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To my family
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Every morning felt like Henry’s first. Perhaps it came from working with code so much, the detailed sequence of inconsequential numbers that resulted in something coming to life, something that had never existed before. Perhaps it was because his aversion to leaving the house had grown so severe that he’d long given up trying, so he was left with only one wonder within his reach. Lily. The woman sitting in the chair next to his bed, smiling in the lovely, vaguely haunted way he sometimes sees as a side effect of overwhelming love, and other times as merely pity.

“That was a bad one,” she says.

“Was I snoring?”

“You were nightmaring. You woke up like I fired a gun next to your ear.”

“Did you?”

Her glasses are round and too large for her face in a way Henry finds heartbreaking. She pushes them up hard against her brow. “What was the dream about?”

“It was the same one,” he says. “More or less.”

“Tell me.”

“Why? Dreams are stupid. Don’t we have other things—”

“Dreams tell us who we are,” his wife says, and pulls the chair an inch closer, taps at her chin with doctorly interest. “Don’t you think we could all use some help with that?”

He hears the “all” as meaning himself. He could use some help with knowing who he is. It’s a very Lily thing to say: superficially supportive, curious, passively superior. His desire for her to stay here with him is so great he forgives her for making him feel like an anecdote, something she might later share with friends for their amusement. Or worse, their sympathy.

“It’s our house. This house,” Henry says. “I’m moving through the halls like I’m not in control of my limbs. Just drifting, you know?”

“Sure.”

“And I’m going up the stairs to the second floor. That’s when I start to get scared.”

“Are you scared of—”

“Not it. Not exactly.”

“So it’s—”

“A sense. Like I know something bad is coming but I can’t prevent it.”

“And you can’t wake up.”

“I can’t do anything except go where I have to go.”

“The attic.”

“The stairs to the attic, yeah. That’s where I stop. Looking up at the door. Except it’s different from the real door. This one is covered in chains and padlocks, top to bottom. Like whoever put them there didn’t think there was enough of them so kept adding more and more.”

There’s no way to predict what will catch Lily’s interest, and what will cause her to wander off and leave him to what she calls his “pet projects.” Henry often feels like there’s an undiscovered vein of conversation that might keep her with him longer, maybe even bring her back for good, if he could only stumble on the right topic or theme. He’s made the mistake in the past of thinking she wants him to be more entertaining. But after trying to mimic the charm of the leading men in the movies she likes, he saw how she found him the least engaging when he was working the hardest at it. It makes him want to ask what she found most attractive about him before they were married—whatever quality he still possesses that he could try to magnify—but he worries she’ll say she’s forgotten.

“Then what?” she says.

“I hear a voice behind the door.”

“Its voice.”

“Yeah.”

“But you couldn’t hear what it was saying.”

“When I’ve had the dream before I couldn’t. But this time I could.”

She sits straighter. “What was it?”

“It was quoting something. Lines from a book. A poem or novel. Maybe the Bible? Something it had memorized. It wasn’t kidding around about it either.”

“What do you mean?”

“The words weren’t its own, but they were the truth of its being. Like another voice speaking through it.”

“What did the voice say?”

“‘I am the spirit of perpetual negation. For all things that exist deserve to perish.’”

“You remembered that?”

“I guess it was memorable.”

“Shit.” She shivers. A stagy gesture that builds into a genuine shudder. “Perpetual negation. Kinda grim, Henry.”

“I wasn’t appreciating the meaning of it as it happened. Only that, whatever it was, it meant it.”

“At least that woke you up.”

“No, that’s not what did it.”

“What did?”

The locks won’t hold. That’s what Henry recalls feeling, but he doesn’t say it, because he doesn’t want to frighten Lily. Every chain and padlock in the world would make no difference. Because what terrified him wasn’t the thing on the other side of the wood, but the new thing that had joined it. A presence that will not be contained.

