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To Solana Joy,
who saved my book,
and my life.







‘The reasonable man adapts himself to the world; the unreasonable one persists in trying to adapt the world to himself. Therefore all progress depends on the unreasonable man.’


— George Bernard Shaw, Man and Superman


‘First we build the tools, then they build us.’


— Fr John Culkin, summarizing Marshall McLuhan, 1967
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The Cold Desert


This is a novel, set in the future. But it is also true.


It will happen, just like this, and soon. I know this, for reasons that will become clear.


Who am I? Well that’s an interesting question. Obviously, someone is producing these words; writing this book; the guy with his name under the title. He’s physically doing the job right now, in Berlin, on an old laptop, at an even older writing desk, in the corner of his bedroom.


But I’m not him.


This is a novel. Set in the future. But it is also true. Don’t worry, it will all come clear in the end.
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She walks into Colt’s bedroom without knocking.


Her son is wearing the helmet again. He’s moving his arms, his head. Playing in his gameworld. It’s totally real to him.


The black plastic just covers his eyes, nose, and ears. Enough to keep out the universe.


He doesn’t hear her. Doesn’t see her.


Naomi hates watching this, but she can’t stop. He’s so like his father. As handsome. More handsome.


Colt shoots someone. Drops to one knee. Shoots someone else. Ducks the return fire. She knows the gestures so well. She’s seen this so often.


He’s killed them all. He unties the girl. He kisses the girl, or she kisses him. It’s not clear from the sounds that leak out of his helmet into the room. But his mother knows exactly what he’s seeing now. He sees his ideal woman, not wearing very much. Designed by him and his friends, mostly American and Russian teenage boys, so; small nose. Big breasts. Narrow waist. Wide ass.


Standing alone, beside his single bed, his pyjamas begin to bulge out at the front, and the bulge rises, changes angle.


In real life, he has hardly even spoken to a girl.


Naomi looks away, blinking. Glances around her son’s small, dark bedroom, the drawn blinds keeping out the bright desert sunrise.


Electronics equipment and tools cover the small table.


Piles of old clothes on his chair, on the floor.


What a mess.


There; six, seven empty water glasses, half-visible in the shadows under the bed. Every glass in the house. Well, she can get those later.


She turns and walks silently, bare feet on the wooden floor, out of his bedroom. Quietly closes the door.


Walks away, down the short corridor, to the bathroom.


She loads up her brush.


‘Toothpaste for sensitive teeth.’


Brushes carefully for three minutes. Leans down into the sink, and sluices out her mouth under the tap. Straightens up, rinses the brush, and flicks the bristles dry with her thumb. Lies it down, on the edge of the sink. Beside her son’s toothbrush.


Almost eighteen, and never been kissed. Oh, Colt.


She picks up her brush again. Takes a deep breath, and closes her eyes.


Brushes again, harder, with the dry brush, till her gums bleed.
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In the kitchen, Naomi hangs her silk jacket on the back of her chair. The jacket used to be her mother’s, one of the few things she had brought with her from Nanjing. Naomi strokes the shoulder unconsciously, as though her mother were still wearing it.


From behind her, the fridge says, ‘Don’t forget your pill!’ in a bright, friendly voice that makes Naomi grind her teeth.


Oh well. Colt likes it. I think . . .


It’s hard to tell.


She goes to the fridge, takes out the pillbox, and closes the fridge door.


She pulls the snug, airtight pillbox lid straight up and it sucks free. She licks her little finger; lifts out a tiny green tablet on the wet fingertip. Gulps the tablet dry. Hesitates.


Opens the fridge again, and takes out the cool silver tin in which she keeps her fresh ground coffee.


She glances towards the kitchen door. If Colt was here, he’d be lecturing her. He’s usually straight in after her. Probably still caught up in the game. Good.


‘Coffee inhibits absorption,’ says the fridge, and Naomi knows she’s projecting, but . . . the fridge sounds sad. Worse; disappointed in her. ‘Drinking coffee is not recommended within an hour of . . .’


‘Oh, shut up,’ says Naomi.


It shuts up.


She puts the silver tin down carefully on the countertop. Quietly unclips the lid.


She leans down over the open tin, and inhales the rich, warm, bitter, complicated, comforting smell.


Then she looks for the Italian stovetop coffeepot, while her conscious mind splutters and rages and says no, no, no.


Oh yes. Top shelf . . .


She takes down the small aluminium pot. Unscrews the top.


Her hands automatically pour the water, spoon the coffee, screw the pot back together, while her conscious mind says no, no, no.


She switches on the old electric cooker.


This really isn’t a good idea . . .


She heats some milk. Whips it into stiff foam with the little hand-held frother, just as the coffee comes bubbling and gurgling through into the aluminium pot.


Coffee interferes with absorption . . .


Her hands assemble a cappuccino.


I need to control my levels . . .


She makes Colt a smoothie, and puts it on the table.


Puts a box of granola on the table.


Goes to the cupboard, picks up a bowl. No, wait; that granola tastes weird with coffee. And she’d rather have the coffee. She puts back the bowl.


I can eat in the lab.


She sits down with a sigh, and lifts the cappuccino to her lips.


Colt walks into the kitchen. He’s wearing the helmet, but the game’s switched off, so the visor is clear. He can see her.


Naomi’s hand, holding the cup, lurches reflexively forwards, to hide the coffee behind the box of granola. Warm foam slops back over the cup’s lip, onto the handle, her hand; drops in a slow glop to the table.


Fuck it.


She brings the cup back up, and takes a slow, deliberate sip. It’s delicious.


‘Your smoothie’s on the table,’ she says.


He looks at the coffee in her hand.


‘Did you take your tablet early, or something?’ he asks.


‘Drink your smoothie,’ she says.


He goes and gets a straw. Green, to match the smoothie. Sits across from her.


‘You shouldn’t drink coffee with your tablet,’ he says. ‘It interferes with absorption.’


She puts down the cup, to lick the foam off her hand. Picks up the cup, takes another sip. Drawls in a French accent, ‘Well, maybe I want to be interfered with.’


Colt frowns. ‘That doesn’t make sense, Mama.’


Naomi reaches up and, turning a big, invisible dial, says, ‘Click.’


These days, Naomi only does that when she really, really wants to change the subject. When pursuing the point will mean shouting, and crying.


Colt changes the subject. ‘Have you got your chimpanzee yet?’


Naomi groans, and reaches for the invisible dial again.


Colt rocks back and forth in his chair, almost imperceptibly.


Naomi’s hand stops, in mid-air. No. It’s a fair question. She drops her hand back to her side. ‘They’re not giving me a chimpanzee.’


Colt takes a drag on his smoothie. ‘Why not?’


‘Too expensive. Too much paperwork. Ethics Committee weren’t happy. They gave me about fifteen different reasons.’


He makes the smiling, worried face that means, seriously?


She does the little shrug and smile that means, no, I’m exaggerating. ‘Five, six reasons,’ she says.


‘You could appeal again,’ says Colt.


‘I could, yeah.’


‘You’re giving up.’


‘Yes.’


‘Mama, you could just test it on me.’


Is he joking? But he never jokes.


Oh my God he’s serious.


‘NO, Colt.’


‘I trust you.’


‘Colt, it’s a completely untested, experimental procedure . . .’


‘It’s not untested, it works . . .’


‘It works in mice! Not people.’


‘But—’


‘—And it took me months to find a way to make it work in mice, and mice aren’t complicated. I wasn’t worried about preserving their memories, or their personalities . . .’


‘But you’ve dealt with the cell membrane integrity problem . . .’


‘How do you know that?’ Sharp, she’s way too sharp, and he winces. Hunches his shoulders. ‘Colt?’


But he closes his eyes, starts humming.


This could be bad . . .


She wants to walk around the table and comfort him, touch him, hold him, but she can’t – her hug’s like an electric shock when he’s like this, he bucks and screams – and so she rocks in her chair, in unconscious sympathy with his rocking, and watches his face writhe. My God, he’s really trying to engage today.


Oh Colt thank you, I love you, come back, yes . . .


He opens his eyes, says without looking at his mother, ‘I read your new paper.’


‘Colt, you can’t . . .’ She tries to modulate her voice, not close him down with her emotions, but she’s, inexplicably, scared. And angry.


She glances towards the kitchen counter, at her screen, but it’s switched off, and folded up like a sheet of paper. No, of course, he must have read it in her office. The only copy is in her data safe.


‘Please, Colt, you have to stop hacking into my files. It’s not fair. I need some space. Some privacy.’


‘You’ve solved the problems.’ He won’t look at her. Mumbles, ‘You’re ready to go on primates. Please.’


‘I’ve solved the old problems. There are always new ones.’ She shifts in her chair, trying to catch his eye. ‘Look, realistically, it will probably kill the first couple of primates. The official risk assessment was not good. That’s why the Ethics Committee won’t . . .’


‘But they don’t know how important this is.’


‘I gave them the general outline . . .’


‘I saw your application. You didn’t tell them . . .’


‘Colt, I’m not even sure I want to do it.’


‘Why, you think God will be mad at you?’


It’s her turn to stiffen. ‘Look, changing people . . . so fundamentally . . .’ She can’t talk about the sacredness of the human creation, that will just set him off, she’ll have to rephrase it. ‘. . . It’s not just a religious problem. Even in secular, ethical terms; once you have two classes of people . . .’


