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  1




  Sleep failed him more often now, not once or twice a week but four times, five. What did he do when this happened? He did not take long walks into the scrolling dawn. There was

  no friend he loved enough to harrow with a call. What was there to say? It was a matter of silences, not words.




  He tried to read his way into sleep but only grew more wakeful. He read science and poetry. He liked spare poems sited minutely in white space, ranks of alphabetic strokes burnt into paper.

  Poems made him conscious of his breathing. A poem bared the moment to things he was not normally prepared to notice. This was the nuance of every poem, at least for him, at night, these long weeks,

  one breath after another, in the rotating room at the top of the triplex.




  He tried to sleep standing up one night, in his meditation cell, but wasn’t nearly adept enough, monk enough to manage this. He bypassed sleep and rounded into counterpoise, a moonless

  calm in which every force is balanced by another. This was the briefest of easings, a small pause in the stir of restless identities.




  There was no answer to the question. He tried sedatives and hypnotics but they made him dependent, sending him inward in tight spirals. Every act he performed was self-haunted and synthetic. The

  palest thought carried an anxious shadow. What did he do? He did not consult an analyst in a tall leather chair. Freud is finished, Einstein’s next. He was reading the Special Theory tonight,

  in English and German, but put the book aside, finally, and lay completely still, trying to summon the will to speak the single word that would turn off the lights. Nothing existed around him.

  There was only the noise in his head, the mind in time.




  When he died he would not end. The world would end.




  He stood at the window and watched the great day dawn. The view was across bridges, narrows and sounds and out past the boroughs and toothpaste suburbs into measures of

  landmass and sky that could only be called the deep distance. He didn’t know what he wanted. It was still nighttime down on the river, half night, and ashy vapors wavered above the

  smokestacks on the far bank. He imagined the whores were all fled from the lamplit corners by now, duck butts shaking, other kinds of archaic business just beginning to stir, produce trucks rolling

  out of the markets, news trucks out of the loading docks. The bread vans would be crossing the city and a few stray cars out of bedlam weaving down the avenues, speakers pumping heavy sound.




  The noblest thing, a bridge across a river, with the sun beginning to roar behind it.




  He watched a hundred gulls trail a wobbling scow downriver. They had large strong hearts. He knew this, disproportionate to body size. He’d been interested once and had mastered the

  teeming details of bird anatomy. Birds have hollow bones. He mastered the steepest matters in half an afternoon.




  He didn’t know what he wanted. Then he knew. He wanted to get a haircut.




  He stood a while longer, watching a single gull lift and ripple in a furl of air, admiring the bird, thinking into it, trying to know the bird, feeling the sturdy earnest beat of its

  scavenger’s ravenous heart.




  He wore a suit and tie. A suit subdued the camber of his overdeveloped chest. He liked to work out at night, pulling weighted metal sleds, doing curls and bench presses in

  stoic repetitions that ate away the day’s tumults and compulsions.




  He walked through the apartment, forty-eight rooms. He did this when he felt hesitant and depressed, striding past the lap pool, the card parlor, the gymnasium, past the shark tank and screening

  room. He stopped at the borzoi pen and talked to his dogs. Then he went to the annex, where there were currencies to track and research reports to examine.




  The yen rose overnight against expectations.




  He went back up to the living quarters, walking slowly now, and paused in every room, absorbing what was there, deeply seeing, retaining every fleck of energy in rays and waves.




  The art that hung was mainly color-field and geometric, large canvases that dominated rooms and placed a prayerful hush on the atrium, skylighted, with its high white paintings and trickle

  fountain. The atrium had the tension and suspense of a towering space that requires pious silence in order to be seen and experienced properly, the mosque of soft footfall and rock doves murmurous

  in the vaulting.




  He liked paintings that his guests did not know how to look at. The white paintings were unknowable to many, knife-applied slabs of mucoid color. The work was all the more dangerous for not

  being new. There’s no more danger in the new.




