom, eight years apart, had never been close. At Carsie’s touch, Winnie hated her a little.

“I’m so sorry, sweetheart,” she said.

“It’s fine,” said Winnie. “This just means I won’t have to move again.”

Winnie had moved often living with her mom. She was born in her mom’s hometown, in the sticks of Alaska, a place she remembered little of except the name—Keber Creek. Then they lived in Chicago, St. Louis, New Orleans, and minor cities in between, sometimes with indifferent boyfriends, sometimes with employers. They lived in a mansion once, where Winnie’s mom nannied two boys who stole Winnie’s tampons. They moved in with the Wwlliamses for a few months when Winnie was ten, but Carsie and Winnie’s mom couldn’t make it work. Winnie had never liked moving. She liked nights of sitting still and letting the waves go in and out.

The waves seethed. Winnie faced them, sitting on the lowest step of the stone beach-access stairs. Nearer the shoreline, her cousin Juju approached an empty pod platform. Carsie believed that Juju was getting ice cream, and she’d made her take Winnie along for supervision—she never had any idea what her daughter was up to. As soon as they left the house, Juju had cut for the beach, ordering Winnie to be the lookout. The light from Juju’s phone passed over an orange sign: POD DOCKING PLATFORM ELECTRIFIED. DO NOT TOUCH. She piled sand against the side of the platform and climbed atop.

It was about three yards in diameter, the same as the pods that landed on it, and five feet tall. Glancing over her shoulder, Juju started placing pennies along the platform’s edge.

A concrete groin charged into the sea and crumbled. On its other side, Winnie heard the coughs of some teenagers she didn’t know. She pushed her palms against her ears for quiet and focused on the offing. For a moment, she saw the concavity she was looking for, but then it seemed like maybe the horizon slanted uniformly to the left, or teetered to the right; then she could have sworn that if anything, it sagged in the center, as if the ocean were folding in on itself. Her eyes watered from staring too long.

With one minute until the next pod would land, Juju jumped off the platform and scrambled up to Winnie. She pointed at a blue light rising over the promenade wall. “There it is,” she said. When directly above them the circuit vessel popped, Winnie let out a little sigh.

The pod appeared, a metal can tumbling from the clouds. For a moment, it looked like it might miss the platform, but of course it didn’t. It struck and, with a screech, fully compressed the platform’s springs, so that its doors halted at ground level. Sand spilled into the turnstile vestibule. No one exited. No one boarded, and after a minute the pod launched again, straight up, upon the springs’ release, a nearly lossless redeployment of energy. It would latch on to the next passing vessel only to fall again someplace west. Juju ran to the vacated platform and screamed with delight, lifting a flattened penny wider than her head.

Snap!

Two weeks later, Winnie was alone in the apartment bathroom, electrocuting herself. The jolt like an ice-cold worm spiraled up her tibia. She’d torn apart her home hairdresser, dropping chunks of plastic machinery in a pile beside her rubber bathmat. It was the black wire she wanted. She folded it, and it girdled. She tugged; the other wires tightened. Avoiding her body in her bathroom mirror, she touched the copper to her palm. This was her Friday night.

It had started in school with a nine-volt battery. She sat in the back of the classroom, and when she thought about her mom, she soothed herself with little shocks to the thumb. Attainment Academy Charter School occupied the top floor of a shopping mall, a school located above a Whole Foods Delivery Locker, a stocking facility for children. She didn’t like school. She dreaded computerized tests, during which she could never focus. Her teachers depressed her. The mere thought of lunch period had the power to knot her insides. Lunch had to be taken in the cafeteria, and finding someone to sit with was a daily trial. She generally succeeded only by cornering a classmate with a canned question (“Was there any Chinese homework?” or “What’d you get for lab run three?”) and then planting herself at their table uninvited. She would spend the next forty-two minutes scrambling to keep up conversation, exploiting her classmates’ patience and feigning obliviousness to their irritation. Yes, I know, she thought, I irritate myself too. She’d long given up hope that someone might actually want to sit with her. She just wanted to be seen talking to people so that she wouldn’t appear so desperate when she tried someone else the next day. She could live without making friends at Attainment Academy. It was the idea of everyone knowing she had no friends that terrorized her. She heard her mom’s voice saying, Just give it up.

