CIRCUIT OF HEAVEN
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For my mom, who dreamed of being asinger, and my dad, who dreamed of being awriter.
The world was al before them, where to choose

Their place of rest, and Providence their guide.
They, hand in hand with wand' ring steps and dow,

Through Eden took their solitary way.

Milton, Paradise Lost
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Prologue

NEWMAN ROGERSHAD BEEN ERRATIC LATELY, DESPONDENT, flying into arage over
nothing, working into the wee hours of the morning. His coworkerswould often find him degping on the
sofain the waiting room when they cameinto work in the morning, or even dumped over his compuiter.
Hewas brilliant, a genius perhaps, but he was only one member of ateam working to develop artificia
intelligence and was not thought to be indispensable. Whatever he was working on so compulsively—he
didn’t share it with the rest of the team—soon prompted him to cease work atogether on thejob hewas
hired to do. Management was concerned.

And then, on amid-December afternoon in 2020, he was fired for calling his supervisor anidiot. Hewas
thirty-nine, well thought of until recently, but under the terms of his contract he couldn’t work on artificial
intelligence research for any other firm for aperiod of two years, even though every other firm would only
be interested in him for such research.

None of this seemed to concern him, however. He holed up in his apartment and continued to work,
hacking hisformer employer’ s system late a night. A few months after hisdismissd, he published an
obscure paper demondtrating, with astring of eegant proofs, that artificid intelligence wasimpossible. He
added, however, in amodest concluding paragraph, that it might be possible to digitize human personaity
and, building on techniques dready in usein medicine and virtud redity smulations, transfer the
personality to another organism, or even to another, more durable, medium atogether.

While competing theorists flung themsalves at his proofslike apack of skilled dogs, asmall group of
wedlthy and aging businessmen contacted him and offered to finance his research. Suddenly he found
himsdlf in charge of ateam of researchers with dmost limitless resources. In 2030, the first practical
gpplication of hiswork, the transfer of the identity of a ninety-seven-year-old owner of alargeinsurance
company into the quick-grown clone of a hedthy young man, was performed with compl ete success.
Even young men eventualy die, however, and Newman was encouraged to continue developing amore
durable medium for human intelligence.

To hdp finance this venture, hisbackers, over his objections, marketed Constructs—humans made from
portions of severd different personditiesimplanted into a cloned body—as servants and laborers. To
overcome customers uneasi ness with what some described as the new davery, the clones, with



increasingly clever, even entertaining gene splices, were made to look asif they weren't human.
Unfortunately (and as Newman had predicted) the partiad persondities that made up each Construct
recondtituted themsalves over the years, remembering their former lives and identities.

In 2040, Rogers succeeded in designing the Alternative Life Medium Assembly, ALMA for short, avast
network of slicon crystasin which any number of human persondities might dwell inaworld they would
experience asindistinguishable from the red world. The operating system could be programmed to
eliminate disease, violence, and desth—and it would last forever. He had invented paradise.

The new world government, shakily formed in 2036, sold the former site of the Pentagon for the
congtruction of ALMA, dubbed “the Bin” by the media, a nickname that stuck. In 2050 it went on-line,
and some haf amillion soulswho could afford it entered their new world. In 2060, after ten years of
mounting pressure from residents of the real world, ALMA was opened up to everyone eighteen years or
older who did not scan as crimindly insane. By 2074, the Supreme Court (the mgority of whom now
resided in the Bin) lifted the ban against minors, so that anyone, young and old aike, might enter the Bin
and liveforever.

After afew years, the only peopleleft in the real world were members of religious sects who believed the
Bintobeinviolation of God' slaws, the crimindly insane; and ahandful of personswho, for onereason
or another, stubbornly distrusted paradise. By 2080, the remaining population of the real world, not
counting Constructs, was about 2.5 million, though reliable figures were hard to come by. The population
of the Binwasover 12 hillion.

Asfor Newman Rogers, the patron saint of ALMA, no one knew where he was or what he was doing,
though rumorswere plentiful.

1

JUSTINE WAS DREAMING SHE WAS SOMEONE EL SE: Shewasin thered world, along time
ago, before she was born—there were people everywhere and cars moving up and down the streets like
huge schools of brightly colored fish. All the shop windowswereintact, lit up with fluorescent and neon,
full of cheap jewelry and boom boxes and skimpy clothes stretched over chipped mannequins. She
hurried past them, alight drizzlefaling, the streets black and dick, glistening with reflected light. The
ozone smell of therain hovered over the stench of exhaust fumes and urine and rotting food.

She was seventeen, sneaking out at night, hurrying to meet aboy around the corner, at the end of the
next block. His name was Steve, and she remembered his face—maybe twenty, thin, asharp nose, a
closdly trimmed goatee, hungry eyes. She had his address on adip of paper wadded up in her hand, and
when she thought about him, her hand tightened around the lump of paper, and she walked even faster.
She was crazy for him. She hardly knew him, and Alice, agirlfriend, said he was bad news, but she was

crazy for him anyway.

She started up the narrow stairsto his gpartment, when a door opened above her, and he stepped onto
the landing, light blazing at his back. He must’ ve had adozen floodsin there. Music blared in the
cavernous stairwell.

“Hey Angdina,” he shouted, and she followed him into his room, cluttered with e ectronic equipment and
wires snaking across the floor. The lights were on stands, all aimed at the bed in the middle of the room.
Hecircled around her, taking her jacket, wrapping his arms around her, stripping off her shirt. He
seemed to be everywhere at once. He pushed her onto the bed and looked down at her. She could
hardly see himfor the glare of thelights. “ Put thison,” he said, pulling something over her head likea
bathing cap. He pinned her arms and pushed himsdlf into her, hammering away at her. Hecameina



matter of minutes and rolled off of her. She opened her hand and there was his address, wadded to a
pulp in her hand. He yanked the cap off her head, and she woke up.

Her heart wasracing. Her somach wasin aknot. Her fist was clenched around the sheet. Sowly, she
opened it. There was no dip of paper there. It was just adream. I'm till me, she thought, till Justine,
twenty yearsold, in the Bin six weeks—and I’ ve never seen acar in the red world except rusted out
junkers, never walked down acity street without feding the grit of glass under my shoes.

Thegirl in her dream was named Angdling, and it'd been 2002. She had no ideahow she knew that, but
thereit was, like amemory. Justine was born in 2061.

In the present, shewasin her hotel room with aman’s naked arm across her chest. Hewore afat gold
ring with an onyx pentagon on hismiddle finger, aheavy gold chain around hiswrist. Hisfingerswere fat
and stubby, his nails buffed and polished to ashine. Downy white hair covered hisarm, the back of his
hand, like moss. He was sound adeep, hisface half-buried in the pillow. He d said he was a senator, she
remembered. He looked the part—silver hair, strong jaw, square shoulders, just enough crow’ sfeet to
make him seem wise and fatherly. Old enough to be her father. She couldn’t remember how she' d ended
up in bed with him. I must’ ve been tying one on, she thought. Watching him deep, there was something
shedidn’t like about him, though apparently there’ d been something she d liked well enough the night
before.

She looked around the room, moving her head carefully to make sure she didn’t wake him. A narrow
shaft of light, where the curtains weren't quite drawn, cut across the room. It was a nice room, atasteful
room, with ddlicate furniture and avaseful of jonquils on the dresser. Not the sort of room to wake up in
with astranger. His clothes and hers, tangled and inside out, were scattered around the rose-colored
carpet. She didn’t remember that either.

She remembered fucking him. She remembered that too clearly, tortured herself with the memory for a
while, thinking, Justine, you' retoo damn lonely.

She carefully lifted hisarm off her and did out of bed, placing hisarm on her pillow asif it wereadeeping
kitten. She gathered up her clothes and went into the bathroom, locking the door behind her. As she took
ashower shetried to remember the man in her bed. His name was W something—William or Waylon
or—Winston, that wasit. She was dmost sure. Winston.

But when it came to what kind of person this Winston was, al she could remember was lewd, cartoonish
sex like something out of aporno. God, she thought, that wasn't me. | must’ ve been worse than drunk.

Shetook along shower, fiddling with the massage, lathering hersdlf up till she looked like amarshmallow.
She wanted to put off for aslong as possible talking to the stranger in her bed. But then, she asked
hersdlf, who ese are you going to talk to? She didn’t know anyonein D.C., not afucking soul. She
rinsed hersdlf off, watching the huge gobs of suds pile up around the drain. She stepped out of the
shower, wiped the steamed-up mirror with the sde of her arm, and grimaced a hersdlf, thinking, | don't
even know the guy | just fucked.

But then, she thought as she dried off, if | wasn't mysdlf, maybe hewasn't himsdf either. By thetime
she' d finished blow-drying her hair, she' d decided to at least give the guy a chance. Maybe have
breakfast with someonefor a change. She shut off the dryer and stuck it into its little cubby hole. The
whine of the thing echoing off thetiles till rang in her ears. She picked up the wad of clothesand
disentangled them. They were surprisingly fresh for the night she’ d spent. She had started turning them
rightside out when she redlized there were voices coming from her room.

She put her ear to the door, but couldn’t make out what was being said. though the tone and cadence



came through. There were two male voices, one degp and rich, the senator’ s voice, but talking too fast,
making excuses she would guess, and the other voice, cutting through the senator’ s like anun bringing a
young sinner to hisknees, with afew unhurried phrases as resonant as a bowed cello. Shelistened until
they seemed to be done, but couldn’t make out aword, listened hard for someone opening and closing
the door to the room, but there wasn’t a sound.

She dressed quickly and quietly and came back into the room. There was only Wington ditting on the
edge of the bed, fully dressed, hishair neatly combed. He rose to his feet and bowed dightly. He was
wearing aturn-of-the-century Itaian suit, charcoa, dmost black, with faint pingripes. It hung perfectly,
showing no signsof having spent the night in aheap on the floor. “ Good morning, Justine” he said. His
smile was dmost paternal. HE s as embarrassed as | am, she thought.

“Good morning. Would you like some coffee or something?” She went to the room service pad set into
the wall beside the bed.

“Nothanks” hesaid quickly. “1 redly must be going.” He smiled apologeticdly. “ An important
committee mesting.”

“Hope you don't mind, but | need some.” She pressed thelittle picture of ablack cup of coffee, steam
linesrising out of it in neat squiggles. A pand did open, and there was coffee. Like Star Trek, she
thought. She looked around the room, but there was no one else there, no sign anyone had been there.
The room door was right by the bathroom. If someone had |eft, she would' ve heard him. She blew on
the coffee until it was drinking temperature, then drank haf of it. “Was somebody here? Were you talking
to somebody just now?’

“Tdking?'
“Just now. | thought | heard you talking to somebody in here.”

He shook his head more emphaticaly. “No, | wasn't taking to anyone.” He squared his shoulders and
shrugged with his hands. The chain around hiswrist made aclicking noise. “I’'m afraid | sometimes
discussthings out loud with mysdlf. A slly habit. Actualy, | waswondering if you might join mefor a
dinner party thisevening at my sster’ shousein Front Royd. It's my nephew’ sbirthday. | believeyou
told melast night that you would be free thisevening.”

She laughed. “I’ll haveto take your word for what | said last night. | don’t remember much of it. What
edsedidl say?

The question seemed to make him nervous. He spoke asif reciting—"Y ou said you were asinger, that
you were only in town for aweek and didn’t know anyone here, not even the musiciansyou'll be
performing with. | thought, under the circumstances, you might like to meet some people.” He added
sympatheticaly, “1t' sabit disorienting &t first.”

“Disorienting?”

“TheBin. You'reonly justin.”

She nodded. “ Six weeks. But | suppose | told you that aready last night.”
“yYes”

She sat down on the edge of the bed and motioned for him to sit down, but he remained standing. “ Do
you have strange dreams when you'refirst in?



He furrowed his brow and shook his head. “Dreams? No, I’ ve never heard of that.”
“Totel you the truth, Wingon—it' sWington, isn't it?—I don’t remember how we met.”
“I bought you adrink in the bar.”

She nodded, contemplating the tangle of rumpled sheets. She couldn’t even remember going into the bar.
“| gpparently didn’t need it.”

“Maybe we can make afresh start,” he said hopefully. “ Just forget about last night.”

“That'seasy.” Shelaughed. “I’ ve dready forgottenit.” She'd been afraid he'd be dl over her, but now
he was palite, dmost formal. | must’ velaid on the londy-little-girl bit alittle thick last night, she thought,
and now hefeds sorry for me. Truth was, shefdt sorry for hersalf. Thelast six weekswas a series of
hotel rooms. No friendsto speak of. Even her old band had quit or wandered away. She wasn't sure
what had become of them.

“So what do you say? Seven-thirty? I’ Il meet you in the lobby.”
“Sure,” shesaid. “I'd like to meet some people.”

“Wonderful!” He bowed again, excusing himsaf and letting himsalf out before she even had the chanceto
stand up. Maybe my ingtincts about him were wrong, she told herself. Maybe he' s okay.

She finished her coffee, pushed the icon for another cup, and was reminded again of Star Trek. But this
timeit struck her—she'd never seen Star Trek. It wasan old TV show, she knew that, but there hadn’t
been any TV since before she was born. The only TV she could’ ve seen was playing in the corner in
some period virtud. But thereit was, thismemory of some guy in afunny uniform—Captain Kirk, his
name was—taking acup of coffee out of thewall just as she had done. Who the hell is Captain Kirk?
shewondered. How do | know this? She shook her head, figuring she was just hungover, still spooked
by her dream.

SHE NEEDED TO GET OUT, DO SOMETHING. SHE HUNTED through her bag and found aletter
from her agent listing her datesfor the next severa weeks. In the | etter was the number of the hotel where
her new band was staying. She called and got John, the bass player. He had the visua turned off, so she
didn’'t get alook at him, and his voice was|ow and muffled. She told him she wanted to meet the band at
the club in the morning so they could rehearse before tomorrow night.

“No problem,” he said.
“How’sdeven?’

“No problem.”

“So what' re you doing today?’
“Sleeping.’

“See you tomorrow morning, then.”

She hung up the phone and pulled her address book out of her bag. She looked through it. It was mostly
empty, nobody init she could redly cal agood friend, just acquaintances—other musicians, her agent,
some club owners, little more than voiceessfacesin her memory and some of them not even that. She
finished her coffee and went down to the [obby.



HER HOTEL WAS ONE OF THE “RESTORED” ONES OFF DU-pont Circle. In the rea world, the
place was aruin. But in the Bin, the lobby was done up turn-of-the-century with lots of brass and etched
glass and fiber-optic light fixtures sprouting out of sconces.

Shewent into the restaurant, sat in the corner chewing on abagel and drinking another cup of coffee,
watching al the tourists and their families planning their days with maps and brochures. Sheimagined
hersdf one of thelittle girls, crawling on her daddy’ slap as he pointed out the pictures of the placesthey
would go. Behind her, atable burst into laughter, and she rose from her chair and left without looking
back.

I’1l be atourist mysdlf, she thought—the monuments today, gdleries tomorrow, the White House and the
Capitol the next day. I’ ve only seen pictures of those places. Maybe I’ [l even meet somebody. You
couldn’'t tell. They said it was easy in here. They said everything was easy in here.

She spent most of the day going to the monuments—Washington, Lincoln, Jefferson, Rogers—the
famous dead. But it was the living she watched. Thousands of them. A few were by themsalves—busy
people on their way to someplace, or drugged-out zombies who didn’t care where they were going. But
most were with somebody—afriend, achild, alover. She watched their faces, their hands gesturing, the
way they leaned thisway and that as they spoke to each other. The way they sometimes touched.

All the while she kept thinking about Angdinaand her dream. The crowded sireets. The bright windows.
She' d been inside aworld she' d only read about in books or seenin avirtual. She could till smell the
cars and the wet streets. She wondered if she might be cracking up. There were scare stories about
people going into the Bin and breaking up like avirtud in athunderstorm, that there were flawsin the
crystdline structure of the Bin, and you could find yoursdf in nightmarish worlds that made no sense,
completely done. But in my dream, she thought, | wasn't done. | wasinsde Angelina.

BY MIDAFTERNOON, SHE WASWANDERING THROUGH THE largest and most crowded
monument, the Rogers Memorial. There were exhibits covering every aspect of Newman Rogers' life,
detailing his every achievement, but the center of attention was an enormous holograph of him, towering
over the centra hdl, ddivering hislast speech—the day ALMA went on-line—over and over again.

Hewas atiny man, blown up to beforty feet tal. The Savior of Mankind. The podium cameto his chest
S0 that those who stood too closein front couldn't see hisface and had to content themsalves with his
baggy pants. His soft, reedy voice echoed through the hall, and though people were jammed in on every
sde, the only sounds were shuffling feet, and here and there, someone crying.

Justine worked her way up the escalators to the thirdfloor balcony. She wanted to see hisface. By the
time she squeezed into aplace at therail, he was coming to the end of his speech. He took off his glasses
and laid them on the podium, rubbed his enormous eyes. When he opened them, he was looking directly
a Justine—

| have only one more thing to say before we change the world, forever—for that’s what we're
doing, you know. I’ d hoped that one of the other speakers, more qualified than myself, would’ ve
said it first, and let me off the hook. But it’s only fair that it should be me, since I’m the one who
got us here.

There are those who have said that by ending death, by eating from the tree of Life, we sin by
presuming to be gods. | confess | sympathize with their views. | can only pray that God grants us
a godlike wisdom to match our cleverness.

There are more—like the other speakers here today—who seem to think that with the end of
death, the human task is finished; that with the end of death, comes the easy life of Olympians;
that with the end of death, comes the end of God—for who needs Him anymore, now that we' ve
built our own heaven? To these people, | would like to quote from the Book of Job—



Isnot God in the height of heaven?

And behold the height of the stars, how high
they are!

And thou sayest, How doth God know?
Can he judge through the dark cloud?
Thick clouds are a covering to him, that he
seeth not;

and he walketh in the circuit of heaven.

The story goesthat he muttered, “ Turn the damn thing on,” as heleft the podium, but if he did, it wasn't
recorded on this holograph. It flickered and began again: Newman Rogers noisily spreading his noteson
the podium, his hair blowing across his face, waiting for the applause to die down o that he might spesk,
looking, Justine decided, sadder than any man she' d ever seen.

She searched the faces of the crowd, one by one, not sure what she hoped to find there. There were
others, like her, who were crying, but she couldn’t tell whether they were crying for him or for his
sentiments. She lowered her head and pushed through the crowd, brushing tears from her eyes.

SHE SET OUT IN NO PARTICULAR DIRECTION, HURRYING AT firg, then dowing her pace.
She was here now. Thiswas home. She should take in the spring, enjoy walking down streets free of
wild dogs and wild men. She didn’t remember much of her life before she camein. That must be part of
the disorientation Winston mentioned. It's probably not anything | want to remember, she thought.

It was still hours before she was to meet Winston at the hotel. She took one side street, then another,
trying to get away from the buzz of so many people. Pretty soon, she was wandering through aresidentia
neighborhood of nineteenth-century rowhouses, neetly trimmed hedges, and flower bedslining the
sdewdk. Sheimagined hersdlf opening one of thelittleiron gates and mounting the steps to knock on
one of the heavy wooden doors framed in stained glass. Hi, my name' s Justin, she'd say, I’'m new here

And they would say, Why come in, dear, and have a cup of tea.

She closed her eyes and | et the daydream dissolve. When she opened them, she noticed awooden sign
hanging over anarrow brick stairway that descended to a basement shop:

WARREN G. MENSO
Books on All Subjects
Ancient and Modern

She didn’t know how she' d missed the sign before. She looked up and down the street. It wasthe only
shop visiblein ether direction. Maybe what | need is abook, she thought. Prop mysdlf up in bed and
lose mysdf in anove. She descended the moss-stained steps, breathing in the smell of damp stone. She
pushed open the door, and a brass bell rang above her head, but no one appeared to greet her, and no
one sat at the rolltop desk beside the door. A maze of pine shelving radiated from the doorway in dl
directions. Y elowing, hand-lettered index cards were thumbtacked here and there—History, Romance,
Horror, Art, Classics, Science Fiction, Mystery. Each sign had an arrow likethis ?  to show the way.
She chose Classics and waked down the narrow aide, running her fingers along the spines of old,
jacketless hardbacks.

She took one down, read a sentence or two, put it back, got another one. The old book smell of the
placefilled her with contentment. She loved to read. She hesitated as she Started to take another book
from the shelf. What have | read? she asked hersdlf. Her head wasfull of authors and titles; she even
knew something about them. Wuthering Heights was by Emily Bronte. It was the story of Cathy and



Heathcliff. But when it came to whether she' d read a particular book or not, she couldn’t be sure.

She scanned the shelves for afamiliar title, and afaded green book with gold on the spine caught her eye.
Shetilted her head to read the title—Rebecca by Daphne du Maurier. Shetook it down. It wasfamiliar,
but she couldn’t remember ever reading it. She opened it and read the beginning—

Last night | dreamt | went to Manderley again. It seemed to me | stood by the iron gate
leading to the drive, and for a while | could not enter for the way was barred to me. There was a
padiock and a chain upon the gate. | called in my dream to the lodge-keeper, and had no answer,
and peering closer through the rusted spokes of the gate | saw that the lodge was uninhabited.

Shetook it asasign that the story began with adream, just as her day had. She clutched the book to her
chest and decided to spend the rest of the afternoon at Manderley with Rebecca—whoever she might
turn out to be.

She heard someone clearing histhroat and turned to find alittle old man standing at the end of theaide, a
dreamy smile on hisface. His body was dightly stooped, and he leaned on a cane, grasping it with bony
hands. His hair was as white as paper. Hiswrinkled skin looked like cracked glaze on an ancient vase.

“It' sawonderful book, isn't it?" he said. Even hisfluting voice was old and worn.

She blushed and looked down at the book she till clutched to her chest like alife preserver. “I don't
know. | don't think I’'veread it.”

He nodded, still smiling. “Y ou’ ve never seen anyone who looks so old, have you?’
13 Il m $rry_”

Hewaved his cane afew inches above the floor and settled back onto it. “Don’'t beridiculous. | know
I’'m acuriogity. Why would a sane man look like thisin here?’” He chuckled to himsdf. “But | don’t want
to forget I’ m getting old, goddamnit. Be a hundred, week from today.” He winked at her. 1 want to ook

the part.”

“I think you look wonderful,” she said, and she meant it. There was something endearing about him, even
noble. “1 wasjust surprised.”

He studied her for amoment, his head nodding amost imperceptibly. She didn’t know if this nodding
was another symptom of his age or something else—approval, she guessed from thelight in his eyes.
“Thank you,” he said. “But for me thereis no beauty like ayoung woman’sin dl theworld, and you area
most beautiful young woman.”

She blushed again. “Thank you. Y ou must be Mr. Menso.”
“That'sme.” He bowed over his cane and righted himself.

“I'm Jugtin Ingham,” she said, and stuck out her right hand. Hetook it in hisleft, holding onto his cane
with hisright. He had agentle touch, turning her hand over asif examining it, admiring it. Therewas
nothing lecherous about it. Her hand in hislooked young and beautiful. But hisis beautiful too, she

thought.
“1 am most pleased to meet you, Justine. Most pleased.” He squeezed her hand and let it go.
“I love your shop,” shesad.

“Thank you, my dear.”



“How much do | owe you for this book?’

Hewaved his cane again. “Nothing. Don’t use money. Damned nuisance. Why do we need money in
here? | know people don’t want to giveit up, don't want to change athing, want everything to be
precisely what they were used to. Hell with that. Change is exactly what this place needs, don’t you
think?" He swept hisarm to take in the whole Bin.

A pair of legsin dark brown trousers walked past the windows that ran along the ceiling at street level. “I
certainly wanted achange thismorning,” shesaid. “But | really don’t know what the Bin needs. | haven't
been inthat long.”

“Wall, | don’t know what it needs either—though God knows |’ ve tried to figure it out—and I’ ve beenin
here since we cranked it up.” He cocked his head to one side. “Y ou don’t sound too happy about being
inhere”

“No, it'sfine. | just don’t know anyone.”
“Well, now you know me. Y ou need to get out. Meet people.”
“I’'m going to adinner party tonight.”

He studied her again, nodding his head. Sheliked him and hoped they might become friends. She smiled
back at him, and neither one of them said anything, until it was histurn to blush. “ Forgive my staring,” he
sad, bowing again, thistimein gpology. “ Y ou see, you remind me of someone | knew avery long time
ago. Y ou have a certain qudity she had, aspecia something.” He looked at her with his sad, wrinkled
eyes. “We were sweethearts.”

She was touched by the old-fashioned word, and his great, sad eyes, but she didn’t know what to say,
though he didn’t seem to expect her to say anything.

He cleared histhroat and pointed at Rebecca. “It'saswell book. You'll loveit. Sure you don't want
anything else? Got everything here. Like the sgn says—all subjects, ancient and modern.”

He wantsto find me another book, Justine thought, give another gift to someone who reminds him of his
sweetheart. “ Do you have anything on dreams?’ she asked.

“Follow me.” Heled her through severd twists and turnsto a dead end where a dozen shelves of books
about dreamsfilled thewall. She stared at them stupidly, no ideawhat to look for.

“What aspect of dreams were you interested in?” Mr. Menso asked.

“Interpretation, | guess. | had an unusua dream thismorning, and | want to figureit out. | can’'t seemto
get it out of my heed.”

“How unusud?’ he asked.

“Itwassored,” she said, and ended up telling him her dream from beginning to end. She felt comfortable
with Mr. Menso, snug ingde his labyrinth of books. He listened intently the whole while.

He plucked abook off the shelf and handed it to her. “ Thisiswhat you need.”

Lucid Dreaming: The Gateway to Your Hidden Selves, it said. By GwennaR. Morse. It wasadim
paperback. On the cover awoman was holding a door open, about to step across the threshold into a
moonlit landscape of tree-covered hills, fields, and flowers. In the distance were the spires and towers of



ameagnificent city. Beneath the treesa circle of women danced. Justineturned it over in her hands. “This
will hdp meinterpret my dream?’

He dismissed the thought with awave of his cane. “Interpretation. Freudian mumbo jumbo. Waste of
time. No, thisbook will teach you how to enter into your dreams and take charge of them.” He rapped
the floor with his cane to punctuate hiswords.

Justine laughed nervoudy. “Why would | want to do that?’

He leaned toward her confidentialy. “To understand the dreamer, Justine. Dreams are mere shadows.
Only the dreamer isred.”

“But that’sjust it. Angelina doesn’'t seem like some shadow to me. She seemsred.”
He danced his eyebrows and grinned at her. “Maybe she' s dreaming of you, my dear.”

She rocked her head from side to sSide in exaggerated confusion. “Mr. Menso, you' re making my brain
hurt.”

He chuckled, bobbing his head up and down. “Y ou'reright. You'reright. Y ou are beautiful. You are
young. It isspring. Y ou shouldn't be cooped up in herewith adotty old man.” He turned and led her
back to the front door.

“| am most delighted you came to see me today, Justine.”

“This has been the very best part of my day,” she said, hugging him hard. She kissed his cheek, and his
skin on her lipswas as dry as paper. He held open the door, and with some difficulty, followed her up
the steps to the street. She promised to come see him again before sheleft D.C.

A block away she looked back, and he was still standing there, watching her. She waved, and he raised
his hand to hislips and blew her akiss. What a sweet man, she thought. What a dear, sweet man.

SHE WASSTILL ELATED WHEN SHE GOT BACK TO HER HOTEL. She'd made her first friend
in the Bin. She stretched out on the bed with a cup of hot cocoa and read far enough in Rebecca tofind
out that Rebeccawasn't the heroine, but her new husband' s dead wife—whose presence hung over the
new bride slifelikeacloud. Justine liked the heroine. She reminded her of hersef—or at least the way
shewanted to see hersdf—alittle bit afraid of everything, but brave nonethel ess. Brave enough to love
her hushand against the odds. She found her elation bleeding away, however, as she read of the young
girl’s seemingly hopelesslove for aman who' d dready had the perfect wife.

She grew drowsy from reading and set Rebecca aside. She picked up the dream book, thinking she'd
nap and use whatever secrets it might give her. She opened it up and read the first paragraph:

Each of us possesses a myriad of identities: who we are, who we were, who we wish we were,
who we' ve dreaded becoming. These selves live side by side in the world of our dreams. When, in
the midst of a vivid dream, you become awar e that you are dreaming, seize the power this
moment has granted you: Interrogate the denizens of your dreamworld, shape this world to your
desires, enter into the world you have created, and take possession of the boundless domains of
your Self.

Thisal sounded like pretty slly stuff to Justine. Sheflipped back to the publication date: copyright 1997.
No wonder. The heyday of claptrap. All of asudden shedidn’t fed like degping anymore. She didn’'t
fedl up to interrogating any dream denizens. She tossed the dream book aside. | till fedl lonely, she
thought. Hanging out with my Sdlvesian't likely to change that, no matter how many are lurking in there.



She had more time than she needed to get ready for dinner, but she couldn’t think of anything elseto do.
She got out of bed and tried on dl the dressesin her closet, spent an hour fussing with her hair. She
wanted to look beautiful, like Mr. Menso said. She was young, and it was spring.

Shewas sitting in the lobby, waiting for Winston, by saven o’ clock.

2

ITWASNEMO STWENTY-FIRST BIRTHDAY, AND HE was on hisway to vigt his parentsin the
Bin, riding the Metro from Richmond to D.C. It’'d been Christmas since he’ d seen them last. Twicea
year was about al he could handle.

Most of thetime, it didn’t bother him much anymore—it’ d been eleven years, after al. But every time he
went to see them he’ d watch the world dide by outside the window, listen to the clatter of the wheelson
therails, and remember when they went into the Bin. Then he'd get mad dl over, just asif hewereten
yearsold again.

He d figured for along timethat his parents were going in. It was only amatter of when. They talked
over dinner about people they knew who' d dready gone or were about to go, their voices thick with
envy they thought Nemo was too young to notice. Then they’d cut him aguilty look and ask how things
were going at school.

He knew he was the snag—the only reason they weren’t in dready. Mom wasn't sure she could leave
her baby boy, and Dad wasn't sure he could put up with her weeping and wailing once he talked her into
it. But there’ d never been any doubt they’ d go sooner or later. Often these friends they talked about had
akid, and Dad would say, “They placed himin afine school,” and Mom would add brightly, “He visits
them severd timesaweek.”

Of course, Nemo knew the “fine school” was one of the dozens of half-ass boarding schoolsthat'd
sprung up like fungus on arotting log so that parents with an itch to jump into the Bin would have
someplaceto ditch their kids, and that junior could only “vist” for twelve hours at a stretch before his
autonomic nervous system started wacking out. But he didn’t say anything. He just chewed on his mesat
and told them everything wasfine at his schoal, too.

So he wasn't surprised when he came home one afternoon to find his parents sitting around the kitchen
table with a Construct who looked like Lawrence the Dragon from the kids' virtual. He was obvioudy a
Caretaker, a Congtruct made to look after rich kids. Dad had found away around Mom’ s quilt.

“Look, Nemo!” Dad said like somebody out of acommercid. “It's Lawrence the Dragon!” Asif, at ten,
he gave a shit about avirtua for four-year-olds.

The Construct looked pretty much like the cartoon character. His eyes were the same bottle green, the
same color as the scales that covered his body. But the Construct’ s eyes, asthey looked into Nemo's,
weren't bright with the maniacal cheer his namesake’ s exuded. They were kind and penetrating and
apologetic. The Construct could see that Nemo knew why he wasthere. Herose to hisfeet like Jack’s
beanstad k—seven feet tall at least. “ Pleased to meet you, Nemo,” he said in alilting British accent,
nothing like the cartoon character’ snasal blest.

Nemo took the scaly hand and squeezed it. The scalesweren't hard as he' d expected. They felt likethin
pieces of leather. “Hi,” he said back. Nemo didn’t mind that Lawrence looked like agiant lizard. He
knew it was only agene splice.

“Why don’t you show Lawrence your room?’ Dad said with hisusua subtlety. Mom looked like she



was Stting in the middle of one of her virtua soaps, at one of the weekly crisesin the plot.

Lawrence and Nemo went up to hisroom in silence. Lawrence had to duck at the landing to keep from
hitting his head. Nemo could almost hear his parents holding their breath, waiting for him to be out of
earshot, so they could talk about how it went. What did they expect?* Oh goody! Y ou're going to
abandon me’?

Nemo flipped on the lights and shoved some books off his bed to give Lawrence someplace to sit down.
Nemo stretched out on the three-legged sofa he' d hauled down from the attic and propped up on a
cinder block. Mogt of hisroom was furnished with stuff he' d gotten from the attic—his grandmother’s
stuff. He never redly knew her. She died when he was only five. She could' ve saved hersdf by going into
the Bin, but she hadn’t wanted to. Nemo’ s mom alway's got upset when she talked about her mother, so
they hardly ever talked about her. Nemo had gotten to know her through her stuff in the attic—the CDs
and videos and photographs and scrapbooks. There was even astack of her diaries. He read them late
at night, keeping them a secret from his mom and dad. When he waslittle, she was his secret friend.
When he got alittle older, she seemed like his secret lover.

Lawrence had made himsalf comfortable on the bed, stretching out, his huge feet dangling over the edge
of the bed, his hands—the sze of baseball gloves—behind his head.

“They’'regoing into the Bin, right?” Nemo asked.
Lawrence nodded. “Bet you're pretty P.O.'d,” he said in athick Texas accent.

“It'sno big dedl,” Nemo lied, imagining the years ahead of him, rotting in some dorm until he was
eighteen or the law changed, whichever camefirst. Then they’ d expect him to join dear old Mum and
Dad inthe Binforever. They could stuff that idea. He was never goingin.

Lawrence was watching him from the bed, |etting him fed sorry for himself. “What' re your real names?’
Nemo asked him, trying to be smart.

“Lawrence.”

“I mean your real names. Aren’t you made up of bitsand pieces of abunch of different people, who
used to bered, with their own names?’

Nemo thought Lawrence smiled, but he couldn’t be sure. “ That’ sright. But our name' s Lawrence, now.”

Nemo figured Lawrence was just holding out on him. “My science teacher saysthat when they Sarted
making you guys, you weren't supposed to remember who you used to be, but no matter what they did,
you remembered anyway, because self-consciousness recondtitutes itself from any significant portion of
the whole person.” Nemo was quite good in science and, at ten, quite proud of the fact.

Thistime hewas sureit was aamile, but he didn’t know what was so damn funny, and he wasn't about
to let that dow him down. “He said that when al those self-consciousnesses wake up stuck inside some
lizard body or something weird, taking care of kids or being policemen or some other crap job, they must
be pretty pissed off. He said a Construct has three or four names at least—but the one hetellsyou isn't
red. It’'slike abrand name or something.”

Lawrence bobbed his head up and down dowly. The smile was gone. Hisvoice had an edgeto it no
cartoon dragon’ s ever had. “Y our science teacher’ s about haf right and half stupid. We don’'t use those
other names anymore. Those people are dead, you understand? Name's Lawrence, if that’s okay with
you and your science teacher.”



Nemo findly realized he wasbeing ajerk. “I’'m sorry, Lawrence,” he said, and he meant it.
Lawrence shrugged. “No offense taken. Y ou got aright to know who you' re dealing with.”
“| thought you guyswereillega,” he said, but he’ d taken the smart out of hisvoice

“WEe re one of the last ones made. Y our parents pulled some stringsto get us.”

“UndeWingon?’ Uncle Winston was Mom' s brother, a senator, the family hot shit. The family visited
him every Sunday in the Bin, had teaiin the garden, or in front of aroaring fire.

“That' stheman,” Lawrence said.

“What an asshole”

Lawrence laughed. “We couldn’t possibly comment,” he said in the British voice.

“So what' re you supposed to be?” Nemo asked. “My butler or babysitter or something?’
“Caretaker. We'll take care of you.”

“If I’'m being stuck in boarding school, what do | need you for?’

“Plenty,” Lawrence said, and laughed again with severa different jerks and gestures that Nemo figured
was the whole gang of self-consciousnessesin there whooping it up.

Nemo asked Lawrence if he wanted to listen to some music, and he shrugged and said sure, but when he
got aglimpse of Nemo' s grandmother’s CD player, hisfacelit up, and he got up off the bed quicker than
Nemo would ve thought possible.

“That’ s quite an antique,” he said, looking down at the player asif it were ababy in acradle.

Nemo hit Play and Bob Dylan singing “Frankie and Albert” came through the speskers, but the machine
was acting up again, and the song sounded asiif it were being chopped up into little pieces. Nemo started
to hit it—that sometimes worked—but Lawrencelaid ahuge hand on hisarm. “Let us” he said.

Hetook a screwdriver out of apouch he wore at hiswaist and opened up the machine. Hisfingers
poked delicately among the wires and circuits. He made afew adjustments—wiggling thisand that,
tightening a screw—and closed the case. He started it up again. Dylan’ s voice came out whole, in dl its
fierceglory. “That'Il dotill we ve got asoldering iron.”

“Cool,” Nemo said. “How’ d you know what to do?’

“One of us used to take these things gpart and put them back together again, took damn near everything
gpart and put it back together again. That was back in Texas.”

“So how many of you arethere? | mean...”

“Good away to put it asany. Three.”

“The Texan and the Englishman, and somebody €l se?’
“English woman. She was what they used to cdl ananny.”

“So who'sthethird one?’



Lawrence s handsfluttered inthe air in aquick series of mysterious gestures. “Hewasamute,” the
Texan said quietly. “Wetadk for him now. Helived in Nagasaki. We re honored to meet you.”

Nemo tried to imagine what it would be like to be three different people from three different countries,
living their livesingde one strange body. “ Could you teach me Sign language?’ he asked.

“Sure enough,” Lawrence said, moving his hand dowly so Nemo could watch what he was doing.
“What doestha mean?’
“l would be honored,” he said.

Nemo practiced it over and over, following Lawrence around the room as he examined the CD player,
the VCR, theancient TV. “Weadl liked old things,” he said.

“I hatevirtuas,” Nemotold him. “I just want to listen to the music. | don’t want the whole damn band in
my bedroom, you know what | mean?’

“Indeed,” Lawrence said, and laid one of his huge hands on Nemo’ s shoulder and gave it a squeeze.

THEY’'D LISTENED TO A COUPLE OF CDs, AND LAWRENCE had the back of the TV off,
explaining to Nemo how it worked, when Nemo' sfolks called them downstairs and led them into the
living room. It was al done up in white—white carpet, white furniture, white drapes. Even thefireplace, a
virtud fire blazing, was white. Nemo was never invited there unless there was trouble. It was part of the
mid—twentieth style of the house, Nemo figured, that there be aroom set aside to receive strangers and
to discuss serious family matters.

“How do you like Lawrence?’ Dad asked Nemo, asif Lawrence weren't Sitting right across the room.
Nemo just nodded his head and looked over at Lawrence, who was studying them al with hisbig green
eyes, not missing athing. Dad seemed to think Nemo didn’t know what was going on, but he had most
of it figured out. He only wondered what sort of pineless excuse he was going to give for dumping him.

“Lawrenceisgoing to belooking after you for alittlewhile,” Mom said.
“For quiteawhile,” Dad corrected her.
They glared at each other and forgot about Nemo momentarily so they could bicker.

Mom said, “Do you dways have to make things so difficult? Winston saysthe law will change any time

“I don't give adamn what Winston says”

“Do you dways haveto beright, Todd? Isthat al you care about? If it makes you happier to think you
won't see your son for eight years, then go ahead and think it—just so long asyou'reright!”

“For godsakes, Elizabeth, I’ ve told you amillion times—you can see him every damn day if you want
to—hejust won't be living with ugl”

Mom didn’t say another word. Shejust glared at him, until he turned to Nemo, his smile back in place.
“WEe re confusing the boy,” he said.

“The boy isn't confused,” Nemo said, and everything got red quiet. “Y ou’ re going into the Bin, right?’



Dad didn’'t even bother to tell him not to cal it the Bin. His dad didn’t have to fight with him anymore.
Mom garted crying and teling Nemo everything was going to be dl right, and Dad launched into his
prepared text. “It' svery smple, redly,” he said severd times, telling Nemo about the Bin asif Nemo
were visting from another planet, astupid planet: They were going to be uploaded into the Bin, shed their
bodies, and live forever. But, unfortunatdly, children couldn’t go because the law ill foolishly said they
were too young to make such adecison. Nemo had heard it all before.

“Why now?’ Nemo asked.

Dad stopped talking. He could see Nemo wasn't fooled. “My doctor’ s advised methat it’ stime for me
togoin.” He paused dramaticdly. “1 have aheart murmur.”

“A heart murmur,” Nemo said. “That’sit? A heart murmur?’ He turned to Mom, now Stting on the edge
of her chair with atissueto her face, trying to be brave. “What about you?’ he asked her, more gently
than he' d intended. “ Do you have a heart murmur, too?

Fresh tears sprang to her eyes. “I’m going in to be with your father, dear.”
“Wedon't want to die, son,” Dad said.

Nemo stood up and glared at them both. “ Go ahead and kill yourselves,” he said. “But you' re wrong
about onething. You'll never seemeinthere! Never!” He hit the back door, opening the screen door
wide soit'd dam shut with acrack like arifle shot. They wouldn't follow him; they never did. They said
that was because they respected his need for privacy. Nemo figured it was because they didn't givea
shit.

By the time he d gotten to the end of the driveway, Lawrence was walking dongside him, taking one
long, easy stride for two of Nemo's. Lawrence was looking down the Street like some heroina
twentieth-century movie.

“You don't haveto follow me” Nemo said. “I’'m al right.”
“Weknow that,” Lawrence said.

They werewalking by aFOR SALE BY OWNER sgn, the paint peeling away. The house had been
empty for aslong as Nemo could remember. “How could they do this?” he asked, chunking arock at the
sgn and wiping away histearswith the pam of his hand.

“They don't want to die,” Lawrence said.
“But they won't bered.”
“Therée stwo schools of thought on that.”
“Not to me,” Nemo said.

“There’ stwo schools of thought to most everything. We' re used to having at least three most of the
time”

“So when arethey going in?’
“Tomorrow morning. We reto take you to your new school.”

“Y ou spending the night & my house?’



“If youlike”
I’d be honored, Nemo signed.

IFHISPARENTSHADN'T GONE IN, NEMO ALWAY S REMINDED himsdlf, he never would ve
met Lawrence. And Lawrence had been right. He' d needed him for plenty. Four years of boarding
school, crammed to overflowing with pissed-off kids, stuck in aworld that wasfalling apart, went alot
easer with a seven-foot companion who, among other talents, wasamartiad arts expert. And then, when
Nemo was fourteen and the law’ d finally changed so that he could’ ve goneinto the Bin if he’ d wanted,
Lawrence had stayed with him when he ran away from school and moved back into the house his parents
had abandoned, hel ped him fix the place up so they could liveinit again, taught him everything he knew.
Lawrencetook care of him all right.

Asit turned out, Nemo didn’t make good on the threat he’ d shouted at hisfather. He had been inthe Bin
many times, visiting his parents. But he hadn’t gonein for good. Maybe that was because he could ill
get pissed off twice ayear, though he' d convinced himsalf he had good reasons for what he was doing,
but as Lawrence had taught him, there were two schools of thought on that.

Over the years, Nemo had whittled down his parenta visitsto hishbirthday and Christmas. So twicea
year he visited the Bin and remembered when they went in, and twice ayear he let himsalf get pissed off
about it. Therest of thetime, helived hisown life and didn't give the Bin much thought—until he was on
thistrain going to vist Mom and Dad again. Merry Chrismas—Happy Birthday—Merry
Christmas—Happy Birthday—Clickety-clack—Clickety-clack.

“What timeisit?’ he asked Lawrence in the seat beside him. Lawrence had that ook he took on when
he was talking to himself in hishead. The scales over his eyesfanned out like a peacock’ stail, and his
eyes had afaraway, glassy sare.

He pointed patiently to the digital clock at the end of the car, ticking off the seconds. It read 7:43:32.
“What time are we supposed to be there?’
“Eight o'clock,” Lawrence said in his nanny voice.

They could’ ve just goneinto the Bin a Richmond and taken the Metro in the Bin, but Nemo aways
ingsted on going asfar asthey could on thered train. He didn’t want to spend any moretimeinthe Bin
than he had to.

“Well belate,” hesad.
“No doubt that will pleaseyou,” Lawrence said.

Nemo sat watching the clock tick off the seconds, listening to the whedls on therails. At 7:49 helooked
over a Lawrence, swaying back and forth in his seat, his eyes dready closed in one of his catnaps. He
never dept more than an hour at atime. He' d told Nemo it was something the Texan had taught himsalf
to do asalittle boy after reading a book about Thomas Edison—so that he too would have moretimeto
makethings.

Nemo rested hisforehead on the glass and watched the Metro fly past rows of drooping metal buildings,
past weed-grown highways scattered with rusted-out cars, past ahousing project covered up in green
mounds of kudzu, making it look like veslived ingde. Probably only rats and roaches. They finaly had
the place to themselves.

The former residents had al goneinto the Bin, except for the handful who' d squatted in the abandoned



homes of surgeons or stockbrokers. But most of them didn’t last long when they figured out they couldn’t
burn enough wood to heat those big barns, and that, if they wanted water, they’ d have to dig awell with
apick and shovel, and if they wanted e ectricity, they’ d have to rig up a generator—and then find or
make fudl to run it. Sooner or later, most everybody went into the Bin. It wasjust too easy, too hard not
to. Too hard to turn down paradise.

The doors at the end of the car did open and afundie came down the aide. She was fifteen or Sixteen,
her long hair braided and wound into a bun. She wore a camouflage print dress, aflaming cross stitched
above her left breast. Thetractsin her hand reead ONWARD CHRISTIAN SOLDIERS SATAN IS
WINNING THE WAR! She half-heartedly offered Nemo atract, and he shook his head. She dumped
againg apole, looking toward the two remaining cars of the train, both empty, then sat down acrossthe
ade. “There' ssx people onthiswholetrain,” she said to no onein particular. Thetrain doveinto a
tunnel near Fredericksburg, making the fluorescent lightsinsde the car seem brighter. She turned toward
the window, looking at her reflection, or at thetiled walls of the tunnel, scrawled with graffiti going by too
fast to read.

Therewas't anyone | eft for her to save anymore. She absentmindedly riffled the tractsin her handslike
adeck of cards, her pretty face reflected in the window, her eyeswet with tears. Nemo figured pretty
soon she' d go into the Bin, defect to the winning Side. Let the redl world go down the tubes—leave it the
wackos and cregps with their God or their scams or their paranoia. 1t’ d never worked out anyway.
About the only things still working were these trains. They were built by Congructsin the late thirtiesand
early forties. They still kept them running for reasons known only to themsalves, though the trains pretty
much ran on their own, connecting every mgjor city. They were operated by computers, powered by
some geotherma plant somewhere, built before they figured out they didn’t have to make abunch of
machines, they could just climb insde one enormous one.

Thetrain sopped in Alexandriaand alone old man got on the car behind them. He was lugging two car
batteries with a harness that went over his shoulders. He dropped the batteries down in the aide and sat
on them. Thefundie girl glanced back at him but didn’t bother to get up and offer him atract.

When the train started dowing down for Pentagon Station, she got up and stood in front of the door,
leaving her tracts on the seat. “'Y ou want these?” Nemo called after her and pointed at them. She shook
her head and turned back to the door.

Nemo nudged Lawrence awake. “We're here,” he said.

Lawrence blinked hiseyes and roseto hisfeet, immediately awvake. They stood behind the fundie girl as
the doors did open and followed her up the esca ators. She smelled like chamomile. At thetop, she
turned right toward Recelving. Lawrence and Nemo turned left toward Visitors. She looked back over
her shoulder and gave Nemo asmadl, sad smile.

He wondered where she was from. Y ou could visit the Bin from amost anywhere. There were at least a
couple of VIMsat al the Metro stations. But if you wanted to go in for good, you had to go to one of a
dozen Receiving Points throughout the globe, but most people camein here. Over the years, it'd become
the thing to do to comein at D.C., make a pilgrimage to the Rogers Memoria to thank him for eternity.

“Mighty pretty girl,” Lawrence said in his Texan voice.

“She'sgoing into the Bin,” Nemo said.

“Shel sdill mighty pretty.”

THEVISITOR'SCENTER WASPRACTICALLY DESERTED. IT looked exactly the same asit



aways did. The same powder-blue carpet with sensory enhancers so thet it felt asif you were walking on
blue marshmallows, even though, if you looked down at your feet, they weren't realy sinking at al. The
same murds of farmlands that glowed just after arain, mountainsthat pierced the clouds, and cities that
looked like afleet of rocket shipsready to blagt off. The waiting room for heaven.

The only person there was Victor, the same security guard who was always there—a Congtruct with
feline features whose skin glowed like neon. He nodded at L awrence as he passed, loping back and forth
year after year likean anima in apen.

They stepped into the two closest VIMs—Vigtor Interface Modules, called coffins since they |ooked
like streamlined caskets—and settled back into the soft cushions asthe lids whirred closed automatically
and the coffins dowly rotated to a horizontal position. The orientation tape droned the same assurances
of safety and warnings about visiting too long that it’ d been droning for thirty-one years, and then
everything vibrated like atuning fork. Nemo felt asif he' d falen amilein three seconds. The coffin
rotated to avertica position, and the lid swung open, and there he was, in the Bin, though it looked as if
he hadn’t gone anywhere. The same carpet, the same murdss, the same everything. He got out, knowing
his body, hisred body, hadn’'t moved &t al.

Not that you could tell the difference. There were people who claimed they could tell—detect ablur if
they moved too fadt, or taste the difference between ared steak and avirtua one. They were kidding
themsalves. That was exactly what was wrong with the Bin—you couldn’t tell the difference. Y ou were
so0 many eectrons blissfully bashing around inside of acres of silicon, and you didn’t know the difference.

From Pentagon Station in the Bin, they caught atrain to Front Roya. Therewasn't ared train to Front
Royal. It was an invention of the Bin—time marching on and dl that. Nemo had dwaysfigured they
could just zap people around in the Bin anywhere they wanted without the fiction of trainsor planes. But
that wouldn't bereal, and redity was what the Bin was al about—redlity, only better. They’ d found that
people needed space and time and theillusion of abody moving through both, or they’ d often go crazy.
It was only degath they wanted to do without, death and the many forms of dying. Physical deeth, at least.

The Metro in the Bin was exactly like the real one, but free of graffiti and packed with people. They were
al taking and laughing without acare in the world. Everyone had aplace in the Bin. They could work or
not. Travel, stay put. Eat, deep, make love. Watching their smug faces, Nemo wanted to tear their hearts
out. But he couldn’t have, even if he! d been the type. Y ou couldn’t murder anyonein the Bin. The only
true violence alowed was suicide. Everyone, Nemo' s government teacher had intoned, has the right to
die, if they so chose.

The couplein front of him, young and pretty and tanned, were planning avacation to the Rockies.
Nothing had changed in here. Try going to the Rockiesin the real world, Nemo wanted to say to them.
Highways shot to hell. No gas anyway. The mountainsfull of gun-toting survivalist craziestraining for an
invasion from space or something. But these people didn’'t have to worry about that. They had the world
they’ d been used to—consensud redlity, they called it—but al fixed up with no crime or disease or
death. You d haveto abe afool to turn down aded like that, wouldn't you? That’ swhat everybody
sad. Every fucking body. By the time he reached his parents' house, Nemo had gotten himself so
worked up he wanted to turn around and go back home,

“I CAN'T DO THIS, LAWRENCE.” THEY WERE STANDING AT theend of hisparents front
wak—awinding stone pathway through lush vegetation that might' ve been the yellow brick road, only it
was date. The house, set off by weeping willows and wisteria, was a Tudorbethan monstrosity, complete
with window boxes and athatch roof. His parents had ordered it out of a catalogue. It was called “The
Shakespeare.” It had edged out “ The Cleopatra’ and, Dad’ s favorite, “ The Donna Reed.”



“What, precisdly, is‘this 7" Lawrence asked, hishandson hiships.
Nemo winced. He was up against the nanny.
“Y ou know damn well what | mean—'precisdly.’ | know what they’ re going to say before they do.”

“That' swhat families are for, Nemo. Now, come dong. Let’ s not keep them waiting, shall we? If you
don’t seethem, they’ |l only beseech usto persuade you to come at some future date, and frankly, we're
weary of being beseeched.” Lawrence and his parents till maintained the fiction that Lawrence was their
employee, and Lawrence reported to them on their son’s progress from time to time.

“Tell themto bugger off.”

“A spirited suggestion, but rather your responsibility, don’t you think? Perhaps you can offer it to them
over dinner.” He made asweeping gesture like amaitre d'.