‘No, you’re changing the terms.’ After a couple of years of religious argument, Colt has gotten pretty good at fighting her inside her own logic. ‘If God made you,’ he says, ‘then God could be acting through you.’


Yes. She has thought that. But what if He’s not?


‘Let’s not argue about religion,’ she says. ‘We end up playing two different language games; it can’t go anywhere.’


‘OK,’ says Colt.


They are connoisseurs of each other’s OKs. And that’s not a good OK. She studies his face. He looks down. Takes another drag on his smoothie.


‘Did StemCellCon accept your original paper?’ says Colt.


‘No.’


She doesn’t have to explain herself to him.


He drinks more smoothie.


There’s a silence.


‘Did you submit it?’ he says.


Oh, this is ridiculous. Who’s the parent here? ‘Honey, forget it, the deadline’s passed.’


‘But, if you . . .’


‘You were fighting again,’ says Naomi.


‘When?’


‘This morning.’


‘Oh yeah. I told them and told them and told them I didn’t want to fight. But they wanted to fight.’


Naomi sighs so deeply the froth on her cappuccino dimples, and stays dimpled. ‘So what did you do?’ She takes her third sip; it’s OK. The first sip is always the best, by far.


‘I gave myself infinite ammo, and I killed them all and I took their women.’


‘I don’t want you doing that.’


‘They’re not real women, Mama. Well, one of them turned out to be real . . .’


‘No, I don’t want you killing the people that annoy you.’


‘It’s only a game, Mama.’


Wait a minute, back up. There was something odd about his voice there . . . ‘What do you mean, one of them turned out to be real?’


But Colt shakes his head hard, doesn’t want to talk about it.


Naomi feels a hot shiver of embarrassment on Colt’s behalf, at the thought of him trying to be a man with a real woman, and so she puts it with all the other stuff she doesn’t want to think about. If he wants to talk about it later, he’ll bring it up.


She takes another sip. Takes it slow, tries to savour it.


If only all sips could be first sips.


‘That’s the problem, Colt,’ she says. ‘You can’t do that in real life.’


‘What?’


‘You can’t just change the rules to suit yourself.’


‘But you want to change things, Mama. You change things in the lab. You change the rules of life.’


‘No, I don’t want to change things. I’m a scientist. I just want to observe, and understand.’


Colt is shaking his head. ‘You can’t observe a thing without changing it. You’re part of the universe. When you get extra information, that’s already a change.’


Why did she start this? Now he’s not drinking his smoothie.


‘There’s a difference, a lot of differences,’ she says, ‘between playing a game, and doing research.’


‘OK, great, they’re different. So why can’t I change the rules? It’s my game. And sometimes the rules turn out to be dumb.’


‘In real life, you don’t have infinite ammo. In real life, they can kill you.’


‘I can tell the difference, Mama.’


She glances at the time. Plenty. Oh well, if they were going to argue, they may as well argue about the big stuff. She takes in half a mouthful of coffee. Pushes it to the front of her mouth with her tongue, sucks it back hard through her teeth, swallows. ‘I think you’re spending too long in the helmet.’


Colt is rocking back and forth again. But he’s engaging, he’s not shutting down. He’s improving.


He clears his throat. ‘There’s a guy in China played for six days straight. Without sleeping. That’s the record.’


Oh dear lord. ‘Look, he must have taken off the helmet at some point—’


‘No.’ Colt is starting to rock faster. ‘He didn’t.’


‘Fine, fine! He didn’t.’ This wasn’t going anywhere. This never went anywhere.


‘There was another guy did it for eight days,’ said Colt, ‘but he died.’
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When the argument is finally over, Colt returns to his room.


Naomi stalks out into the hot desert air, swings the door shut with a bang.


Damn.


Big gestures never work.


Forgot my jacket.


And my screen.


She goes back in quietly, grabs them, leaves again. Closes the door carefully behind her.


As she walks past the little patch of velvetleaf senna bushes, she strips off some leaves, and stuffs them in the jacket’s pockets.


Keeps walking, to her old Pontiac under the awning.


She throws the jacket across onto the passenger seat so hard that some of the leaves tumble out and fall to the floor. She sighs, and gets behind the wheel. OK, let the day begin . . . She reluctantly switches on the screen, and it unfolds to hand size, glowing with bad news, messages, reminders . . .


Hmmm. There’s an alert from the game, from this morning. Colt triggered parental controls. Not just a warning; the gameworld shut him out. So he was definitely doing, or trying to do, something with that woman. Or she was, with him . . .


I really don’t want to think about this right now.


The car starts, and she listens with a critical ear to the hum of the electric motor. Was that a rattle? No.


The sharp smell of the senna leaves soothes her. She pulls out onto the road, and heads for work.


She knows it’s a terrible car because everyone says so, but she bought it with her own money and she likes it, and the safeties will kick in if she screws up. It isn’t logical; she knows a newer, fully self-driving car would be far safer; but the lack of control makes her nervous. And they do get hacked remotely, sometimes, even if it’s rare.


Luckily, Nevada still allows people to drive their own cars; it just jacks up their premiums.


Nevada still allows pretty much everything, if there’s money in it.
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The Casey Biological Research Facility is high on the sunny side of a valley, a few miles beyond the advancing eastern edge of Las Vegas. Land’s still cheap out here. And it’s going to stay peaceful around the facility, too; they can’t have neighbours, by law, because they sometimes handle pathogens.


As she crests the hill, and swings down into the valley, she glances in her rear-view screens. The road, always prone to early morning mirages, even back when it had been just plain asphalt, was recently coated with a matt-black high-efficiency solar-capture surface.


Naomi has grown fond of this newest section of the Federal Highway Solar Grid; and not just because buying her electricity live from a solar road surface on the way to work is cheaper than charging at home . . .


There it is. Her timing is just right. The sun has already heated the flat black river of road so that a thin layer of warm air sits on it, held in place by static, beneath miles of cool, dense, early morning mountain air.


The pale blue sky, refracted through the unstable lens of inverted air, pulses and flickers on the ground like water, and the dreamscape of Las Vegas, tiny and distant, shimmers up out of a lake that isn’t there; the top of the Luxor pyramid, the Eiffel Tower, the Empire State Building.


The whole world, dissolved in light.


She arrives at the facility, a low sprawl of connected labs and offices, and parks the car in the shade, behind Lab 3. Plenty of room. She’s early, as usual. Though, to be fair, she gets to park in the shade even when she isn’t early. Because everyone else is always late.


Naomi walks across the hot asphalt of the parking lot towards the main entrance.


She sees a small delivery drone make a rooftop parcel drop, to her office.


Oh, good, my caterpillars. They’d better be well refrigerated . . .


The drone rises, heads off back to the warehouse.


Not for the first time, she wonders why they don’t just paint the asphalt outside the labs white, if they’re not going to use it for solar, so it won’t pointlessly soak up so much heat.


Hmm. Donnie’s car. Parked by the front door. Laaaaaazy man.


As she steps inside, the hairs on her arms rise at the temperature drop, and she puts her jacket back on.


Shannon’s not at her desk in reception, of course, so Naomi just walks on into Lab 1, no one.


Lab 2, no one, the doors popping open at her approach. Good. After the security breach a couple of weeks earlier, they’d tightened up access so much that, for a few days, all the lab doors locked at her approach. A massive pain in the ass.


Speaking of which . . .


Lab 3, Donnie Glassford, leaning over a lab bench.


Her boss. Looking like a shaved gorilla in a Texas Longhorns shirt, as usual. And sober, which is less usual. A pleasant surprise. There’s even a mug of coffee by his elbow. Admittedly he hasn’t actually drunk any of it, and it looks cold and scummy.


He straightens up, looks Naomi over, pausing in the usual places. ‘No Colt today?’


Ugh. She studies the faded, peeling decal on the mug, to avoid looking at him. A Texan flag flies above the words ‘Remember the Alamo’.


‘He wanted to stay home, work on his game.’


Donnie nods. ‘Uh huh . . . be with you in a minute.’


Donnie goes back to work, on a mouse. He’s removed the entire left frontal lobe by the look of it. Nothing complicated. As Donnie always says, ‘It isn’t brain surgery, ha ha.’ The top of the mouse’s skull sits discarded on the bench, a few inches away, like a tiny bicycle helmet.


Naomi recognizes the mouse. Well, not the individual mouse. But it’s a research strain she’s familiar with; a hairless albino, with a genetically engineered tendency to develop brain cancer.


She glances at the frontal lobe. Wait, this is one of hers. What the fuck is Donnie doing with one of her mice?


With his right hand, Donnie lifts the unconscious mouse by the tail, leaving the top of its skull on the bench. With his left hand, he removes the thick insulated lid from a small flask of liquid nitrogen. It boils over furiously, like a cartoon volcano, white vapour pouring down the sides, heading across the desk like a tiny fogbank.


And he’s let the nitrogen heat up too much, she thinks. If he’s going to leave it there for the whole operation, he should have used a larger flask. Better volume-to-surface area.


But her anger’s already starting to fade, as the fear kicks in. Donnie doesn’t do lab work.


The mouse, brain still exposed, twitches in Donnie’s hand. It’s going to wake.