  He rode to the marble lobby in the elevator that played Satie. His prostate was asymmetrical. He went outside and crossed the avenue, then turned and faced the building where

  he lived. He felt contiguous with it. It was eighty-nine stories, a prime number, in an undistinguished sheath of hazy bronze glass. They shared an edge or boundary, skyscraper and man. It was nine

  hundred feet high, the tallest residential tower in the world, a commonplace oblong whose only statement was its size. It had the kind of banality that reveals itself over time as being truly

  brutal. He liked it for this reason. He liked to stand and look at it when he felt this way. He felt wary, drowsy and insubstantial.




  The wind came cutting off the river. He took out his hand organizer and poked a note to himself about the anachronistic quality of the word skyscraper. No recent structure ought to bear this

  word. It belonged to the olden soul of awe, to the arrowed towers that were a narrative long before he was born.




  The hand device itself was an object whose original culture had just about disappeared. He knew he’d have to junk it.




  The tower gave him strength and depth. He knew what he wanted, a haircut, but stood a while longer in the soaring noise of the street and studied the mass and scale of the tower. The one virtue

  of its surface was to skim and bend the river light and mime the tides of open sky. There was an aura of texture and reflection. He scanned its length and felt connected to it, sharing the surface

  and the environment that came into contact with the surface, from both sides. A surface separates inside from out and belongs no less to one than the other. He’d thought about surfaces in the

  shower once.




  He put on his sunglasses. Then he walked back across the avenue and approached the lines of white limousines. There were ten cars, five in a curbside row in front of the tower,

  on First Avenue, and five lined up on the cross street, facing west. The cars were identical at a glance. Some may have been a foot or two longer than others depending on details of the stretch

  work and the particular owner’s requirements.




  The drivers smoked and talked on the sidewalk, hatless in dark suits, sharing an alertness that would be evident only in retrospect when their eyes went hot in their heads and they shed their

  cigarettes and vacated their unstudied stances, having spotted the objects of their regard.




  For now they talked, in accented voices, some of them, or first languages, others, and they waited for the investment banker, the land developer, the venture capitalist, for the software

  entrepreneur, the global overlord of satellite and cable, the discount broker, the beaked media chief, for the exiled head of state of some smashed landscape of famine and war.




  In the park across the street there were stylized ironwork arbors and bronze fountains with iridescent pennies scattershot at the bottom. A man in women’s clothing walked seven elegant

  dogs.




  He liked the fact that the cars were indistinguishable from each other. He wanted such a car because he thought it was a platonic replica, weightless for all its size, less an object than an

  idea. But he knew this wasn’t true. This was something he said for effect and he didn’t believe it for an instant. He believed it for an instant but only just. He wanted the car because

  it was not only oversized but aggressively and contemptuously so, metastasizingly so, a tremendous mutant thing that stood astride every argument against it.




  His chief of security liked the car for its anonymity. Long white limousines had become the most unnoticed vehicles in the city. He was waiting on the sidewalk now, Torval, bald and no-necked, a

  man whose head seemed removable for maintenance.




  “Where?” he said.




  “I want a haircut.”




  “The president’s in town.”




  “We don’t care. We need a haircut. We need to go crosstown.”




  “You will hit traffic that speaks in quarter inches.”




  “Just so I know. Which president are we talking about?”




  “United States. Barriers will be set up,” he said. “Entire streets deleted from the map.”




  “Show me my car,” he told the man.




  The driver held the door open, ready to jog around the rear of the car and down to his own door, thirty-five feet away. Where the file of white limousines ended, parallel to the entrance of the

  Japan Society, another line of cars commenced, the town cars, black or indigo, and the drivers waited for members of diplomatic missions, for the delegates, consuls and sunglassed

  attachés.




  Torval sat with the driver up front, where there were dashboard computer screens and a night-vision display on the lower windshield, a product of the infrared camera situated in the grille.




  Shiner was waiting inside the car, his chief of technology, small and boy-faced. He did not look at Shiner anymore. He hadn’t looked in three years. Once you’d looked, there was

  nothing else to know. You’d know his bone marrow in a beaker. He wore his faded shirt and jeans and sat in his masturbatory crouch.




