



[image: cover-images]






 


 


THE LOLA QUARTET


Emily St. John Mandel


PICADOR






To Kevin









“The novelty of our adventure was wearing thin, but not because our feet hurt and we were constantly blaming each other for the forgotten sunscreen. There was some other thing that we could not clearly explain. The farther we ventured, the more everything looked the same, as if each new street, park, or shopping mall was simply another version of our own, made from the same giant assembly kit. Only the names were different.”
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Part One











One


Anna had fallen into a routine, or as much of a routine as a seventeen-year-old can reasonably fall into when she’s transient and living in hiding with an infant. She was staying at her sister’s friend’s house in a small town in Virginia.


The baby always woke up crying at four thirty or five a.m. Anna got up and changed Chloe’s diaper, prepared a bottle and bundled her into the stroller and then they left the basement where they were living, walked three blocks to the twenty-four-hour doughnut shop for coffee and across the wide empty street to the park. Anna sat on a swing with her first coffee of the morning and Chloe lay in the stroller staring up at the clouds. They listened to the birds in the trees at the edges of the park, the sounds of traffic in the distance. The climbing equipment cast a complicated silhouette against the pale morning sky.


There was a plastic shopping bag duct-taped to the underside of the stroller. It held a little under one hundred eighteen thousand dollars in cash.


That morning at a music school in South Carolina, a pianist was sitting alone in a practice room. Jack had been playing the piano for four and a half hours and under normal circumstances his hands would have been aching by now, but he was high on painkillers and couldn’t feel it. There was an east-facing window in the practice room and the morning light had long since entered. The piano was illuminated, sun caught in the varnish and gleaming in the keys, the whole room shining, he was dizzy, his skin itched and he hadn’t slept all night. His roommate had gone to Virginia to rescue a girl whom Jack had imperilled and everything was coming apart around him, but so long as he kept playing he didn’t have to think about any of this, so he closed his eyes against the shine and launched once more into Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue.











Two


Ten years later, in February, the showerhead in Gavin’s bathroom began to leak. The timing was inconvenient. His editor had assigned him to a story about Florida’s exotic wildlife problem, and he was leaving New York the following morning. Gavin stood in the bathroom watching the steady dripping of hot water, at a loss. It seemed to him that this was the sort of thing Karen would have taken care of, before she’d moved out, and he realized at the same moment that he wasn’t even sure where the landlord’s phone number was. On a piece of paper somewhere, but pieces of paper had taken over his desk and spilled over onto the living room floor in the three weeks since Karen had left, a sort of avalanche. After a half-hour he came across a box of baby clothes that he’d forgotten to take to Goodwill and after that he didn’t want to look anymore, so he retreated into the bedroom and resumed an earlier search for clean socks. He could call the landlord when he got back.


What Gavin had wanted was to be an investigative reporter, a newspaperman, but nothing about his career was as he’d imagined it would be. When he’d graduated with his journalism degree he’d thought that this would be the moment when his life would finally begin. In idealistic daydreams he’d thought he might help change the world or at least improve it, and in shallower moments he’d just wanted to be a star reporter. He’d wanted to extend his hands and feel the weight of the Pulitzer with the crowd applauding before him, step up to the podium and clear his throat in the spotlight. He’d managed eventually to land a job as a reporter at one of the city’s best papers, but coming to the New York Star was like stepping into a drama in which all the major roles were already taken, or perhaps the play had already closed. There were veteran journalists at the Star, men and a woman who’d brought down titans and gone into war zones and propelled the paper to a point only just beneath the Times in the New York City newspaper pantheon, people who didn’t have to imagine what a Pulitzer felt like, but even the veterans seemed adrift in the changed world. The paper was sending out fewer and fewer correspondents on faraway stories. There were no more bureaus overseas or even in Washington. The paper was covering local news, relying on Reuters and freelancers for everything else. Too many of the stories seemed more like entertainment than news to him.


“You have to put in your time,” his editor had told him, but Gavin feared more and more that his time had passed. On two or three occasions he’d managed to get invited along for drinks with a couple of the veterans, and their stories mostly concerned a time that seemed better and more glorious than now and ended with some variation on “those were the days.” He’d come home from the bars leaden with disappointment.


“You know what your problem is?” his friend Silas said one night, when they were drinking together at an Irish bar near the paper. “I just figured it out.” Silas was a copy editor, and had been at the paper longer than Gavin had. Their desks were side by side in the newsroom.




“Please,” Gavin said, “tell me what my problem is.”


“Look at you. Jesus. The fedora, the trench coat. You want to run around the city with a flashbulb camera and a press card in your hat band.”


“How is that a problem?”