Donnie dunks it in the flask of nitrogen, leaving only the last half inch of tail held in his fingertips. Tiny volume, relatively large surface area; the mouse freezes to the core in seconds. Donnie pulls it out, turns, hesitates, with the frozen mouse dangling over the bench.


‘Damn,’ he says. ‘Sorry, Naomi. Forgot the foil. Will you roll me a sheet?’


‘Sure.’ She tastes a sudden squirt of sick in the back of her throat, swallows.


Swallows again.


Naomi tears off a sheet of aluminium foil from the roll, lays it on the table.


Donnie lays the mouse across it diagonally, wraps it like a burrito, labels it with his ungloved hand, picks it up in his gloved hand, and throws it in the freezer. Pushes down the lid till it clicks.


‘I’ve been talking to the Ethics Committee,’ he says. He picks up the mug of cold coffee, gives it a startled look, and puts it back down again.


‘Oh.’


‘Called in a couple of favours. Looks like we might get a couple of chimps through.’


‘OK,’ she says. After a long ban, research on chimpanzees has only been legal again for a couple of years, to help researchers deal with the various primate-to-human epidemics. Getting permission to work on anything that isn’t SIV, Benin fever, an Ebola mutation, or F-strain flu is incredibly difficult. She knows how hard he must have worked to get this. ‘OK.’


‘So if you could just publish . . .’


‘No.’


He sighs. ‘Look, everybody here knows you’re doing great research. But if you don’t publish . . .’ He puts on the voice of some old TV character, she has no idea who. ‘. . . It don’t exist.’


She has an abrupt, vivid memory of the exposed brain of the last big mammal she worked on. A dog with nerve-sheath degeneration. Big black mutt.


Oh, I got too close.


Pain research. A long time ago.


She ran tests on the dog, a week after she’d destroyed its ability to block pain. Trusting, dying, it still licked her hand.


She blinks away the memory, and shakes her head. ‘It’s not ready.’


‘It doesn’t have to be ready. You know; better if it isn’t. Ask the big questions, say the method shows promise, blah blah, preliminary results, yadda yadda, and we can get funding to look for the answers.’


‘Working on it,’ says Naomi, looking out the window at the blue sky. ‘Nearly there. Just need some more data points.’


He doesn’t like it when she looks out the window.


‘If you don’t publish preliminary findings, it’s really hard to get a budget,’ he says. ‘Got to step it up.’


‘I know.’ She keeps looking out the window.


‘Seems you have a habit of not publishing papers.’


Woah. This is a new angle of attack. ‘What do you mean?’ she says, and now she’s looking at him.


Donnie shrugs.


‘What do you mean?’


‘Impressive, the work you did on Barbary ducks.’


‘How would you know that?’ Those ducks, my God. One of her first pieces of research, from her time at Berkeley.


‘Those are remarkable papers,’ he says. ‘Really remarkable.’


‘Who . . . where did you get them?’


‘A lot of stuff in there I didn’t know.’ He looks her up and down as he speaks. ‘Sure, I knew that, with Barbary ducks, the sex was . . . coercive. I knew the females had evolved corkscrew-shaped vaginas, with all kinds of fake exits and dead ends, to outwit the guys; but your paper . . . it really made me look at them differently.’


‘I never published that paper. Any of those papers.’ She notices her voice is trembling. Fear? Anger? Both. Oh God, it’s like she’s caught someone reading her diary.


‘Well, that’s what I’m saying,’ says Donnie, and shakes his head. ‘You really should’ve. That stuff you did on the guys, tracking the way their penis evolved, so it could evert and ejaculate up a corkscrew, ah, vagina, in a tenth of a second . . . and that whole genital, whatever, arms race, with the duck vaginas changing the direction of the corkscrew, to keep the guys out . . . fascinating. You should have been proud of it.’


‘I was. I am.’


‘Three great papers. But you didn’t publish any of them.’


‘Who gave you . . . where did you read them?’


‘Your conclusions in, was it the third paper, the reproductive-strategy paper – yeah – they were particularly, ah, intriguing.’


Even his mention of that paper fills her with the same complicated tangle of emotions she had felt back at the time. ‘I was out of my area . . .’ Wait, why is she distancing herself from it? It’s a good paper. Even if . . .


‘A genital arms race, driven by rape,’ muses Donnie. ‘Rape as the dominant reproductive strategy . . .’


‘The female still had a great deal of control over her vagina,’ breaks in Naomi. She tries to remember the paper’s conclusion, but there’s a cloud of shame and fear associated with it that makes it hard for her to think straight. ‘Females could block the—’


‘—Yeah,’ Donnie just bulldozes straight through her, ‘but kind of intriguing, that the winning evolutionary strategy for female Barbary ducks is, basically, to make sure they are raped by the strongest rapist.’


‘That’s not what I said . . .’


‘Hey, I get it,’ Donnie interrupts, and winks. ‘Sex is dangerous.’


She bites her tongue. Looks up at the ceiling; down at her feet.


Oh, those ducks. Those strange months, watching them rape and be raped, while her marriage to Ryan broke down. Studying a culture in which affectionate, consensual sex between equals had become impossible; worse, a disastrous error, producing unsuccessful offspring.


They had backed themselves into an evolutionary situation from which there was no way out.


They had bred love out of the system.


Watching those ducks, it was impossible not to think of her mother and father’s strange, bleak marriage; of her own complicated, messy, painful life.


By the time she was finished, she wasn’t sure if she’d written a scientific paper or an autobiography.


It was a great study.


No, she didn’t publish it.


‘I mean there’s rape culture, and there’s rape culture, oh boy,’ says Donnie. ‘I hadn’t realized male Barbary ducks were four times the weight of the females. Sure, you didn’t apply the findings to any other species, but it kind of explains football players.’ He laughs.


She doesn’t.


She’s worked it out now. It’s obvious.


‘It was Ryan, wasn’t it?’


‘Mmmm,’ says Donnie. ‘You might want to keep Colt out of the lab for a few days.’


‘Look,’ she blurts out, ‘I’m sorry, Donnie, but . . .’ Then she realizes he’s not hitting back at her, he’s just changing the subject. ‘Why?’


‘Shannon says to tell you, you might be getting a surprise inspection later in the week.’


‘Seriously?’ OK, this is more urgent. ‘Urgh. When?’


‘Probably Thursday. She’ll tell you when she knows.’


‘Oh, great. OK.’ He’s an insensitive twice-divorced misogynistic idiot, but he could be worse. Be polite. ‘Thanks, Donnie. And say thanks to Shannon.’


‘Sure.’ She’s lost his attention. He’s playing with a little hand-held chemical cauterizing tool like he’s never seen one before. Jesus, maybe he hasn’t.


Come on. He knows you’re wondering. Just ask him.


‘Why are you dissecting my mouse?’


‘It was injured. The other mice had attacked it. And I was interested in how your work was coming along. You’ve been keeping pretty quiet.’


She glances involuntarily at the frontal lobe.


‘Yeah,’ he says drily. ‘So it seems to be going well.’


How much does he know? Her face is beginning to ache from the effort of not showing him her emotions.


‘Was the mouse . . .’ She stops. Oh, there’s no point in not asking. ‘Was it exhibiting any unusual behaviour patterns?’


‘I only saw it for a couple of minutes, but, yeah, it was its behaviour that stopped me.’


‘What was it doing?’


‘Fighting. Your big maze, the one with the cameras sucking data on movement and choices. This guy was holding his own against maybe a dozen other mice.’


‘How?’ She knows the cameras will have caught it, and that getting into a conversation with Donnie about this right now is unwise, but her curiosity’s too much.


‘It was using the maze as a three-D space, jumping walls to shake off pursuit.’ Donnie frowns. ‘Very fast reaction times. It seemed unusually aware of its environment. Kind of weird to watch. It will all be on the cameras. They trapped it, eventually, in a dead end with high walls. Overwhelmed it. I pulled it out alive, but it was, you know, basically a goner, so I did a quick autopsy.’


She wonders how true that is. The body had looked undamaged. She thinks the word asshole so fiercely she’s afraid for a moment she’s said it aloud, and she clenches her jaw. Unclenches.


‘OK,’ she says. ‘I’ll analyse this.’ She scoops the frontal lobe into a coolbox before he can react, and heads for her lab.


‘Naomi . . .’


If he slaps my ass, I’m going to break his arm.


She waits till she is in her lab, with the door closed behind her, and locked with an old-fashioned metal key and bolt she’s installed herself, before she finally allows her face to show her feelings.


Her whole body relaxes, as she quietly snarls, rolls her eyes, sticks out her tongue.


Feels good.
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Her lab is familiar, calm.


Better feed the caterpillars.


There’s an automated feed system, but she likes to believe the caterpillars benefit from regular fresh leaves. Monarch butterflies, Danaus plexippus. Everybody’s favourites.


A couple have already started to pupate. About to break down, and rebuild; transform completely.


She carefully takes the cool glass lid off the quiet tank, puts it down.


Leans in, smells the soil.


As she pulls a handful of leaves from her jacket pocket, the silk of the jacket is cool and smooth against the back of her hand. The soft fuzz on the surface of the leaves gives pleasure to her fingertips. She strokes the leaves, absent-mindedly, as she notices her own voice is still going around and around, arguing with Colt, inside her head; and she realizes it’s been going around constantly since breakfast, right through her drive to work, right through her conversation with Donnie. Whoops. She takes three deep breaths.