  “What have we learned then?”




  “Our system’s secure. We’re impenetrable. There’s no rogue program,” Shiner said.




  “It would seem, however.”




  “Eric, no. We ran every test. Nobody’s overloading the system or manipulating our sites.”




  “When did we do all this?”




  “Yesterday. At the complex. Our rapid-response team. There’s no vulnerable point of entry. Our insurer did a threat analysis. We’re buffered from attack.”




  “Everywhere.”




  “Yes.”




  “Including the car.”




  “Including, absolutely, yes.”




  “My car. This car.”




  “Eric, yes, please.”




  “We’ve been together, you and I, since the little bitty start-up. I want you to tell me that you still have the stamina to do this job. The single-mindedness.”




  “This car. Your car.”




  “The relentless will. Because I keep hearing about our legend. We’re all young and smart and were raised by wolves. But the phenomenon of reputation is a delicate thing. A person

  rises on a word and falls on a syllable. I know I’m asking the wrong man.”




  “What?”




  “Where was the car last night after we ran our tests?”




  “I don’t know.”




  “Where do all these limos go at night?”




  Shiner slumped hopelessly into the depths of this question.




  “I know I’m changing the subject. I haven’t been sleeping much. I look at books and drink brandy. But what happens to all the stretch limousines that prowl the throbbing city

  all day long? Where do they spend the night?”




  The car ran into stalled traffic before it reached Second Avenue. He sat in the club chair at the rear of the cabin looking into the array of visual display units. There were

  medleys of data on every screen, all the flowing symbols and alpine charts, the polychrome numbers pulsing. He absorbed this material in a couple of long still seconds, ignoring the speech sounds

  that issued from lacquered heads. There was a microwave and a heart monitor. He looked at the spycam on a swivel and it looked back at him. He used to sit here in hand-held space but that was

  finished now. The context was nearly touchless. He could talk most systems into operation or wave a hand at a screen and make it go blank.




  A cab squeezed in alongside, the driver pressing his horn. This set off a hundred other horns.




  Shiner stirred in the jump seat near the liquor cabinet, facing rearward. He was drinking fresh orange juice through a plastic straw that extended from the glass at an obtuse angle. He seemed to

  be whistling something into the shaft of the straw between intakes of liquid.




  Eric said, “What?”




  Shiner raised his head.




  “Do you get the feeling sometimes that you don’t know what’s going on?” he said.




  “Do I want to ask what you mean by that?”




  Shiner spoke into his straw as if it were an onboard implement of transmission.




  “All this optimism, all this booming and soaring. Things happen like bang. This and that simultaneous. I put out my hand and what do I feel? I know there’s a thousand things you

  analyze every ten minutes. Patterns, ratios, indexes, whole maps of information. I love information. This is our sweetness and light. It’s a fuckall wonder. And we have meaning in the world.

  People eat and sleep in the shadow of what we do. But at the same time, what?”




  There was a long pause. He looked at Shiner finally. What did he say to the man? He did not direct a remark that was hard and sharp. He said nothing at all in fact.




  They sat in the swell of blowing horns. There was something about the noise that he did not choose to wish away. It was the tone of some fundamental ache, a lament so old it sounded aboriginal.

  He thought of men in shaggy bands bellowing ceremonially, social units established to kill and eat. Red meat. That was the call, the grievous need. The cooler carried beverages today. There was

  nothing solid for the microwave.




  Shiner said, “Any special reason we’re in the car instead of the office?”




  “How do you know we’re in the car instead of the office?”




  “If I answer that question.”




  “Based on what premise?”




  “I know I’ll say something that’s halfway clever but mostly shallow and probably inaccurate on some level. Then you’ll pity me for having been born.”




  “We’re in the car because I need a haircut.”




  “Have the barber go to the office. Get your haircut there. Or have the barber come to the car. Get your haircut and go to the office.”