“If they start nagging meto comeintothe Bin, I'll walk.”
“They have promised not to breathe aword on the subject.”

THE DOOR WAS A MASSIVE, DEEPLY SCARRED AFFAIR, ASIF abatallion of crazed soldiers
had flung themsalves againgt it in full armor to lend an appropriately ancient ambiance. The doorway was
wreathed with English ivy that never changed. The line Nemo had traced with ablack marker seven
years before around one of the tendrilswas till visble asif he'd only just doneit. Hismom had explained
that they could' ve ordered growing ivy, but that struck her as an unnecessary bother. She had her hands
full, she said, with the yard and the garden. The door knocker was aroaring lion's head, the tarnish worn
away where countless visitorswould grasp it to a shine—on the snout, the fangs, and the fringes of the
mane—but dark everywhere e se. Its eyes and mouth and ears were dull black pits. Nemo stuck his
forefinger down the thing' sthroat, lifted, and let it fall with an impressive clunk.

Uncle Winston answered the door, drink in hand. Hewastal, but not too tall, and good-looking in a
statesmanlike way, with silver hair and broad shoulders and a posture like apinetree. He smiled asif for
acamera, holding it even as he spoke. “Newman!” he exclaimed, clapping his hand on Nemo'’ s shoulder.

“Happy Birthday!”
“Nemo,” Nemo said, shrugging off Winston's hand. “Don’t cal me Newman.”
Uncle Winston looked vaguely hurt for amoment, but recovered himself after two begts, wagging his

head with the exaggerated tolerance of apalitician. “Y ou young people have such notions. Y ou should be
proud of your name. Y ou are named after a Great Man.”

Nemo loathed it. Millions of boys were named after Newman Rogers, Inventor of the Bin. His picture
was everywhere—a short dweeby guy with owllike eyes and ears that stuck out like stubby wings. “I'm
proud of Nemo,” he said.

“A crazed character in some old science fiction movie, your mother tells me. What sort of model isthat
for ayoung man?’ He sighed, setting aside his superior wisdom. “But thisisyour party. I'll call you
whatever youwish.” He hdd up hisglass. “Have adrink? Everyone sout in the garden.” He gave his
regular-guy, good-natured chuckle. “I'm afraid we' re a couple ahead of you.”

“I’ll' have scotch, and since you asked, Lawrence will have bourbon.”

Wington gave Lawrence athin smile. “Certainly. And how are you this evening, Lawrence?’



“Very well, Senator, thank you. Nemo, by theway, was origindly acharacter in aJules Verne novel of
the late nineteenth century. Thefilm adaptation came much later, of course. He commanded a submarine,
waging aoneman war againg the evilsof hisday.”

“How interesting,” Uncle Winston said, his smile thinner still, so that he looked like he was about to bare
fangs—one of the senator’ s faces that never made it into the news. Nemo wished he were a paparazzi.
But Uncle Winston recovered quickly and spread hisarmswide to take in the beautiful house—all the
beautiful houses throughout the Bin—and smiled his best heartflt smile. “We have no warsherel” he
sad.

“But you sure as hell have evil,” Lawrence drawled, and waked past Winston to the bar to make their
drinks.

THEY FOLLOWED WINSTON OUT INTO THE GARDEN, DRINKSin hand. It smelled of
fresh-mown grass and cherry blossoms. A thunderstorm was piling up on the horizon, but it wouldn’t be
here for hours. Nemo's parents were in front of the grape arbor talking to atall, dender womanina
black knit dress. Her almost-white blond hair blew across her face, and she reached up and pulled it
back from her eyesjust as she caught sight of Nemo. She smiled, and without thinking where he was, he
smiled back. “Hi,” shesad.

“Hi,” hesaid, and for amoment it was asif they were the only two there. Her features werein sharp
focus, while everything € se dissolved into the background.

Uncle Winston’ s hand clapped down on Nemo' s shoulder. “Nemo, I’ d like you to meet Justine. She's
my...uh...dinner companion for the evening.”

Nemo saw her cut alook at his uncle as he was trying to figure out what to cal her. She didn’t look like
the bimbos he usudly had on his arm. She was younger, about Nemo's age, and she looked intdlligent.
He stuck out his hand. “Glad to meset you.”

She smiled a him again and took his hand. Nemo gestured to Lawrence with atoss of hishead ashe
shook her hand. “Thisismy...uh...dinner companion, Lawrence.”

She laughed, her eyes crinkling dmost shut, and squeezed Nemo' s hand before letting it go. It wasa
warm, infectiouslaugh. Nemo found himself beaming like anidiot.

She shook Lawrence s hand firmly, apparently not minding that it was covered with scales. Lawrence's
lipless smile waslike a crescent moon.

“Mighty pleased to meet you, maam,” he said.

Her eyes brightened. “Y ou' re from Texas!”

Lawrence laughed, the dow Texas chuckle. “Y ou might say that. Y ou too?’
She smiled and nodded. “Ddllas.”

Mom and Dad had been standing back, watching the introductions, their faces long and worried. Nemo's
visgts dways made them nervous. They’ retrying to do the right thing, Lawrence often told him. Weall
are, Nemo thought.

“Son!” Mom gushed and lurched toward Nemo, as he knew she would, aready in tears, her arms
outspread, ahandkerchief waving in one hand. He put hisarms around her and let her cry againgt his
chest. It dways got to him, to hold her again, like hewas alittle kid and nothing had changed. Shefelt the



same, oft and dightly pudgy. Her tiny hand clutching the handkerchief might’ ve been alittle girl’s. She
hadn’t aged in ten years. At least she hadn’t gotten “plastic surgery” so she could live out eternity in her
twenties. He was the one who' d changed.

“Happy Birthday!” Dad said with forced jovidity, bobbing up and down nervoudly. “Y ou can see you
need to vist your mother more often.”

“Maybe s0,” Nemo mumbled, holding her tight. “Too bad she can't vist me.”

Mom dtarted crying even harder, and Dad gave Nemo a murderous look. “What athoughtlessthing to

“I didn’t mean anything by it. It just came out.”
“‘1t just cameout,”” Winston mimicked, shaking his head.

“It'sthetruth, isn't it?” Justine said, and they dl turned to stare at her. “It istoo bad, isn't it?” She
blushed and gave them all an gpologetic smile. “I’'m sorry. It' snone of my business.” Shelooked down at
the ground, then up at Nemo with a steady, friendly gaze.

Mom raised her head from Nemo's chest and stared at this strange young woman in her garden, then up
a Nemo, astunned look in her eyes. “I’m sorry, Mom,” he said quietly, and for amoment there was
Slence

“Let’sgointo dinner, shal we?’ Uncle Winston announced, taking hissister by the shoulders, pulling her
out of Nemo's arms, and guiding her back toward the house asif she were on whedls.

“Perhaps | misunderstood you,” Dad said, and followed them toward the house, each foot landing
precisely on the flagstones. Unaccountably, Lawrence followed after him without aword, leaving Justine
and Nemo standing in the empty garden.

“I'm sorry for butting in,” she said.
“Youweren't,” he said, and shrugged. “Well, maybe you were, but | didn’t mind.”

He knew they should go into the house, but he just wanted to stand there with her alittle longer. Listen to
the fountain. Smell the cherry blossoms. Look &t her. But he didn’t know what to say. Shelooked at him
asif she knew what he was thinking anyway. It probably wasn't too hard to figure out the way he kept
gtaring a her. Her dresswas cut low in front, the wind still tossed her hair around, her green eyeswere
clear and bright. He wanted to run his hands up and down her bare arms and shoulders, hold her in his
arms, kiss her where the fabric stopped, just above her breasts. He stuck his handsin his back pockets.

“Y ou ever meet a Congtruct like Lawrence before?’ he asked abruptly, asif he were accusing her of
something.

“No,” shesad. “He scemsnice”

“Heis. Most peoplewon't touch him, treat him like he’ s not human, but heis. The scaesare just agene
plice. HE s cloned from an athlete, his persondities are human—al of them better than most peoplel
know. It's him who should be treating us like we ve got the plague instead of the other way around. HE's
the best friend I’ ve ever had.”

“You'relucky to have such agood friend,” she said. He sensed in her tone that she had no such friends.



A bird started singing close by, and they both looked off toward the sound, trying to catch sight of it.
Everything had been uploaded. Nemo wondered what it was like to be abird or arat or a butterfly and
find yoursdf living forever. Hewondered if any of them ever killed themsdves. “Y our folkslivein
Ddlas?’ he asked her.

She listened to the bird singing, her mouth turned up at the cornersin asad amile. 1 guessthey did
once,” shesaid. “I don't really know.” She looked back to him. “I never knew them. They didn’t keep
me. They dumped me in an orphanage when | was born. It wasn't so bad redlly.”

“You'rean orphan?’

She shook her head. “ That’ swhat people will call you, but | looked it up when | waslittle. An orphan’s
parents are dead. My parentsdidn’t die. They just didn’t want me.”

“They gointheBin?’
“| guess0.”
“Y ou never tried to find them?”’

“It' sthem who should be trying to find me.” She spoke quietly. He knew the tone. It was old, quiet
anger, like ablock of stone, acornerstone, something to build on.

He nodded sympatheticdly. “I’'m sorry.”

She shrugged her shoulders. “That was twenty years ago.”

They stood there for amoment. The bird had moved on. “ Do you mind if | ask you something?”
She shook her head.

“What' s somebody like you doing being Senator Bozo's. . .uh. . .dinner companion?’

He thought she might be mad, but the question seemed to amuse her. “What do you mean ‘ somebody
likeme ?'You don't even know me.”

“I cantdl you're smarter than heis. Hewouldn't like that.”
Shelaughed. “Thanks, | think.”

“And you'renice, too. You didn’'t have to say anything when my parentsand | got into it, but you were
paying attention, you cared about what was going on, and you don’t even know us.”

“Maybel’mjust nosy.”

“Most peoplein here don’t pay any attention to anybody but themsalves. Why should they? Everybody’ s
okay. Everybody’ s got what they want. Y ou're different.”

She looked down, asif ashamed. “1 haven't been in here very long. Maybe I’ ll change.”
“I don't think s0,” he said, though he couldn’t have said why.
She looked up at him and took hishand. “We should goin,” she said. “ Show metheway?’

He offered hisarm like he'd seen in old videos. She smiled and wrapped her arms around his and
walked close beside him asthey moved dowly toward the house. He could smell her perfume, fed each



place where her body touched his. He didn’t care whether shewasreal or not. He liked her. He liked
her alot.

At the back door, she said. “I never answered your question.”

He couldn’t remember asking a question she hadn’t answered. He wondered whether she knew some of
the ones he hadn’t asked.

Shelooked up a him, leaned forward confidentialy. “I haven't the faintest ideawhat I'm doing here with
Senator Bozo,” she said, making aface. “He' s not my type.”

“So what' syour type?’ he heard himself asking.
“Sweet nephews,” she said, and kissed his cheek.

NO ONE SEEMED TO MIND THEY’'D TAKEN SO LONG. THE food was on the table. The four
of them sat there with their handsin their laps. Nemo expected Dad to make some remark about keeping
people waiting and consideration to others, Winston to have that snooty look he got when he was pissed,
Mom to be working on a second hankie because her son didn’t appreciate the marvelous dinner she'd
worked al day to prepare from scratch. But they all sat there smiling and happy as you please, like some
family from a hundred years ago about to say grace.

Nemo seated Justine beside Winson and took the seat opposite her, next to Lawrence. Mom and Dad
sat at either end, Mom closet to the kitchen. Everything was done in mid-twentieth century. It could ve
been Ozzie and Harriet’ shouse. A big drop-leaf table in the style they used to cdl Early American, a
Sdeboard with coffee mugs hanging on pegs, saying things like MOM’s COFFEE and | NEVER MAKE
MISTEAKS. Some of them had pictures of bunnies or kittens on them. The food waslaid out “family
syle,” asMom cdled it. Some family, Nemo thought, their son laid out like adead man, and they can’t
even seeit. The whole damn world laid out.

Uncle Winston raised hiswineglass. “ To the birthday boy!” he said, and they dl joined in, looking so
damn happy it was weird. Nemo looked across the table at Justine, her eyes crinkled up in laughter, her
glassheld high, and he did fed happy. Maybe| should try to lighten up like Lawrence said, he thought.
Whet the hdll, it sonly for tonight.

Mom had made lasagne, Nemo' s favorite when he was ten. She'd made it every birthday for the last
eleven years. The smdll of Itaian sausage and cheese made his mouth water. He took a swallow of wine,
and then another. While he was here, he figured he' d eat and drink too much. When he got back to the
real world, he' d be sober and hungry. He and Lawrence planned to cook up arabbit later, maybe have a
few drinks from the still Lawrence had built to fuel the generator he' d rigged up. Maybe they’ d watch
Harold & Maude or Harveyagain on the antique VCR.

“Thelasagne sgreat, Mom,” he said, and she beamed at him. At his fourteenth birthday party, when the
law had just changed, and Mom and Dad were ecstatic, figuring he was coming into the Bin, he’ d refused
to eat abite, pointing out the absurdity of virtua people egting virtua food. Mom had sniffled throughout
dinner while Nemo and hisdad yelled at each other. He' d tried to hurt them, make Mom cry and Dad
clench hisjawstill the veins siood out on his neck. But venting hisrage hadn’t made him fed any better. It
hadn’t changed anything. He used to think anger was something you could use up, purge from your
system, but now he knew it just fed on itsalf and made you fed worse. Just let it go, he’ d decided. They
had their world. He had his. They saw each other twice ayear. Surely, he could be cool twice ayear.

Justine was talking to his parents. They asked her about Dallas. She talked to them easily, smiling, but
shedidn’t give out much. Nemo was the only one who knew she didn’t have afamily to talk about. Mom



and Dad, by the route of their sterotypical ideas about Texas, turned the conversation to stories about
Nemo playing cowboy when he waslittle, apair of sxguns strapped round hiswaigt, ridiculoudy cute.
Nemo couldn’t bdieveit. Usudly the subject of his childhood—when they dl lived together asa
family—wasdrictly off limits

Justine smiled dightly, her eyes bright as she listened to the stories Nemo already knew. She seemed
interested in hearing about him. The wall behind her was covered with photographs, haf of them Little
Nemo inthered world: A guitar as big as he was hung around his neck. Riding a bicycle—dightly out of
focus. Standing on a huge rock waving at the camera, Dad beside him looking down. Turn around, he
wanted to say. I'm right behind you. Virtual Nemo was there, too—a scattering of posed picturesin this
house, usudly on his birthday, aforced smile on hisface, his never-aging parents smiling desperately at
the camera as Lawrence took their photograph.

Directly above Justine' s head was his parents wedding portrait, the shoulders of Dad’ stuxedo so
heavily padded in the style of the time that he looked like an inverted pyramid. Thiswasflanked by travel
pictures: A sunset somewhere where there were saguaro cactus. Mom in front of the Tg) Mgd. A polar
bear on anicefloe. And anew one, Mom and Dad at therail of acruise ship. Thelife preserver beside
them read FANTAS A. They aways|ooked the same, but they had changed. The Bin had changed them.
They didn’'t have acarein theworld.

Justine laughed out loud at the punch line of one of the cute-little-Nemo stories and looked at Nemo, her
eyescrinkled up. Heliked her laugh. It waslow and sexy and full of life. Too bad shewas't red. Too
bad he couldn’t take her home, ride on the graffiti-scrawled Metro, talk al night, drink some of
Lawrence s brew and make love on the deegping porch under the stars. Thered stars. Blazing now that
all the factories were shut down, and the cities were as dark astombs at night. He tried to smile back,
but couldn’t manageit.

Helooked down at his plate, the food till steaming. He didn’t feel hungry anymore, but he ate anyway.
Fresh romano, ricotta, and mozarella. Sausage with red pepper and fennel. Just get through thismedl, he
told himsdf, and then | can go home. He drank off hiswine and poured another glass. Out of the corner
of hiseye he could see Lawrence watching him, knowing exactly how hefdt. She'd said, You're lucky
to have such a good friend.

Hewasindeed.

NEMO GOT THROUGH THE MEAL ON AUTOMATIC PILOT. HE'D say afew wordsif
somebody said something to him, tried to look interested in what everybody else was saying, but he was
redly just floating there, theway he’ d heard you did when you died: Y ou float up above everything and
watch yoursdlf dying, with everybody gathered around your body trying to bring you back. Then you turn
to thiswhitelight, and that’ sit, and you' re gone for good. Nemo wondered if he turned around, if he just
quit watching hisfamily, whether there' d be that great white light at hisback. But in those stories, people
come to meet you, people who died before you, people who loved you and looked after you. Who'd
meet me? he thought. He didn’t know anybody who'd died. Except his grandmother, who seemed more
like words on a page than area person.

By the time they were sitting around in the den after the cake and the birthday card with a deposit receipt
and ahit of doggerel inside, nobody expected Nemo to say much of anything. He was working on
another Scotch. He was dmost enjoying himsdlf, tuning in and out of their talk about this and that. He
listened every time the conversation turned to Justine, but every time she turned it back again, never
giving anything away. He knew more about her from their five minutesin the garden than therest of them
did fromtakingto her dl night.



He couldn’t take his eyes off her. Every oncein awhile, she' d catch him looking at her and smile, look
into his eyes. He wondered what she was doing here, how she’ d ended up coming to his birthday party,
who she was, and what she cared about, but he couldn’t really talk to her with everybody el se around.
He had to content himsalf with watching her, studying the contours of her face. Heimagined kissing her,
holding her inhisarms.

Such thoughts would get him nowhere. Sparks, hismom’s cat, had aso taken afancy to Justine. He
curled up in her 1ap and purred loudly as Justine scratched his head. Like many catsin the Bin, hewasa
little odd. He was thirty-one years old and hadn’t eaten in five years, somehow knowing he didn’t have
to. Every oncein awhile, he'd snack on the patch of catnip in the garden and go tearing around the
house, but mostly helay in the sun or enlisted some human to pet him, and seemed perfectly content. As
Justine listened to Lawrence telling a story about a black |ab he'd had in Texas, Sparks stood up and
burrowed his head into Justine' s chest. Nemo couldn’t watch anymore.

He shifted in the squishy leather chair he was sprawled in and turned toward his Mom. Shewastaking
about the plight of somefriends of hers, asking Uncle Wington if something couldn’t be done for them.

She wrung her hands and |ooked at her big brother asif he were Solomon, and she just knew he could
fix anything. Dad dso looked a Uncle Wington asif he could fix anything, but he didn’t look so happy

about it.

It seemed this couple Mom knew wanted akid, but it was getting too hard to adopt from
outs de—meaning the real world was getting low on breeders to meet the demand—and this couple
hadn’t made provisionsfor in vitro before they’ d comein.

That wasthe way it worked ever since kids were dlowed in the Bin. Couples going in who didn’'t have
any kidsusudly |eft afew fertilized eggsin the deep freeze in case they ever decided to clutter up their
perfect lives with children. Just give the word, and the eggs would be thawed out and brought to term,
ddivered for uploading and cremation nine monthslater, no muss, no fuss, no labor pains. Even hismom
and dad had stashed away afew ovum for arainy day, though he knew from many late-night fights that
he' d been an accident that had kept them from going into the Bin for years—till they found away around
their consciences. These friends of theirs must’ ve gone in along time back, or they’ d been pretty sure
they wouldn’'t want kids. But that’ stheway it was alot of times—they’ d get in here and find out they
were bored and thought they needed akid to play with. Nemo's heart bled for them.

Uncle Winston was nodding and hmhm-ing his concern for hislittle Sster and these people he didn’t
even know. Thiswasthe routine that got him elected term after term. “Y our friends shouldn’t have long
towait,” hesad. “Virtua birth will passthissesson. I'm sure of it.”

Nemo rolled his eyes, and tried to shut out the drone of Uncle Wington's campaigning in hissister’ s den.
Even Justine and Lawrence had dropped their own conversation to listen to the Senator. Nemo had
heard it al before. Virtua birth would diminate having to ded with redity a dl. The parents genetic
uploads would be matched up, and avirtua child was born. A child who never existed in thered world
at al, no embryo to messwith, no body to burn. It’d been possible ever since they cranked up the Bin,
but it'd beenillega because even dl these silicon dwellers weren’t so sure about legaizing abunch of
little tykeswho' d never met a hydrocarbon. But this session, everybody said, it'd be legdized. Uncle
Winston was leading the good fight for the as-yet-unborn silicon babes.

Everybody quit talking, and Nemo looked around the room. Without redizing it, he must’ ve made some
sort of grunt of disapprova—it was abad habit of hiswhen he' d had too much to drink—and everyone
was looking at him. He shifted in his chair, and the leather made anoise like a giant wadding up asaddle.
Hetried to look pleasant, harmless, and attentive. Uncle Winston had thistight-lipped little smile. Dad
looked tired. Mom was afraid Nemo was going to spoil another dinner party. Lawrence just watched.



He wouldn't give Nemo any trouble no matter what he said. You and your folks—that’ s none of our
damn business, he often said.

Justing' s eyeslooked sad. Nemo couldn’t hel p looking into them, and he thought he knew what she was
feding. This conversation—talking about some couple who wanted kids, virtual or not—must make her
fed awful. She had no parents, would never have any. No laws could change that. Sparks jumped down
from her lap and padded off upstairsto deep on one of the beds. He aways avoided unpleasantness.

When the silence had settled in, Uncle Winston asked Nemo, “Did you have something you wanted to
say?’ Therewas an edgeto hisvoice that added you little shit.

“No,” hesaid quietly. “1 don't think s0.”

Wington' s surprise was monumentd. “ But certainly you must have an opinion, Newman. Y ou’' ve dways
been such athoughtful young man. We'd dl love to hear what you think about the most important issue
of theday. Y ou' ve been so quiet dl evening.” Uncle Winston looked around at the rest of them asif they
werethere for one of histown meetings, and Nemo was some heckler from the back row.

Nemo looked at them, too—hisfamily. And at this beautiful woman whose eyes, blazing with anger,
were trained on Uncle Winston. Maybe she knowswhat’ sreally going on, he thought, that Winston is
caling me out to put mein my place, show mewho’ sin charge here, make me look like some hothead
jerk. Nemo looked back to Winston and shrugged his shoulders. “Y ou know what | think, Uncle
Winston. | don’t haveto say it and upset everybody, spoil my birthday party. It' s getting late anyway.
Why don’'t Lawrence and | just head on home.”

The leather chair made a smacking sound as he peded himsdf off of it and stood up. Lawrence rose
slently to hisfeet.

Uncle Winston feigned surprise and patted his hands on the air in front of him. “Don’t beridiculous,
Newman. Sit down. Sit down. We're just having afriendly discusson here. We' redl opento awide
range of reasonable opinions.”

AsWington looked around at everybody again to see their nods of approval, Justine scowled and stood
to her feet. “Nemo, if you' re leaving, would you mind taking me back to my hotel ?If it’ s not too much
out of your way.”

The amileleft Wington' sface like apicture faling off awall. “1 will take you home, Justine, whenever you
like” He'd lurched to hisfeet and was standing up tall, his shoulders thrown back, but Lawrence
towering beside him spoiled the effect. Mom and Dad sat looking up at the four of them asif they werea
trapeze act, and one of them was about to fall.

Justine looked Uncle Winston up and down from his silver dome of hair to hisblack, glistening shoes,
and didn’'t seeathing sheliked. “I’ d rather go with Nemo,” she said. Uncle Winston tucked in hischin
and didn’'t say aword. She offered Nemo her arm, and he took it.

Nemo looked over a Lawrence. The scales around hisleft eye fluttered in awink. “Reckon we' ll stay
and help your mother clean up,” he drawled. “We Il catch up with you later.” Nemo didn’t know whether
to be glad or terrified that he was going to be aone with Justine.

“Thank you for awonderful evening,” Justine said to Nemo's mom and dad, who now roseto their feet,

nodding and smiling and saying their goodnightsin adaze. She stayed right beside Nemo asthey worked
their way to the door where Nemo hugged Mom and shook Dad’ s hand and went out into the moonlight
and cicadas. Shetook hisarm again, and they walked the three blocks to the Metro station before either



one of them said anything.
“Why’d you do that?" he asked.
“Because they were pissing me off. That pompous ass baiting you, and your mom and dad letting him.”

Their train rolled into the station, and they got on acar with afew dozen people on it. They sat down
closetogether, sde by side. Asthetrain pulled out of the station, he said, “ Y ou didn’t have to do that.”

Shelaughed. “You just don't get it, do you?’ Shetook his hand and squeezed it. “I like you. | wanted
you to take me home.”

They rode through the night, the moon high and full and bright, holding hands al theway to D.C. He
thought, | must be dreaming, and in away, he was.

3

THOUGH NEMO DIDN’'T SAY TWO WORDS TO JUSTINE on thetrain, he held her hand, stared
at her when he thought she wouldn't notice. Just as she was doing to him now, studying his profile as he
gazed out the window, apparently deep in thought. He s attracted to me, she thought. That’ s clear
enough. But she hoped it was more than that. She liked him. His dark, deepset eyes had frightened her at
firgt; hisintendty had made her uneasy. But there was afundamenta kindness beneeth all that
thoughtfulness. She'd liked him immediately, ingtinctively. When shefirst laid eyes on him, she wanted to
know him. And he wanted to know her—she was sure of it—in spite of his silence now.

She couldn’t help noting theirony. She' d met someone in the Bin, but he was only heretwice ayear, as
rare asasolstice. He' d chosen to live outside for seven years. She didn’t know why, though she' d been
searching for cluesall evening. Before he arrived, his parents cautioned her that their son held “radica
views,” but they hadn’t elaborated, and she’ d just nodded and smiled, not knowing it would matter to
her. Her own reasonsfor staying out were vague and insubstantia, but hisfeglings must be stronger than
that to keep him out for seven years. Stronger than any attraction he might have for me, she thought. But
we're just pending the evening together. What can be the harm in that?

He turned from the window and caught her staring at him. They looked into each other’ s eyes, and she
held nothing back from hisintense gaze, even though her heart was racing. He looked away, and she
redized that shefrightened him aswell.

SHE TOOK HISARM ASTHEY GOT OFF THE TRAIN AT DUPONT Circle, and they took along
escalator ride up to the street. He was even more somber now than he' d been on thetrain. The silence
had become unbearable. “What' re you thinking?’ she asked.

Hesaid, “1 was thinking this escaator probably doesn’t work haf thetimein the real world.”

Theway he said it, shedmost felt ashamed for being in here, and immediately resented it. Wasit bad that
things worked in here? Wasit her fault hislife was hard out there? She looked down the steep, silver
inclinethey’ d just ascended effortlesdy. “1 guesswe re lucky we rein here then, huh?1’d hate to haveto
walk up that.”

He started to say something, but stopped himsdlf. “How far’ sthe hotel?” he asked.

“A couple of blocks,” she said, and he lengthened his stride. She held onto hisarm and matched him
gride for stride, then she started pushing it, picking up the pace, hamming it up with long, exaggerated
grides. He smiled in spite of himself and dowed to a pace more suitable for walking his sveetheart



home. He still didn’t say anything, but when, a her prompting, they stopped to look in a shop window, it
was her reflection he looked at, and not the merchandise.

Shefigured that once they got to the hotel, he planned to bolt. But she didn’t intend to let him leave
without an explanation. If he couldn’t trust her with the truth, then maybe it was better he left. That
prospect hurt more than she would' ve thought. Y ou’ ve just met the guy, she reminded hersdf. It'snot a
big ded. But she knew shewaslying. She remembered Angdlinain her dream. Shewas crazy for aguy,
too, and look where that got her. But shewasn't Angdlina, and Nemo certainly wasn't any Steve. Not
that she' d mind if hewas alittle more assertive. Shefedt like she was doing al the work.

Nothing ventured, nothing gained, she thought, like avoicein her head. She couldn’t remember where
she' d heard the expression before, but she liked the old-fashioned sound of it. She took it to mean she
would haveto get in hisface.

EVEN THOUGH IT WASALMOST ELEVEN O’ CLOCK, THE LOBBYwas till full of people. By
the front desk computer was a group of Indians, their luggage piled around them, checking in. They stood
around chatting except for alittle man in awhite linen suit, probably the tour guide, who scurried around

counting everybody.
“Buy you adrink?’ Justine asked Nemo and nodded toward the bar.

The entrance to the bar was off to her right, arock archway with The Grotto writing itsalf repestedly in
blue glowing script across the top. It was about haf full of couples having drinks, huddled over hurricane
lamps. Way back in the darkness someone played drippy piano non-stop. She wondered if anyone else
intherewaslike Nemo, just visiting, having adrink, hisred body in a coffin. Maybe Nemo was
wondering the samething.

“I can't,” hesaid. “| haveto go. Lawrence and | have some stuff planned.” He stuck hishandsin his
pockets and looked over at the Indian tourists asif something interesting were happening over there.

Shedidn’t say anything. She didn’'t want to talk to the side of his head. When he finaly turned back to
her, shelooked himin the eye. “What' s going on, Nemo?’

“What do you mean?’ He started to look back at the Indians, but settled for the floor between them.
Part of her just wanted to drop it. If he wanted to go, let him go. But she at least had to know why. She
liked him alat, till believed he liked her in spite of the way he was acting.

“What | meanis, you act like you' reinterested in me al evening—in a swest, shy sort of way. You don’t
say aword on thetrain, but you st close to me, hold my hand, look a me dl dreamy-eyed. And now, all
of asudden, you've got ‘stuff’ to do? Did | miss something?’

He shook his head and spoke to thefloor. “I’m sorry. It' slate. I’ m tired. Thanksfor coming to my
birthday party.”

“Fine. Don't tell me. And by the way, your father wasright. What you said was thoughtless. | spoke up
to get you off the hook. | guess | should' ve kept my mouth shut.”

Heraised his head and looked at her, his brow creased with worry and concern. “I’ m sorry, Justine.”
“Sorry for what? Just tell me, Nemo. What isit? Doesit bother you | came with your Uncle?’
“No. That has nothing to do with it.”

“He asked me out. He seemed nice. Hewasn't. Y ou never made amistake like that?’



He shook his head and looked into her eyes. “ That'snot it at al.”
“Thenwhatis‘it' ? Thereisan ‘it Youjust said s0.”

“Look Judting, | redly likeyou. I’'m glad | got to meet you. But now I’ ve got to go home, get something
toeat.”

That wastoo much. “It' sbecause I'minthe Bin, isn't it? Why is that such a problem for you, Nemo?
Most people are. It’s not catching, you know. | won't steal your body while you' re not looking.”

His mouth opened and closed afew times before he spoke. “1I’m sorry. | just need to get home.”

“Okay. I'll figure out my own story. Y ou think you' re better than me—because you till live out therein
the real world? Maybe you' re a Christian—waiting for the Rapture—whileI’m ahellbound sinner.”

He put up hishands asif she hedld agun on him. “No, I’'m not Christian. I’'m not anything. | just don't like
the Bin, okay?| don’t think I’ m better than you. | think you' re absolutely wonderful. I’ ve never met
anyonelikeyou. You're...I just don't think it'd be such agood idea.”

She couldn’t help smiling at his upraised hands. “I’m what, Nemo?’ she prompted.
He lowered hishands. “Y ou're beautiful,” he said. “1 like you very much. But | can't...| should go.”
“I’'m not proposing, Nemo. I’m just asking you to have adrink with me.”

He hesitated, and she reached out and took hishands. “1 know you want to,” she said, tugging at him,
and helet himsdf amile. “We can argue sitting down?’ she added hopefully, and he laughed—the first
time she' d heard him laugh. “ See? Y ou’ re having fun dready.” She dipped her arm around hiswaist and
sgueezed. He put hisarm around her shoulders, and they walked into the Grotto.

THEY FOUND A TABLEASFAR AWAY FROM THE PIANO player asthey could get. He was
playing amediey of themes from old romantic virtuals with eaborate arpeggios thrown in every other
measure. Justine imagined the actors about to embrace, distracted and foolish in the swirl of notes,
imagined she knew exactly how they felt.

They selected their drinks by touching icons on the tabletop. The hurricane lamp did over to one side,
and the drinks rose out of the middle of the table on alittle e evator, the glasses wet with condensation.
When they picked up their drinks, the elevator descended, and the hurricane lamp did back into place.

Helaughed again, not a happy laugh thistime, but an ironic little chuckle, as dark asthe bar they were
gttingin.

“What'sfunny?’ she asked.

He pointed at the hurricane lamp where the drinks had been. “1t' s such a Bin thing—these silly gizmos
like that. Seems like you could do anything in here—the drinks could appear floating inthe air or
something—but instead it' sjust hokey shit like that.”

“Isthat what you don't like about the Bin—the silly gizmos?’
Heran histhumb aong therim of hisglass. “It's more complicated than that.”

“| can do complicated,” she said. “You said | was smart, remember? In your parents garden? Y ou
haven't changed your mind since then, have you?’



He smiled at the thought. “No, you' re even smarter than | figured.”

“And why isthat?’

“Widl for onething, you talked meinto coming into thisbar.”

“That wasn't hard. Y ou wanted to come.”

Henodded. “Yes| did, very much. How did you know that?’

She smiled and pointed at the hurricane lamp. “My little secret. So tell mewhat’ sfunny.”

He tapped on the hurricane lamp. “ Okay, take this business. It's supposed to look like a
machine—everybody understands machines. If the drinksjust floated in the air like | said before, people
couldn’t process that as red, so they made up thisthing. Everything' s supposed to seem red in here.
Now, | could build one of these on the outside without too much trouble, but the important difference
between this one and the one I’ d build, is that mine would change. I’ d have to keep it working—replace
parts, lubricateit, adjust it. It d still break down sometimes no matter what | did. No one ever workson
thisone. It'sjust there, somebody’ sidea of aneat way to get adrink. It never wears out. There are no
moving parts. No partsat al in here. Ideas don’'t have parts.”

“Surethey do.”
“I mean moving parts, parts that wear out.”
“You don't think ideas wear out?’

He Started to answer, and she burst out laughing. “ Are you dways this serious? Taking so solemnly
about ‘moving parts without cracking asmile?’ He smiled then. He could have agood time. It was

possble.
“Not dways. Sure you don't want to change the ‘ solemnly’ to ‘ pompoudy’ ?’
“I'll kegp it in reserve. So what do you do on the outside?’

“Sdvage. Old dectronicsmostly. CD players, VCRs, suff like that. Lawrence and | find them, fix them
up, trade them for stuff we need. | like digging up old CDs. Y ou never know what you might find.”

She pictured him digging through landfillslooking for old rock and rall. *'Y our mom told meyou like
musc.”

“When did shetdl you that?”

“Shetaked quite abit about her boy before you got there.”

“That must’ ve been something.” He took adrink, swirled theice cubes around.
“Maybe you' retoo hard on her.”

“Maybe.” Hisvoicewasgrim.

Justine had liked Nemo's mom. She did tend to rattle on, but that was okay. Anybody’ d be nervous with
ason like Nemo coming to dinner. He probably deconstructed the lasagne. “ So was she right about the
music, or isshejust wrong about everything?’



There wasn't atrace of asmile now. “I’d rather not talk about my parents.”

She sarted to just let it go. She hardly knew him. It wasn't any of her business. Then thought, what the
hell. “1 don't think your parents are so bad, Nemo. How do you know you wouldn't have done exactly
what they did?Y ou might seeit differently thirty or forty yearsfrom now. Besdes, they didn't meanitto
be permanent. Seemsto me, you' re the one who's made that decision.”

“Isthat how you fed about your parents? Forgive and forget?’

She thought about it. She remembered many nights, lying in her bed thinking about her parents,
wondering who they were. “ Sometimes. | can't really forget them—I don’t know who they are. | make
up different ones. Sometimes, they’ re shits. Sometimes they have no other choice. | forgive the nice
ones—that’ seasy. I'm working on the shits.”

Hefinished hisdrink and set it down. “I better be going,” he said.

“Come on, Nemo. Don't run off. | promise to change the subject.” She reached out and touched the
Scotch icon, held up her glass—till haf full. “Keegp me company till | finish my drink?’

The hurricane lamp did to one side, and another scotch rose out of the table. He didn’t laugh thistime,
but stared at the glass for amoment before hefinaly took it and the lamp did back into place. Hetook a
deep swallow.

“So what kind of music do you like?’ she asked him.

He shook hishead. “ Y ou're redlly something, you know that? Lawrence has been trying to get meto talk
about my parentsfor years, and it only took you five minutes.”

“I thought we were talking about music.”

“I"'m changing the subject. To tell you the truth, Justine, sometimes | think that I’ m staying out of the Bin
just to prove my folkswrong. To provethey didn’t haveto goin. Isthat childish or what?’

Shelad her hands on his. “What do you think the rest of the time?’

Helooked around the room asif he weretrying to memorizeit. “That’ sthe hard part. Every timel see
themin herel think they’ ve made aterrible mistake. When | try to put my finger onit, to put it into
words, | can't. But it’ slike they’re dying in here without even knowing it. They’ re like people pretending
to be my parents, but they’reredlly not.”

She squeezed his hands. “ Sounds like my folks.”

Heamiled. “I'm sorry,” he said. “1 dways get alittle morbid when | visit my parents.”
“What about when you meet girls?’

“I don’t meet many girls”

She laughed and gave his hands a shake. “1 would' ve guessed that. Now tell me what kind of music you
like before | resort to torture.”

He laughed with her, loosening up alittle.

“What kind of torture?’



She arched an eyebrow, pretended to think about it. “How abouit | tie you up and never let you go?’
Helooked into her eyes. “1 could take alot of that.”
She blushed, imagining it. “Music, Nemo.”

“Okay. I’'m pretty boring actudly. | like everything. Whatever | can get my hands on. It ssilly, but when |
dig around in some old basement and turn up a hundred-year-old CD of what' s-his-name’ s greatest hits,
and fix up an old clunker to play it on, | fed like I’ m keeping the music dive. Nobody sings much out
there, except the fundies and their hymns. There aren’t enough peopleto listen.”

She nodded in agreement. “It’ s better if someone slistening. I'm asinger.”
Hedid adouble-take. “Y ou'rekidding.”

“That’swhy | keep turning the conversation to music, while dl you want to talk about isyour parents.”
Helaughed again. If you could just distract his brain, he had a sense of humor.

“So what kind of stuff do you do?’ he asked.

“Old covers mostly—pop and country. | like old songs nobody’ s heard of. Sort of like you and your
basement CDs”

“Who'syour favorite snger?’

“Y ou probably never heard of her. Aimee Mann. Had aband called Til Tuesday, late 1980s, did solo
abumsinthenineties”

His eyes widened, and he grinned from ear to ear. “Hear of her?| love her stuff. | found her CDsin my
grandmother’ s callection. | played them all the time at boarding schoal, il listen to them. I’ ve never met
anyone e sewho’'seven heard of her.” He paused and studied her asif she were a photograph. It was an
odd sensation. “Y ou know, you look just like her.”

She started to object, but then she thought about it. She did look alot like her. She wondered why she' d
never redized it before. “ Thanks” she said. “ She was very pretty.”

“Yes, shewas,” he said, but when she returned his gaze, he lost his nerve again and looked around at the
crowd.

“Comeon, lighten up, Nemo. Relax, have adrink with me. Then you can go hometo your girlfriend in
thereal world. That'sit, isn't it? Y ou’ ve got somebody on the outside.”

He shook his head, took a deep swallow from hisdrink. “Had agirlfriend,” he said. “ She' sin here now.”
Sheimagined the whole story. “I’m sorry,” she said.

He shrugged it off, but he wasn't very convincing. “Why should you be sorry? Shouldn't | just upload
myself and join her—live happily ever after likeanorma person?’

She put her hand on hisarm. “But you didn’t want to upload yoursdlf. Y ou wanted her to stay with you.
She probably told you she would, but she didn’t, and now you fedl betrayed and abandoned—just like
your parents made you fedl. That’swhy I’'m sorry.”

He studied her, ahdf smile on hisface. “| told you you were smart.”



“It wasn't hard to figure out. Y ou get attached, don’t you, Nemo?’
“Yeah, | guess| do.”
“What was her name?’

“Rosalind. We d been together acouple of years. I’ ve got afriend named Jonathan, afundie. She’ shis
cousin.” He sghed. “ Sheleft anote taped to the mantel.”

“Have you seen her since she' sbeen in here?’

He shook hishead. “Don’t want to.” Helooked around again at al the couples. “ She'll find somebody in
I’He_”

“Y ou makeit sound like a shopping expedition.”
“Maybeitis”

“Maybeitis't.”

“Y ou mean like destiny and dl that?’ he asked skepticaly.

Shelaughed and shook her head. “I don’t know what | mean. Stephanie, afriend of mine at the
orphanage, used to cdl mea‘termina romantic.’ | guess| haven't changed much.”

“So how long you been inthe Bin?’
“Six weeks”
“How’sit been?’

Sherocked her head from sideto side. “ Okay, | guess. My band just broke up, just as we were starting
to get somewhere. | don’t even know these guys |’ m playing with tomorrow night. My agent found them.
He saysthey know dl thetunes. We Il see”

“I don't mean that,” he said, hisvoice low and serious. “Isit different? Are you happier here?’

Sheredly didn’t know whét to say. The question scared her alittle. “I don’t know. I'm still getting used
toit.”

“How come you waited so long to comein?’

“I don't know.” Shelooked into the flame of the hurricane lamp, ran her fingertipslightly acrossthe glass.
“I didn’t know anybody in here.”

“What changed?’

She wanted to change the subject. She didn’t want to talk about herself any more than he wanted to talk
about his parents. “Nothing changed. | just didn’t have anyplace elseto go. | had to go somewhere, do
something.” She shrugged. “I waslondly. | didn’t know anybody outside either.”

“Y ou must’ ve known somebody.”

She desperatdly tried to remember, but there was no one. “ There were girls at the orphanage, but | lost
track of them.”



“Any regrets?’
Shelooked up from theflame, at thelight flickering in hiseyes. “Sure. I'm ill lonely in here.”

That hung in the air for amoment. Grest, Justine, tell him how lonely you are. She wanted to crawl under
thetable. “Let’ stalk about you again. Why’ ve you stayed out? It' s not al about your parents, isit?’

It was histurn to look into the flame. The piano player wasfindly winding down, banging out chordswith
ponderous intensity. There was asmal ripple of applause. Nemo looked up from the flame, a crooked
gmileon hisface.

Hetook her hands. “Y ou know those old pictures of the Earth from space—a big blue bal? | have one
of those up in my room. It was my grandmother’s. Must be over ahundred yearsold. | go out walking
sometimes and look around at everything abandoned and faling apart, thinking about that picture and
how it wouldn't be the same now to float out there in space like the astronauts and ook at the Earth,
knowing most of the people are gone. Used to be you could look at it and say, ” That’ swherel live.
That’smy home." People used to say we were bad for the Earth, and | guess we were, but | don’t think
it'll be the same place without us.* He looked into her eyes. ” Do you know what | mean?*

“I think s0.” Shelooked down &t their clasped hands. “1 wish | didn’t.”
“How come?’

“Because| likeyou. And I'd like to see you again. But everything you' re telling me saysthat’ s not going
to happen, isit?’

Hisvoicewas|eaden and sad. “| don’t think that’ d be such agood idea.”

“Because I’m not rea? Don't | fed redl to you, Nemo?’ He squeezed her hands. “Too red.”
“We could just befriends.”

They looked into each other’ s eyes, gave each other the same sad smile. “I guess not,” she said.
“I'msorry—"

She released his hands and put her fingersto hislips. “Don’'t be. I'm glad you think we couldn’t be just
friends.” She did back her chair and tried to sound cheerful. “I guesswe should cdl it anight then. Show
meto my room?’

4

NEMO NODDED AND ROSE TO HISFEET, FEELING hollow and empty inside. I'm doing the
right thing, he kept saying to mysdlf. I'm doing the right thing. So why do | fed so awful? He followed her
to the elevator. She didn’t take hisarm thistime. They stood waiting afew feet apart, watching the
numbers light up. They rode up in silence, avoiding each other’ s eyes. Her room was in the back corner
of the hotel, asfar away from the elevator as you could get. They padded down the long, carpeted
hallway, sood in front of her door, their heads hung down, not saying anything. Findly she stuck out her
hand. “I’m glad | got to meet you, Nemo.”

“Metoo,” he mumbled, and took her hand. It was beautiful, her fingerslong and delicate. He couldn’t let
it go. He pressed her palmto hislipsand kissed it.

Sheran her fingertips over his cheek. He closed his eyes, and she whispered, “Don’t be afraid of me.”



He pulled her into hisarms and kissed her. Her lips were soft and warm. She held him close and pressed
her body againgt him. He' d never fdt so dive. Hedidn't careif it wasredl. Hisfedingswere rea enough.
Not even he could doubt them. She clung to him asif shefélt it too, asif she never wanted to let him go.

They kissed for along time, passionate and then tender. Then they stood there, just holding each other,
afraid to let go. He didn’t know what to do, didn’t want to think about it. He just wanted the feeling to
last. Findly, she whispered againg his cheek, “ Come hear me sng tomorrow night?”

He pressed his cheek againgt hers, breathed in her scent, knowing what he should do, but knowing he
wasn'tgoingtodoit. “I want to.”

“Please?’ she whispered.

He kissed her hair, her ear. “Yes” hesaid.

She drew back and looked into his eyes. “ Promise?’
“Promise”

Her face shone. Nothing he’ d ever said in hislife had ever made anyone so happy. “The club'scdled
Black Dog,” shesaidinarush. “It'son K between 11th and 12th. First set’sten o' clock.”

Hejust nodded stupidly. He could till fed her kisson hislips, fed her body in hisarms, seethejoy in her
eyes. Hewas sure hismust have shone aswell.

“I guess we both need to get some deep,” she said, and helet her go. She turned and opened the door
to her room. “Good night.”

“Good night,” he said, gtill in adaze. She caressed his cheek and disappeared into her room, the door
closing behind her with aclick. He stared at it. He could undo it &l with aquick rap at her door. He
looked down at hishandsthat’ d just held her and knew he could no more ball them into fists and knock
on her door than he could rise from his coffin and walk. He turned on his hedl and took off toward the
elevator, hit the down button with the sde of hisfigt.

By the time he’ d reached the lobby, he wasin arage. He cursed himsdlf as he hurried down the street to
the Metro. It'd started raining, astrong spring shower. He passed a couple dancing in the puddles,
snging an old love song off-key. “ One kissand you' re fucking Jel1-O,” he muttered to himsdf ashe
boarded the packed train to Pentagon Station, swaying against strangers who paid no attention as he
cursed their paradise, who chattered on, making their plans.

Knowing they’d never die.

He went to the row of coffins, found his, and got in. More Bin nonsense. Place was meaninglessin here,
but the fiction of redlity had to be scrupuloudy maintained. Thisiswhere he camein, so thisiswherehe
left, asif it were adoorway. He hit Download, and thelid closed. It took afew secondsto rotate to the
horizontal position, and then there was the falling sensation, and he was back in his own body. He usualy
felt asense of rdief being back homein the red world. But not tonight.

THE REAL WORLD WASDESERTED. IT WAS RAINING THERE, too. He boarded an empty
train, leaned againgt a pole and watched the buildings dide by in the darkness. No lights anywhere. No
sgnsof life. He couldn’t believe he’ d promised to go back into the Bin the next night. Then he thought
about Justine, thelook in her eyes, and he believed it.

The train passed through Quantico about thirty miles south of D.C., and he caught sight of the stacks



from the crematorium glowing in the distance, the only light for miles, except the lightning. He thought
about Jonathan and what he’ d say if he knew hewasfaling for aBin girl. Probably not much unlesshe
asked him. That wasn't Jonathan’ s style. He witnessed, but he never preached. Knowing Jonathan,
Nemo had come to appreciate the difference.

Nemo first met Jonathan when he ran away from school and came back to his parents' house, or what
was left of it. Mot of the furniture was gone or busted up for kindling. The banister was gone, the interior
door facings, the columnsin the hall—maost anything that would burn without bringing the house down.
Somebody’ d |eft aratchewed deeping bag in front of the fireplace, and astack of books next to the
fireplace for sarting fires. On top was a Bible. The pages from Genesis to Judges were torn out.

What his parents had called the “breakfast nook” was ankle deep in shattered dishes, thrown against the
wall that had been papered with aphotomura of an idyllic mountain lake in springtime. All that was | eft of
the murd was a smear of faded blue where ayoung couple sat blissfully in acanoe. A chef’ sknife had
been buried in the middle of it, agood two or three inches.

Lawrence and Nemo were hauling junk into the yard, making two piles—everything that’ d burn and
everything that wouldn'’t. Jonathan came up and stood on what was left of the sdewalk, ahard place
under the knee-high grass. He was about Nemo' s age, tal and thin with dark, thick hair cut like
somebody’ d put abowl over hishead. His eyeswere large and dark with long black lasheslikeagirl’s.
Hisface was pale and earnest, but not wesak. He had the sort of calmnessrequired to stroll into alion’s
den or chat with Pilate.

“Areyou moving in?’ Jonathan asked, polite and friendly in aworld where caution was the accepted
eliquette.

Nemo threw down what was | eft of one of the meta kitchen chairs, watched the seat and back dap
together like closing avinyl book. “Thisismy house” hesad. “I’m moving back in.”

Jonathan gave him no argument. “My name' s Jonathan,” he said. “We Il be neighbors.” He pointed down
the Street. “We live in that big white house with the black shutters.” Nemo looked past an old pickup
truck sitting in the middle of the road, stripped of its wheels and doors and windows, the hood open, the
engine gone. All the houses|ooked pretty much like Nemo’ s—weather-beaten, scarred, the porches
choked with vines, shattered glass scattered around like confetti. One of them had a corner burned away.

Then there was Jonathan’ s house, three houses down, on the other side of the street, the place where the
Proxmiresused to live. It had glassin al the windows. The paint gleamed. The grasswas cut and edged,
the hedges precisdly trimmed. A blue flag with awhite cross and red pentacosta flames waved gently
from aflagpole mounted above the front steps.

“Who's‘we ?" Nemo asked.

“My mom and dad, my little brother, and me.” Jonathan shrugged. “We take in people sometimes. If you
need a place to deep until you get your house fixed up, you can stay with us.”

“No thanks,” Nemo said. “WEe |l be okay.” Lawrence had come up behind Nemo, his shadow stretching
acrossthe road.

“Come on down if you change your mind. Dinner’ s at sundown. We ve got plenty.” Jonathan raised his
eyesto Lawrence' s. “My name s Jonathan.”

Nemo watched Lawrence' s shadow nod, heard his Texan voice rumble, “Lawrence. Pleased to meset
yw."



They both watched Jonathan stroll down the middle of the road and into the big white house. “If we were
you,” Lawrence said, holding up a battered can of creamed corn, “we wouldn't turn down dinner. Unless
you got acan opener on you. Thishere sthe only food we could find.”

They ended up spending a couple of weekswith Jonathan'sfamily. They fed them, gave them aplaceto
deep, even gave them paint and brushes and hel ped them paint, helped them dig awell, gave them
rabbits to raise and seeds to plant. Even when their place was dl fixed up, Nemo spent as much time at
Jonathan’ s house as he did his own.

Jonathan' sfather, Harold, a stockier, muscular version of Jonathan, explained to Nemo one night at their
kitchen table, hisfacelit by candldight, just why he and hisfamily didn’t go into the Bin. “The Lord will
comefor usoneday,” he'd said asif heweretalking about the sun coming up or therain faling out of the
sky. “And | want to be here when He does.” The whole family—Jonathan, hislittle brother Matthew,
Constance, their mother—had nodded in agreement, and Nemo had wished that he' d grown up with
them, had their faith. But he knew he didn’t, knew he never would. And then Rosalind came.

It was afew yearslater. He' d just turned eighteen. Rosalind and her father Peter, Harold' slittle brother,
cameto live at Jonathan’ s house because Rosalind’ s mother, Peter’ swife of seventeen years, had gone
into the Bin.

Rosdind didn't say much of anything to anybody. Everyone thought she was broken-hearted and afraid,
except Nemo. He watched her, and he could seeit in her eyes, in the way she moved from room to
room never staying put for too long, in the way she speared her food with her fork with aquick brutal
movement, in the way she' d hacked off her dark hair in sharp angular lineswith arazor. It wasn't grief. It
was anger. Shewas burning up withit.

But three weeks after she’ d moved in, Jonathan and Nemo invited her to sing with them on Jonathan’s
front porch, and to their surprise, shejoined them. Jonathan played an old Gibson guitar with acrack in
the front and strung with piano strings. Unlike alot of fundies, he played something besides Amazing
Grace’ and “ Old Time Religion.” He liked the blues, and Rosdind had astrong, bluesy voice. She closed
her eyes when she sang, pouring her rage into old songs about no-good men who'’ d done her wrong,
even though she was only sixteen yearsold.

