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Chapter One


ROSE


The Blooms receive their new names on the shortest day of the year. Six women in total. All strangers. They stand in an empty parking lot and wait to be checked in. Snow has scrubbed the landscape clean, capped the roof of the run-down mall that is one of the few buildings still standing on this frozen stretch of highway.


The Bloom last in line pauses to appreciate the freeze. It’s colder in the North than she expected, and the snow is more delicate. She takes off a glove and watches a flake vanish in the palm of her hand. She’s never seen snow before, and the snowflake feels refreshing on her skin, like a cool cloth pressed to a feverish forehead.


When she reaches the entrance to the mall, her new Madam introduces herself as Judith. She is nothing like the Bloom’s previous Madam, who drifted around in a linen caftan and calfskin sandals. Judith wears a fur-lined parka, black snow pants, and a pair of steel-toe boots, as if she was hired to demolish the dilapidated mall they’re standing in front of.


Judith reads off a clipboard. “Your name will be Rose.”


“Rose,” she repeats. A cloying, sentimental name. Like a grandmother who keeps apple pies in the deep-freeze. She had expected one of the pseudonyms shared among the “Asian Girls” in the Loop where she used to work: Jade, Mei, Lotus. It never mattered that the names were cliché, or that she is as white as she is Korean. Back in the Floating City, ethnicity was a ready-made brand.


Judith lowers her voice. “I wanted to let you girls choose your names for yourself. But Meyer likes things his way.”


“Is Meyer my client?” Rose asks, careful to sound casual.


“He doesn’t want us to use that word here, Rose. Think of him as your collaborator.” Judith opens the front door of the mall and Rose follows inside. “Welcome to the Millennium Mall.”


The Blooms’ quarters are at the back of the mall in a department store that has long since been pillaged. Metal clothing racks are scattered in jumbled piles, and the beauty counters’ mirrors are mottled. Rose can smell the faintest trace of artificial gardenia as she rolls her suitcase past a perfume display, where an ad of a woman’s glowing face pressed against the bristly cheek of a male model still remains. Her mother never wore perfume and hadn’t allowed Rose to either. She wanted them to smell as they actually did, like the saltwater breeze of the peninsula.


“When did the mall close?” Rose asks.


“Fifteen years ago,” Judith says. “It was the first place to shutter when the rigs stopped drilling.”


Judith leads Rose to the former furniture section where the Blooms’ lodgings have been built out of plywood along an echoing corridor. Each room’s entrance is framed by light, and Rose can hear the sounds of the other Blooms unpacking behind the closed doors.


Judith opens Rose’s door and deposits her single suitcase on a mahogany four-poster bed. A bear pelt is splayed across the floor, and a rickety plastic chandelier is bolted to the ceiling. A vanity mirror with a small, upholstered stool in front of it is against the wall. The room reeks of damp pleather.


Damien, her former client who set her up with this job, warned her that the camp would be spare, but he said nothing about squatting in a derelict shopping mall. It’s too late to give Damien shit now. Rose won’t speak with him again until her assignment is complete. All she has is her contact in camp, who Damien promised would reach out when the moment is right. She wonders if Judith might be her contact, but then decides this clipboard-wielding woman is too straightforward for that level of deception.


“Water is heated to tepid,” Judith says, and shows Rose the “sanitizing schedule” tacked to her bedroom door. Judith explains that the Blooms are expected to share the mall’s washroom, where a nozzle attached to one of the sink’s faucets functions as a makeshift shower. “We run on oil and have to conserve energy to maintain our supply.”


“Oil isn’t illegal here?” Rose asks in surprise. In the Floating City, oil usage is treated with the same moral outrage as murder.


“Nothing is illegal in camp,” Judith says. “That’s why we live off-grid. We’re lucky enough to make our own rules here.”


Rose wonders if the rules of the camp are like the rules of the Floating City, created to benefit those who made them. If this is the case, then she doubts Judith is the one who made the rules. Judith strikes her as a middle manager, a local hire paid to oversee the Blooms, whose influence in camp is confined to the domestic arrangements of the bedrooms. But Judith is technically Rose’s boss, so she will have to adopt the blasé disinterest of a jaded escort to keep her new Madam from becoming suspicious of her. Even if Judith only runs the Blooms’ side of camp, she still holds some form of power, which is more than Rose can openly say for herself.


Judith tells Rose to unload her suitcase on the bedspread. Rose dumps the contents into a pile: two slips, a bodycon cocktail dress, a black silk dress, a silk robe, linen pajamas, a merino wool sweater, two pairs of pants, a few blouses, socks, lingerie sets, back-seam stockings, shiny heels, calfskin boots, hair ties, and cosmetics. Judith is quiet and focused as she inspects each item.


“What are you looking for?” Rose asks.


“Sharp edges. And drugs.” Judith flicks on the jet-black lace lamp on the nightstand, illuminating a stack of books. “We keep a clean house here. Only booze and cigarettes allowed.”


Judith runs her fingers along the seams of Rose’s clothing, rifling through the cosmetic bag, opening the lipsticks and powder. Rose feels an impulse to snatch her clothes away from her. She picks up one of the books on the nightstand instead, a hardcover titled Building in Ruins, with a photo of a young, bearded, solemn-looking man printed inside the dust jacket. His shirtsleeves are rolled to his elbows, and he appears to be standing in a parched acre of desert next to a modernist house.


“ ‘An indispensable manifesto on finding silver linings in annihilation,’ ” Rose reads from the back cover. “Is it any good?”


“Oh, you like to read?” Judith sounds surprised. “You’re welcome to find out for yourself. That’s Meyer’s first book, published right after he graduated from architecture school. You’ll find all of his writings here.” Judith taps another book titled Utopia after the Anthropocene. “He likes to keep us educated.”