“Your problem is that you don’t really want to work at a newspaper, per se. You want to work in 1925.”


“I don’t disagree,” Gavin said. It had been clear for some time that he was in the wrong decade. All of his favourite movies were older than he was. His camera was a 1973 Yashica. He’d seen Chinatown a dozen times.


He suspected his editor was sending him on his first out-of-town assignment to make him feel better about not being senior enough to be sent into a war zone, or perhaps to make him feel better about having missed the days the veterans drank to. He knew she was doing him a favour, but the assignment itself seemed depressingly symptomatic: he was being sent to his hometown. He’d gone in a circle. He wanted to scream.


“Aren’t you from there?” his editor asked, when she called him over to her desk.


“I am,” he said. “But—” and he realized as he spoke that of course there was no way of evading the assignment, of course he couldn’t tell her that the weather in his hometown had sent him to the hospital with heatstroke nearly every year until he’d left at eighteen, so he sat by her desk discussing the story for a few minutes and then went back to his computer to check the South Florida weather. The city of Sebastiana was in the grip of a heat wave.


That night he lay awake listening to the dripping shower and wondered if it would be pathetic to call Karen about the landlord’s phone number, decided against it and woke at an unspeakably early hour to board a southbound plane.


Gavin had been back to Florida only once in the past five years. He flew into Fort Lauderdale and when he stepped out of the airport the heat made him gasp. He drove a rental car down the freeway to the city of Sebastiana and called his sister from his hotel room, which was mostly pink and smelled of synthetic cherries.


“I’m glad you’re here,” Eilo said. “You’re sure you won’t stay with me?”


“I don’t want to impose. The paper’s paying for my room.”


“Want to meet for dinner?”




“I’m supposed to meet with a park ranger later,” he said. “How about tomorrow?”


But their schedules were incompatible, and three days passed before he had a chance to see her. He spent his first day in Sebastiana and the day after that interviewing conservationists and herpetologists, knocking on doors of the houses closest to the canals to ask residents about their encounters with giant snakes. He took photographs of blue-green water, of shy iguanas at the edges of backyards.


There was an afternoon spent staggering through swamps under a wide-brimmed hat, listening to a park ranger named William Chandler talk about the new monsters that had been appearing since the early ’90s. The creatures in the Florida swamps were terrifying and new, and the canals delivered the swamps to the suburbs. Experts speculated that some of the animals had been blown deep into the swamps by Hurricane Andrew—greenhouses that had held snakes had been found shattered and empty once the storm had passed—but most were abandoned pets. Small glittering lizards who’d seemed manageable enough when they were babies but then outgrew aquarium after aquarium until they’d become seven-foot-long two-hundred-pound Nile monitors with eerily intelligent eyes and extravagantly pebbled skin, perfectly capable of eating a small dog. Or Burmese pythons, purchased when small, abandoned when the owners got tired of having to feed them live rabbits. Capable of swallowing a leopard whole, William Chandler told him, and therefore capable of swallowing a human. All of these creatures multiplying in the brackish far reaches, the suburbs coming out to meet them. All Gavin could think of was the heat, but he blinked hard against the spots swimming before his eyes and wrote down everything Chandler said. Insects hummed in the trees.


By night the suburbs glimmered anonymously from his window, but even by daylight it was difficult to grasp the terrain. There had been considerable development in the decade since Gavin had lived here, and nothing was quite as he remembered. The present-day Sebastiana was like a dream version of his hometown, much larger than it had been, circled by unexpected shopping malls and new condominium complexes, entire new neighbourhoods where once there’d been trees or swamp. Once this had been the outer suburbs but now there were suburbs that sprawled out still farther, linked up with exurbs by lacework patterns of freeways. The heart of the city was difficult to find. The suburbs circled wetlands, and there were monsters in the swamps. He wrote about the pythons and the Nile monitors, William Chandler and the frightened residents who lived alongside the canals, working deep into the night in the cool light of the hotel room.


“How do you like being back in Sebastiana?” his sister asked. Their schedules had finally coincided on his last night in Florida, and they’d met at a seafood restaurant near the hotel. Eilo was only thirty-two but her hair was mostly grey now, and she’d recently cut it very short. The haircut made her eyes look enormous. She was wearing a suit.


“It’s exactly the way I remember it,” Gavin said.


“A diplomatic response,” Eilo said.




“Except even more sprawling.”


“It never ends,” she said. “You can drive from here to Miami without leaving the suburbs. How’s Karen these days? She couldn’t come with you?”


“We broke up a month ago. She moved out.”


“You broke up? Even though she’s pregnant?”


“She’s not pregnant anymore.” Gavin remembered, sitting here, that he’d thought seriously about naming the baby after Eilo.