The coma having been designated “indefinite,” Winnie’s mom was being kept alive by machines in a nursing facility outside Alamo, Nevada. Winnie’s aunt Carsie visited the facility last week and encouraged Winnie to come (she didn’t want Winnie going alone). Although Winnie wanted to see her mom, accompanying Carsie on a trip to Alamo, with all its emotional presumptions, felt like too much.

“Are you sure you don’t want to come, sweetheart?” Carsie had pressed. “It could be good for you. A good step.” There seemed to be more she wanted to say, but then Juju came whining about her dad, and Winnie slipped into the other room.

Her aunt and uncle’s apartment hadn’t become home. “Winnie’s room” was still clearly a guest room, country floral with a rocking chair and a closet of extra linens. She never bothered to adorn the neutral pistachio walls. It seemed at first premature, then needless. Last night while she did homework on her clunky old Macpad Air, she heard Juju and her friend talking in the hall.

“She spends all her time in her room because she has depression,” Juju said. “Her mom did too. It’s genetic.”

“I heard her mom killed herself.”

“She tried. She couldn’t even do it.”

Then Carsie: “What are you girls saying?”

For some reason, Winnie feared that Carsie would make them come in and apologize to her, so she dimmed her lights and pretended to be asleep. Her sheets were itchy. It had been unusually humid in San Francisco, exacerbating her torpor. She couldn’t tell if she was de- or overhydrated, her thighs and belly full of either salt buildup or water weight. She hardly ever slept. Her lime-green eyes sat deep in wells bruised by the trauma of prolonged consciousness. Her pale hair was always frayed. Like the hair of a corpse, she thought.

Aware yet unaware, lost to daydreams, she was in the back of her physics class bringing the nine-volt battery to her mouth. Later she would ask herself why she did this, and she would have no answer, but she’d remember the jitter dancing across her lips even before contact. Her two fingers slipping over the battery’s far end and her tongue peeking out of her to taste metal. An instant of electricity that ran from her ears all the way down her front.

“Oh my god,” said the student next to her. “Are you eating a battery?” “No,” she said. She put it down. There was a ferric taste, like blood, in the air between her tongue and the roof of her mouth. You idiot, Winnie.

“She’s so weird.”

The next thing she knew, she was walking out of the room. A flight reflex. Where are you going?? she heard her mom say, but by then it was too late to turn back. Her teacher asked if she was okay. Someone said, “Winnie ate a battery.”

She hurried down the hall, trying not to cry, or at least not to be seen crying. Stupid. Why was she so impulsive? She was trying to block out her mom’s voice when a girl stopped her.

“Would you like to eat lunch with us?” the girl asked.

She should have kept walking, but she made the mistake of looking up. Mentally she scanned her own face. She wasn’t crying. She held it together. The girl had soft, brown skin and amber eyes and something pinned in her earlobe, a triangular yellow tag. Winnie had seen her in the cafeteria before. She sat in the back corner, apart from kids her age.

“I’m Nat Agarwal, fifteen years vegan.” She stood by a classroom door whose screen read THURSDAY A.H. 976,287:30–85:30 FUTURE’S ADVOCATES MEETING.

“Come in.”

Inside there was one other girl, another upperclassman. Her uniform blouse was unbuttoned, and underneath she wore a scary shirt that read ASSIVE ATTAC.

“Luna Tsiang. Ten months,” she introduced herself, pushing her short black hair out of her face. “What about you?”

“What?” said Winnie. “I’m not anything. I mean, I’m Winnie, but I eat normal stuff.”

“That’s okay,” said Nat. “We’re all at different points in our journey. Anyway, we’re glad you’re here to check out our club.”

She straddled a chair and pulled from her backpack a tinfoiled loaf of banana bread, which she explained was free of dairy, eggs, gluten, soy, sugar, nuts, and apportionments—she and Luna tore handfuls off with a degree of abandon that to Winnie suggested sexual familiarity.

Nat explained that Future’s Advocates was a club committed to waking up Attainment Academy’s student body to the important issues of the day. “Students here are so absorbed in their own little bubble of Who has the latest nipdip and Whose MateMe page has the most swipes— they don’t understand that there are real problems in the world. Like, there are children starving in Canada! So we’re trying to bring people together around different issues each month, issues that matter. This month, we’ve been focusing on issues related to the westward circuit. The westward circuit is really bad, and people don’t get it.”