  “A haircut has what. Associations. Calendar on the wall. Mirrors everywhere. There’s no barber chair here. Nothing swivels but the spycam.”




  He shifted position in his chair and watched the surveillance camera adjust. His image used to be accessible nearly all the time, videostreamed worldwide from the car, the plane, the office and

  selected sites in his apartment. But there were security issues to address and now the camera operated on a closed circuit. A nurse and two armed guards were on constant watch at three monitors in

  a windowless room at the office. The word office was outdated now. It had zero saturation.




  He glanced out the one-way window to his left. It took him a moment to understand that he knew the woman in the rear seat of the taxi that lay adjacent. She was his wife of twenty-two days,

  Elise Shifrin, a poet who had right of blood to the fabulous Shifrin banking fortune of Europe and the world.




  He coded a word to Torval up front. Then he stepped into the street and tapped on the taxi window. She smiled up at him, surprised. She was in her mid-twenties, with an etched delicacy of

  feature and large and artless eyes. Her beauty had an element of remoteness. This was intriguing but maybe not. Her head rode slightly forward on a slender length of neck. She had an unexpected

  laugh, a little weary and experienced, and he liked the way she put a finger to her lips when she wanted to be thoughtful. Her poetry was shit.




  She slid over and he got in next to her. The horns subsided and resumed in ritualistic cycles. Then the taxi shot diagonally across the intersection to a point just west of Second Avenue, where

  it reached another impasse, with Torval jogging hot behind.




  “Where’s your car?”




  “We can’t seem to find it,” she said.




  “I’d offer you a ride.”




  “I couldn’t. Absolutely. I know you work en route. And I like taxis. I was never good at geography and I learn things by asking the drivers where they come from.”




  “They come from horror and despair.”




  “Yes, exactly. One learns about the countries where unrest is occurring by riding the taxis here.”




  “I haven’t seen you in a while. I looked for you this morning.”




  He took off his sunglasses, for effect. She gazed into his face. She looked steadily, with fixed attention.




  “Your eyes are blue,” she said.




  He lifted her hand and held it to his face, smelling and licking. The Sikh at the wheel was missing a finger. Eric regarded the stub, impressive, a serious thing, a body ruin that carried

  history and pain.




  “Eat breakfast yet?”




  “No,” she said.




  “Good. I’m hungry for something thick and chewy.”




  “You never told me you were blue-eyed.”




  He heard the static in her laugh. He bit her thumb knuckle and opened the door and they stepped across the sidewalk to the coffee shop near the corner.




  He sat with his back to the wall, watching Torval position himself near the front door, where he had a broad view of the room. The place was crowded. He heard stray words in

  French and Somali seeping through the ambient noise. That was the disposition of this end of 47th Street. Dark women in ivory robes walking in the river wind toward the UN secretariat. Apartment

  towers called L’Ecole and Octavia. There were Irish nannies pushing strollers in the parks. And Elise of course, Swiss or something, sitting across the table.




  “What are we going to talk about?” she said.




  He sat before a plate of pancakes and sausages, waiting for the square of butter to melt and run so he could use his fork to swirl it into the torpid syrup and then watch the marks made by the

  tines slowly fold into the soak. He realized her question was serious.




  “We want a heliport on the roof. I’ve acquired air rights but still need to get a zoning variance. Don’t you want to eat?”




  It seemed, the food, to make her draw back. Green tea and toast untouched before her.




  “And a shooting range next to the elevator bank. Let’s talk about us.”




  “You and I. We’re here. So might as well.”




  “When are we going to have sex again?”




  “We will. I promise,” she said.




  “We haven’t in a while now.”




  “When I work, you see. The energy is precious.”




  “When you write.”




  “Yes.”




  “Where do you do this? I look for you, Elise.”




  He watched Torva1 move his lips thirty feet away. He was speaking into a mouthpiece concealed in his lapel. He wore an ear bud. The handset of his cell phone was belted under his jacket not far

  from his voice-activated firearm, Czech-made, another emblem of the international tenor of the district.