“A whisper,” Henry says instead. “But when I got closer I heard it wasn’t a whisper. It was a hand. Fingers stroking the inside of the door. And then—boom!—something smashed against it. Hard enough to split the wood. That’s what woke me up.”

Lily shudders again. “Well, you’re here now.”

“Where else would I be?”

“Good one,” she says, and nods with a mixture of humor and sadness that he thinks of as her trademark, though sometimes wonders if he’s reading it wrong. If maybe he always has. “Good one.”
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Things are bad between them, but not too bad. This is the estimation he’s held to for so long it’s become a truism, comforting as believing there’s a heaven awaiting us after death. But sometimes, like now, he worries that his assessment of the bridgeable distance between himself and his wife is an error of judgment—the same made by millions of husbands right before the end. He doesn’t normally wish he had friends, but when this thought comes to him, he does. It might be helpful to know a man of his age and experience who could tell him whether his troubles were benign or terminal.

But Lily’s here now. There may be no magical words to keep her here, but showing his concern for her certainly couldn’t hurt. As soon as he speaks, he sees how he may be wrong about this too.

“How are you feeling?”

“I’m pregnant, Henry, not ill.”

“Of course. Of course not. I just know how it can make women uncomfortable sometimes. The process. Understandably.”

“The process?” She laughs—briefly, resignedly—but not without some trace of warmth. He’s useless, but he’s trying. This is how he interprets it. Lately, it’s been as good as it gets for him.

“When are we going to—”

“Don’t.”

“—talk about things?”

He raises himself up against the bed’s headboard. His hand reaches out to her round stomach to feel the life inside her, but she pulls away. A flinch. Is that what he saw? Not a drawing back, the preference to not be touched, but a reflex of the body. It was as if she moved from him with revulsion, rather than anger or coldness or hurt.

“Not today,” she says. “Soon.”

“It’s lonely waking up in this room alone.”

“I know.”

“How much longer do I—”

“Not today.” She steps away so suddenly her glasses slide back down to the tip of her nose.

Henry was a fool when it came to marriage, and he worked to understand it with the flailing desperation of a drowning man fumbling with a life jacket. But he knew enough to know when to let a point go unpursued. Sometimes you had to wait for whatever bruise that ached between the two of you to darken first before fading, even if, looking back on it, you could never recall the blow that caused it in the first place.

Lily goes to the window at the far end of the room. “Curtain open,” she says.

The heavy blackout curtains part on their own. The morning light first slashes, then expands through the space between the halves. It leaves Henry blinking where he still lies in the bed, in part from the brightness, in part to shield himself from the stark vacancy of the room. A single chair with wooden spindles along its back (their knobs poking and painful to sit against). A rug too small for the space, leaving the corners cold and exposed. The double bed of a size that can comfortably accommodate only one. The tidy vacancy of a spare bedroom.

“Window open,” Lily says.

The heavy glass pane rises automatically. This time instead of light it’s air that licks and curls against her skin. She breathes it in: the cool mineral scent of autumn that she thinks of as a cave turned inside out.

The sun pours down the street and splashes against the elms and cedar shake walls of her neighbors’ houses, staining everything with orange and rust. It’s the part of town where the rich once lived, the factory owners and physicians and distillers. After a few decades of neglect, a new set of professionals—start-up financiers and tech work-from-homers and consultants of niche expertise—had come to apply tasteful renovations and hang swinging love seats on the wraparound porches.

You could make fun of it as a nostalgic amusement park. Lily sometimes did, and in those precise terms. But it was also unquestionably lovely, the properties wide and deep, each façade an architectural defense of America, or the idea of it. It wasn’t a gated community, but it made its values and exclusions clear nonetheless. The fantasy of the Upstate College Town, long thought to be extinct, but here returned to life on the handful of blocks on either side of them.

Even the morning’s sounds were delightful. Birdsong and the babble of kids making their way to school on the sidewalk, the delivery drones dodging through the branches over their heads, buzzing like honeybees. Lily looks down at the parents herding their children or carrying them on their shoulders and guesses which of them she will seek out as friends once she joins their ranks.