For a moment, Rose doesn’t care about the mildewy smell in the room, or that a panel in the ceiling is caving in, or even that her new Madam assumes she’s illiterate. Meyer’s books are here for her to read. A small victory, but an essential one. Reading what Meyer thinks and feels will be the first step to gaining his trust. Everything Damien promised her depends on this.


“The room is very . . .” Rose searches for the right word. “Cozy.”


Judith looks at her and then laughs. “That’s bullshit and you know it. It smells like a dead animal in here. But we have to make do with what we have. Let me show you the kitchen.”


Judith leads Rose down a dark hallway into a room that smells of fresh paint and industrial glue. The kitchen is nothing like the polished dining rooms of the Loop where she used to dine with clients. This kitchen looks like it was once the department store’s staff break room, complete with a microwave, an electric two-burner stove, and a fridge that hums in the corner. A white plastic table, the kind left to mildew in a backyard, is positioned in the corner of the room next to a stack of patio chairs.


The camp’s kitchen may not have a wine cellar, but at least it has natural light. Rose steps toward the floor-to-ceiling window and watches the snow softly falling on the trees. This view will be her refuge.


“The snow is so pure you can eat it with a spoon,” Judith says.


Rose is impressed. Even in the Floating City, the water is filtered. Or is it ozonated? She can’t recall. She touches behind her left ear to check which it is, but Judith interrupts her by gesturing to one of the chairs.


“I’m going to recite a short statement and need your verbal consent if you agree,” Judith says.


Rose sits down at the table and nods.


“AKA Rose, do you agree to undergo Flick extraction for a period of three months?” Judith looks at her digital wristwatch. “Commencing at 1:12 p.m., December 21, 2049?”


Rose knows she has no choice. “Yes.”


“Can you lean toward me?” Judith unzips a leather bag and snaps a latex glove on each hand.


Rose pushes her hair over one shoulder. “Will it hurt?”


“No more than it did going in.” Judith ties Rose’s hair with an elastic band and presses behind Rose’s left ear until she finds the telltale bump. “You were one of the first to get implanted, weren’t you?”


“How can you tell?”


“Your Flick is first-generation, which makes it easier to locate.”


Rose had been five years old when she received her Flick. Before it became common practice to implant at birth, every child received a Flick before starting kindergarten. One Child—One Flick. A school nurse had scanned Rose’s eyes and fingerprints, then imprinted her facial data with a flash photo. The nurse asked Rose to wave at the implantation robot with its smiling face and two disquietingly unblinking eyes. The robot waved back before making three tiny punctures along the crown of Rose’s head as it weaved the electrode threads through the synapses of her brain. When the two-millimeter opening was cut behind her left ear, Rose felt a tiny implosion of pressure. A single tear had rolled down her cheek as the robot nested the iridescent chip into the incision.


Now Judith presses again, harder this time. “There you are.” She marks the spot with a pen. “Count to three. This will only be a pinch.”


Rose closes her eyes as Judith uncaps the metal plunger and presses firmly. A sucking sound, mounting pressure, and then a precise pop.


“You’re all done, Rose.” Judith uses pin droppers to place the Flick into a test tube.


“Can I see it?” Rose asks after Judith seals the tube.


Judith shrugs and hands the test tube to her. “It’s yours.”


Rose has never seen her Flick, even though it has been in her body for over twenty years. Hers is bulkier than the ones now routinely implanted. It is about the same size as the nail on her pinky finger, and almost translucent, but when she tilts the tube from side to side, the Flick shimmers in the colors of bioluminescence—coral, green, topaz.


“Do you feel different?” Judith asks.


Rose looks at the top left corner of the room. She blinks. Once. Twice. Nothing. No feed appears. Think of something dead. No, something beyond dead. Think of something extinct.


The last story Rose saw on her Flick involved Samson the tiger at the Bronx Zoo dying of heatstroke. A headline as feed-worthy as one of the last living tigers on Earth would usually trigger a proliferating cascade of stories—the encyclopedia entry on tigers in captivity; vintage footage of baby tigers rolling around in dirt; a biologist lecturing on the challenges of raising big cats in a warming climate; tiger stripes; tiger ice cream; stuffed tigers; humans in tiger suits. Rose focuses and thinks again: tiger. But still her feed does not appear.


Instead, she remembers the tiger she once saw at the Franklin Park Zoo in Boston, back when the zoo was still open and the resident tiger alive. Her mother had taken her to celebrate her sixth birthday, a rare break from their life on the peninsula. The memory is grainy, but she can see it more clearly if she closes her eyes: her mother, unfathomably young, eating an overpriced ice cream cone while seated on a blisteringly hot steel bench. She passes the ice cream to Rose and holds a napkin under her daughter’s chin while she licks. Once the cone is consumed, she picks Rose up to see the animal behind bars, a happiness swelling between them that blooms into her mother tongue.


“Horangi,” her mother says, and points at the tiger.


Rose dangles there for a moment in her mother’s arms, trying to catch the attention of the lusciously striped animal by repeating the Korean word. She falters on the second syllable and feels her cheeks flush with embarrassment. The tiger doesn’t care about her poor pronunciation. He sits perfectly still like he has been frozen in amber, blinking only when a fly settles into his eye’s dark crease.


A dusty memory conjured from the ether. Damien had warned her that without her Flick, memories might surface unexpectedly, but she hadn’t anticipated how near they’d feel again. She closes her eyes, and her mother is still there, laughing in a way Rose had forgotten.


“I can’t access my feed,” Rose says, and hands back the Flick.