When they quit singing, she fixed Jonathan and Nemo in her harsh gaze and told them she was going to
check out the main crematorium in Quantico. She didn’t believe all that crap about piles of bodieson a
conveyor moving through firein an endless stream. She was going to seefor herself. And if Jonathan and
Nemo had any guts, they’ d go with her. Nemo could usualy pass up adare, but he couldn’t pass on this
one. And once he' d agreed, Jonathan wouldn't let him go aone. They sat on the porch and listened for
an hour, as Rosalind, who hadn’t spoken more than adozen words in the three weeks since her arriva,
told them her plan.

THEY RODE OUT AT DAWN ON THE TRAIN TO D.C. NEMO was on the aide on the | ft,
Rosdind across the aide from him, Jonathan in the seat behind her. Rosalind had a pair of wire cutters
stuck in the back pocket of her jeans. Jonathan had atiny pair of binoculars around his neck. Nemo kept
his eyes on Rosdind. The sky behind her—gray clouds streaked with red and purple—might’ ve been her
anger. Her dark eyes were intent on the horizon, waiting to catch sight of the smoke stacksin the morning
light. Nemo had no doubt people were being burned out here. He didn’t have to see the bodies. She was
the reason he came. He had plenty of his own anger, but hers wasn’t deadening and pointlesslike his.
Hers put her on thistrain at dawn, tracking it down, stalking it, ready to spit initsface. He wanted to be
there when she caught up withiit.

“Any time,” she said, and hefollowed her gaze and saw the stacks and the line of smoke stretching



toward the sun. She reached up dowly and yanked the emergency cord, lurched to her feet and into the
adeasthetrain started braking, letting the momentum carry her to the door at the front of the car.
Jonathan and Nemo fell against the seetsin front of them and scurried after her when the train rocked
back. She shoved open the doors with her shoulder and legpt into the air. Nemo jumped after her, hitting
the ground hard, running into the high grass and dropping flat when Rosdind did, about twenty yards
fromthetrain.

Rosdind said she' d checked it out, yanked the emergency cords on four different trains, and every time
the train would take exactly three minutes to run through its security program, and then it would take off.
Nemo lay in the grass, the ground cold and muddy. Fortunately, it hadn’t rained in weeks, or this place
would be aswvamp. Rosalind was just ahead of him. Thelegs of her tight black jeansmade aV inthe
grass. The soles of her hiking boots were an arm’ slength away. He heard Jonathan shifting in the grass
behind him and knew he’ d jumped, too.

The train’s motors arted their whine, and the train sped away, leaving them in silence. Nemo pulled out
his contribution to the expedition, a periscope he' d made from a plagtic pipe, aroll of duct tape, and a
pair of hand mirrors. It took him amoment to get his bearings, and then he saw them on the horizon, the
smoke stacks, directly in front of where they lay. Rosdind had timed it perfectly. All they had to do now
was crawl on their belliesfor amile or so.

“They're straight ahead,” Nemo said, and they al started crawling.

The night before, when he' d lain in bed thinking about what they were going to do, Nemo had imagined
crawling endlesdy through the mud, had prepared himsdlf for an ordedl that would push him to the limits
of hisendurance. But as he moved through the mud like asnake, he didn't tire. Hisblood was racing,
and his senseswere dive. He was surprised each time he stopped to check their position that the
smokestacks were bigger, closer than he' d expected them to be. It seemed to him they’ d been crawling
maybe five minutes when heran into Rosdind, stopped at the fence. And there, about a hundred yards
away, was the crematorium.

She pointed wordlesdy at aplace afew yards off to their Ieft where the land was eroded away from
benegth the chain-link fence. They could crawl under it without even cutting it. Jonathan came up beside
them and shook his head as Rosalind pointed toward the opening. “We should look first,” he whispered,
holding up the binoculars.

They didn’t know what kind of security there was. Crawling through high grassto the perimeter was one
thing, but between them and the low, featurel ess concrete building was nothing but packed dirt and
gravdl. If anyone was watching, they’d be seen. “It’'ll berobots,” Rosdind had argued. “Whoin the
fuck’ s going to work in there? Robots can't kill people. Worst that can happen iswe get tossed out.”

Jonathan studied the place with his binoculars. Nemo didn't figure he could see much more than he
could. It was a big concrete box that joined up with around building a one end. From the air it would' ve
looked like a big rectangle joined to acircle, like akeyhole. The smokestacks rose out of the round
building. On the opposite end from the stacks, apair of railroad tracks came out the end of the building
and then through awide gate in the fence, around the corner to their left. The tracks disappeared into the
distance, headed for D.C. to the north.

All of asudden the smokestacks roared and bel ched smoke hundreds of feet into the air, and the ground
vibrated like adrumhead. When the sound stopped, it till seemed to hang inthe air, changing
everything—making the colors brighter, the edge of each blade of grass more precisdly defined—asif the
blast had compressed everything into amore substantia redlity.



“What the hell wasthat? Nemo said.
“Souls,” whispered Jonathan.

Rosdlind turned on him with a sneer, but whatever she was going to say was forgotten when atrain rolled
out of the building and cameto astop at the fence. It looked like aMetro train, only it had no windows.
It wasthree carslong, dl flat black with asmal silver pentagon on the side where the big M would' ve
been on Metro cars. There was something that looked like an air conditioner perched on top of each car.
The train was stopped only amoment when the gates did to one side, and the train sped away, the gates
cosng behindit.

“| say wegoin,” Rosdind said.
“Ther€ s cameras covering the grounds,” Jonathan said. “But that’ s about it. No people anywhere.”

Andthenthey al heard it a the sametime, jerking their heads around like Sartled deer: the sound of an
approaching train. Rosalind didn't hesitate. She broke into a crablike run toward the gates. Nemo knew
immediately what she intended to do. He went running after her, not sure whether he was going to stop
her or go with her. By the time he caught up with her, she' d dready crawled up to the tracks and rolled
into them, lying on her back between therails, hoping to hitch aride with the dead.

Nemo |looked down the tracks. He couldn’t see the train yet, but he could fed it under hisfeet. Hedidn’t
have timeto crawl. He ran toward the tracks and dove between theralls, skidding on his belly through
the ballast. Herolled over on his back and looked down the tracks in time to see Jonathan lie down
between therailsafew yards away, just asthe train came into view. Nemo snapped his head back,
flattening himsdf into theties. The brakes squed ed, the sound ringing through the rails and insde his head
asif hewereinsdeashrieking bell.

The sky disappeared and the train covered him. The undersides of the cars were braced with stedl
girdersin an X pattern. He reached up and grabbed the top branches of the X above him, hooked one
foot, and then the other, onto the bottom branches. Staring at the underside of the car, the sameflat
black asthetop, he couldn’t see Rosdind or Jonathan, couldn’t hear them. The musclesin hisarmswere
aready aching, sweat burning his eyes. Then the train lurched into motion, and the ground sped by at his
back. He tightened his grasp on the stedl, now dippery with his swest. Then the light suddenly dimmed,
and everything smelled like wet concrete. The train stopped, and he hdf lowered himself to the concrete
floor beneath him. It was bitterly cold, maybe ten degrees. His breath came out in clouds, and his nogtrils
felt brittle. He was glad he' d worn a heavy jacket. He stuck his periscope sideways from undernesth the
car and saw Rosalind crouched in the shadows, Jonathan beside her, beckoning to him, about ten yards

avay.

Heran over to them, hoping he wouldn't fall over anything in the darkness. The only light came from

mai ntenance robots, white meta cylinders bristling with gppendages, moving up and down aong the
track, plugging their sensorsinto the train. If the robots had taken any notice of them, they gave no sign of
it. Nemo crouched beside Rosalind and looked around. He could make out the curved wall of the round
building at the front of the train. There was only one track going into it. There was a switch afew yards
behind the train where the tracks forked in two before heading out the massive doors that’ d apparently
opened to admit them.

A quiet whirring sound brought his attention back to thetrain. The sides of the carswererising dowly like
birds opening their wings. The robotswere dl in arow shining their spotlights insde where bodies were
stacked from floor to ceiling. One of the arms was dangling down, awoman’s, maybe twenty-five or
thirty yearsold, fully dressed, looking like she'd just lain down for anap. She was on her Sde, perched



precarioudly, facing Nemo. She looked like she might roll out onto the concrete any moment. One of the
robots reached out with a shovel-like extension and pushed her back into place.

Therewasalow rumble, al the robots glided back, and atunnel opened in the side of the round building.
Thetrain rolled through the opening, and the tunndl closed behind it. A few seconds later therewas a
loud roar that rumbled on and on like thunder in the summertime, only louder, asif they were up inthe
clouds, in the middle of it. When it stopped, the round wall opened itsdf up again, and the train emerged,
radiating an intense hest Nemo could fedl on hisface even through the bitter cold.

The cars were completely empty. Not even any ashes. Their sdes dowly closed, and the switch in front
of the doorsthrew. Thetrain started moving. The doors parted just asit reached them and closed
immediately behind thelast car.

For some minutes, nobody said anything. The air sill smelled like hot meta. The robots sat in aslent row
aongsdethetrack, their limbsat rest.

Findly, Nemo said, “How are we going to get out of here?’

Rosdlind was il staring at the concrete cylinder, completely quiet now. She gave no sign she'd even
heard him. Jonathan was looking at the doorsthat led outside. “We could make adash for it when the
next train comes,” he said.

“It'd runyou down,” Rosdlind said in adead, flat voice, not taking her eyes off the curved wall wherethe
tunnel had appesared.

“Thenwerun for it when the next train leaves,” Jonathan said.

They dl knew what that meant. They’ d haveto stay in here with another trainload of bodies. “ There' s not
enoughtime” Rosalind said.

The switch threw again, and the doors opened, blinding them for asecond. A new trainrolledin, and
they watched the wholething again.

When thetrain disgppeared into the tunnel, Rosdlind said in the sameflat voice, “We haveto ride out on
it likewecamein.”

“It'Il burn your hands off,” Nemo said.

She turned dowly toward him asthe roar started up again insde the cylinder. Evenif she'd tried to say
anything else, he wouldn’t have been able to hear her. Shetook off her jacket and peeled off her
sweatshirt, cut it gpart with the wirecutters. She put her jacket back on and wrapped her hands with the
pieces of her sweatshirt. Nemo followed her example, but the zipper on hisjacket had broken, and he
couldn’t get it closed. He gave up and let it hang open, then wound his handsin his shirt. Jonathan had
dlently followed their examples.

They lay down beneath therailsin front of the doors. When the train covered him, Nemo clenched his
teeth and seized hold of the X. He could smell his shirt scorching. The flesh between histhumb and
forefinger on hisright hand seared with pain as he got too close to the metd, and he tried to adjust his
grip to digtribute the pain. The heat blasted hisface and chest, hiseyesfilling with sweet, blinding him. He
hooked one foot over the metd, then the other, but the first one dipped off as the rubber hed of his boot
melted just asthe switch threw and the train started moving. He held hisleg siff, bobbing up and down
only afoot abovetheties. His handsfdt asif he were clutching hot cods. With alurch, the train stopped
at the gates, and he wanted to let go. Hisleg cramped, and he watched it dip inevitably toward the



roadbed. “ God,” he prayed. “Please, God.”

Thetrain jerked into motion, and he amost lost his grip. He counted to ten dowly and deliberately to
make sure he' d cleared the fence, then let go, hitting his head hard, skidding on the balast. He opened
his eyes and stared into the deep blue sky, holding his blistered palms up into the air, knowing he’ d never
be the same.

THAT NIGHT ROSALIND CAME TO HISHOUSE AND UP TO HIS room with bandages and
ointment. She dressed the cuts on his back and the burns on his hands. Hisface and chest and stomach
were bright red, starting to blister. She dabbed on ointment and rubbed it in, said, “I’m sorry,” each time
he flinched. Her own face was red, and there was a cut on her left hand, but she wasrelatively
unscathed, on the outside at least.

They made love standing in the middle of the room, wincing with pain when they grazed each other’s
wounds.

They never talked about her moving in. She just stayed there. Her father didn’t seem to mind.
Everybody, even Nemo himsdlf, seemed happy for them. But Rosalind, even though she'd madeit all
happen, never seemed any happier except for brief moments like that first time they made love, or
sometimes sSinging in the shower, her voice ringing off thetiles.

She' d been changed, too, her anger transformed into something darker, but she never would talk about
it. After twenty-three months, she left Nemo aletter saying she was going into the Bin to find her mother.
When Nemo went to tell Peter that his daughter was gone, he' d said, “ She' s not my daughter anymore.”

She' d kept her mother’ s picture on the mantel in their bedroom. He' d wake up and find her Sitting upin
bed gtaring at it in the flickering light. The note she left him was taped to the mantel piece. The ashes of
her mother’ s photograph fluttered on the coals. He laid the one page | etter over them and watched it
burst into flames, then moved dl his stuff to the bedroom down the hall.

Like he' d told Justine, he didn’t want to find Rosalind. He knew where she was, exactly how she'd
gotten there, still had nightmares where he saw her in the flames. He knew the precise path to take if he
wanted to follow her. It was the same path that led to Justine. He looked out at the dark night. The glow
of the crematorium was|ong behind him. Flashes of lightning glowed and died. Bardly audible over the
sound of the train was the rumble of distant thunder. Rain hissed againgt the glass. It was asif he could
gill hear theroar of the incinerator, Jonathan whispering, “ Souls.”

NORTHSIDE STATION WASONLY FOUR BLOCKS FROM NEMO'’ S house, but he had to cut
around a pack of wild dogs and ended up going ten blocksto get home. Hewasin no hurry. Therain
had stopped, and the sky was clearing, the moon hanging overhead. He wasn't ready to go home, but
there was no place elseto go.

Justine hadn’t had it quite right about him and Rosadind. They were never redlly that close. They’d seen
death together, and they were both terrified. But they’ d made different things of their visons. Hersled her
into the Bin, just as Nemo' s seemed to keep him out.

Whenever hethought of going in, which he did more often than he admitted to anyone, he heard the roar
of that fire, and it felt like awarning, a cryptic message from the gods. It was like the story of Oedipus
Lawrence had told him. Like Oedipus, he didn’t know enough to understand what he should do, or even
to understand what he was being warned against. He knew that every one of those people he saw
consumed lived on in the Bin, never having to face death again, that in asense they hadn't redlly died a
al, and it made perfect sense to follow them. And he knew that if he didn’t, he could very well live his
wholelife out here and die, and gtill not understand the roar of that fire, till not understand what the gods



were trying to say to him—because maybe there weren't any gods to be understood. But if there
weren't, what was the point of conquering death? What was the point of anything?

ASHE CAME UPHISFRONT STEPS, HE WAS LOST IN THESE thoughts. Otherwise he
would' ve noticed the squesk of the porch swing or the shadow of aman in the moonlight.

He bent over the front door lock and fumbled with his keysin the darkness. He' d just found the keyhole
when an unfamiliar voice said, “ Good evening, Nemo,” and he jumped, hiskeysfdling to the porch with
aclatter.

He peered into the darkness and made out the shape of atdll, rail-thin man, hislong legs stretched out in
front of him, swinging back and forth in the swing asif thewind blew him. “Do | know you?’ Nemo
asked.

“I’'mafriend of Peter's” hesaid. “Rosdind sfather. He said you were ayoung man of strong
convictions and fedlings, particularly about the evils of the Bin.”

Nemo had sounded off to Peter the night Rosalind had gone in. Nemo'’ d been about halfway crazy, and
Peter had been therefor years. No telling what he d told this guy. “ So who' re you? And why’ re you on
my porch in the middle of the night?’

“Cdl me Gabrid. | waswaiting for you.”
“Did you tak to Lawrence? Did hetell you to wait?’
“Lawrence. That would be your Congtruct.”

Nemo caught the superior sneer in histone. “Caretaker. Now why don't you tell me what the fuck
you'redoing here, so | can go to bed.”

“Fair enough.” The man stood up. He seemed nearly astal as Lawrence, but he couldn’t have weighed
more than ahundred and thirty pounds. “ Peter said you might be someone | should meet.”

“ And then wha?”’

“Y ou are something of amystery, Nemo. Y ou are of sound mind, with no apparent religious ffiliation to
prevent you from going into the Bin, and yet you stay out. Why isthat Nemo?’

“Wadll, it'snot so | can stand herein the middle of the night talking to you. I’'m going to bed now. Why
don’t you take ahike?’

Just then the front door opened and Lawrence ducked through it holding alantern. He held it up high,
and Nemo saw Gabriel inthe glare, hislong silver hair was swept back, hanging down past his shoulders,
his beard reaching his belt. His eyes were large and deep-sat, unblinking in the light. He smiled
humorlessly, athinlinein the mass of hair. “Good evening,” he said to Lawrence, who didn't say athing.
Gabrie vaulted the porch rail, hishair streaming behind him, and dropped to the ground. “We Il bein
touch, Mr. Nemo,” he cdlled from the darkness. “We'll bein touch.”

Lawrence was still peering after him. Lawrence had incredible night vision. His borrowed genes had
comefrom anocturnd lizard.

“Where' s he headed?’ Nemo asked.

“He sgoing in the side door of Jonathan’s house. Peter’ sroom, we believe. He did say it was Peter who



recommended he make your acquaintance.”

“Y ou were listening at the door?’

“We heard your keysfal. We were merely performing our duties.”
“I can pick up my own keys, Lawrence.”

Lawrence wagged hishead at Nemo'singratitude. “That is not the task to which we werereferring.
WEe' ve been observing our visitor for perhaps ten minutes when you arrived.”

“How did he know | was coming home? Who the hell wasthat guy?’
“Wewould hazard a guessthat heisamember of the underground.”

Nemo knew such athing existed, of course. Everybody did. But he' d never actually met anyone on the
ingde. A bunch of crazies hdllbent on destroying the Bin—might aswell try to destroy Everest. “What
could he want from me?’

“Y our anger, of course. Revolutions aways require agreat ded of anger.”
“I'm not that angry.”

“Wewould say our visitor quite disagrees and has plansfor you.” Lawrence gestured with the lantern
toward the open door. “ At present, however, it' stime for aproper med, and then on to beddies. We've
had quite the birthday, haven't we, Nemo?’

“Screw you, Lawrence.”

“There, there. Now you see? That’ sthe very anger of which we were speaking.”

5
JUSTINE WAS DREAMING AGAIN.

She was an old woman, moving through her house with afeather duster, doing some last minute tidying
up. She' d sent the nurse to the market, wanting the house to hersalf. She was expecting acaler, ayoung
man from the college, who' d looked and sounded so nice over the phone, though she couldn’'t quite
remember his name. She never had visitors anymore. Her daughter used to come see her, but now there
was only this hateful woman showing up in her place.

Shetook alist out of her pocket. She checked off the items one by one: She had made cookies. She had
made coffee. The teathings were ready. She had even, with much effort (dl that stooping and lifting)
cleaned the cat box, though now she caught the inevitable scent of fresh cat shit inthe air. They queued
up when she changed thelitter, al three of them, to chrigtenit.

Who are you? Justine asked.

But the old woman paid her no mind, shuffling down the hdl to the utility room, now reeking of catshit.
The cats lay sporawled on the dryer, no doubt exhausted from their efforts. She opened the cabinet above
their heads, but they didn’t stir. She took out anew box of plastic bags. She' d used the last onein the
old box changing the litter. Shoving Ishmadl, abig black tom, to one side with her elbow, she set the box
down on top of the dryer. With her thumb, she pushed as hard as she could on the perforated line, but
the E-Z Open Flap wouldn’t budge.



She shuffled back into the kitchen and returned with a steak knife. She positioned the box against the
dryer controlsto hold it in place and, placing the knife blade on the perforation, leaned her weight against
it. The blade broke through and plunged into the bags. She dmost lost her balance, but managed to
steady herself on the dryer. The cats flopped over, repositioning themselves. She pulled the box to her by
tugging on the knife handle. When she had it in her grasp, she pulled the knife loose from the bags and
sawed at the cardboard until she had a hole big enough for her fingers. She groped around, and finaly
snared one. Her fingers ached with the effort. She started tugging at it, and at first she thought it wasn’'t
going to come loose, then it popped out, the box spinning across the top of the dryer, as she stumbled
backwards, the plastic bag in her hand, flailing the air to keep her balance. Her back hit thewall, and she
managed to right herself, just as one of the cats, a Siamese named Sasha, stretched out hishind legs and
kicked the box of plastic bags over the edge of the dryer, so that it fell between thewall and the dryer.

It might aswell havefalen to Sberia. Clutching the bag in one hand, she made her way to thesink. The
cat box sat underneath it. She shook open the plastic bag as best she could by waving her arm about.
Steadying hersdf on the sink with the other hand, she lowered herself to one kneein front of the cat box.
Shelaid the bag on the floor and picked up the scoop she kept on the trap.

They’d dl three shit in the very back of the box, of course. She’ d have to lean way over to get the three
discreet piles, unless she repositioned hersalf and dragged the box out, but the thought wore her out. No,
she could reach it just fine. She' d done it before. She stretched out her arm and had just snared the first
lump of shit, when the doorbell rang, and shetried to get up too fast, grazing her shoulder on the sink.
She got upright, but felt herself spinning like the last revolution of atop and flung out her arm, striking the
wall with the scoop, which snapped in haf like atwig.

She teetered there for amoment, balanced on the broken plastic handle, and then she started forward.
She reached out desperately with her free hand and managed to grab one of the triangle braces that
secured ashelf overhead. A can of paint, empty from the sound of it, fell off the shelf and bounced on the
floor, rolling to astop on the threshold to the kitchen.

The doorbell rang again. Sowly, carefully, she centered her weight and pushed hersdf away from the
wall, dropping the broken scoop to the floor. Shelet go of the brace, and stood for a moment, then
started shuffling toward the front door at the other end of the house, her hands throbbing with pain,
wishing she could remember the young man’ s name. She smelled something burning and sniffed the air.
Cookies. She clucked her tongue. What a shame.

At the large mirror in the foyer, she turned and looked at hersdlf, patting her hair into place. Shewas
nearly asold as Mr. Menso. Her hands were twisted with arthritis. The facein the mirror smiled. “Héllo,
Juding” shesad.

JUSTINE SAT UPIN BED, HER HEART RACING.

It was morning. The curtains were open, and the room was filled with sunshine. There' d been thunder in
the night, and the rain had beaten against the windows, but now the city looked bright and new, washed
clean. Justine swung her legs over the side of the bed and was surprised they moved so easily, were so
young and firm. She' d had arthritis. In her dream, she corrected hersdlf, she’ d had arthritis. With a
shaking hand, she pressed the Coffee icon on the room service pad. A panel did open, and there was
the coffee. As she picked it up, she thought, it’ s the old woman, the one in my dream. She' sthe onewho
watched reruns of Captain Kirk.

She sarted, splashing herself with hot coffee, wincing asthe cup dipped from her grasp and fell to the
floor, rolling into the corner. The coffee oozed into the beige carpet in aneat, brown crescent. Stop it,
shetold hersdlf. Just stop it. Get out of the damn dream. She wiped her hands on the sheets and punched



the Coffee icon and the Maid icon. Shetook a swallow of the fresh coffee, burning her throat and
tongue. She rubbed her burned tongue againgt her teeth and winced, thinking, | know something because
somebody in my dreams knowsit? Justine, get agrip.

She went into the bathroom and turned on the shower. She stood in the water, remembering her dream. |
even knew the cats' names, she thought. What was the third one' s name? Timothy. Named after
Timothy the Tiger, achildren’ sbook about acub looking for his mother. The boy from the college, his
name was Bill something. Or Tom.

But she didn’t know the woman’ s name. She didn’t know what year it was, where she lived. She thought
the old woman was awidow, but she didn’t know her husband’ s name. Of course, you don't, shetold
hersdlf. Because she' snot real. She'sawoman in adream.

Wade. Her husband' s name was Wade.

She sank to the floor of the shower and let the water beat down on her head. Why am | having these
dreams? Why do they frighten me so much? Nothing horrible happensin them. I’'min no danger—I’'m
not inthem at al. They' re like somebody else' sdreams.

She froze. Maybe that was it. Maybe they were somebody else’ s dreams, some kind of screwup when
she was uploaded. She tried to remember when she came in—who was there and what was going
on—but she couldn’t remember athing. That must be part of it, too—somebody else was probably
walking around in here with her memories.

She did up thewall, thrust her face into the water, and held it there. Fine. They were welcometo them,
but she wanted to dream her own damn dreams. She let the water play across her body, remembering
Nemo holding her, kissng her. Sheimagined them lying in his bed, making love, the poster of the Earth
on the wall above his bed. Shefelt weak in the knees, and leaned back againgt the cold tile,

It wasimpossible. He lived in another world. She imagined hersdlf floating in space, looking down at the
Earth, knowing he was down there somewhere, but she could never go to him. But he’d comein tonight.
He'd promised her. And if he didn’t, well then, he obvioudy wasn't worth worrying abouit.

She got out of the shower and wrapped hersalf in awarm towel, opened the door to let the steam
escape. Shetook adeep swallow of her coffee and wiped the mirror dry, studying her reflection for
clues. In my dreams, shethought, | have alife—friends, neighbors, relaives, lovers. Why ismy own life
s0 empty? Shelooked degp into her eyes, trying to find the women in her dreams, but felt foolish and
hurried off to get dressed, studioudy avoiding the dresser mirror.

Themaid program had run while she was in the bathroom. The bed was made. The coffee cup and the
stain were gone from the carpet. She looked around the room. Everything was perfect. She ran her
tongue over her teeth; the burn was gone. She took off the towel and tossed it on the bed. Her thigh,
where she'd just spilled acup of hot coffee, didn’t have amark onit. She wasin the Bin now. Dreams or
no dreams, she was just going to haveto get used to it.

SHE TOOK THE METRO DOWN TO THE CLUB, HOLDING HER guitar case between her knees,
her arms wrapped around the neck, her chin resting on top of it. She could understand if Nemo didn’t
come see her tonight. 1t was stupid, redlly. Pointless. She could also understand what he meant about the
Bin. Thingswere different in here, or maybe they just weren't different enough. She stared out the
window, watching the tunnel dide by, waiting for her sation to comeinto view.

But gtill, he/ d promised. Right. Men promised alot of things. What would she do if he didn’t show up?
She couldn’t even mail him a postcard.



As she came out of the station into the sunlight, she wondered if she stared directly at the sunin here,
whether she'd go blind. She decided not to try it. She didn’t want to push her luck. She had the fedling
shewas going to need al she could get. At least she got to sing, she reminded hersalf. Nemo or no
Nemo. At least she got to sing.

The club was only a couple of blocks from the station. The front was painted with ahuge black dog's
face, the door et in the lolling tongue. The red door was unlocked, and Justine stepped into the
darkness. It smelled of beer and cigarettes. The only light came from ahologram of aminiature
Budweiser wagon driving around the perimeter of the place near the celling. When it passed over her
head she could hear the clip-clop of the Clydesdales, heard them snort, heard the crack of atiny whip.

Somebody was sitting on the dark stage playing bass runs. When her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she
could see hewastal and skinny with brown hair past his shoulders. His T-shirt and jeans hung from him,
grazing hisbones. She waked to the front of the stage. “'Y ou must be John,” she said.

He stopped playing and raised hishead dowly. “That' sright,” he said. “ And you must be Justine.” He
reached over beside him and flipped a switch. The stage lights came up dowly, and he blinked afew
timesin thelight, alazy smile spreading across hisface. “ And this must be the place.” His voice was degp
and unhurried. His drooping lids made him look like adrowsy cat.

“Wher€e re the other guys?’

John shrugged long and dow, like acat stretching. “Beats me. | told them about it. Busy night last night.”
Hewinked.

“Y ou mean women?’

“Most definitely,” John said, bobbing his head up and down. He set his bass down and lit acigarette,
holdingitinaV of skeleta fingers, watching the smoke drift into theair. “Don’t sweet it,” hesaid. “We
know all the tunes backwards and forwards and sdeways.”

“It'snot that easy,” she said. “ Knowing the tunesisn't the same as being tight. We ve never played
together.”

John laughed, arumbling sound deep in histhroat. “ Sure we have. Y ou just weren't there. Y our agent
Lenny gave usvirtuds of you and those clowns you used to play with. Edited those turkeys out and
stepped right in. We areinto it. We are gtrictly twentieth century. A blast from the blasted past. We are
the band of your dreams.”

Justine couldn’t remember recording any virtuals, but she let that go. She couldn’t remember alot of
things. “ Areyou high, John?’

Helaughed again. “ Always, Justine. Always.”

She sat down at the nearest table, pushed the Coffee icon, and picked up the cup that roseto thetable's
surface. The tables were painted with the same dog’ s face that was out front. “'Y ou want any coffee,
John?’

He winced and shook his head. “No, man, that shit'll keep you awake.”
Shelaughed. “ So tdl me about yourself.”

He shrugged again, studied his cigarette. “Nothing much to tell. | play the bass, thisband and that. It
don’t matter to me.”



“You ever play outsde?’

He made aface asif he'd smelled something rancid. “ Shit no. Outside. Man. Don’'t even talk to me
about outside. Couldn’t walit to leave that place behind.” He took another drag, held it in hislungs.

“How long you been inade?”’
“Tenyeas”
“You'retwenty-eight?’

“You gotit.” He perched his cigarette on top of hisamp and picked up his bass. He started playing the
introto “That's Just What Y ou Are,” soft and clean, just like it was supposed to be. “ So what’ s your
gory?’ he asked, il playing. “Y ou fresh?”

“Six weeks”

He nodded sagely, paused to take off in the music for afew bars, his eyes closed, his head bobbing up
and down. “Holdout,” he said, hiseyes il closed.

“That’ sright.”

Heraised hisheavy lidsand looked at her. “You'll getintoit. You'll see” He grinned again, and she
thought of the Cheshire Cat. “Haven't you heard? The Bin isthe fucking Salvation of Mankind.” His
rumbling laugh stretched on for afew bars, then it was forgotten.

He d kept playing the whole time without missing a beat. He was off on another tune now, playing
flawlessly. Maybe Lenny hadn’t done so badly. If only the other two would show up. “When you were
firs intheBin, did you have weird dreams?’ she asked.

He smiled to himsdlf. “1 dways have weird dreams.”
“I mean, dreams where you' re somebody el se atogether, like an old man or something?’

He shook his head, tilting it back, closing his eyes as his bony fingers glided up and down the neck of his
bass. “1 am dwaysme. Always.”

THE OTHER TWO, RICK AND IAN, WERE FORTY -FHVE MINUTES late. They both looked as if
they’d just crawled through severa barsto get there. lan, the drummer, was asmall, freckled, bald man
with ashock of red hair ringing his scap in frizzy curls, and achinsirap beard flecked with gray. Rick, the
lead player, scowled as he moved. He was probably handsome, but Justine couldn’t get past his
repertoire of grimaces. His black hair was dicked back into ducktails. He wore awhite ruffled shirt
unbuttoned to his nave, tucked into leather pants two sizestoo smdl. He tottered around the stage on
high-hedled boots as he tuned up.

“You guys dwaysthis prompt?’ Justine asked them, spping her third cup of coffee.

The sound of her voice seemed to add to the burden of Rick’s pain. lan chuckled asif she were joking.
John said, “Why don’'t we just play the tunes, Justine? Y ou’ll see. Band of your fucking dreams.” Rick
scowled and positioned himself in front of amike, looking asif he and his guitar were facing execution.
lan started warming up with tight little riffs.

“I don't like to be kept waiting,” she said.

Rick rolled hiseyes. “Y ou got something else to do?” he sneered. “Istimeticking away?’ He glared at



her. “I figured you from the virtua's as some kind of uptight b—"

John’ slaugh erupted suddenly, cutting Rick off. Helooked at them dl, till laughing. “Y ou know what
they used to say outsde? Get this. ‘Relax, you'll livelonger.”” Helaughed again, like bouldersrolling
through the room. “Isthat hysterica or what?‘Relax, you'll livelonger.’ | loveit.”

John findly quit laughing and stood there smiling at Justine. I'm supposed to drop it, she thought. John's
letting me know | can argue with Rick al day if | want to, and nothing will change. Meanwhile, Rick was
glaring into the corner like aboxer waiting out the mandatory count.

Shelaid her guitar case on the table and took out her guitar. Just drop it, she told herself. Either they can
play the tunes or they can't. If they can play, | don’t care what kind of assholesthey are. If | walk, what
thehell do | do then?What elseam | going to do but Sing?

She dammed the case closed, strapped her guitar on. “GivemeaD,” She said to John, and he obliged.
Asshetuned, shesaid in ahard voice, “We do the first set straight through, no breaks, just like this dump
was packed to the rafters, you got it?’

John and lan nodded. She waited, and finally Rick turned his head and give her athin, wicked smile.
“Sure, bosslady,” he said. “Anything you say.”

THEY PLAYED THE FIRST SET PERFECTLY. IAN DIDN'T BANG on the drums; he played them.
Histouch was flawless. He seemed to know the quirks of her phrasing and played off them. Rick, though
he still looked haggard and sullen, seemed capable of playing anything. He never looked at her, but when
she missed a cue and failed to come in with the verse, he covered for her effortlesdy. John bobbed
around the stage, asmile on hisface, stitching the whole thing together with his bass. She found hersalf
snging better than she thought she could. They kicked the last tune so hard, she wanted to shout with
joy, but the only sound was the tiny Clydesdales passing over lan’s head. Her new band wasincredible.

“Second set?’ Rick asked deadpan.

“I don't think we need to,” she said. “ Y ou guys are redly fantastic—the band of my dreams, like John
said.” Shesmiled at John, and he smiled back.

“Does that mean we can leave now?’ Rick asked.

She met hishard, level stare. “Look, I’'m sorry about being uptight, okay? 1’ [l try to lighten up if you will.
We re going to be spending alot of time together, and it might help if we got along.”

“No problem,” he said in the sameflat voice.

“How about | take you guysto lunch?’ she asked them dl. Only John nodded.
“lanand | dready ate,” Rick sad.

“Then I'll buy you abeer.”

Rick put hisguitar inits case. He snapped it shut and turned around, the case under hisarm. lan stood up
behind him, waiting. “Like you said, Justine, we' re going to be spending alot of timetogether.” Thetwo
of them left. lan turned and gave her afriendly wave asthey cleared the door.

Justine stared after them. “What the fuck is his problem?’

“Rick’sokay. You just got to understand him.”



She shook her head. “No, | don’t have to understand him, but go ahead, enlighten me.”

John shrugged. “If you want. It’ slike this: The man wantsto fuck you. When we were playing with your
virtuas, he used to stand behind you and watch your butt moving with the music. But you'rein the band
now. In hisface al thetime. Better to fuck the bar babes. Then leave town. He knowsthis. Bdievesit.
But he till wantsto fuck you. Pisseshim off. Y ou understand?’

“What in the hell makes him think I’d want to fuck him?’
John laughed. “They dl do.” Helit up another cigarette.
“Sowhat’slan’s problem? | suppose he wantsto fuck me, too.”

“He goeswhere Rick goes. Likel say, dl thegirlsgo for Rick. lan’ sthere for the runner-ups.” He
picked up hisguitar case. “ So, Justine, where you taking me for lunch?’

THEY WENT TO A BURGER KING, ALL DONE TO PERIOD, INcluding holographic counter girls
that took your order. It was John' s favorite place. She watched him devour two double-double Cheese
Whoppers, ajumbo fries, and alarge shake. She had another cup of coffee and afried apple pie. She
tried to talk to him, tell him about her weird dreams, but it was like talking to the holographic counter
grls

“They'rejust dreams,” he said, his mouth full of whopper.

“But I'm all different peoplein them. | know different people. Everything lookslikeit' s before | waseven
born. Nothing isfrom my life, nothing.”

“So what’ sthe problem, Justine? Sounds pretty cool.”

She gave up, looked past him to the street outside, the beautiful spring day shining through the glass. “ So
what' sthereto do in thistown, John? |’ ve never been here before.”

He pondered this as he chewed. “ Go seethe Bin,” he said and stuffed the last of the hamburgersin his
mouth.

“WereintheBin.”
“I mean thefacility. They’ve got tours and shit.” He had trouble getting the word facility past his burger.

He meant the machine itsel f—the virtua representation of wherethey al resded, like acamerafilming
itsdf.

“I don’'t know. I’'m not sure | want to seeit.”
“Why not?It' s cool.”
“I don't even know what I’'m doing here. Seemsto meit'd belike vigting your own grave.”

John groaned and shook his head. “No, man. Don’t get weird about being in here. Trust me. You've
donetheright thing. I knew this girl once, got to thinking too much about Suff, just like you' re doing?
Went and had herself downloaded into somebody’ s body that was coming in. Can you bdlieve that
shit?

“Isthat possible?’



John snorted. “ Stupid, but possible, if you got the connections. They rip off the body beforeit getsfried.
Point is, She' s dead now. Pneumoniaor some shit. Isthat stupid or what?”

Shedidn't answer him. She just shook her head. “I ill don’t want to go seethe Bin.”

He shrugged. “ There’ saways museums and shit.” He popped the last fry in his mouth, took one last
noisy durp at his shake, and stood up. “ See you tonight, Justine. Thanks for lunch.”

“Would you like to take in afew museumswith me?’

“Thanks Justine, but thisiswhen | deep.” He stood up and started laughing to himself. “Y ou know what
they used to say? Arslonga, vita brevis. | lovethat. Now everything's longa. Think I'll take alonga
nap.” He shambled out the door, still laughing at his own joke.

She sat there for about twenty minutes, her ebows resting on the orange formica tabletop, nursing her
cold coffee. “Hdl with it,” she said. She went out into the street and looked up and down. Shewent to a
tourist information kiosk ahalf block away and waited for a couple to finish using the console. Their baby
sat inagtroller behind them fast adeep, bundled up for the arctic, even though it wasin the Sixties. She
watched him deep, listened to the sound of histiny deep breething that seemed to fill hiswhole body.

He was whedled away, and she stepped up to the console. She started to push the museum icon, but she
wanted something to take her mind off things. She was afraid she d just roam through the museums and
mope. And then it cameto her. What she really wanted to do, more than anything, was go to aplay. She
pressed the thestre icon, and a dozen plays came up on the screen. She knew immediately which one she
wanted to see. Romeo and Juliet was playing at the Shakespeare Theatre at two o' clock. A map to the
theatre by Metro and by foot flashed on the screen. A pleasant voice asked if she'd like a printed map.
She said no and took off on foot for the theatre.

There was aline a the box office, and the lobby was packed with people. She didn’t hold out much
hope of getting in. But most everyone €lse wanted seatsin pairs, and she was by hersdf. Therewasa
lone seet available in abox practically on the stage. She hurried in asthe lights dimmed and took her seat
just as the chorus began to speak.

She' d read the play in English class. Her teacher, Sister Gertrude, had tried her best to bleed the passion
from the play and leave only the carcass of Greet Literature for her students' dissection, but she hadn’t
quite succeeded, at least not with Justine. Alone in her room, reading the play aloud, she' d imagined
hersdlf as Juliet, in love with Romeo.

And here on the stage was a Juliet whose passon matched the one she’ d conjured asagirl. The actress
looked young, asif she actually were the not-quite-fourteen Juliet was supposed to be. But she also had
alow, sensud voice, and her dender body moved, in the presence of Romeo, not like agangly
teenager’s, but with the erotic sway of a passionate woman. Justine leaned toward her and was swept
away. By thetimethe play was not yet haf over, Justine fdt the emotions the actress feigned, and Juliet’s
words seemed to come from Justine hersdlf:

Come, night; come, Romeo; come, thou day in night;
For thou wilt lie upon the wings of night

Whiter than new snow upon a raven’s back.

Come, gentle night; come, loving, black-browed night;
Give me my Romeo; and, when he shall die,

Take himand cut himout in little stars,

And he will make the face of heaven so fine

That all the world will be in love with night



And pay no worship to the garish sun.

O, I have bought the mansion of a love,
But not possess d it; and though | am sold,
Not yet enjoy’ d. So tedious is this day

As isthe night before some festival

To an impatient child that hath new robes
And may not wear them—

Justine couldn’t bear to listen as the nurse brought the news of Romeo’ s banishment that would blight
Juliet’ s hopes. She watched numbly, knowing the lovers were doomed. Sister Gertrude had implied that
Romeo and Juliet brought death upon themsalves through their reckless passion. But Justine believed
their passion was the single good in aworld that refused to change. Little older than Juliet, dl Justine
could manageto say to Sister Gertrude in defense of the lovers was * But they loved each other—"
before the Sster’ s amirk and the laughter of the other girls cut her off.

She' d never seen the play before, only read it. Aswords only, Romeo and Juliet had broken her heart.
Now here they were, standing before her. The tears flowed down her cheeks as Juliet spoke the last
words Romeo would ever hear from her, spoken, as her first vows of love, from her balcony. Behind her
blazed a star-filled night, the faint light of dawn in the east. Romeo stood below, in the shadows:

O God, | have aniill-divining soul!

Methinks | see thee, now thou art below,

As one dead in the bottom of a tomb.

Either my eyesight fails, or thou look’ st pale.

By thetimethe play was over, Justine had cried hersdlf out. Her crying had caught the attention of the
man Sitting next to her who' d patted her hand as Juliet died, and said, “1t'sjust aplay, dear. No need to
get so upset.” Shehit her tongue and nodded politely, though she couldn’t imagine that Shakespeare
would ve shared the man’ s sentiments.

Now she sat in her seat and watched everyone leave. She was glad to see there were afew others
sniffling and drying their eyes. As she was watching the last stragglers disappear out the exits, Justine was
gartled to see Mr. Menso in the middie of the front row, his chin resting on his cane, smiling at her. He
gave her alittle wave and rose to hisfeet.

“Wonderful play, isn'tit?" hesaid asshejoined himintheade.

“Mr. Menso, | can hardly believe you're here. Y ou' re almost the only person | know in thistown, and |
looked up, and there you were.”

“A pleasant surprise, | hope. | never miss Romeo and Juliet. It smy favorite play by my favorite
playwright.”

“Minetoo.” Shetook hisarm. Shewas at least a head taller than he was. They walked up theaide and
out into the day, till bright though the sun hung low in the sky. He headed west, toward his shop, and she
walked beside him. It was hours before she had to be at the club.

“Did you ever seeit with your sweetheart?’

He stopped and peered at her amoment. “Asamatter of fact, | did. That was...let me
see...seventy-five years ago. Theideawas, you see, that the play would kindle a passion for me, but of
courseit didn't work. She cried asyou did today, and | comforted her. | asked her to marry me that
night, and she said no.”

“ Il m mr.r.y.n



He chuckled. “Don’t be. She said no many times.”
“Whatever happened to her?’

He shrugged. “ She married someone el se.”

“I'm sorry. Isshedtill...”

“Married? Alive? No. She died out there.” He tossed his head over his shoulder to mean the red world.
“I' logt track of her for years after | camein here, but then | had news from amutual friend. Shelived to
be eighty out there.” He shook his head and leaned on his cane. “Her husband died the year after | came
in here. She never remarried. Lived for fourteen years with nobody to keep her company but her cats.”
He smiled ruefully. “ Guess | should' ve stayed.” He started walking again. “How are the dreams, by the
way?’ He d picked up the pace, fleeing her sympathy, turning the subject away from himsdlf. Poor,
Sweet man, she thought.

“I dreamed | was an old woman with arthritis. | could even fed the painin my hands.”
“Did you read the Morse book?’
“No. | sarted it, but I'm afraid it seemed pretty silly to me.”

He amiled asif pleased that she didn’t like the book he' d given her. Hewas an odd littleman. “ Yes, |
supposeit is. Perhaps your dreams are of ahigher order than Ms. Morse is speaking of. Have another
look at it. Y ou may find something of value yet.”

“Wadll, actudly, | did follow itsadvicein away. | asked the woman who shewas.”

“Wdl, what happened?’

“ She spoke to me. Thewoman in my dream, that is. She looked into amirror and said, ‘Hello, Jugtine.””
“And what did you say?’

“Nothing. | woke up.”

Heamiled. “Don’'t wake up next time.”

“That’ s easy enough for you to say. It was very spooky.”

“And what was her name?’

“l don’t know.”

They' d cometo asmall park. In the middle was afountain with apair of holographic dolphinslegping
together asif in play. Mr. Menso had stopped again and stood staring at the fountain, asif he hadn’t
heard her, nodding his head. She wondered if hewasdl right. “Mr. Menso?’

He turned back to her, cheerful again, but his eyeswere sad. “I’ m sorry, my dear. My mind wanders
sometimes. So, tel me, how was your dinner party?’

“It was wonderful. | met someone.”
“Ah! A young man, no doubt.”

“ YS,”



“I’'m delighted for you.” He leaned forward on his cane, looking up into her eyes. “But you don’t seem s0
delighted yoursdlf.”

“It' snothing. We just met.”

“Doesn’'t sound like nothing.” He gestured with his cane to a bench beside the fountain, and they sat
down. He propped his cane against the bench and leaned back, stretching out hislegs. “I’'mdl ears,” he
sad.

Shetold him about Nemo, from the moment shefirst saw him until they kissed good night. Off and on dl
day, she' dtried to put her fedlingsin perspective: You're just lonely, Justine, infatuated. Y ou can’t trust
this sudden passion. But as she talked to Mr. Menso, she was soon caught up in her own story, just as
the play had carried her dong, and she felt everything she d fdt the night before dl over again. Especidly
the hopelessness of it dl. Shewas afraid she might start crying again.

“Why s0 upset, Jugtine? It soundsto me asif you' ve falen in love with an exceptiona young man.”

“Helivesin another world, Mr. Menso. Thismorning | imagined going to see him there. It was
wonderful. | wanted it more than anything, but | can't. It' simpossible. Thewhole thing’simpossible. He
probably won't even come tonight.”

Mr. Menso shook his head back and forth and sat up straight, taking his canein hand. “Y ou are so
young. First of dl, I'll wager he comes to see you tonight, and that he' s every bit as bewitched by you as
you are by him—more soif he' sgot any sense. And asfor vigting hisworld, try this” He handed her a
card: Real World Tours—We Never Close. There was a phone number and an address. “Friends of
mine. Tdl them Warren sent you. And tell this Nemo that Mr. Menso says to take you home and show
you where helives—if hisintentions are honorable.”

She smiled at him. “Y ou're very sweet, Mr. Menso, but Nemo doesn’t want to get involved with me.”

He snorted. “ Since when does ayoung man’ s fedlings have anything to do with what he wants? Sounds
tomelike he' saready ‘involved, asyou so unromantically put it. Whatever happened to faling in love?
‘Get Involved.” Bah! Isthat what happened to Romeo and Juliet—they Got Involved?’

“But Mr. Menso, that’ saplay.”

He danced his eyebrows and made an arc around them with a sweep of his cane. “Haven't you heard?
It sall aplay. Wemakeit up aswe go dong.” Hewinked at her. “ So we might aswell make it beautiful,
don’'t you think?’

“What if Nemo doesn't seeit that way?’

Mr. Menso chuckled and put his hand on hers. “Y ou are the east, my dear. Y ou are the sun. Whatever
he sees from now onis bathed in your light.” He patted her hand and roseto hisfeet. “1 must be going.
I’m meeting a customer a my shop. He' slooking for acopy of Anna Karenina for hiswife shirthday,
and | have abeauty. Odd present, it seemsto me, for ahusband to give, but perhaps he hasn't read it.
Don't worry, Jugtine. Thingswill go splendidly thisevening. Loversfind away.”

After he' d gone, Justine watched the dolphinsin the fountain, thinking about what Mr. Menso had said.
The dolphins' play didn’t seem to be random, she noticed after awhile. They went through acycle of
about ten minutes duration. She watched them perform their dance three times, then walked dowly back
to her hotdl.

WHEN SHE GOT BACK TO HER ROOM SHE TRIED ALL THE NUMbersin her address book,



but till no one answered. She left amessage for her agent to call her, though she wasn't sure why. Just
to have somebody to talk to, she guessed. She thought back to the orphanage, all the girls she knew
there. Surely one of them wasin here now, probably most of them. That seemed to be the only timein
her life she remembered with any clarity. Shetook out a sheet of Sationery and madealist of the names
she could remember. She punched the info icon on the phone and accessed the Bin database. With the
third namd on her list, she had success. Stephanie Ann Boyd lived in Sesttle. Shewas ayear younger
than Justine. They hung out alot when she was sixteen and seventeen. They’ d both been wild, getting into
alot of trouble together. She entered the number and after afew rings Stephani€’ s face appeared on the
screen. She was the girl Justine remembered, but grown up—midthirties, she would guess, but you
couldn’t tell by looking in here. Maybe she liked looking ol der.

“Hi, Stephanie” shesad. “It' sdugtine.”

Stephanie stared for amoment. “Do | know you?’

“InDdlas, a S. Cathering's”

“I’'m sorry. That' sbeen solong ago. I'm afraid | redlly don’t remember you.”

“Come on Steph, it hasn’t been that long. It was only afew years ago. Remember we snuck out to see
Bruce and—what was that guy’ s name—Alfonso. We got caught, remember?’

Stephanie drew back asif struck, studied Justine with knitted brows. “1 |eft St. Catherine’ samost eighty
years ago, and | knew no one there named Justine. I’ m sorry, you must have me confused with someone
else with the same name. The Bin’sabig place, you know.”

“But | recognize you. | mean you're older, but you' re the Stephanie | remember.”

“I'mafraid that’ s quiteimpossible. I’ ve been in here for dmogt thirty years. I'm sorry.” The screen went
blank. Justine didn’t bother trying to find any of the other names on her list. Shelay down on her bed and
gtared out the window at the darkening sky, waiting for night to fall.

6

NEMO WOKE IN THE MORNING THINKING OF JUStine. Not thinking, actudly. Longing for her.
Half awake—his reason still adegp—he basked in the anticipation of seeing her again, kissing her,
holding her, making loveto her. But as he became logt in this fantasy, asthe image grew clearer, he saw
them making love in some perfect Bin hote room, entwined in some vast bed with crisp clean sheets,
sitting propped up afterwards on plump down pillows, sipping Turkish coffee or cognac or whatever they
damn well pleased. It was harder to see them getting up out of that bed, doing anything in there but
wandering around being happy, like a couple of potheads with the harvest in. In the Bin, the harvest was
awaysin. It was The Grasshopper and the Ants, only winter was cancelled, and the antswere al but
extinct. Eventualy they’ d settle down in a* Shakespeare’ of their own. They’d order the growing ivy, of
course. They could always change it to the nongrowing if it got to be too much trouble. After awhile,
they’ d be nongrowing, too, because anything € se would be too much trouble.

He sat up in bed. The weather had cleared, and the sun wasin hisface. Hiswindup alarm clock on the
bedside table said it was 8:30, but he hadn’t set it for weeks, and the rusty gearsinsderan dow. He
studied the sun and set the clock for 9:00, giving the key a couple of cranks. If hedidn’t overwind it,
Lawrencetold him, it'd run forever. He swung hislegs over the side of the bed and stared at the floor,
then squinted into the sun. His reason was awake now, but it didn’t matter. Thelonging still gnawed a
him. He couldn’t wait to see her again, even as he was thinking he had no choice but to break things off



before they went any further.

He got out of bed and stood in the cool breeze from the window, looking through his CDs until he found
Aimee Mann’'s. Most of the liner notes were gone except for afew frayed panelsfrom her first solo
abum—she smiled at the camerawith Justing s smile, Justine' s eyes. He dug through his desk and found
amagnifying glass, studied her eyebrows, her teeth, the precise line of her jaw, her shouldersclad in
black. Justine was younger, but thislooked like a photograph of her or her twin. He d heard of people
making themsalves look like famous people in the Bin, though it was afad that' d passed. It was adrag to
run into yoursdlf at a party. But Justine seemed genuindy surprised when hetold her shelooked like
Mann.

He put the CD in the machine and started it. He opened the old refrigerator where he stored books and
papers. Lawrence had picked it up to salvage the tubing. Nemo ripped the compressor out to make it
lighter and dragged it up the sairs. It kept everything dry. Hisroom leaked badly, but Lawrence was too
big to crawl around on the date roof, and Nemo was afraid of heights. Sooner or later he' d have to get
over it and fix the damn leak, unless he wanted to move back to his old bedroom. He checked the water
level in the pan on top of the refrigerator. It was good for another rain at least.

His grandmother’ sdiarieswerein anesat row in the freezer compartment, eight of them, one for every
year from 1998 to 2005. He' d read them all several times, but he hadn’t looked at them much in the last
few years. Rosdind sulked when he did, though she' d never admit it. Who could be jedous of diaries?
And they were pretty strange. In the early ones she wrote about wild, improbable adventures with her
mother. Other times, shetalked asif she didn’t have amother. Other times, shetalked asif shedidn’t
have amother. She nearly dwayswrote about boys. She might' ve been living on Marsfrom al Nemo
learned from her diaries, though he gathered she was at some kind of boarding school, which she
consgtently referred to as* Jail.”