One . . . two . . .


Better make it five.


OK.


Look at the leaves, the caterpillars crunching through them, really look at them.


Be here now.


They’re so alive.


Intense, vivid colours.


Just . . . little packets of life.


No, I don’t want to change the world, she thinks.


But she sits at her desk and dictates detailed notes anyway, her voice a little shaky. The results from the last trial really were extraordinary.


And she doesn’t have to publish. No one can make her.
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Back at home, after work, she walks to Colt’s bedroom, and stops at the door. Listens.


Nothing. But that doesn’t mean much.


She reaches out, to knock; but her knuckles pause short of the door. Naomi hasn’t really looked at, really noticed, the door in a long time. It is covered in posters, stickers, handmade signs from every stage of his life. She unclenches her fist, and brushes her fingertips gently across the rough red paint of a sign at eye level.


Her eyes prickle, and she blinks.


Colt made it, with a big, messy kid’s paintbrush, a few months after they’d moved into this house; after she’d left Ryan. Ten . . . no, God, almost twelve years ago.


Colt had used red poster paint, and a sheet of paper taken from his mother’s printer. Half the hairs on the brush were bent or broken, sticking out sideways, so there are little scratches of red outlining the main letters. It says ‘No Burglars’. Actually, it says ‘No Burg’ and on the next line ‘lars’. Colt made it after a neighbour’s garage was broken into. He was six. He’d been worried the burglars would rob their house, steal his toys. Couldn’t sleep.


After he put up the sign, he felt totally safe again.


The power of words, written down.


Coffee, she thinks, I need coffee; and dismisses the thought. She listens. No sound. She, very gently, turns the handle of his bedroom door. Swings the door open a little, slowly.


He isn’t in his bedroom.


She searches the house for him, but he isn’t there.


She goes outside. Walks around the house. No sign of him.


She circles the house again, further out.


She finds him, still wearing his helmet, but otherwise naked, lying face down in a sandy patch of ground beyond the mesquite bushes, halfway up the ridge.


Her heart slams, slams again. As she breaks into a run, her legs feel heavy, heavier. Like she’s lifting sacks of wet sand. It takes seconds to reach him, but the seconds are immense, exhausting.


She drops to her knees beside him on the warm ground, afraid to touch him, wondering where to touch him; looking for blood, for damage.


Every detail looks strong, sharp. Vivid.


His body in the low sun, the vertebrae under his tanned skin casting curved shadows the length of his back. Like tiny sand dunes.


The flexible black plastic band at the back of the helmet, holding it on, is scratched and scuffed.


The pale marks on his arms . . . Her mind flinches, and she glances away.


His clothes – faded grey Road Runner T-shirt, black jeans, red boxer shorts, the micromesh skinsuit he wears for gaming – are in a heap a few yards from his body.


The sand. Little stones in the sand. A couple of dry mesquite twigs.


A round plastic floss dispenser.


A cigarette butt, bleached completely white by years in the sun.


Everything has incredibly well-defined edges. She’s pulling all the visual data out of the incoming images, analysing them fast and hard, looking for unusual patterns.


Looking (though she is not consciously aware of this) for tracks in the sand – snake, coyote, human, whatever.


She’s looking for blood, for a weapon, for (this is a funny one) a syringe. Years ago, in college, Naomi found her roommate lying face down in the bathroom with a syringe beside her; so to see Colt’s body, face down, legs at that angle, unlocks that old pattern from memory: body + syringe = explanation, and so Naomi’s brain checks for that pattern, that explanation, and her eyes dart to where the syringe was, so many years earlier.


But it’s not there. Relief, that it’s not there; anxiety, that there’s still no explanation. Her body produces so many chemicals in reaction to all these conflicting inputs that they begin to interfere with each other. She feels jittery and unable to think.


He moves his arms, in a slow, swimming motion. Moves his legs. Swimming in the warm sand.


‘Oh for fuck’s sake, Colt,’ she says, and closes her eyes and all her muscles untense, and she lies down beside him.


‘Mama,’ he says, turning his head, his helmet, towards her. No, he doesn’t like it when she swears. She normally only swears inside.


He used to do this when he was four, five, six years old. Swimming in the sand. He said he liked the way the warm sand felt on his skin. Then some kids at school heard about it, laughed at him, and he stopped. Stopped when he was maybe seven. He hasn’t done it in a decade.


‘You scared the shit out of me,’ she says, stretching out in the warm sand.


‘Mama, I’ve written a new level. I’ve integrated it into the game.’ His voice is dreamy, again. Far away. Happy. ‘It’s set in the desert. It feels totally real.’


‘It is real. You live in a desert,’ she says, exasperated, relieved, sick. And she can hear it in his voice, that she’s not really there, in his world. That he’s talking to a ghost, out of politeness.


‘But this desert’s better,’ he says. ‘It’s totally real. I’ve improved the sun.’


‘Colt, the desert in your game is not real.’ She leans forward and tries to see his eyes through the dark glass of his visor, but can only see herself lying beside him, her face bent and smeared across the curved surface. He’s disappearing. ‘There’s a difference between seeing the world, and seeing a picture of the world. Even a great picture of the world. It’s a serious difference. An important difference.’


‘No, there isn’t. All we can ever experience is our own nervous system. All we ever see is a picture of the world.’


‘But a picture based on reality, based on something that is actually there . . .’


‘You don’t understand.’ He turns his head away, in the direction of the sun. ‘I can see the corona. I can see the solar flares.’


‘I totally understand that you’re excited.’ How can she get this through to him? ‘It’s great that you’ve improved the graphics. But . . .’ He’s not listening. ‘. . . if you could just . . .’ She tries to stop herself saying it, but these words, said together so often, have welded themselves into one unit, and she’s started it, so it finishes itself automatically, ‘. . . live in the moment . . .’


He hears that, all right. The sun flashes off his visor, as he turns fully to face her. He isn’t mapping her into the game; he can’t see her; she’s just a voice entering his game, his world, from outside, like a conscience.


‘Nobody lives in the moment!’ he says, and his voice is a little high-pitched, shaky. ‘We don’t have access to the moment! Where do you get these ideas! It’s bullpoop, bullpoop. Our brain just predicts what will happen next, and creates a picture of that.’ He’s not afraid to get angry when he’s inside the helmet. ‘But it’s not real, it’s a guess. We live half a second in the future—’


‘I know, look—’ She feels a little sick.


‘—because if we only saw what was already there, and reacted to that, our reaction times are so slow we’d be eaten.’


‘I know—’


‘—We live in the future, we act in the future, it’s just we’re so used to it we don’t notice—’


‘—I know.’ She stands up, brushes the sand off her legs.


‘—until our projection of the world fails to map accurately, and we step on a step that isn’t there, or we—’


‘—But the whole idea of a map implies there is something there to map onto—’


‘Sure! But we can’t know it, so who cares?’


‘But if you don’t even see the real world, how can you live in it . . .’


‘I do see the real world, you’re not even listening, I’m trying to explain . . .’


They’re shouting at each other now. But the louder she gets, under this empty blue sky, the smaller she feels. Loud sounds go nowhere, change nothing. They just wander off into the desert to die.


‘Colt . . .’


‘I can see the real flares,’ says Colt. He looks up at the sun, and it seems to calm him. ‘I see the real flares, in realtime. That’s why it’s so cool.’


She takes a breath.


Another.


Another.


Tries to step back from her emotions. Just concentrate on the breath.


But thoughts are looping and firing, and he’s so like his father, and her memories of shouting are attached to so many other memories that the thoughts take over her breathing and she’s not concentrating on her breathing she’s just gulping big breaths and saying no to the memories. She realizes her visual centre has pretty much switched off, that she’s been seeing and reacting to nothing but memories for ten, maybe twenty seconds.


Stop.


Be here now.


The world leaps back into focus. Her son. The desert. The sky.


He has stood up too, and he’s putting his clothes back on, starting with the stretchy, skin-tight micromesh suit.


The red boxers.


Jeans.


Road Runner T-shirt.


His favourite . . . Oh, it’s so small now . . . Jesus, he’s cut the seam in the neck, so he can pull it on without removing the helmet . . .


She can’t see his face, so she concentrates on his hands. Watches his fingers flexing as he dresses.


It’s real, I’m here, this is real. Talk. Calmly, calmly.


She remembers why she wanted to talk to him.


Tomorrow . . .


One downside of living in Nevada is the chronically underfunded school system.


One upside of living in Nevada is the chronically underfunded inspectorate.


She’d pulled him out of school nearly a decade ago, and this was only the fourth inspection.


She really had intended to home-school him, but they’d driven each other crazy. And what with hanging out in the lab, and working on his own projects, he’d done pretty well. It just wasn’t a standard education, that was all. And it would take a little prep to fake one.


‘We’re going to have to play at home-schooling on Thursday.’


‘Oh, Mama.’ He turns away and stares at the sun through the visor.


‘I know. Shannon says the inspector should be . . .’


But it’s hard to derail Colt’s train of thought once it’s got moving. He turns back to her.