Judith places the tube in the wooden box. “You’ll get used to it. Meyer wants the Blooms to be pure and uncorrupted by technology.”


Rose touches behind her ear instinctively. Nothing remains except for the blue dot of ink.


 


During their first morning in camp, the Blooms gather for breakfast in the kitchen wearing heels and shimmery powder, their cheeks and lips shining under the fluorescent light. It is still pitch-dark outside. They sit elegantly at the plastic table, but without their Flicks to hold their attention, their fingers tap the table or absently fidget with the bangles at their wrists, the delicate string of gold around their necks. Their eyes flicker to the corners of the room out of habit, but their feed doesn’t appear to amuse them. Instead, they look at each other.


Judith tells them they are the first Blooms in camp and should feel proud to be chosen.


“We considered many girls,” Judith says as she pins a name tag above each of their hearts. “Only you six were selected.”


They quickly learn their new names: Iris, Jasmine, Violet, Fleur, Rose, and Willow. Pretty names. Prom queen names. Rose takes careful note of each Bloom as she introduces herself.


The one named Iris smells of perfumed figs. Her voice is low and sultry, and when she smiles at each Bloom, the lines around her eyes crinkle for a moment before disappearing. Her red hair is styled into a stiff chignon, and she wears a white silk blouse with a pussy bow. At Avalon’s club in the Loop, mature hostesses like Iris were instructed to learn the holy trinity—politics, travel, golf—topics older clients of a certain provenance liked to discuss over dinner before retiring to their suite for the evening.


Jasmine’s hair is cut into a blunt bob, and she has the long, delicate hands of someone who is adept at playing piano or flower arranging. She is what Avalon would call “a classic beauty,” with clear eyes, clear skin, a lovely neck. She is also a type Rose has seen in the Loop before: the blue-blooded whore with the New England pedigree, educated at one of the last elite women’s colleges, where she learned the cool manners and erudite references of Boston’s business class. A girl who looks at ease in a designer jacket and pearls, who knows her way around a salad fork, and is conversational in three languages. Girlfriend experience. Travel companion. Vacations on private yachts and dune-swept islands guarded by well-paid thugs in cheap suits.


Violet is from New Orleans, and her roots in the region run deep. She tells the Blooms that her Creole father was a musician and taught her to play half a dozen instruments. Later, she received a partial scholarship to attend a renowned music college in New York, but she soon ran out of money when her funding disappeared with budget cuts. After dropping out of school, she worked to pay rent, playing gigs at small clubs and seeing clients on the side in the condo she shared with four other independents. She wears a red jumpsuit, and her hair is in long braids.


Fleur is self-consciously blond and justifies this fact by saying she is from California. She lived in a coastal town north of San Francisco before the town was evacuated during a wildfire and, after, packed all her belongings into her car and fled inland. She found work in the Blue Lady Lodge, one of the last legal brothels still running in the desert of Nevada, where she was relieved to discover that the land was barren and treeless. When she wasn’t servicing military men and gamblers, she was creating sculptures out of colorful glass and clay. She wants to make more art after this job and hopes to open her first exhibition in a defunct gas station on the outskirts of Las Vegas, where she’ll install her sculptures next to the long-derelict oil pumps. Fleur wears a shibori-dyed caftan, the bangles on her wrists clinking as she fiddles with the name tag on her chest.


The Bloom called Willow is the only one dressed casually. A slinky girl with a shaved head, she wears stained overalls and a white T-shirt, and has the trim, responsive body of a kickboxer. Unlike the rest of the Blooms, she offers no explanation as to where she is from, or why she is here. Instead, she pages her way through a novel while chewing on a fingernail, until Judith calls on her to introduce herself. Willow looks up to take the Blooms in for a calculated second, says her name, and then immediately returns to her book.


Judith turns toward Rose. “Rose joins us from the Floating City.” The Blooms suddenly eye her with a mix of respect and suspicion.


Rose has dressed like a vigilant secretary on her first day of work to show the other Blooms that she means business. She wears patent leather pumps and back-seam stockings, a short black silk dress cinched at her waist, and lipstick the color of dried blood.


Violet says to Rose, “Do you know how lucky you are to have worked there?”


“Yeah, why did you leave?” Jasmine asks.


“I was looking for a change of pace, that’s all,” Rose says, noticing that Judith is watching her.


Fleur closes her eyes for a moment and smiles. “I get it. Totally. You wanted to see if life really is better up north.”


Willow sets her book down on the table and runs a hand over her buzzed hair. She looks directly at Rose. “And is it?”


Rose can still sense Judith’s attention on her, which makes her answer carefully. “Of course it is.”


“That’s right, Rose. We are all so lucky to be in the North,” Judith says, and smiles benevolently at the Blooms. “But we also have to protect ourselves up here. That’s why certain rules must be followed while we’re living together.”


Judith tells the Blooms that they will take two walks every day. Once in the morning after breakfast when the first rays of light spill over camp, and once in the afternoon as the sun sets. Wind, snow, ice, sleet—none of it matters. They will walk, Judith says, regardless of the weather. Other than their daily walks, they will be confined inside the mall. Their rooms, the kitchen, and the unused spaces of the department store are free for their use. But they should never wander unescorted into the farther reaches of the mall, or outside, where the stretch of highway winds north.


Rose already knows what it’s like to stay indoors when the temperatures flare into triple-digit streaks during the summer months. She spent weeks in the cool climes of central air as the asphalt steamed in the intense heat. Staying indoors won’t be a problem for her. It’s who she is inside with that matters.


“You must never cross the highway,” Judith continues. “Right now, the Diggers are in that warehouse, desperate for anything that will take their minds off their circumstances.”


“Diggers?” Iris asks.


