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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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“In other words, seeing is believing. But does anyone really believe that any more? Believing is believing.”


—Philip Gourevitch




I


ZILCH PATROL
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“I said, ‘It’s tough.’”


Done talking, Terri folded her arms and leaned back into the freeway center divider, a shock of cold concrete on her hip jolting her upright again. It was an awkward confirmation that she was actually here; standing in the middle of the interstate, watching several hundred festive cops loiter on a freeway blocked to traffic, the mob made all the merrier by bumper-to-bumper congestion in the opposing lanes. Where westbound was a parking lot, eastbound held a tailgate party.


Every New Year’s Day since she’d joined the department, Uribe Steakhouse opened early for a police-only champagne brunch. But with Jack Uribe still cleaning up smoke damage after a Christmas Eve kitchen fire, someone had had the bright idea to stage this year’s gathering in a corner of Los Angeles State Historic Park. That site had proven so inhospitable—trash, dogs, stray hypos—that when a quarter-mile stretch of the I-10 had been shut down to search for a shell casing, the 300-strong group had simply migrated wholesale to the freeway.


Quickly glancing over both shoulders, she registered that traffic hadn’t budged. She’d been arguing with the driver directly behind her, each having come to rest on either side of the center divider, directly under the boxy arch of the freeway signage scaffold. With her back to him now, Terri was struck by the uncanny feeling that she’d been speaking with an imaginary friend the whole time. Seemingly in response to this thought, a voice behind her said, “Yeah, Terri, it is tough. Tough seeing my tax dollars pay for your bullshit.”


She sighed and turned, looking down on a balding, beet-faced man leaning out of his car, the edge of the divider perfectly level with his open window. He was a type: the powerless bigmouth.


“Uh-huhn,” she said. “You don’t really continue a conversation with a cop by using their first name.”


“Half the goddamn police force is having a freeway party, and you’re lecturing me, Terri?”


She twisted and took in the scene, seeing officers in uniform doing a clean sweep farther down, but closer more officers, some uniformed, some in shorts and jerseys, everyone chatting and laughing, most with their shades perched up on scalps, nearly everybody holding open containers. She had to admit, it didn’t look great. All they needed were a grill and some lawn chairs.


“Our goddamn taxes pay your salary, Terri.”


“First of all, it’s ‘Detective Pastuszka’ …”


“We pay your paycheck, and you repay us by shutting down the goddamn freeway. That sound about right, Terri?”


From behind, a voice said, “Who’s your buddy?” She turned again to greet Sergeant Carlos Jaramillo, his ponderous gut supported by a faded T-shirt for Meat Wagon Steakhouse. Perhaps he’d slipped it on as some sort of half-drunk protest against Uribe; most of the guys out here were still boozy from last night. There’d probably be some chest-bumping soon.


“Loudmouth citizen number 8,001,” she said. “Guy’s mad at us because he has to sit in traffic for ten minutes.”


“Hey buddy, we just shut down eastbound,” Carlos said. “Westbound is all Juggernaut. We got nothing to do with that.”


“Hey buddy, I saw you over at the Kangaroo Room.”


“Oh yeah? How’d I look?”


“Like you, but less of an asshole.”


Carlos licked his lips, locked fingers, and stretched his arms with the palms out, then reached up and pulled down the shades resting on his own scalp. From a distance, cop glasses—PanOpts—looked like any other pair of store-bought EyePhones. Seen up close, they were the ultimate expression of authority, a more potent symbol than even a badge or gun.


“Okay. Franklin Herrera of 466 West Broadway in Glendale,” Carlos said with a pleasant little smile. “Age thirty-six, divorced, employed by Totonga Graphics. Uh-oh. Oh no. I’m seeing some unpaid littering citations, Detective Pastuszka. Seeing some missed child support payments.” He was almost definitely making stuff up on the fly, no one being stupid enough to mouth off to cops with an open offense hanging overhead. But sometimes it rattled the lippy.


“Carlos Jaramillo, who lives in the Woodbridge Arms complex, 8360 Sunland Boulevard,” the man in the car announced, reading Carlos’s face through his own shades. “I’m seeing some serious CopWatch citizen citations.”


“Nice try, dipshit. My ex-wife lives there now.”


Terri saw a change come, Carlos darkening, preparing to take this harmless sparring to a different level.


“You got something to say about her, dickwhizzle? That woman’s a saint.”


The man in the car swallowed nervously, looking to her and then Carlos with a sudden solemnity, saying, “Are you aware that in Sweden they have citizen policing now?”


“Ayo! Call it!” Carlos raised up and cupped his hands, yelling out to the multitude. “We got a Sweden!” The crowd cheered.


Nearby, a uniformed officer said, “Damn. Eight hours into the new decade.”


Carlos leaned back over the concrete center divider and stuck his entire head into the car, probably stinking up the interior with hooch breath.


“Bad news, Frank Herrera, age thirty-six, working some bullshit job at some place no one cares about. Sweden’s in the opposite fucking direction.”


“Hey man!” The next driver back leaned out his own window. He was young, crazy-eyed.


“Hey man! Hey man! That’s harassment!”


Carlos straightened up, amused again, the man in the first car doing his best to appear righteously vindicated.


“Hear that? Carlos? Terri? The people have spoken.”


“Harassment!” The second man shouted out to the world. “It’s harassment!”


She realized the second guy was drunk, the crowd’s guffaws only spurring him on.


“Harassment!” The second man continued, shrieking now, craning his neck around as if the real cops might show up any minute.


Carlos looked down to his captive audience with a determined smile, tapping the space in front of him. From the way he wriggled his fingers, Terri could tell it was all bullshit, but the guy in the car appeared concerned.


“Hey. Hey. Don’t tag me. I’m within my rights.”


Zack Zendejas emerged from the crowd, offering one broad hand to Carlos, placing the other on her shoulder. His big slab of a face showed no hangover. Zack was a family man; he’d probably fallen asleep by twelve thirty. In six years as her partner, he’d packed on some weight, Jocular Jock slowly fading into Jowly Jock, probably hitting genuine portliness by retirement time. For now, he could still impersonate the body and bearing of an ex-military man, although he’d only segued into policing, years ago, from a job moving furniture.


“Terri P. Looks like you found some action. You see this shit?” Zack nodded up, at the overhead freeway signage, toward the three huge green rectangles hanging over the stalled westbound lanes. “See it?”