She tossed her fishtail braid over her plump shoulder and started dictating objectives, which appeared on the classroom wall (REGULATE CIRCUIT VESSELS!). She was confident and pretty. Pretty enough, almost, to pull off wearing her earring, which—Winnie realized with a mix of awe and disgust—was a livestock tag.

“Sorry,” said Winnie. “I’m actually supposed to be in class right now.”

Nat stopped. “Oh. Okay.”

“Yeah,” said Winnie, knowing they thought she was a liar. She said it was nice to meet them.

“We’re meeting again tomorrow after school,” said Luna. “At Whole Foods, if you want to join.”

Winnie wasn’t sure what to say. She said, “I don’t really like Whole Foods.”

“Good,” said Luna. “Neither do we. We hate it!”

“No pressure, Winnie,” Nat said, powering down the wall mid–bullet point and returning to her seat. “Thank you for checking us out. If you feel like coming tomorrow, we would really love for you to join us. We’ll be spreading the truth about CWC.”

That night Winnie woke up from a dream about her mother hurtling into space, and for a moment, in her unadorned room, she thought that she was there. Nowhere. In space. She lay awhile, knowing she wouldn’t be able to fall asleep again, and eventually got up to use the bathroom. She found it remarkable how much more dramatic her feelings were than their outward signs. Outside in the city light, rain fell like buckshot through the marine layer, creating exit wounds that spontaneously healed. Weird weather. They said sea levels were rising too. The apartment smelled of bleach and twinkled with digital blips: outlet pilot lights, a printer display, a flickering power strip—she crossed the kitchen, picking up her pace—oven and microwave clocks, intercom buttons, phone chargers, and thermostats. The lights seemed to be proliferating before her eyes, and for some reason, a shiver of fear traveled up her spine. She hurried down the hall and did not look back until she held the knob of the bathroom door. Behind her, all she saw was a smoke detector’s patient blink.

* * *

The next day transpired in a daze of anxiety like every Friday as school buzzed with anticipation for the weekend. Winnie compulsively thumbed her nine-volt battery secretly in her pocket, watching gulls peck at the anti-roosting spikes along the windowsill. The roofs of the Sunset District beyond were all different colors, all washed out and crisscrossed with cables and loomed over by the twin tridents of Little and Big Sutro Towers. She nodded off. She shocked herself. She had every intention of spending the whole weekend in her room.

When the bell finally rang at A.H. 976,314:17, she rushed out of class, hoping to evade the assemblage of kids negotiating groups for Friday plans. But as she stepped onto the escalator out of school, someone tugged her backpack.

It was Juju. She needed to be called an Uber.

“I thought your mom is picking you up,” said Winnie.

They got to the bottom of the escalator and stood outside Whole Foods. A donation box managed by the mall said PRAY FOR MADRID. Juju wore her PINK cap, arms akimbo.

“Mom has to work late again. I told her I’m going to Ruthie’s.”

She and Ruthie were too young to call their own ride. She wanted Winnie to call it—and then Winnie would need to wait for it with them and let them in, since the driverless car wouldn’t unlock without a fingerprint match. In other words, she’d have to stand in the rideshare lot with two fourth-graders, while all the other kids her age witnessed her friendless Friday night.

“Can’t Ruthie’s mom pick you up?”

“Ruthie’s parents think Mom is getting us. We need a ride to Club Proma. We’re gonna get freaked up on energy drinks.”

An Auntie Anne’s employee, on break, shouted at her boyfriend through the phone. She said she loved him but she couldn’t do this anymore.

Winnie said, “I don’t think they let fourth-graders into the club.”

“At Proma they do. If you get there early.”

Winnie spotted a group of her classmates on the landing above the escalator. It was the popular girls, Mia Poe and Sammie Gutierrez, and the boys they moved with, whom Winnie hated and always feared would catch her stealing glances. The boys were into drugs and played on the e-sports team—weird, aggressive potheads, constantly posting pictures of girls on MateMe and adjusting erections in their waistbands. For some reason, they thought it was hilarious to call Winnie “Bunny Royale,” a character in some game they all played. Winnie had looked the character up. It was a one-titted rabbit.

Mia Poe was the one who had caught her licking the battery. Winnie didn’t want to be around when they came down the escalator.

“I’m busy,” she told Juju.

“No, you’re not. Who are you busy with?”

“A friend. See?” Winnie waved up the escalator to no one, then turned around to leave.

“You’re so annoying.”