“Yes, Diggers. They’re the men hired to work at the construction site,” Judith says.


“We can take care of ourselves. We know men,” Violet chimes in.


“You don’t know these kinds of men,” Judith replies. “The only thing they’re good for is digging holes in the earth.” She softens her voice. “Not like your clients, of course. They’re real gentlemen.” Judith looks out the window at the falling snow. “It must be a relief to feel the cold.”


A few of Rose’s clients in the Loop had taken vacations in the Arctic Circle, where they paid the equivalent of her yearly salary to drift in a luxury cruise ship among the melting icebergs. “A lost world,” one client had said as he showed Rose image after image of blue ice. “Someday, seeing an iceberg will be more impossible than visiting the moon.”


The prophesizing about how and what and, most important, who will survive was a common topic among Rose’s clients. They often discussed how they planned to hold on to their wealth in periods of crisis. Offshore banks. Offshore cities. Temperamental government bonds cashed into gold. Divestment of all fossil fuels into clean-energy portfolios, with a healthy percentage devoted to data surveillance and cybernetics research.


Rose wonders if Meyer feels differently than her former clients. If he’s anything like Damien told her, then he still naïvely believes in a better future. And this is what Rose can use to her advantage: his belief that he can save the world, not merely cash in on its destruction.


 


After a breakfast of boiled oats, Judith leads the Blooms to the entrance of the mall and shows them where their long, fur-lined parkas and knee-high snow boots are stored. Each jacket has a flower embroidered in colorful thread—a blood-red bud for Rose; a nest of dark blue for Violet; a cluster of white blossoms for Jasmine; a pink spray for Fleur; purple-and-yellow petals for Iris. Unlike the rest of the Blooms, whose flowers are depicted as cut from the plant they grew on, Willow’s jacket features an entire tree with long, drowsy branches that reach to the intricate root system. Silver flowers blossom on each branch. Rose once saw a similar depiction of the willow tree in the cemetery on the peninsula where her father was buried, carved on the slate tombstones of the Puritans who settled New England centuries ago. A symbol of death, but also of rebirth.


The Blooms take their designated parkas and suit up for the outdoors. When they step outside, the morning sun is rising. It is crisp, bright, and freezing today. Rose inhales deeply. The air is so refreshing that it demands to be sealed in little silver cylinders and shipped to the south, where it would be as prized as a trunk filled with rations during a famine.


Rose chooses not to pair off with a Bloom and walks by herself in the snow-filled lot, along the edge of the metal fence that marks the boundary of their new home. She notices a locked gate in the center of the fence with an intercom to buzz people in or out. Judith’s rules aren’t the only obstacle keeping the Blooms inside.


Rose turns to watch the Blooms walk laps around the frozen parking lot. She wonders if they feel flattered to be part of a hand-selected crew. Curated. It’s a word that emerges unbidden. It’s true. They are curated. The mature redhead. The refined WASP. The athletic Black girl. The dreamy blond artist. The tough alt-girl. And Rose, fulfilling the coy Asian role. Who chose them? And why?


A hand taps her shoulder, and Rose turns to find Willow standing beside her. In her massive parka and fur-lined boots, she seems younger and rangier than she did in the kitchen.


“They’re watching us,” Willow says, and points.


Across the highway, a group of men dressed in identical snowsuits the color of mop water stand huddled outside a warehouse. Each has a spade resting over his shoulder.


“The Diggers?” Rose asks.


Willow nods. “Yes. Judith says they’re filthy bastards.”


Rose watches them jostle each other playfully. One pushes another forward, and he laughs and steps back. “They look harmless to me.”


Willow laughs harshly. “How can you be so sure?”


Three of the Diggers begin to walk toward the middle of the highway. They joke loudly, egging each other on, until one finally ventures forward and knocks his spade against the metal fence. He shouts and waves. The Blooms stop in their tracks and look back. The Digger suddenly flips into a handstand and moves along the side of the fence, legs dangling in the air as his gloved hands make indentations in the snow.


The Digger flips back onto his feet and takes a deep bow. His face is flushed with blood, and his mouth flashes gold as he grins at the pretty women in their oversized down parkas.


Rose greets the man with a wave, and he bows again, clearly pleased to have succeeded in getting her attention.


Suddenly, a flash of movement on the highway. In the distance, six SUVs curl through the still landscape, each towing a sleek Airstream trailer that shimmers in the low winter sun. As they drive past the mall parking lot, Rose notices each hood has a small green flag emblazoned with a geodesic dome. She can’t see anything through the tinted windows, but she knows their clients are in there.


Judith calls the Blooms by their new names, and before Rose follows, she turns back to see the SUVs drive past the workers’ camps, north along the highway. Where they’re going is a mystery, but Rose intends to find out.


Rose hurries back to the mall. She should get ready. The clients will drop by soon and she needs to ensure Meyer chooses her.


 


Back in her room, Rose sits on the bed and out of habit taps behind her left ear. She winces. The place where her Flick was extracted is still tender. Her clients often spoke in rhapsodic terms on how the mind grows “free” without the intrusion of the Flick, but like most of the other hostesses in the Loop, she preferred to be on-feed when she wasn’t working. Now, she feels uneasy without the Flick, as if a part of her body has been plucked off. But her mind also feels clearer. Sharper.


She picks up one of Meyer’s books off the nightstand and reads the introduction:


This book begins with a simple premise: What can we create out of destruction? Building in ruins is a strategy once utilized in postwar environments, in the debris of bombed cities, the carnage of the killing field. Humans have always created empires by drawing borders with blood. But the war we now fight is not as nations, but within our own countries and communities, and with the earth itself. We must begin to rebuild on land that has been destroyed by human folly: a former nuclear test site; a clear-cut forest; a devastated city post-storm; the excavated remains of oil extraction. Land needs people to tend and caretake, to build and dream. By bringing people to live among ruin, we may still have a chance to survive.