Nemo had asked his mom about when his grandmother was alittle girl, and hismom had said darkly,
“Y our grandmother was never alittle girl.” Nemo had no ideawhat she meant, but he knew not to ask
any more questions, and hismom had been in afoul temper for the rest of the day.

He remembered she wrote in her diaries about the Aimee Mann CDs. They were specid to her; that's
what had first made them specid to him. If he remembered right, they were agift from some guy. After a
brief search, he found the entry he waslooking for:

AUGUST 31, 2003

N is so sweet! He gave me all of Aimee Mann’s CDs today. He teased me that he just wanted
to get hisback, but | know that’s not true. He's such a good friend. But I’'mkind of afraid he's
falling in love with me. I’ ve caught him looking at me with great moony eyes. Hope not—wouldn’t
want to lose my best friend. | don’t know what I’ d do without him. | wonder

He worked hisway back through ‘02 and’ 01 to see who thisN was. He showed up often. And it sure
sounded to Nemo like he wasin love with her. Whenever she broke up with another boyfriend, which
she did about once every two months, she’d call up N and cry on his shoulder and get him to distract her
by taking her to the zoo or amovie or aswimin the lake, and al the time she’ d be talking about some
other guy and teling N what apa hewas. And he'd do it every time, even get her somelittle gift to cheer
her up. Nemo felt sorry for the guy, whoever hewas. If it ever occurred to her that maybe thiswasn't
such agood idea, she never let onin her diaries.

N was a0 the one who' d introduced her to Aimee Mann in thefirst place:

SEPTEMBER 21, 2002



N and | talked a long time about music. | told him | wanted to be a singer, and he didn’t laugh
at me like some jerks | could mention. He loaned me the coolest CDs by his all-time favorite
singer, Aimee Mann. | love her stuff! It'sreal pop, but with this edge. | wish | could write songs
like that, and she’s so cool looking. It’d be cool to be her. Except, | don’t know. Lot of her songs
are pretty sad.

| like having a friend like N who's different from me, knows about stuff | don’t know about. D
says he's a geek, but what does he know? Asshole!!

Nemo didn’t know who D was, but her opinion of him was unwavering throughout her diaries. But if N
wasn't ageek or gay or something, why was he dways the guy she called when she didn’t want a date
but didn’t want to be done? The first mention of him was about ayear before shefindly figured out he'd
fdlenfor her:

SEPTEMBER 2, 2002

Awasright. N isreal sweet, kind of funny looking though. But he said he can help me get rid
of my nightmares. He said that what S pulled was wrong and | should tell the cops. But | just want
to forget about it. | mean, | was just as much to blame as he was | guess. | could’ ve saidno.

Yeah, sure. That's me alright!

The entry before that was over aweek earlier:

AUGUST 24TH, 2002

Shasturned out to be the supreme asshole of assholes. | went to A and cried buckets. When
she got through telling me | TOLD YOU SO eight million times, she said her brother knew a guy
who might help me out and she’d set it up for me to meet him. She said he was a GENIUS, and
he’ d know what Sdid to me, and if anybody could fix it, he could. Sure hope so. | haven't slept in
three days. Everytime | fall asleep that slimy toad isall over me.

Swas aboy she' d had a crush on for some weeks. There wasn't really much about him except that she
thought he was good looking, he had his own place, and he wasinto virtuas, which were just getting
started about that time. She never said what he did to her, never said if A’sfriend, who Nemo took to be
N, fixed it or not. But even from the beginning, apparently, she’d goneto N because someone else let her
down, and he never did. Nemo couldn’t remember a single disparaging word about N. He picked up a
couple of the later diariesto seeif N continued to show up every time she had a broken heart, but
Lawrence hollered up the stairs that breskfast was ready.

NEMO AND LAWRENCE ATE BISCUITSAND GRAVY AND RABDbit sausages. Therewas even
apot of coffee. Asthey were finishing up, Lawrence told Nemo he' d traded arebuilt generator for two
two-pound cans of Chock Full o Nuts. “And thislittle baby here,” he added with agrand flourish,
setting a red-and-white box wrapped in cellophane on the table.

“What’ sthat?’ Nemo asked.

“That, son, isapack of Marlboros. Smoked them back in Texas. Couple packs aday. Now they’'re
scarcer than toilet paper.”

Nemo picked up the package and turned it over in his hands. He' d never seen a pack of machine-rolled
cigarettes before outside of the Bin. He was brought up short by awarning in tiny print on the sSde stating
that the contents caused along list of diseases and hedlth camities, including the desth of small children
who happened to get too close. “Jesus!” he said. *'Y ou smoked these things?’

“Sure did. What' s more we' re going to smoke one right now. After breakfast isthe best time, with acup
of coffee” He smiled bedtifically. “We plan to smoke one aday. We got twenty day’ sworth of pleasure



coming up.”
“But they’Il kill you.”

Lawrence carefully unwound the gold strip of cellophane and opened the top of the box. He removed a
smdl piece of duminum foil, and there they werein three neat rows. He pulled one out and lit it with a
kitchen match. “ Everything killsyou alittle bit. Even love.” He blew acloud of smokeinto thear and
propped hisfeet on astepstoal. “So how’ d it go with Justine last night?'Y ou wouldn't say two words
after you got home.”

“| wastired.”

“Not tired now, areyou? Hell, if you' re il tired, there must’ ve been more happened than you know
how to tell about anyway.”

“Get off it, Lawrence. Wejust had adrink. Two drinks, actualy. Wéll, | had two. She only had one.”
Nemo got up and poured himsdalf some more coffee, though his cup was still haf full.

Lawrence had that damn Texan twinklein hiseye, full to the gillswith sausage and gravy and now
Marlboros. Nemo knew he wouldn't let up. Lawrence tried to blow smoke rings, but he couldn’t get his
lipless mouth to work right. “So what'd y’ dl do, just Sit around counting each other’ sdrinks al night?’

“Lawrence, | kissed her good night, okay? That wasit. Onekiss. It was nothing.”
“Nothing, shit. Y ou' re breaking out in aswest just talking about it.”

“Fine. Could we change the subject now?’ Nemo leaned against the counter and stared into his coffee
cup. It was quiet for awnhile except for the faint sounds of amockingbird hard &t it.

“Nemo,” Lawrence said softly. “Come over here and Sit down.”

It was the nanny. Nemo was glad to hear it. He' d had just about as much of the Texan in agood mood
as he could stomach firgt thing in the morning. He went over and sat down.

“Please accept our apologies,” Lawrence said. “ Sometimes our banter gets out of hand. We mean no
harm, truly.”

“That’sokay.”

“Andwe |l put thisthing out.” Lawrence ground out the Marlboro, which was mostly gone anyway, and
brushed the ash off hisfingertips. “ Filthy habit, actualy.”

“Then why do you put up with it?’

Lawrence laughed softly. “It gives us pleasure. A bit of the old life, you know?We could dl use that now
andagan.”

“I guess s0.” Nemo sat stock still and stared at the table. He wanted to talk, but he didn’t know where to
dart.

“Y ou havefedingsfor thisgirl?’
HY$H

“Areyouinlovewith her?’



Why did he aways have to be so direct?“We just met. | hardly know her. | mean, have you ever fallen
inlove with someone—just like that?’

Lawrence smiled and nodded his head. “Y es. In England. He was abank clerk. Nothing remarkable
about him, to anyone ese, but it was quite sudden, actudly. Love at first sight. At our wedding everyone
assumed we were pregnant.”

“And wereyou?’ Nemo'd heard of the bank teller before. He' d been the nanny’ s husband.
“We shan’t answer that question, until you answer ours.”

“And what question isthat?’

Lawrencerolled hiseyes. “Y ou would try the patience of asaint. Areyou inlovewith thisgirl?’
“I don’t know how to answer that.”

“Yesor nowould do quite nicely.”

“I don’'t know. | haven’t decided yet.”

Lawrencetried to suppressit, but laughter bubbled up insde him with the combined force of three senses
of humor. Pretty soon he was cackling away. Tears streamed down hisface, and he gasped for bregath.
He dapped histhigh with one hand, and with the other fluttered Sign languagein the air like a crazed bat.

“Weresorry,” Lawrence wheezed, till laughing.

“What's so funny?’ Nemo asked. This provoked new gales of laughter. He stood up and gulped down
his coffee. “I’'m going down to Jonathan's. I'll see you later, Chuckles.”

“Wait, Nemo.” Lawrence brushed the tears from his eyes and managed to bring hislaughter downto a
low boail. “We re sorry. We re feding abit impish thismorning. It' s spring, and, well, you' re so young.”
He shook his head, and findly brought hislaughter under control. “But you' re not so young asto believe
that loveisadecison, areyou?’

“Okay, what if | aminlovewith her?1 can sill decide what | want to do about it, can't |7’
“Mogt certainly.”

“Okay, then. When | decide, I'll be sureto let you know.” Nemo turned to go out the back door, when
he remembered their bargain—question for question. He looked over his shoulder a Lawrence, who
was pouring himsalf another cup of coffee. “ So were you pregnant or not?’

Lawrence set down the pot and became very ill. “Yes.”

“Y ou never told me you had akid in England.”

Lawrence kept his eyes on the coffegpot, hishand gtill grasped the handle. “He was gtillborn, actudly.”
“I'msorry. | didn’t know.”

Lawrence looked at Nemo. “Of course you didn’t know. Y ou were never told. It'squite dl right. That
was another life, agesago.” He gestured at the door with the back of hishand. “Now, run on, will you?
Jonathan will be dying to hear al about your birthday.”



AsNemo left, Lawrencelit up another Marlboro.

NEMO FOUND JONATHAN BEHIND THE HOUSE, TURNING UP a section of the garden. A
couple of kinds of lettuce and some of the greens were already in. The potatoes, onions, and carrots
were in the ground. Jonathan’ s family grew enough to feed a dozen people and often did. Sometimesin
the winter there’ d be tents pitched al over the yard because there was no more room inside. Nemo
watched Jonathan work, diding the shovel into the earth, turning over rich brown dirt, dmost black. The
clods had adull sheen where the shovel diced them out of the ground. Jonathan stabbed them with afew
quick thrusts from the point of his shovel, and they crumbled into piles of moist loam.

“Hi,” Nemo sad. “What' sgoing in there?’

Jonathan buried his shove in the earth like a sentry planting hislance. “ Tomatoes. How wasthe
birthday?”

Nemo caught something in histone. “Have you dready taked to Lawrence?’
Jonathan amiled dyly. “Yes”

“Jesus, when?’

“After heleft you, he stopped by to play agame of chesswith Dad.”

“And | suppose he told you what | was doing.”

“| asked.”

“So what do you think?”

“What do you mean?’

“Oh, come on, Jonathan. | know Lawrence. Once the Texan got on aroll, he' d not only tell you what
happened, but dso whatever he could dream up that might happen.”

Jonathan laughed. “He said she' svery attractive.”

“What dsedid he say?’

“That there seemed to be a strong attraction between you.”
“Isthat what he said?‘ A strong attraction’ ?’

“In so many words.”

“I’'m sure.” Nemo pointed at the shovel. “Y ou want some help?’

“It can wait. Let’ s go to the greenhouse. Y ou can take some tomato plants. We ve got more than we

The greenhouse had once been atwo-car garage. Jonathan and his brother and father had stripped of f
the wals and roof, leaving the frame standing. Origindly, they’ d covered it with sheet plastic, but when a
hailstorm ripped the plagtic to shreds afew years ago, they’ d replaced it with windows and windshields
from junked cars, screwed into place and sealed with caulk. It was about ten degreeswarmer insde. The
criss-crossing joints and the different tints of the auto glass gave the light apatchwork effect. Theair was
heavy and moigt, tangy with the scent of dozens of plants. They walked down one of the narrow aides,



Jonathan pausing to examine aleaf or fed the soil. He stopped to water the peppersfrom arusty
watering can. There were at least four different varieties. “ Tl Lawrence we |l have plenty of jalapefios
thisyear, too.”

“I'll do that.” Nemo watched the water pouring out of the can, the soil soaking it up. He wanted to talk
to Jonathan about Justine, but he had even less experience with women that Nemo did. Jonathan had
been engaged to Leg, agirl in Raegh, for about two years now. The marriage, as arranged by their
fathers, would take place in a couple of months, when Leaturned eighteen. During their two-year
engagement, she and Jonathan had spent atotal of maybe three weeks together, when the two families
vigted each other. Arranged marriages were pretty common among the fundies, now that Be fruitful and
multiply made sense again. And it made sense to Nemo. Y ou couldn’t let agood Chrigtian boy like
Jonathan marry just anybody. “Jonathan, areyou in love with Lea?’

Jonathan quit watering and turned to Nemo. “Y ou'rein love?’ He sounded amost happy for him.
“Comeon now, | asked firgt. Y ou' re about to marry her. Areyou in love with her?’

“Yes, | am,” Jonathan said, smiling just thinking about it.

“But how?Y ou hardly know her.”

Jonathan nodded, then shrugged his shoulders. It was something of amystery to him aswell. “Y ou’ ve got
to understand that the very first time | met her she wasn't just some girl. She was the woman I’ d spend
my lifewith. Leaand | may not’ ve spent that much time together, but you can bet | was paying attention.

| wanted to know her like I’ ve never known anyone e se—like my mom and dad know each other. |
think about her dl thetime. | can’t wait to marry her.”

“How does shefed about it?’

“Sameway.” Jonathan refilled the watering can from atank at the end of the row. The water rang off the
bottom like a gong. when he was done, he said, “It’ syour turn.”

Nemo' d hedged with Lawrence. He hadn’t been in the mood for Lawrence' s older-and-wiser. But he
had to tell somebody, or he was going to explode. “ Jonathan, I'm absolutely crazy about thisgirl. | don't
know what’ s going to happen.”

“What do you want to happen?’

Nemo sighed. Everything was dways so damn smple to Jonathan. “What do you think? | want to make
loveto her, spend hourstalking with her, going for walks, the whole damn thing.”

“Do you want to spend your lifewith her?’

Thiswasworse than Lawrence. At least Lawrence didn’'t have him walking down the aide dready. “I
don’t know! She'sin the Bin, Jonathan. | don’t want to go in there. We' d end up just like my mom and
dad, just like everybody e se in there—a bunch of smiling faces bobbing around in a stagnant soup.”

“Does shefed the same way about you?’
“I don’t know.” Jonathan gave him aquestioning look. “Okay, | think so0.”
Jonathan pinched awilted leaf from one of the plants. “ A very difficult decison.”

“Isthat dl you've got to say?‘ A very difficult decison’?’



Jonathan looked at Nemo, hislong lashesflickering, as he took a deep breath. “Okay. | think it'd be
terrible, if you went in there, and lost your soul. But | also know that you don’t want to lose this girl. God
asksusto make very difficult decisons.”

Nemo wished it were that smple. He' d have aword or two for God. “Maybeit’s not God who's asking.
Maybe the world' s just amess.”

“Maybe someday you'll believe differently.”

“Maybe. Don’'t hold your breath. But I’ ve dready made my decison. I’ m going to bresk it off whilel ill

Jonathan gave him a sympathetic look, and Nemo pointed at one of the bell peppers. “Y ou missed one.”
Nemo waited for Jonathan to start watering again, before he spoke. 1 promised to go see her tonight,”
he said as casudly as he could. “Will you come with me?’

“Into the Bin?’

“Shel sasinger. She' splaying in aclub tonight. We just go hear aset, and then | break it off and come
home. | promised to go see her.”

“Why do you need me?’

“Mord support.”

“There' sno such thing. Everyone makes his own mora choices.”

“Dammit Jonathan, does everything have to be such abig religious ded to you al the time?’
“Yes” hesad. There was nothing defiant in it. He was only telling the truth.

Nemo shook hishead. “I’m sorry. | wasforgetting who I’ m talking to. But will you go with me?1 don't
know if | can trust myself donewith her.”

“Don’'t you want to see her done? Do you redly want meto be stting there listening while you break up
with her? Don't you think that’ s unnecessarily crud?’

“Whose side are you on?’

“It'snot aquestion of sides. If you reject her, she'll be hurt. She' schosen alife |l believe to be wrong.
That doesn’t mean | fed no compassion for her.”

“So youwon't go?7’

Jonathan set down the watering can with adull clunk. “1'll go because you' re my friend, but when it
comestimeto tell her whatever you' ve decided to do, I'll leave. Fair enough?’

“Thanks, Jonathan.”

“Do you want those tomato plants now?’

“I'll get them tomorrow. I’ [l come by to get you at nine, okay?’
“Sure”

As Nemo was leaving the greenhouse, he turned back to Jonathan, who wasfilling up aflat box with



tomato plants. “ Jonathan, have you ever been in the Bin before?’
“Never,” hesaid.
Nemo wondered what he' d ever done to deserve afriend like Jonathan. “ Thanks,” he said.

ASNEMO CUT AROUND THE SIDE OF THE HOUSE, PETER beckoned to him from his
doorway, looking up and down the street asif he expected a band of marauders any minute. Ever snce
Rosalind had gone, Peter had grown stranger and stranger. Nemo walked into Peter’ sroom, and Peter
closed the door behind him. The place smelled like old cheese and burning wax. The windows were
covered with sheets, and the only light came from asmoky candle on the desk. Therewasachair at the
desk, and a mattress on the floor. The other furniture had been piled up in the other end of the room.

Nemo followed Peter to the desk, where aBiblelay open with ayellow pad and apencil besideit. The
pad was covered with tiny writing and el aborate doodles in the margins, crosses and pentagons mosily.
At the top of the page, adaggerlike cross pierced ablack pentagon. Drops of carefully drawn blood
dripped down into the text. On the wall above the desk was ahomemade calendar drawn on the same
yellow-ruled paper, the days crossed off one by one. Today was aready crossed off.

Peter was excited, hopping from one foot to the other. Nemo’ d never seen him like this. Peter had
away's been asour, taciturn man. “Gabrid tells me he spoke with you,” Peter said, smiling, and Nemo
saw clearly for thefirst timethat severd of Peter’ steeth were missing. “He saysyou'll do perfectly. He
says he'll meet with you again soon.”

“I’'m sorry, Peter. | don't know what you' re talking about. Meet with me for what?’
Peter’ s voice became low and confidentia. “Y ou are the promised one.”
“Promised for what? What are you talking about?’

Peter shook his head violently. “ Only Gabrid cantdll you.” Helooked around the room asif checking to
seeif anyone had crawled under the door as they were talking. Somehow Peter had latched onto Nemo
ashisonly aly. Againgt what, Nemo wasn't sure. From the look in Peter’ s eyes, he wasn't too sure
himsdlf, but it was bigger than hewas.

Nemo backed toward the door, nodding and smiling hisway out. “ Thanks for the message, Peter. I've
got work to do. See you around.”

“Don’t go,” Peter said, and laid his hand on Nemo’sarm, then quickly withdrew it. “I’ m sorry. Gabriel
said | shouldn’t talk to you just yet, that your path had not yet been revealed to you. He said when you
knew thetruth, you' d save us. Y ou will won't you?’

Nemo patted him on the shoulder. “I’ll do what | can, Peter.”

“Youwon't tel Gabrid | taked to you, will you?’

“I won't bresthe aword.”

AsNemo waked away, Peter called after him in aguarded voice, “ Everything depends on you.”
Poor crazy bastard, Nemo thought.

Nemo had planned to spend the rest of the morning and afternoon cannibaizing a stack of Discmen for
parts. Lawrence had swapped arusty pistol for them, but they weren’t much better than the pistal.



They’ d gotten too hot sometime or other and most of the circuit boards were warped and falling apart. A
couple of the drive mechanisms were okay though. He listened to Aimee Mann as he worked, and tried
to figure out what he was going to say to Justine when he saw her.

He' d just haveto level with her. If he'd met her out here, there' d be no question, but even the thought of
going into the Bin frightened him. He kept picturing himsdlf back inside the crematorium, rolling into the
flames. He was't watching what he was doing, and adrop of molten solder landed on the back of his
hand. He jumped, dropping the soldering iron onto one of the few usable circuit boards, melting aholein
the middle of it. He peded the solder off his skin, revealing adrop-shaped burn, aready starting to
blister. He grabbed the soldering iron and started to throw it across the room, stopped himself, and
stowed it away. Then he put everything on hisworkbench away. I'll clean house, he thought. At least |
can't hurt mysdf doing thet.

ITWASNEMO STURN TO MAKE SUPPER. HE MADE A STEW with the rest of the sausages,
some potatoes and onions, and some homemade beer. He told Lawrence he was going to see Justine,
and that he might not be hometill late. Lawrence didn’t ask any questions. Nemo didn't tell Lawrence
what he' d decided to do, as he' d said he would. He was afraid Lawrence would want to talk it to degth.
Besides, Nemo till wasn't sure he could go through withiit.

As hewalked down to Jonathan’ s he looked up at the moon. It was a perfect night. A light breeze,
scented with wisteria, riffled the grass. A cat, perched on top of the rusted-out pickup, watched him
pass, the moonlight glittering in its eyes. It gave out amoaning growl to warn him not to get too close.
There was adark shape, probably asquirre, in itsjaws. Nemo growled back, and it bolted into the
darkness, its claws skittering aong the top of the truck.

Jonathan’ sfather, Harold, let Nemo in and called up the airsto Jonathan. “ Beautiful night,” he said to
Nemo, and Nemo agreed that it was. If he disgpproved of Nemo dragging his son into the Bin, he didn’t
let on.

Jonathan'’ slittle brother, Matthew, was working at atreadle sewing machinein the front room. He
looked up as Nemo walked in and gave him alittle wave. “Hey, Nemo. Lawrence said you might have
some Discmen to swap soon.” He pointed to hiswork. “Trade you a couple of shirts.”

“Sounds good. It' s pretty dim pickings, though. I'm not sure I’m going to get aworking machine out of
thismess”

“What do you need with aDiscman?’ Harold asked his son.
Matthew rolled his eyes. “ Same thing you needed with that Polaroid camerathat didn’t work.”

“Spare the rod and spoil the child,” Harold muttered. “ Fortunately for you, young man, | believe the rod
takes many forms. The cameraworksfine. The film was out of date. If you want to squander your labor
on aDiscman, | won't stop you, but | don’'t want to hear any of that turn-of-the-century garbagein my
house”

“It has headphones, right Nemo?’

Nemo could barely suppress hissmile. “Yes, it does. If | can get oneto work, I'll throw in afew gospel
CDsdongwithit.”

Matthew grinned. “In case Dad wantsto ligten to it.”

Nemo' d watched them play this game before—Matthew pretending to be the backdiding youth, while



his dad blustered appropriately. But Nemo knew what Harold knew, that Matthew’ s faith would westher
any music he might listen to. He was here, &fter all.

Jonathan’ s mother, Constance, came out of the back of the house. She had on aleather apron, and her
hair wastied up in ascarf. Her face was flushed and sweaty. “Nemo, happy birthday! I’d give you ahug,
but I’d get soot dl over you. | wasfinishing up your birthday present.” She was holding asmall white box
in her hands. Shelooked around. “Where' s Jonathan?’

“I hollered a him,” Harold said, “1 don’t know what could be taking him so long.”
“He' smaking himsdlf into ared-hot Bin stud,” Matthew said.
“One more remark out of you,” Harold said, “and you'll be washing dishesfor ayear.”

Matthew hung his head, as much to hide his smile as show his penitence. “Yes, Sr. Y ou want meto go
gethim?’

“Tdl him we re ready to give Nemo his birthday present,” Constance said.
As Matthew went up the stairs, Nemo said, “Y ou redlly shouldn’t have done anything for my birthday.”

“Don’t beridiculous,” Congtance said. “I enjoyed making it. | just hope you likeit. Jonathan seemed to
think you would, but | wasn't sure.”

Jonathan descended the stairs with Matthew on his hedls. Jonathan was dressed in pressed dacksand a
white linen shirt. His hair was combed back, and he had shiny black loafers on.

“Check it out,” Matthew said. “Big bro steps out.”

“Enough,” Harold said. “We're celebrating a birthday here.” When they were al gathered around Nemo,
he nodded to hiswife. “ Congtance.”

She hesitated before handing Nemo the box. He knew, since Constance did metalwork, it would be
something made of metal, but he had no ideawhat. He opened the lid and found a cross made from
beaten silver, strung on aleather thong. The crosslooked like atwo-limbed tree. The gnarls of the wood
suggested aman on the cross, but when you looked closdly, it might only be the shape of an ordinary
tree. Hetook it out of the box and dipped it over hishead. “I loveit,” he said.

“Harold thought it was too Catholic looking,” Constance said. “If you don't likeit, | can makeyou
something dse”

“I didn’t say it wastoo Catholic,” Harold said. “1 just thought it looked alot like acrucifix. That'sdl.”

“It' s perfect,” Nemo said, hugging Congtance in spite of the soot, hugging them dl. For thefirst timedl
day, his heavy heart lifted just abit. He had agood life, he told himsdif.

When he and Jonathan were outside, Nemo couldn’t resist. “Y ou do look pretty spiffy.”
“Not you too.”

“How did you get your hair to do that?’

“I don't seewhat the big dedl is. It it customary to dress nicely to go out in the evening?’

Nemo laughed. “Y ou look great, Jonathan.”



“l don't look likeanidiot?’
“Trug me”

Asthey were descending into Northside Station, Jonathan was studying hisfeet, “1t’ skind of nice,
actualy, to be wearing these shoes to someplace besidesafunerd.”

By the time they boarded the train, they were both more somber. Since their visit to the crematorium,
Jonathan had avoided the northbound train, and Nemo couldn’t blame him. He should’ ve suggested they
goin at Richmond and take the virtua, Nemo thought, but he' d been too much in his own head to think
of it. Jonathan was doing Nemo afavor by going in a al. When they passed the glow of the
crematorium, Jonathan scrupuloudy avoided looking at it and didn’t say aword.

Nemo noticed, in the tangle of graffiti, the same pentagon impaed by a cross he’ d seen on Peter’ sydlow
pad, the words THE TIME ISAT HAND! scrawled over it like arainbow. He thought he' d seen it
before, but hadn’t taken much notice of it till now. He started to ask Jonathan about it, but hewaslostin
his own thoughts.

Oncethey wereingde, though, Jonathan cheered up, studying everything in the Bin asif he weretrying to
memorize it, rubbernecking the crowds of people, listening to their babble asif it dl meant something.
Whenever Nemo thought he had Jonathan figured out, he’ d do something to surprise him. Nemo | eft
Jonathan to his Sghtseeing and stewed over his own problems. But findly, asthey were walking down
the street toward the club, brushing past the crowds, lovely and boisterous even on a Sunday night,
Nemo asked Jonathan what he thought of the place.

“It' sremarkable.”
“Y ou're not getting tempted, are you?’
“Oh, no,” Jonathan said. “I expected it to be remarkable.”

Nemo had to laugh in spite of himself. Asthey walked through the door into the club, ateam of
hol ographic Clydesdales clattered over their heads. Jonathan looked up and followed their progress
around theroom, smiling.

Justine must’ ve been watching for them. She hurried up to Nemo before they sat down, put her arm
around hiswaist, and kissed his cheek. He breathed in her scent and let his arm settle around her
shoulders. Helooked into her bright eyes and then quickly away. It was dl he could do not to take her
into hisarms. “You redly came,” shesaid excitedly. “1 can't believeit.”

“Judting, thisis Jonathan. | told you about him. Jonathan, thisis Justine.”

Nemo watched them meet. He expected some judgment in Jonathan’ s eyes, but there wasn't. They
shook hands and smiled at each other, then at Nemo—the reason they were meeting at dl. “Let’sSit
down,” Nemo said. “1 could use adrink.”

Jugtine led them to atable in front of the bandstand. She had on another black knit dress. Thisonewas
cut low in the back. Nemo held his breath as he watched her move just ahead of him. “| saved thistable
for you,” she said. Jonathan was still watching the Clydesda es orbiting the room.

They dl sat down together. Justine only had afew minutes before she had to go on. Nemo could tell by
the way she was acting that she' d been waiting al day just to see him—that for her their one kisshad
been enough to cancd the differences between them. He watched her as she talked to Jonathan. He
couldn’t imagine what they would talk about—Hi, aren’t you a religious fanatic?—Oh yes, and aren’t



you the heathen stealing the soul of my best friend?But it didn’'t go likethat at all.

They talked about music, about guitars, about growing tomatoes and peppers, and Nemo wondered
what she thought about his bringing afriend, wondered if she knew Jonathan was supposed to be a
chaperone. Nemo felt silly now for being afraid of her. But it wasn't her he was afraid of. It was himsdif.

She caught Nemo staring at her. She smiled and winked, leaned toward Jonathan with a confidentid air.
“Jonathan, tell me about Nemo. I’ m collecting information on him. He' snot like anyone I’ ve ever met.”

Jonathan played along with her, seemingly as contented as awd|-fed tomcat. He d ordered himself a
glass of red wineand wassipping it. “Nemoisatruerebd,” he said.

Shelooked over at Nemo, her eyes shining. “Isthat what you are?’ she asked.
“I'm gtaying out of this” Nemo said.
She made aface and turned back to Jonathan. “Maybe, he' sjust contrary,” she said.

“Oh no, that’ swhy he' satrue rebel. For example, I'm a Chrigtian, and he’ snot. Now, afadse rebe
wouldn't have had anything to do with me. But we' ve been friends for seven years, and though we' ve
argued endlesdy about religion, he' s never once belittled my faith or judged mein any way.”

“Sohe'saquiet rebd,” Justine said, smiling a Nemo with lovein her eyes.
“That'sright,” said Jonathan.

“I’m going to be anoisy rebd if we don’'t change the subject,” Nemo said.
Justine laughed and kissed his cheek. “I’m so glad you' ve come.”

At her closeness, the touch of her lips, hefdt atingling al over. He closed hiseyes. “Metoo,” he said,
and squeezed her hand.

The rest of the band took to the stage and started tuning their instruments. The drummer practiced the
sameriff over and over.

“Gottago,” shesad. “I’m doing asong specid for you, Nemo.” Shelaughed at hersdf and smiled into
hiseyes. “Ligen up,” she said softly.

She kissed hislips, a soft, tender kiss, and rose from the table. “Wish me luck,” she said to both of them.
Nemo had forgotten Jonathan was even there. “ See you at the break.”

WHEN SHE' D GONE, JONATHAN SAID, “LAWRENCE WAS ight. Sheisvery lovely and
charming. | like her. Y ou two seem made for each other.”

“You'reabig hdp.”
“Did you want meto not like her?” Hetook another sip of hiswine.
“No, of coursenat. | just figured...Never mind.”

Nemo findly got around to getting himsalf adrink. Hetried Irish whiskey thistime, adouble. He watched
the band tuning, adjusting their equipment. They were using late-twentieth-century stuff. The twentieth
century was hot in the Bin.



Jonathan finished off hiswine and got himself ancther. “What' re you doing drinking wine, anyway?’
Nemo asked him.

“Chrig drank wine,” Jonathan said. “He even turned water into wine.”

“But I've never seen you drink before.” He' d dways turned down Lawrence' s homebrewed liquor and
beer.

“Good wineis hard to come by.”

“Soif you found abottle of wine outside, you' d drink it?’

“No. It'sfar too vauable outside. I d barter it for something more useful—food, blankets.”
“Doesthat mean that everything is uselessin here because nothing’ s hard to come by 7’
“Faithis” hesad.

“I don’t know. Everybody seems pretty happy.”

“That’ snot the samething asfaith.”

“Y ou know what | like about you, Jonathan? Y ou’ re so damn congistent, but you aways manage to
urprise me anyway.”

JUSTINE STEPPED UP TO THE MICROPHONE WITH A GUITAR, smiling nervoudly &t the
crowd. She counted out the beat, and the drummer kicked them off. As soon as she opened her mouth
to sing, her nervousness evaporated. Nemo expected her to be good. But he hadn’t expected her to be
asgood as shewas. It wasn't her technicd proficiency. He' d heard stronger voices. It was the way she
got insde each song, so that you believed she was the one who felt the broken heart or the desperate
hopes or the intense love she sang about.

Shedidn’t talk much between songs. She' d just introduce the next one and move on. During the s, the
club filled up until every chair was taken and people lined the bar. The gpplause was strong, and you
could see her lighting up. Nemo was happy for her, proud of her, completely enthralled. He forget about
everything but her, Snging.

Findly, she stood at the microphone for awhile, waiting for the applause to die down, looking directly
into hiseyes. “Thiswill be our last song for this set. It's an oldfashioned, rea-world love story written by
AimeeMann, and I’ d like to dedicate it to Nemo.” Everyonein the place followed her gaze, and afew
hooted their gpprova. A guy said from somewhere behind Nemo, “Lucky son of abitch.”

Nemo knew the song, “ Coming up Close,” from thefirst chord. He smiled at her, alumpin histhroat,
seeing the two of them, as he knew she intended, asthe loversin the song. It told the story of two people
who'vejust met. They borrow acar and drive out into the lowa countryside one summer night to a
deserted farmhouse where—

We thought just for an instant we could see the future.
We thought for once we knew what really was important.

But when the night is over, they Ssmply part, apparently never seeing each other again. But it wasthe
haunting refrain that got to him and brought tearsto hiseyes.

Coming up close
everything sounds like welcome home.
And oh, by the way



don’t you know that | could make

a dreamthat’ s barely half awake come true?
| wanted to say—

but anything | could’ ve said

| felt somehow that you already knew.
Coming up close...

everything sounds like welcome home.

Come home.

Come on home.

The resounding applause brought him back from the song—and the vast lowalandscape he imagined as
he listened—to thistiny bar inthe Bin, Justine smiling a him, the echo of thelast chord il ringing inthe
ar. But he brought hisfedings back with him intact. One kiss, one song—there was no point in counting.
Heloved her. He couldn’t leave her, not now, not tonight. He didn’t want to think beyond that. As
Justine thanked the crowd, Nemo turned to tell Jonathan that he' d changed his mind, but Jonathan had
aready gone. He' d said he' d go when it was time for Nemo to tell her what he' d decided to do. He
must’ ve seen my decision in my face, Nemo thought.

She played two more sets. Nemo watched her and listened to her sing. He shut out the rest of the crowd
and nursed a couple of drinks. They talked during her breaks, holding hands, looking into each other’s
eyes like they were the only two peoplein the place. He asked her about her music. They talked about
old musicians and old songs. She asked him about where he lived. She wanted to know what hisroom
looked like, so hetold her.

He ended up telling her about his grandmother and N, and how this poor guy wasin love with her, but
nothing ever came of it. She agreed that was sad. Theway she said it he knew what she was thinking,

that if nothing ever came of them, it’d be sad, too. He didn’t say anything. Hedidn’t tell her hewasin

lovewith her, but he wasthinking it thewholetime.

Pretty soon the band was packing up, and he was the only customer in the place. The other musicians
left, and Justine had disappeared behind adoor beside the stage. The lights were dimmed. There wasn't
asound but the Clydesdaes. Apparently they never shut the thing off. No reason they should. Justine
stepped out into the darkened room. She' d put on ablack jacket for the night air. Her face, her golden
hair, seemed to shine in the darkened room. Nemo felt his heart leap up, and he rose to hisfeet. It was
findly just the two of them. He offered her hisarm and she wrapped her arms around it and lay her head
on his shoulder. He kissed her hair and took her in hisarms, kissed her like he' d never kissed anybody,
and held her close.

“Guess we better go,” he whispered. It was closing time. Time to go home,

v

JUSTINE KNEW HISKISSMIGHT MEAN ANY THING from good-byeto I'll stay with you
forever, but for the moment, she didn’t care what he meant, but what hefelt, and she could fed it in his
arms. But even as he held her, as he whispered in her ear that it wastimeto go, shewas afraid he was
going to leave her, that hisfedings wouldn’t be enough, that he' d go back to hisworld, and she' d say in
hers. She looked up at him, tried to put on abrave face. She could barely make out hisfeatures. “ Stay
with metonight?’ she whispered.

Hissmileflashed in the darkness. “That’ sjust what | was going to say.”
Shelet out the breath she’ d been holding. “I was afraid you'd say no.”



Hekissed thetip of her nose. “I can't. Maybeit’ sdestiny.”
“I thought you didn’'t believein destiny.”

“I could learn.” He held open the door, and they stepped out into the street. The streetlights made it
bright as day, though the sky was black, and the tops of the buildings disappeared into the darkness. He
kissed her again, atender, loving kiss, then looked at her face cradled in his hands, admiring her. Shefdlt
beatiful.

She screwed up her courage. “1 have acrazy idea,” she sad.
“I have afew of those mysdf.”

Shelaughed and ran her hands up and down his chest. “ Good, but that's not what | mean. | want to see
whereyou live. | want you to take meto your home. | want to deep in your bed.” Shetold him about
Mr. Menso and the card he’ d given her. She put the card in hishands: Real World Tours—\W\e Never
Close.

Heturned it over, examining it, afunny half smile on hisface. She had no ideawhat he wasthinking. “I
didn’'t know anything like thisexisted,” he said, moreto himself than to her, then looked into her eyes.
“Sure. I'd love to take you home.”

REAL WORLD TOURSWAS THREE BLOCKS OVER ON M, IN A row of offbeat shopsand
boutiques. It wasimpossible to miss. The front waslit up by apair of torches planted in the yard. The
flames snapped in the wind. Black smoke streamed into the darknessin thick coils. On onesdewasa
novelty shop—whoopee cushions and the like. On the other was a pamist/tarot reader named Madame
Ree. A neon sign in thewindow glowed red, then blue, then red again—AURAS CLEANSED. “Naobody
inthe real world usestorcheslikethose,” Nemo said. “They burn up too fast.”

The place was scrupuloudly ugly: the paint cracked and pedling, al the glass shattered with just enough
wicked-looking shards to remind you of what should be there; the door hanging on one hinge from a
rotting doorframe; the wooden steps warped and creaking; the thump, squedl, and scurry of rats under
the porch. Nemo looked around the porch, up at the rust-streaked sign over the door. “Cute,” he said.
“Why do you suppose people come here?’

“Wedon't haveto do this,” she said, but he shook his head and pulled open the door, which creaked
theatrically.

“I"'m curious,” hesad.

Inside, it was gtrictly Bin, clean and pastel and carpeted up to the chair rail with fawn-colored plush.
Ghostly holos of thered world played in front of the walls—Paris, New Y ork, Buenos Aires—al in
ruins, aweed-grown nuclear power plant; ahuge fundierdly, their faceslit by aburning cross. It must’ ve
been along time ago. There were too many faces.

A door opened in the middle of theraly, and asmall, dender man in white robes stepped out, passing
through the burning crosswith asmile on hisface. “Hi,” hesaid. “I’'m Freddie. Welcometo Red World
Tours.” He kept his hands hidden in the folds of hisrobe. His bare feet peeked out at the hem.

Justine showed him the card and explained that Mr. Menso had sent them and that they wanted to go to
Nemo'shomein Richmond. Nemo remained silent, looking around, his brows stitched in thought. This
was beginning to look like avery bad idea.

Freddie hugged himsdlf. “ That Warren, he sadtitch, isn't he?’



“I don't redly know him very well.”

“Wel, trust me. A gtitch.” He stepped up to a console atop a carpet pedesta in the middle of the room
and ran hisfingers over the keys. He studied the display and looked up, smiling at Nemo. “You'rea
vigtor!”

Nemo turned from New Y ork, where a pack of wild dogs was chasing down a screaming woman in
Times Square. The sound was down S0 low her screams were no louder than the rat squeals under the
porch. “That'sright,” Nemo said quietly.

“Wel thiswill beafirst.” Helooked at Justine, hiseyeswide. “ And you' re something quite specia
yourself.”

She amiled politely. She figured he wasjust flirting, though he seemed moreinterested in Nemo than in
her.

“So where do you want to start? Anyplace you want. Guaranteed to be exactly up to the minute, down
to the last little blade of grass. Except for the real people, of course. We don’t have dl the uploads, and
you get into redlity conflicts anyway—it’sabig damn mess. But if you want the red-world people
experience, | can patch in virtua actors doing classc little red-world things—screaming hell-fire and
damnation, shooting each other, starving to deeth right before your very eyes—scripted not to hurt you,
of course.”

He leaned toward Nemo confidentialy. “Maria—she' saregular—Ioves to hold the dying in her arms.
‘Mother Maria, full of grace” Hal” hesaid, asif hissaying it madeit alaugh.

For a second, Justine thought Nemo was going to back out, and she couldn’t blame him. He leaned
toward Freddie and said in aquiet, deadly voice, like an ax falling, “My room. Just us. No people.”

Freddie shrugged and cocked his head to one side asif Nemo had turned down the cut-and-perm
special. His hands moved over the console as he talked. “We Il gtart in your room, then. Wherever you
goin, it'satota replication. Y ou can roam the whole godawful planet if you want to.” His handswere
flying. “And let’ s see there. Update with al available sources—mostly your memory, of course. Almost
done. There.” He made one last pass over the console, and a door opened up in the middle of the
nuclear power plant. “ Okay then, just right through that door.”

“Then what?’ Justine asked.

“You'll beinhisroom.” Freddie looked at the display. “Richmond, Virginia Hawthorne Av. That is
where you wanted to go, isn't it?’

“Wherewill you be?” Nemo asked.

Freddie scrunched up his shouldersin aparody of fear. His toes curled beneath hisrobe. “I’m going to
pop into New Y ork.” He shuddered. “It’ s so dangerous.”

“Haveagood trip,” Nemo said. “| hope someone killsyou.”

For just amoment Freddie didn’t know what to say, then he shouted another “Hal” and turned to
Judtine. “He' sso funny.”

“Hekegpsmein gitches.”
“How do we get back?’ Nemo asked.



“Sily moi—I amost forgot. It' satota replication. Y ou can wander al over. But here sthe fun
part—when you want to leave the program—or in your case when you want back into the real red
world—just find a coffin and head home! Clever, don't you think? Warren thought of it. | wanted to use
alittle remote control thingie, something redl techno, but Warren said that would remind people of the
illuson.”

“Warren helped cook thisthing up?’ Justine asked.
“Warren' sinto everything. He s deep into hisown program.”
“I thought he just ran a bookshop.”

The same “Hal” pierced the room, and Freddie rolled his eyes, but didn’t elaborate. He gestured once
again to the open doorway, apparently impatient to experience the dangers of New Y ork.

NEMO AND JUSTINE PASSED THROUGH THE DOOR, AND THEY werein Nemo'sroom. It
was mogt pitch dark, just enough moonlight came in through the window to reved the hulking shapes of
furniture. Nemo closed the door behind them and opened it again. Real World Tours had vanished.
Justine could barely make out the top of a taircase in the darkness before he shut the door again.

“I'll light alantern,” he said. “I hope they got everything in its place, or we might spend the night looking
for matches.” He disappeared into the darkness, and she heard the scrape of adrawer opening. A match
flared, and Nemo waslighting alamp. He held it up and looked around. “Exactly as| leftit,” hesad.
“Freddieisatdented fellow.” He set the lamp down on asmall shelf with amirror behind it, and lit a
second lamp besideit. They gave off asoft, yellowish light.

“What do you burnin the lamps?’ she asked.

“Cornail. Theré sacommunein Maymont Park. They grow corn and beansaong the old cand. They'll
take dl the AM radioswe can get working.”

“I didn’t think there was any moreradio.”

“There sadation out of Tennessee. They built the tower on top of an old hydroelectric dam. Late at
night you can pick it up dl over. Reverend Ray gives the Rapture Report every night at midnight.
Lawrence says they must be cranking 100,000 watts or more.”

Justine was wandering around hisroom, taking it in. It was much more civilized than she’ d expected. The
wood floor was clean, if scarred. A doorless closet was hung with ablue curtain. All she could see
benesth the curtain were a pair of green rubber boots and a pair of sandals made from old tires. There
was a steamer trunk beside the closet. The perimeter of the trunk was painted with amountain

landscape. Thelid was asky blue blotted with fluffy clouds. A hawk soared in the foreground. “Did you
paint that?" she asked.

“My grandmother.”

She leaned over and studied it. The paint was flaking from the top so that the clouds |ooked like they
were spattered with tar, and the hawk’ seyewas missing. “I likeit,” shesaid.

In the corner was an old exercise bike hooked up to agenerator. Wiresled from the generator to arow
of car batteries, and from there to a pandl of switches and sockets attached to the workbench under the
window. The workbench had been pieced together from severd different desks and tables. The different
finishes made amuted patchwork. Everything was neat and uncluttered, stuff hanging from nailson the
wall or stowed in clear plastic boxes of tiny drawers. There were old posters and photographs on the



walls. None of them were framed, but they were placed precisely, perfectly level. Looking down over
the workbench was a black-and-white reproduction of the Mona Lisa. A Maxfield Parrish calender
from 2015 hung beside that.

The one unaccountable oddity was an old refrigerator, scratched and dented asif it'd been dragged on
itssde down agrave road. “Doesthat thing work?’

He laughed and opened the refrigerator door. “ Asabookcase.” The shelves were packed with rows of
books and papers. “Mogt of this stuff was my grandmother’s.” It looked asif he'd saved it
all—scrapbooks, photo abums, magazines, paperbacks. In the freezer was arow of tiny books. My
Diary, they said in gold on the spines. She wanted to reach out and touch them, to take them out and
read them one by one, but she kept her hands clasped behind her back, and he closed the door. On top
of the refrigerator was a shalow rectangular pan. She stood on tip-toe and looked inside. It was
half-filled with water. The celling above it was discolored and beginning to sag. “I’' ve got alegk,” he said.

In the corner was a brass bed with awhite chenille bedspread. The brass was polished, the bed nestly
made. A pair of sofa pillows, faded and worn, were propped up at the head. She kicked off her shoes,
and sat down on the bed. Nemo sat down beside her. “The mattresswas ared find,” hesaid. “It was
gtill wrapped up inthe plastic.”

“I like your room.” She surveyed it dl again from the vantage point of the bed where Nemo began and
ended hisdays.

Besdeit wasthe picture of the earth, from high over North America. A red pin was stuck into
Richmond. She found Dalas and thought about St. Catherine' sand Stephanie. | left . Catherine’s
almost eighty years ago. She reached out and touched the pogter.

“What' swrong?’ Nemo asked, leaning forward.

“Nothing. Nothing at dl.” She didn’t want to think about any of that right now. She was here, with
Nemo, just as she' d imagined. Around the border of the poster were snagpshots, mostly of Nemo and his
parents. Some she' d seen at his parents’ house. She wondered if they knew he kept pictures of them. In
the lower right corner was a snapshot of an old woman, avery young Nemo sitting in her lap. “Who's
this?’ she asked.

“Me and my grandmother. This used to be her house. That was taken the last time we visited before she
died. | wasbardy five. She took me up to the attic. She kept her hand on my shoulder the whole time, to
steady hersdf. My mom wasydlling at us not to go up there, telling my grandmother she was going to
break her neck, but my grandmother just ignored her, saying tome, ‘1 wish the hell she'd shut up.”” He
laughed. “That kind of stuck in my mind. That vigit' sredly the only memory | have of her. Sheand Mom
didn’t get dong. | don't know why. Mom won't talk about it. Anyway, my grandmother showed medl
her old stuff, told me that whatever | wanted was mine. The attic' s<till full of most of it. | think that
picture was taken after we came back down from the attic. Mom’sa great one for photographs.”

Justin leaned across the bed and looked more closdly. His grandmother’ s face was blurred. She'd
moved when the picture was taken. She was laughing, her head thrown back. Nemo was smiling directly
into the camera. Justine wondered what his grandmother had been laughing at al those years ago.
Probably something the earnest little boy in her 1gp had said. Justine imagined the two of them sharing
someinside joke, forming an dliance againg his parents. She studied the little-boy Nemo and compared
him to the one smiling at her Sde. “Y ou were cute.”

“All little boys are cute.”



“You'redill cute”

Helooked into her eyes and touched her face with hisfingertips, traced the line of her cheekbone,
caressed her lips. Shetook hishand in hers and kissed hispam, laid it on her breast. He leaned over and
started to blow out the lamps, but she put her hand on hislips. “Let them burn. | want to seeyou.” She
unbuttoned his shirt and dipped it off his shoulders, ran her hands up and down hisbody. “ These too,”
she said, unbuttoning his pants. He stood up and dipped off his pants, kicked off his shoes. He never
took his eyes off her. She pulled her dress over her head and dropped it on the floor. She wasn't wearing
anything else. Shelay back on the bed, and he stood there, looking at her with lust and wonder.

“I'loveyou,” hesad.

Tears cameto her eyes, and she laughed with joy, holding out her armsto him. “ Show me,” she said.
They madelovein hisbed, just as she' d imagined, the Earth above them, shining in the lamplight. They
didn’t talk. For now, they just wanted to deep in each other’ sarms, to lie in the same bed. Shelaid her
head on his chest and dept peacefully, dreamlesdy.

JUSTINE WOKE UP SUDDENLY. NOTHING HAD CHANGED. IT was ill dark outside, and
Nemo dept soundly beside her. The lamps still burned. The clock beside the bed said alittle after four.
She listened to the clink-clunk of itsticking, stared at the Earth above them. The red pin cast along
shadow to the east.

She knew what woke her: She didn’t want morning to come. She didn’t want Nemo to wake up and
remember where hewas. Didn’'t want him to leave her. She stared at the Mona Lisa across the room,
presiding over hisdays. He was happy here before | came along, she thought. He could find his way
even inthe dark. Everything had its place. It was home. She knew how important that was. She’ d grown
up inwhat they called ahome, cdling it the one thing it wasn't. He loved her, he' d said, but that didn’t
mean he d give up the life he d made for himsdlf. That didn’t mean she could ask him to. She carefully
freed hersdf from hisarms and got out of bed.

She went to the workbench and sat on the stool. There were rows of tiny screwdrivers, asmal alcohol
torch. She opened and closed the drawers of tiny parts. A set of headphones hung from anail. She put
them on and traced the wire to aCD player on a shelf beside the window. She pushed play and it was
Aimee Mann. She shut it off, hung the headphones back on the wall.

He sat here today and thought about me, she thought.

She picked up acoil of solder and wound it around her finger, imagining Nemo in thislife shewas only
vigting—esting, deeping, working, taking gpart and putting together al these tiny pieces. She uncoiled
the solder and coiled it more tightly so that the tip of her finger turned red. The solder snapped, and she
put two coils back where she’ d found one. When he gets back to hisreal home, she thought, it will till
be one cail. She could dump al these drawers onto the floor, and they’ d ill be where he left them. Even
if wewereto hideout in thisreplicaof hisworld, nothing we did would change anything in hisred life.
Pretty soon they’ d be completdly different—hisworld and my world.

Nemo lay inthe yelow glow of the lamps, hisarmswrapped around his pillow. He might keep visiting
her for awhile. But soon he'd make up hismind. With him it would bein or out, dl or nothing. She
wished she’ d never come into the Bin, that they were actudly in hisroom, that he’ d brought her hometo

Say.

She thought about Juliet, risking degth to be with her love, and wondered if what John told her wastrue,
that you could download yoursdlf back into the real world with anew body and anew life. She crossed
the room and did under the covers, molding herself to Nemo’ s body. She waited for morning to come,



watching the lanterns burning, the reflected lanterns in the mirror. There seemed to be four of them. As
her eyes drooped shut, she thought, only two of them areredl.

Or none.

SHE WAS SNARED BY ANOTHER DREAM. SHE LAY ON HER back, her legs propped up,
garing at afluorescent ceiling, whitetilewalls. It smelled like ahospita, and she thought, I’ m going to die.
Soon, I'll be dead.

But no, thiswas birth.

Shewasin hard labor and there wasn't any doctor and they wouldn't fucking listen to her, screaming in
their fucking faces that she needed something for the pain. She stopped screaming, panting, waiting,
bracing hersdlf asthe pressure mounted, the pain spirding into kill her, thistime for sure, each time alittle
deeper, like asted band dowly cutting her in haf. Why am | dying for abad fuck? she asked hersdlf.
Why am | having thiskid?

Give me something, goddamnit! Please God! Give me something you fucking assholes! I'm dying!

Please! Silent, masked faces appeared and disappeared. None of them |ooked her in the eye, even when
they stabbed at her pupilswith their little flashlights, they didn’t really see her. She wanted to grab them
by the throat, make them listen to her, make them look at her, but she couldn’t move her arms. She was
strapped in. How could there be so damn many of them and not one a doctor?