Then someone called Winnie’s name.

Between her and the popular kids, Nat and Luna were coming down the escalator, returning her wave. They carried trifold poster-boards that said BOYCOTT CWC.

“Yay, Winnie,” said Nat. “You’re here to pamphleteer with us, right?”

Juju looked at Winnie.

“Yeah,” Winnie said.

Juju groaned, “Why are you so weird?”

Nat showed Winnie a stack of pamphlets she’d printed out. They were all about the evils of circuit travel. There was a panel on the discriminatory nature of the visa system, and one about CWC’s participation in the forced displacement of ethnic minorities. There was a panel on the famous pod collision of A.H. 901,968 and on cancer risks from contraccelerators. The centerfold was about “day contraction”—the theory that Earth’s rotation was speeding up. Though climatologists, even those who agreed about the measurements, didn’t agree about day contraction’s cause, and plenty blamed natural phenomena like a bad hurricane season and fluctuations in atmospheric pressure, Nat’s pamphlets proudly blamed the westward circuit, claiming that all the cargo being shipped around the world was, in the process of propelling itself forward, pushing the Earth very slightly back, like a tiny runner on a floating log (or, more precisely, thousands of tiny log-runners—the thousands of circuit vessels—all moving roughly west and spinning the Earth eastward beneath them). The pamphlets said Earth’s period of rotation was twenty-three hours, fifty-eight minutes, and forty seconds—eighty seconds too fast.

“They’re great, right?” Nat said.

Winnie nodded, having barely taken in the information. She had nothing bad to say about the pamphlets. She was just trying to figure out what response would get her out of there before Mia Poe and her friends came down the escalator.

She said, “I’m all for this, but I’ve never pamphleteered before, so maybe to start I’ll stand on the side, just over here, and I’ll just watch.”

But Nat prodded, saying it was easy and forcing a stack of pamphlets into Winnie’s hands.

“Freak this,” said Juju, leaving. “We’re better off walking to the club.”

Nat said to Winnie, “Don’t get overwhelmed. The thing about pamphleteering is that the pamphlets do the work, you just need to get people to take them. It’s that simple. Okay, try that old lady.”

She nudged Winnie in front of a woman heading into the Whole Foods Delivery Locker.

Winnie’s tongue grew heavy. “Excuse me,” she said. “Are you—I don’t mean to bother, but if you have a minute—would you like to learn about—” she looked at her pamphlets. “A corporate abomination?”

The woman walked past.

Luna gave a thumbs-up, and Winnie started praying. She prayed both that no one notice her and at the same time that some curious stranger take all her pamphlets so she might leave immediately. It soon became clear that both prayers would be frustrated by Nat and Luna, who stood in the middle of the landing loudly accusing everyone of ecocide and shoving pamphlets into their hands before Winnie could possibly unload any of her own.

A mother with three kids was telling Nat she didn’t have time right now for a “little talk.”

Nat persisted: “Did you know that days are eighty, or maybe even one hundred twenty seconds shorter than they used to be?”

“Then I especially don’t have time.”

Luna told a couple that when they used the Westward Circuit, they lined the pockets of warlords.

“Aren’t days getting longer?” asked Nat’s next victim. He was trying to reason with her, showing her his weather app. He said, “Last night the sunset was at A.H. 976,294:04, and tonight it’s at A.H. 976,318:05. So actually if you calculate the difference, that’s twenty-four hours and a minute—”

“That’s irrelevant!” Nat was saying. “That’s just because—it’s spring!”

Eventually he gave up and took a pamphlet.

Nat turned to Winnie.

“You’ll get the hang of it,” she said. “Everyone has their personal style.”

“No, no. I don’t have any style.”

“You’re funny,” she said. “Maybe you should try a joke. Like this.”

She stepped in front of the escalator just as Mia Poe and Sammie Gutierrez were coming down. To Winnie’s horror, Nat didn’t even seem to know who they were.

“Question for you, ladies,” Nat said. “What do you call a boycott that’s both socially just and environmentally sustainable?”

“Huh?” said the boys behind them. Mia frowned at Winnie.

Nat said, “Feeding two birds with one scone.”

They took the pamphlets, totally confused, and Nat turned around to face Winnie with an immodest look of joy, like a child who’d gotten to perform her magic trick for a fresh audience. “See?” she said.

Winnie felt like throwing up.

Nat tilted her head. “You alright?”