“The bag?” Some miscreant had tossed a ratty old gym bag up onto the sign’s metal catwalk ledge.


“Keep looking.”


On the furthest rectangle, past the arrows directing passengers to Santa Monica and Santa Ana, she saw an extra smudge in white. Seen from this foreshortened angle, it wasn’t clear what she was looking at.


“Is that … graffiti?”


“Blast from the past.”


“Wow. Someone actually found the one surface in the city without paint-resistant paint. Quite a feat.”


“More like witchcraft.” He pointed lower, to the looped coils of razor wire, draped like foliage over both sides of the structure. “Seriously. How?”


The yelling behind them intensified, and they turned into the morning sunlight, realizing that both drivers were shouting at each other now, oblivious to Carlos, who had doubled over with laughter. She heard the first man yell, “I don’t need your help! Just shut up!”


Wincing from the glare, they turned back toward downtown, taking in the skyline’s clustered skyscrapers.


“Is this what you thought the fifties would look like?” she asked.


“Ugh. This is the decade I turn fifty.”


She realized she would too.


“So. Day One.” He sounded sympathetic.


“Day One? Oh, right. No more overtime Day One.”


For the last sixteen months, overlapping city and state budgets had poured modest surplus cash back into law enforcement, politicians at all levels desperate to get a handle on crime rates. It’d been a golden age of fractional overtime, with plenty of extra cash for motivated cops. Terri had been one of the most diligent devotees of the extra workload.


“You’re certainly taking this better than I’d expected.”


“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she murmured, hypnotized by the gleaming skyscrapers, realizing this was the one truly good time of day to view them, sun hitting dead on and making the buildings appear important and powerful.


Carlos Jaramillo joined them, motioning back toward the arguing drivers. “The fuckin’ downfall of civilization. Get a good look.”


Zack turned back, squinting. “Creeping chaos.”


“You want to talk about that? Last week, me and Luis Mahoney were going to that barbecue thing? We’re off duty, off PanOpt, Honest Injun not looking for any kind of trouble. We come around a corner in this nice neighborhood by Verdugo, we see two nudists going at it on their lawn. I mean, full on, triple-X action, not a stitch of clothing to be seen. Behind them? Draped across the front porch? They’d made this big banner that said ‘Just Try And Stop Us.’”


Zack lit up. He loved tales of broad daylight debauchery. “Sophisticates.”


“Yeah, well. That’s the way of the world. Forget those,” he pointed toward the skyscrapers. “The whole city is turning into one big ghetto garbage dump. Trash people on all sides. Look at this crap.” He was getting himself worked up again, pointing to the flat stucco apartment complexes overlooking the eastbound lanes. “These ugly-ass shitboxes, full of tacky, ignorant people. You live in a trash can, how can you be anything but trash?”


Zack met Terri’s eye, grinning, enjoying this. “Yeah, Carlos? How trashy are they?”


“Trash-bag hose-monster motherfuckers.” Carlos licked his lips, laughing tentatively when he saw how hard Zack laughed.


“What?”


“You just pointed at Terri’s apartment.”


“Oh shit. Hey, ah …”


“No, hey.” She glanced over at her building. “I’m certainly not fond of the place.”


A whoosh came, each of them rotating to watch the westbound traffic shocked back into action, cars zipping off as if the road itself had suddenly yanked them into the distance.


“Not much of a New Year’s celebration,” Carlos said.


“Pretty appropriate for a year without overtime,” Terri said.


Zack gave another amused side glance, this time directed at her. “I thought you didn’t care about that.”


A shout came from the crowd.


“Pan up!”


She pulled down her own shades, the moment of transformation like the instant between holding and wearing a piece of clothing. PanOpt, the network, materialized through PanOpts, the hardware. The world blossomed with captions. Rounded byline boxes sprouted over every head, speech balloons in an endless comic strip. In her margins, a welter of informative keywords, links, transcript, and audio options flourished. These glasses peered back at the eye, gauging nuances—focus, depth of field, iris contraction—and rendering their images faster than human perception. It was a new trick aping an old trick: two lenses fooled the eyes into seeing information in stereo, two eyes fooled the brain into seeing depth. Captions appeared as solid as the people they floated over.


A small clock floating in her lower left field of vision told her it was 9:51. She had the whole day ahead of her, the new year and the new decade after that. A lieutenant addressed the troops, sounding as if he stood next to her, offering a condensed version of the underwhelming speech cops got every New Year’s Day. Maintain. Persevere. Overcome.


At least this new year had provided one cinematic moment that would’ve been impossible inside a crowded steakhouse. It’d been an impressive sight, everyone putting on their PanOpts at once. Although she’d caught the slight self-delusion to the scene. Cops wanted to see themselves as an army, when really they were something far more dangerous: an organism.


Five minutes later, her requested car crept onto the outer shoulder as if trying to sneak out of a party, parking more or less equidistant with her own apartment block. Five minutes after that, she was cruising slow through her domain, Central Bureau, Central Division, four and a half square miles enclosing Little Tokyo, South Park, Historic Core, Olvera Street, the train station, and the Jewelry and Fashion Districts.


Oddly, the central crisis of the Central Bureau wasn’t her problem. The commercial skyscrapers of downtown Los Angeles, having been abandoned and then repopulated with refugees a generation ago, existed in a perpetual legal fog. The city claimed they were a federal issue, the federal government repeatedly bounced the problem back down, housing cops addressed violent crime, and fire marshals staged periodic, unwinnable raids. Immigration had placed the issue in an endless holding pattern. There was nowhere else to put anybody. The situation only became her division’s problem the moment a tower dweller died. Which was still a lot of people, maybe half of the 691 total murders last year, with no reason to think they wouldn’t top 700 in the year now before her.


The Holy Grail of LAPD intelligence would be a comprehensive, real-time layer showing every single living person in every single skyscraper. They’d tried just that a decade earlier, seeding buildings with mapping drones. The program had been technically legal, skyscrapers being squatted commercial space, but logistically impossible. There were too many warrens, too many changing faces, too many increasingly sophisticated drone detectors. The opacity of the downtown towers galled all cops. At night, it was the darkened skyline of a conquered city.


It remained strange to her that these mighty structures, engines of revenue, could have been felled by mere math. But it was just that simple. Once the price of online real estate dropped below the price of commercial real estate, there’d been no going back. Online offices dispensed with commutes, insurance, utilities. Their square feet were actually cubic feet, open to any workers in the world. There was no incentive for any businesses to maintain a physical office. And with 50 million square feet of commercial skyscraper space in downtown, there was no governmental body that could attempt the tax incentives to lure companies back.