A new face appeared, his eyes|ooked into hers. He didn't flinch and vanish when she screamed at him.
“I’'m giving you something for the pain,” hesaid. “I’'m Dr. Donley.” As he spoke, a delicious ooze of
numbness moved across her abdomen. Shelaid her head back, waiting in silence, listening to the buzz of
thelights. The pain came, but dull and week, gutted of its power. It was nothing. She smiled in triumph.
She wasn't going to die. She was going to have her baby.

Dr. Donley reached down and shook her shoulders. “Justine,” he kept saying. “Wake up. You're
dreaming.” She opened her eyes and there was Nemo' s face where Dr. Donley’ s had been. She threw
her arms around his neck and clung to him for dear life. “ Nemo, thank God it’ syou.”

Nemo wrapped Justine in a blanket and made her amug of coffee. She sat propped up in bed, her hands
wrapped around the hot mug to steady them. “I’m okay,” shetold him. “It wasjust adream.” Shedidn’t
even sound convincing to hersdf.

“When you wake up screaming, it’' sanightmare. | have them sometimes. Want to talk about it?” He sat
on the sde of the bed, the morning light streaming through the window behind him, hisvoice kind and

gentle.

Shetried to sound matter-of-fact, even though her voice was shaking. “ Therewasn't much to it. | was
having ababy, | wasin seriouslabor. The pain was so awful, | thought | was going to die. Therewere
people hovering al around me, but they wouldn't give me anything because the doctor wasn't there yet. |
kept screaming at them, completely out of my head. Then the doctor finally got there and shot me up with
something—and then you woke me.”

“Areyou dill inpan?’

She shook her head. “No, I'mfine” Her heart was till racing. She'd been sure shewas going to die.
Nemo's face was creased with worry. | must’ ve scared him pretty badly, she thought, screaming at the
top of my lungs. “I’'m sorry,” shesad.



Hetook the mug from her hands, set it down beside the clock, and took her in hisarms. Shelaid her
head on his chest and hugged him around thewaist. “ Thisian’t thefirst dream I’ ve had like this” she
confessed in asmdll voice.

He kissed the top of her head, delicately brushed the hair from her face. “Where you're afraid you're
goingto die?’

“No, whereI’m somebody e se. It' slike they’ re somebody else’ s dreams.”
“The same person?’

Sherocked her head back and forth on his chest. “ The first one was a sixteen-year-old girl. The second
was an old woman.”

“How old was the woman in your dream thismorning?’
“Thirty-three.”
“How do you know?’

The question brought her up short. She' d just answered automaticaly. “1 just know. | don’t know how.”
Her voice had become ghrill and panicky. She clung to him moretightly.

Herocked her in hisarms. “I" m asking too many questions.”
“No, it helps, redly. | want to figure these dreams out.”

Shetold him about her other dreams, her head resting on his chest, hisarms around her. Shefelt safeand
loved. Her panic ebbed away like the painin her dream. Telling the dreamsto him, they became just
gtories, nothing to do with her, like one of Mr. Menso’ s books. So by the time shetold him the doctor in
her dream was named Donley, he was just a character in astory, and the name meant nothing at all.

But Nemo gave agtartled grunt, tilted her chin up with thetip of hisfinger, and looked her in the eye.
“Justine, | don’'t know about your other dreams. But the one you just had is about Uncle Winston.”

Shedidn’t understand.
“Wingon Donley.”
The thought repulsed her. “But | didn’t know hislast name.”

“Senator Winston Donley? Are you kidding? He sin the news every day. Even people out here have
heard of him. We re il voters, after dl.” He caught himself and looked around. “Wherewe' re
pretending to be, anyway. | was forgetting where weredly are.”

“Do you regret it? Coming here with me?’

Hehdd her close. “No,” he said. “Not asingle moment.”

She kissed his cheek. “Even my screaming likeanidiot?’

He laughed softly. “Maybe that part.”

Sheleaned back againgt the pillows, avoiding his eyes. “Why would | be dreaming about Winston?”
“I'm no psychologigt, but I'd say you' refedling guilty about deeping with him.”



“I never said | dept with him.”
“You didn't haveto. Like you said, you made amistake.”
“Youdon't mind?

He shook his head. “It’s not something | want to think about every day, but | didn’t even know you then.
It has nothing to do with us. Y ou seem to be the one who minds—dreaming you’ re some woman dying in
labor, her fatein hishands. Let it go, Justine.”

“I loveyou,” she said, but as she wrapped her arms around him, she caught sight of the clock. It was
10:55. She aimost pushed him out of her arms. “Nemo, you' ve got to go back. Y ou’ ve been in herefor
over twelve hours. You' regoing to fed awful.”

“It'snobigded. It'slikeahangover. I'll degp it off. I'm not going to run off and leave you likethis.
You'redill sheking. Hdll, I'm ill shaking. Besides, | promised you atour of the hood.”

“But Nemo—"
“But nothing. I’ m not ready to go home yet. | want to stay with you.”

Shewas sure that visiting too long in the Bin was alot worse than ahangover, but she didn’t argue with
him. She wanted him to stay. She ran her hands up and down his arms, muscled from hard work. She
imagined him chopping wood, digging in the earth. “If you were really at homeright now,” she asked,
“what would you be doing?’

Helaughed. “ Oh, that’ s easy. I’ d be getting something to eat.”
“Sounds great.”

SHE FOLLOWED HIM DOWN TO THE KITCHEN. THE WHOLE house looked asif someone
had started tearing it down, had a change of heart halfway through, then put it back together again with
whatever came to hand. The banisters on the stairs were car bumpers. Most of the windows were
covered in plastic. Thelegswere missng from the sofas and stuffed chairs. They sat on the floor or were
propped up on bricks. The kitchen table and chairs were molded plastic, what they used to call outdoor
furniture. There was no refrigerator, only atwo-burner alcohol stove, and dl the cabinetry had been
replaced with astainless stedl table salvaged from arestaurant or laboratory. She pictured Lawrence and
Nemo dragging it down the Street.

She sat down at the table with her coffee, while Nemo looked in the pantry, ahuge meta |locker attached
tothewall, CARL’'S CAR CARE stencilled on the doors. There was asmall red-and-white box on the
table. “What' sthis?’

“Lawrence scigarettes.”

“You'rekidding. I’ve never actualy seen onesthisold.” She opened up the box, but it was empty except
for afew grains of tobacco. “They'redl gone”

“But that’ simpossible. He just opened them yesterday.”
Shehdd it up. “Seefor yoursdf.”

“Wdll | hope he does't find any more. Y ou should read the Side of the box.” He rummaged through the
pantry again. The metal rumbled and echoed as he moved things around. “What would you like?” He



affected Lawrence snanny voice: “I’ m afraid the menu thismorning israther limited.” He held up two
jars. “Last summer was a bust. We ve eaten up the good stuff. We' ve got okra and we' ve got pickles.”

“Just cered will befine”

He smiled into the open pantry, setting the jars back ingde. “Don’t have any of that, unless you want to
cal cornmedl cered. Sometimes we have milk. There€ saguy about a mile north who' s got cows. Likes
Nine Inch Nails. But we don’t get milk too often. It spoilstoo fast. No refrigeration.”

Shefdt likeanidiot. Next she’ d be asking for bananas. “What do you have?’

“I'mafraddl I’ve got to offer you this morning, besdesthe okraand pickles, isleftover ew, unlessyou
want to wait acouple of hourswhile | cook up some beans.”

“How long hasit been left over—with no refrigeration?”

“Judt last night. 1t'Il befine, redlly. The meat was smoked and cured, there’ sno milk init. Besides, we're
in the Bin, remember? No food poisoning here.”

“What sort of meat?’
“Rabbit. Weraiserabhits.”

She winced at the thought. Her favorite story as a child was The Vel veteen Rabbit. She'd fed likea
cannibd. “I'll just have coffee. I'm finewith just coffee.”

He poured her another cup and sat down at the table. He was studying her, making up his mind about
something. “What did you eat when you werein Ddlas?’

She shrugged. “When | wasin the orphanage, they just fed us. Cafeteriafood, lots of spaghetti and tuna
fish casserole. Oatmed for breskfagt.”

“They must’ ve been doing pretty well. A can of tunafish bought thistable and chairs you' re sitting at.
What about after you got out of the orphanage? Y ou were on your own two or three years, right?
What'd you et then?’

She thought about it, but she couldn’t remember asingle meal. Shelooked around the kitchen, trying to
remember any such placein her past where she' d cooked and eaten, but nothing came. “1 don't
remember, whatever | could get my handson, | suppose.”

“Y ou don’t remember? It was only six weeks ago.”

“Doesit redly matter? I’ ve been having trouble remembering things. I'm just disoriented. That' sdl.”
“Areyou sureyou lived outside until Sx weeks ago?’

“Of courselI’msure.”

“People outside usualy aren’t so squeamish about what they eat.”

“Would you lay off, Nemo? 1’ m not squeamish. I'm just not that hungry.”

“I'am, but I’'ll wait till | get back, and eat the real stew.” He stood up, gestured toward the back door.
“Would you like to see them?’



“Seewhat?”’

“The bunnies. I'm sure they’ re there. So far Real World Tours hasn't missed atrick.” Hewalked to the
door and held it open. “Just afew yards out the back—if you' re feding strong enough.”

She was being tested somehow—the city girl cometo the country. Okay, she thought. That’ sfair
enough. It was my ideato come herein thefirst place and see how helived. “I'm feding fine,” she said.
“I’d love to see your bunnies.” She stood up, her coffee cup in hand. He held open the door for her, and
shewaked outside. It was a beautiful morning. The grassin the shadow of the house glistened with dew.
Hedirected her down abrick path to arow of hutches rising out of the high grass on stilts. Dozens of
rabbits |ooked out through the wire mesh. “They’ re adorable,” she said.

Nemo pointed at the cagein front of them. “ These are some of our current breeders. The smug fellow in
the corner is Jasper. That's Esmerada, Penelope, Zoe, and Sophie. We only give namesto the
breeders.” He plucked ablade of grass and fed it to Sophie through the wire mesh. “If thiswere actudly
the real world, you could only skip so many meals.” He plucked another blade of grassand fed it to
Sophie. “Vegetarians tend to starve in the real world. Sometimes the rains come, and there' s plenty to
eat. Sometimesthey don't. But rain or shine, every four weeks, we have more rabbits.” Heturned to
Justine. “If you're afraid of the stew, | could cook up Sophie. She hasn't dropped alitter the last two
timeswe ve bred her.” Sophi€' sface was pressed up against the wire, waiting for another blade of grass.
Nemo reached through the mesh with hisfinger and scratched her between the ears.

“Why areyou being so horrible?’

“Y ou wanted to seewhere | lived, how [ lived. I'm just showing you around.” He opened a cabinet
beneath the hutches and pointed to something wrapped up in clear pladtic. “| usethat.”

She had to lean forward to see what it was through the folds of plastic. And then the shape came clear. It
wasalarge clever. | guess|’m supposed to flee in horror, she thought. Instead, she straightened up and
took adrink of her coffee. “Thiswon’t work, you know.”

“What won't work?”’

“| don't care whether you daughter defensdess bunnies or shit in the woods or grub in the dirt for
worms, Nemo. | love you. If you want meto leave you done, ask. Don't try to drive me away.”

Hedidn’t say anything. What could he say? She' d nailed him. She supposed she wasto makeit easy on
him, and wish him farewell, but he loved her. She knew heloved her. “ Sooner or later you' |l haveto
decide what you' re going to do about me, Nemo.” She reached out and scratched Sophie between the
ears. “Judt like you'll have to decide about Sophie here, the next time you' re hungry.”

Hestill didn’t speak. His eyes burned with anger and desire. He seized her wrists, and her coffee cup fell
to the grass, asthey sank to the ground.

They madeloveinthetall grass, hundreds of rabbit eyeswatching.

A FEW CUMULUS CLOUDSDRIFTED SLOWLY TO THE EAST. The sun was till behind the
house. Nemo and Justine lay on their backs at the edge of its shadow, looking up at the sky, a cool
breeze blowing across their skin, their heads propped on their clothes. She wondered what Nemo was
thinking.

Probably that thisisn't the red sky. It’ sthe sky of our imaginings—the mind’ s sky, the mind’ s sky, the
mind’ seye. Theworld isn't turning beneath my back. I not redly smdlling the dirt and grass, the scent of



our lovemaking. The ladybug moving across my scomach, her tiny feet marching, can’t fly away home.

She sang the song in her head: Ladybug, Ladybug, Fly away home. Your house ison fire, and your
children...

She couldn’t remember the rest of it. When shewasalittle girl, she used to sing that song over and over,
adding her own endings, belting it out in the echoey hdls.... and your children want pie! ...and your
children arethirsty!...and your children aren’t tired! Until one of the nunswould say, “ That’ s not
how it goes,” and she'd say, | know that, and sSing more verses until she was ordered to stop.

Unlessit was Sigter Sarah, and then she' d come up behind Justine without making a sound, and put her
hand on top of Justine' s head like abird had landed there, and sing averse hersdlf: Ladybug, Ladybug,
fly away home. Your houseis on fire, and thiskid won't go to bed! And I’d laugh, Justine
remembered, and Sister Sarah would walk me down the hall, holding my hand al the way, trading verses
until she tucked meinto bed. Shewasn't old enough to be my mother, but | made up storiesthat she
was, and wrotethem in my diary.

She' sdead, Justine thought, long dead, but she didn’t know why. Sarah had been young, no more than
twenty-two or three, when she went away to Cambodiathe day after Justine’ stenth birthday. She'd
baked her acakewith an angd on it. The candles made her halo. Notes floated about her like stars. But
Sarah’ sdead now, Justinetold hersdlf. | know it. | fed it. | lived through it. But she couldn’t remember
when.

That’ s been so long ago.

Justine realized that Nemo was leaning over her, and she snapped out of her reverie. He was propped up
on one arm, watching her. When their eyes met, he said, “ Y ou' re back.”

“| was remembering one of the nuns,” she said. “1 was wondering what had become of her.”

Hetilted his head and gave her aquizzicd look. “Did you say ‘ nuns ? How long ago wasthis, anyway?’
“| wasten, so it would' ve been ten years ago.”

“Catholic nuns?’

“It was a Catholic orphanage. Of course they were Catholic nuns.”

“Justine, there haven't been any nuns since thefifties. The Pope went into the Bin and made himself Pope
forever. There hasn't been a Catholic Church outside since before | was born. So how do you know any
nuns?’

The sun wasjust peeking over the house, grazing his shoulder with light. She knew that what he said was
true. Everyone knew it. She couldn’t have sung in the hdls at St. Catherine sten years ago, even twenty.
There was no St. Cathering s then. Who she thought she was made no sense. Now that she thought
about it, dl of her past was apuzzle with most of the pieces missing, none of them fitting together. She
tried to remember beyond six weeks ago—where she' d lived, what she' d done, but it wasjust afew
scenes like Freddi€ sholos. After the orphange, there was nothing substantid. In the Bin, she
remembered afew hotel rooms, afew clubs. She couldn’t recall asingle conversation.

“| don't know,” shesad.

Hedidn't say anything for along time, studying her, trying to figure her out. “ Justine, | don’t care how
long you' ve beeninthe Bin, or how old you redly are. | don't seethat it much mattersin here.”



She sat up and started putting on her clothes. *Y ou think I’ ve been lying to you? That I'm some old
woman who' s been rgjuvenated? Believe me, Nemo, | wish it werethat smple. Asfar as| know, I'm
twenty yearsold. I've beenin the Bin six weeks.”

He reached out and took her hands. “I’'m sorry. | don’t think you'relying.”

She shook her head. She wanted to scream. “But | have to be, Nemo. My past isimpossible. | grew up
inaplacethat couldn’t have existed. After that, | can’'t remember where | wasliving, what | was doing,
who my friendswere. All | remember aretiny scrapsthat don’'t go anywhere. They're like afew scenes
from aplay, not even awhole play, certainly not awholelife. It slike | didn’t have alife before | woke
up yesterday morning. Winston said something about the Bin being disorienting at first, but | don’t even
know who | am.”

“I know who you are,” he said, and shefelt arush of fear.
“Who?’

“Thewoman | love.” Hetook her in hisarmsand held her close, whispered in her ear. “Y ou know me,
and | know you. The rest doesn’'t matter.”

The sun had reached them. It must’ ve been at least noon. “Y ou have to get out of here,” shesaid. “You
could dieif you stay too long.”

“I’m used to that notion. Don't worry. It sonly life-or-desth after twenty-four hours, and I'm not even
closeto that. Besdes, | want to take you somewhere while we' re here. Unless you want meto go.”

She held him tight and shook her head. “I don't want that. That’ sthe last thing | want.”

THEY TOOK THE METRO FROM NORTHSIDE TO AMPTHILL, then walked east until they came
to an old freeway with railroad tracks running down the middle of it. The concrete road was buckled and
overgrown. “Wefollow thetracks,” he said, and led her down an embankment and through aholein the

rusty fence. They walked along on thetiesand grave, the only sound the crunch of their footsteps.

“Where rewe going?’ she asked.
“It' sasurprise” hesad. “It'smy favorite place.”

She liked the sound of that. She tried to remember if she had afavorite place. She took Nemo's hand
and squeezed. Thiswill do, shethought. Thisisjust fine.

Thetracks climbed and passed over the freaway. From there they could seetheriver glistening in the
sun. Thefreeway came to the water’ s edge and stopped. House-sized chunks of concrete dotted the
river, the remains of thefalen bridge. “Floods chipped away at it,” he said. “It finally collgpsed afew
yearsago.”

They continued down the tracks until they too reached the river. An ancient viaduct, a series of graceful
arches, carried the tracks across the river, ahundred feet below, clear and clean and strong. “It’'s
beautiful,” shewhispered.

He pointed across theriver. “ There' s abeach on the other side beside the viaduct. Jonathan was
baptized there. He showed it to me when we first met. I’ ve been going there ever since. | thought we
might go for aswim.”

“Y ou mean walk acrossthe bridge? What if atrain comesaong?’



Helaughed. “Then Red World Toursis serioudy behind thetimes.” He reached down and ran his
fingertips over the top of one of the rails and held them up to show her the rugt. “ These tracks haven't
seen atrain for quiteawhile”

She looked out across the viaduct, imagining what it would be like out in the middle, one hundred feet
above the water and the rocks. “Isit safe?’

Helaughed again. “In thered world it should' vefdlen into the river years ago. In here, though,
everything' ssafe”

“I'm afraid of heights,” she confessed.

“Soam|. Butif you stick to the middle, it’s not so bad. Besides, in the Bin, there snothing to fear.” He
offered hishand, and shetook it. Asthey waked out over the water, the wind picked up, gusting hard.
Shetightened her grip, trying to keep her eyes straight ahead, reminding hersdlf over and over that there
was nothing to fear. About hafway across, the whole thing leaned dightly downstream, and there were
cracks running through the concrete. She didodged a stone with her foot and it rolled to a stop inside the
rail. Nemo picked it up, tossing it over the Sde. Shewatched it fal for severa long seconds and fdlt asif
shewerefadling with it. She didn’t look down again. By the time they reached the other Side, her knees
were weak, and she fdlt dizzy. She sat down on therails and put her head between her knees. Nemo sat
down beside her.

“Y ou do this often?’ she asked.

“Whenever | get the chance.”

“There aren’t any beaches on the north bank?’
“I likethisone”

“You're crazy, Nemo.”

“Sol'vebeentold.”

THEY CLIMBED DOWN FROM THE TRACKS TO THE UNDERSIDE of theviaduct. The
concrete arching overhead was smudged with smoke. Weather-beaten graffiti was spray-painted on the
wall where the viaduct met the ground. HE DIED FOR US, one said in red dripping | etters. Above the
wordswas ared cross with a stick-figure Christ painted on it in black. The paint ran down from his
hands and feet. Beside that someone had painted CHRIST ISK and then gpparently run out of paint.

They waked down to the water and asmall beach scatered with driftwood. She dipped off her shoes
and wiggled her toesin the sand. The water was cam and deep, the base of the viaduct diverting the
current.

“What do you say? Wash away your troubles?’

“Sure,” she said, and he stripped off his clothes, diving into the water. She pulled her dress over her head
and dovein after him. The water wasicy cold—a thousand tiny needlesdl at once. She rose up out of
the water spewing and gasping, and he surfaced beside her. “ They got the temperature right,” he panted.
They raced back to the beach, scrambling onto the sand. The sun felt warm and delicious after thefrigid
water.

“I loveto do that,” he said. “Mid-August it’ s like awarm bath, and the sand’ s too hot to stand on. When
it' slike thisthough, it makesyou fed dive.” Hewaslaughing and excited, full of joy. Their eyes met, and



he reached out and ran his hands over her wet skin, her shoulders, her breasts, her waist. “God, you're
beautiful,” he said.

She held him in her hands and guided himinto her. “Thisisred, Nemo,” shewhispered. “Thisisred.”

8

ON THE TRAIN BACK TO D.C., NEMO STUDIED JUStin€e sreflection in the window asthe world
flew by inablur. Their clagped hands rested on hisknee. Their thighs pressed together. Her large eyes
were oblivious to the countryside, to the skyline of D.C. ahead of them on the horizon. He guessed she
was looking insde, trying to see the future. Just what he was doing. Only the near futurewas clear. In
lessthan haf an hour he' d be back in the real world, and she' d still be here, in the Bin.

All day he' d been forgetting where he redlly was. He had to remind himsdf that hewasn’'t in his
room—in spite of the smell of the sheets, the sound of the tree limb scraping against the guitter, the crack
inthe plagter, perfect down to each tiny fissure—hewasn't in hisbed. He wasn't svimming in theriver.
The chill water, the warm sun, the graffiti—they weredl illusons. | was somewhere ese, he thought. No
placeat al. Only now, I’ll remember Justine every time | lie down in my bed or swvimintheriver, and I'll
want to bewith her. It won't matter where. I'll till want her.

He squeezed her hand, and she squeezed back. “ Can | see you tomorrow?’ he asked.
She turned to him, the corners of her mouth tightened with worry. “ Do you want to?’

He smiled and kissed her cheek, and she softened at histouch, pressing her face againg hislips. “No, |
just thought I’ d ask to make us both miserable.” He kissed her neck, and she drew in abreath and
closed her eyes. “Why would | want to spend every minute with the woman | love, when | could be lying
aonein my bed, missing her?” He kissed her eyes, her lips. “I showed you my world, now you haveto
show meyours.”

Shelooked at him, her eyes agleam, aloving smile on her face.

“Now, don't start cryingonme. I'll be at your hotel by noon, and I'll show you exactly how glad | anto
seeyou.” He put hisarms around her, and she nestled againgt him, just asthe train began dowing for
Pentagon Station.

THEY WALKED SLOWLY TO THE LONG ROW OF VIMS AND found the one Nemo had used
to enter the Bin over twenty hours before. They stood there embracing, not speaking, not moving, like
some statue of farewell, knowing that once they moved or spoke, they’ d haveto let go, and part.

Findly, she pressed her hands againgt his chest and whispered, “Y ou have to go now, Nemo. Please. I'm
scared for you.” She pushed hersdf away as hisarmsloosened and fell to hissides.

“I'll seeyou a noon,” he said, and kissed her onelast time.

They stepped into apair of VIMs, looking into each other’ s eyes as the coffin lids whirred closed,
narrowing their vison to adlit, then snapped shut. He stared at the display screen and tried to relax asthe
coffin rotated dowly back. It seemed to take longer than usua. Twenty two hours |’ ve been in here, he
thought. Two hours shy of can be fatal . He didn’t know exactly what to expect—different people
reacted differently—but it wouldn't be fun. He d had it drilled into him in hedth class. When the mind
checked out, the body started gearing up to go it on its own. When the mind showed up again, it took
them awhile to reconcile their differences. If it’d been too long, they couldn’t work it out, and you ended
up blind or lame or crazy or dead.



When the coffin wasfindly horizontal, green glowing letters flashed DOWNLOAD in hisface, and hefelt
the familiar faling sensation, but thistimeit didn’'t stop. He just kept falling, deeper and deeper. Red
|etters were flashing now, but he couldn’t focus on them. A loud buzzing noise blared and then stopped,
and the lid swung open, even though he was il horizontal. Hetried to get up, but hislimbswouldn’t do
what he told them to. He fought down his panic and was gripped with nausea. His head was pounding.

A blue glowing shape appeared over him. “Areyou al right?’ it asked. “Y ou set off theaarm.”

Nemo couldn’t focus on hisfestures, but he knew it was Victor, the security guard. “Don't think so,” he
said, or tried to say. His mouth wouldn’t work right, and his voice sounded durred and muddy asif he
weretalking underwater.

“You'vebeenintoolong,” Victor said, propping Nemo up, holding acup of water to hislips. “Go dow.
Remember to swallow.”

Nemo concentrated on drinking the water. It took along time. Half of it dribbled out of his mouth, but he
couldn’t do anything about it. Victor laid him back down and picked up Nemo' sfeet, placing them
agang hischest. “Push,” he sad.

At first Nemo couldn’t do it. He told hislegsto push, but the message wasn't getting through. He looked
down at hislegsto make sure they were dill there, and that seemed to help. He finally managed to push,
though it took two or three triesto do it a second time. When Nemo got the hang of that, Victor took
Nemo' sfeet in hishands and told him to pump hislegs asif hewereriding abicycle. If he'd actudly been
on ahike, hewould vefdleninto aditch, but he got to the point where hislegs would move more or less
when hetold them to.

Then Victor put hisfeet down and stuck out a blue, glowing hand. “ Shake,” he said. It took Nemo three
tries—he kept migudging the distance. “ Squeeze,” Victor said.

“You'rewearing me out here,” Nemo mumbled, and it was alittle eesier to talk. He squeezed Victor's
hand on thefirst try. If | really worked at it, he thought, | probably could crush arobin’s egg.

“WEe re going to rotate the VIM so that you' re upright, okay?’

“Sure” Nemo said. “What the hdll.” He could focus most of the time now, and his nausea had
momentarily subsded.

“Keep hold of our hand. Y ou're strapped in. Y ou won't fall out.”

Nemo'seyestold him he was dowly rising to an upright position. His gutstold him he was tumbling
through space. If it hand't been for his hold on Victor’ s hand, he was convinced hewould do just that. It
took him amoment to redlize the coffin had stopped.

“WE re going to unstrap you now. Remember, you' re not weak. Y our muscles arefine, they'rejust Sow.
Take your time. Wait on your body.”

The gtrap did from hiswaist, and he didn’t fall down. “What do | do now, dance?’

Victor dternately walked and dragged Nemo up and down the waiting room until Nemo was doing a
reasonable imitation of adrunk one drink shy of passing out. Victor steered him to the train platform and
held him up asthey waited for thetrain.

“How long'll thislast? Nemo asked. Hegot alittletangled upinthel’sand s's.



“Get some deep. When you wake up, you should be fine except for a headache and some dizziness.
You'll be extremely hungry for awhile, but don’t overeat. Drink lots of water, and stay out of the Bin for
afew days”

Nemo shook his head violently and amost lost his balance. “Have to go in tomorrow. Noon.”

Victor sighed. “Six hours, no more. And get at least eight hours deep first. Next time, Nemo, it will be
worse.”

VICTOR PUT NEMO ON THE TRAIN HOME. HE'D JUST BEEN on Red World Tours version of
thistrain, and they had everything perfect. Exactly the same. Only thistimeit made him fed asif hewere
being stretched across the landscape like a Ddli clock. He closed his eyes, and that made it worse. He
opened them back up and stared at his hands, gripping his knees. No one’ s hand to hold on thistrain but
my own, hethought. My body’ s having its revenge. It knowswheat I’ m thinking of doing.

Each time the train decelerated and accelerated for a stop, Nemo'’ s nausea came back with a vengeance.
As soon as he' d recovered from one stop, the train would dow for another. He counted them off,
bracing himsdlf for each one, leaving abit of himself behind at each gation. By the time the train dowed
for Northsde Station, he didn’t think he could stand. He was having trouble holding hishead up, and his
eyes kept fluttering closed. He was right by the door, so al he had to do was stand up and take two
lousy steps without faling down. Or he could try crawling out. He didn't think he could crawl the four
blocks home, but at least he' d be off this goddamn train.

The doors did open, and Lawrence stepped through them, put hisarms around Nemo'swaist and pulled
him to hisfeet. Nemo couldn’t figure out what was going on. “What' re you doing here?’ he managed.

Lawrence picked him up, hisfeet dangling in the air, and carried him off the train, setting him on the
platform. Thetrain |eft the station in aloud whoosh hefdt in hischest, asif it had sucked the air out of his

lungs

“We thought you might need alittle help getting home,” Lawrence said.

“But how’ d you know? How long you been here?’

“Only afew minutes. Put your arm around our wais.”

Nemo obeyed and started shuffling toward the escdator in dow motion. “But how’ d you know—"
“It'snot good for you to talk so damn much.”

“But | don't understand—"

“A little bird told us, now shut up. Watch the steps here.”

Nemo stumbled getting on to the escalator in spite of Lawrence swarning. Asthe escalator carried him
aong, and Lawrence kept him from falling over, he puzzled over how Lawrence had shown up in thefirst
place. “Did Victor tell you? Have you rigged up ashortwave or something?’

They’ d reached street level, and Nemo wastrying to walk, but he kept falling sideways. He could move
hislegs, but histiming was off, and the ground seemed to tilt back and forth like the deck of aship.

“Why don’'t we just carry you?' Lawrence said. He knelt down, pulled Nemo’sarms over his shoulders,
and hoisted him onto his back, piggyback. “Hold on.”



They started moving down the street with the speed of Lawrence slong stride. He moved asif Nemo
didn’t weigh athing. It was nice to be carried, Nemo thought. “ So d’ you have a shortwave?’ he yawned.

“Areyou going to keep thisup dl the way home?’

“Just tell me, Lawrence.” Helifted up hishead, but it swayed back and forth, and he let it drop, resting
his chin on Lawrence s green head, watching the world bob up and down asif he were a ses, floating,
drifting toward the horizon. But till, hewas curious. “Y ou gonnatell me?’ he ingsted, though hiswords
weredurring again.

“Jus giveit arest. We'll tel you later.”

Their house came into view, bobbing up and down, and al Nemo could think about was deeping in his
bed. His eyesfluttered shut. “ Promise?’ he mumbled.

“Promise,” Lawrence said.

WHEN JUSTINE STEPPED OUT OF THE VIM IN PENTAGON Station, she looked over at the
one next to her. It was empty. Nemo was back in his own world. He might aswell have been on the
dark side of the moon. The clock on the wall, in the shape of a pentagon, read seven-thirty. He' d beenin
for over twenty hours. Sheimagined himin pain, helpless, cursing her for luring him into the Bin. What in
the hell wasl| thinking of, she asked hersdlf, letting him risk hislife for me?

He'd madeit so easy. It was nothing. It was asif he wanted to risk hislifefor her, just asheregularly
crossed that crumbling bridge for afavorite beach, for some kind of meaning it held for him. When |
crossed that bridge, she thought, | wasterrified, even when | knew it wasn't rell—that the bridge could
crumble, or the wind could knock me off my feet, and | might fal—but I'd never die.

When you' rein here long enough, do you get used to the idea? How many Red World Tourswould it
take before she was skipping across that bridge, diving off it, numb to the fear, to the beauty? Nemo said
there was nothing to fear in the Bin. Maybe he was wrong.

Shewas gtill standing in front of thelong row of VIMSs, lining the wall asfar as she could seein either
direction, dozens of them, more than would ever be needed again. Sheimagined this place bustling,
people coming and going in hordes. How long ago would that’ ve been? Twenty years? Thirty? Now, she
suspected, she could stand here al day and not see another soul from the red world, just afew like her
who pretended to go. How many were |eft who actually came and went between the worlds? For all she
knew, Nemo was the last one.

She closed her eyes and tried to cam hersalf. Nemo would be fine. As he said, under twenty-four hours
wasn't fatal. What she truly feared was losing their love. Her fantasies as Juliet hadn't prepared her for
this. It wasn't just awild ddlirium, as she' d imagined, but aclarity aswell. When he looked into her eyes,
he saw someone no one else could see. When she was with him, she became hersalf. She could fed it
indde, like aflower opening, and she could fed it in him, touching, knowing him, as hetoo cameto lifein
her ams.

She opened her eyes, looked up and down the long row of empty coffins. She had faith in their love. It
was hersdf she doubted. St. Catherine' s had vanished by the time she was born. Shetried to picture one
clear, digtinct memory from the last three years—a place, aperson’ sface, anything. There was nothing
until three days ago when she woke up in bed with Winston.

Everything was supposed to be perfect in here. Everything but her. Somehow, some way, there was
something wrong with her, and she wanted to know why. No, she thought, | don’t care about why—I



just want to know who | am. It didn’t seem too much to ask.

SHE LEFT THE HALL OF COFFINS, PASSED THE ESCALATORS to the station, and headed
down the hall marked RECEIVING. She went through asmple glass door, RECEIVING gencilled oniit
and nothing more. She found hersdlf in an office. To her right, awindow looked out over thetrain
platform below. There was a sofaunder the window. To her left was a closed metal door. Inthe middle
of the room was a computer termind, but no one was seated at it. She was headed for the metal door
when it opened, and awoman peeked her head out. *Y ou need some help?’

“Yes, | think so. I’ ve been having trouble remembering things, and | suspect something might’ ve gone
wrong when | was uploaded. | wanted to see what might be done.”

“Certanly,” the woman said chearfully. She came through the door and seated hersdlf at thetermind. She
had striking red hair and strong leonine features. She was wearing a camel-colored suit that looked like it
came from the early twentieth century. She gave off an air of friendly competence and good will.

“Canyou help me?’

“That'swhat I'm herefor.” She gestured at the sofa. “Won't you st down?”’
“No thanks. I’ll just stand.”

“Name?’

“Justine Ingham.”

Her hands moved over the keyboard. “Here you are. Justine Ingham; born Dallas, Texas, no known
relatives; twenty years old; entered ALMA three days ago—April 15, 2081, 8:47 A.M.”

Justine steadied herself on the table. The woman didn’t seem to notice. “No, | camein six weeksago, in
Ddlas”

The woman checked the display. “Not according to this.”

Justine struggled to remember what she could—the hotels, the bars. “I think | wasin Chicago last week.
The Ambassador Hotdl.”

“Let’sjust see” thewoman sad, il smiling, keying it in. When the information came up, her smile
vanished." Y ou'reright. Justine Ingham, room 614. No wonder you' re having trouble remembering

things”
“What about before | camein here?’

“I don’'t have any information on that. There sno addressin Dallas, but alot of people don't have red
addresses anymore. Let me pull up your completefile and seewhat | can find out.” She pressed afew
keys and cocked an eyebrow. She pointed to the screen, inviting Justine to see for herself. Restricted

Access, it sad.

“What does that mean?’
The woman eyed her suspicioudy. “Maybe you' re not who you say you are.”

Though she said maybe, she sounded certain of it. “ Then who am |? According to you | was stayingina
hotel before | was even in here. Maybe your computer’ s screwed up.”



“Then | guess| can't help you.” Thewoman's smilewas now athin, crue line.

What' sthe deal ? Justine wondered. At first, thiswoman's nice as can be, and now she' streating melike
apariah. “But what doesthat mean, ‘ Restricted Access 7

“You'll haveto discuss that with someone who has access.” The woman stood. “1f you'll excuse me”.
And then she left through the metal door. Justine tried the knob, but it was locked.

SHE WENT BACK TO HER HOTEL AND CALLED EVERY NUMBER in her address book. This
time she left messages at everyone. Sooner or later somebody had to call her. Now shewas sure
something was screwed up. She couldn’t very well have comein three days ago and been in Chicago
last week. But if they wouldn’t help her at Receiving, where was she supposed to go? Who was she
supposed to talk to?

She soon grew tired of waiting for the phone to ring,ate an early dinner, and went down to theclubin
hopes of catching John. Sure enough, he was in the green room smoking ajoint.

“Hey Jugtine.” He held out the joint to her, and she waved it away.

“John, | need to ask you afew things, okay?’

He grinned. “What isthe meaning of life? When istime? How high isup?How up ishigh?’
“I’'m serious. When were you guys hired? How did it happen?’

“Cadm down, Justine. Y ou're steamin’. Let’s see. Week ago. Lenny called. Sent the virtuds, and we
learned the tunes. There you were, and here we are. Band of your dreams.”

“Wereyou playing with Rick and lan before?’

“No. | was between gigs.” He chuckled and took atoke.

“Have you worked with Lenny before?’

“Never heard of him.”

“Why did hecal you?’

“Why does anybody do anything, Justine? Why don’t you ask him?He's your agent.”
“I can't get hold of him.”

John nodded sagely, took another deep hit. “ Course not. He' s an agent.”

“Thanks, John.” She gtarted to leave him to hisjoint, but she remembered what had been nagging at her
since she'd last talked to him. “That friend of yours—the one who had herself downloaded—who did
shetak to? How did she set it up?’

John didn’t spesk for amoment, his chin tucked againg his chest, smoke drifting out of his nogtrils,
looking at her under hooded brows. He exhaed loudly and shook hishead. “ Can't help you there,
Jugtine. Don't even think about it. Crazy shit, I'm telling you. Crazy shit.”

SHE TALKED TO BRUCE, THE CLUB OWNER, ABOUT HOW SHE was hired and got the same
story. Lenny had set it up aweek ago. Bruce didn’'t know Lenny, but he' d liked the tapes, so he booked
her. He was glad he did, he added. She was great. Word was out, and he was expecting abig crowd.



She could play there aslong as she wanted.

She went back to the green room. Rick and lan were there now, but she didn’t see much point in talking
to them. Rick would just be an asshole, and lan wouldn’t say two words. It was her problem. She just
had to dedl with it. As shetuned up, she sat in the corner and tried to fit the piecestogether. If Lenny
booked her aweek ago, she couldn’t have come in three days ago. It made more sense that she camein
six weeks ago—screwed up somehow—and they tried to fix it or something three days ago, and
changed the date on her entry. But who was they anyway? Who ran this damn place?

“Hey, bosslady.” Rick broke into her thoughts. “It’s show time. Don’'t want to be late now, do we?’

For once Rick wasright. The bar was packed to the rafters. She had to put everything else out of her
mind and sing. When she was akid she used to sing in front of the mirror, pretend there was awildly
cheering audience. Now they were waiting, just as she' d ways dreamed. She only wished Nemo was
here, Sitting up front as he had last night.

“Let’'sdoit,” shesad.

They played each set better than the one before, and the crowd loved them. Even Rick seemed to be
having agood time. With each song, her troubles seemed to lift. She dedicated “ Coming Up Close” to
Nemo, even though he wasn't there. He would be tomorrow. Today, she redlized, for it was after
midnight. In less than twelve hours she d see him again. In the song, the lovers had one night only. She
was aready blessed.

They did four encores before they finaly quit playing. Rick and lan, even John, were leaving with
different women who’ d hung around, waiting for them. Justine was glad to walk back to her hotel aone,
takein the beautiful night. She smiled and closed her eyes, waking down the middle of acity street at
two o’ clock in the morning, giddy with exhaustion, looking forward to seeing her lover. They’dfind a
way. They had to.

A MOCKINGBIRD—TEN TIMES LOUDER THAN ANY CREATURE had aright to be, showing
off with trills and buzzes and piercing high notes that made his temples throb—woke Nemo from a deep,
heavy deep. He cracked his eydids, and there was Lawrence sitting on astool by the open window,
watching the mockingbird perform on the windowsil.

“What in the hell are you doing?’ Nemo croaked, and the mockingbird took his concert and flew away.
“Damnit, Nemo, you scared him off.”
“Bedrong, Lawrence.” He squinted at his clock, but it’d run down. “What timeisit anyway?’

Lawrencelit up acigarette, and blew the smoke out the window. “ About ten. Looks like you must’ve
enjoyed yoursdlf abit too much night ‘fore last. Jonathan said you were howling at the moon when he
left”

1] I’ m Sjre.”

Nemo carefully leaned to one Side and did his pants off the end of the bed, trying to figure out how to put
them on without moving his head. Lawrence sat smoking, watching Nemo' s struggles with amused
detachment. He was gill working on smoke rings. About every third try, awobbly saucer shape came
out, but that was as close as he could get.

Nemo managed to get both legsinto his pants, but he was having trouble getting them past hisknees
without moving the few inchesit took to start his head throbbing and his scomach churning.



“Don’'t you usudly do that standing up?’ Lawrence asked after awhile.
“Canit, Lawrence. | fed like shit.”

“Look that way, too.”

“Could you give me ahand here?’

Lawrence smiled and tossed his cigarette out the window, waved the smoke away from hisface, and
crossed hislegs. “Werather fed that you should be capable of putting on your own trousers before you
st out again.”

Nemo sighed. Just what he needed. The nanny. “Of course you do. Builds character. Stiff upper lip and
al that rot.” He yanked his pants on—trying not to wince from the pain in his head—and gave L awrence
what he hoped was atriumphant ook as he zipped them up.

“How impressive. We have prepared you atray.” Lawrence pointed at the bedside table. Therewasa
tumbler of water and some flatbread.

Lawrence was waiting for me to wake up, Nemo redlized, looking after me again. Hefdt like ajerk.
“Thanks Lawrence.” Squaring his shoulders and bowing his head, Nemo signed, | am shamed, and
Lawrence nodded his assent.

Nemo gulped down haf the water and started stuffing bread into his mouth asfast as he could chew. The
painin his ssomach, he redlized, was hunger. He hadn’t eaten anything since night before last.

Lawrence watched him eet for awhile. “ Sow down, Nemo. Y ou’ Il choke yourself.”
He dowed down alittle, eating till al the bread was gone, gulping down the rest of the water.
“Better?’ Lawrence asked.

Nemo nodded, and it didn’t hurt quite as much to move. He dowly roseto hisfeet and stood there until
the room quit spinning. He shuffled to the closet and started hunting for aclean shirt. Normaly, he
would ve washed clothes the day before, but he' d been in the Bin. He finally found one that was alittle
cleaner than the rest and started working on the buttons.

“We gather you have plans,” Lawrence said.

“I"'m going to spend the day in D.C. with Justine, seethe Sghts.”

Lawrence nodded. “Y ou're thinking about going in for good, aren’t you son?’

Nemo hesitated, his hands hovering over the last button on hisshirt. “Yes, | guess| am.”
“Welike Justine agreat ded.”

“Soyou don't think I'd be nutsto go in?’

“It does't matter what we think. The question is, what do you think?’

Nemo gave up trying to find a pair of clean socks that matched and settled on one navy and one black.
He sat down on the side of the bed. “I think she’swonderful. I’ ve never met anyone like her. It slike
we' re made for each other.” Just talking about her, he felt better, so herattled on, telling Lawrence dl
about their visit to Redl World Tours. “They got everything exactly right, even the graffiti down by the



river.” Hefinished tying his shoes and stood up, feding amost human again, though his head still ached.
“They only screwed up once: In there, you were out of cigarettes. The pack waslying on the kitchen
table, empty.”

Lawrence shook another cigarette out of the pack and lit it. “We were,” he said, blowing a cloud of
smokeinto theair. “We got another pack yesterday afternoon, whole carton actualy.”

“Jeez. What did you givefor it?’
Lawrence consdered the smoke cailing up from his cigarette. “ The Elvis boxed s&t.”
“Lawrence, | don't believe you! We could' ve gotten acow for that.”

Lawrence shook his head in disgust. “What the hell you know about cows? Pain in the butt. Nothing
stupider onfour legs”

“But acarton of cigarettes—that’ sreal smart.”

Lawrence glared at Nemo, the scales on hisforehead sticking out like windblown shingles. Hetook a
deep drag, and blew the smoke into the room. “Areyou gtill here? We thought you were leaving.”

Nemo yanked on hisjacket. He couldn’t believe Lawrence had blown the Elvis boxed set on cigarettes.
At the rate he was going he’ d smoke them up in aweek, but it was adone ded now. “I'll seeyou later.
Victor told me not to stay in more than six hours, so I’ [l be home for dinner. Try not to burn the house
down.” He started for the door, when it hit him, and he stopped dead in histracks. “Hey, wait aminute.
How did they know?’

“How did who know what?’
“Red World Tours—how did they know you were out of cigaretteswhen | didn’t even know it myself?’
“What in the hell are you talking about?’

“Y ou know damn well what I'm talking about. They patched the thing from my upload, right? So how
did they know something | didn’t?’

Lawrence sighed. “ Y ou are like adog on abone. They knew from us, of course.”
“But how? Y ou were out here, right?’

Lawrence heaved asmoke-filled sigh. “Shit.” He waved hishand at the bed. “Wdll, St back down. Time
for lessons.”

Nemo sat on the corner of the bed, and Lawrence considered him, his eyes mere dits. Nemo felt likea
fly gtting on ablade of grass.

“It'slikethis” Lawrence said. “ All us Congtructs have achip at the base of our brains. Origindly it linked
usto acentral computer that checked up on us—they didn’t know what the hell we might do. They
wanted to make sure we didn’t get screwy—try to run off to the arctic or some damn thing. Inventory
control, you might cal it. Anyway, when the Bin opened up, and the central computer went in there, we
stayed out here. Ever since, everything we know is uploaded into the Bin—do not pass Go, do not
collect two hundred dollars.”

Nemo tried to imagine this, and a chill went through him. He remembered Lawrence swatchful eyes,
their long talks. All of that was stored in the Bin. For thefirst timein hislife, Nemo felt afraid of



Lawrence. “ Everything? All the Congtructs?”’
Lawrence nodded.

And then another piece of the puzzlefell into place. “ That’ s how you knew | was coming into the station
yesterday, isn't it? It goes both ways. Y ou knew because Victor knew.”

“That'sright.”
“How come you never told methis?’

He shrugged. “We keep it to ourselves. We ain't exactly popular out here asit is. How long you think
we' dlagt if certain folks found out we had adirect lineto the Bin?’

Nemo cringed at the thought. “How come you' re telling me now?’

Lawrence chuckled. “So you won't drive us crazy asking.”
“I won't tell anybody.”

Lawrence clapped a huge green hand on Nemo' s shoulder. “We know that, son, or we wouldn't'vetold
you. Asfor going into the Bin, you might want to start by asking yourself why it isyou' ve stayed out, and
what’ s different now. No woman wants aman who' s going to be looking over his shoulder al thetime.
Don't goin’lessyou' re sure. Now, get gone. And whenever y'al come up for air, tell Justinewe said

NEMO DECIDED TO TAKE THE BIN TRAIN TO D.C. AT LEAST that way, if hefdt like shit
when he got back, he wouldn’t have another long train ride ahead of him. His ssomach churned at the
memory of the last one. Hetook a short ride down to Capitol Square Station where the Richmond VIMs
were, mulling over what Lawrence had told him about Congtructs. He wondered if anything was ever
donewith al the information the Congtructs fed into the Bin every day, or whether it just sat therelike so
much garbage a alandfill. He spent alot of time at landfills digging for CDs. When everything went
virtual, people must’ ve thrown them out by the boxload. Sometimes he' d find awhole rack of
them—rack and all-lying under some worthless computer. He wondered who el se besides Red World
Tours dug through all that datafor what they could use.

There was more graffiti in the Richmond stations than in Pentagon Station, and Capitol Square wasthe
worst. There was a security guard, but she was spread pretty thin. She made the rounds of al the
Richmond gtations, and she dso did maintenance work. Nemo' s longtime favorite—\What would Jesus
do?—was il written over the VIMsin foot-high letters. It was aquestion he' d never been ableto
answer, though there was no shortage of folks who presumed to answer for Him.

He stepped into aVIM with 666 scrawled on the front of it. It looked like it was done with acrylic
sgueezed from atube. The artist probably would' ve preferred red or black, but had to use what he could
find—in this case, amellow chartreuse that gave a decidedly mixed message. Asthe coffin rotated,
Nemo listened with new respect to the orientation tape’ swarnings about visiting too long, and braced
himsdlf.

But going in was painless. As soon as UPLOAD flashed in hisface, dl hisphysica symptoms vanished,
and herealized how awful he had felt. Now, he felt perfectly hedlthy, like everyone sein the Bin. He
had to admit he didn’t miss his headache. As he stepped out of the coffin, he checked the time,
remembering Victor’ swarning.

It was 11:20. He had to be back by 5:20, which meant he had to leave D.C. by a quarter to five. That



isn't nearly enough time, he thought. He scurried down the escalator to the platform and caught thetrain
just asit was about to pull out of the Sation.

His car wasfull of St. Christopher’ s students on afield trip. They looked to be seniors, about sixteen or
seventeen, al boys. Their teacher, an athletic-looking guy in anavy blazer just like the boyswore, sat
acrossthe aide from Nemo, watching his charges as they climbed around on the seets, pushing and
shoving each other. Every oncein awhile he'd cal one of them down for crossng someinvisible line of
decorum Nemo couldn’t quite figure out.

“Where are you taking them?’ Nemo asked.

“Higtory fiddtrip,” theteacher said. “ Arlington Cemetery, the Holocaust Museum, and the Vietnam
Veterans Memorid. We re doing aunit onwar.”

One of the boysfel giggling into the aide, and the teacher said, “Brad, in your seat.” The boy popped up,
gtill laughing, and fell into a seet on top of two other boys.

The history teacher smiled apologeticaly. “1 et them have agood time on the way up. They’ [l be much
more subdued on the ride home.”

ASNEMO RODE ALONG, WATCHING THE BOY S TUSSLE WITH each other, hetried to
imagine the next few weeks, shuttling back and forth, trying to remember just where the hell he was,
keeping an eye on the time, he and Justine dways wondering just where they were headed. But he didn’t
have to live through those few weeks to know what they came down to in the end: Washein, or washe
out?

In boarding school dl the kids were pissed at first when their moms and dads went in. Everybody
sounded off. But after only afew weeks of visits, you could tell which oneswould end up going in. No
matter how tough they sounded, no matter how much they liked to terrify Mum and Dad with the hint
they were staying out, you could awaystell which ones. Once they made a choice, the red world was
just something to get through. They learned a script and played it. They werejust marking time,

A handful knew just as quickly that they were never going in. They weregoingto liveand dieinthered
world, and that was that. They were the oneswho' d fascinated Nemo. They dl had different reasons
from plain gut fedlings to e aborate philosophical arguments, and he set out to learn them al. He wanted
to know what they knew—what they were willing to diefor. Most of hisfriendswere in that minority, but
he was never really one of them. He never could decide, he never could be sure like they were. And so
he stayed out, waiting to be sure.

He envied those who stayed out and knew why. Jonathan knew. His grandmother apparently knew,
staying out even when shewas old and sick. But hewasn't like them. He only wanted to be. All hewas
ever sure of were hisdoubts. They kept him rooted, in away. The Bin wasaone-way trip. Yougoin,
you stay in. The real world was temporary whether he decided to stay or not. He lived the best life he
could, never completely sure he was doing the right thing, staying out day by day.

The St. Christopher’ s boys piled off the train at Pentagon Station. Nemo waved good-bye to the history
teacher and continued on to Dupont Circle. Lawrence told him to think about what was different now,
and it wasn't too hard to figure out. Now, finally, there was something—someone—he was sure of. He
loved Jugtine. He couldn’t give her up.

He stood in front of the door and waited for his stop.

NEMO ROSE INTO THE SUNLIGHT ON DUPONT CIRCLE, hurrying up the escalator two steps



at atime, so that when he reached the top, he sprang into the air like a dancer. He moved through the
crowd, weaving in and out. No one seemed to be in as big ahurry ashewas. Hefdt finein here, felt
better each step closer to Justine.

At the hotel, he hit the revolving door and left it spinning behind him like atop. He strode acrossthe
lobby, just missing the eevator. The clock above the eevator said it was three minutestill noon. He
glanced around and found the dairs. It was only six flights. He churned up them without dowing. The
racket of histhudding footstepsfilled the stairwell. He burst through the doorway to the sixth floor,
scaring some poor guy by the devator half to death. Nemo mumbled an gpology and loped down the
long hdl to Justine’ sroom, rapping on her door before he' d come to acomplete stop. The door flew
open, and she jumped into hisarms, wrapping her arms and legs around him. He carried her into the
room, kicking the door shut behind them. They kissed desperately, passionatdly, faling onto the bed,
tearing off each other’ s clothes, laughing.

“I told you I’d be glad to seeyou,” he said.
She reached down and took him into her hand. “My God, | didn’t know you’ d be this glad.”

A COUPLE OF HOURSLATER, THEY LAY TANGLED IN A PLEASant heap, dick with swest,
temporarily sated.

“I missed you,” shesaid.

He kissed theinside of her thigh. “I’m afraid | spent most of the time Since you saw me last sound adeep.
But | garted missing you the moment | woke up.”

Sheran her fingersthrough hishair and let it fal around his shoulders. “What wasit like when you went
back?’

“It was't o bad. It was nothing, really.”
“| don’'t believe you, Nemo. Y ou just don’t want me to worry.”