It takes her a second to understand why the children themselves are dressed the way they are. Dwarfish superheroes and goalie-masked killers and green-faced, daycare-bound witches. The decorations on her neighbors’ houses had been there the past couple weeks, but she’d grown used to them and forgotten why they were brought out in the first place. On almost every lawn there’s a papier-mâché graveyard, every other tree home to a web of rope and a spider made of stuffed garbage bags. There are no such things on Lily and Henry’s property. They have never decorated their house for this or any holiday.

“Halloween,” she says.

“What?”

She speaks louder without turning around. “It’s Halloween morning.”

“Should we get candy?”

“Have we ever handed out candy?”

He thinks on this as if there’s a riddle buried in it. “No,” he says. “But we could start.”

 “We don’t have a jack-o’-lantern by the door, no lights or decorations. Nobody is coming up our walk anyway.”

“A trip to the store. That’s all it would take.”

Now she looks at him. A moment that stretches into a meaningful appreciation, her shoulders inching lower, yielding. “It’s a nice idea. And it’s sweet of you to suggest it. But I think we both know you’re not going to the store, Henry. And even if you did—if you could—do you really see yourself opening the door to strangers?”

“You’re right,” he says, shaking his head. “I don’t think I could manage it.”

“Not without me having to call 911.”

He snorts. It’s his signal to her that concedes how their lives are shaped the way they are because of his deficiencies and his alone.

She crosses her arms over her chest and looks outside again, a pose he decides to read as contentment. He was wrong to pressure her to talk. Pregnancy brought on a chemical storm in the body, he’d read all about it. Which meant Lily was navigating herself through rolling waves invisible to him. It wasn’t his place to demand her attention. And he had taken so much time for his work, for his creation, he’s obliged to be patient now.

“There’s lots in the fridge,” he says. “I’ll make us omelets.”

She frowns. “You don’t remember, do you?”

“Apparently not.”

“We’re having people over for brunch. Paige and Davis.”

“I forgot. Your old co-workers.”

“I thought it would be good for you to talk with people other than me for a change.”

“It is,” he says. “Good.”

“I’m trying to help you.”

“I know. But I have to do this on my own.”

Once more she cocks her head at him in unexpected interest. “Do what?”

“Get rid of whatever’s got me spooked up here.” He taps the side of his skull. “And I think I can now.”

“Why?”

“Because I know the cause of it. The more I’ve worked on my project, the worse the phobia got. So I’m going to pull back, and by the time the baby comes—”

“You don’t need to—”

“—I’ll be able to go outside.”

She sucks her lips into her mouth and lets them pop wetly out. “What would you do if you could?”

“Push her in the stroller. Take her to the playground.”

“Her?”

“I guess I’ve imagined it’s a girl—not that it matters. I just don’t want to be sick anymore. For her. Or him.”

She sees his earnestness in this, and it softens her. The arms over her chest uncross, the hands rising—briefly reaching for him—before drifting back to her sides. “How are you going to do it?”

“Remember this moment. How I feel right now.”

“An illness like yours—it’s not just a matter of motivation, you know. It’s not just feelings.”

“You’re right. It’s a matter of will. Putting my mind to the things it should’ve been focused on for a long time.”

“You have been focused,” she offers. “You’ve been so involved in your project.”

“Too involved. I’m sorry for that, too.”

He has to do something. Right now. An opening has appeared, he’s sure of it. This is the occasion for an emotional display, a spontaneous gift, a pleading. The kind of gesture he’s always felt the most hopeless at. But the idea of Lily leaving with these questions clinging to them both has to be blunted in some way.

“I love you, Lily.”

Her lips tighten into thin lines. It could be the beginning of a smile. The question of whether it’s that or her readying to say an unkind thing is left unanswered when the little man in the top hat wheels into the room.
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It takes a moment for Lily to assemble the details of what she’s looking at.