Aimless, she had the car continue up Stadium Way, just outside her Bureau, directing it to pull over at a shady lane in the park. Terri knew that a new case would absorb her civilian life sooner or later, although she’d hoped for some overlap before New Year’s, a more graceful transition into this new decade and its blocks of enforced idleness. She wanted as much work as possible because she didn’t have anything else to replace working as much as possible.


From her desktop—the invisible plain that appeared to hover just inches from her face—she opened the folder perpetually suspended in her lower right field of vision. A series of documents fluttered into the air before her. With one careful flick of the wrist, she fanned each page out in space, making the assortment of papers appear suspended in the ether. Tapping a spot in the margin, she oriented these pages with the car seats, so that, for all practical purposes, these documents were physically in the vehicle with her, as real as she was.


None of the pages held any promise, the most recent case having gone cold before Christmas. A pensioner had been found face down, stabbed by someone he’d let in to his shabby little single room occupancy in a block of low-income housing fashioned out of converted warehouse space in the Horn, itself a weird little micro-neighborhood fashioned out of the thin wedge where Baker met Spring, at the northern tip of the Bureau. It’d been one of the worst cases of postmortem lividity she’d ever seen. The body had slid halfway off the bed and come to rest on its forehead, pooled blood basically putting the guy in blackface, every responding officer having to suppress giggles as the buddies of the deceased sobbed in the hallway outside.


Straightforward non-refugee domestic homicides were a rarity in Central, there being so few legal residences left in downtown. The other cases were more typical: a seemingly random refugee murder-suicide outside the Main Library; a social worker who’d stabbed one of his clients; the renegade heir to a pallet company fortune; a withered bag lady who’d turned out to be a long-ago corporate attorney. Terri took in the neatly arrayed stacks of information and sighed.


Somewhere in the cases before her, she’d probably committed Overseer Oversight. This was the persistent misconception that somebody must have already made the obvious observation, or that the system itself would have connected the dots long before any person could have made any obvious observations. Although PanOpt had a top-notch backstop program, offering all sorts of after-the-fact analysis and perspective and research, it offered almost nothing in the way of intuitive analysis. Overseer Oversight was all the more irritating because so many other networks and systems within Los Angeles watched and listened for inputs and gestures, knowing when to pay attention, when to act, when to disregard. So why couldn’t the police do this?


Seven hours later, an empty stomach finally pulled her out of her forensics maps. She’d missed dusk, and now a flawless symmetrical half moon sat over a stand of trees to her left, so perfectly centered it might as well have been an advertisement. Her stomach grumbled again.


“Right.”


She pulled up a web box—a seemingly physical cubby that appeared to hover above her lap—using the Overlay to call up the Internet, the two networks competing but connected. Terri was grateful that she could access both systems through her PanOpts, the cop’s extra network being a private system. Viewing the world ad-free was a colossal perk of the job. In the box now, she looked up supermarkets still open on New Year’s Day, finding the physical representation of one up in Burbank, already picturing all the forlorn shoppers on a Saturday night.


So, no more overtime. So what? How bad could these weekend nights get without work? What, was she going to have a breakdown, start sobbing? She glanced up and saw something glitter under a nearby streetlight, unsure if it was a moth or part of the ecosystem of drones, one more roaming eye among millions.


Terri lived in a three-story apartment block built straight into a steep slope on Marengo. It was actually four stories, if she counted the ground floor garage bay, a space where cars once parked and which was now used for mobile trash units that came and went on their own schedule. Across the street, a dirt decline held scrub that had grown from waist high to eye level in the three years she’d lived there. Beyond and below this was the freeway, and past that the tracks for the JoyRide commuter trains. She liked this noise. Her entire life, Terri had never lived more than a mile from train tracks.


As soon as she entered the apartment, that weird exhaustion hit, a heaviness that crept into her limbs whenever she had downtime, or was alone by herself in her own space. In the bathroom, in the smart mirror she’d never bothered to set up, she caught glints from her scalp, as if her hair were slowly transforming into Christmas tinsel. A sprinkling of powdered cleanser on the edge of the windowsill offered proof that she had once half-heartedly attempted to clean the room, to ward off the ants that marched in for her blood every month.


From the jute bag of groceries on the counter, she produced a sandwich and a bottle of Jim Beam, mixed the booze with the last of her soy nog, and plopped down on the living room couch. Her first night in the apartment, she’d fastened a flimsy television screen to the wall with blue painter’s tape, and it’d never seemed necessary to formally re-hang it. Despite the room’s heavy curtains, there was always a gap that let in sunshine at dawn, so that the smooth rectangle constantly caught the morning light, leaving little purple crescents in her peripheral vision as she made breakfast.


Terri carefully perched the mug on the cloth arm of the couch, letting the ice tinkle and melt for a minute. Still wearing her PanOpts, she brought up a control box, then made a circle-point gesture with her index finger to link it to the TV. Opening a separate box, she went online, to a webroom cubby, selecting all six Thin Man movies from the 1930s and 40s, then dinging the Randomizer button.


The chosen moment came up as a still photo of Nick and Nora Charles in formal attire, seated at a nightclub on a boat, one delightful cowl-head ventilator poking up behind them like a giant musical instrument. One wag of her pinkie started the movie. Nick and Nora were mid-discussion, attending some sort of gala social function with armed cops disguised as ship stewards. The Charleses were a rich couple—a socialite and her never-quite-retired detective husband—but their world was also safe enough that they could leave their young child at home, guarded only by a tiny dog.


“Now all we have to do is sit quiet and keep our fingers crossed,” Nick said.


“So many fingers crossed now I can’t lift my drink.” Nora said.


“Uh-oh.” Nick lifted his own drink and looked off into the crowd. “Some shiny eyes in the jungle.”


Terri watched across the expanse of a century. Men in tuxedos escorted women in furs. In the distance, a cartoony skyline showed the outlines of apartment buildings and skyscrapers, each lit window a tiny, inviting square of light. It was a nation in love with itself, in love with jazz, and electricity, and the night; a world where the darkness was still inviting and romantic. As some caper unfolded within the story, Nora said, “Nick, if you saw something you knew wasn’t there, what would you do?”