The last thing Damien told Rose before she left for camp was that Meyer would argue that survival is a trait inherent to human evolution. “But survival is always a choice,” Damien had said as they sat at the rosewood table in his suite. He reached for her hand and squeezed his thumb against her pulse. “You can choose to live. Or you can choose to perish. What do you choose, my dear?”


“Life,” Rose said. Her pulse throbbed under his thumb.


“Smart choice,” Damien said. “Let me show what you’ll get once you return.”


Damien led Rose to the apartment he had reserved for her and her mother: a white cube with floor-to-ceiling windows that faced the gleaming Atlantic. “You’ll be the first to see the sun rise,” he said. “And you’ll never have to think about the mainland again.”


At the time, she could barely believe that this life would be theirs. Erase everything that came before. Start fresh. Start anew.


Rose sets down Meyer’s book and looks out her bedroom window at the snow falling on the boughs of a pine tree. A small bird flits from branch to branch, refusing to settle in one place. She wonders what her mother will think of the Floating City with its gleaming malls and landscaped green spaces, the immense towers that look like they are in conversation with the heavens. But her mother may never want to see the ocean again, and this worries Rose. That what they’ve lost can’t be solved by simply replacing it.


The bird suddenly flaps its wings and takes off. She watches it arc into the sky until it disappears.










Chapter Two


GRANT


To Grant, the land looks empty. He sits in seat 1A of the Cessna with a plastic cup of top-shelf whiskey in one hand, a decimated bag of pretzel batons in the other. He stares out at his new country. The window is flecked with tiny snowflakes, the tundra dotted with evergreens. Granite mountains rise from glacier lakes as blue as robin’s eggs. Or so he thinks. Grant has never seen a real robin’s egg before. Birds in the Floating City tend to be of the inbred variety, kept in cages and released each spring. In a more whimsical period, he had perused photos of robin’s eggs on his Flick, searching for the exact shade of Jane’s eyes, and discovered “lost egg blue” was another name for the hue. He’d celebrated the poetry of the term then, felt it was a fitting tribute to his love for Jane. But now all he feels is lost.


There, he’s done it again. One dark thought and he’s back in the abyss. Just like that, all the hope summoned for the journey is snuffed out. Think positive thoughts, the therapist his father hired often said. Create a better reality through self-actualization.


Grant looks out the window again and tries to feel happy. Everything looks crisper here than in Boston, he concludes, and feels his mood lighten. Maybe it’s the third whiskey or the fact that he’s thousands of miles from his family and all that he’s left behind. No, he thinks. All the shit he’s finally escaped.


As the Cessna descends, he sees the land is not empty. Stretches of ice crystallize into structures. A blackened barn burned to the ground by a wildfire. A grain silo rusted red. An oil well frozen in a forward bend. The straight shot of highway is still without the movement of traffic. Nothing is in motion. In fact, nothing seems alive.


And then, in the distance, he sees the green lights of the landing strip. A tiny compound glows below him as the plane hits the ground. The Cessna shudders on a strip of tarmac and rolls to the end of a fallow field. Grant accidentally crushes the plastic cup in his hand as condensation streams across the window. He is the only passenger in the six-person plane, but like the good Walden boy he is, he waits for the seat belt light to blink off before he stands. He brushes pretzel crumbs from his pants, grabs his suitcase from the overhead compartment, and carefully knots a cashmere scarf around his neck.


He’s almost there.


As Grant drags his suitcase across the frozen tarmac, he looks back to see the Cessna rolling down the runway and taking off again. There isn’t a single returning passenger? That’s surprising. He’d assumed that the beginning of the semester would be a busy time for travel. He watches until the plane is only a dot in the sky.


The terminal is, in fact, not a terminal but a former gas station with a derelict motel attached on one side. The charging station still has two gas pumps out front, and the red neon sign of the motel buzzes on and off: VACANCY. VACANCY. VACANCY.


He deposits his suitcase by the front door of the station and cleans his fogged glasses with the scarf before taking in the dim yellow room: the hot dogs lazily rotating next to the tub of ancient pickles; the worn tables and slashed vinyl chairs; the radio duct-taped to the counter, tuned to white noise. A handwritten sign is posted in the window and warns the wayward traveler:


This is Your FINAL Resting Place


All Northern Roads Uncared For


Only three people are in the station: two truckers with intimidating facial hair who wear wool hats with earflaps and lined bomber jackets, as well as a teenage girl cashier who avoids eye contact when Grant smiles and says hello. He can tell the men are taking in his canvas sneakers and thin corduroy jacket with suspicion, and he wishes he had packed something other than tweedy blazers, wrinkly button-up shirts, and the one pair of tasseled loafers his mother had given him, which he now realizes will make him look like a certified Ivy twat. No hats. Or gloves. Or the kind of footwear that allows a person to tread through five feet of snow. He’ll have to buy an entire wardrobe of wool plaid when he reaches the campus.


“Excuse me. I was wondering if either of you could drive me to Dominion Lake?” Grant asks the men. He pats the pockets of his jacket and pulls out a wad of American bills from his wallet.


Both men break into a belly laugh that shows the gold glinting in their molars. So it’s true what Grant’s read: the men up here have safeguarded their earnings in their teeth.


“Dominion Lake?” one of them finally says, readjusting his hat and exposing the oil derrick tattoo on his forearm. “No roads up to Dominion.” The second man looks away and warms his hands against a mug of pitch-black coffee.