He propped himsdlf up on his elbows and looked into her eyes. “ Okay. It was pretty awful. But I'll be
fine”

Shetook hisfacein her hands. “What wasit like?’

“Headache, nauses, dizziness, impaired motor ability—Ilike the VIM warning says. It felt like someone
had disconnected dl my internal wiring and hooked it back up in the dark.”

She cradled his head in her arms. “I was worried sick about you.”
“Don’t worry about me.”

Shelaughed at him. “Don’'t be slly, Nemo. Y ou worry about me.”
“Thet' sdifferent.”

“Right. The big, strong man.” She gave him aquick kiss, unwound hersdlf, and went into the bathroom.
Herolled over and plumped up a couple of pillows against the headboard, settled himsdlf into them,
basking in his pleasure. He loved Jugtine. Hell, he loved everyone, even himsdf.

He spotted a copy of Rebecca on the bedside table and picked it up. It was like seeing an old friend.
He d read it when he wasfifteen. He' d liked it so much, that when he came to the end, he/ d immediately



read it asecond time. He opened it up to the last page, the closing sentences:

The road to Manderley lay ahead. There was no moon.The sky above our heads was inky black.
But the sky on the horizon was not dark at all. It was shot with crimson, like a splash of blood.
And the ashes blew towards us with the salt wind from the sea.

Justine came out of the bathroom, drying her face with atowel.
“I read this,” he said, holding up the book. “It wasin my grandmother’ s stuff. | loved it.”

She sat on the bed beside him. I quit reading it,” she confessed. “| was afraid she was going to lose her
husband because he was il in love with his perfect dead wife, and | couldn’t stand it.”

He had to smile at the way she said perfect dead wife, asif she were jed ous of Rebecca hersdf. “If
that’ swhy you stopped, you should definitely keep reading.”

“Tel mehow it ends”
“I can't do that. | don’t want to spail it for you.”
“Oh, come on, Nemo. Just ahint.” Sheran her fingertips dong theinside of hisarm.

“Okay, just ahint.” He paused to consider just what he should give away. “I’ll tell you that Rebeccawas
far from perfect.”

“That'sit? You' reabig help. That doesn’t mean Max knowsthat. Heisaman after al.”
Hegrinned. “I'll ignorethe implication. Y ou just want a happy ending.”
“Sure, if | cangetit.”

He pondered amoment. He didn’t want to give the whole book away. “Okay. I'll tell you one more
thing, and that’ sit: The heroine saves her husband'slife.”

This piqued her interest more than he' d bargained for. “ Redly? How?’ She shifted around, so that she
was knedling on the bed.

Helaid the book on thetable. “You'll just haveto finish reading it.”

She bounced up and down, her hands pushing on his chest. “ Tell me, Nemo. Does Mrs. Danverstry to
kill im?’

He smiled, enjoying her excitement. “ Perhaps.”

She climbed on top of him gtraddling him. “Tell me, Nemo.”

He drew histhumb and forefinger across his mouth. “My lips are seded.”
“I'll tickleyou.”

“I'm not ticklish.” Shetried in vain to tickle him. She came close, but she missed the pot under hisarms,
and he managed to maintain a stony composure.

“Creep.” She pinned hisarms and leaned over him, her hipsundulating. “If you don't tell me, I'll make
you fuck me again.”

He groaned in mock horror, rolling his head from sde to side. “No! Please! No! Anything but that!”



She bounced on his stomach and rolled onto the bed, curling up with her back to him. “Fine, then. Seeif
| care”

He molded hisbody to hers, kissing her back, caressing her thigh. She took his hand and wrapped his
arm around her.

“Tell meabout Rosdind,” shesaid inasmal, quiet voice.
“Y ou remember her name.”

“Of course, | remember her name. Is she pretty?’

“Yes. Shetried to hideit, but shewas.”

“Wereyou in lovewith her?’

Nemo thought carefully before he answered. He wanted to be fair. “We were like two people stranded
on adesert idand. We helped each other get through it, but we weren'tin love.”

“Doyoumissher?’

“| wonder how she' s doing sometimes, hope she' s happier than when | knew her. But no, | don’t miss
her.” He propped himself up on one arm and gently turned Justine onto her back. “What about you?
There must’ ve been other guys.”

She stared at the celling and tried to remember. There were lots of them, little more than faces, asif they
wered| peering in a her through awindow. She' d never loved any of them. “There were other guys, but
no onelike you. My idand was more crowded than yours.”

“Tell me about one of them. It sonly fair.”
She remembered amoon-faced boy sneaking into her room after lights out. “Dick,” she said.
“Dick?You'rejoking.”

Shegiggled. “Afraid not. He was my firgt. | was fifteen. He climbed up thefire escape and camein
through my window. He brought me tulips he’ d picked from the yard. | had to throw them out the
window after he left. They were Sister Gertrude' stulips. Shewould' ve killed meif she' d found them in
my room. Hewas an All Saints boy, asenior.”

“Wdl, how was Dick?’

“Not so great. He was avirgin, too. He cried after it was over. He was going to be a priest, and he
figured I’ d ruined everything.”

“Sounds like he was aptly named.” He watched her laugh, her eyes crinkling shut. He wondered who she
redly was. As she said, her past wasimpossible. “Did he ever become Father Dick?’

“I don't think so. He crawled through severa other girls windows after mine.”
“How did you know that?’
“Girlstak, Nemo.”

“Did hecry every time?’



“No. But | wasthe only one who got flowers.”

“Lucky you. What about after you left the orphanage—were there any guysthen?’

“You said only one.” Shetried to make it sound playful, but he could see the question upset her.
“You can't remember?’ he asked gently.

She stared at the ceiling and shook her head. “No.” She closed her eyes and balled up her figts. “God, |
hatethis”

“So what do you remember exactly, besides St.Cathering s7°

“Thelast three days. Beforethat | know things, but | don’t really remember them. | know | was at the
Ambassador Hotel in Chicago last week, but | couldn’t tell you wheat the place lookslike, or if | talked to
anybody on the devator, or anything. | was playing with another band, but | can’t even remember their
faces.

“ And then there are these memories | don’'t know what to do with. They're just there, but they don't fit
with anything else. Like there' sthisbundle of letters| can see clearly in my mind, tied up in agreen yarn.
It fedlslike they’ re important somehow. But that’ sit. | don’t know who they’ re from or when they were
written.”

“Maybe they’' re amemory from when you were red young. | have memorieslike that, from when | was
three or four.”

She considered this, but it didn't fed right. They’ re from when | was old, she thought, but she didn’t say
it. Shedidn’t even understand what she meant. “ That must beit,” she murmured, not wanting to think
about it anymore, afraid of what she might find.

Hetook her hand. “1’m just glad you remember me, that you showed up at my birthday party, and
changed my life”

Shelooked into hiseyes. “Y ou are the sweetest man.”

“I never brought you flowers.”

“Youdidn't cry ether.”

“Y ou could makemecry,” hesaid.

“I never will.”

Hetook her into hisarms, so full of love tears cameto his eyes and wet her cheeks.

THE DAY WASWARM AND HUMID, THE AIRHEAVY WITH THE scent of cherry blossoms. A
light breeze blew through the trees, and Justine and Nemo were showered with petds. They were
headed south on 214, out for awalk. Like most cities, there’ d been no carsin D.C. since before the Bin,
so there no carsin here now. The streets had been turned into tree-lined walkways, with flowerbeds and
fountains

“Thered D.C. isone giant death wish,” hetold her. “I don't set foot outside Pentagon Station. | could
get used to this”

They could see the Washington Monument off to the left, sticking up above the lane of trees. They were



getting close to the reflecting pool. In front of them, more than a dozen kites wove back and forth in the
ky.

They emerged from the treesto find agroup of people on Constitution Avenue flying kites, while acrowd
stood around watching. There were kids and adults, but mostly kids. Justine and Nemo stood armin
arm, watching the kites, pointing out the different shapes and colors. “I’ ve never flown akite,” Nemo
sad. “It looksfun.”

“You've never flown akite?’
“| suppose you have.”

“Sure. We madethem in art class. | hated the getting it up in the air part. But onceit’sup there, it' sgrest.
Youredly havetotry. it.” She scanned the kite flyers. Before he knew what was happening, she was
leading him toward aboy of about thirteen flying a blue diamond-shaped kite. “Hi,” she said to the boy.
“Nicekite”

“Thanks,” the boy said, without taking his eyes off hiskite.

Nemo's eyesfollowed the string high into the air to the tiny blue shape. He hadn’t redlized how high up it
was. “How bigisit?’

“Six feet high, four across. | madeit mysdlf.”

Justine said, “My friend has never flown akite. Could hefly yoursfor just aminute? Just to get the fed of
it?

The boy eyed Nemo. “My name s Patrick,” he said.
“Min€ sNemo.”

“Cool name,” he said. He handed Nemo the stick with the kite string wrapped around it. “ Y ou can fly it
while | go get ahot dog.”

Nemo laughed as hefdt thetug of the kitein hishands. “I’ll be careful,” he said, but Patrick had aready
disappeared in the crowd. Nemo watched the other kite flyers, trying to pick up some pointers. “You
know any tricks?’ he asked Justine,

“Takeupalittledack and let it go.”
Nemo did as he told her, and the kite swooped down and shot back up.

“Sigter Sarah was the one who made kites with us.” She remembered Sarah running alongside her in her
habit, shouting her encouragement. Justine had painted her kiteto look likean angd. 1 called up anold
friend from the orphanage,” she said. “ Stephanie Boyd. She was one of my best friends. Shedidn’t
remember meat dl.”

“Areyou sure you got theright person?’
“I recognized her. She said she was at . Catherine’ s—only it was eighty years ago.”

Hewasn't sure what to say. He remembered she' d been pretty upset the last time he' d suggested she
might be older than she thought. “ Do you think maybe you were there then, too?’

“Shedidn’t remember me. She said she didn’t know anyone named Justine et all.”



“Maybe she' sjust forgotten.”
“Maybe | wasn't Justine then.”
“What do you mean?’

She shook her head and gave aresigned laugh. “1 don’t know what | mean. | can’t make any sense of it.
| think | should just quit trying.”

He put an arm around her shoulders and gave her a hug, confident enough now to fly the kite with one
hand. “I’'m just glad you' re Justine now.”

Shelaid her head on his shoulder. “Metoo.”

Thewind gusted, and the kite climbed higher into the air. Nemo thought he was going to loseit. “Whoa.
Itfedslikeif | letit go, it'll gointo orbit.”

Patrick spoke up beside them. They had no idea how long he' d been standing there. “ Actudly, if you let
go, it will fall down. Thetenson on the tring iswhat dlowsthe kite to act asan air foil and remain aoft.
The Chinese invented kites thousands of years ago. It was aspiritud discipline for them and not mere
entertainment.”

Nemo smiled, reminded of himself at that age. “ Y ou don't say. Isthat what it isfor you—a spiritud
discipline?’

The boy was perfectly serious as he finished off hishot dog. “Yes,” hesaid.

Nemo looked back up at the kite. He could fedl each gust and eddy of thewind in hishands. It didn’t
matter at al to this boy that the kite and the wind weren't real. Maybe he was right.

“Thanks, Patrick.” He handed the kite string back to him.
“Y ou can make yoursdf one,” Patrick told him.
“They’re easy to make. Y ou can start with asmaller one. They’re easier to get up.”

Justine smiled and winked at Nemo over the boy’ s head. “Nemo won't have a problem with that,” she
assured Patrick.

They thanked Patrick and moved on toward the reflecting pool. Nemo said, “Y ou’ Il say anything, won't
you?’

“That' s one of the thingsyou love about me, isT't it?’
Helaughed. “Itisindeed.”

THEY LAY ON THE GRASSBY THE REFLECTING POOL UNTIL IT was 4:30, and Nemo
explained that he had to catch atrain back to Richmond. He begrudgingly told her of Victor’ swarning.

“I’'m afraid you haven't gotten to see much of D.C.”
“| cameto seeyou anyway. Besides, I'll come again.”

At the station, he started to tell her good-bye, but sheinsisted on riding with him. “1 want to spend as
much timewith you as| possibly can,” shesaid.



On thetrain, Justine rested her head on Nemo' s shoulder and closed her eyes. Nemo rested his head on
hers. “1 dmost forgot to tell you,” he said. “Lawrence says ‘hey.””

“I like Lawrence. Tell him | said ‘hey’ back.”

“I told him I’'min lovewith you. | told him | wasthinking about comingin.”

He could fed a subtle change in the pressure of her head on his shoulder. “What did he say?’
“Hesaid | should be sure.”

Helooked down thelong line of cars, swaying dightly asthe train rounded acurve, pressing her againgt
him, and was jolted by the sight of the crematorium on the horizon. The smoke rose straight up into the
sky in abroad plume bathed in golden light from the setting sun. Then heredlized it was only clouds.
They werein the Bin. Safe from death. But he could il seeit in hismind' s eye—the endless smoke, just
above the stacks the sparks rising into the light. He pointed at the spot asthey swept past it. “ Do you
know what’ s out there in the real world?’ he asked. Sheraised her head and |ooked out the window
where he' d pointed. “ One of the crematoriums—where they burn up the bodies of everyone who comes
in”

Hetold her about going to the crematorium with Rosaind and Jonathan, about the stacks of bodies
reduced to ashes, about the woman who had to be shoved back into place. He d never told anyone
before, not even Lawrence.

“That' swhat my nightmares are about. I'll be doing something ordinary—feeding the rabhbits, working
out atrade—when someone calls my name, and | turn around. Sometimes it’s someone | know,
sometimesit’s someone | saw at the crematorium. They look perfectly normd, and then they burst into
flames. Ther clothes burn off before | have achance to do anything. Then ther flesh catchesfire. | grab
hold of them, try to smother the flames, but they keep burning, and | don't fed athing. I hold them(till
they’ re nothing but ashes, and then | wake up.”

They listened to the sound of thewhedson therails. “Now | understand why you' ve stayed out,” she
sad.

“It shouldn’t make any difference,” he said. “ Everyone s body dies oneway or another. All those people
| saw areliving in the Bin now, perfectly happy. | think I’ ve made too much of it. | mean, Rosaind saw
what | saw. Shewent in.”

“Maybe you should talk to her about it.”
“What isit with you? Are you trying to fix me up with my old girlfriend?’
“Of course not. | just thought it might help you figure out. ..”

“What I’ m going to do about you? I’ ve already figured that out.” Helaid his hand on her cheek and
turned her to face him. “I’m doing the only thing | can do. I’'m comingin.”

He expected her to light up, to throw her arms around him and shriek for joy. Instead, she just looked
stunned. “ Because of me?’

“Of course, because of you.” Hewas afraid she didn’t want him, that somehow he’ d misunderstood. Just
because sheloved him didn’t mean—

“Areyou surethisistheright thing? Y ou’ ve stayed out so long.”



Hetook her by the shoulders. “I’ m positive. We love each other. Y ou can’'t cometo me, so I’m coming
toyou.”

She shook her head. “But you don’t know me. | don’t even know myself—"

“Nothing could change how | fedl about you. Nothing.” She closed her eyes and buried her facein his
ches, crying softly.

He cradled her in hisarms, rocking her gently. “Why are you upset?’ he asked. “I’ll understand if thisis
too soon, or if you don't feel the same way about me—"

“Youidiot,” shesnuffled. “I’m crying because | love you so very much.”

“I'll cal Mom and Dad from the station and have them meet us at the club tonight. | can bresk the news.
We can all celebrate. Besides, | want to hear you sing again. Tomorrow I'll comein for good. | havea
few good-byesto make.”

“Nemo,” she asked again, “are you sure?’
“Of course, I'm sure. Will you quit asking me that?”

Shelooked right into him. “Only when you are,” she said.

9

JUSTINE KEPT TELLING HERSELF SHE SHOUL D BE be happy, and that was that. He loves me,
and he scoming ingde. Isn't that what | wanted? She was happy he loved her that much, but not about
therest of it. It wasn't right, she thought. He says he’ s sure, but he only wants to be sure, because he
loves me—but how long will helove mein aworld he hates, aworld I’ ve dragged him into? She wasn't
even sure she wanted to be in here. When was it she ever made that decision? She couldn’t remember.

She went into arestaurant at the station called the Pentagon Pub, sat at atablein afar corner. Everything
was pentagona—the tables, the chair seats, the rugs, the roomsitself. There were only a handful of
people, most of them sitting at the bar. A holo-mura of the Bin under congtruction played on the
walls—thousands of Constructs laboring away to transform the most powerful military establishment in
the world into the paradise. She turned her chair so that shefaced in, her view of the oppositewall
blocked by a stand of pamsin pentagona pots. She ordered coffee and watched the pentagond cup and
saucer risefrom thetable.

She looked at it through Nemo' s eyes—another silly gizmo. Sheimagined acleaver in Nemo's hand,
Sophie squirming under the other. The cleaver coming down hard on Sophi€' s neck, the jolt of her degth.
So hecould live,

She shoved the coffee to the sde and pushed the Special icon. Anindex of foods appeared on ascreen
in the tabletop. Y ou could get anything you wanted at any restaurant in the Bin, even aplacelikethis. She
pressed Rabbit and got a submenu of about two dozen dishes. She could pressa ? iconto get a
complete description and a picture of each one, but she didn’t redly care. She pressed Hasenpfeffer
because she liked the look of the world.

A plate of steaming stew rose from the table, and she ate it, every hite, asif her life depended onit.
When she was done, she did the pentagonal plate onto the middle of the table, pressed the Clean icon,
and watched the plate sink into the table out of sight.



“Thank you, Sophie,” she said, but it was an empty gesture. Nothing diesin here, she thought. Not for
me, not for anyone. She remembered Romeo and Juliet, dying in each other’ sarms, the man beside her
saying, Why are you crying? It's just a play, dear. But it used to be that people watched Romeo and
Juliet die, and wept, even though they knew it wasn't redl. Back then, people could imagine they were
the star-crossed lovers or the bereaved parents—because they lived with death every day. In the Bin,
desth itsdlf wasjust acharacter inan old play.

There was asnicker from the bar, and Justine turned to look. A man wastelling ajoke to three other
men. She couldn’t hear what he was saying, but it was clear what was going on. The joketeller was
gtanding, gesturing, hisknees dightly bent, doing a comic pantomime of someone carrying something
huge. His audience sat on their stoals, smiling, listening, not wanting to miss anything. Thejoketeller
changed his personato a distraught woman—this got him hisfirst laughs—then again to someone cadm
and deliberate, examining something, taking measurements, stroking his chin with elaborate deliberation.
He ddlivered hisjudgement—the punch line—and the group exploded in laughter.

Without death, Romeo and Juliet were no different from the travelling sdlesman and the farmer’s
daughter. Watching the men laugh, she wanted to say, Why are you laughing? It'sjust a joke.

ITWASDUSK, THE BUILDINGS GRAY AND INSUBSTANTIAL. thefirst sarstwinkling in the
sky. Justine was walking in the direction of Mr. Menso's. She had no ideaiif he' d bein hisshop at this
hour, but she had to talk to someone, and he was the only one she knew, besides Nemo, who might
care, who might understand.

By the time she reached his shop, it was dark and the moon had risen. The cobblestone street waslit by
aline of antique streetlamps. Through the rowhouse windows, she could see families stting down to
dinner or talking in their parlors. It could' ve been a scene from two hundred years ago. Mr. Menso'ssign
wasilluminated by asinglelamp, abronze fixture in the shape of adrooping lilly.

She descended the gtairs into the shop and stood at the front as the clang of the bell faded into silence.
The rolltop desk was open, and the desk lamp was on. Therewas a haf full cup of teaon the desk, atill
warm tegpot besideit. A book lay face down benesth the lamp—Paradise Lost. Milton, she
remembered. | defended Eveto Sister Gertrude while Stephanie giggled behind me, egging me on. Now,
she doesn't even know who | am.

“Mr. Menso!” she called out, “it’' s Justine!” But there was no answer. She called out again, peered down
the aides, but there was no sign of anyone. She dumped into Mr. Menso’s chair. How could he help her,
anyway—a swest, dotty old man? It seemed like weeks ago since she’' d comein here and told him her
dreams, but it was only a couple of daysago. You're young. It's spring, he'd said, and that’ s how he'd
made her fed—Ilike anything was possible. Shelay her head down on the desk, her forehead resting on
her crossed arms, and fought back tears, but they came anyway. She surrendered to them, letting herself
cry good and hard.

WHEN SHE WAS CRIED OUT, SHE STARED AT THE GRAIN OF the desktop, trying to figure
out what she should do, asif the answer were there. Sheran her fingers acrossit. Old oak with amatte
varnish. Perfect. If she had amagnifying glass, she knew, it would il ook perfect. She hung her head
back, staring at the ceiling. It was dl perfect. None of it red. Her either. Only she wasn't perfect.
Otherwise she' d know who she was. She’ d know what to do.

She heard Mr. Menso’ s cane thumping toward her from the back of the shop. She stood up, wiping her
cheekswith the palms of her hands.

“Judting” hesad. “Why areyou crying?’



There was something comforting in hisvoice, asif he werethefather she'd fantasized for herself when
shewas akid. Shetook the handkerchief he offered her, and dried her eyes. “I thought you weren’t
here, and | just need someoneto talk to.”

“Wall, you' ve cometo theright place for that.” He leaned on his cane and asked gently, *Has your young
man broken your heart, my dear?’

“Oh no, Mr. Menso, he' swonderful. But he wants to come into the Bin because of me.”

Hegave her aquizzicd amile. “ Then what' s the problem, my dear? Don’t you want him to be with you?’
“Of coursel do. But not likethis. It' snot right. What if he getsin here and hatesit? Hates me?’
“Hateyou?| can’t imagine such athing. But surely, it' s his choice whether he comesin or not.”

“What kind of choiceisthat? Renounce hiswhole life, everything he' s ever bdieved in—for me—and |
give up nothing?’ She shook her head. “He sjust talking himsalf into it because he doesn’t want to lose
me. | wish | could just goto him.”

Mr. Menso' sface clouded over, and he reached out and took her hand. “Let’ s sit down and tak this
over. I'll get you sometea.”

She nodded, and he propped his cane against the desk, cleared atwo-foot stack of books from a chair
besideit, setting them next to ahaf dozen other stacks on the floor. All neat and straight. Justine had the
fedling he could tell her every book that was Sitting there, from The Complete Works of Shakespeare
to The Epistemology of Construct Integration. His hands, frail, dmost ddlicate, poured their teawith
careful precison. He seemed to be just an eccentric old man with abookshop, but there was moreto
him than that. He' s deep into his own program, Freddie had said.

As he handed her tea, hiseyeswerefull of concern. She thanked him and set the cup on the corner of the
desk. Shedidn’t really want tea. She remembered she didn’t like it. Shejust wanted to talk to afriend.

“Why don't you begin at the beginning,” he said. | take it agood deal has happened since | saw you
lagt.”

Shetold him about the last two days with Nemo. He listened, smiling wistfully, apparently recaling the
dayswhen he himsdf was young and in love. He made amaost no comment, but hung on every word.

When she was done, he cocked his head to one side. “ So what istroubling you, my dear? Arethings
happening too fast? Y ou two have just met, after dl.”

She pretended to consider his question—she didn’t want to appear young and foolish—but she already
knew the answer. “No. That’ snot it. Nemo' sthe only thing in my lifethat’ sreal and substantial. He
makes mefed dive. Everything dseisjust smoke and shadows.” She smiled ruefully. “If you' re stranded
on adesert idand, you don’t want your rescuer to take histime rowing to shore.”

“Tdl me about this desert idand, the smoke and shadows. Have you had another of your dreams?’

“Yes, but it'snot just that. It'severything. It's Justine. There's something wrong with me. | remember
growing up in a Catholic orphanage—years after they were al shut down. | remember my friends, |
remember the nuns, | even remember the way thetile floorswere dick and shiny and | used to dideon
them in my sock feet. It dl seemsto melikeit just happened afew years ago, but it couldn’t have.

“But theworst is| don't know how | got here, what went on between then—whenever it was—and



now. It'slike I’ ve been adeep for years, and | woke up afew days ago. Supposedly | just left thered
world six weeks ago, but when | was with Nemo, | didn’'t know the firgt thing about it, not redly. It was
likel"d read abouit it, but I’ d never been there. | don’t even remember the Six weeks |’ ve been in here:
the names of afew hotelsand clubs, singing songs| can't remember learning in thefirst place to peoplel
never talked to, who never talked to me. It’ s hard to believe any of it ever happened. That seemslikethe
dream, and the dreams seem redl.” She baled up her fists, but there was nothing to strike, and they just
lay in her lap.

“Atonetime,” hesaid, “1 would' ve envied your forgetting. | used to think the past was a horrible place,
created only to bring memisery. If only | could forget, | told mysdlf. But of course, there were only a
few moments | wanted to forget, ones | worried over, wished | could change.” He sighed. “But after a
while,” he continued, “there gets to be so much of the past.” He gestured toward the books al around
them. “Not just your own, but al of it, mostly forgotten aswell, except for afew moments.” He tapped
his fingers on the spine of the Milton. “I’ ve decided the trick isto understand the moments that matter,
turn them into courage in the present, hope for the future. Some days, | think I’ ve found the knack. Most
days, | haven't aclue. But the past isn't to blamefor that. Don’t be afraid of the past, Justine. It will dl
comeright, you'll see”

Hewas very swest, but she didn’'t see what al this had to do with her. “But | don’t have any past, Mr.
Menso. That'sjust it.”

“Of courseyou do. Y ou have courage. Y ou have hope. It must’ ve come from somewhere. The details
don’t matter. Y our remember how to love. Isit redly dl that important how you learned such arare and
important talent? This confusion will pass, my dear. Trust me.”

“That’ swhat I’ ve been trying to tell myself—that the past didn't matter anyway. But when Nemo said he
wascomingin, | don’t know. That changes everything. What if he sacrifices himsdf for me, and | turn out
to be someone horrible or crazy?’

“You don't redly believe that, my dear.”

“I don’t know wheét to believe. Do you think they screwed up when | came in—I don’t know—midaid
some of my past—gave me somebody else' s?’

He shook his head. “ Can’t happen.”

She noticed the authority in hisvoice. Thiswas no mere opinion. Maybe he could help her after dll.
“Freddie said you wrote the program for Real World Tours. Isthat redly true?”

Mr. Menso smiled to himself and shook his head. “Freddie does love to gossip. But yes, it’ strue. Silly
business, actudly.”

“Y ou must know alot about how the Bin worksto do something like that.”

He rested his chin on the head of his cane and studied her for amoment. “I know it insde out,” he said.
“What isit you want to know?’

“ Somebody told me you could be downloaded, that he knew awoman who'd doneit.”
“I've heard of that,” he said, hisface amask.
“Thenit'sred?It'snot just awild story? Y ou redly can leave?’

Helooked down at the desk, ran hisfingers dong the spine of the Milton. “Yes, it'sred.” Hisvoice was



old and tired.

She was sitting on the edge of her chair. Shefelt asif she were on the viaduct again, looking down.
“Could you help me, Mr. Menso, if | decideto go back? Y ou must know how to set it up. You'rethe
only onel know who—"

He groaned and clamped his eyes shut, rapping his forehead with his cane so hard she was afraid he was
going to hurt himself. She reached out to stop him, but he brought thetip of his cane down hard on the
floor, and she jumped back. His eyes were blazing. “Y ou want me to help you download into the real
world—help you die?’ Helooked up in the air, shaking his cane a the ceiling. “ Thisistoo much!” he
shouted. “Thisistoo fucking much!” She cowered in her chair, but as she watched him, she saw hisrage
wasn't for her—but for himsdlf, for fate, for God. Hefell back in his chair, shaking his head, sghing.

She was afraid to speak, to move. She had no ideawhat had set him off.
But now he seemed amost calm, subdued. “| apologize for that outburst, my dear.”

“Areyou dl right, Mr. Menso? Can | get you anything?’ Heignored her questions. “ Do you redly want
todie?’ heasked quietly.

“No, of course not. But there’ smoreto it than that. The way things are now, I’'m forcing Nemo in here.
| mean, that’ sthe way he put it—"Y ou can’t cometo me, so I’'m coming toyou.” If | could cometo him,
then hewouldn’t haveto give up everything for me.”

Hedidn't spesk for along time. “Y ou would do that for him?’
“Of course. | love him.”

He nodded, asad smileon hisface. “Yes, | believe you do. But he would only be giving up death, my
dear. Perhgpsthat’ s a sacrifice you should let him make.”

“That' s not true, Mr. Menso. He has friends, ahome. He fixes things out there. In here, nothing ever
wears out. What would he do in here? What does anybody do?’

Mr. Menso nodded and picked up the Milton, turned it over in hishand. “Good point,” he said. “I read
mostly. When the Bin wasfirst designed, there were some who suggested uploading everyone with
complete literacy implanted like an accessory on acar—every book, every language’—he tapped his
head—" preingtalled. Stupid idea. There were |ots of Supid idess. Severd felows—you know the
type—wanted to do away with shit and piss and swest, or if we weren't going to do away with them
atogether, let'sjust make them smell nicel In the end, we changed aslittle as possible—gave everyone
food and shdlter, the * creature comforts' they caled them in the press, and took away violence, disease,
and death. Everyone agreed we had to do away with that. Sometimes, | think that was the stupidest idea
of al.” Hetossed the book on the desk. “If he wantsto stay out of here, your Nemo has my

sympathies”

“| don't think he redlly wantsto comein here. I'm not even surewhat I’ m doing here. Will you help me?’
He sghed, surrendering. “Y ou redizethisisillegd? Once you leave, you can't come back.”

“I don't care about that.”

“Somehow,” hesaid wryly, “I didn’t think that would bother you. Y ou do understand you wouldn’t ook
the same, sound the same. We' d have to find someone who was comingin. You'd livein someone dse's

body, Jugtine.”



A chill went up her spine, but she struggled to put on abrave front. “ After my dreams,” shesaid. “I'm
used to that.”

Hetugged at his earlobe, consdering her. Findly, he shook hishead. “1’[| be damned, but | probably am
dready. All right. If you decide that’ swhat you want, I’ [l help you. | can arragneit.” Hewinked at her
and patted her hand. “Don’t worry. We |l find you someone beautiful.”

She threw her arms around him and hugged his neck. “Y ou are the sweetest, most wonderful man!” She
kissed hiswhite head and took hisfacein her hands, intending to give him aquick kiss, but his eyeswere
wet with tears, his brow creased with pain. He turned away, pushing her hands from hisface.

“Mr. Menso, what’ swrong?’

Hewaved his cane back and forth, asif shooing avay something at hisfeet. “It' snothing. At my age, |
cry over everything, over nothing.”

His hands were clutching the head of his cane, asif it kept him anchored and he didn’t darelet it go. She
laid her hand on his. “Y ou were remembering your sweetheart?’

He gave ashort, humorlesslaugh. “Y es. My sweetheart. Y ou could say that. Just reminiscing. I'm fine
now.” He closed hiseyes, struggling to keep agrip on hisemotions. His hands tightened around the cane.

“Areyou sureyou'redl right?’

“I'm damn near ahundred yearsold,” he snapped. “1 think | know by now when I’'m al right, and when
| ) m rntl”

Shedrew her hand away. “I’m sorry,” she said quietly.

Hewinced at her apology, shaking his head. “No,” he whispered. He turned back to her and opened his
eyes, looked at her tenderly, searching her eyes, asif she actualy were his daughter and hewas
remembering her life. “No, my dear. It is| who should beg your forgiveness. I’'m just asilly old man, and
you are akind young woman. Forgive me, please.” He leaned his cane against the desk, reached out,
and took her hands. His grip was surprisingly strong. “Let’sjust drink our teaand visit for awhile. You
can tel me more about your young man.”

With a gtart, she remembered she was meeting Nemo at the club. She looked around for aclock, but
didn’'t see one. “Do you know what timeit is? | have to be at the club by nine-thirty.”

He opened one of the little drawersinside his desk and took out awatch. “It' seight-forty,” he said.

“Oh God, I’ve got to run. Nemo's parents are going to be there. He' s supposed to break the newsto
them. | can't belate. Thank you for everything.” She kissed his cheek and roseto her feet. She hesitated
at the door, looking back at him, al aone with hisbooks. “Would you like to come hear me sing, Mr.
Menso?’

“Thank you very much, but tonight | think I’ll just sit up and read.” He smiled and danced his eyebrows.
“I'll come hear you when it' salittle less crowded. Good luck, with everything.”

“You redly are the sweetest, most wonderful man.”

Helooked into her eyes. “Y ou can’t imagine how much that meansto me,” he said, and sheredized his
loneliness was much greater than hers had ever been. Asif he knew what she was thinking, he waved the
back of hishand at the door. “Don’t worry about me. Run along. Y ou mustn't keep your young man



waiting.”

JUSTINE HURRIED BACK TO HER ROOM, TOOK A QUICK shower, and changed clothes, her
thoughts racing. What would Nemo say when she told him he had a choice? What did she want him to
say? Maybe shewas just trying to assuage her guilt. He' d say no, and she’ d be off the hook. Don't
blame me if you’ ve thrown your life away. It was your choice, after all. But shedidn’t know what
he' d say. She didn’t know what she wanted him to say.

Sheimagined him, hisarm around her shoulders, telling his parents he loved her, that he wanted to spend
hislifewith her. What would they think if he cameinside for her—after years of ignoring their pleas?
They’ d seemed to like her the night she met them, even seemed to fuss over her. Maybethey’ d seen this
coming, read thelook in their son’s eyes. Besides, no matter what they thought about her, they’d be
happy Nemo was coming in.

But as sheimagined them dl sitting around after his announcement, drinking champagne, proposing
toasts, his parents turned to her and wanted to know who she was—this woman who' d snared their son.
She' d brushed their questions aside the other night, but thiswould be different.

She sank down on the corner of the bed, staring at the phone across the room. She was ready to go. She
only had ten minutesto get to the club. All she had to do was pick up her guitar and leave. What does it
matter what | tell them? she thought. I'm agirl from Dallas, no family, no friends, asinger. | lovether

on.

That’ swhat brought her up short. What would she tell Nemo? He said he didn’t care, but he couldn’t
know that. She couldn’t know it either. She might try to keep them separate—the past and the
present—but sooner or later they would have it out. She stood up and walked quickly across the room
before she had the chance to change her mind, and called Stephanie again.

Stephanie was dressed to go out, her hair piled on top of her head, pearls around her neck. Shedidn’t
look too happy when she saw who was caling.

“Please don’'t hang up. | don’t know anyone else | can ask, and | haveto find out about St. Catherine's.
I’ simportant to me. Just afew questions, | promise.”

Stephanie looked doubtful, but she didn’t hang up.
“When wereyou a St. Catherine s—what years?’

“I grew up there. | leftin 2003.” Her voice was chilly. Shetilted her head back. Her long neck was still
smooth and lovely, though she must be over eighty years old. She hadn’t chosen to look older, as Justine
had thought before. She looked younger.

“I know you didn’t know anybody named Justine who looked like me, but there were girls you hung out
with that you remember.”

Stephanie nodded. “ Of course, but | don't see that that’s any of your business.” Her shoulder moved,
she was reaching out.

“Please, please, don’t hang up. Just one question, and then I’ll leave you aone.”
“Very wdl,” shesaid. But shedidn’t draw her hand back.

“When we talked the other day, and | asked you about sneaking out, | thought | struck a chord. | know
it snone of my business, but if you ever did sneak out with someone and get caught—what was her



name—the girl you werewith? That'sal | want to know, and | won't bother you again.”

Stephanie gared at Justine along time. Justine was afraid she was going to hand up, but nothing showed
in her face. Findly, shesad, “Angie. Angie. Rawson.”

Justine' s voice shook, as she asksed if Angie sfull namewas Angdina
“Why, yes.” Stephanie leaned forward, peering into the screen. “ Angie? Isthat you?’

My dreams arered, Justine redized. My nightmares. When you wake up screaming, they're
nightmares. She shook her head violently. “No. I'm Justine. Justine Ingham.”

“Areyou her granddaughter or something?’
“No. She' sindde me. In my memories and dreams.”

Stephanie decided thiswas a good time to hang up. Justine couldn’t blame her. She stared at her
reflection in the blank screen. Angie? Isthat you?

But there was no answer.

WHEN JUSTINE GOT TO THE CLUB AT TEN, SHE WASSTILL IN adaze. Shefdt asif she
were someone el se, watching herself weave through the tables toward the green room behind the stage.
Nemo's parents were Sitting right up front, dong with Winston and his companion for the evening, a
redhead with sensuous lips and enormous breasts. Nemo was nowhere to be seen. Hismom was
pointing a the Clydesdaes, and the whole table was watching them orbit. When they galloped acrossthe
far wall, Justine hurried into the green room.

John was pacing up and down, smoking ajoint, talking to himself. She guessed he was speeding aswell.
“Wewill fucking blow them away tonight, Justine, ” he greeted her.

“Iseverything set up?’

“Natu-rally,” hesad, stretching out the vowels, taking another hit.

lan was playing with his brushes on arow of empty beer bottles on the table. He nodded and smiled, il
playing. “Hi, Jugine”

Rick leered at her. “Running alittle late, bosslady?’ Shetried to ignore him, but he stepped in front of
her. The row of beer bottles were agpparently his. “Y ou got important fans out front,” he said. “ They were
asking for you. Gosh, I've never played for ared, live senator before. | hope | don’t get too nervous.”

“Fuck you, Rick.”
“Inyour dreams” hesad.

Sheturned her back on him before he could see how much hislast crack had rattled her. She walked up
to John. “Give meahit, will you?’

“Cer-tain-ly,” John said and handed her the joint. Shetook a hit, thinking, I’ ve done this before. She held
the smokein her lungs, remembering, ignoring Rick behind her—Boss lady gets high! What else do you
do for fun, boss lady? She had kept her stash in her room behind the access pand to the plumbing.

She' d been right next door to the bathroom. She and Stephani e used to smoke in Stephani€’ sroom
because she had these big windows you could blow the smoke out of, and she was all the way at theend
of thehal, so you could hear the nuns coming from along way off. Eighty years ago.



She blew out the smoke and headed for the door. As she passed Rick, she said, “1 don’t know what else
| do, Rick. When | figureit out, you' Il bethe very last to know.”

THE PLACE WASALREADY FULL. NEMO STILL WASN'T THERE, but thistime hismom
spotted Justine. She half stood, waving. Justine screwed up her courage and walked up to their table.
They were al, except for the redhead, much too excited about seeing her. She wondered whether Nemo
had given away more than he' d intended when he talked to hisfolks on the phone. AsNemo’ sdad held
her chair, Nemo's mom kept smiling and chattering at her. Winston looked like the cat that swallowed
the canary. Shefdt like the prodigal son, but she wasjust his girlfriend.

No one thought to introduce the redhead. If this bothered her, shedidn’t let it show. Her intelligent eyes
took everything in. Justine reached her hand acrossthe table. “Justineg,” she said.

The woman shook Justing shand. “Lila” Behind the makeup, she had afriendly smile.

“Joinusin adrink, dear,” Nemo's mother said to Justine. Justine ordered a scotch and took agood
swalow fromit, looking for courage.

“I can'timaginewhereNemo is,” shesad. “I hopehe'sdl right.”

Nemo's mother told her not to worry, because her son was aways late. “But if he sayshe'll be aplace,
he' |l get there sooner or later.” She laughed, shaking her head a her son’ s quirks. “He dwayswantsto
do theright thing. He hatesto be wrong. Just like hisfather. The hard part is getting him to admit when he

IS

Nemo' sfather spoke up, asif hiswife hadn’'t been spesking at al. “ So, Justine, can you tell uswhat
Nemo'shig newsis?’

She couldn’t very well say she didn’t know. She’ d look like an idiot when Nemo showed up and told
them. “I’d rather wait for Nemo to tell you,” she said, but even that answer et them know she was part
of what he had to tell. All but Lilaleaned toward her like acircle of vultures. She was beginning to wish
she hadn’t taken that hit.

“I guess you two have been getting to know each other,” Wington said, an innocent smile on hisface, but
you could seetheleer in hiseyes. She couldn’t believe she’ d dept with thisguy.

Justine directed her attention to Nemo’ s mom and dad. “He took me to see hisroom. He has alot of
pictures of you two on hiswall.”

Nemo's mom looked puzzled. “But how did you see hisroom? It s—" she made adismissive gesture
“—out there.”

Jugtine told Nemo' s parents about Real World Tours, and they’ d never heard of such athing. Lilafixed
Justine with alook she couldn’t quiteread. “I’ve heard of it,” Lilasaid. Winston was oddly slent.

“He had apicture of your mother, too, Mrs. Thorne. He was just alittle boy sitting on her 1ap.”

“Cadl me Elizabeth, dear.” Sheturned to her husband, and they smiled a each other. “Elizabeth and
Todd.” Justine decided they’ d definitely figured out Nemo'’ s big news. She searched the crowd for
Nemo, but he still hadn’t shown. She had to talk to him before hetold his parents. At any moment, they
were going to start asking about her. Tell us more about Dallas, dear. How long have you been a
musician? Who is Angelina Rawson, dear?

They were dl smiling at each other now, and Todd was poised to speak. Justine had to keep taking.



“Nemo seems quite fond of hisgrandmother,” she said to Elizabeth.

Elizabeth sniffed at the notion. “Helikesto think heis, hauling al that junk of hers down from the attic,
dragging atrunk of it to school with him. Truthis, dear, he hardly knew her. Her mind was going anyway.
She couldn’t remember things. She died when hewasjust alittle boy.” Elizabeth shook her head.
“Completely sensdess. She had every opportunity to come in here and save herself—Winston had it all
arranged from the beginning—but she wouldn’t hear of it, even after Daddy died. Newman has
romanticized the whole businessin his head, made her into some kind of goddess, when shewasjust a
stubborn old woman.” She gave a nervous laugh, redlizing she' d said more than she' d intended. “ But you
don't want to hear about our family squabbles. Tell usalittle something about yoursdlf, dear.”

Justine took another drink. “There snot much to tell,” she said, laughing aswéll, trying to make ajoke of
it. “I’d much rather hear about Nemao' s family. What was his grandfather like?’

Elizabeth softened at the mention of her father. “Daddy was a physician, very dedicated. He didn’t want
to comein ether, but there werelots of doctorswho didn’t comein at firgt, and it was all so new when
he died. He would’ ve come around after afew years.” She turned to Winston. “Don’'t you think Daddy
would' ve comeinif he'd lived?’

Wington shrugged. “ There aren’t any hospitalsin here, Elizabeth.”

AsJugtine listened to Winston and Elizabeth take up what must’ ve been an old debate, it was right there
infront of her the wholetime, but it still took awhilefor it to hit her: Nemo' s grandfather was Winston
Donley’ sfather. Nemo' s grandfather was Dr. Donley. She dmost dropped her glass, setting it on the
table with aloud clunk. She stood up, backing away. “Excuse me, please.” She dmost ran to the
bathroom, leaving them sitting open-mouthed at the table.

IN THE BATHROOM, THERE WERE A COUPLE OF GIRLS SHARING the mirror and talking.
They took onelook at Justine and |ft. She leaned on the counter, nausested and dizzy. What the fuck
was going on? She' d dreamed that Nemo'’ s grandfather had delivered her baby. Shetried to convince
hersdlf that it was like Nemo said, that she' d heard the name, and her mind was playing tricks on her. But
after what she d found out about Angelina, she couldn’t believe it. There were other peopl€ s memories
inside her. No matter what Mr. Menso said, something must’ ve gone wrong when she was uploaded.
Shetried to remember beyond her dream, but al she could remember was the pain, the flood of
numbness.

The door opened behind her, and she looked in the mirror. It was Lila. “I’m supposed to make sure
you'redl right,” shesad. “Areyou?’

“No, but don't tell them that.” She straightened up and smiled into the mirror. “ Redlly, I’ m fine. Thanks.
Stagefright. | waysget it. IsNemo hereyet?’

“He sthe nephew from outside? He hasn’t showed.”
“Judt tdll them I’ll be back inaminute.”

Lilanodded, but she didn’t go away. She regarded Justine with narrowed eyes. “Mom and Dad don’t
know what you are, right? What isit? Y ou' re playing the girlfriend? Don't worry. We |l cover for you.”

Justine turned from the mirror. “What do you mean? What do you think | am?’

“Oh, shit,” Lilasaid. “I’m sorry. Open mouth, insert foot. | must’ ve made amistake.” Sheturned to
leave.



“No, please, tell me. What did you think | am?’

She shrugged. “Don’t take any offense, but we figured you were like us—a Construct mistress—alittle
gift for Senator Donley’ s nephew.”

“A Congruct mistress?’
Lilaarched her brows. “How long you been in here anyway?’
“I’'mjustin. Six weeks.” Or three days, she thought.

“Y ou must’ve been living in acave. We' re no big secret. You'll hear the jokes, see usin the virtuas
leading good men astray. WEe re patched together from old Congtruct files.” She gave abitter laugh. “We
liveto serve”

“Y ou're Wington's mistress?’
“Thisweek. We get passed around from one self-important jerk to another. Winston’ stheworst.”

“But why do you doit?” Even asthe question escaped her lips, sheregretted it, and the judgment it
implied.

Lilalooked a hersdf inthe mirror, smirked at what she saw there. “Not bad, huh? Lovely Lila Officidly
we don’t exist. The same assholes who put us together can pull the plug if we act up. Aslong aswe're
Lila, good timegirl, gives good head but not any lip, we ve got alife. Otherwise, we' re history, not even
history because we' |l be wiped clean without atrace.” She madeamoationintheair likewiping a

window, then turned it into awave goodbye. “Life’ satough thing to let go of once you get your hands on
it.” Sheturned from the mirror. “We Il go tdll them you're okay.”

“Youtdk intheplurd, like a Congtruct.”

“WEe re the same thing, only we' rein here, and they’ re out there. Weuse‘I" with the Johns. They likeit
better that way. They don’t want the guysto know they’re out with awhore.”

She started to leave, and Justine laid her hand on her arm. “Wait. If | werelikeyou, I’d know it,
wouldn't 1?7’

Lilasmiled reassuringly and patted her hand. “ After six weeks? Sure. At first, you don’t know who the
hell you are, but that only lasts afew days, then you find out you' re somebody’ s cut-and-paste fantasy.”
She gave abitter laugh. “ Those were the days—when we didn’t know what the fuck was going on.”

“Y ou said you thought | was agift for Winston's nephew?’ She couldn’t keep the panic out of her voice.
Lilapeered into Justineg seyes. “Y ou' re fresh, aren’t you? Y ou haven't been in here any six weeks.”

Justine could fed thefear building insde her. “I don’'t know. I’'m not sure anymore. But pleasetell me. If
| wasjust in, and | waslike you, how would | know?’

Lilashrugged. “Y our lives are suppressed at first. The integration program sits on top of them like alid.
Then they start bubbling over. Are you having weird memories? Strange dreams?’

Justine staggered asif she’ d been struck. She thought she was going to fall down.

Lilatook Justine by the shoulders. *“Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit,” she repested as she steered Jutineinto a
gall, and sat her down. “We retruly sorry. That was so incredibly stupid. That was no way to break it to



you. They usudly tell agirl up front, you know? We reredly sorry.”

Justine was trying to speak, but she couldn’t form any words. She opened her mouth and began to wall,
unable to stop. She was nothing. Old files stuck together. A pack of lies.

Lilatook Justing sface in her hands, forced Justineto look at her. “ Y ou' ve got to get agrip. You can't
let them find you like this. Come on, now. Take deep breaths. That’ sright. We' Il get you some water,
okay? Just St therereal quiet, and we' |l get you some water.”

Justine stifled her sobs and managed to nod, breathing deeply. Lilaleft her for only afew seconds and
came back with acup of water. “Drink it. Come on. Thereyou go.”

Justine sat dumped on the toilet, drinking the cup of water, felt its coolnesstrickling down her throat.
She' dfindly discovered what she was, what was wrong with her. Now she wished she' d never been
born. No, not born but made, she thought bitterly. She' d never been born. That wish was already
granted. Shedrank al the water and crumpled the cup in her hands. “ Thanks for telling me, Lila,” she
murmured. “| needed to know.”

Lilaput her hands on Justine' s shoulders and tried to look encouraging. “1t' s not so bad, redly. You like
this nephew, right? Maybe you can make a steady thing of it—"

“But why? Why am | here?What isgoing on?’” Justine was practicaly screaming.

“You've got to keep it down, okay? Y our guessis as good as ours. Y ou want some more water or
something?’

She'snoat telling me everything, Justine thought. “What do you suspect isgoing on?” she asked quietly.
Lilashook her head. “Thisreally sucks. You' reredly in love with this nephew, aren’'t you?’

“Withdl my heart.”

“Do you think he knowswhat you are?’

“I'm sure he doesn't.”

“And he saholdout, right?’

Justine nodded, and Lila s hands dipped from her shoulders. Lilastraightened up, shaking her head.
“WEe ve got atheory, but you' re not going to likeit. He' son the outside, right?” She held up her right
hand. “ So they plant you on theinside.” She held up her Ieft. She brought her two hands together.
“You'rebait. That'sthe big news, isn't it—that he' scoming in?’

“Not if | can stop him,” she said.

“That wouldn't betoo smart.” Lilamade amoation like wiping awindow. “Don't lose your purposein life,
honey. It' swhat keeps you up and running.”

“I’'mnot evenred.”
“Canthat shit. You're asred asthey are. Remember that.”
“That’snot what Nemo will think.”

“Thendon't tell him. If we'reright, they sure ashell won't tell. Besides, We re probably wrong—how



could they be so surehe' d fal for you? There' slots of pretty girlsinthe Bin.” Lilaknelt infront of Justine
and took her hands. “L ook, we could be wrong. It doesn’t make sense that they wouldn't tell you up
front. Otherwise they wouldn't have any control over you.”

The bathroom door came open, and Rick stuck hishead in. “ Are we playing tonight, or what?”
“I'll beright there,” Jugtine said.

Rick leered at the two of them, pursing hislips. “Sorry to break up your fun, bosslady. Y our girlfriend
lookslike ared good time.” The door swung closed on hislaughter.

10

NEMO'D INTENDED TO TAKE A SHORT NAP AND have plenty of time to meet his parents at the
club, but things didn’t work out that way. He dept right through the darm, and Lawrence wasn't around
to wake him thistime. He dressed asfast as he could and jogged to Northside Station, sticking closeto
the housesin case he atracted the attention of any dogs. Come tomorrow, he reminded himself, he
wouldn’'t have to worry about such things anymore.

He rode the escalator down to the platform and waited for the train. He calculated that Justine would be
well into her first set about now. With any luck, he'd make it before she took abreak. He didn’t want to
leave her stranded with hisfamily any longer than he had to. His mother’ d asked if Winston could come,
and he' d said sure, what the hdll, let’ smake it aparty. She d actually laughed out loud. He couldn’t
remember thelast time he heard his mother laugh like that. He was doing the right thing. Hewas
absolutdy doing theright thing.

At the other end of the platform, a Construct was checking a circuit panel. HE d seen her in the sation
before. Her name was Wendy, and he suspected Lawrence had athing for her. She was smal, maybe
four feet tall, but her fingerswere long and dender, made to fit into tiny places and fix things. She looked
asif shewere cast in platinum, asmall-scde satue of atdl, beautiful woman. He wondered what sort of
gplice they’ d used to make her look metdlic. She held atiny flashlight in her teeth to illuminate her work,
and probed the connections with a circuit tester. Why does she do it? he wondered. Was the central
computer Lawrence told him about telling her what to do? Who wastdlling that computer what to do?

“Don'’t turn around,” someone said behind him, and he stiffened. The voice was Gabrid’s.

“What the hell do you want?’ Nemo asked, keeping his eyes on Wendy. He was glad she was there.
“I have aproposition for you.”

“I'm not interested.”

“You haven't heard it yet.”

“Wdl, makeit fast. When thetrain pullsin, I’'m gone. I'm dreedy late.”

“I know. I'll makethisbrief. Asyou’ ve experienced recently in quite avivid manner, the Bin sapsour life
away. It sedsthe best from us and leaves the world to wither and die. Aslong asit isthere, agateway
into Hell, we are doomed. Do you, perhaps, sympathize with these sentiments?’

Nemo'd heard it al before. Until afew days ago, he would' ve agreed. But not coming from Gabriel. You
could hear the venom dripping from each vowe and consonant. The words didn’t matter. Gabriel’ struth
was whatever bomb he was itching to throw. “I sympathize with awide variety of sentiments; it'satalent



of mine. | don’t necessarily share them. Why don't you give me atract, and I'll read it on the train.”