She loved Nick and Nora. She’d seen one of their films when she was very young, and for years the mysterious memory had stayed with her. When she rediscovered these films as an adult, it was one of the few bits of culture she’d brought to her marriage, and one of their few common joys that still carried over into single life.


Part of the mystery had involved her first pre-sexual crush. Terri remembered sitting on the couch at her parents’ house, watching one of the films on a flat screen in their old living room, luminous snow outside somehow heightening the enigma of her new stirrings. She’d been captivated by Nora Charles; those almondine eyes, that scrunched nose, the reserved bemusement. As an adult, she’d commanded Nora to strip naked in front of her, but each time it hadn’t seemed quite right, something always inauthentic with the gestures of compliant undressing, the different renderings of a bare body. Nora Charles was sensual in her remoteness. The slinky outline of her true form—meaning the body of Myrna Loy, the actress—was back in the past, remote and inaccessible.


She loved Nick Charles with equal force, loved his chipper buoyancy, his snappy jackets and effortless alcoholism; tough like Cagney, suave like Astaire. Nick was a detective able to rise above the grit of the world, dispatching the horrors of crime with patrician enunciation. Terri was a fellow detective, even if she was public and he’d been private, and she identified with him, with his entire smooth worldview.


In the movie, a layer of intrigue played out one level above her comprehension. A jazz band performed on a rotating stage. Men in the audience tapped at cigarette cases. Nick Charles took the floor and made his denouement in front of everyone, elevating the craft of detecting to theater. It fascinated her how much respect police used to command. Even Nick, not police himself, could direct an entire room simply by his air of authority.


A man was shot to death in front of the crowd. A few women raised hands in shock, but no one seemed that disturbed. In most old crime films, someone was always pulling a gun on someone else with no psychological consequences for either party. Had this been a real thing? Were people simply tougher a hundred years ago? She thought of World War II, a conflict that had required actual fighting. She’d never known anyone who’d fought in her generation’s war.


She made a fresh drink, steadying herself on the kitchenette counter. Returning to the couch, she remembered to set her Dupe, lest someone call her work phone after hours. Opening a Duplicado Box in the space before her, Terri saw herself smiling. Her Dupe looked like what it was: an oblivious idiot awaiting commands. The effect was unnerving, like glimpsing a mirror in a dream.


“Hey, uh, if anyone calls, I’m out of commission until tomorrow at noon.”


“Okay,” Terri heard herself say.


“Unless it’s an emergency. So, if it is an emergency, make sure they use that word. ‘Emergency.’”


“You got it,” the Dupe said. In the lower right corner of the box, a small red letter D hovered in space.


“And then, if it is an emergency, but only then, set off the emergency call alarm in the speakers.”


“Will do.”


What else? “Hey … you’re set to respond in third person, right?”


“That’s correct.”


“Good, good.” This conversation was threatening to derail the night’s good cheer. “Because first person Dupes are creepy.”


“Got it.”


Mind clouded, Terri struggled to remember anything else she might be forgetting. In the paused silence, she heard her upstairs neighbor tromping across the ceiling, the footsteps headed toward Terri’s bedroom. There was another pause, and then she heard the distinctive sound of urination. For some unfathomable reason, the upstairs bathroom had been built over her bedroom.


She hit the randomizer again. Although this brought her to an entirely different movie, she’d landed on a very similar scene. Nick Charles had again gathered a motley troupe of suspects, this time in an apartment, sniffing out the one true villain in a crowd of rascals. Irish cops broke up scuffles and intimidated anyone who cracked wise, no one questioning the lack of legal council.


Terri pinged the TV control box, opening a second box for Soft Content as Nick Charles confronted a young Jimmy Stewart, asking, “But where did you expect to get cash on New Year’s Day?”


Terri chuckled: the question made no sense. She tapped the Soft Content box and said, “Nick, punch Jimmy Stewart.”


Nick Charles executed a perfect left jab. Jimmy Stewart stumbled backward, clutching his face.


“My nose!”


“With cussing,” Terri said.


“You … you broke my goddamn nose!”


“More cussing.”


Jimmy Stewart straightened up, eyes wide with righteous indignation. “You broke my fucking nose, you fucking ass cock!”


“That,” Nick Charles said with defiant good cheer, “was for being a piece of shit little rat fuck.”


This was enjoyable. “Dance party.”


A burst of big band music sounded and the crowd gyrated in place. Jimmy Stewart dropped both hands to his knees and did the Charleston, blood dribbling from his busted nose.


“Increase the party.” A cascade of brightly colored balloons and streamers fell from the ceiling. Terri realized she should’ve done this before having her first drink, the creative part of her mind now muddy. If she were industrious and sober, she could recreate the story as she saw fit, using the template of the film as a canvas, reordering this world with nothing more than skill and voice commands. Not that she’d ever been great at remixes. It required a certain perversity. Her ex had excelled at this; a pleasant memory ringed with hostile, jagged edges.


“Um. Zero gravity.”


The entire group rose up off the floorboards, still dancing, arms and legs getting tangled up with the party decorations, the entire scene a little too visually chaotic to follow.


“Okay. Reset to where I started. And pause it.” The players dropped back to the floor and took up their original positions, a theater company awaiting direction. In the TV controls, she brought up a Views box, selecting a position and then clicking Immersive. The real room around her dissolved, and she saw herself standing in a corner of the apartment, inside the world—monochromatic but photorealistic—of Nick and Nora Charles. The scene reminded her of one of those murder-mystery plays where the actors roamed from room to room.


“Everybody out. Go on.” The characters hurriedly exited through several doors, leaving her alone in the apartment.


She glanced down at the little R icon in her lower left field of vision, amused with herself for always forgetting to look at the precise moment this changed. Right now the R was a hollow red, indicating altered fictional footage. When she’d started the film, it had shown as a solid red letter. If she’d been watching non-fictional footage—news or otherwise—the R would have come up solid black. If she’d then altered that news story, the R would appear as a hollow letter, outlined in black. This was by far the most important symbol on PanOpt’s desktop, the only guarantee that a given scene was an actual representation of objective events in the physical world, and not some gradation of simulacra below that.


Terri floated through the rooms of the abandoned apartment. When she’d been a kid, one could “lose” themselves in a film only emotionally. Now it happened literally. Even ten years earlier, it had still been possible to occasionally stump the little red R, to think up a scenario or visual that confounded the boundaries of Soft Content. These days, there was nothing that couldn’t be shown in real time, the networked shades of humanity able to rummage through the collected filmic works of humanity, culling and extrapolating any detail or plot point imaginable.