‘Wait, I haven’t explained yet—’


‘Colt, this is serious. If they think you haven’t been getting a proper education, they could . . .’ She debates whether to say it. Says it. ‘. . . Order you back into the school system . . .’


‘I’m not a kid! I won’t go. I won’t go.’


‘I know! I know! But we need to go over what we’re going to say to the lady.’ How to get the importance of this through to him without scaring him, without closing him down? But he’s not even listening.


‘OK. Later. OK,’ says Colt. ‘I need to explain. I’m getting data from . . .’


‘Jesus, Colt.’ Her voice comes out with too much power, anxiety, adrenalin.


‘Mama, I am trying to explain! I thought you’d be pleased. I thought about what you were saying. That I was spending too much time ingame, and losing touch with crapworld . . .’


‘DON’T CALL . . .’ Calm down! Too loud, too sharp. ‘Please . . . don’t call it that.’


‘OK, OK, losing touch with the “real” world.’


‘But you are . . .’


‘OK, OK, OK, OK. Stop saying it.’ He rocks back and forth on his heels a few times, mutters a few words, she can’t catch them.


‘Sorry, sorry,’ she says. Just go with it. Let him finish his thought.


‘So I built more of the real world into the game.’


‘The sun?’


Colt nods. ‘I’m getting pictures from the new ESA solar orbiter. It’s sending back realtime images in the ultraviolet, and I’m taking the data and doing a realtime mapping of that into the graphics of the game. Adjusting for latitude, time of day, my head angle. All that. And I’ve built in a 300 per cent zoom, and gone for low intensity, high contrast, so I can see detail. Sunspots. The corona. Ejections. It’s nice, a bigger sun in the sky.’ He’s getting calmer now. She’s listening to him. ‘You should try it. The original ESA images are fairly high definition anyway, and mapped into the gameview, onto the original sun, even blown up they’re only 3 per cent of the visual field, so they end up ultra-high def. And it’s all real; you just can’t see it normally with your eyes.’


He looks straight at the sun, through his visor. The glass goes black. His mother vanishes from his peripheral vision. The enhanced game sun reappears.


Strong sunspot activity, he thinks. Crazy strong for this part of the cycle.


He watches a small flare, just coming into sight around the curve, high on the northern flank. It had started about two hours before. Hardly making it free of the surface, before being sucked back down into the magnetic pole. A flare big enough to envelop the earth.


He turns in the direction of his mother, because she likes him to face her when speaking. The game offers to map her onto a game character; bring her ingame as a beggar, or a pedlar, or a prostitute; but he silently declines. He knows where she is and what she looks like. There’s no need to have her spoil the empty desert.


‘I see more than you,’ he says, ‘not less.’


‘Yes. I get it,’ says Naomi. ‘About the inspection . . .’


The nightmare that had woken her the night before comes back; Colt standing alone beside her dead body, ticcing, tapping patterns, talking to himself, alone in the world, about to walk out the door and be destroyed.


She shakes her head as though a fly has landed on her face, and suddenly, very vividly, for the first time, she imagines him dying before she does. The thought – the image of his empty room, the silence of the house – leaves her shaky, exhausted.


‘But did you listen to me, Mama? Did you hear me? It’s good, isn’t it?’


‘I’m really glad you tried . . .’ she says. ‘But this wasn’t what I meant.’


Suddenly he turns away.


‘What? Because I like it . . . No. You don’t have to . . . I don’t care.’


‘Who are you talking to?’


‘Some asshat,’ he mutters.


‘Why do you play that game, if the other people upset you so much?’


Colt shrugs. ‘You wouldn’t let me kill him, so now he’s here upsetting me. What can I do?’


‘Just walk away, Colt.’


‘How far?’


‘It’s . . . use your own judgement.’


‘Your way doesn’t work, Mama.’ And he hesitates. He knows she doesn’t like him mentioning his father. She says it’s OK, but he knows it isn’t. But he has to say it, to be understood. ‘Dad always said it was important not to show fear.’


‘And look how well that turned out,’ says Naomi. Fights every day, till she’d pulled him out of school. ‘Your father is not a good guide to social skills.’


‘But . . .’


‘I’ll get dinner ready,’ she says. ‘Ten minutes, all right?’


‘Yeah,’ he says. He takes the thin bio-feedback gloves out of his pocket, pulls them on, and lies back down in the sand. He wants to test some physical-feedback mapping. And it feels nice.


She doesn’t walk away just yet. He turns his face in her direction, but he doesn’t lift his head. The helmet rotates in the sand until the minimal faceplate is pointed at her. The dry sand hisses as the helmet rotates. She bites back an impulse to say, don’t scratch it. It’s his, he built it. She can’t see his face through the opaque glass and plastic.


He’s looking in her direction but she knows he can’t see her.


‘Mom, I haven’t written you into this level. If you want to hang out, I can write you into it.’


‘No, it’s OK,’ she says. There is a pause. Her eyes are watering. Must be the sun. It’s low in the sky, but still hot, and it’s right in front of her. She moves around till the light comes from behind her. That’s better. Her shadow falls across him.


‘Could you move?’ he says. ‘Please? You’re spoiling the game.’


‘It’s rice and peas. I’ll get it ready. Come in when you’re done.’
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The next morning, Colt is in the kitchen early. As she walks in, he is busy doing something with the eye controls, inside his helmet. From the angle of his head, from the tension in his shoulders, from experience, she suspects he is writing something in there. Code? No, a message; now he sends it, she knows that head gesture.


‘Colt?’


He turns to face her, and clears his throat.


Guilty sign. Very guilty. Probably has a guilty look on his face, but you can’t tell, because he’s still wearing that fucking helmet so you can’t see his eyes.


Clears it again. And again, a couple of times.


Uh oh . . .
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Meanwhile, in Boston, a young man swipes open a document. Starts reading, frowns. Reads on a little. Chuckles. Reads some more. Laughs. He sends it onward to a young woman in San Francisco. She reads, frowns, chuckles, laughs, reads some more. Sends it to an older man in New York. He reads, frowns, keeps reading, keeps frowning.


All three of them keep reading. Now they are all frowning. And reading. Frowning and reading on both coasts. The transmission has taken about three minutes.


Two hundred years ago, it took three weeks to get a single message from one coast to the other.


Five hundred years ago, you couldn’t get a message from one coast to another. No matter how much you wanted to. No matter how rich you were. How powerful. Nobody had ever made the journey.


Eight hundred years ago, there was nobody on earth who knew the shape of this continent and the distance from coast to coast. Not even the people living on it.


The previous five billion years? Nothing.


You think it’s some kind of coincidence that you are here now, in the only moment in the history of the universe when we could have this conversation? You think it’s a coincidence there’s suddenly eight thousand million of you, building a brain for the world?
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Back in Nevada, Colt clears his throat three more times. ‘Yes?’ Naomi says, and leans forward to hear what he has to say. He clears his throat again, five times. ‘Cough it up,’ says Naomi, ‘it won’t kill you.’


He clears his throat eight times, an identical noise each time. Pause. He clears his throat thirteen times.


‘Jesus,’ she says, ‘this must be a bad one.’


‘Got to BALANCE them,’ says Colt.


‘I know, I know,’ says Naomi. ‘But there aren’t usually so many to balance.’


He keeps clearing his throat for another couple of minutes. She eats her granola, idly counting the coughs, while a bad feeling rises and slowly overwhelms her.


So, no coughs, then one, one, two, three, five, eight, thirteen . . . Fibonacci numbers. Each number is the sum of the previous two numbers.


Twenty-one coughs, then thirty-four . . . Oh God, it’ll be fifty-five next, then eighty-nine, his poor throat. This is a bad one. What has he done?


But the next one is twenty-one again.


He’s counting back down. Oh, thank God. Yes, thirteen again . . . It’ll be eight next.


It is.


Could be worse. Like last Christmas, when he coughed the first seventeen prime numbers, and lost his voice for three days.


When he has balanced his sequence, she puts down her spoon. She knows she should wait for him to start; that if she shows any anger, he will retreat again.


She can’t wait.


‘You were doing something,’ she says. ‘When I came into the room. It’s something to do with that, isn’t it?’


He can’t lie. Doesn’t try. ‘I sent your limb regrowth paper to StemCellCon.’


‘COLT! It isn’t ready!’


‘I explained all that.’


‘All WHAT?’


‘I explained that you were afraid to finish it, or send it, because of, you know, your personality . . .’


‘My PERSONALITY? You . . . MY personality is . . . Sorry, sorry . . .’


He puts his head down, and grinds his teeth in a rhythm as he speaks, she knows that one – an old one he hasn’t done in a while – but he keeps speaking. ‘. . . And that therapy hadn’t helped you.’


‘It helped me . . . sorry, sorry . . .’


‘. . . And that I was your son, so they wouldn’t think I had stolen it, and that I thought the paper was already good enough.’


‘But it really isn’t ready . . .’


‘You said that last year. You would have said that next year. It’s ready.’ He ground his teeth for a few seconds, in a new pattern she couldn’t recognize. ‘YOU’RE not ready. The paper is good.’


‘But it’s after the deadline. I missed the deadline.’


‘I told them it was an emergency, and to read it as a priority. I said you were sorry for being late and you wouldn’t do it again.’


‘Honey, that’s just for kids, you don’t need to say that . . .’