Wendy had apparently discovered a defective circuitboard and pulled it out. She opened up acasefull of
parts and stowed it, hunted for a replacement. When she found what she was looking for and turned her
attention back to the panel, Gabriel spoke again, but more quietly. 1 am proposing that you help me
sever the connection between the real world and the Bin.”

Nemo thought that Wendy had stolen a glance at them, but he couldn’t be surein thislight. “Why don’t
you want the Construct to see you?’

“Didn’t you hear whét | just said?”

Nemo sighed. He was getting tired of this. Wherein the hell wasthetrain?* Of coursel did. Am |
supposed to be impressed? Y ou' re nuts, Gabridl. The Bin could take adirect hit from anuclear missile”

“What you cdl the Binisn't actudly the Binitself. ALMA isin high orbit, quite unassailable. The
Pentagon ismerely arelay station, an interface, if youwill. And it’s quite unnecessary to blow it up. We
have designed avirusthat will render it inoperable. We only need ameansto convey it into the Bin.”

Of course, Nemo thought. That would be theway to do it. “Y ou mean me.”
“Precisdy.”

In spite of himsalf, Nemo was curious. “And how would | do that?’

“By uploading yoursdlf with the virusimplanted in your identity.”

Nemo grunted hisopinion. *Y ou want meto go into the Bin, then cut it off with some virus. Mind telling
me how I’ d get back, or isthisaone-way trip—turn off the lights when you go?’

“Y ou underestimate me. We would make a copy of your identity, give you an antitode for the lethal
injection, recover your body, and restore your identity. Y ou would be yoursdf again in amatter of
hours—in aworld reborn.”

“You'retotdly nuts.”
1] %‘hq)s”

“Wel, let’ sjust say you have the technicd ability to pull that off—which | serioudy doubt. Why don't
you ‘convey it' 7’

He laughed humorlesdy. “I am known, as are my followers. They would scan any of ustoo thoroughly.
Y ou, on the other hand, are a senator’ s nephew, with no tiesto any subversive organizations. Y ou have
stayed out, arebelious youth, but now you have a perfectly plausible cause for your change of
heart—you vefdleninlove. No onewill giveit athought. They will welcome you with open arms.”

A chill went up Nemo' s spine as Gabriel wrapped his tongue around the word |ove, stretching out the
vowe asif on arack. “How do you know about Justine?’

“I have sources.”
“Tell your sourcesto keep out of my business.”

“Y our business, asyou call it, isof no concern to me. | do the will of God.”



Ah, of course. Thereit was. Thefamiliar trump. “Y ou can tell Him to stay out of my business, too.”

Wendy closed the pandl and locked it. The echo clattered from the concrete walls. Gabrid’ svoice
dropped to araspy whisper. “One more thing, Nemo. Y our girlfriend—sheis not what she seems.”

“What' re you talking about?’

“Y ouwouldn't believe meif | told you. When you learn the truth, believe me, you' || come looking for
rre”

Wendy had packed up her tools and was walking briskly toward them. Nemo smiled and nodded as she
passed, and she smiled back. When her footsteps faded away, Nemo turned around, but there was no
onethere. Thetrain pulled into the station, the doors opened, and the warning bell sounded. He searched
the shadows one more time for Gabrid, then jumped onto the train just asthe doors did closed. He
stood, hanging onto the pole by the door.

Hefigured Gabrid astotaly insane. Call me Gabriel . Gabrie, get it? His real name was probably
Barney or Newman. Nemo had heard the theory that the real Bin wasin high orbit, but that was the only
thing he said that wasn't nuts. What Nemo couldn’t figure was why Gabrid thought he would be crazy
enough to sign up for thisfruitcake misson. Even if awacko like Gabriel could get his hands on the kind
of equipment needed to pull it off—which he couldn’ t—the chances of uploading even aharmlessvirus
into the Bin were nil. He didn’'t want to think what would happen to somebody who got caught trying it.
Evenif they pulled it off, who in their right mind would trust Gabrid to raise them from the dead when it
was over?

And what was that nonsense about Justine? If he’ sbeen hasdling her, too, he thought, Il break his
scrawny neck for him. His hand tightened around the pole. Probably haveto stand in linefor that duty.
He bent over and looked out the window, searching the horizon for D.C., wishing the damn train would
hurry up.

He put Gabrid out of hismind. No reason to get so upset, he thought. Let somebody else dedl with
Gabridl. Tomorrow, I'll be leaving him and his bullshit behind for good.

WHEN NEMO GOT TO THE CLUB, JUSTINE WASNEARLY through her first set. He spotted
Uncle Wingon first. Hisslver hdmet of hair stood out in the crowd. The woman beside him had
gpectacular flame-red hair flowing down her back. He remembered her from last Christmas. She'd
hardly said three words, but then Nemo was't too ta kative himsdlf. Her name was L-something. Laurie,
Linda, Lisa Lila He could just seethetops of his parents heads. They wereright in front, their chairs
turned toward the low stage, looking up at Justine singing. They probably suspected what his big news
was. Therewasn't much eseit could be. He used to report disasters from outsde—The Jefferson
Hotel burned down—The RMA bridge fell into the James—just to watch them squirm, but hewasa
lot younger then.

With the lightsin her eyes, Nemo didn’t figure Justine could see him at dl. He stood at the periphery
watching her. Shewasright. Hedidn't really know her. Not in the usua way. Three days ago, hedidn’t
even know she existed. Now, he couldn’t imagine living without her. He used to wish God would come
into hislifelikethat and transform it. Maybe he had. Loving Justine, hefdt closer to faith than he ever
had. It made him happy just to look at her.

When shefinished her song, he wound hisway through the applauding crowd, checking out the band’ s
equipment as he approached the stage. He liked their vintage mikes and amps and
ingruments—impossibleto find outsde. But they had dl this beautiful twentieth-century equipment
plugged into alate-modd Soundman computer. The computer had her mixed pretty much the samein



every song. She was better than that, more complicated. They needed area soundman for her vocals.
He' d kick up the midrange here and there, strip away some of the effects. The lead guitar was too much
out front on all but the hardest edged tunes. He imagined himsdlf sitting at an ol d-fashioned board,
hundreds of knobs and dide switches on adoping plane of flat black, nurturing each song. He d loveit.

Hetook the empty chair by hismom, right in front of Justine’ s mike, mouthed greetingsto hisfolks, then
looked up at Justine, saving that for last, expecting to see her smiling at him, her eyesfull of love. Instead
she started, asif shewere afraid of him, and quickly looked away. He had that same falling sensation you
get coming into the Bin, going from one world to another. Something wasn't right. Something had

happened.

He looked around the table. Had his mom and dad said something to her? They didn’t look like anything
was wrong. Winston seemed alittle nervous, but Nemo aways had that effect on him. Lilawaslooking
right & Nemo, asif she' d been watching the silent exchange between him and Justine. She looked
sympathetic, but sympathetic about what?

He looked back at the stage. Justine had her back turned to the audience, conferring with her band. The
bass player softly played ariff from “Coming Up Close,” as Justine argued with the lead player. Her
voicerose, and Nemo heard her say, “I’m not Snging that song tonight, so forget it.”

They did asong Nemo had never heard before, but he didn’t listen to it. He just watched Justine, waited

for her to look at him. She sang the whole song, waited out the applause, and said the band wastaking a
break. Then shefinaly looked hisway. There was something elsein her eyes now besides fear. Defiance,
he would guess. Determination. She’ s going to dump me, he thought. So sorry, big mistake.

She tossed her head toward the side of the stage to indicate he should meet her there, and he excused
himself. Nobody at the table asked him where he was going. They were al watching now. He pushed
through the crowd to the doorway where Justine stood waiting.

The other band members had followed her off the stage. “ Could we have some privacy?’ she asked
them as Nemo walked up.

Thelead player smiled. “Aren’t you going to introduce us, Justine?’

“Nemo, thisis Rick, John, and lan,” she said, her head down, her hand on the doorknob. “Now, please
leave usdone.”

“Pleased to meet you, Nemo,” Rick said, laughing. “Have fun.”

Justine opened the door and pulled Nemo inside, closing the door behind her and locking it. It was atiny
room with a couple of sofas and acluttered coffee table. Instrument cases were lying on thefloor.

She stood apart, her arms wrapped around hersdlf. “Have you told them?”
“Of coursenot. | just got here. | waswaiting for you.”
“You can't tdl them yet, okay? Not yet.”

“What' s happened, Justine? Did my parents say something to you? Whatever’ sgoing on, it doesn't
metter.”

“It does matter, Nemo. It does. It’snot your parents, it'sme. Just wait, please.”

Hefdt alump formingin histhroat. “Wait to tell them, or wait to comein?



She hung her head, staring at the floor. “Both,” she said.

“Why?'

“I can't tell you.”

“Look, Justine, if you don't love me, I’ d rather you just told me now and got it over with.”

She closed her eyes and shook her head, balling up her fists. “Don’'t even say that. If | didn’t loveyou,
I’d say come on in and don't look back, but | can’t do that. | just can't!”

She' shemmed in, he thought, trapped by something that wasn't just about the two of them. Some kind of
trouble. He remembered Gabrid’ s raspy whisper in hisear—Your girlfriend—sheis not what she
seems. Maybe she’ d been in the underground, and now they were trying to blackmail her somehow,
punish her for going in. Maybe they’ d even screwed with her upload, distorted her memory. “Jugtine,
whatever’ sgoing on, maybe| can help.”

“Pleasejust let medothis. | haveto find out somethings. | haveto figure some things out.”
“Doesthis have anything to do with Gabrid ?’
Her face was ablank. Either shewas agreat actress, or shedidn’'t have aclue.

“Gabrid. The underground.” Nothing. “This guy who calshimsaf Gabriel. A red nutcase. HE sbeen
spying on us. He told me you' re not what you seem. What' s going on? What did he mean?’

She shook her head. None of that mattered to her. “1 don’t know, but I’ m going to find out.”
“Judtine, let me help you. There' s nothing you could find out that would make any differenceto me.”
Shewinced as he said that, then spoke so quietly he dmost couldn’t hear her. “I hopeyou'reright.”

Hetook a step toward her, reached for her, but she stepped back. “Why don’'t we go someplace after
the show and talk thisout? We can't just leaveit like this. Please.”

She held her head up, drew back her shoulders. “I’m leaving after the show. | haveto goto New York.”

“Will you at least come back to the table with me? My parents have to be wondering where in the hell
weare”

“Y ou promise not to tdl them?’

“There snothing to tell now. If you want meto stay out, I'll stay out. I’ [l have to dream up some kind of
bullshit to tell them. I’m supposed to have ‘ great news after al. But | guessthat’ s not your problem.”

Hewalked out of the room, leaving the door open behind him. She could follow him if she wanted to. He
didn’'t know whether to yell and scream or break down in tears, though he wasn't about to do ether one.
They wouldn’t get him what he wanted—to go back just an hour ago when everything seemed perfect.

When he got to the table, he looked over his shoulder, and Justine was standing behind him. He wanted
to take her in hisarms and never let her go, but instead he held her chair and sat down next to her. As
he' d expected, it took his dad about thirty secondsto ask him what his newswas, and Nemo had to tell
him.

Nemo sounded to himsdlf like somejovia idiot from a sitcom as he psychobabbled hisway toward some



meaningful revelation he was making up as he went dong. Something that would leave Justine out of it
atogether. Findly, he concluded—" So, Mom and Dad, I’ ve decided | should visit more oftenin the
future. Like tonight. We can see more of each other. |sn't that great?’

“That’' swonderful, dear,” hismom said, but her heart waan'tinit.

Nemo' swasn't either. He didn’t want to leave Justine out of it. He didn’t want to let her go. He put his
arm around her shoulders, haf expecting her to pull away, but she didn’t. “How about we come for
dinner tomorrow night,” he said to hismom. “ Just me and Jugtine.”

His mom brightened right up. “That would be wonderful, dear. How about pot roast?’
“Anything but rabbit,” he said, and he fdt Justine stiffen.
“Issaeven o’ clock dl right with you, dear?’ his mom asked Justine.

For amoment, Nemo didn’t think she was going to answer. Finaly shesaid, inasmall, flat voice, “ Seven
o' clock would befine”

Hefdt asif he'd just lopped off Sophie's head.

THROUGHOUT THE BREAK, NEMO AND HISFOLKSDID ALL thetaking. Hetried to sound
happy and upbest. Justine sat inert beneath hisarm until shetimidly excused herself and went back on
stage. She did another set, singing all the songsto the spotlights, never saying aword between songs. It
was like watching avirtua. After the set, she went into the green room and never came out. His parents
pretended nothing was wrong and tried to cheer him up with anecdotes from their last cruise. Winston
and Liladidn’'t have much to say, but Nemo il felt Lilawatching him.

When the band came back on stage, Justine wasn't with them. The guitar player and the bass player
traded vocdls, lots of Stones and Grateful Dead. Nemo sat through the set, completely numb. When they
findly finished the last song, Nemo bolted after the guitar player as he was|eaving the stage and grabbed
him by thearm.

“Did Judtine leave?’

Rick looked at Nemo's hand on hisarm and smirked. “What are you, the jilted boyfriend?’
“Did sheleave or not?’

“She split. Very unprofessiond, don't you think?

“Where d shego?’

“Shedidn’t tell me.” He shrugged off Nemo's hand and grinned. “I think she had a date with an angd,
lover boy.” Heturned and walked away. Nemo started to go after him, but this was the Bin—he couldn’t
beat the crap out of himin here.

Nemo stopped by the table, mumbled quick good-byes to the family, and hit the street asfast ashe
could. He headed up the sidewalk, debating whether to try to catch up with Justine at her hotel, or just
find abar and get drunk.

He heard awoman’ s hedls clicking on the pavement at his back. He turned around, and it was Lila,
running toward him. “Hey, nephew,” she said. “Wait up.”

He stopped, and she caught up with him, leaned on hisarm, catching her breath. “ Shereally lovesyou,



you know that?’

Down the street, Winston came out of the club and was |ooking up and down the Street. “1 thought |
did,” hesad.

“Y ou thought you did. What you don’t know would fill atruck. Y ou love her?’
“Yes, | do. But what' s going on? Why'd she run of f?’
“Lila” Wingon cdled.

“She hastotdl you that. Just don’t forget you love her, okay? Guys have away of forgetting that
sometimes.”

“Lila, now!” Wington shouted.
“Assholel” she hissed, and ran down the street to join Winston.
Asthey went back into the club, she called back over her shoulder, “Don’t forget!”

He stood there awhile, trying to sort things out, but nothing made any sense. He headed off in the
direction of Justine' s hotdl. She was probably halfway to New Y ork by now, but he could torture himsalf
with afew drinksin the bar. Hell, he thought, maybe | can follow it up with atrip to Rea World Tours,
drown mysdf intheriver.

ASHE APPROACHED DUPONT CIRCLE, THERE WERE MORE peoplein the streets, mostly
couples out for anight of fun. A few even seemed to be having it. Nemo heard the rumors about the real
D.C.—that there were snipers policing the boundaries of psycho-fiefdoms of al stripes. One wrong turn,
and you' re dead. It probably wasn't as bad as the rumors. But then there were no rumors of people
having fun.

The lobby of Justine' s hotel was almost empty. He found a house phone and called her room, but there
was no answer. He checked the hotel database, and she was il registered. He rode up in the elevator,
garting at the numbers, remembering her standing there beside him, wishing he could just turn around and
she' d be there again. The doors opened on her floor, and he stepped out into the empty hall. He
remembered her ahaf step ahead of him, him dying to reach out and touch her. He remembered her
hands, her lips. Don’'t be afraid of me, she'd said. Now she was the one who was afraid, who was
running away. He knocked twice on her door, but thistimeit didn’t open. He listened at the door, but
there wasn’t asound. She was gone.

Hetook histime walking back to the elevator. He rode down to the Grotto and took a stool at the bar.

He searched the crowd, but he didn’t see Justine. Another couple were sitting where he and Justine had

sat. They were staring at each other, not peaking. Nemo couldn’t tell whether they were mad or in love
or both. The same bad piano player was torturing old songs. Too bad you couldn’t shoot piano players

in here.

Nemo jumped as alive bartender wiped off the bar and set anagpkin in front of him. “What’ s your
pleasure?’ he asked.

Therewasawall of bottles behind the bartender, rows of glasses beside him, and abin of ice. Thisman
actudly made drinks. Bless him, Nemo thought. “ Double scotch, the best you have. Single mat. Twist of
lemon.”

Nemo watched the man make his drink with practiced efficiency. He wore aname tag on hisvest that



read Gene.
“You like being a bartender?’

“Oh, yeah.” Gene set Nemo’ sdrink on the napkin, and leaned on the bar. “| used to tend bar outside
when | wasin college. Bestjob | ever had. Decided to go back toit. I'm kind of weird, | guess. | have
to be doing something. What about you?'Y ou work?’

“Yeah. | fix things”
Gene gave Nemo a puzzled look. “Fix what things?’
“Old eectronics. | liveoutsde.”

“No kidding? Y ou're avigitor? How about that. | haven't talked to avigitor in...jeez, | don’t know
when. What' sit like out there?”’

“Empty,” Nemo said.
Gene nodded thoughtfully. “Y ou thinking about coming in?’
“| was. There'sagirl in here. But things are kind of up inthe air at the moment.”

“Too bad. But you' re young, hedthy, right? Maybe you should stay out for awhile. | sometimeswish I'd
stayed out alittle longer. | used to have this dream. | was going to sail around the world, just me and my
sailboat. | drew plans, read books about it. | was going to build it in my garage. A couple of times|’ve
started to build it in here, but | don’t know. It just doesn’t seem the same.

“Ohwell.” He wiped the bar again. “If I’d stayed out I’ d be too damn old to go anywhere by now. Y ou
need another drink?’

“Qure”

Gene talked and made the drink at the sametime. “Well, if you ever decide to comein here, let megive
you alittletip: Women go for aguy that works. It'skind of funny, reglly. Some kind of genetic memory
or something. | mean, it doesn’t matter in here, right? But | get hit on five, Sx timesaweek. It sweird.”

All together, Nemo had four double scotches talking to Gene, the bartender. Gene liked to talk. He told
Nemo about his other jobs over the years. He' d only gone back to bartending about six months ago.
Before that he' d been adog trainer. When hefirst camein, and for severa years after, he'd been a
comedian.

“But | hadto giveit up,” he said, polishing the bar again. “I finally had to admit | wasn't funny. | mean,
I’d stand up there and tell my jokes, and nobody would laugh. Wdll, that’ s not quite true. | had oneline,
at the end of theroutine, that usualy got alaugh. I’ d get to talking about the Bin, tenth wife jokes and
crap like that, and then I’ d do thisimpression of Newman Rogers.” He held his ears out and spokeina
whidly voice, “ Turn the damn thing on, and make metall!” Helaughed at his own joke and Nemo
smiled politely. “But then I d gart talking about what I’ d change about the Binif I'd been Newman
Rogers. Stupid stuff, you know—no mothers-in-law, awar oncein awhile to spice up the news. And
thenI’d say, last line of the show—'But most important, I'd make me funny!” They howled at that. Y ou
need another drink?’

1] ajre.”



Thistime Gene made himsdf adrink aswell, amartini up, three olives. “Y ou ever been married?’
“No. I lived with someonefor awhile.”
“That' s not the samething,” he said. “ Close, but not the same.”

Gene was about to remarry Sdlly, hisfirst wife. They’ d been married and divorced outside, before he
camein. Hetold Nemo all about it. How they met and fdll in love, how greet it was, and how bad it got.
But they ran into each other last Christmas after al these years and Sarted dating again. They fell in love
with each other dl over again. He d had five wivesin the Bin—all together Gene had been married
thirty-seven years—but none of them were as good as those good years with Sdly. “ Sdly fed s the same
way,” hesad.

“Maybe you and Sdly should build that sailboat,” Nemo said. “ Sail around the world together.”
Genelitup. “Thatisagreat ideal”

Nemo finished hisdrink, and Gene started making him another one before the glass hit the bar. “ So, if it
works out with you and this girl, do you think you' Il get married?’

Nemo was startled by the question. He hadn’t redlly thought about it. HE d just assumed they would.
He' d gpparently assumed alot of things. “If it works out,” he said.

Gene nodded his approva and sipped his martini. “Y ou know one other thing I’ d changein here?1

mean, thiswas't in the act or anything, causeit’ s not redly funny. But when you get married in here, you
don’t say ‘till death usdo part.’ It'd be stupid, right? That'd mean never part, and that’ s too much for
most people. But I'd makeit that way. Sally and | are going to say that, in the ceremony, | mean. We
said it once before, of course, but we' ve changed alot since then. | heard about this couple the other
day. They were married seventy-five years dready when they came in here—some of the first ones, back
in‘50. Anyway, they just celebrated their one hundred and sixth anniversary. Can you bdlieveit? Some
day that’ll be meand Sdly. What' syour girlfriend’ s name?’

“Judine”
Genehdd up hisglass. “Sdly and Justing,” he said.
“Sdly and Jugtine,” Nemo said. They clicked glasses and drank.

Nemo was thoroughly drunk by thistime. “ She went to New york,” he said. “I don’t know why or what
for. Wouldn’'t tell me. For al | know shelivesthere. She'sasinger. Travelsaround.” Hemade acircle
with hisglass and doshed haf hisdrink on the bar. Gene kindly wiped it up.

“Y ou don't know where she lives?’
“I don’'t know shit,” he said. “‘ Cept | love her. Crazy about her.”
“Why don't you look her up?’ Gene pointed to a phone a couple of stools down.

Nemo managed to walk to the phone and sit down in front of it. They only number information had for
Justinewasthe hotel hewas gttingin.

“Doyoumindif | ask you apersonad question?’ Gene asked.

Nemo shook hishead. “1 don’'t care.”



“How come you' ve stayed out so long? you afundie or something?’

Nemo learned across the bar and beckoned Gene closer. “ Saw everybody burn up. Hundreds of ‘em.”
He picked up abook of matches from abowl on the bar, struck amatch, and lit the book. He watched it
burn for awhile as Gene eyed him warily, then dropped it onto an ashtray.

“Y ou know what Justine thinks?’

Genewas gill eyeing the burning matches. “What?’

“Thinks| oughtalook up my old girlfriend. Serve her right. Wha d'you think?’
“I think maybe you ought to cal it anight.”

“Canyou give me acup of coffeeto go?’

“Sure, pd.”

As Gene went to get his coffee, Nemo accessed information again, and there was Rosalind, living in
Bethesda. He knew he should just get hisass out of the Bin before he overstayed hiswelcome, but he
wasn't ready to go home. He' d be sober in the real world. He didn’t want to be sober just yet.

ROSALIND LIVED IN A SMALL CAPE COD IN AN OL D-fashioned neighborhood, fairly modest
by Bin standards. It hadn’t taken Nemo that long to find it, just ashort train ride, and afew blockswalk,
but it was long enough for him to wonder what in the hell he thought he was doing.

It was 1:30 in the morning, he hadn’t seen Rosalind in amost two years, and here he was about to drop
inon her. And for what? Some conversation they should' ve had four years ago? Justine had said, Are
you sure? Are you sure? And then she'd run out. Fine. HE d talk to Rosdind. He' d get things straight.
Be one hundred percent sure, if Justine ever bothered to ask him again. And just maybe, if hetold her,
Yeah, | went to see Rosalind, Justine might fed half as bad as he did when she told him she didn’t want
him to comein.

There were lights on upstairs and down. The porchlight was on. If she had a husband or aboyfriend, he
couldn’t shoot Nemo in here. He rang the doorbell and fought the urge to run away. What would
Lawrence advise me to do? Nemo asked himsdlf. But that was no help. Sometimes Lawrence told him to
let deeping dogslie. Other times he urged him to wrestle with the bear. Before Nemo could decide which
bit of Texaswisdom to follow, Rosalind opened the door.

She cocked one eyebrow and gave him afaint ironic smile. It was the closest he' d ever seen her cometo
aurprise. “Nemo. Comein.”

Hefollowed her into the den. She shut off the kick-boxing virtua she’ d been watching and flopped onto
the sofa. Nemo sat down in an armchair. “ So what’ sup?’ she said, trying to be cool, though she looked
like she was about to crawl out of her skin. She looked terrible. She' d grown her hair out, but hadn’t
trimmed it or apparently even combed it, so it looked like a hatstack. She had awide-eyed look, like she
never dept.

“I"m thinking about coming in,” Nemo said.
She looked at him with hollow eyes, her hands buried in her hair. “Why?” She sounded almost angry.

“| met someonein here. I'minlovewith her.”



“Good for you. Y ou always wanted to love somebody. | never wanted that. It'slikebeinginjail.” She
spokein aquick, dry voice like flames crackling, her hands ill on top of her head. “Why tell me? | used
you to escape, Nemo. | couldn’t leave my crazy father outright, but | could leave you.”

Nemo wished he had another drink, but not here, not now. “1 figured that much out.”
She put her feet on the table and looked up at the ceiling. “How’ sthe crazy asshole doing, anyway?’
“Hé sfine”

She snorted in disbelief. “No, he'snot. He' stotally fucked. Y ou never could lie worth adamn. Earnest,
that’ swhat you are, Nemo.” She madeit sound like an insult. “What' s he up to now? Sacrificing goats?

Speaking in tongues?’
“He s gotton involved with the underground.”

“Suitshim.” She sat upright, shaking her head. Y ou could almost hear her father rattling around in there.
The night she'd comein he' d kept chanting: | have no daughter. | have no wife. But here she was. She
still hadn’t escaped him. She looked a Nemo. “Y ou want anything to eat, drink? Kitchen'sin there.
Why'd you come see me, Nemo? I’ m till the same bitch who walked out on you.”

“No, you're not. You' ve changed.”

“Y eah, wdl. Just showing my true colors. Living my dreams, asthey say, inthe glorious Bin.” Her face
contorted. “Nothing for mein this shithole but that bitch who used to be my mother.”

“Doyou see her?’
She laughed. “ See her? Thisis her house. She should be home pretty soon. I'll introduce you.”

Maybe Justine was right. Maybe he should ask her. “Rosalind, do you ever think about the
cremaorium?’

“Think? No. Never. | don’t think about it. That’ s your department. Don't want to talk about it either.
Why are you here, Nemo?Y ou looking for asign, like my old man? Or are you just looking to get laid,
like my mother?’

Nemo sighed and stood up. He' d had enough. “Neither one. | wanted to see what had become of your

“Aliveand wel, Nemo. Alive and well.”

There was laughter from the porch, and a man and woman walked in together. They were both
gorgeous. Hewastal, broad-shouldered and muscular. She was like a porcelain doll. They both smiled
at Nemo.

“Nemo,” Rosalind said without getting up. “I’ d like you to meet my mom. Mom, Nemo.”

Nemo recognized her from her photograph, though now the lineswere dl gone, the haggard eyes. She
looked twenty years younger, looked afew years younger than her daughter. “Linda,” she said shaking
Nemo'shand. “ThisisKurt.”

When the introductions were done, Linda and Kurt sat down.

“| wasjust leaving,” Nemo said.



Rosalind turned to Nemo. “Mom looks pretty good for amiddle-aged woman, don't you think? How
old are you, Kurt?’

“Shut up, Rosdind,” Kurt said evenly, the muscles on his neck swelling.

Rosalind smiled wickedly. “He stwenty-one. That's about your age, isn't it, Nemo? Why don’t you hang
around? Maybe Mom would like to fuck you, too.”

“Shut up, Rosalind,” Kurt repested.

“Or what? If we were outside you could strangle me.” She got up from the sofaand stood in front of
Kurt. “What are you going to do in here, you muscle-bound cretin—bench-press the sofa?’

“St down, Rosdind,” Lindasad.

Rosalind straightened up and laughed, but she did as she wastold. “Don’t worry, Mom. | won’'t hurt
him”
“You'll haveto forgive my daughter,” Linda said to Nemo. “Asyou can see, she ill hasn’t learned any

manng's”

Rosdind rolled her eyes. “Who am | supposed to learn them from, you? The Etiquette of Humping
Hunks by My Mom.”

Linda shot to her feet and stood over her daughter. Even though she was atiny woman, she had a
commanding presence, and Rosdind cowered before her. “ That will be enough out of you. Don’'t you
darejudge me. | had you when | was barely nineteen on the floor of agarage, dragging acrossthe
countryside with your father too busy talking to God to ever find any food. If it hadn’t been for me, you
would ve been dead along time ago. I’ ve paid my dues, Rosdlind. I’ ve earned my lifein here, and Il
liveit any damnway | please. Nobody’ sforcing you to live here”

Nemo headed for the door. He was completely sober now. “If you' |l excuse me, I'll be going.”

ROLIND CAUGHT UPWITH HIM ON THE STREET. “HEY, Nemo. I'm sorry. | guess thiswasn't
what you had in mind.”

He looked up and down the street. There weren’t many lights on. Everybody wasin bed adeep. “That's
okay. | didn't have anything in mind.”

Somehow she' d softened. She ran her hands through her hair. “ So, do you want to hang out? Do
something?’

“No thanks.”

She nodded. Shetook one of his shirt buttonsin her fingers and twisted it back and forth. “Yeah. You're
right. Stupid idea.” She dropped her hand to her side. “ Goodbye, Nemo.”

“Good-bye, Rosalind.”

NEMO CAUGHT A TRAIN TO PENTAGON STATION, DOZING most of theway. He found his
coffin and settled in. Maybe thistime, he thought, I’ ll wake up dead. Anything would be better than this.
When DOWNLOAD flashed in hisface, hefdl into apit of blackness.
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LENNY KLIMT' SOFFICE WASIN THE EAST SIXTIES, not too far from Central Park. Justine
had the address from the | etter in her bag, though she couldn’t remember ever receiving it. There wasn't
much to it—the details of her booking at the Black Dog, and alist of cities and dates where she’' d be
playing next. The building was an elegant deco structure with holo-operators on the elevators, atypica
bit of Bin nostalgia. Justine wasfairly certain she’ d never been there before, but that didn’t mean
anything. Lots of people did businessin the Bin without ever being in the same room. She remembered
Lenny’ sface, recognized him on his answering tape, but she couldn’t remember much el se about
him—Ilike why he was handling her in thefirst place. He seemed like agood place to start finding out
who she was and what she was doing here.

She had no reason to expect he' d bein his office—he hadn’t returned any of her phone calls—but she
suspected hewould be. He was just avoiding her. Like most busnessmen inthe Bin, hehad a
holo-receptionist. This one was adapper young man with athin mustache and a L atino accent. Aswith
al holos, you could tell when you looked in his eyesthat he couldn’t redlly see you.

“I"dliketo see Lenny,” Jugtine said. “I’'m Jugtine Ingham. | caled earlier.”
“Won't you have a seet, please?’ the holo said, asif to someone standing afoot to Justine' sright.

Justine sat down next to along, skinny aquarium in front of the window. Angelfish the Size of pie pans
swam back and forth, while catfish wriggled a ong the bottom looking like mud-brown thumbs. There
was a huge neobaroque oil on the mahogany-paneled wall opposite. A stream of elongated, windswept
angelsroseinto awreeath of clouds encircling heaven. Beneath them, in the lower right corner of the
canvas, wasablue globein eclipse.

There were two doors other than the one she’ d come in, one on either side of the receptionist. They
were made to blend into the pandling. Except for the dender sted pulls, you might not even notice them
at dl. Theoneon theleft was alittle smaller than the other one.

The receptionist looked vaguely in Justing' s direction and spoke to the top of her head. “Mr.Klimt is
gonefor theday, I’'m afraid. Perhaps you could leave your number, and he' Il get back to you.”

Right. If he was out for the day, why had the holo told her to sit? She chose the door on the left, and it
wasn't locked. “You can't go in there,” the holo said behind her as she stepped into Lenny Klimt' s office
through his private entrance. Lenny was at his desk, talking on the phone.

“I’'m Jugtine Ingham,” she said. “| believe you work for me?’

Lenny turned from the screen, seemingly more amused than angry. His eyelids blinked in dow motion. He
was a precise man, with apermanent ironic smile. “I’ll call you back,” he said without looking at the
screen, and hung up.

Justine sat down in one of the club chairsin front of Lenny’sdesk and smiled a him. “We ve never met
before, have we?’

Lenny leaned back in his chair and swivelled in asmall arc as he studied her. Not, she guessed, because
he was trying to remember her, but because he was figuring out his story. Findly, he brought his chair
upright and rested hisarms on the desk. “ Our professiona relationship wasiinitiated by athird party.
Pleased to meet you, Justine. Is there some problem with your booking at the Black Dog?’

“It’' sfine. Who wasthe third party?’

Lenny smiled indulgently at her directness. “I'm afraid I’m not at liberty to say.”



“What, exactly, did he ask you to do?’

“D.C. isbeautiful thistime of year, don’'t you think? He swiveled to the panel beside his desk. ” Coffee?
Tes?

“What did he ask you to do?’

Lenny swiveled back, pursed hislips. “Nothing sinister. He merely asked me to arrange a booking for
you in D.C. for thisweek. Now if there’ s some problem with the booking—"

“He had demo tapes?’

“| don't seethat it matters how the booking was arranged, Justine. If everything is satisfactory, | don't
believel can hdpyou.”

“Y ou're my agent. I'm asking you asimple question. Nothing sinister, remember? Did he have demo
tapes? Yesor no.”

1] YSH
“What songs were on them?’

Helaughed. Hewas good at it. Y ou could dmost believeit wasred. “Justine, | watch thousands of
tapes, | redly can't remember every single song—"

“One. One song.”

Helooked at her for amoment. She could see him weighing the odds. He had no ideawho shewas. She
was hoping he didn’t want to risk alienating her in case she turned out to be somebody. “To tell you the
truth,” he confessed, “I didn’t actually watch them. | sent them on to the band.”

“If you didn’t know what kind of music | did, how did you know what musiciansto hire?’

Hesghed. “1 was a0 given the names of the musicians | wasto hire.” 1t sounded dumb even to him.
“And you didn’t know them either?’

“Theat is correct.”

“So somebody asks you to book asinger and aband you' ve never heard before, and you blithely agree
todoit?

“I didit...asafavor.”
“So this person who's so interested in my career isafriend of yours?’
“An acquaintance.”

Justine smiled. He couldn’t let it passthat the guy was hisfriend. Shefigured it could only be one person.
“I'll take that coffee now, if that’sdl right. | didn’t deep awink last night.”

He got her coffee, Earl Grey for himsdlf, relaxing alittle bit, figuring he was out of the woods. “Isthis
your firgt timein New Y ork, Justine?’

Shelooked around his office. It was anice place. She had afirg-class agent. “Why did this acquaintance
need you at dl, Lenny?Why didn't hejust set it up himsdlf?’



“I redlly couldn’'t say.”

“I’d say it was because he didn’t want me to know he' d doneit. He wanted to make it look like a
regular booking.”

Lenny sipped on histeaand didn’t say anything.

“This acquaintance must be somebody important, somebody with pull. Y ou' re obvioudy not hard up
enough to do something thissquirrelly just for money.”

“| do not object to making money, but you are right. Money was not my motivation in this case.
However, it would not bein my best intereststo tell you what it isyou wish to know. I'm truly sorry.”

“Did thisacquaintance tell you that I'm a Construct mistress?’

That got to him. He set down his cup and shook his head. It took him amoment to gather himsalf
together. “ Congtruct mistresses areillegal. He doesn't trust me enough to take me into his confidence
concerning anything that might be used againgt him.” The little smile wastighter now.

“But he has no problem implicating you. Hardly seemsfair, doesit Lenny?’
“Many thingsaren't fair. I'm afrad | ill can’t hep you.”

“| gather you' re more afraid of your acquaintance than your are of the law.”
“Asyou should be aswdll, Justine. Asyou should be aswell.”

Justine shook her head and dighed. “But | was counting on your help, Lenny. Now I'll haveto figure out
something elseto do. How about | run crying to Winston Donley and tell him that you told me he set this
whole thing up—called me up out of the blue, told me not to bresthe aworld, but of course | didn’t
believe you—Oh Winston, what am | to do? If hedidn’t have anything to do with it, you can just tell
him I’m nuts, maybe no harm done, but if he did, he might be pretty pissed about you telling his secrets.
What do you think of that plan?’

Lenny made atent with hisfingertipsand smiled. “ That' sa pretty good plan. | gather that in exchange for
my candor, however, you would be willing to forgo this performance?’

“Precisdy.”
Lenny pondered it amoment. “What would you like to know?’
“This demo tape—I don’'t remember making it. Did he tell you how he came by it?’

Lenny shook hishead. “If you don’t remember it, it’ s probably just asmulation. | havetapes of Elvis
performing with Nirvana. Anything' spossblein here”

“So | keep hearing. Did the good senator tell you why he wanted you to do him thisfavour?’

Lenny shook hishead. “No. | think he was doing it at the request of someone else. He found it annoying,
abother. He said he had some other errands to run concerning you, but he didn’t say what they were.”

“Errands?’
“That isthe very word he used.”



“Did he say anything e se about me?’
“Only that | shouldn’t ask too many questions.” He amiled. “Areyou, by theway, anillegal Construct?’
“I think so. That’swhat I'm trying to find out.”

“That son of abitch,” he muttered. “Well, | wish you luck. And if you ever tire of Snging, cometo work
for me. Y ou have aknack for negotiation.”

“It wasn't so hard. Y ou wanted to tell me. Y ou don't like Winston Donley very much, do you?’
“That iscorrect.”

“There sjust one more thing, since you're fill my agent. What' sthe name of the club in Batimore where
We re supposed to play next? Y our letter doesn’'t say.”

“I only arranged the date in Washington. What |etter are you referring to?’
Shetook the letter out of her bag and showed it to him.

He shrugged as heread it over. “1 never wrotethis. If you'd like, | could try to locate another band for
you. | wastold the band would only be available for one week.”

“Who told you that?’

“Rick. My ingructions were to dedl only with Rick. Between you and me, arather obnoxious young man.
Terribly hard to get ahold of.”

As Justine rode back to D.C., memories kept coming back to her in bits and pieces, like trash washed
up on ariverbank: A room with yellow wallpaper and lace curtains. Planting arosebush. A child
wrapped around her leg, another perched on her hip. But these memories went nowhere. She couldn’t
connect them to the moment before or the moment after. Why bother? They weren’t hers. Who was she
anyway? A four-day-old whore cobbled together from a horny teenager, an hysterica woman, and a
senilewidow. What wasit Lilasaid?—somebody’ s cut-and-paste fantasy. Even her musica “career,”
her precious singing, was alie, acover sory Nemo would find gppeding. The Aimee Mann tunes had
been planted in her head because Nemo was afan. She even looked like her.

Wington had set it up to make hislittle Sster happy—using hisinfluence to persuade Lenny, introducing
her to Nemo after the son of abitch sampled the goods himself. It al made sense. It'd dmost worked. If
she hadn’t run into Lilaand stumbled across the truth, she would' ve let Nemo comeinside. She'd had
some reservations, but she couldn’t kid herself, she would' ve let him comein. She kept seeing hisface
when shetold him not to, so wounded and heartsick. But that’ d be nothing compared to what he was
going to look like when shetold him what she redly was. And she had to tell him. Whatever the hell she
was, shedtill had to live with hersdif.

She might aswell go back to her hotdl, wait it out until it wastimeto go to Nemo' sfolks again. She'd get
him aone, maybe ask to see the gardens again, and tdl him the truth. Sheimagined confronting his
parents, confronting Winston, giving them a dose of her righteous anger. But the thought made her tired.
What was the point, really? There was only one thing she wanted in the whole world, and she was about
to throw it away. To destroy it. That would take dl the resolve she could muster.

Therewas aman acrossthe aide. She could see hisreflected face in the window, looking at her. She
wondered if he knew—whether it showed to everyone but her and Nemo—what she was. She
remembered the men at the bar, cheering and whistling—for her singing, she' d thought. Maybe they were



just entertained &t the spectacle of asinging whore. Or perhaps the man behind her wasjust looking.
That’ swhat men did, after al. And she might turn and smile at him if she wanted. She met hiseyesinthe
glass, and he quickly looked away. It was her tears streaming down her cheeksinto the corners of her
mouth, so that she tasted her pain like some brackish marsh, still and hot. It was Smply her tearswhich
turned him aside, effortlesdy. And for thet, at least, she was grateful.

WHEN SHE GOT OFF THE TRAIN, SHE COULDN’T BRING HERsdlf to go to the room where
she and Nemo had made love only yesterday. She couldn’t bring hersdlf to go anywhere they’ d been
together. She walked the streets without stopping, afraid if she did, she'd fal apart, and she couldn’t let
that happen just yet. Not until she’ d told Nemo the truth.

It occurred to her that he had dmost certainly lied to her. He hadn’t meant to, but he had: Nothing could
change how | feel about you. Nothing, he said. She' d dready forgiven him hislie. We can’t know such
things. There' saways something that can't be forgiven, can’t be changed or taken back. She hersdlf had
vowed she’ d never make him cry, and now she was going to break his heart, had aready done so by her
very exisence.

She was not aware she had adestination until she reached it. She steadied hersalf on the brick wall as
she descended the stairs and pushed open the door. Thetiny bell rang over her head, and shefell to her
knees, sobbing like achild, and Mr. Menso took her in hisarms. “There, there,” he whispered, and she
buried her facein his ches, letting hersdlf fal apart, now that he was here to hold her.

It took Mr. Menso the better part of an hour to get her up off the floor and into a chair, to quiet her sobs
and hear her story in fits and starts between the bouts of uncontrollable tears. He was patient and kind,
hovering over her like an old nurse. But the more she talked the more bitter she became. Why was she
wasting histime anyway? What could anybody do for her now? She was going to tell Nemo, and that
would be that. Shewas a pack of lies, atrick, awhore. The farmer’s daughter cometo life for one cruel
joke, and then forgotten. Who the hell should care?

“Stopit,” Mr. Menso snapped, thumping his cane on the floor. She sat in stunned silence. “I’ ve heard
enough.” He leaned forward and looked her in the eye. “Isthat who I'm talking to? A pack of lies?” He
snorted in disgust. “You'rered, Justine. Isyour pain real enough? Y our broken heart? Y ou’ re more redl
than half the people waking around in here, believe me.” He looked out the high window asif he could
see them trudging padt, leading their meaninglesslives.

He turned back to her, looked her up and down as if she were on an auction block. “ So what isit you
lack? A body?’ Herapped hisforehead with his cane. “In spite of al appearances, Justine, no onein
here hasabody. A soul? Y ou're ready to put your life on the line rather than lie to the man you love, and
you're going to St there and tell me you don’t have asoul?” Heleaned in close, hisvoice low and
intense, the old-man quaver gone. “Everybody in here’' simmorta, Justine. But let metd| you alittle
secret: most of them don't have agoddamn thing to livefor. Y ou do, and you want meto fed sorry for
you? Loveisadgift from God. Even when it seemslike a curse, you don’t throw it away. Y ou don't give
up onit. You don't say, No thank you, God, it’s not working out. Y ou fight for it. Otherwise you're
nothing.” He thumped his cane on the floor, punctuating hiswords.

She jumped with each thud of his cane. It was that as much as hiswords that brought her up short, made
her see hersdf through his eyes. She wiped her eyeswith her palms, pushed her hair back from her face.
“How can| fight for it?’

“Thelast time you were here, you asked meto do you afavor, and I’ ve doneit. I’ ve found someone
who’s coming in. Y ou can download yoursdlf. Y ou can goto him.”



He couldn’t be serious. “Y ou don’'t understand, Mr. Menso. Nemo won't want to have anything to do
with me—in here or out there.”

“But if hewould, you'd still bewilling to doit?Y ou haven't lost your nerve?’
“I"ddoit thisingant if | thought it would make any difference.”

“So your love' s so strong you' d diefor him, but hisis so puny, he can't forgive you for being what you
are—istha what you' retdling me?’

She shook her head. Why was he badgering her like this?“No. He loves Justine. Justine doesn’t even
exist. I'm aConstruct.”

“So what? Hisbest friend isa Congtruct, why not hislover?’

The idea gtartled her. She recoiled from it even as she wanted to seize hold of it. She knew what he was
doing. He wastrying to give her hope, but she was afraid to hope. It would only make thingsworse in the
end. “Thisisdifferent,” shesad.

He sghed. “Why don’t you let him decide that? Justine does't even exist, remember? Maybe she
shouldn’'t be making dl the decisions. Maybe, if given haf achance, hewill love you anyway. Trust me,
love can be funny that way. The boy’ s not an idiot. He knew you weren't just the girl next door before
this. Did Romeo stop loving Juliet when he discovered she was a Capulet?’

Justine bowed her head in the face of her worst fear. Her tears came back and streamed down her face.
“I'm afraid hewill.”

Mr. Menso put hisarms around her. “Of course you are, my dear. That’ sthe first sensible thing you've
sad thisevening. He s probably terrified himself about now—terrified of losing you. Think about
him—mad with love for you, wondering why you' ve run away, just as he was about to pledge hislifeto
you. Go to him with somefaith. Tell him the truth, and he may surprise you. Y our only crime, after al, is
tolovehim.”

MR. MENSO ACCOMPANIED HER UP TO THE STREET AND told her to get some rest and not
desgpair, that he would help her, whatever she decided to do. She hugged him hard, thankful for such a
dear friend. “God be with you!” he called after her. The phrase kept running through her mind as she
walked benegath the trees and the towering buildings, the sky the color of heaven in Lenny’ s painting. She
struggled to convince hersdlf that it would be as Mr. Menso said, and Nemo’ slove would be strong
enough to overcome even this. But most of the time, sheimagined hisrage, his sense of betrayd. She'd
been created to trick him. Even if she could persuade him that she was completely innocent, he' d il
leave her and never come back. The deceit that was supposed to lure him into the Bin would keep him
out for therest of hislife. She'd never seehim again.

And then, when she’ d outlived her usefulness, ruined Winston's plans, she’ d be disposed of. At least
she' d learned the truth before Nemo had come into the Bin. He would' ve certainly hated her then, hated
her forever. Thisway, at least, she could stop the deceit, and though he couldn’t love her, he wouldn’t
hate her. Let them wipe me clean without atrace, she thought. Someday, Nemo will know how much |
loved him, and remember hisown love.

She cut through a garden path, past beds of pansies and gladiolas and hyacinth. God be with you. The
phrase kept coming back, prodding her memory. It was Sarah’ sl etters, she remembered. She dways
ended them that way. And with the memory of those letters, a chain of memories flashed through her
mind, and she remembered Sarah’ s desth. She was one of the fifty-seven clergy who, when the Pope



ordered the Church into the Bin, martyred themselves, setting fire to themselves on the steps of St.
Peter’ s. Sarah had written Justine the day before she did it, May 1, 2055. Justine closed her eyes, and
she could picture Sarah’ stiny, precise script. A packet of |etterstied up with green yarn.

Justine struggled to remember more, but her memory just stopped, like aroad at awashed-out bridge.
All that was | eft was the pain of losing Sarah in another life, and her terror of losing Nemo in thisone. She
put her fists to her temples and sank to her knees, wishing she could rip the thoughts out of her head and
throw them in the dirt. “God be with me,” she whispered. The scent of hyacinth filled her nogtrils.

BACK AT HER HOTEL, JUSTINE CHANGED CLOTHESAND LAY on her bed fully dressed,
garing at the celling, waiting until it wastimeto go to Front Royd, to Nemo's parents housg, to tell
Nemo the truth. She saw them swimming in theriver, lying on the bank, the sand on their bodies
gligening in the sun. He d loved her then, shewas sure of it. She clung to that certainty. If only that love
could survivethe truth, she' d gladly go to him, grow old together, die. Her eyesfluttered closed, and she
let deep come. Surdy, she had nothing further to fear from her dreams.

“Jugtinel” avoice caled to her, the old woman in her dream. Justine was standing in the halway of the
woman's house. A square of light from the front door lay upon the wood floor. Sashasprawled in the
middle of it. “ Justine!” the old woman called again. She sounded cheerful and excited. Justine followed
the sound of her voice and found her seated in the living room on a sofa draped with an Indian blanket.
Ishmael was stretched out on the coffee table, and Timothy was curled up in her l1ap. Her wrinkled face
brokeinto aradiant smile at the sight of Justine. “I’m so glad you’ ve come, Justine! Won't you have
some coffee with me? | love coffee in the afternoons.”

“I"dloveto,” Justine said, but when shelooked around, there was no sign of coffee or cups. “Isitinthe
kitchen?’ she asked.

The old woman furrowed her brow, absentmindedly scratching Timothy’shead, as shetried to
remember. “ Could you makeit, Justine? | sometimesforget how. | wroteit dl down on alittle card, but |
midadthecard.”

“Sure” Judtinefelt a homein thishouse; it was familiar and comfortable. As shewaked down the hdl to
the kitchen, she could hear the sound of water running, the click and clatter of metal on metal. Standing at
the sink, assembling an ancient percolater, was Angelina. She tossed back her hair and looked over her
shoulder at Justine. “Hi,” shesaid, laughing. “I've got it. Might aswell make mysdlf useful.” She opened a
canigter and started measuring out the coffee, counting to herself.

Justine studied her face, her large eyes and high cheekbones. She wasincredibly beautiful. Justine thought
of the angels on her birthday cake so long ago, Sarah touching her cheek. You are a little angel, she
said. Angelina put the top on the percolator and plugged it in.

“Am | you?" Jugtine asked Angdlina

Angdinalaughed, tossing back her hair again. It was ayoung laugh, giddy, dmost childlike. “God, no,”
shesaid. “Y ou're much more together than | ever was.” She watched the water gurgle up into the top of
the percolator, smiling a her handiwork. “I wasn't bad or anything. | just did alot of stupid stuff. There's
justalot | didn't know. | was dways going for the wrong guy, ‘ cause they were the wrong guy. You
know what | mean? Like, | never would' ve gone for Nemo. Too intense, too serious. He would' ve
scared me big time.” She laughed and hugged hersdlf. “But now it fedds wonderful, like coming out of the
cold water into the sun.” She looked at Justine with her large, innocent eyes. “I likeit ahere, Justine. |
likeit alot. Everything'll be okay. You'll see. We vegot alot of faithin you.”

“But I'm nothing,” Jugtinesaid. “I’m not red.”



Angelina shook her head, tossing her hair from sideto side. “No, you' ve got it like totally backwards.
Without you, we're nothing. Coffeg sready!” She took two mugs out of the cabinet, set them on atray,
and filled them with coffee. She picked up thetray and held it out for Justine.

“Don’'t we need athird cup?
Angdinawrinkled up her nose. “1 never liked the stuff.”

Justine took the tray and walked back to the living room, where the old woman seemed surprised to see
her. “I’ ve brought the coffee. Angdinamadeit.”

The old woman shook her heed. “I can’t remember things. The girl helpsme. She' salovely young thing,
isn't she?” She noticed Ishmael on the coffeetable. “ Just shove him out of theway.”

Justine did the cat across the table. He raised his head and looked at her, then went back to deep. She
put the tray on the table next to him. The old woman smiled as she took a mug of coffee from thetray,
then her face clouded over. “ She doesn’t remember Wade, though.”

Justine sat down beside the old woman and picked up the other mug. It wasrich and dark and smelled of
cinnamon. “Wade?’

“My husband. A good man. A patient man. | remember him. But there’ s so much I’ ve forgotten. | can’t
even remember hisbirthday. He liked birthdays. He liked for meto make abig fuss.”

The old woman stared into space at some image from her past, alook of fond melancholy on her face.
Jugting’ s heart went out to her. “Do you like it here?’ she asked.

The old woman, startled from her reverie, looked around asif she’ d forgotten where she was, then broke
into asmile. “Oh yes, Justine. Y ou can't imagine. Seethere? | remember your name. Justine. So pretty.
I m stronger with you. | dwayswanted to be asinger, you know. | had a pretty voice. Everyone said so.
| don't know why | never did anything about it.” She shook her head. “That’ sal water under the bridge.
Y ou Sng beautifully, Jugine”

“Thank you.”

The old woman leaned forward confidentialy. Timothy stood up in her 1ap and stretched, and she pushed
him back down. “I like the sex, too.”

Jugtine blushed. “1 didn’t redize—"

“Oh, yes. Oh, yesindeed. But we can talk about that some other time.” Shetilted her head toward the
front door. “1 think you better go talk to her before you go,” she said. “ She’ shaving one of her moods.”
She made an exaggerated frown.

Justine looked through the door and saw awoman sitting on the porch steps, leaning her back on one of
the columns, looking out at the street. Justine turned back to the old woman, who gestured toward the
door. Go on, she mouthed.

Justine set down her coffee and went out onto the porch. Sasharan out after her and jumped up on the
railling. The woman spoke without turning around. “Hello, Justine.” Her voice wasflat and tired.