A scream came from the street. She didn’t take the bait, instead watching the breeze slowly suck the curtains in and out of the window frame. This was the story asserting itself, wanting to get on with it, to pull her back into a narrative. The Story was still king because of that one universal asymmetry in all viewing experiences: the human addiction to storytelling. Most people just wanted to be steered back to a good tale. Terri was a rarity, content to stand in an empty black-and-white apartment and just listen to all the obsolete traffic noises of a lost era.


The drink needed freshening, although by now the thought of navigating the refrigerator was clearly too complicated, seeming potentially dangerous. Pulling off the PanOpts, she saw the bottle of Jim Beam resting on the kitchenette counter, and she rose and gleefully toddled over to snatch it with both hands. Then she was back on the couch, in a different movie, making everyone fight, dispatching huge wild boars to tear into whoever happened to have the misfortune of being onscreen, exploding people’s heads, howling and howling with laughter.


She woke with a snort in the utility alcove, near the bathroom door, huddled on a pile of dirty clothes. The sad laundry unit, the one luxury of the apartment, loomed above her. Seen from eye level, its circular door and two childlike knobs resembled a huge face perpetually shocked to see her back here again. From this angle, the machine appeared ominous and industrial, its thin gray wiring, normally hidden by the molding of the bathroom door, snaking up through the ceiling to the solar array on the roof, as if an old-timey spy had snuck into the place and bugged her.


Terri rose to a crouch, squinting and groaning from the harsh sunlight of the exposed living room windows, realizing she’d made a nest on the floor with the curtains. She stumbled up, stiff legged, one hand shielding her eyes, finding her PanOpts on the Chinese table, slipping these on with another groan. She called up the Preferences box, found Display, then Variables, then Creations, ordering the system to overlay reality with the appearance of rehung curtains. The living room seemed to magically restore itself. She crossed past the couch, to the small bedroom, not caring if someone zipping by on the freeway got a split-second peek of her in her underwear, feeling the incongruous warmth of sunlight on bare skin where her eyes told her there was none.


In the fridge, one of the three legs of her anti-hangover trifecta was absent. At her old house, she’d always kept a rasher of bacon for just such emergencies. Now she had only eggs and coffee, and as she turned on the scratched kettle, a wave of nausea passed through her with such intensity that she had to pivot over to the sink and stand with arms locked on the countertop, willing herself to not puke all over the dishes that had sat unwashed for the last week. Her body produced one long, quivering belch, but nothing else. Where were all those barf bags she was always taking from cop cars?


As the eggs sizzled, she heard a peep, a blinking telephone icon in the upper-right corner of her vision drawing attention to itself. Terri preferred PanOpt’s bone-conduction audio, but she’d never bothered to figure out how to disable the temple speakers. After her breakfast plate had been arranged, there was another wobbly crossing to the couch, the entire apartment building seemingly riding the crest of an ocean swell, then she was down on the edge of the cushions, propping up her elbow, bringing up the TV on the wall.


Nick and Nora had just woken up as well. The television showed them paused in their bathrobes, her seated at a small vanity, him standing, posing suave, frozen in a backward glance. Terri restarted the movie, having no idea which film she’d stopped on last night.


Inside the film, a butler entered their bedroom and stooped to deliver a silver tray of food and newspapers, informing them that they’d slept through the entire day.


“The morning papers aren’t out yet, madam. These are the evening papers.”


“That doesn’t seem right, the evening papers with breakfast,” Nora said with a darling poutiness. Terri opened another Soft Content command box while the butler, still stooped, pointed toward the bedroom door, explaining that a policeman just outside wanted to speak with Nick.


“Ah, show him in. He probably wants to question Mrs. Charles again,” Nick said.


“Don’t do that,” Terri said.


“You know what? Don’t show him in. Me and the wifey will just have a nice breakfast,” Nick told the butler, doing a quick double-take. “Excuse me, dinner.”


“Very good, Mr. Charles,” the butler said, exiting the bedroom still stooped.


Terri cleared her throat and said, “Nick.”


“Ah, yes, Terri.” He looked straight at the camera, making eye contact with her on the other side of the screen.


“Please read me the news.”


“Certainly. Ah, our news, or … your news, young lady?”


“My news.”


Nick unfurled one of the newspapers.


“Let’s see here … Sunday, January 2nd.” He glanced back out at Terri. “Headlines?”


“Sure.”


“Ah, well then … ‘Busan, Nagoya, and Quezon airports shut down for twelve hours by vector control over Marburg scare.’ ‘Turkish rebels advance within ten miles of the Izmir airport.’ ‘Unnamed sources inside TF Pauling say an initial public offering could come as early as March.’”


He bent the paper at the fold and continued with the lower-front page.


“‘Worst storm in fifteen years pummels New England.’ Oh, and this headline says, ‘GAO predicts a $39 billion cost overrun for Navy.’ And, ah, ‘Inquiry into Berlin stampede resumes.’”


This intrigued her. “Read me that story.”


“Yes, that does sound interesting,” Nora said.


“Alright, don’t everyone gang up on me.” Nick squinted and shivered his shoulders in mock annoyance, looking back down to the newspaper. In a semi-stentorian voice, he read, “‘Berlin, January 4th. After a break for the holidays, the Bundestag investigatory committee resumed emergency hearings into last year’s deadly midday stampede at the city’s busiest U-Bahn station. Even with the recess, emotions ran high at the three-hour meeting …’”


She pulled up a transcript in the margins as Nick read.


“‘… While the chief of police defends his office’s chronology, forensic inconsistencies continue to plague the investigation, with three dozen crucial discrepancies casting doubt on both …”


Terri paused him, double-wagging her finger toward the screen and importing the footage into her PanOpts. She minimized the Charles’ household, and then clicked on the words “U-Bahn station.”


A mosaic of photographs from the Berlin subway station stampede filled her field of vision. She selected a shot from the entrance, the steps already cordoned off by police tape, the faces of two bystanders twisted into fantastic masks of anguish and loss. This she minimized as well, searching the wall of photos for something from the actual footage of the hell below.