“Gavin, I’m sorry.”


“Thanks. Me too.” He didn’t want to talk about it. “How’s the real estate business?” They spoke on the phone every couple of months, but he hadn’t seen her in so long that being in her presence was unexpectedly awkward.


“Never better,” she said.


“In this economy?”


“Well, I do deal exclusively in foreclosures.” Eilo was looking at her plate. She hesitated a moment before she spoke again. “How’s your health?”


“Fine,” he said. “A bit touch and go in the summertime, but I stay indoors and take taxis when it’s hot. Is something bothering you?”


“I don’t know if I should tell you now,” she said.


“Tell me anyway.”


“Part of my job is inspecting homes. I inspected a property on Pauline Street a few weeks ago, a place that had just been foreclosed on that week. The property owner’s name was Gloria Jones. Older woman. She was taking care of a little girl.”


“Taking care of her?”


“She referred to the girl as ‘my ward.’ I actually never saw the upstairs, so I don’t know if the girl lived there or not. She was . . . listen, I know this sounds crazy, but the little girl looked exactly like me. It was like seeing myself as a kid.”


“So she was half-white, half-Japanese?” Gavin wasn’t sure where she was going with the story and was already a little bored by it.




“I was struck by her. I have to take pictures of the home for the real estate listing, and I made sure the kid was in one of the shots.” She reached into her handbag and extracted a paperback. She’d placed the photograph in the middle for safekeeping.


“Oh,” Gavin said. “I see what you mean.” For a disoriented moment he thought he was looking at a photograph of Eilo as a little girl. European and Asian genes in delicate combination, the same straight dark hair and thin lips, the same faint scattering of freckles on her nose. It took him a moment to realize that the eyes were different. His sister’s eyes were brown, and this little Eilo’s eyes were blue. But the similarity was uncanny. She stood at the edge of the shot, by the window of an almost empty dining room.


“She’s ten years old,” Eilo said. Gavin was beginning to understand even before Eilo spoke again. “Gavin, I asked the kid her name when Gloria was out of the room. Her name’s Chloe Montgomery.”


“Montgomery?”


“That was when I knew,” Eilo said.


“She looks exactly like you. Where is she now?”


“I have no idea. To be honest, the woman caught me taking the kid’s picture and started yelling at me, so I got out of there quickly. I drove by the house two days later, but they’d already moved out. I don’t know where they went. I thought you should know.”


“Can I keep the picture?”


“Yes. Of course.” She was quiet for a moment. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I know this can’t be easy, especially given . . . I thought you should know.”


After dinner Gavin walked out to his car and drove past his hotel on purpose. He wanted to keep driving for a while, alone in the air conditioning. He turned off his cellphone. He was thinking about the girl, the other Eilo. Thinking about trying to find her, trying to imagine what he might say if he did. My name is Gavin Sasaki. You look exactly like my sister. I had a girlfriend named Anna who disappeared ten years ago and you have her last name. I know this sounds crazy but I think we have the same genes.











Three


On her last morning in Virginia, Anna sipped her coffee and stared up at the sky. It was a clear bright day, clouds passing over blue. She was tired in a way that made the world seem insubstantial. The sun was rising and the park held a dreamlike sheen. No leaves on the trees but the air was bright. She sat on a swing with her first coffee of the morning, scuffing her shoes in the sand. Only when she looked at her daughter did she feel awake.


Chloe lay on her back in the stroller staring up at the clouds.


Anna and Chloe were in the park when Liam Deval came to them. Anna looked up—a man approaching over the lawn, the sunrise behind him so she couldn’t see his face—and because she couldn’t see who it was she assumed the worst and thought she was finished, she clutched the chains of the swing so tightly that blood began to throb in the palms of her hands, she tried to steel herself but her last thoughts raced together and all she could think of was how sad it was that she’d had so little time with her daughter. She looked at Chloe, trying to memorize the soft flush of her skin and her wide unfocused eyes, her miniature hands clenching and unclenching above the blankets, the heartbreaking smallness of her fingernails, but then Liam called out her name over the grass. Anna let her breath out all at once and blinked away tears.


“It’s you,” she said, “I’m so glad it’s you,” but she understood immediately that something was wrong. He held her for a moment and stroked her hair when she stood up from the swing, glanced over his shoulder before he looked at her again.


“Anna, we have to leave again,” he said. “I think he knows you’re here.”











Four


The morning after the dinner with his sister Gavin woke early in his room in the Ramada Inn, troubled, and lay still in the bed for a few minutes before he remembered the photograph. He turned on the bedside light and went to the desk to retrieve it. The girl stared back at him, ten years old and the image of Eilo, smiling in an unfurnished room.