“Yes there are.” Grant rolls open a map on the table to show them. “Right here.” He taps a body of water shaped like a kidney. “I’ll pay you well if you take me there.” He drops the money on the table.


“No roads up to Dominion,” the first man repeats, and turns his head to indicate the conversation has reached its conclusion.


“I’m sure this is the route,” Grant says with more desperation than he’d like.


The second man glances at the curling line and nods curtly. “Might have been an oil road once. But no one goes up there anymore.”


“I’m actually headed to Dominion College,” Grant says. “You must have heard about it. I know it’s a big deal for the region.”


The first man pauses and looks at Grant curiously. “Where you from, boy?”


“Boston,” Grant says, but corrects himself. “Well, I was actually born in Cambridge in one of the Walden teaching hospitals.” He’s more than a little buzzed to be talking like this. Clearly, these men don’t care about the geographic delineations of New England. “But my family is originally from Boston.”


“Walden?” the second man asks. “Like the university?”


“Yes,” Grant says. “I graduated earlier this year.”


A look of disgust settles on the man’s face. “You’re one of those nation-dodgers, aren’t you?”


Grant has never heard the term “nation-dodger” spoken aloud. He’s only read it in op-eds describing Americans who buy up swaths of land in northern Canada, desperate for the country’s cold climate and wide, unpopulated spaces. It’s intended to be disparaging, of course, but he won’t let the men see he’s annoyed.


“I’m not, I swear. I’m here to teach English at the college.” Grant pushes the wad of bills toward him anyway. “Please. I’ll triple the fee if you take me there.”


The men stand from the table, leaving the bills untouched. The second man tips his hat and says, “Not everything in the North is for sale.”


Grant helplessly watches the men leave, and then pockets the bills again. When the door closes behind them, he sits at the table and taps his Flick behind his left ear, waiting for his feed to focus. Nothing. He taps again. Turn on for a second, he pleads. Just long enough to check the GPS. But his feed does not appear, to ping him in place.


He calls out to the cashier, “Is the signal down for some reason? I can’t turn on my Flick.”


“We don’t get a signal up here,” she says.


“Ever?” he asks in disbelief.


“Nope. We’re too far north.”


Out of all the dialectics Grant learned at Walden, tuning out the Flick was the most radical. Like his classmates, the Flick was the first object that pierced his body. It had been with him since he was born, glowing with an invisible power that he found too common to question. Even as he sat in the seminar room discussing the week’s readings off-feed, his Flick was there, woven behind his left ear, patiently waiting to be tapped back. And while he practiced abstinence from the Flick while in class, he often binged when he returned home. Its absence made its onslaught even sweeter, and he would feel something akin to arousal when his feed washed over him. Hearing that there’s no signal makes him feel even more anxious.


The cashier shakes her head and redirects her attention to the radio on the counter. She scans through the white noise on the radio until a flash of pop music bleeds through and then quickly fades. “You can use the house phone if you want.”


The ancient rotary phone is by the cash register, and when Grant picks it up, he’s surprised by how heavy and warm the receiver is. He places the phone to his ear and can smell the oily stench of strange skin. It feels both intimate and awkward, like he’s pressing his bare cheek to a stranger’s underarm. He rubs the earpiece with the cuff of his jacket, then dials the number.


The phone rings three times before a man answers, “Meyer, here.”


“Yes, hello. This is Grant Grimley. I’m the new hire—”


“Grant!” Meyer cuts in. “You were expected yesterday.”


“Well, I can explain. I missed my connection in the city and had to hire a plane to take me as far north as I could get.”


“And you’re where now?”


Grant pauses to recall the name of the area, something blunt and menacing, like Viking. He looks around and sees the name printed on a vintage matchbook sitting in an ashtray beside the phone: WELCOME TO VANDAL! WHERE EVEN THE ROADS ARE PAVED WITH OIL.


“I’m stuck at the charging station in Vandal and can’t find a ride up to campus.” He looks up and sees the cashier’s back turned to him, and quickly puts the matchbook in his pocket as a souvenir.


“Not a problem, Grant. I’ll come down and get you tomorrow myself.” Meyer pauses, and then adds, “I’m looking forward to meeting you, Grant. I’ve heard such promising things.”


“I’m looking forward, too. I can’t wait to meet my students.”


“We’re all excited to meet you. Now, get a good night’s sleep, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”


Grant hangs up and breathes a sigh of relief. By tomorrow, he’ll be up at the campus, eating a hot meal from the buffet in the dining hall. He’ll take a swim in the saltwater pool to relax his cramped muscles and check out the Twentieth Century Anglophone collection in the library. Just one more day of travel, and he’ll finally be able to unpack his belongings in his new apartment. He hopes there is a place to write by a window, maybe even a comfortable reading chair he can sit in to look out at the falling snow.


A glimmer of lightness returns to Grant. The more he focuses on it, the more it sharpens and begins to feel like hope. He notices the cashier is reorganizing a jar filled with hot dog–shaped gummy candies. Grant gestures at the gummies. “Do you only sell hot dog–shaped food here?”


The cashier looks away while tightening her high ponytail.


“Hot dogs.” He taps the container to get her attention. “They’re everywhere.”


“Okay . . . if you say so.” She rolls her eyes.


“Never mind. It was a joke.” He pauses but gets no response. “I need a room for the night.”


“Rooms are up top,” she says, still not meeting his eyes. “And you pay me in cash right now.”


“All I have is American.” He pats the pockets of his jacket and puts the wad of bills on the counter.


She looks at him skeptically. “You don’t have anything else?”


He tries to keep his voice even. “I was told you would accept American up here.”


“Manager doesn’t like it when Americans come up here and poke around. Says we’re not to take your money anymore.”


“Oh,” he says. “And why is that?”