Toward the bottom of the grid of pictures, she found what she was looking for; the heart of horror. This photo showed the stampede at one of its visible crush points. In this picture, a wall of clothing and flesh had been forced into a caged enclosure, pushed, by the flow of the crowd, into a locked cul-de-sac meant for maintenance workers. Arms and fingers had been smashed into the fencing. Faces pressed into chain link like soft clay, tongues lolling, eyes rolled back. She probed this photo even as it seared her. Having found this image, she couldn’t look away.


Stampedes were the mystery of the day. At first, these stories had come from far-flung megacities with names she barely recognized: Durban, Kano, Jabodetabek. But in the last two years, people had stampeded in cities with clearly recognizable names: Berlin, Caracas, Winnipeg. The unspoken conclusion was clear. They were getting closer. No one had a handle on what caused these mass tramplings, although the problem seemed like the logical successor to the political psychoses of twenty years earlier. It was as if the entire world had PTSD.


Stampedes once had causes. Even the ones rooted in flimsy rumors—like the long-ago Pacific Rim salt riots, those days and weeks of the young trampling the elderly, everyone convinced iodine could ward off radiation—were better than stampedes caused by spooked crowds. And even those stampedes seemed better than these stampedes, which defied logical explanation even as they slowly metastasized from continent to continent. Creeping chaos. She shrank the picture and exhaled, shaken by just a single flat, still image. She was grateful that, on this one subject, she was too flat-out chickenshit to view the footage in immersive.


Terri closed the Berlin photos and maximized Nick and Nora back on the wall TV, both still frozen in a world of class and spacious living. She pinged the talk channel and said, “Okay. Go on.”


“Well, let’s see. Those are the top stories.”


“Maybe she wants to hear the local stories, Nickie,” Nora said with a seductive slyness.


“Ah, yes. Local.” Nick cracked open the paper and began reading from the same page. “‘A four-alarm fire at an apartment block in Lynwood leaves twelve dead.’ ‘A fight between teenagers at the Pasadena Tournament of Roses leaves four dead.’ ‘Reseda City Council schedules an emergency meeting over fresh allegations of corruption.’”


Nora turned and smiled at Terri, and for a moment seemed real, an entity reaching across the decades for communion.


“Isn’t he just the best reader, Terri?”


She paused the set and finished her breakfast in silence. Fortified, she dinged the circling phone icon and heard a message from her niece, Krista Sprizzo, returning Terri’s call from New Year’s Eve.


Krista picked up on the fourth ring. “Heyyyyy … hold on?”


“Yep.”


There was a quick fumbling noise and then Krista’s VT—her projected public self—materialized on the other side of the couch. She looked just a bit older, the slight curvature of her chest a brand new development. Had Krista redone her profile, or had she actually been visited by the puberty fairy in the week since Christmas?


“Hey.”


“Hey yourself. How’s it going?”


“Good, good. Except school’s back tomorrow.”


“That stinks. Early.”


“Yeah. What’s up?” she asked in a rush, as if Terri were frittering away her precious free time.


“Oh. Well, I just called because I think you left your EyePhones over here when you came over for that shopping trip.” She lifted these up to show her niece.


“I didn’t leave any shades there.” Krista’s head bolted, and she suddenly stared off through the closed front door of Terri’s apartment, as if she were actually present and had just heard something distressing in the hallway.


“I have my school glasses, Mom! I didn’t leave them anywhere! God! Hold on, Aunt Terri,” Krista’s VT froze as the real Krista, fifteen miles away, rose to slam her door in Valley Village. Terri pictured this bedroom. She had peeked in when visiting over Christmas, and had been genuinely surprised to see all the old posters of horses and soccer players removed, usurped by the images of young boys with long, curly hair and steely stares, nothing in any poster to even make clear what particular human endeavor the young men excelled in. Perhaps each was the president of a poster company.


“Okay. Sorry,” Krista said. “She’s just … nnnn!”


“Yeah, sure. Listen. I didn’t want to bring it up, but now I’m thinking I’ll feel dumb if I don’t. You want to talk about what happened?”


“Nothing happened,” Krista said with a cool reserve, momentarily all adult.


“Well … if you got suspended for three days then, yeah, something did happen.”


“Two days, and it’s an in-school suspension. Gina says we’ll just have to clean bathrooms or something. It’s a joke.”


“Your mom didn’t think it was a joke,” she said, suppressing a wince at her own tone.


“She just likes to overreact.”


“So this was, what, a game?”


“Yeah.”


“Any one I would’ve heard of?”


“Maybe. ‘Strangers on a Train’?”


“Wait a minute, that was the game you were playing? Isn’t that the one where that teacher in Seattle got paralyzed?”


“But, we weren’t doing it like that!” Krista whined. “All you do is, you tag the worst teacher at your school. Like at Millikan? Somebody tagged Mr. Ballesteros, the Spanish teacher, because he’s so gross with girls. Like, he’s always staring at everyone’s chest and making this gross sucking sound with his teeth. But even that’s just, like, a level five out of ten. So if someone from a different school sees him outside of school, they can only do something from level five. Like, maybe they pour a milkshake on his shoes or something. So when we were at the mall, we saw this guy with a level two. I think he’s like a math teacher in Hollywood? But his level was so low that we had to do something small and sneaky. So we followed him to the food court, and when he put his shopping bag down, she snuck in a pamphlet on gum disease she’d gotten from the dentist thing. That was it.”


“That doesn’t sound like that big a deal,” she agreed. “But you have to understand why everyone was so freaked out. After that thing in the news.”


“We didn’t do anything like that! It’s not fair.”


“Hey, that’s the way of the world,” Terri said, feeling a little pukey all over again.


“Anyway, I have to go in a second.”


“Hot date?”


“Yeeeaaah,” she said, still recognizably a kid. “Hey, we should get lunch sometime.”


“Absolutely,” Terri said, finding herself suddenly alone on the couch. She looked back up to the TV, Nick Charles paused with his newspaper, realizing that Krista’s generation seemed to have skipped the PTSD part.


Krista at the mall; the image wouldn’t gel. Kids just didn’t go to physical stores to buy anything. That was the generational chasm in a nutshell. Terri’s peers drove places to shop, or they went online and shopped in webrooms. Krista’s peers shopped in the Overlay. The Internet was already too much work for them, requiring the illusion of travel. If Krista needed shoes, she’d just bring up a sales layer and have it show her the shoes as they would appear on her feet, or scattered around her bedroom, or floating in physical space, as if she were a sultan’s princess having slippers brought before her by an army of ghost servants.