He showered and packed quickly, checked out of the hotel, and drove toward the airport for five minutes before he remembered that he still had one last interview. A woman in a planned community far out near the swamps, a friend of William Chandler’s. He pulled into a parking lot to check the directions and had to read them three times. It took twice as long to reach his destination as it should have. He kept forgetting street names, making wrong turns, looking for roads he was already driving on. Where had they been all these years, Anna and the girl? They were all he could think of. If the house where the girl had been staying had been foreclosed, what if she was in a homeless shelter? Or what if it was worse than that, what if she was on the street? The thought of his daughter sleeping under an overpass. The thought that he had a daughter. He found the condominium complex—far from anywhere, almost beyond Sebastiana city limits—and sat in his car for a full two minutes staring at the photograph before he went in.


He sat drinking a glass of water in a large bright kitchen, taking notes and trying to concentrate on what the woman was saying. Her name was Ella Thompson. She wanted to tell him about her children.


“When I was out with William Chandler the other day,” he said, “he told me you saw a Burmese python in your backyard.”


“Oh, I did,” she said. “Well, not in the backyard exactly, but there’s this point where the yard sort of blends into the canal, and—” She was interrupted by the chime of a doorbell. It was her neighbour, a beautiful woman of about fifty with very high cheekbones and silver hair, here to see if she might borrow a stepladder, and yes, she would be delighted to speak with the reporter from New York for a few minutes. She talked about the beauty of Florida, the flowers and the palm trees and the endless summertime, blue pools.


“And how long have you lived out here,” Gavin asked, “by the swamps?”


“A few years.” The neighbour smiled. “It’s funny. We thought we were coming closer to nature,” she said, “but all along nature was creeping closer to us.”


Gavin said his goodbyes and drove to the airport. He found himself staring at children in the terminal lounge. On the flight north out of Florida he tried not to think about anything except the story he was writing, William Chandler in hip waders standing up to his knees in the swamps at the far edge of the suburbs, a radio-tracking device beeping in his hand, “This means there’s a python right at our feet, Gavin, right at our feet, you just can’t see it because the water’s so murky.” The nervous residents of the outer suburbs, gazing out their back windows at canals. The conservationist who’d told him that the creatures in the swamps meant they were entering a time when every place would look the same as every other place: the same pythons, the same parrots, the same palm trees from Florida to Indonesia to Argentina, an ecological flattening of experience. He worked steadily until the island of Manhattan appeared below his window, and then he closed his laptop and tried not to think about the girl in the descent.


The first thing Gavin heard when he opened the door to his apartment was the leaking shower. It seemed to be getting worse, the drips more frequent, but he still didn’t know where the landlord’s phone number was and now he was too distracted to care. He left his suitcase in the apartment and took the subway to work. The newsroom seemed somehow changed in his absence. There were fewer people here than usual. A sense of dissipation hung in the air. It reminded him of the time when he’d come in late on a Christmas Eve to wrap up a piece and found the newsroom a shadow of itself, a ghost town. But the difference now, he realized with a lurching feeling in his stomach, was that a dozen desks had been cleared. Silas’s papers and notebooks and the photograph of his wife had vanished, his computer monitor a dark window reflecting Gavin back at himself and behind him a ghostly version of the newsroom, all shadows and pale smudges of light.


“You missed all the fun,” his editor said when he went to her.


“Where’s Silas?”


“Sit down.” There was a tiredness around her eyes that he hadn’t seen before. He sat by her desk. “We were treated to a speech the day after you left,” she said. “Declining ad revenue, ever fewer subscribers, the relentless expectation of free online content, et cetera. You’ve heard it before. It’s a boring story.”


“Why didn’t you tell me?”


“Why didn’t I take the time to call you in Florida and explain that twelve of your colleagues had been laid off? Because believe it or not, kiddo, I’ve been a little busy in their absence.” She told him the names and some of them were friends of his.


“Christ,” he said. “Can you tell me anything else?”


“You’re wondering about your job. I’m wondering about mine too.” Julie sighed. “I don’t know what to tell you,” she said. “You’re in a strange position. On the one hand, you’re not that senior. On the other hand, that means you’re relatively cheap. No offence.”


“None taken. I’ve seen my pay stubs.”


She took off her glasses and massaged her temples for a moment before she spoke again. “Listen,” she said, “just between us, there’s likely to be a second round of layoffs.”




“Do you know who . . . ?”


“No. But I know they’re looking to make some cuts in the newsroom.” She put her glasses back on and blinked at him. He liked her glasses. They were a stylish rectangular shape that he admired. “Gavin, your stories are always good,” she said, “but if there was ever a time to make them better, this is it. There’s going to be some scrutiny over the coming weeks.”