‘It’s a great paper,’ says Colt, his head bent over so far that his throat is constricted and his voice comes out gruff. ‘People drop out, they add stuff, all the time, right up to the conference.’


‘It’s too late!’ she says, too loud. ‘Sorry . . .’


He is ticcing like crazy, tapping the table with his hands in a rhythm, tapping the legs of the table, to either side, with his feet; trying to keep talking against the desire to shut down.


He doesn’t want to look at her, but he knows she likes it when he looks at her, so he raises his head. Looks into her eyes. ‘You always tell me it’s never too late,’ he says. Holding his gaze there, against the resistance, he feels a familiar, painful, burning sensation in his own eyes, but it’s working, she is listening. ‘You always tell me that when someone is special, then the system has to make an exception.’


‘But I’m not special,’ says Naomi.


All the tics stop. This one is easy. There is no internal resistance. ‘Yes you are, Mama.’


She can’t think of anything to say. She looks away, looks around the room, for something, for what, a way out? A way out of what?


‘But what if they say yes?’ she says.


‘Then you’ll go,’ says Colt, and for a second Naomi thinks he sounds like his father and she gives a little involuntary huh.


‘We don’t have the money, honey,’ she says.


‘If they accept the paper, they’ll pay your flights and hotels.’


‘You won’t eat.’


‘I will.’


‘You won’t eat proper food.’


‘I will.’


‘You’ll just play games all day and forget to eat.’


‘You can make me smoothies. Leave them in the fridge.’


‘You can’t just eat smoothies.’


‘You can put vegetables in them.’


Hmmm. Major concession.


‘Peas?’ she says. Get this nailed down. No wriggle room.


‘Sure.’


‘Carrots?’


‘Sure.’


‘Spinach?’ she says. Pause. OK, she got carried away. Pull back. ‘Just a little spinach. With a lot of peanut butter.’


‘Yes.’


‘And you’ll drink them?’


Pause.


‘Yes,’ says Colt. ‘As long as they don’t go off or something. But I’ll leave the spinach till last. So I can’t guarantee I’ll have eaten it by the time you get back.’


Hmmmm. OK, don’t push it. There are bigger issues. ‘I can’t just . . . leave you. I could ask Shannon to drop by . . .’


‘NO!’


‘OK, OK . . . but I have to have some way to . . .’ Careful. ‘. . . to know you’re all right . . .’


‘No cameras, Mama.’


She nods. ‘I know, no cameras.’ She glances up, in reflex, at the far corner of the kitchen ceiling. He’d broken all the house security cams with a chair, in a rage, years ago. Yes, the aluminium bracket was still there, painted over . . . Her heart lurches as she remembers. He’d started with the camera in his bedroom. She’d been watching him, worried about his comics habit. Inappropriate comics. She’d finally shouted out a warning from the kitchen, and he’d lost it.


Reading too much. Imagine, that used to be her biggest worry . . .


‘But can I monitor . . . just send me your heartbeat. Just so I know you’re OK. I’ll wear my old bracelet.’


He thinks about it. ‘OK, Mom. Just my heartbeat, though.’


She smiles. ‘Don’t worry, I only want your heartbeat.’


The last time she’d had to work late on a project, when he was fourteen, she’d monitored everything, obsessively. His helmet sent her an outline of his heartbeat, brain activity, electrodermal activity, breathing rate, movement . . . Too much data. An hour after she left, he’d laughed so hard at a cartoon, he’d slipped off his chair. All the data spiked. She thought he’d had a seizure, and rang him in a screaming panic that had terrified him.


He’d hung up, switched off everything, and she thought he’d died. Called an ambulance. Drove home sobbing . . .


She shakes the memory out of her head. ‘Just your heartbeat.’
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Later that night she kicks off the sheet, in her sleep. It’s too hot. She lies on her back, dreaming. Her eyes flick back and forth beneath the thin skin of her eyelids. Her nipples stir, and rise. She moves her legs apart, and moans.
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They accept her paper the next morning, and she has two days to organize, worry, and pack.
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The morning of the flight, as she arranges Colt’s smoothies along the cool bottom shelf of the refrigerator in a neat line, she thinks about New York. Unconsciously, she tilts her head back, as though looking up from the bottom of a skyscraper canyon.


The sky made too small, pushed too high by the black glass cliffs.


The rivers of cars roaring past, a few feet away.


The honk and bray and squeal of horns and tyres, like animals fighting, fleeing, fucking.


The thought of New York fills her with primal terror.


She closes the refrigerator door more abruptly than she’d intended, and hears the smoothies in their glass bottles rock and clink against each other inside.


She walks, fast, to her room, and throws open the door so hard she knocks their little solar-powered DustMight halfway across the room.


Damn. Last thing I need, having to buy a new cleaner.


The small squeaky old bot must have been sitting just inside the door, recharging in a pool of sunshine. It wriggles its legs in the air – Colt modified it a couple of years back to look like a turtle – rights itself, and gets out of her way.


She strides past it, to her jewellery drawer.


The DustMight squeaks away to safety under the bed, and starts quietly cleaning.


Naomi digs out her old health monitor, powers it up, changes settings until the soft silvery warm plastic pulses gently against her wrist. His heartbeat, in realtime. It calms hers.


She smiles. It was a fashion for a while, for lovers to do this. Mirror each other’s heartbeats, till they synchronized.


There is something else she wants.


Gold, she thinks.


Where is it?


She can always pawn the gold ring. There are still pawn shops in New York, aren’t there?


It is as though she fears that if she leaves Colt behind, civilization might immediately collapse, and all the computers fail, and electronic money with them. She knows this is insane. But nonetheless, that is how she feels.


She pulls the drawer further out, and sees the black-and-silver Beretta pistol Ryan gave her one Christmas, for protection. Tiny, designed for a purse or pocket. With almost no barrel, it looks strange, not quite right; like a toy for adults. Ryan made her learn to shoot it, on a firing range; but she hasn’t touched it since he left. No, I’m not bringing a gun . . . She glances involuntarily at the top of the wardrobe. The ammunition he left behind is still up there. Where she used to hide Colt’s Christmas presents, and her vibrator . . .


She shakes memories out of her head.


The ring is at the back of the drawer.


Buried under everything.


Her body automatically slips the ring onto her finger, without her conscious mind noticing. Deep programming, a routine run thousands of times since she was a little girl. Very simple, she could code it in a few lines. See a ring; pick it up; roll it back and forth between finger and thumb; find the most comfortable finger;


No—


Maybe—


Yes;


Slide it past the knuckle; examine the ring on the finger while rotating the hand.


Her body lifts and turns her hand in front of her face.


The ring bends the whole room into itself, pulling Naomi’s shocked face into a liquid curve, like matter about to vanish down a black hole. She shakes her head so hard her hair slaps her cheeks.


She pulls at the wedding ring; pulls harder; and the skin of her knuckle bunches and jams, and she can’t get the ring off.


His fucking ring.


Oh God damn.


She has stuff to do, the flight leaves soon, she’s already tight for time . . .


Calm down.


She studies the stuck ring. Golden light comes off it, the light of the sun. She thinks about the photons, as they strike the back of her eye. She thinks about the speed of light.


Of one photon. A packet of energy, released abruptly by some tortured atom.


People don’t understand the sun, she thinks. It’s having a breakdown. An incredibly slow breakdown.


As a kid in San Francisco, she used to think the sun was God. She would walk out of church with her mother, and stare up at God, smiling down on her.


Now she lives in the desert and the sun is no longer God and its light has no meaning and is too harsh.


She remembers when she just saw the ring, the pretty ring, the sparkling light. The surface was enough. The stuff she knows now – about light, and gold, and the universe – scares her, makes her feel small. It’s beautiful too, but it’s too big, too much. God has moved further and further away and now she can’t see him at all. She’s not sure where he can be. The universe got bigger and bigger, the gaps were filled with dark matter, dark energy, and now there’s nowhere left for God to hide.


Her mother believed, right to the end.


She wipes the sleeve of her dress across her eyes, hard.


Pulls open a second drawer, reaches into the back; rummages around. All that ridiculous stuff . . .


There. An old bottle of lubricant. She wipes the dust off the shoulders of the bottle; flips the lid back.


Drips a drop to either side of the golden loop. Works the lubricant into the dry skin of her knuckle.


Slowly, carefully, she removes the ring.
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Naomi looks out the window of the plane. Nevada is crumpled up beneath her like corrugated cardboard, range after range. Grey, treeless ridges, running north to south. She looks down into the hidden valleys; a glint of water. That’s where the trees hide.


Ryan never saw the valleys, she thinks, he only saw the mountains. Oh, what does that even mean? She’s so tired.


She rests her forehead against the window. It is cool. She closes her eyes and sees Ryan’s face, looking away from her, looking down, on some mountains, the Rockies? Yes, out of an airplane window, unaware of her studying him; a memory, from some flight together, long ago.


She studies him again, in memory, and, without opening her eyes, she rubs the inside of her left wrist gently with the fingertips of her right hand, and says a word to herself. A word she has never said aloud.


She expects to feel the vibration of the engines through the window, through her forehead; but she doesn’t.


Double-glazed, she thinks woozily. Rubber seals.


Listening for the vibration of the engines, she notices, instead, a high-pitched whine from somewhere inside the cabin. So constant, she had been filtering it out.