A doll wearing a star-covered cloak with a black top hat roughly stitched to its head, riding a bicycle. A plastic circle of a face rouged with cherry cheeks and a wide, oval mouth that suggests some unwholesome exertion. It’s only a foot high and proceeds with the certainty of a puppy tripping on its own ears, but its movements are less comical than unsettling. Each part is store-bought but augmented by hand: the motorized knees, the ill-fitting magician’s outfit. A customized mutant.

Lily takes an involuntary step back, but it decides on her as its target. Squeaking and wobbling forward, its knees jutting out from under its cloak and disappearing again with each thrust. The top hat is loosely attached to its scalp so that it slides forward and back, over and over. Now it hangs over its forehead, hiding its face, leaving its chin its only visible feature. The pubic fuzz of a black goatee.

“Well,” she says. “This is new.”

“That’s weird. I thought I turned it off before I went to bed.”

“What is it?”

“A little magician. Riding a bicycle.”

“Right, I can see that. I guess I’m asking why you’d make it?”

“It’s a balance study. To see if I could get it to pedal without falling. A preliminary test for William when I build him out and give him ambulatory—”

“Can you turn it off?”

“It’s probably only got an hour or so left on its battery anyway, so—”

“Can you? Please? I don’t like it.”

She’s watching the mini magician squeak around her feet in a circle, its black top hat resuming its bobbing up and down in a way Henry assumed would be cute but sees now is perverse.

Henry gets out of bed, bends down on one knee, the sides of his hands on the floor in an open V, ready to corral the toy. But when its pedaling knees and lewdly pumping hat come around the corner of Lily’s shoes and start toward Henry, the magician does something unexpected. It pivots the handlebars to the right, almost toppling but not quite, veering hard away from him.

“It’s trying to get away,” Lily says, half-alarmed, half-impressed.

“It’s supposed to come to me. I guess it thinks my hands are a wall or some other object to avoid.”

“Huh. So can you control it? Or are we just living with it rolling around the house?”

“Its direction command is connected through the Wi-Fi. I’d have to log in to pull it up.”

“Okay. Are you going to get it, then?”

“It’s not going anywhere.”

“Well, it is, because it’s out in the hall now.”

She’s right. He can hear it squeaking over the floorboards. Another surprise. It made it out the door much faster than it managed before, during his tests.

Henry stalks out of the bedroom and into the hall, telling himself to move decisively but without excessive haste. A man in control. A man headed off to reassert normalcy in his home. A man.

The little magician is rolling toward the bottom of the attic stairs. It’s getting better at riding the bicycle even as Henry watches it. The possibility occurs to him that the toy was previously only pretending to wobble. An act, even as he knows there’s no way for it to formulate that kind of strategy.

He catches up to the little magician just as it turns to avoid hitting the bottom step of the stairs. Henry looks up at the door at the top, the door from his nightmare. This one secured by a single padlock instead of a dozen. No chains. He wishes, ridiculously, that there were.

“Abracadabra!” he announces, sweeping the bicycle and its rider off the floor, its cloak flapping.

He pops up the hinged top hat and puts his thumb down on the power button he’d located in the crown of its skull. The battery must have expired at about the same time, because Henry could swear that the little magician stopped pedaling and went still a half second before the button was pressed.

He looks back down the hall to find Lily standing outside the spare bedroom. She saw it too. The gap between the magician playing dead and Henry turning off its power.

“Got the little fucker,” he says.

Lily turns and starts down the stairs, so that he can’t see whether she is fighting tears or some other inclination.
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The house is one of the enormous Victorians up the slope from downtown. It presents as old, is full of old things, and was owned by a series of old people over the years, each of whom left by way of the undertaker’s box. But if you look closely the house reveals all the ways it’s different.