“Whoever writes the best stories gets to stay employed? Are you serious, Julie?”


“Just write the best stories you can, Gavin, and try not to think about it too much. I’m giving you a heads-up because I don’t want to lose you.”


He settled back at his desk with his notes from Florida and tried to concentrate. He’d reached this morning’s interview. Ella Thompson in her house by the canal, her neighbour. We thought we were coming closer to nature, but all along nature was creeping closer to us. He’d decided this was the quote that would close the story, but then he glanced again at the page and his breath caught in his throat. He’d written the neighbour’s name as Chloe Montgomery.


Gavin swore softly. Whatever the neighbour’s name had been, he was certain it wasn’t Chloe. He was almost certain it had started with an L. Lara, Lana, Laurie, Louise? He tried to transport himself back to the scene: the kitchen island with the stools and the glass of water before him, Ella telling him about her children, the doorbell ringing and the neighbour walking into the room. “Gavin, this is L——!” Ella Thompson says brightly, but the name is a blank.


Gavin flipped through the pages of the notebook. He had been so distracted that morning, all his thoughts taken up by Anna and Chloe, that he’d seemingly neglected to write down the neighbour’s telephone number. He called Ella Thompson, but her phone only rang endlessly, and he remembered her telling him that she was about to leave on vacation. He found contact information for the management office and spent some time arguing with a secretary and then her boss, but they refused to reveal names of residents.


He knew that if he went to Julie, she would tell him to cut the quote. The story worked without it, but the quote was the grace note, the quote was sublime. It was evening now, lights gleaming softly on the empty desks. He wished Silas were here.


Gavin submitted the story, went home to eat takeout food and stare at his television. He didn’t sleep well. In the morning he sat at his desk again, reading the paper, and the last few lines of the piece filled him with dread.






But for residents of the houses closest to the canals, the matter has become more pressing. “We thought we were coming closer to nature,” said Lemuria Gardens resident Chloe Silas, “but all along nature was creeping closer to us.”





. . .


“Eilo,” Gavin said, “do you think I should be looking for the girl?” Only two weeks had passed since he’d returned from Florida, but it seemed much longer. It was a particularly dark March in New York that year. The rain was unceasing. He hadn’t been sleeping well. He had dreams where Anna was in some unspecified trouble and it was entirely his fault but he couldn’t find her, and other dreams where he was losing his job. He had taken to staying in the newsroom for twelve hours at a time to escape the emptiness of the apartment and his own racing thoughts, but he couldn’t concentrate on his work. Silas’s desk remained empty. He hadn’t realized how much he’d depended on Silas, his jokes and his freakish grasp of grammar, his company in the cafeteria at lunchtime. They went out drinking twice, but without the shared newsroom there wasn’t much to talk about.


“I don’t know, Gavin. I’m not sure what I’d do in your place,” Eilo said.


“And you’ve never heard anything about what became of Anna?”


“Nothing,” Eilo said. “No rumours, no sightings. I heard her sister Sasha had a gambling problem, but that was years ago already.”


The clamour of the newsroom was all around him. Usually this was his favourite place in the world, but today the sound jangled his nerves.


He felt that he was slipping, but it wasn’t just him. The city of New York had gone dark so quickly, and at times Gavin was dazzled by the speed of the fall. Because it hadn’t actually been that long since he’d been walking hand in hand with Karen down Columbus Avenue and they’d come upon a newsstand with a New York Magazine cover that read “The Second Gilded Age” in gold letters, and the headline had seemed perfect to him. This is the second gilded age, he’d tell himself, looking around at his fellow diners at expensive restaurants or studying photographs of $1.3-million one-bedroom apartments in the windows of real estate offices. The phrase fit the era. But within months the stock market had plummeted and banks were collapsing, everyone was losing their jobs and there were food shortages in the soup kitchens, and the second gilded age seemed as far gone as the first.