Compressor? Part of the air conditioning maybe . . .


It matches a noise she carries inside her.


More memories. Let them come. She’s safe. Eight miles high.


Oh, San Francisco . . . One Saturday afternoon, when she was very young, and her family still lived in the old rotting wooden house in Outer Sunset, her father came home sober with a small white plastic box that had an electrical plug sticking out the back.


She followed her father into her room, and watched as he plugged it into the socket beside her bed. Nothing seemed to happen. She asked him what it was.


He knelt down, stroked the white plastic box with his hand, and explained that when you switched it on, it gave out a sound that was too high-pitched for humans to hear, but that mice could hear it, and it scared the mice. It was very loud to them, because their tiny ears could hear the very short waves of high-frequency sounds. It reminded them of the shriek of an owl. And she wouldn’t have mice in her room any more.


He switched it on, and she heard, like a tingle in her brain, like something very far away, at the top of a mountain, a shriek so high-pitched it was almost not there. ‘I can hear it, Daddy,’ she said.


‘No, you can’t,’ said her father. ‘It’s your imagination.’


‘No, I can really hear it.’


‘I hear nothing,’ said her father.


She lay in bed that night, listening to the high-pitched shriek. It reminded her, too, of the shriek of an owl.


She never saw a mouse in her room again. She had never told her father that she liked the mice in her room, that she had given them names. And it was too late now.


Going to bed each night from then on, she knew she could hear the shriek. But her father had assured her she could not. Therefore she could not hear the shriek. So she acted as though she could not. She believed she could not hear it; but she knew she could hear it. Whenever she thought about this split in her mind, her chest grew tense, and it became hard to breathe. So she tried not to think about it.


The shriek in her bedroom continued for the rest of her childhood.
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Colt hesitates. He really needs those components. He’s done so much work on this project already, it would be a shame not to go through with it, while he has the chance.


And it’s only a few dollars more. Mama won’t miss it. And she still owes him money for chores, from last year.


Colt hits ‘Buy Now’.


I guess maybe I am going to do it, then.
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Naomi wakes, with her heart pounding. Her neck is stiff and twisted.


She blinks at a pale void. Not sure where she is. Her bedroom? She tries to focus. But the grey before her eyes won’t resolve, it just gets darker.


No, there’s something, right in front of her face.


So close, it hurts the muscles in her eyes.


Tiny white crystals, an inch away. Frost.


Her head is against an airplane window.


She’s on the plane. Now she remembers.


Not in her bedroom. Not a kid, no. Thank Christ. That shriek, it’s the plane.


They are descending through cloud.


The plane sways, lurches, and Naomi’s face bangs, very lightly, against the window. She sits back in her seat.


OK. Landing soon.


Wait, there was something she needed to do. She slides a hand into her pants pocket; yes, all her money is still there, in loose notes; she had been in such a hurry in the airport, at the ATM, she had just shoved it all into her pocket, and run.


She pulls them out. New dollars. Crisp, a little plasticky, all with a single off-centre angled crease. She studies them. Hmmm. She preferred the old design, but that’s progress. Too easy to copy.


Carefully, she distributes the notes between all the pockets of her blouse and jacket and pants. Just a fifty in her purse. In case she is mugged. They won’t get everything. Her father taught her this, the day she left for college. Back in the days of cash and credit cards. Knowledge from his years as a minor Party official in Nanjing, selling even more minor Party jobs to the highest bidder. Sewage workers, who wanted their son to wear a suit. Taking bribes in cash and goods. Six televisions under a tarpaulin on the balcony. The complicated dance involved in getting his illegal assets out of China, the bribes he had to pay in his turn, and in the end, after all that effort and risk and fear, it was just enough to buy a rotting house with bad plumbing, and he couldn’t hold down a job in the new world, couldn’t stop drinking, couldn’t make it work.


She hides her dollars inside tissues in all her pockets. The last thing he taught her; she never saw him again. Just a waxy body wearing his suit. Not him.


She counts it, as she distributes it, and her throat dries. Will it be enough? It will be enough. It has to be enough.


She’s left Colt with some money, and food in the fridge, and instructions on how to order a pizza, in case the food runs out.


She knows, logically, that she can do everything, pay for everything, electronically, automatically; but this primitive fear she feels, travelling to a big city, is calmed by a little cash in her hand, gold in her pocket, as though she were going back in time, or into a fairytale world.


Gold. A sword. Dragons.


Everything is fine.


Her father took money too seriously. All the money he smuggled out of China, and then lost straight away, buying that lousy money-pit of a house. And then making small, stupid, ever-riskier investments with the little he had left, trying to make up for that first mistake. Thinking he was clever, thinking he understood money, understood America.


Naomi’s uncle burned piles of money on the day of his brother’s funeral, struggling with the lighter by the graveside in the breeze off the bay. Not real money, fake notes, to symbolize money, so her father would have it in the next world. The Catholic priest looked puzzled, but said nothing. Her mother looked on, stonefaced. She’d lied and told the priest yes, her husband had been Catholic all his life, too.


Money is dirt, muttered her mother beside her. Money is dirt.


Naomi looked up, away from the grave, at the blue sky, the white clouds, the flecks of glowing ash ascending to where God used to be. Some green notes blowing into the open grave . . . She missed her stupid, angry father.


She missed God.


Focus. You’re landing soon . . . Wait, do I have enough pills in my pillbox . . .


She jerks upright in her seat, the seatbelt tightening.


Oh no . . .


Her snort of embarrassed laugher is so loud, the old white woman across the aisle turns to look at her.


There are more than enough pills in her pillbox.


But the pillbox is still in the fridge.


Well, I’ve always felt conflicted about taking them . . .


She smiles as she remembers. It’s a wry smile. She’d been friends with some of the team in UC Berkeley who developed the active ingredient. Pfizer first launched it as a mildly effective anti-anxiety medication. But they’d only tested it on men; in women, the little green pills turned out to have the unfortunate side effect of completely suppressing the libido. The drug was a major flop.


But when Pfizer rebranded and relaunched it, as a successful sex-drive suppressant for women too busy for sex (with the happy side effect of slightly lowering anxiety), it was a huge hit. So huge, they got bomb threats, from young men angry that Pfizer had helped millions of women escape from ever having to date them.


I guess my subconscious wants me to have a good time in New York . . .


Naomi had started taking them a couple of years after Ryan left. By then, the ache of desire, with no outlet, was making her cry two or three nights a week. She didn’t want to bring men home to Colt. She didn’t want to stay out. She didn’t want to date. Her work was so interesting, and her son was so exhausting (and, yes, rewarding, but mostly exhausting), that there was no energy left.


And yet, and yet, this desire . . .


So she took the pills, for years, till she’d almost forgotten what she was taking them for.


She tried to ignore fierce debate in the media, over whether what she’d chosen was freedom, or oppression. The backlash from men. The attempts, from left and right, to ban it.


Well, I got a lot more work done . . .


She crosses and uncrosses her legs. Glances around at the men and women in the cabin, most of them staring at screens. Hmmm. Is she . . . does she feel . . . no, it’s purely psychological, there can’t be any noticeable effect yet.


The plane hits the wet runway, and skids a little sideways in the crosswind, and everyone moans, but Naomi feels curiously unafraid. The momentary illusion of danger takes her mind off her real worries; her conference paper, Colt, money, pills; and calms her.


And if she is going to die, she is pretty sure it will not be on a plane. It would be statistically absurd.


She might be scared. She might be broke. She might be anxious. But she’s still a scientist.
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Colt logs in through the security screens. Spends a few minutes trying to work out the outgame identity of that girl who touched him, ingame; the girl he touched . . . But the game supports anonymity, and she’s covered her tracks well.


He gives up, and checks the to-do list.


The new servers, in Rio and Iceland, seem to be bedding in fine. No problems.


But the game’s automatic debugger has flagged something in the weather systems of the test range; a shared realm that Colt designed.


The test range is a playful, gameworld version of the Nevada nuclear test site. It’s not as grittily realistic as the local desert realm Colt’s built for his own use; but the test range is popular, and problems there affect a lot of people.


Besides, the test range was where he learned to code. He took on the challenge of filling that part of the American map because it was hard. Because there was almost no data. A top-secret site, so he had no detailed, ground-level images to work with; just a few old declassified photos and some Russian and Chinese satellite images. He had to solve a lot of problems himself, with raw code. It’s where he made his reputation. It’s a kind of home for him.


And for millions of others. The gameworld, in all its many versions and flavours, with its public and private servers and realms, its cool, calm creative mode and brutal survival mode, has always been essentially a sandbox, where people come to create and destroy, to act out their fantasies, a lawless, open-source Westworld; but the test range is a realm where you can create and destroy on the grandest scale.


Colt has a quick chat with the debugger AI. The debugger says it’s done a temporary fix but, as there are issues of aesthetics involved, it wants a human to make the final decisions.


Fair enough. The last time the automatic debugger had been allowed solve a problem involving clouds, the big thunder-heads it generated looked like giant buttocks. (There was still a jokey, ingame sub-religion that studied the sky on the Sabbath, awaiting the miraculous second coming of God’s Ass, and a faecal apocalypse.)


Better deal with it.


So what exactly is the new problem . . .