She looks at him with dead-eyed boredom, like his question deserves the most self-evident response. “We know what you’re up to. Buying up land. Trying to get out of your own country.” She shrugs, then leans forward and whispers, “Not that I blame you. But the manager makes the rules.” She turns around and taps a handwritten sign tacked to the wall that he failed to notice before: NO YANKEE DOLLARS!!!


“Listen, I just need a place to rest for the night.” Grant pushes the pile of bills toward her anyway. “Please. I’m desperate.”


She holds one of the green bills up to the incandescent light like she’s examining a fossil buried under the silt. “ ‘In God We Trust,’ ” she reads aloud, and then looks at him with a smirk. “There’s your first mistake.”


Grant reaches into his jacket pocket and feels the reassuring shape of the gold coin. He’ll only proffer it as a last-ditch effort. “It will be for one night, I promise.”


She pushes the cash back to him. “Your money is no good here.”


“Fine.” He takes out the coin and places it on the counter. “I assume you accept gold?”


She grins, and he sees that she, too, has gold caps on her two front teeth. She whisks the coin into the cash register before handing him a room key. “Checkout is at eleven.”


 


In the motel room, Grant lies on the bed, feeling depleted that he gave up the gold coin so early in his journey. The coin was something his father had given him as a child, stamped with the face of a foreign dictator who forcibly turned all of his country’s currency into gold when the financial markets crashed. “Always keep a commodity in your back pocket,” his father told him. “Even if it means carrying around the memory of a flawed man.” Grant did as he was told and kept the coin as a reminder of the ethics of his family—first in celebration, then in defiance.


The coin doesn’t matter anymore, he reassures himself, and sits up in the bed. No one here knows who his family is. It’s partially why he accepted this job in the first place. The only way to escape being a Grimley is to move to a place where the name means nothing.


He still feels proud that he was hired on his own merit. No strings pulled by his father; no calls put through to an old business school pal. Grant’s Walden education probably didn’t hurt, but he had been the one who’d written the cover letter painstakingly describing why he wanted to “give back by teaching a different student than the Walden demographic.” It was maybe a little obvious, but it was enough to get him a video interview, and from there he convinced the recruiter of his expansive knowledge teaching introductory English.


Bullshit, he thinks, and flops back on the bed. The truth is that he has no experience teaching and has woken up at three a.m. every day for the last two weeks stricken with deep and abiding feelings of inadequacy. All of those Canadian souls waiting to be educated. By him.


What does he have to teach them? Until recently, his life was marked by ease. He floated in a frictionless drift, buoyed by the fact that choices had been made for him before he even realized they were choices. Being painfully aware of his privilege didn’t make it any better. He was raised in a family whose name was carved into the marble edifice of the country’s first public library. Streets were named after them. Buildings of Learning. Towers of Finance. And now privatized cities are being built with their money.


“Being a Grimley means deflecting the envy of not being a Grimley,” his father always said before launching into the long and storied legacy of their lineage. How the Grimleys made their fortune financing shipments of opium, rum, and slaves across the oceans. When their commodities became politically dubious, they switched to textiles, establishing cotton mills made famous for the durability of their garments and brutal working conditions. Following worker strikes, the mills shuttered and relocated overseas for cheaper labor, so the Grimleys reinvented themselves through real estate, carving up Back Bay and Beacon Hill, and investing the rest of their fortune in oil drilled in countries beset by war and dictatorships. When oil went bust, they diversified into green energy and off-grid cities, financing the first Floating City in Boston Harbor, and striking out into rare earth mineral mining. Their wealth was so deep and so internalized that his father never thought about it in terms of money—their family was simply part of American history.


His father is wrong. Even history can be rewritten. After Grant studied the French Revolution in a European History class, he wondered if the Grimley line would one day be remembered like a bloated artifact of aristocracy. All of their success, their influence, and their fortune had been made by squeezing capital from workers’ labor. During his darker moments, he liked to imagine a takeover of the crystalline Floating City as a moving mob of bedraggled working-class heroes armed with axes and spades and rusted iron picks, scaling the stairs to his father’s corner office. Grant always stopped his apocalyptic vision when they arrived at his father’s door, pausing the bloodshed and shattered glass. Although Grant despised his father, he was still his own blood.


If he can’t kill his father, even metaphorically, then all he can do is run away. He spreads the map on the polyester bedspread to plot his journey to the college. This must be Vandal. He circles the charging station, and over here—he draws a line up to the blue kidney—is Dominion Lake. Just a blue blotch connected by a faint line that crawls through the wilderness.


Grant walks to the bathroom to shave, but pauses when he sees himself in the mirror. His face is covered in coarse stubble, and he looks wild-eyed and unwashed. For the first time, he sees what he might look like as a different man.


“You’ll always be a Grimley,” his father had said before Grant left. “Running away won’t change a thing.”


He’ll prove his father wrong. He decides not to shave and returns to the bed to climb under the sheets, stiff with cold. He closes his eyes. Sleep arrives as quickly as a curtain drawn closed.


 


The next morning, a silver Airstream trailer hitched to a black SUV is parked at the charging station. Grant is waiting inside the station when the vehicle’s door swings open. A handsome, well-groomed man wearing a sheepskin jacket steps out of the SUV. His neatly combed hair is the same pure white as the snow. He walks toward the station with a light and lively step in a pair of shining boots. He whistles once, and a spry English pointer darts out of the vehicle, the dog’s groomed coat a perfect accompaniment to the man’s refinement.


 Grant steps outside. “Meyer?” he asks tentatively.


“No, I’m your Canadian kidnapper.” The man laughs. “Of course I’m Meyer. Now get over here before you freeze.”