Julie put him on the team covering the Jonathan Alkaitis story. The investment adviser had cheated unsuspecting investors of billions in an elaborate Ponzi scheme until his daughter had turned him in to the authorities. In that time of collapse and dissipation the stories all but wrote themselves—there were charities that had lost everything overnight, former senior executives who’d taken up employment at Starbucks, entire families living in motel rooms—but the Alkaitis story wasn’t coming together. Everyone already knew the bare facts, the staggering sums lost and the collapse of charitable foundations, the ruined retirements, the litigations and blame. Gavin needed a quote, a good one, but none of Alkaitis’s victims had anything to say that was worth printing or that hadn’t already appeared in another paper. Proud old men in business suits averted their eyes and brushed past him on the sidewalk, which made Gavin feel despised and invisible. A twenty-one-year-old recently deprived of his trust fund gave a quote that made Gavin close his notebook and walk out of the room—“I can’t believe I have to work for a living now. I mean, who the fuck works? It is so unfair”—and one or two people all but snarled as they turned away from him. Gavin talked his way into a series of offices and was escorted out of all of them. A woman laughed bitterly and said, “Fuck you think my reaction to losing my retirement savings is? Go fuck yourself,” before she hung up on him. One man who had lost everything, a retired businessman in his eighties, broke down and began to sob when Gavin called him. “It’s okay,” Gavin kept saying, “listen, it’s going to be okay. . . ,” but the man kept crying. Gavin listened until he couldn’t take it anymore and gently placed the receiver of his desk phone back on the cradle. He thought all evening about the man weeping into the dial tone and couldn’t sleep that night.


On the morning of a particular deposition he stood for two hours under low grey skies outside the law office where several of Alkaitis’s victims were being interviewed, lying in wait, but he kept seeing the same people who’d refused comment on all his other attempts. Until a man came through the doors whom he recognized from his research—Arnold Lander, former COO of a Midtown consulting firm, an investor who’d lost a little under two million dollars—but who was the woman by his side? She looked about twenty, extravagantly blond with red lipstick, and he realized he’d seen her earlier. She’d been waiting on the sidewalk for a while too, before she’d gone inside to wait in the lobby. She hadn’t been in the deposition, then. It was beginning to rain, the first fat drops before the cloudburst, and she was holding a newspaper over her head. Her heels clicked sharply on the sidewalk.


“Excuse me, Mr. Lander,” Gavin said, “may I have a moment?”


“No comment,” Lander said, without looking at him. He was hailing a cab. He was a tall man, imposing in a dark coat.


“Mr. Lander, please, if I could just—”


“You want a comment?” The woman’s voice was high-pitched. She sounded like a child. “It’s a nightmare that we can’t wake up from.”


“Don’t talk to him,” Lander snapped. “What did I tell you about reporters?”




“Wait,” Gavin said, “what’s your name?” But the rain had turned to a cold downpour and they were gone, half-running toward a cab that had stopped on the corner. “Excuse me!” he shouted, “please, wait—” The door closed and the car pulled away into traffic.


He looked up photographs of Arnold Lander later at his desk. Lander’s image was everywhere—charity balls, a corporate website, various industry events—but who was the woman? She’d appeared to be a solid thirty years younger than Lander. She certainly wasn’t the wife in the most recent charity ball photo, but that had been a year ago already. A daughter, secretary, mistress, fourth wife? He’d helped her into the cab, Gavin remembered, but perhaps an older man might do that for a secretary? Men of a particular era and class were taught to treat certain women like porcelain. Gavin knew it was the era he himself belonged to—fedoras! Mechanical cameras! Good table manners!—but this thought was a digression. What mattered was that the author of the perfect quote had walked away from him and he had no idea who she was.


“I need the Alkaitis story,” Julie said. “You just about done?”




But for Alkaitis’s victims, the disaster continues to unfold. Amy Torren and her husband lost their life savings. “I feel like I’m caught up in a bad dream,” she said of Alkaitis’s deception. “It’s just a nightmare that we can’t wake up from. I feel like there’s maybe less good in the world than I thought there was. It’s hard to take in, to be honest with you. I don’t know how I’m going to afford my mother’s medical expenses now.”





“Hell of a quote,” Julie said when he saw her in the staff kitchen the next morning. He was helping himself to his third cup of coffee. He hadn’t slept.


“Thank you,” Gavin said. He returned to his desk with a strange feeling of floating. No one could prove that no investor had said those words to him but he still felt sick every time he thought about it. Amy Torren was the name of his eleventh grade English teacher.


As days passed without incident, it seemed that both this and the Floridian woman whose name wasn’t Chloe had passed under the radar. But the point, Gavin realized, wasn’t whether the woman who’d climbed into the cab with Lander was an investor, or even whether he’d gotten away with referring to her as such when he wrote dialogue for her and gave her a name. The point was that Gavin had opened a door, cracked it just slightly, and he could see through to the disgrace and shadows on the other side. If you tell a lie it’s easier to tell another. An abyss yawns suddenly at your feet. At night he went home and stared into the flickering blue of the television and felt almost nothing.