  “I curl up somewhere. I’ve always done this. My mother used to send people to find me,” she said. “Maids and gardeners combing the house and grounds. She thought I was

  dissolvable in water.”




  “I like your mother. You have your mother’s breasts.”




  “Her breasts.”




  “Great stand-up tits,” he said.




  He ate quickly, inhaling his food. Then he ate her food. He thought he could feel the glucose entering his cells, fueling the body’s other appetites. He nodded to the owner of the place, a

  Greek from Samos, who waved from the counter. He liked to come here because Torval did not want him to.




  “Tell me this. Where will you go now?” she said. “To a meeting somewhere? To your office? Where is your office? What do you do exactly?”




  She peered at him over bridged hands, her smile in hiding.




  “You know things. I think this is what you do,” she said. “I think you’re dedicated to knowing. I think you acquire information and turn it into something stupendous and

  awful. You’re a dangerous person. Do you agree? A visionary.”




  He watched Torval bend a hand to the side of his head, listening to the person who was speaking into his ear bud. He knew these devices were already vestigial. They were degenerate structures.

  Maybe not the handgun just yet. But the word itself was lost in blowing mist.




  He stood by the car, parked illegally, and listened to Torval.




  “Report from the complex. There’s a credible threat. Not to be dismissed. This means a ride crosstown.”




  “We’ve had numerous threats. All credible. I’m still standing here.”




  “Not a threat to your safety. To his.”




  “Who the fuck is his?”




  “The president’s. This means a ride crosstown does not happen unless we make a day of it, with cookies and milk.”




  He found that Torval’s burly presence was a provocation. He was knotted and sloped. He had the body of a heavy lifter, appearing to stand and squat simultaneously. His bearing was one of

  blunt persuasion, with the earnest alertness that thickset men bring to a task. These were hostile incitements. They engaged Eric’s sense of his own physical authority, his standards of force

  and brawn.




  “Do people still shoot at presidents? I thought there were more stimulating targets,” he said.




  He looked for steady temperament in his security staff. Torval did not match the pattern. Times he was ironic and other times faintly disdainful of standard procedures. Then there was his head.

  There was something in the jut of his shaved head and the aberrant set of his eyes that carried an inference of abiding anger. His job was to be selective in his terms of confrontation, not hate a

  faceless world.




  He’d noticed that Torval had stopped calling him Mr. Packer. He called him nothing now. This omission left a space in nature large enough for a man to walk through.




  He realized Elise was gone. He’d forgotten to ask where she was headed.




  “In the next block there are two haircutting salons. One, two,” Torval said. “No need to go crosstown. The situation isn’t stable.”




  People hurried past, the others of the street, endless anonymous, twenty-one lives per second, race-walking in their faces and pigments, sprays of fleetest being.




  They were here to make the point that you did not have to look at them.




  Michael Chin was in the jump seat now, his currency analyst, calmly modeling a certain sizable disquiet.




  “I know that smile, Michael.”




  “I think the yen. I mean there’s reason to believe we may be leveraging too rashly.”




  “It’s going to turn our way.”




  “Yes. I know. It always has.”




  “The rashness you think you see.”




  “What is happening doesn’t chart.”




  “It charts. You have to search a little harder. Don’t trust standard models. Think outside the limits. The yen is making a statement. Read it. Then leap.”




  “We are betting big-time here.”




  “I know that smile. I want to respect it. But the yen can’t go any higher.”




  “We are borrowing enormous, enormous sums.”




  “Any assault on the borders of perception is going to seem rash at first.”




  “Eric, come on. We are speculating into the void.”




  “Your mother blamed the smile on your father. He blamed her. There’s something deathly about it.”




  “I think we ought to adjust.”




  “She thought she’d have to enroll you in special counseling.”




  Chin had advanced degrees in mathematics and economics and was only a kid, still, with a gutterpunk stripe in his hair, a moody beet-root red.




  The two men talked and made decisions. These were Eric’s decisions, which Chin entered resentfully in his hand organizer and then synched with the system. The car was moving. Eric watched

  himself on the oval screen below the spycam, running his thumb along his chinline. The car stopped and moved and he realized queerly that he’d just placed his thumb on his chinline, a second

  or two after he’d seen it on-screen.