Terri thought of the mystery EyePhones, her mood darkening. This was a problem. She couldn’t bear to peek at their archive, lest it contain some fragment from her past life. But she couldn’t afford to lose them for the same reason. It didn’t seem plausible that these could actually be her old EyePhones. After the divorce, Terri had spent a huge sum to fly home, back to Jersey, for a weekend of self-diagnosed closure. She’d fit all the most important totems of her marriage into a single shoebox, then slid the shoebox into the darkness of the rafters of her aunt’s garage. Or had she? Maybe her desire to have included the shades in the shoebox had placed them there in her mind.


She twirled the shades between two fingers, seeing the Zeiss logo on the temple. In PanOpt, she pulled up a Zeiss company directory and dialed tech support.


“Assistance,” a cheery man’s voice said in audio only.


“Yeah, hi. I found a pair of EyePhones in my apartment, and I can’t remember if I purchased these a long time ago, or if a visitor might have left them by accident. Here’s the footage.”


“Okay.”


“And, ah, I don’t … I’m wondering if I can obtain an index or something, remotely, without having to turn them on myself. Because if they don’t belong to me, I don’t want to violate, you know, someone else’s privacy.”


“Of course, I get it,” the man laughed. “We’ve all been there. Let me see what I can do.”


This seemed somehow off.


“Hold up,” she said. “Are you a real person?”


“Well … I’m really interested in providing you with quality customer service.”


“No. Nope. Please put me on with an actual person.”


The voice sighed with good nature, saying, “Okay. One moment, Ms. Pastuszka.”


She muted the hold music and rose, wondering if these slender EyePhones actually contained any footage from the old house. She and Gabriella had lived in South Pasadena, in a 1920s craftsman they’d bought and fixed up over the course of a decade-long marriage. Terri still dreamed about that home at least twice a month, its surfaces, with groaning floorboards to tiptoe past at night, the way her bare feet had gripped the wood, like she could stay there forever.


A few years before the divorce, their dog Congo had died. Grief had colored their shared world for months, a private sourness that survived like a virus requiring only two hosts. After the divorce, her own unending sadness seemed a continuation of this grief, a one-person anguish that followed her, an odor that refused to abate and which only she could smell.


Solo, Terri had had to decide how best to expunge her ex from her networked life. The options were endless, up to and including a full delete—entirely erasing all traces of her ex from her world—with proximity warnings if there had even been a threat of them running into each other in a public space. But then Gabriella had moved, first to Mexico, then overseas.


A voice said, “Ms. Pastuszka. I understand you have an indexing issue?”


“I have some old EyePhones, and I don’t know if they’re …”


“No, yeah, I’ve got all that up here in my case file. I’ll just need a little more info before I order the indexing.”


“Oh, great.”


“Let’s see … you want full transcripts?”


“Jesus. No. What would I do with that? I just need an overview of contents.”


“Alright then. Sounds like you want the one-time Basic Index. That runs $625 without any abstracts, $80 for each additional …”


“Wait. What? That’s nuts. Look. Is there just a way you can tell me the purchase history? That’s really what I need.”


“Sure, I can do that. Gimme just a sec …” She wondered if this was the same disembodied operator as before, disguising its voice, adding a few pauses for plausibility.


“Yeah, you bought these two years ago, at the StadiumStomper webroom. Need to see the receipt?”


“‘StadiumStomper’; I’ve never even heard of that. Are you sure it was me?”


The voice laughed. “You used your face to pay, so yes. These were bought January 25. Looks like this was … a pop-up room for Super Bowl supplies. Ring any bells?”


“Oh,” she remembered: someone had invited her to a Super Bowl viewing party. She’d bought these shades because using PanOpts for a sports event seemed ostentatious, and her old ones were back in Jersey, safe from her own prying eyes. She hadn’t wound up going to the party because she’d given herself a nasty sinus infection from sobbing.


“Thanks. All I needed to know.”


“Excellent, Ms. Pastuszka. And while we’re talking, I’d like to real quickly tell you about our …”


She dismissed the caller with a single finger swipe in the air. This was the exact reason she never used civilian shades. Her resistance to sales was low after the divorce. Using PanOpts, she was all cop, except when she placed a call out. It would be a silly distinction if it wasn’t real.


She spent the afternoon at the Tujunga Farmer’s market. On the drive home, a text announced,


LORDY LORDY LOOK WHO’S 36


COME HELP MUTTY RING IN HIS NEW YEAR


UGANDA, 9ISH


Approaching her apartment at the tail end of dusk, she saw the building’s dark bulk silhouetted against its hill, and the thought of staying in for another night filled her with a dread close to out-and-out fear. She tried to remember the last time she’d been out for purely social reasons, realizing she’d already decided to stop in at Mutty’s party. Her upstairs neighbor had a cat or cats, and as she reached her landing, she detected the faint but unmistakable tang of ammonia drifting down the next stairwell, as if to emphasize the dangers of becoming a recluse. Producing her house key, she instinctually glanced down to make sure she was alone. Once, a gray drift of cat fur had followed her in and set off the drone alarm.


The only piece of furniture she’d kept from her marriage was the three-legged Chinese table. She’d just moved it from one front door to another. This table had had a vital function in the old house, being the place where professional glasses were left, a symbolic gesture made literal, neither of them tracking the muck of their professions back into their shared sanctum. Now it was just muscle memory, the one place she kept her PanOpts when they weren’t on her person.


Terri placed the PanOpts on this table and thought, I’ll need to look nice, laughing when she realized she’d said this out loud. There must be something here snazzy enough to wear to a birthday party. She smiled, remembering the fitted three-quarter sleeve with the fat blue and purple lightning bolts she’d gotten as a college sophomore, some weird homemade thing she’d bought at a crafts fair on a freezing afternoon, back when bright zigzags had somehow been in fashion.


She’d kept it maybe because she associated some fun nights with that shirt, and perhaps because she’d been borderline chunky in college, always in the cafeteria with its endless meal plans, and had only slimmed down later, after graduation and the few years of hardship. She’d always suspected the shirt would still fit her as she got older and wider.