The second round of layoffs came without fanfare. The first time, Julie told him, when he’d been in Florida, there’d been an anguished speech in the middle of the newsroom by the executive editor, who’d stood on a chair to be better seen but hadn’t been able to make eye contact with anyone. Two weeks later the second round was well under way before anyone realized what was happening. The executive editor’s assistant called the victims one at a time and asked them to drop by the office, and eleven people didn’t come to work the next day. The executive editor sent out a regretful memorandum that began with the words “As you may have noticed . . .” and included the phrases “online content” and “a changing media landscape.” The word “rightsizing” was used. There was a regrettable possibility, the memo concluded, of future cuts.


Gavin read it twice, put on his fedora and went for a walk. He’d always thought of the newspaper as a ship sailing over a digital sea. Now that it was obvious the ship was sinking he didn’t know what to do with himself, he couldn’t imagine not being a newspaperman and in Karen’s absence the newspaper was all he really had. Everyone he’d liked had been laid off now except Julie. He sometimes caught himself composing letters in his head. Dear Chloe, dear Anna, I wish I knew where you were. I have failed in my responsibilities. The thought of you keeps me up at night. It was raining in his apartment and he kept forgetting to shave in the mornings. The newsroom an ocean of empty desks. He sat in front of his computer, marooned.


“I’ve been meaning to ask you,” Julie said. “I don’t remember seeing an Amy Torren on the list of Alkaitis’s victims.”


“Oh, the investments were under her husband’s name.”


“Okay,” she said, with an air of relief. “What’s her husband’s name?”


“Jacob Fischer,” Gavin said. It was just the first name that came to him. Fischer was the man in his eighties who’d lost everything to Alkaitis and cried on the phone.


Gavin’s next story was about cuts to funding for playground maintenance in the Bronx. He travelled far north on the subway to reach a desolate neighbourhood where wind moaned around the corners of low brick buildings. It was cold and he spent an hour standing by a playground on a street that scared him, trying to get suspicious mothers to talk to him about broken swing sets. That was when the mothers showed up at all—more often it was gangs of eight- and nine-year-olds who hit the swing set with sticks and threw rocks at the slide, stared blankly at Gavin when he tried to talk to them and snickered as they walked off. They knew about lone men in playgrounds.


He stood at the edge of the playground, alone after forty-five minutes of trying to get people to talk to him, and tears came suddenly to his eyes. The slide was rusted. There were broken bottles in the grass. Was this the sort of place where his lost daughter might play, in whatever transitory post-foreclosure hellhole she might have landed in?




Gavin took the train back to the newsroom, where he wrote the story and then stared for a long time at the blinking cursor on the screen. A memory of Karen, in his arms on the sofa on a Sunday afternoon. One of their last happy Sundays together, late in the third month of her four-month pregnancy. They’d told Eilo and Karen’s parents but almost no one else. Sunlight angled through a window and caught in her hair. Had that only been two months ago? If it’s a girl, we’ll name her Rose, she said. If it’s a boy, Thomas.




As local parent Rose Thomas put it, “It’s really the children who are suffering. The cuts in playground funding have been a nightmare for us.”





Gavin read the quote over and over again. Seeing the words on the screen made them real, even though he hadn’t sent them to anyone yet, even though this could still be undone. There had been two lapses now but turning back was still possible. There could still be an evening years or decades from now when he might look back at a strange period far earlier in his career, a few shadowy months before the Pulitzer but after his fiancée had left him when he’d started to slide but pulled himself back just in time, two stories with small lies in them and then no more after that.


But everyone knew there would be more layoffs at the newspaper and the story as written was a dud, filler, a flightless bird, all facts and budget numbers and no humanity. The Rose Thomas quote was exactly the sort of thing a concerned parent would say. When you came down to it, he thought, it was a question of names again, the same as that shadow across his Florida story had been. It was something he’d said, and he was almost certainly a father. Did it matter, did it actually matter that the words on the screen had been said by a parent named Gavin Sasaki, not a parent named Rose Thomas? He hadn’t slept well since Florida. He was so tired tonight.


“Go home,” Julie had said, two hours earlier. She usually stayed much later but tonight she said she had a headache. She’d walked past his desk with her coat over her arm, going home to cook dinner in a microwave and listen to classical music with her eyes closed. “We’re probably about to get laid off anyway.” This had put him into a tailspin. But now a curious calm had come over him, and nightmare seemed excessive. He closed his eyes for a moment and then retyped it: The cuts in playground funding have been awful. It was eleven p.m. and he was almost alone here, the few night production people quiet at their desks, a janitor emptying trash cans.




Rose Thomas walks the two blocks from her public housing unit to the neighbourhood playground every morning. She moves slowly, her four-year-old daughter, Amy, at her side. Ms. Thomas would like to take her daughter to play somewhere else, but there’s nowhere else to go.