Grant follows Meyer back to the vehicle and climbs into the passenger seat. The dog jumps in and nestles in the back. A warbling saxophone and electric keyboard play from the speakers. The music sounds hot and arid, and deeply melancholic.


“Ethio jazz,” Meyer says when Grant asks what the music is. “I have a fantastic collection of original vinyl that will arrive next semester.”


“Where’s home?” Grant asks.


“Los Angeles, mainly. At least that’s where my storage unit is. I used to own a bungalow in Los Feliz, but I sold it once the temperature habitually hit 110.” Meyer shakes his head. “Horrible what’s happening in the South.” Meyer opens his window an inch and breathes deeply. “That’s why I love the North. Fresh air. Clean. Untainted. When was the last time you smelled air like this?”


“Last June,” Grant says, and takes a deliberate breath of cool air. “When my professor celebrated his book publication by ordering a case of New Zealand air.”


“Canadian air is different than Kiwi air. It’s colder and drier. Less salt because we’re so far inland,” Meyer says. “We’re in a subarctic climate, you see. Although 100 million years ago, this region used to be the ocean floor. If you dig far enough down, you can find the bodies of sea invertebrates trapped in their mineral graves. The locals used to mine the ammonite and turn it into jewelry.”


“Why did they stop?” Grant looks out the window as the landscape slides by, rows of dead pine occasionally interrupted by a blackened homestead with the roof caved in. A charred hull of a car is visible in the rubble, and Grant tries not to imagine what it would feel like to be burned alive.


“Fossil fuel, of course. You can’t power a car with a necklace.” Meyer turns on the left-turn blinker even though they are the only vehicle on the road.


“But that’s all stopped now after the oil ban?” Grant asks.


Meyer nods. “Yes, the rigs stopped drilling fifteen years ago. I’m impressed that you’ve been familiarizing yourself with the region. But I should expect no less from a Walden boy. You know, I was a student at Walden myself, back when college wasn’t only for the lucky few.”


Grant glances at Meyer’s hands on the steering wheel. “Is that your class ring?”


“Class of ’14. And you just graduated this year, didn’t you?”


Grant tugs at his own ring, recalling how Jane used to gently toy with it when she couldn’t fall asleep. “Class of ’49. But I never felt comfortable with the weight of it.”


“It’s a nostalgic gesture, really. And the ring does open certain doors if one is willing.” Meyer turns down the music. “What else did you learn about the region?”


“That this is Indigenous territory,” Grant says, “but some of the First Nations were forced off their land by oil companies.”


“That’s correct, Grant.” Meyer waves a hand at the trees. “Our footprint needs to be lighter now, more in tune with the natural world.”


“Are the locals hostile? Some men at the station called me a nation-dodger and refused to take me north.”


Meyer bristles. “The irony of occupation will never fail to amaze me. Those men are descended from the first settlers who stole this land from the First Nations, and yet they call us intruders. At least we purchased it fairly.”


“But we are intruders, aren’t we?”


Meyer shakes his head. “They’ll soon see us as friends. The locals need jobs and a future. They’ll take what they can get, even if it’s from a group of Americans with intentions that go beyond the narrow scope of their understanding.” He turns downs the music and looks at Grant, his voice softening again. “This country needs a vision that extends beyond the bounty of extraction. One day, they’ll thank us for living here.” Meyer points out the window. “See all that pipe?”


Grant notices the silver pipe for the first time running alongside the highway, a foot above the ground, snaking into the horizon and then disappearing into a dense crop of trees.


“At one point, you could have followed that pipe down to the US border,” Meyer explains. “All of that is completely useless now.” Meyer taps the steering wheel of the SUV. “This is electric, of course. We’re trying to build a better future here. But anything visionary requires initial sacrifices. I’m afraid to say that we’re behind schedule.”


“What do you mean?”


“We just broke ground on the campus earlier this month.”


“You mean the campus isn’t open?”


“At the moment, the project is a work in progress. I know certain housing bonuses were promised when you accepted the job, which is why I want to be clear with you. This is real work, Grant, not the kind of handholding you’ve experienced in Walden. But that comes with certain limitations, too. Simple meals. Simple living. And I promise that once we’re up and running, you’ll be the first to move into housing.”


Back in the Floating City, a glass office is waiting with GRANT P. GRIMLEY inscribed on the front door. Tower One. Top floor. Right next to his father’s corner office. All it would take is a single plea, and by tomorrow a helicopter would appear, hovering in the sky. In forty-eight hours, he would be sitting in a leather swivel chair, staring out at the Atlantic frothing onto the boardwalk. His father would stand at the door and say in an apologetic tone, “Forget about Jane, Grant. Why don’t you take a visit to the Loop instead?”


As Grant looks at the silver pipe, he knows his father will never find him here, off-grid with his Flick disconnected. The thought fills him with an exhilarating happiness. All alone. For the first time in his life. No notifications pinging him in place. No geo-tracker mapping his movements. No one in the world knows where he is except for Meyer.


Grant turns to Meyer. “I’m never going back south.”


“Good,” Meyer says. “I knew I could depend on you.”


 


The building Meyer drops Grant off at in Dominion Lake is a boxy warehouse that looks like it has been abandoned for at least a decade. It’s the sort of soul-crushing generic structure that Grant always associated with the suburbs, and that seemed to undulate endlessly beyond Boston. Meyer promised the Foreman would meet him inside, so he drags his suitcase across the packed snow to the warehouse’s entrance. The windows are covered in the local newspaper, beige and wrinkled from the sun. An advertisement for the sale on pork chops at the Stop N Save. An article fretting about the plummeting gas prices. Another about the oil ban. He knocks his knuckles against the glass window and waits.
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