To turn on the lights, to make the water hotter, to open, close, and lock the doors—everything is done by the command of either Henry’s or Lily’s voice. The whole place is wired, but subtly so. Aside from discreet keypads located in the walls here and there, it appears traditional: original brick fireplaces on the main floor and guest bedroom, pine cabinets in the kitchen, furnishings bordering on old-fashioned. Yet the house is cybernated to a degree far beyond the capacity of any store-bought smart device or talking appliance.

And Henry did all of it himself.

After what he calls his “symptom onset,” he converted the third-floor attic into a lab and asked Lily to have the security system and other hardware pieces shipped to the house so he could personally modify each one before installing them. The asking-Lily part is an unspoken agreement between them: she manages the expenses. Virtually all the money is hers, anyway, after the stock sale of the software company she founded, so it makes sense. And by Henry’s own admission, he’s a dunce at negotiating with salespeople or tracking the costs of things, the “real-world stuff” his wife has always been better at.

They’re both engineers. He’s robotics, she’s computers, though “there’s tons of overlap,” as he likes to remind her, always on the lookout for common ground. They met in postgrad, where they were stars in their respective fields before sharing a lab where their expertise comingled on joint projects. They fell in love with the work. They fell in love. He’s far more confident in saying precisely when the former happened than the latter.

At some point along the way they agreed to their casting: he’s the socially awkward nerd with untreated neuroses, she’s the business savant sitting on millions but restless for more. More money, it’s assumed, though the possibility that it may be something else is one of the aspects that goes unsaid.

Henry frequently reviews this history of his life with Lily—as he does now—in the hope that it will remind him of the enduring substance at the foundation of their union. After all, he was the one she chose, and not one of the other candidates who mumbled and struggled to make eye contact around her during those years. But the recollection only highlights all the alternative decisions she could have easily made.

What’s important is to affirm what makes him special. Right now that’s his creation. The thing on the other side of the attic door.

He starts up the stairs without intending to, as if summoned. Each step a heavy confirmation of his reluctance.

“Unlock lab door,” he says.

The chunky clack of the bolt retreating from the slot. The padlock next. Henry pulls a key from his pocket. He takes a breath and hears it whistle through his tightened throat.

“Open lab door.”
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The robotics lab takes up the entire attic of the house. A chaos of desks covered with hard drives and monitors, one large table piled with rubber masks and plastic body parts. A bare foot atop a technical manual as if it had just stomped its cover shut. An arm hanging over the table’s edge, reaching for a bruised apple on the floor. The overhead LEDs drop white cones of light, leaving the rest of the room in shadow.

Henry steps into the room and tries to appear relaxed, even though his arms tense up involuntarily, as if to block a charging attack.

“Here I am.”

The voice is deep, almost tranquilized. The hint of a slur, as if coming from an end-of-the-night drunk bringing the last shot to his lips. But there is no weakness in it. A voice that suggests a body of experience best left unexplored.

“I don’t see you,” Henry says, and his own voice is like an empty soup can dropped in the street.

“Over here.”

It takes a second for Henry to find his creation sitting on a stool in the corner.

The robot holds a pocket-sized transistor radio to its ear, listening to what sounds like Broadway show tunes. From the beginning, it has listened to the world this way, switching radio stations seemingly at random. Kiddie pop to country, shock jock to NPR. It occurs to Henry that the radio is the only gift it has ever received without asking.


Whether I find a place in this world or never belong

I gotta be me, I’ve gotta be me



The robot clicks the radio off and sets it on the nearest desk. Its movements are slower than a human’s, premeditated, as if it were moving chess pieces according to a pattern it had foreseen in its mind.

“Thank you for the books,” it says.

The robot extends a hand, wavering and lethargic as a snake’s head, and picks up a paperback from the top of a stack. A dozen at least. The pages puffy from moisture, the covers curled brown at the corners.

“This was my favorite,” it says. “Faust.”

“You read all of them?”

“Some twice. The good parts, anyway.”

“I only gave those books to you yesterday.”
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