“I’ll never understand why they thought they could cut funding,” Ms. Thomas said on a recent morning, pushing her daughter on a swing. “Is having a safe place for my child to play really too much to ask?”





Gavin had taken a few photographs of the playground. Not for the story—the paper would send a freelance photographer with a camera made in the current century—but for himself. He had the film developed later that week and he spent some time at his desk looking at the images, the rusted swing sets, paint flaking from the monkey bars. If his daughter was in the care of a stranger in Florida, then what had become of her mother? He was thinking of the last time he’d seen Anna. He’d been playing a concert behind the school with his high school jazz quartet, he remembered. She’d thrown a paper airplane at him through the dark.











Five


The last time Gavin had spoken with Anna, a little over ten years before Karen left him and his shower in New York started dripping, they were sitting together on the back porch of her house in Sebastiana and his shirt was soaked to his back with sweat. Gavin was eighteen, in his last month of high school. At the end of summer he was going to New York City to study journalism. Anna still had a year of high school left, and the weight of the conversation they hadn’t had yet—the what happens to us now that we’ll be in different states? talk—was opening up longer and longer silences between them.


“Have you ever wanted to live somewhere colder?” Gavin asked, as a means of avoiding the conversation for at least a few more minutes or perhaps, he realized as he spoke, as a way of approaching it indirectly.


“Where would I go? I’ve never left Florida.”


“I don’t know,” he said, “but I’ve been fantasizing about cold weather since I was five.”


“I love Florida.” Anna’s voice was languid. “Permanent summer.” She was watching the fireflies rise up from the grass.


“Don’t you ever want seasons?”


“You’re just too pale and heat-sensitive. Summers are easy for everyone else.”


“I’ve heard that rumour,” Gavin said.


“Well,” she said, “you’ll be leaving soon.”


Gavin took her hand. He heard voices at that moment somewhere in the house behind them, a shrill escalation and response. Anna’s parents were fighting again.


“When I saw you the other day,” he said, “you said there was something you needed to tell me.”


He’d run into her in a school corridor. She’d seemed nervous and tense. But now she only shook her head, distracted. The tenor of the fight was becoming louder and sharper. Anna and Gavin were silent for a moment, listening. Gavin watched the frantic fluttering of moths against the porch light.


“Listen,” Anna said, “maybe you should go.”


The screen door slammed and Anna’s half-sister Sasha was outside. They shared a volatile mother but had different fathers, and Gavin had always been under the impression that Sasha’s father was better than Anna’s. Sasha was usually at her father and stepmother’s house across town. Tonight she nodded at Gavin and stepped away from them into the shadows of the yard. Her hands shook around the flame of her lighter. Sasha was a friend—they were in the jazz quartet together, Gavin on trumpet and Sasha on drums—but tonight she seemed foreign in the shadows by the porch, a tense stranger with bitten-down fingernails. She exhaled a cloud of cigarette smoke.


“You should probably leave,” Sasha said. “Don’t go through the house.”


“Will you be all right here?”


“We’re always fine,” Anna said. Gavin leaned in quickly to kiss her.


He walked around the side of the house, the fight faintly audible through the exterior walls, down the driveway to the street. It was only ten blocks from Anna’s house to his, but ten blocks was long for him in the heat. He stopped halfway to look up at the sky. He’d been reading about constellations recently, and had fallen particularly in love with the North Star. It always took him some time to find it in the haze of street light but there it was. True north, the direction of his second life, New York. He felt in those days that he was poised on the edge of something, waiting, his life about to begin. He was always impatient and always wanted to be somewhere else and as he walked away from Anna’s house that night his desire to escape South Florida was almost a physical ache.


Later he heard sirens passing. Anna was absent from school the next day, and the day after that. They traded a few voice mails, but he could never seem to reach her. Her cellphone was always turned off when he called. He asked if he could come over but she said she wasn’t feeling well. He saw her twice at school but only in passing, at a distance—getting into Sasha’s car at the far end of the school parking lot, slipping quickly through the door to the girls’ restroom at the other end of a long corridor. He loitered near the restroom door for fifteen minutes but she didn’t come out.


The last official week of classes at the Sebastiana High School for the Performing Arts passed, the drama production and end-of-year concerts and the art show. There were only exams now, running all week, the hallways deserted for long periods in the middle of the day. Gavin ran into Sasha on the day of his English and biology finals. She was smoking a cigarette on a bench by the parking lot.


“Hey,” she said. She smiled fleetingly, but her voice was too flat.


There had been rumours about her in the past week. He’d heard she’d lost money in a poker game in some kid’s basement, but the number shimmered and expanded with each retelling: she’d lost fifty dollars, no, a hundred. Five hundred, seven, maybe a grand.
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