  “Where is Shiner?”




  “On his way to the airport.”




  “Why do we still have airports? Why are they called airports?”




  “I know I can’t answer these questions without losing your respect,” Chin said.




  “Shiner told me our network is secure.”




  “Then it is.”




  “Safe from penetration.”




  “He’s the best there is at finding holes.”




  “Then why am I seeing things that haven’t happened yet?”




  The floor of the limousine was Carrara marble, from the quarries where Michelangelo stood half a millennium ago, touching the tip of his finger to the starry white stone.




  He looked at Chin, adrift in his jump seat, lost in rambling thought.




  “How old are you?”




  “Twenty-two. What? Twenty-two.”




  “You look younger. I was always younger than anyone around me. One day it began to change.”




  “I don’t feel younger. I feel located totally nowhere. I think I’m ready to quit, basically, the business.”




  “Put a stick of gum in your mouth and try not to chew it. For someone your age, with your gifts, there’s only one thing in the world worth pursuing professionally and intellectually.

  What is it, Michael? The interaction between technology and capital. The inseparability.”




  “High school was the last true challenge,” Chin said.




  The car drifted into gridlock on Third Avenue. The driver’s standing orders were to advance into blocked intersections, not hang feebly back.




  “There’s a poem I read in which a rat becomes the unit of currency.”




  “Yes. That would be interesting,” Chin said.




  “Yes. That would impact the world economy.”




  “The name alone. Better than the dong or the kwacha.”




  “The name says everything.”




  “Yes. The rat,” Chin said.




  “Yes. The rat closed lower today against the euro.”




  “Yes. There is growing concern that the Russian rat will be devalued.”




  “White rats. Think about that.”




  “Yes. Pregnant rats.”




  “Yes. Major sell-off of pregnant Russian rats.”




  “Britain converts to the rat,” Chin said.




  “Yes. Joins trend to universal currency.”




  “Yes. U.S. establishes rat standard.”




  “Yes. Every U.S. dollar redeemable for rat.”




  “Dead rats.”




  “Yes. Stockpiling of dead rats called global health menace.”




  “How old are you?” Chin said. “Now that you’re not younger than everyone else.”




  He looked past Chin toward streams of numbers running in opposite directions. He understood how much it meant to him, the roll and flip of data on a screen. He studied the figural diagrams that

  brought organic patterns into play, birdwing and chambered shell. It was shallow thinking to maintain that numbers and charts were the cold compression of unruly human energies, every sort of

  yearning and midnight sweat reduced to lucid units in the financial markets. In fact data itself was soulful and glowing, a dynamic aspect of the life process. This was the eloquence of alphabets

  and numeric systems, now fully realized in electronic form, in the zero-oneness of the world, the digital imperative that defined every breath of the planet’s living billions. Here was the

  heave of the biosphere. Our bodies and oceans were here, knowable and whole.




  The car began to move. He saw the first of the haircutting salons to his right, on the northwest corner, Filles et Garçons. He sensed Torval waiting, up front, for the

  order to stop the car.




  He glimpsed the marquee of the second establishment, not far ahead, and spoke a coded phrase to a signal processor in the partition, the slide between the driver and rear cabin. This generated a

  command on one of the dashboard screens.




  The car came to a stop in front of the apartment building that was situated between the two salons. He got out and went into the tunneled passage, not waiting for the doorman to shuffle to his

  phone. He entered the enclosed space of the courtyard, mentally naming what was in it, the shade-happy euonymus and lobelia, the dark-star coleus, the honey locust with its pinnate leaves and

  unsplit pods. He could not quite summon the Latin name of the tree but knew it would come to him within the hour or somewhere deep in the running lull of the next sleepless night.




  He walked under a cross-vaulted arch of white latticework planted with climbing hydrangeas and then stepped into the building proper.




  A minute later he was in her apartment.
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