The shirt wasn’t in her dresser. It wasn’t dangling in the closet, where it wouldn’t be anyway, among her work clothes, and it wasn’t, obviously, in the hamper. She hadn’t worn it for years, although it seemed like there’d been plenty of times when she’d yanked it out and dismissed it with annoyance. She stood in the living room, staring out toward the rapid lights of the freeway, chewing her lip in annoyance, some of the tingle of expectation draining out of the room. Back in the bedroom one more time, she grunted to lift the surprisingly heavy dresser, finding only two mismatched socks. She stood, feeling another bolt of post-hangover head pressure. She didn’t have an apartment macro because she’d never seen the need, now that she was on her own. This was pretty much the exact thing that people set up Life Recorders for. The force had monitors in the hallway and stairwell for her benefit, and for a weird moment she contemplated calling up someone on The Wall and asking if they’d seen the shirt. Instead, she grabbed her PanOpts from the table and did a quick voice search that came up blank.


All calls would be archived. In the kitchenette junk drawer, she found and donned the old shades, finding the shirt after three searches. She’d been sitting on the couch last April, talking with Tammi in that dreary, familiar way of family members slipping in and out of verbal autopilot. She saw herself from her own perspective, eight months in the past, staring down at the blue shirt on her lap, fingering its seams in disinterest and hearing herself mumble, “I guess that all, you know, gets eaten by the co-pay anyway.” She considered deleting the conversation, then decided to mail it to herself, so at least she’d have this memory of her shirt, one bit of her own life slipping through her fingers.


Poltergeist might help. She contemplated digging up her old password and posting footage of the shirt, seeing if anyone out in the world somewhere had spotted this in the garbage or being worn by some thief. She’d known a cop in Van Nuys who’d used Poltergeist to find a guy who’d stolen his rhinestone jacket right off the hook of a Denny’s men’s room, just reached right in over the stall door and snatched it. And Gabby had successfully used the service once, years ago, after she’d left a shopping bag full of expensive cosmetics in a dressing room somewhere.


Terri had set up an account but had never figured out how to use Poltergeist anonymously, always getting tagged as cop from the get go, not being savvy enough to know how to conceal her identity. And anyway, Poltergeist was notorious for creeping trolls. Even if she could get on incognito she’d still have men sniffing around her public VT. She’d have to learn how to get into these services as a four hundred-pound Samoan guy. Somebody in her circle of acquaintances must know how to do such a thing.


The refrigerator door made a cool surface to lean into. The only light came from the living room, and as she surveyed the silent apartment that had so thoroughly bested her, someone far away—a teenager or crazy person on the train tracks or beyond—squawked once, a forlorn, high-pitch whoop of glee or defeat or primal terror.


Riding over to Uganda, she’d suspected that the thing for Mutty was really just an excuse for a smaller core of detectives to continue the abridged New Year’s Day party. When she arrived, however, she was surprised to see a small thicket of cardboard birthday hats by the bar. Mutty Posada himself emerged from the crowd, wearing two hats at angles, like pointy demon horns.


“Alright. Pastuszka on the spot. Somebody here owes me $50. Said you weren’t gonna show.”


“Who said that?” she said, secretly a little pleased that anybody had thought enough of her social life to include her in a wager.


“Um,” he turned back and peered into the crowd with bewilderment. “Somebody … um …” For a second, he appeared to raise a tube of lipstick to his mouth. She realized it was a portable vaporizer. “Man …”


It had taken her a while to figure out that Mutty’s perpetual gap-toothed grin was the result of ongoing highness. So many cops stumbled through the profession permanently fuzzy, although booze remained the drug of choice. Back when she’d joined the force, many of the older cops still remembered having to drive themselves around the city. “The Battle” had originally been a term of derision aimed at her bracket, the generation of cops for whom cop cars were chauffeurs. It was only later that the word had taken on a stoic quality, The Battle being the fight against chronic drunkenness or highness. And something providing joyful balance to their daily slog. The Job vs. The Battle.


As the lone black detective on the not-so-newly reformed housing division, Mutty probably had to deal with his share of both, Job and Battle, many of the adult refugees still harboring deep-seated racism from their own rural hinterlands. Although by all outward appearances, he was as serene as the Buddha. In a profession full of storytellers, Mutty was a rare good listener, able to sit back and tease out interesting details. He was probably the closest Uganda came to having a mascot.


Not quite sure what to get, she ordered a whiskey sour. Two detectives from Juvenile eased over, Kirk Delacruz and Marilee Havers, Kirk saying, “Just the tiebreaker we need.”


“Oh yeah?”


“Tell Mary I’m not crazy. We did see graffiti on the 10, right?”


“I don’t remember seeing that.”


“Not on the 10. On the freeway sign. Remember?”


“Oh yeah. Yeah, that was weird. I didn’t see what it said.”


“Who cares what it said. But we saw it, right? And it wasn’t some group hallucination?”


“It was real. Yeah.”


“It said ‘Imsane’,” Steve Cruz said from behind the bar. After spending thirteen years on Homicide and Robbery, Steve had retired to serve drinks and butt into any conversation within earshot.


“Hey, c’mon Steve. You weren’t even there …”


Steve shrugged. “Grooper sent me footage. I’m telling you what I saw.”


“‘Insane’?” Terri asked.


“No, I-M-S-A-N-E.”


“What the fuck does that even mean?” Terri said.


“Vandalism,” Marilee said. “Nihilism.”


Terri nodded vigorously as a hand clasped her shoulder.


“’Sup, Terr,” Zack said, looking past her, toward the end of the bar. “Surprised to see you here.”


“I was going to say the same thing.”


“I had to come. I’m the hat man.” He pointed over to the birthday party contingent.


“Janice bought them for the party next week.” He raised his voice, projecting down toward the merry makers. “So I’m going to need them back at the end of the night.”


She smiled and squinted. Janice Zendejas was absolutely the kind of mom who would buy birthday hats a week early. When she’d been raising their twin girls, Ashley and Audrey, she’d gone overboard on the pink-and-pony-themed everything. Now that the girls were nearly adults—fifteen or sixteen, stern go-getters lost in academics and athletics—she’d poured that maternal energy into Wade, a spastic little man already halfway through first grade. Wade was a walking drum solo. Mutty approached from the rear.


“Zendejas.” They clasped hands, and Mutty pulled him in close to loudly whisper, “You owe me fifty bucks, son.”


The five of them grabbed a table. Mutty, odd man out, sat a distance from the group to receive well wishers. Marilee said, “Speaking of nihilism … tell them about the movie, Kirk.”


“Shit. We were down on South Grand two nights ago, going … I don’t even remember where now … and I see they’re showing a movie on the side of the old AT&T center.”
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