Winnie nodded.

Nat kept studying her. Numerous shoppers walked by unmolested. Finally Nat said, “You’ll find a line that works for you.” She tossed her braid over her shoulder, turned, and resumed declaiming corporate depravity.

A sixth-grader glanced at Winnie’s pamphlets.

“Excuse me,” Winnie mumbled, handing him one. “Do you believe in protecting the planet?”

“Sure.” He crumpled the pamphlet in a ball. “I believe in recycling.”

Snap!

Winnie knew that shocking herself was a bad idea. The black wire of her home hairdresser was completely stripped, and the shocks were leaving red marks. She wasn’t even sure that they felt good. But it was Friday night, she was finally home, and she’d had a humiliating fucking day.

No one else was in the apartment. Winnie’s phone lay on the sink counter, playing Scroller in gallery mode for background noise. It projected a rotating tower of livestream channels.

“If I could change one thing about myself,” said Israeli actress Ayla Amsler, “it would be to be more comfortable in my own skin.”

Winnie had found the home hairdresser in a cabinet beneath the sink while looking for batteries. It was a cheap knockoff that she never used. The clunky plastic bowl groaned and rattled when you placed it on your head. Its only settings were to tug your hair into a ponytail or yank it into a topknot and stab a wire flower through as if it had half a mind to pierce your ear. WARNING! said a little tag with a lightning bolt. CIRCUITRY HAZARD! DO NOT USE NEAR WATERS. GUARANTEED COMPLIANT WITH ANTI-TAMPERING GUIDELINES FOR THE LIBERAL REPUBLIC OF VIETNAM. NOT FOR USE BY CHILDREN.

Just reading this, she’d felt a jitter, and that was enough to sell her on the idea. She’d plugged it in, flipped it onto its crown, and picked, picked, picked.

Snap!

The shock was no mere nine-volt battery. She tossed the front half and focused on the back panel, tearing away cushioning for better access. Just her pinkie at first. Clenching her teeth, curling her toes into the rubber bathmat . . . The pain evoked wrists sliced open and veins teased out.

Then she’d been shocking herself for fifteen minutes, and the marks went all the way up her arm. She felt weird. She shocked her hip and caught a whiff of burnt hair. Her belly twitched.

She heard her aunt and uncle come home, but she couldn’t stop, so she locked the bathroom door and hit the lights. Her phone turned the walls psychedelic. On Scroller, sounds from a police crackdown in Russia. Two of Winnie’s classmates sang the Ironman song. Juju, filming from a loud restaurant, said she and her friends were going to “get outside” tonight. Ayla Amsler was replaced by Heinz Ketchup.

Snap! Winnie imagined her body skipping over a glassy lake.

Carsie was asking her husband, Mark, where the hell Juju was.

“You call her friends’ parents this time—”

“To declutter all that junk, we recommend you get at least one Organizizer for each room and then purchase additional Organizizers . . .” “A generous helping of this one food cancels out calories.” The two boys who had been singing Ironman were now talking about how their English teacher was a fat whore. Winnie peeled off her shirt and shocked her shoulder and the small of her back. She didn’t know if it was the electricity itself or just the excitement, but her heart was racing. She heard Mark apologize to Carsie. They were in the hallway now.

Fuck off, Winnie thought, to no one in particular. A late-night comedian blew up a putatively indestructible water bottle, and Winnie acknowledged herself in the mirror and had no choice but to laugh. Shirtless, touching herself with a broken machine. Fuck off! she thought again and laughed at her own face—that ugly face that awaited her in every mirror of her life. When she was young, she believed her face was merely incidental. She lifted her right breast with the intention of shocking the sweaty crease of skin underneath. But as she brought the wire nearer, she heard Carsie and Mark arguing just outside the bathroom door.

“Are you sure she’s not in the bathroom?”

“That’s Winnie, Mark.”

“How do you know?”

“Because Winnie is always fucking home.”

“What’s she doing in there?”

Winnie’s hand left her chest and tore for the sink to feign washing. She slipped off the insulating rubber bathmat just as her other hand touched Snap! Snap! to her ribs.

The contact was too much. Her arm fell through Scroller (“Pray for Madrid; vote for Walker”), triggering an artificial sizzle that was nothing next to the real thing, which coursed straight through her heart, a stream of destruction that just kept coming as her hand found the perspiring metal faucet and seized.
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