He skims through the change logs for the past twenty-four hours.


Hmm. Lots of new work, from different contributors.


Something’s clashing . . .


Colt reads the bug reports.
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Weather in the game has always been divisive, for historical reasons.


There was a philosophical discussion among the first coders, which got wildly out of hand. The New Atheist faction wanted realistic weather, obeying the laws of physics as encoded in the Game.


The other side wanted the weather to be more metaphorical; driven by something a little like God. Something outside the laws of physics. These were the hackers who had done magic mushrooms; or (the hardcore) ayahuasca: who had broken open their minds with psychedelics and come back to their bodies hours later shivering, with new information about the universe, information they didn’t understand. And they wanted to do justice to that information.


They didn’t exactly believe in God; but they believed in unseen forces; in connections we cannot perceive. They believed in something meaningful, that was bigger than themselves. They didn’t know this, because they didn’t have a name for it, but they believed in me.


So the New Atheists wouldn’t tolerate the hand of God inside the game. And the psychedelic voyagers wouldn’t tolerate a strictly mechanical universe. Stalemate.


They finally came up with a solution: map the weather onto the activity of a shadowy, mysterious entity that was everywhere and nowhere, but that actually existed in the physical world. Both sides accepted the compromise.


And so the gameworld used the NSA, and later the National Domestic Security Agency, as a proxy for God.


The NDSA moved the weather.


The hackers were tracking the NDSA anyway, because the NDSA was tracking them; so they had the data. NDSA activity was mapped to the weather in the game. A big hack, and a big NDSA reaction, created storms.


Their battles with the NDSA, with the huge, distant father, who knows everything, who pushes His way into their minds, who reads their thoughts; their battles with the Old Testament God of the NDSA, with Yahweh, were written in the sky.
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Ah. Colt breathes out a satisfied hmmmm, as he sees the problem. Clouds close to the ground are freezing in place when they hit the mesas.


He calls up the code and starts to troubleshoot.


OK, that smart new coder, the Snow Queen, has added a nice, nuanced piece of code. More realistic cloud movement, better ice formation. Good. But that’s not it . . .


These . . . Oh, it’s the Brothers Karamazov, again.


Colt sighs.


In real life, the Brothers are teenage Ukrainian twins, going crazy with boredom in some Saharan state, where their dad works for a solar infrastructure company. They like to rewrite code, with more enthusiasm than skill, even if it doesn’t need rewriting.


They must have rebuilt the algorithms for generating desert landscapes last night; but in doing so they’d broken the Snow Queen’s code, which depended on data generated by the old algorithm.


Not a big deal right now, when there are hardly any clouds, but there has been a massive security breach at a US bank overnight; probably Chinese government proxy hackers; and the NDSA are going nuts.


The game will be throwing up a storm soon. This needs to be fixed tonight.


He solves the problem in a few minutes. Then he writes fresh code for a few hours, till his brain gets tired.


Then he walks outside, with mapping on, and runs the new code.


The game has always taken the things in crapworld, and incorporated them into the gameworld – a truck becomes a wagon, a distant plane becomes a bird – but the new code blends them better. He wants to explore his local, private, desert realm ingame, with mapping on: but every time he gets out of sight of the house, it goes glitchy.


And there’s no reception at all beyond the ridge at the back of the house.


The FCC keep pushing down the output of wireless devices, in response to bullpoop health scares about bullpoop, bullpoop.


He gets angry thinking about it. The sun and the earth pour far more unstructured data through everyone, all the time, on all these frequencies. OK, he’ll have to build a booster. He orders some more parts on his mother’s credit.


The day just drifts away, until it’s too late to go to his mother’s lab. To do what he has planned to do for over a year.


Months of working on the problem casually, just to see if it could be done. Sharing some breakthroughs with his mother. Then, as he realized it could be done, working harder, in secret.


He sent his mother away specifically to do this one big thing. But now that he’s free to do it . . . He’s scared.


He goes to bed, and lies there, angry.


OK, tomorrow. Tomorrow you boost yourself.


Upgrade your brain. Better working memory. Faster processing, at every level.


No, it’s not just that. If it works . . . you might understand people.


They might understand you.


But if it doesn’t work . . . if it goes wrong . . .


He falls asleep, still arguing with himself.
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‘Perhaps the most curious fact about the Chinese Pantheon is that it is arranged in imitation of earthly organisation. It appears as a vast government administration, or, still more precisely, as a series of government departments, each one with its Minister and its personnel. The different gods are positive bureaucrats with a strict hierarchy of rank and with clearly defined powers. They keep registers, make reports, issue directives, with a regard for formalities and a superabundance of papers which the most pedantic administration on earth might well envy.’


— Chinese Mythology entry from The Larousse Encyclopedia of Mythology


‘We produce nothing comparable to the great Oriental carpets, Persian glass, tiles and illuminated books, Arabian leatherwork, Spanish marquetry, Hindu textiles, Chinese porcelain and embroidery, Japanese lacquer and brocade, French tapestries, or Inca jewellery. (Though, incidentally, there are certain rather small electronic devices that come unwittingly close to fine jewels.)


— Alan Watts, The Book


‘The concept of surveillance is ingrained in our beings. God was the original surveillance camera.’


— Hasan M. Elahi
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She gets from Arrivals to the AirTrain just fine.


The driverless electric train pulls smoothly away from the platform, swings out above the airport on its high rail. Sunlight glitters off the wet concrete below. Yes, the sun is kinder here. It isn’t trying to kill her.


By the time they make the last pickup, from Terminal 8, there are way too many people in her part of the train and her heart is pounding, but she stands with her back to them, facing out the big glass windows, leaning on the metal handle of her old wheeled case, and looks at the bright wet colourful planes. As she watches the tiny maintenance vehicles dancing around the big jets, like remoras cleaning sharks, she is almost calm.


Just got to get to the hotel.


The train starts up again, sways round a bend, and she studies the reflections of the people behind her. Marvels at how many wear retro gaming gear. Not discreet, induction-powered earbuds and contact lenses, but aggressively old-school helmets, and thick micromesh gloves. It’s funny, the younger they are, the more old-fashioned they seem to want to look. She wonders how many of them are playing Colt’s game. A lot . . . Normal thoughts. A normal journey. Yes, she’s almost calm.


But at Howard Beach station, her case gets caught in the barrier.


She hauls it through, sideways, and discovers the down escalator to the subway is broken.


Her eyes still sundazzled, she stands at the head of the frozen metal steps, and peers down into the underworld. To her right, a torrent of faces pours up into the light, out of the darkness.


She’d forgotten; they buried this section of the A, after the last couple of hurricanes washed away the old tracks. It runs through a sealed, waterproof, storm-proof, everything-proof tunnel now, deep under Queens.


Underground. Oh God, no.


The people walking down the frozen steps ahead of her keep going, and vanish into darkness, until all the steps below her, with their little metal teeth, are empty.


She feels a hand on her shoulder. ‘Lady, shit or get off the pot.’


She turns, startled, and sees a short, very wide Latino man with a shaved head, frowning.


‘But,’ she says, ‘. . . it used to be on the surface . . .’


He stares at her, through enhanced contact lenses, in the new season’s colours. Acid green, with a textured gold rim.


Behind him, dozens, no, hundreds of people, with their suitcases, tense faces, sad kids, backpacks. Peering to see what is wrong, what is blocking them.


The man glances down, and his expression changes abruptly, like he’s been distracted. Is he even seeing her? Ugh, did he just switch on a porn filter, to see her simulated, naked?


Forget it, forget it, nothing you can do. Just get to the hotel.


Naomi turns back, to the steep metal steps; reaches out a hand, in reflex, for Colt’s hand, oh, he won’t like this either . . .


But of course, he’s not there. Her heart speeds up, far faster now than Colt’s pulse against her wrist. She takes a numb step down, another, hauling her case behind her, thump, thump. Down into the darkness. Into the noise. Into the smell. Into the people.


The faces floating up past her on the right are so vivid. They stare, unsmiling, at her as they pass. Some frown, like she’s woken them against their will from a dream. A wrinkled, leathery old woman in a white anti-virus mask gone yellow with dirt catches Naomi’s eye, and glares at her. Some noisy kids, wearing full-face privacy masks to block facial-recognition systems, abruptly stop talking as they draw level, and all turn to face Naomi, expressionless. They’re Colt’s age, all wearing T-shirts that protest something; government tracking, police profiling, avatar sexism, targeted ads . . . She stops, stares back, her eyes darting between their blank, identical, silent faces, until they rise past her and, just as abruptly, start talking and laughing again as they vanish up into the light.


Naomi keeps going. Five steps down. Six, and she wants to go back, this isn’t going to work, and she turns; but the pressure of the people, the anger in their faces, they jam the stairs above her, it’s impossible.


‘Hey, lady!’


‘C’mon! Haul it . . .’


She has to go on.


She can’t; but she has to.


She takes a step, hauls her case after her, thump. Takes another step, another, faster, and now she’s running down the steps, her suitcase bouncing after her, its small wheels spinning, until it hops too high – leaping three steps in one go – and slams back down hard, twisting the handle out of her hand, and she almost falls.

OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg
JULIAN GOUGH






OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/title.jpg
CONNECT

Julian Gough

PPPPPPP