Justine sat down on the steps next to her and saw she was pregnant, holding her swollen belly in her
hands. She was the woman in her dream who' d given birth. Her face was drawn and blank. Her hair was
limp and stringy. She turned toward Justine with arolling motion, offering her belly. “ Cometo fed the



little bastard kick?” she asked, her voice heavy with sarcasm.

Justine knew the woman was speaking literdly. “Doesit really matter so much that he' s abastard?’
The woman gave adry humorlesslaugh. “Y ou sound like good old Newman.”

“Nemo?’

The woman turned back to the street. Ishmael was staking abird in the yard. “No. Newman Rogers.”
Theironic edge was gone.

“Newman Rogers? s hethefather?’

“Should' ve been, probably. But no, it wasn't Newman. | couldn’t...” She sighed and shifted her weight.
“I’ve narrowed it down to three guys. One of them didn’t have aname asfar as| know. Red asshole.
Probably him. Serve meright.”

She stood up, using the porch column to steady herself. “1 used to say, *God, if | only had it to do all
over again.” Now I've got my wish.” She mounted the steps one a atime. “ Almost enough to make you
believein God, isn't it?" She gave the same hopdesslaugh. “ Almogt.”

“Y ou're not happy here.”

“I'm not happy anywhere. My lifeis shit, okay? But you want to know what’' sworse? | deserveit. |
worked hard for it.”

“Youdon't deserveit.”

“Provemewrong.” She pointed at the sun low in the sky. “It’ stime to wake up and face the music,
Justine. Don't give up on yourself likel did. That' [l make me happy. Just that.”

Justine opened her eyes, and shewaslying in her bed. The sunlight through the window turned everything
areddish gold. She half expected to see one of the cats basking in the glow.

WHEN JUSTINE WENT DOWN TO THE LOBBY, SHE WAS SURprised to see Lawrence Sitting
across from the elevator. Passersby openly stared at him. When he caught sight of her, he roseto hisfeet
and greeted her with alittle wave of hishuge hand. “ Thought we might ride out to the Thornes together,”
he drawled.

Justine stared at him, still in adaze from her dream. “I don’'t understand. Did Nemo send you?’

Lawrence shook hisbig head. “No. Mr. Menso. He thought you might want to talk to a Construct, help
you sort somethingsout.”

“You know Mr. Menso?’
“Go way back.”

Shewondered why Mr. Menso had never mentioned that he knew Lawrencein al their talk about
Nemo. Menso seemed to be the one person she could trust, but he frightened her also, so intense and
unpredictable. “Who is he? He' s not just some booksdller, ishe?’

Lawrencedidn’t answer right away. “He smany things. HE sagood man. The genuine article. He
figured you might need a helping hand about now, and asked usto drop by. We ve aso been helping him
locate somebody for you to download into. He can’t go outside himself, of course. We help him out



whenever he' sgot business outside.”

Justine looked around the lobby, people hurrying in and out, going about their business. “I need to sit
down,” she said. She lowered hersdlf into achair, leaned her head back against the wall, and stared up at
the celling. It wasflat black with tiny lights sprouting out of it. It was supposed to look like astarry sky,
but you could see the shadows of the fiber opticsif you looked too closely. She was vaguely aware of
Lawrence taking the chair beside her. “What’ s going on, Lawrence? Things are coming at metoo fast,
and | don't even know who | am. | fedl like Humpty Dumpty.”

“We remember that fegling. Folks re used to having their headsto themsalves. Takesthem awhileto
warm up to theidea. But you get used to it. After awhile, you even prefer it. Three heads are better than
one, especidly if you don't have to actudly have the three heads. Course we could do without this damn
lizard suit. We keep looking for the zipper on the damn thing. Haven't found it yet. Y ou, on the other
hand, got yoursdf areal niceoutfit.”

Justine looked over at Lawrence and smiled. “1 see why Nemo likes you so much. How did you become
aCongtruct? | don't remember anything about how it happened.”

“In our case, we al answered adsin the early twenties—good money for fifteen minutes of your time.
Medica research, they told us. We went into a place like a dentist’ s office, sgned abunch of formswe
didn’t read, and sat in achair in around room. A voice suggested we relax, and then it was over. We felt
nothing except alittle richer. We were recorded, stored, apparently went our ways and lived our lives,
unaware we' d show up again as Lawrence. Next thing we know, it's March 21, 2064. Our birthday.
Our other liveswere dl over by then. We don’'t know how they turned out, but we got awhole new life
out of thededl.”

“Y ou never fdt used? manipulated?’

Lawrence shrugged. “Wedl lived and died same aswe would' ve. Nothing was taken from us. They only
used recordings of people who'd dready died. We re genetically designed for along, hedthy life. Hell,
being aseven-foot, bona fide dragon even hasits moments. We' ve never been londy. We had the son
we aways wanted, and we raised him up right. We' ve been through a ot together, and if we had to do it
all over, we d answer that ad again in a heartbeat.”

Jugtine tried to imagine Lawrence' slife, his stoic acceptance of it. “ That’ swhy you were made, wasn't it?
Totake care of children?’

“That' sright. We dl must’ ve scored high on the nurturing scale, though Nemo would say it wasthe
kick-butt scale.”

She smiled at his humor, but her heart ached at the images of Nemo that filled her mind. “1 don’'t see how
things are going to work out so greeat for me.”

“Y ou only been hereafew days, Justine. Giveit achance.”
“Do you know why | was made?’

Helooked at her with his bright green eyes. They dmaost seemed to glow. His pupilswere narrow,
verticd dits. “ According to Nemo, you were made for him. Y ou should hear him on the subject. Enough
to put you off sweetsfor aweek. Course, that'sjust hisopinion. Y ou can try to talk him out of it if you
want to, but we don’t think you' Il get anywhere. Nobody’ s forcing Nemo to do anything. Not that you
could. Boy makes up hisown mind, that’ sfor damn sure. We usudly find it easier just to go along with
him.”



Y ou could hear hisfondnessfor Nemo in hisvoice. It comforted her to talk to him, someone who'd
understand how shefdt about him. “1 haveto tdl him the truth.”

“Courseyou do.”

“What do you think he'll dowhen | tell him?’

“HeE |l gointo alow orbit. But you watch—he |l do theright thing.”
She hung her head, speaking to thefloor. “ And what isthat?’

“It won't make any difference to him that you' re a Construct, Justine. We suspect he wishes hewas one
himsdlf. Once he got our name right, he didn’t care what we were.”

Justine stared at her hands, running her thumb back and forth across the guitar-playing caluses on her left
hand, remembering the old woman’ s twisted hands, Angdlina s polished nails, the other one' s clenched
figs. “l don't say ‘we,” shesaid. “Why isthat?’

Lawrence held his hands out beside hers, studying them. “At first you' re abunch of I's, scared shitless,
like asack of wet cats. Then you get resgned to the fact there’' s no way out of the sack. Still, you hold
yourself back, you didn’t ask for this shit. These weird memories, strange ways of thinking about things,
emotions you never felt before. Hell, even the food don't taste right.” He turned his hands back and forth.
“Even your own hands. But after while you start living thisnew life, giving up the old ones, little by little.
Before you know it, you want thislife, you got things you want to do with it—all of you, together. That's
when you start saying ‘we.’” Y ou might not even notice when it first happens. It' Il seem like the most
naturd thing in theworld.” He cupped her handsin his. Her whole hand wasthe size of hispam.

“But who is Justine, then?’

He stood up, pulling her to her feet. “A new life,” hesaid. “A whole new life” He made it sound like
something wonderful.

12

NEMO WOKE TO HISALARM CLOCK RINGING. HE groped for the button and pushed it in,
resting his hand on top of the clock. He opened his eyes a crack. He was on top of the covers, in his
own bed, dressed except for his shoes. Didn’t know how or when he' d gotten there. Didn’t remember
seiting hisalarm. He could fedl the clunk of its tick-tock in the palm of hishand. He Stared at the celling,
replaying the night before. Especialy the part where Justine told him to stay away and took off without

saying aword. Especidly that part.

He picked up the clock and set it on hischest. A little after five. At seven, he' d see Justine. Or not.
Depending. Depending on what, he didn’'t know. | have to figure some things out, she said. Then
what? Another note on the mantel? She said sheloved him, but Rosalind had signed her note love. She'd
even said shewas|eaving because sheloved him. At least hisfolks hadn't tried to run that one by him.

But then, he' d never loved Rosdlind either, no matter what they told each other at the time. Justine was
different. He couldn’t lose her. He traced hisfingertips around the face of the clock. Hejust couldn’t. He
st the clock on the bedside table and swung hislegs over the side of the bed. He felt better than he had
the last time he' d stayed in too long. His head was stuffed with cotton, but at least he wasn't dizzy.
Fourteen hourstotally unconscious must’ ve been just what he needed.

He picked up his shoes, and rose to hisfeet. Water was dripping dowly into the pan on top of the



refrigerator. It must’ ve rained sometime, though it looked clear outside now. Heredlly should empty out
the pan—you could tdll it was amost full by the sound of the drops—but now that he was standing, he
didn’'t fed that good. He shuffled downstairs, holding on to the rust-pocked chrome banister salvaged
from a Chevy truck, wondering what the hell there wasto eat. He didn’t have time to kill and dressand
cook arabbit.

Okra. It'd been Lawrence sideato plant it, but even he couldn’'t stand the dimy sight of it anymore. I'm
going to missthis place, Nemo thought. If I'm lucky.

JONATHAN WAS SITTING AT THE KITCHEN TABLE READING the Bible. He took off his
reading glasses as Nemo camein and closed the Bible. “How’ re you doing?’

Pleasant as always. Things were so smple for Jonathan. Some guy died going on 3000 years ago, rose
into heaven afew dayslater, and that was al you needed to know until Judgment Day. Nemo dumped
into achair, dropping his shoes on the floor. “Not worth a shit. How did | get home?’

“Lawrence went up to D.C. and got you around two or three this morning. He had someplace to go, so
he asked me to hang around and keep an eye on you. He left you some beans on the stove.”

“Blesshim,” Nemo said, rising to hisfeet and leaning over the counter to pluck a saucepan of beansfrom
the stove. He sat down at the table, shoveling beansinto his mouth with aspoon. “ Thanks for babysitting,
but I'm fine. Just alittle undernourished.” He had to stop and chew, catch abreath. “Whereis Lawrence,

anyway?'

“Don’t know. He left about an hour ago. He said to wake you up if you weren't out of bed by five-thirty,
said you had dinner a your folks tonight.”

“Another virtua meal that can't be beat.” The only sounds for awhile were Nemo egting. Lawrence
cooked agreat pan of beans, fiery hot with dried chiles and tons of garlic. Nemo was nearing the bottom
of the saucepan. He scraped the sauce down from the sides. “ Jonathan, I’ m sorry. Did you want any
beans?’

Jonathan laughed. “No thanks. I’ll eat at home. | think I’ll stick around and watch you egt the pan and
spoon, though.”

“Just for that, | won't.” Nemo set the empty pan on the table. “How’ d Lawrence know about dinner at
my parents 7" he asked himsalf more than Jonathan, closing his eyes and massaging histemples. “Hell
with it. How does anybody know anything?’ He pulled on his boots and tied the | €ft, held the laces to the
right in his hands, thinking. “ Jonathan, there’ s some very weird shit going on. What do you know about
the underground?’

Jonathan shrugged. “ They want to cut off the red world from the Bin. They believe the end of dayswon'’t
come until they do. They tried to recruit me afew times, but | wasn't interested.”

“Why not?’
“Becausethey’ rewrong,” hesaid smply.

Nemo smiled to himsdlf. “Glad to hear it. Peter sicced this nut Gabriel on me.” Jonathan nodded to
indicate he knew who Gabrid was. “ He wants me—get this—to infect the Bin with avirus. | told him to
take ahike, but I'm afraid Justine is mixed up in it somehow. | was going into the Bin—to be with her. It
was all decided. Then, boom, | runinto Gabrid, hetellsme she’ s not what she seems;” and the next
thing I know, she gets cold feet and skips out on me, no explanation at al. I’ m afraid they have some



kind of hold over her.”
“Y ou' ve decided to go into the Bin?’ Jonathan asked quietly.

Nemo winced. He d been so much in his own head, he' d forgotten Jonathan didn’t know he was going
in.

“Sorry for blurting it out likethat.”

“That'sokay. I'm just sad to hear it.”

“Y ou can vist, you know.” Nemo winked, trying to lighten things up. “We can drink some good wine.”
But there was no lightening him up now. “I’ll missyou,” he said, “but that’ s not what | mean.”

“I know, | know.” Nemo sighed. “Y ou’ re concerned about my immorta soul.”

“yYes”

Nemo tied hisright boot and planted hisfeet on thefloor. “1 don’t know if this'll make senseto you, but
before | met Justing, | didn’'t know | had asoul, immorta or otherwise. Now | do. My life' swith her,
Jonathan. | know it, like I’ ve never known anything else.”

Jonathan started to say something but decided againgt it.

“Go ahead,” Nemo said. “1 know you' re dying to set me straight. Explain to me why God doesn’t want
meto bewith Justine.”

Jonathan smiled. “When | first went out witnessing—I was ten—Dad told me to watch peopl€' s eyes so
I’d know when to stop. He said you could see when they quit listening, said that’ s when you thanked
them for their time and shut up.”

“But you think I'm wrong to go in, no matter what.”
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“I'm curious,” Nemo said. “ Given how you fed, why aren’t you in the underground? | mean, if what you
say istrue, don't you owe it to the rest of us poor ignorant dobsto close the road to Hell asfast asyou
can?’

Jonathan held up the Bible and quoted without looking &t it: “Revelations 21:11—'He that isunjust,
gill.””

Nemo rolled hiseyes. “| hate it when you do that. What am | supposed to do? Quote James Mason? Do
you redly think that little book has dl the answers?’

“No. | think God hasdl the answers. But thisis His Little Book.”
“But subject to many interpretations.”

“Obvioudy.”

“But your interpretationisright.”

“I have faith inmy interpretation.”



“And | havefathin Jugine”
“| understand that.”

And he did. That was the hell of it. He understood perfectly. He just knew you were wrong. “ So why
does God want the unjust to remain unjust? Or are you just not supposed to ask?’

“So they may choose.”
“Cavindidn’'t think so.”
“Cavin waswrong.”

Nemo smiled at hisfriend. He was going to misstheir arguments. “At least we agree on that point. You
want some coffee?’

“Sure.” Jonathan pointed at the counter. “I think Lawrence left somein the thermos.”

Nemo got up and poured them coffee. He set out the honey because he knew Jonathan liked his sweet.
The coffee was only dightly hot, but it was definitely Lawrence' s coffee. Nemo swirled it around in his
cup to keep dl the dudge from settling to the bottom. “ So do you have any ideawhat Gabrid could ve
meant about Justine?”’

Jonathan thought about it as he spooned honey into his coffee. “Maybe she was supposed to carry the
virus and something went wrong.”

Nemo congdered thisamoment. “If shedid, | don’t think she knew it. Besides, why would Gabrid tip
me off? Y ou don’t tell the new volunteer about your previousfailures.”

“Did you ask her about the underground?’

“Shedidn’t know anything about it. | don’t think she' s even heard of it. But Gabrid certainly knew about
m.ll

“Did he actudly use her name?’

Nemo tried to remember. “1 don’t think so. Y ou figure he' sjust trying to fuck with me? Keep mefired
up againg the evil Bin?’

Jonathan shrugged. “1t' d be like him. Jugtine' s problems might not have anything to do with Gabrid.
Maybe she regrets going in—redlizes she' s made a bad choice.”

“Or maybe shefedslikeI’m the bad choice.”
“I don’t think so. From what | saw, she's crazy about you.”

“You didn’t see her last night. She’'d hardly look at me. She’ s been upset about some weird dreams, and
her memory’ sall screwed up, but she confided in me about those things. This was something she didn’t
want me to know about, something that scared the hell out of her. | don’'t know what. Guess|’ll find out
thisevening.” Hetook aswallow of coffee, savoring itsaily bitterness. They’ d be running out soon. It
might be months before they came across another can of coffee. In the Bin he could have coffee
whenever he wanted. Even the thought made him fedl vaguely guilty.

“Speaking of bad choices, | saw Rosdlind last night.”



For once, Jonathan looked rattled. “Y ou went to see her?’
“I wasdrunk. It seemed like agood idea a thetime.”
“How isshe?’

“Terrible. She sliving with her mom. She'' s more miserable than she was out here, if that’ s possible,
tormenting her mother, guilty and pissed off about her father. Pretty dreadful way to spend eternity, if you
akme”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Yeah. Metoo. | liked her mom. If | were her, | think | would' ve thrown Rosalind out along time ago.
Shemust’ veredly loved Peter to stay with him long as she did. Did you know her?”

“No. My dad said she was very pretty.”

Nemo drank off the lukewarm coffee, leaving the quarter inch of sediment in the bottom of the cup. “Do
you think, if I goin, I’ll end up like that—bitter and unhappy forever?’

“Not bitter. Y ou' ve never been as bitter asyou like to think you are.” Jonathan gave up on the coffee
and took a spoonful of honey into his mouth.

“I didn’t think it showed.” Nemo picked up the Bible from the table. It was small, maybe five by six. The
binding was cracked and frayed, the pages as thin as cigarette papers. “ Do you ever think about that little
ride we took to the crematorium?”

Jonathan laid his spoon on the table. Hislong lashesfluttered. “All thetime.”

Nemo hefted the Biblein hishand. “Isthere an answer in God' s Little Book for what we saw out there?’
Jonathan nodded. “ Revelations 21:8.”

“Whichis?”

“*The lake which burneth with fire and brimstone: which is the second desth.””

Nemo set the Bible back on the table and gave it agentle push. “1 can’t buy it, not al those people.”

“I didn’t think you could,” Jonathan said. Y ou could seein hiseyesthat he bought it completely, and the
thought filled him with remorse.

Nemo stood up. “I need to get going. Y ou want to walk with me asfar as your house?’

“Sure.” Jonathan stuck his Biblein hisback pocket as he got up from the table. “ Areyou going in for
good tonight?’

Nemo took hisjacket from the peg by the door and dipped it on. “I don’'t know if Justine will even show
tonight. She told meto wait. Shedidn’t say how long. Don’t worry. | won't go in without saying
good-bye.”

ASTHEY WALKED THROUGH THE HIGH GRASS, LIZARDS SCURried out of theway, and
grasshoppers arced through the air, chest high. A hawk swooped down at the end of the block and came
up with asquirrel, hanging limp, dready dead, its neck broken.



“Do you know what rock | could find Gabridl under?” Nemo asked.

“Afraid not. | don't think he has his own place. He makes the rounds, stays with hisfollowers.”
“Keeping the troops stirred up?’

“Something like that. Peter might know where heis.”

A flock of crowsflew over their heads, headed toward the end of the block, calling back and forth to
each other, probably looking to stedl the squirrel from the hawk. “Do you know if these guys arefor red,
or isthisvirusthing just some wacko' sfantasy?’

“Fromwhat | know of Gabrid, it'svery real. Rumor hasit that Gabrid’ s dad was some kind of
computer whiz and taught Gabriel everything he knew.”

The crows were making aterrible racket now, trying to spook the hawk. “Would he hurt Justine—if it
would get him what he wanted?’

“I'm afraid so. If she'sinthe Bin, she’ shisenemy inaholy war. He wouldn’t think twice about it.”
“I thought Christians were supposed to love their enemies.”

“They are, but Gabrid’ s not serving Christ. He's serving Satan.”

Nemo recalled Gabriel’ sarrogant tone. “ Or himself.”

“What' sthe difference?

“I'll have to think about thet one.”

They’ d reached Jonathan' s. Jonathan mounted the steps, and Nemo stopped at Peter’ s door, gesturing
toward it with atoss of hishead. “Guess|I’ll talk to him before | go.”

“Y ou want meto rouse him for you?’

“No, I'll doit.” Nemo hesitated. “ Jonathan, | was wondering—if | do goin, will you comevist?’
“Of course”

Nemo laughed and shook his head. “ Of course, he says. Now, why didn't I know that?’

Jonathan smiled and went inside, leaving Nemo staring a Peter’ sdoor. He didn't redlly want to talk to
the crazy old guy. He knew if he did, he'd tell him about Rosadind, and he didn’t want to have to ded
with that. But he did want to see Gabrid. They had unfinished business.

Nemo knocked, and heard Peter scuffling around inside. The curtains on the window shifted, and Nemo
pretended not to notice as he pounded on the door with the side of hisfig, his blows accented with the
faint sounds of cracking wood. Findly, abolt did back, and the door opened afew inches, just wide
enough for Peter’ seyes. “I’m looking for Gabridl,” Nemo said into the crack.

“I'll tell him you want to see him,” Peter said, and started to close the door, but Nemo stopped it with the
sdeof hisfoot and |eaned against the door.

“Let mein, Peter.”

“I can't. Please go away.”



Nemo gave the door a shove, and Peter stumbled back ward into the room. Nemo walked in, closing the
door behind him. Everything was pretty much asit was, except it smelled even worse, and two more
dayswere crossed off the calender. This Friday had acirclearound it. “1 want to see him now, Peter.
Whereishe?’

Peter had backed up againgt the wall, his hands clutched at his chest. “1 don’t know where heis.”

“Then how were you going to give him amessage?’ Nemo stepped closer, and Peter seemed to shrink
into the wallpaper.

“I'll seehim tonight. There samesting.”
“Where?’

“I can't tell you that,” he whined. “He won’t be there yet anyway. He told me not to talk to you anymore,
that he would handle everything.”

“Tell him | brokein and threstened you.” Nemo let that Sink in for amoment, bent over and got in
Peter’ sface. “| want you to give Gabrid amessagefor me: Leave Justineaone, or I'll kill him. Y ou got
thet?”

Peter nodded desperatdly, his eyeswide with fear.

Nemo straightened up and hesitated. He should just leave. He didn't haveto tell this pitiful old man
anything. But hedid. “I saw your daughter last night.”

Peter’ s eyes darted away. “| have no daughter.”

“Yes, you do. | spoke with her. She'sliving with her mother, your wife. Don’t you want to know how
she'sdoing?’

Peter shook his head, speaking to thefloor. “I have no wife.”

“Her name' sLinda Y ou and she had achild. Her name' sRosdlind. It'scaled afamily, Peter. They
loved you once; you loved them.”

Peter clamped hishands over hisears. “No! | have no family!” hewailed.

Nemo seized Peter’ swridts, pulled his hands away from his ears, and dammed hisarms againgt the wall.
“Yes, you do!” he shouted in Peter’ sface. “Y ou drove them away so you could hole up here with your
tiny little God. Y ou think if Gabrid’s great scheme works, you won't have to think about them anymore,
but you will, Peter. You'll never forget them, no matter how hard you try, no matter what your God
says. What kind of God asks you to throw away your family?”

“Leavemedone,” Peter whimpered, cowering asif Nemo meant to strike him.

Nemo released him, and Peter did to the floor. Hefdt asif he' d just beaten the old man senseless. “I'm
sorry, Peter.”

Nemo wished he could find the right words to spring Peter from thisjail he'd made for himself, but there
was nothing more to say, and he' d said too much aready. He turned around and walked out, leaving
Peter dumped againgt the wdll, staring into pace, hislips moving slently in prayer.

NEMO GOT TOHISPARENTS A LITTLEEARLY. THE SMELL OF pot roast filled the air around
the house, blotting out even the scent of cherry blossoms. He let himsdlf in through the front door, and



found his mom in the kitchen, hard a work with a potato masher.
“Hi, Mom,” hesaid. “Smdlsgreet in here”

“Oh, hi!” Shewas exuberant. “My hands are dl wet,” she complained, and stood on tip-toe, offering her
cheek to be kissed. “I'm amost done,” she said, returning to her potatoes. “Y our father’ sin the den, if
you want to say hi.”

Nemo |leaned on the counter and watched her work. “Why don’t you just get it out of the food
dispenser, Mom?’

“Specid occasons| like to make things from scratch. Y ou know that. It just feels better.”

“If you say s0.” He pointed at the pan of potatoes, the masher plunging up and down. “1 like them kind of
lumpy.”

“| know, dear.”

His mom’ s mashed potatoes were dways light and fluffy, like potato clouds. She poured some hot milk
into the pan and continued mashing. “Mom, did anything strange happen before | got to the club last
night? Something was up with Justine, and I’'m trying to figure out what it could' ve been.”

“Maybe she had alittle stagefright.”

“Come on, Mom. She was anervous wreck. That’s not like her.”

His mom mashed more vigoroudy. “ Shewas acting alittle peculiarly, | suppose.”
“Was she like that when she got there?’

She stopped mashing and poured in some more hot milk, no more than afew tablespoons. “Let me think.
No. It was dl of asudden. Wewere just talking, and she got this funny look on her face and ran off to
thewomen's.” Shetook up the masher again. “ That Lilawoman went to see about her.”

“What were you talking about?’
“Daddy.”
“Y our father?’

“That’ sright. Winston thinks he would' ve stayed out, but | don't know. | think he would want to keep
hisfamily together. It'sa shame you never had the chance to know him.”

Nemo had heard dl thisbefore. “And that’ swhat upset Justine?’

“I redly couldn’t say, Nemo, but that’ s what we were talking about. Maybe it had nothing to do with us”
She banged the masher againgt the pan to knock the potatoes off, and put it in the sink. Then she put alid
on the pan. She united her apron and waved it over the stove. “ All done!” She hooked her arm around
her son’sand stood on tip-toe, kissng hischeek. “You'reredly in love with thisgirl, aren’t you, Nemo?’

“Y&, I a,n.n

“I’'m so0 happy for you. The very first time | saw you two together, | thought, what alovely couplethey
make.”



“Theway | remember it, you were thinking what an insengtive jerk your soniis.”

“I wasn't thinking any such thing.” She hit him on the chest with her gpron and hugged hisarm. It was
timeslike thiswhen he remembered how much he missed her.

“Mom, | wasthinking last night that you and Dad have been together along time.”
“Thirty-9x yearsin June”

Heturned her to face him, hishands on her shoulders. She lay her hands on top of his, il clutching the
gpron in her right. “What' s your secret, Mom?”’

“No secret. There ve been bad times, like everyone e se—your father hasn’t always been the easiest
man to live with—but you keep your family together. That'sjust what you do.” They both thought the
same thing at the same moment—that she hadn’t ways kept her family together—and she lowered her
eyes.

Hetook her into hisarms. “It'sdl right, Mom.”

“Y our father would' ve gone in without me, Nemo. He never said it. But | knew he would.” She looked
up a him, her eyeswet with tears. “I didn’t think it would be so long. If I'd known—"

“It' sokay, Mom. Redlly.” He held her at arm’ slength. “Can | ask you something?’
She wiped her tears away. “ Of course, dear.”

“Why didn’'t you go in before | was born?'Y ou had the connections to get in from the beginning. Y ou
didn’t have to wait until it was opened up.”

“I couldn’t leave Mama out there, and she absolutely refused to go in.” Her voice took on the edgeit
aways had when the subject of her mother came up.

“Was that the issue between you two, that she was keeping you out of the Bin?’

She shook her head and shrugged off hishands. “1’d redlly rather not talk about that tonight, Nemo.
Let’sjust have apleasant dinner. It' s not every day my son comesto seeme.”

It was the same dead end he aways ran into when he asked about his grandmother. “Okay, but will you
tell me some other time?’

She bit her lower lip and looked at him. “Y ou're not alittle boy anymore, are you?’
“No, Mom, I’'m not.”
She gave aquick nod. “You'reright. | should tell you. It’stime you knew.”

THERE WAS THE CLUNK OF THE FRONT-DOOR KNOCKER, AND Nemo jumped. “I'll get it,
Mom.” He hurried to the door, hoping to get afew moments alone with Justine, but there was Lawrence,
towering behind her. She looked scared to death.

Nemo held out hisarmsto her, and she surged into them, clutching at his shirt front, burying her facein
his chest. “I was afraid you wouldn't come,” he said, but al she did was shake her head.

Be gentle, Lawrence signed, and Nemo kissed her hair. “I’m just glad to see you.”



“Metoo,” she whispered.

Hismom cameinto the foyer. “Lawrence, what a pleasant surprise. Comein, Justine. Let the poor girl
get in the door, Nemo. Todd! They're herel” She amiled a them al, and Nemo'sdad camein behind
her, resting his hands on her shoulders, echoing her smile. “Everything' sready,” shesaid. “1 hope

everybody’s hungry.”

THEY SAT DOWN TO PLATTERS AND BOWLS OF STEAMING food, al “made from scratch,”
even though the huge roast, ringed in carmelized carrots and onions, had never graced even avirtual cow.
It came from the meat market on the square, just a couple of blocks from the house, raw and wrapped in
plastic. Nemo couldn’t remember the last time he’ d had pot roast. Twelve years? He' d often scorned his
mother’ s continued devotion to a* proper dinner” in a place where people didn’'t haveto est at all. But
now, asthey passed the food around the table, it made sense to him.

“I enjoyed your singing last night,” hisfather said to Justine. “ Y ou are very talented.”

“Thank you,” she said. Her fear was il there, just below the surface. “I’'m sorry | ran off, but | had
urgent business.”

“I hopeit went well.”
“Yes, | found out agreat ded.” She held hisfather’ s gaze for amoment, then he turned away.

Nemo was wondering what that was al about, when Lawrence said, “Mrs. Thorne, this pot roast istruly
exquisite,” setting off around of compliments and a prolonged discussion of the food, item by item.
Through dl this, Nemo had the sense that Justine was waiting to get back to her own agenda, whatever
that might be. She was scared, but now, he guessed, she knew what she wanted to do. He didn’t think
she was going to leave him. Whenever she got the chance, she'd look at himin away that said, I'm here,
Nemo. | love you.

When Lawrence and his mom had exhausted the subject of biscuits, Justine said to hisfather, “I1t’ sfunny
you should mention my singing. Did you know that Nemo and | have the same favorite Snger, thet | even
look just like her? How would you explain a coincidence like that?”

Hisfaher was clearly rattled. “ That' sfascinating,” he managed.
“1t' samost like we were made for each other,” Justine said.

Lawrence cleared histhroat and drawled, “Ain’t nothing wrong with that.” He held up hisglass. “To
Nemo and Justing,” he said. Justine held her glass high, dmost defiantly, Nemo thought. They drank the
toast, and she leaned over and kissed his cheek.

“More potatoes, dear?’ his mother asked her.
“Yes” shesad. “They'rejust theway | likethem.”

THINGS RELAXED AFTER THAT, AND NEMO EVEN FOUND himsdf talking, entertaining them
al with stories of Gene the bartender—his career as acomedian, hismany wives, his sailboat. Everything
was going to bedl right, hetold himself. Aslong as Justine loved him, everything would be dl right.

But as Nemo' s dad was clearing away the dishes, Justine turned to hismom. “Y ou said the other night
that your father was adoctor. | was curious. What kind of doctor was he?’ Shewastrying to makeit
sound like acasua question, but her lips were drawn taut, and she was holding her water glassina
deathgrip.



If hismom noticed, shedidn’t let on. “Hewas an obstetrician,” she said. “ The best onein Richmond.
Very dedicated.”

Justine only nodded, though Nemo could see that she' d found out what she wanted to know, and it
wasn't good. Why should she care what kind of doctor his grandfather was? Then he remembered her
dream. Dr. Donley. A gnawing sense of panic welled up insde him. He caught Justine seye, and she
looked at him steadily. Shelooked asif she were facing execution.

Hesaid, “I'd like to walk off some of this pot roast before dessert, Mom. Do you mind if Justineand |
take alittlewak around the garden?’

“Take your time, dears. | have to make the sauce for dessert anyway.”

THEY WALKED OUT INTO THE GARDEN. HISMOTHER TENDED it, just like she still mashed
the potatoes. Her gardening gloves were lying on the table, caked with mud. He stood exactly where
he' d stood four days ago when hefirst saw Justine—over by the grape arbor, the wind blowing her hair
across her face, turning, their eyes meeting. Everything had changed since then. Now she stood beside
him, hisfatein her hands.

“Did you find out what you needed to know?” he asked without looking &t her.

She came around in front of him, placed her hands on his crossed arms. “Yes. I’'m sorry | ran off. | had
to find out the truth—for you. | wish | didn’t know.”

“Know what?’

“I never tried to trick you or deceive you, Nemo. Y ou' ve got to believe that. | didn’t know anything
about thisuntil last night.” Her voice was trembling.

He searched her eyes, hisvoice gentle. “ Judtine, | ftill don’t know what we re talking about.”

She gave aquick nod, dropping her handsto her sides. “Have you ever heard of a Construct mistress,
Nemo?’

He had. Construct mistresses were the subject of countless jokes when he was twelve and thirteen. (Q:
How many Construct whores doesit take to screw in a light bulb? A: Construct whores screw
three at a time.) Hetold one to Lawrence once. Only once.

“I didn’t know if they werered,” hesaid.

She held her head up and looked him in the eye. The musclesin her neck were taut. She had to
concentrate to form thewords. “I’'mredl. I'm a Congtruct mistress. | was madeto lure you into the Bin.”

Hefdt asinking feding in his ssomach. Hisvision contracted to anarrow tunnd. Hetried to think of a
snglereason why it couldn’t be true, but al he had to do waslook at her to know it was. It made sense

of everything.

Heturned away from her, stared again at the arbor where she' d stood, waiting for him to see her. Jesus
Chrigt, what afucking idiot he’ d been. He remembered everyone scurrying inside, even Lawrence, so
that the two of them could be alone. They al knew what was going on. Everybody but him. And Justine.
She swore she didn’t know, and he believed her.

Don't forget you love her, Lilasad. She'd known. That' swhat she was, Winston'swhore. He didn't
know why he hadn’t seen it before now. He looked at Justine, her arms wrapped around hersdlf, her



eyeswild with grief, and he couldn’t bear it. He looked back at the house, half expecting to see his
parents facesleering a the windows. “My mom and dad?’ he asked quietly.

“| think 90.”

Hewas il staring at the house, but he wasn't seeing it. He was concentrating on some point inside
himself where everything was still and perfectly clear, if only he could remember it. He was being tested,
everything he' d ever believed in brought to judgment. He tried to imagine how Justine must fee—to be
used likethat, tricked with aphony life. She didn’t have to confessthisto him at dl, and yet she had.

Nemo looked into her eyes. She was bracing hersalf for the worst. Her pain was right there on the
surface. He could reach out and touch it. So that they may choose, Jonathan had said. “Doesthis
change how you fed about me?’ he asked her.

Her mouth came open, stunned at the question. Obvioudly it hadn’'t even occurred to her. “No, of course
not. | thought you...”

He reached out and took her arms, ran his hands up and down them. “I told you. Nothing's going to
change how | fed about you. | love you, Justine.”

Shethrew her arms around him, and he held her close. “1 love you, Nemo. | will dwaysloveyou.”

They clung to each other. He was afraid—terrified—and a knot of anger gripped his chest when he
thought about how he' d been deceived, but al that would have to wait. He held her in hisarms, and he
never wanted to let her go. He' d spent asingle day thinking he might never hold her again. He never
wanted to spend another one.

“Wehavealot to talk about,” she said after awhile, and helaughed ironicaly.

“Y ou could say that.”

13

JUSTINE AND NEMO WALKED OVER TO THE FOUNTAIN, aboy endlessly pouring water out
of ajug into ahuge shell, and sat on the rim. Like the house, it looked asif it d been there for centuries.
Justine trailed her fingersin the water, remembering aring she used to wear on her right index finger, a
man’ sring, gold, with asingle diamond. She didn’t know why she thought of it now. Memories had been
bubbling to the surface dl day, just like Lilasaid they would.

She looked into Nemo' s eyes. She could see hewas il rattled, sorting things out the way he did, but he
was ill here, ill beside her. She could scarcdly bdieveit. Ever since Lilatold her what shewas, she'd
braced hersdlf for losing him. She wished he would say something, anything. Just talk to her. “I'm
surprised you didn’t figure out what | am before | did,” she said. “Y ou know more about the Bin than |
do.”

“I didn’t think they existed anymore. Not in here.”
They. He couldn’t say it. Construct mistress. Whore. “Y ou couldn’t tell ?”
He shook hishead. “No, | couldn’t.” He seemed amost sad to confessit.

Shedidn’'t haveto tell him. He never wouldn’ ve known. Had he thought about that? She didn’t have to
tell him, but she had. “1 was afraid to tell you. Lawrence said you' d be okay, but | wasn't so sure.”



“Lawrence knew about this?’
“| told Mr. Menso, and Mr. Menso told Lawrence.”
“Mr. Menso?’

“Thelittle man with the bookstore | told you about. Lawrence saysthey’re old friends. | needed
somebody to talk to, and | couldn’t talk to you. I’ ve got so much to tell you, | don’'t know whereto
dat.”

“You're sure you' re a Construct? How do you know?’

“Pogtive. That'swhat my dreamsare al about. | had this dream, but it wasn't adream. Wewerein this
big old house—I talked to them all—they spoke to me—Angelina, the old woman, and the pregnant one.
She was huge, out to here.” She stopped, her arms out, asif holding her rounded belly. Something had
happened to hisface. Something wasterribly wrong.

“Angdina?’ hesad.

“The young onein my dream. AngelinaRawson.”

He lurched to hisfeet, ssumbling backwards, shaking his head. She reached for him, but he drew away.
“What isit, Nemo? What' swrong?’

He whipped his head around, glaring back at the house. “How could they do this?’ he hissed. “How
could you fucking do thisl” he shouted at the ivy-covered wals.

Justine felt asif the ground was opening up at her feet, but there was nothing she could do to stop it. “Do
what?| don’'t understand.”

Heturned on her. “ Angdina Rawson was my grandmother!” he screamed.

He stood there, rocking back and forth. She thought he might collapse, but he turned on his hed,
stumbling &t first, as he headed toward the low stonewall that surrounded the place, running by thetime
hereached it, vaulting high into the air, and over.

She' d been leaning forward, her arms outstretched to him, even as he ran away. Now she pitched
forward, landing hard on her knees, throwing hersaf onto the ground, besting her head on the lush, green
grass, screaming with shame and fury, cursing whatever gods had made her.

SHE COULD FEEL THE THUD OF THEIR FOOTSTEPS THROUGH the ground as they came
running from the house. She was on her back now, taring at the sky, waiting. She felt agreat calmness, a
watchful detachment. The worst had aready happened.

Lawrence did his hands under her like shovels and lifted her off the ground. Shelaid her head on his
shoulder, felt his scales pressing into her cheek like leather petals. He carried her into the house and put
her on the sofa, apillow under her head. Todd and Elizabeth hovered over her asif shewereadying
invaid. Shewondered if they’ d heard their son screaming, wondered if she should hate them now.

“Whatever happened?’ Elizabeth asked her. “Where sNemo?’
“I told him thetruth,” Justine said. “Heran off.”

“What truth, dear?” She waswringing her hands asif putting on hand lotion. Justine didn’t think she was



even aware of doing it.
“Y ou can cut the crap, Elizabeth,” Todd said. “ She knows.” He spoke to Justine, “Don’t you?’
Justine sat up, pushing back her hair from her face. “Why don’t you tell mewhat | know?’

Todd sighed and shook hishead. “ Y ou'reright. Y ou'reright. We ve put you in aterrible mess. | thought
it was a bad idea from the beginning, but | guess that doesn’t matter now. Winston approached us about
three weeks ago with theideaof...you...to...entice Nemo insgde. He was certain it would work, of
course. Against my better judgment, we told him to go ahead. He said it would be weeks before you
figured out what you were, and by then Nemo would beinside. We meant no harm to you. Truthis, we
didn’t give you much thought.”

“But you were lying to your own son.”
“Tosavehislife”
“How could you be so surehe' d fal for me?’

“That was my question, but Winston said it was practically guaranteed, that you' d be specialy made for
Nemo, that he’ d find you irres stable—and that certainly seemed to be the case there for awhile. He
must be furious a usnow.” Todd shook his head back and forth, imagining hisangry son.

Justine searched their faces. They didn’t know, shewas sure of it. They hadn’t been told why Nemo
would like her so much, why they’ d fed such animmediate affinity. She wasjust another whore to them.
They’ d been duped, too. “ There are three livesinsde me,” she said. “1 only know one name. Now
Nemo knowsit, too: Angdlina Rawson.”

Elizabeth gasped and turned on Todd. “Todd, did you know about this?’

But Todd didn’t have to answer. He was dack-jawed. Y our mother?” he finaly managed, and peered at
Jugtine asif he could see the dead woman there. “Dear God,” he said and turned away.

Elizabeth was staring at her in adaze. “ Tell me about her,” Justinesad. “Tell mewho | am.”
Elizabeth shook her head. “1t can’'t be. Y ou can’'t be her.”

Justine rested the back of her head on the sofaand recited to the celling: “1 remember growing up in an
orphanagein Ddlas named S. Catherine's. My best friend’ s name was Stephanie Boyd. | probably
talked about her. My hero was a nun named Sarah who—"

“Stop!” Elizabeth threw up her hands. “Please stop. If I'd known—" Her voice trailed off, and she was
wringing her hands again. “How could Winston do this?” she asked no onein particular.

Justine didn’t care about their family palitics. “ Forget about Wington. | want to know who | am,
goddamnit. Y ou brought me in here, now ded with me.”

“Of course,” Elizabeth said. “ Of course. Anything we can do.”

“Another one of my liveswas a patient of your father’s. Do you have any ideawho that might be? She
wasgiving birth to anillegitimate child.”

Elizabeth’ s eyes widened, and she clutched her chest. She felt for the chair behind her, and sat down
heavily. Todd knelt at her sde and took her hand.



Jugtine watched them redling under this|atest revelation—Elizabeth mumbling to hersdlf, teetering onthe
edge, Todd coaxing her back. Elizabeth kept shaking her head, hoping they’d al go away.

“Wehavetotdl her,” Todd said to Elizabeth, stroking her hand asif it were akitten.
“Tdl mewhat?" Justine demanded.

Elizabeth finaly managed aquick nod of assent, and Todd roseto hisfeet, placing ahand on hiswife's
shoulder. “When Angdinawas thirty-three, she got pregnant and decided to keep the child. God knows
why. She' d never made acommitment in her life, had aready had a couple of abortions. Wade Donley
was on call the night Angelinagave birth to Winston. That’s how they met. She married Wade sx months
later. Wingston was never told Wade wasn't hisfather. Truth is, Angelinadidn’t know who the redl father
was. Elizabeth was born two years after that.”

Todd sighed and tightened his grip on hiswife' s shoulder. “No one knew any of thisuntil thirty yearslater
when Wade was in the hospitd, dying of cancer, and Elizabeth saw hismedica history whiletaking to
one of the doctors. It said he was sterile, had always been. He wasn't Elizabeth’ s father either. She
confronted her mother about it, after Wade died, and shetold her everything, except who her red father
was. Y earslater, when Angelinawas dying, she told Elizabeth that Newman Rogers was the father, but
shewas saying alot of crazy things by then, and we never knew whether to believe her or not. She'd
talked about Newman Rogersfor years. Her best friend, she called him. He' d moped after her for years,
had proposed a dozen times before she married Wade, but Angelina said she never felt that way about
him”

Justine wanted to stop her ears and scream, but it wastoo late for that. “ He called her his sweetheart,”
she murmured.
Elizabeth dowly brought her head up and looked her inthe eye. “Y ou are her, aren’t you?’

Justine stood. There was nothing more for her here. They’ d al been used, lied to—and the truth was
evenworse. “I’'m sorry, Elizabeth,” she said. And shewas, deeply sorry, though she’ d done nothing to
harm her. Sparks padded into the room and rubbed againgt Justine' s legs, meowing loudly. She bent
down and picked him up, scratched between his ears. He closed his eyes and settled into arumbling
purr.

Elizabeth stood, brushing away her tears, trying to get agrip on hersdlf. “We ve done an awful thing,” she
sad. “I'mso sorry.”

Justine couldn’t bring hersdlf to hate this woman forwanting to save her son, for being duped. “Y ou
meant well,” was dl she could manage.

“He usudly doesn't let anyone pick him up,” Elizabeth said, pointing at Sparks, cradled in Justing sarms
like ababy.

“Heremembers Angdinag,” Justine said. “Y ou changed his name.”

Elizabeth started, gpparently realizing how Justine knew this. “Nemo named him. He couldn’t say
Ishmadl. Hewas only five”

Justine rubbed the top of Sparks head with her nose and set him on the carpet. He trotted off, histall
hed high.

“Do you remember me?’ Elizabeth asked timidly.



Justine shook her head. She remembered nothing she wanted to say. “No, not redlly.”
Elizabeth nodded, asif that was asit should be.

Why had Angelinatold her the truth? Justine wondered. Severd convenient lies cameto mind. She'd
aready lied for years. Maybe she' d hoped for her daughter’ sforgiveness, just that. Wade had forgiven
her. She could see hisface—the Dr. Donley of her dream, years older, loving her till death took him

avay.

“How long were Angdlinaand Wade married after you were born?” Justine asked.
Elizabeth started wringing her hands again. “ Thirtyone years.”

“He mugt’ veforgiven her, don't you think?’

Elizabeth looked down at her hands and clutched them together. “Yes,” shewhispered. “| suppose he
did.”

“I’'msorry | didn’t work out as planned,” Justine said. “I’ll show myself out.”

Lawrence, who' d been standing in the background the whole time, like a patient footman, stepped
forward and offered to accompany her to the hotel.

She looked into hisreptilian eyes and wondered howmuch he knew. After all, Menso had sent him.
Nemo trusted him completely. What better person to deceive him. “All right,” she said.

At the door, Elizabeth laid her hand on Lawrence sarm. “Tel Nemo | need to see him. | promised to tell
him somethings. HE Il know what | mean.”

“Certainly, Mrs. Thorne.”
“Elizabeth,” shesaid. “And Todd.” Todd stood behind her, his hands on her shoulders.
Justine turned and walked away. She supposed they waved good-bye.

JUSTINE SAT ON THE TRAIN AND LOOKED AT HERSELF. THE front of her dresswas
smeared with dirt and grass. The palms of her hands were green. Lawrence had been silent, but shefelt
him watching her, trying to gauge her state of mind. “Y ou il think Nemo and | are going to end up
happily ever after?’ she asked him. “Lookslikeyou'll haveto revise that part of the script.”

Heignored her accusing tone. “Y ou' re not Angdlina Rawson, you know.”
“Likehdl. They're all her, aren’t they? All three of them.”

“That' s not what | mean. Angelina Rawson’s dead. Y ou' re Justine now. Sooner you get that figured out,
the better. Don’t try to livein the past: Y ou' re dead there.”

“Nemo evidently doesn’'t seeit that way.”

“Maybe he needs some help.”

Shelaughed hitterly. “From me? He can't stand the Sght of me.”
“Y ou give up awful easy, don't you?’

“What are you talking about? I’ m his grandmother , Lawrence!”



“Bullshit. Y ou're nobody’ s grandmother. Y ou’ re four days old—acting likeit, too.”

She' d had just about enough from the lot of them. “Who the hdll are you to lecture me? Do you have any
idea how much Nemo loves you and trusts you? At least | didn’t know what was going on. But you
knew the whole sick scheme from the beginning, didn’t you?’ She was screaming at the top of her voice.
Everyonein the train waslooking at them. “Didn’'t you?’

“Yes” Lawrence said quietly.
“Then fuck you, Lawrence! Fuck dl of you!”

She glared out the window, putting it dl together, putting hersdlf together like somekid' s puzzle. Lenny’d
said Winston had done it for somebody else, somebody who made him fed like an errand boy. That
wouldn’t be Elizabeth. Oh, no. He d be the big shot brother throwing his weight around. He' d get off on
it. It had to be somebody ese. Her kindly old friend, tugging a her heartstrings with hisbullshit stories
about his sweetheart.

Asthey were pulling into Dupont Circle, she said, “Tel him | want to see him, Lawrence.”
“Nemo?’ he asked in the British voice.
“Nemo doesn’t want to see me. Y ou know who | mean.”

Lawrence nodded his huge head. “Very wel. We ll tdl him.” Helooked into her eyes. “When we were
living our old lives, we thought of ourselves as quite separate from others.” Heran hisfingers over the
back of hisown scaly hand. “ The boundaries were precise, ending exactly there.” He rubbed one of the
scales between hisfingers. “We ve learned differently. All the Congtructs have. You'll learn it, too.”

“I’ve learned quite enough for one day, thank you.” She rose from her seat and stood by the door.
“Does he enjoy playing God?’

“No. Heloathesit, actudly.”

“Well, he' s sure bungled this one, hasn’'t he?’ Thetrain rocked to a stop, and the doors did open.
“Maybe he should just stick to peddling books.” She stepped onto the platform and headed for the
escalators. Asthetrain pulled out of the station, she looked back. Lawrence' s green face was il
pressed to the glass, gtill watching her.

JUSTINE WENT UP TO HER ROOM AND SAT IN FRONT OF THE window, staring at the city
lights. A light rain wasfaling, and she remembered wet asphdlt, the snicker of tires on the pavement,
people huddled in doorways with no place else to go. Everybody had aplacein here. She surveyed her
place, ahotel room she never checked into. Her birthplace.

She opened the window, and cool air blew in, misting her face. She leaned on the windowsiIl and took a
deep breath, imagining Nemo beside her. She remembered lying in hisarms on the bed behind her. You
could make me cry, hesaid.

She turned from the window, leaving it open, and went to the phone. She keyed in Warren G. Menso.
Therewas no ligting. Shetried Newman Rogers, and of course there were screensfull. At least adozen
inD.C.; onein Lhasa; threein Nairobi.

At thetop of the screen, the two names she’ d searched were displayed one on top of the other. The
same number of |etters. She studied them, comparing them letter by letter. The sameletters. “ Cute,” she
said doud. Sheliked anagrams, used to make them up in class. Stephanie had been Denise B. Yophat.



She'd called her Denise sometimes as an inside joke. Justine didn’t care much for this one, though. She'd
trusted him completely, and he' d been lying to her the wholetime.

She thought about tracking him down in his shop, demanding to know what the hell was going on. She
looked out at the rain, harder now, and decided against it. Let him come to me, she thought.

Shelay on the bed, propped hersalf up with pillows, and watched the rain blowing in, the curtains
billowing, then growing sodden and heavy. A pool of water collected on the window sill and ran down
thewall into the carpet. She watched it soak in, inching across the floor. In her mind' s eye, she saw
Angelina s house, Nemo' s house she realized now, and felt apresence, like someone sitting close beside
her, though she knew no one wasthere.

I’'mglad | finally slept with Newman after all those years. The poor bastard had it coming.
Justine winced at the cold, cynicd voice. “Y ou don't remember it?’

After my time. None of us really remembersit: The kid never knew him. The old lady’ s memories
are a mess. Even what she remembers, she doesn’t remember, if you know what | mean.

Justine closed her eyes, and she could see her—thelank hair and tired eyes. “1 know. They'redl in
pieces. What do you remember?’

Not a hell of alot. | was having a bad day. | remember Newman, though. He was my best friend.
When | was lying on the table screaming my guts out, | wanted him there. Only him.

Justine felt her tenderness as she recalled Newman, like asingle shaft of sunlight in adark wood. “Why
him?Youdidn't lovehim.”

Love. | did that a bunch of times. | don’t remember any of them. Newman loved me. He was
fucking crazy about me. | remember that. What do you do with something like that—all that love
and you can’'t give it back?

She' d wanted to love him, longed for it, but she couldn’t do it. Justine ached with her regret. She wanted
to fight it—what was he to her now but a deceitful bastard?—buit it was too strong. “What did you do,
Angie?’ The question brought awave of sdf-loathing.

Drugs mostly. | was high when | went into labor and they brought me into the emergency room,
strapped me in, strung me up like a Christmastree. “ What is this fucking shit!” | screamed at this
mousey little guy. “ Life-support monitors,” he said. The last thing | remember isthe samelittle
guy pulling the harness of wires off my head.

“Why's he doing this? What are we doing here?’
| don’t know. Why did Newman ever do half the things he did? For me, usually.

It was asickness. An obsession. And now Justinewas trapped in it. “ So he' s brought his sweetheart
back from the dead.”

For someone else. If it’d been me, | would’ ve done it for myself. But Newman’s not like that. God
knows what he ever saw in me.

“But Nemo is his grandson—and yours.”

In my reality, Nemo’s not even born yet, his mother isn’t even born yet. We're not guilty on this



one, Your Honor—for a change.

“What should | do?

Sheburgt out laughing. No one ever asks me that question—that’ s my question.
“Then what would you do?’

Ask Newman.

“He' sthe one who got meinto thismess. He' sthe last person | trust.”

You asked me what I’ d do. Probably nothing. Get high. Who cares what I’d do? Justinefelt her
retreating, closing in upon hersdf, hiding from thislife she’ d never asked for.

Justine got up off the bed and paced up and down, shaking off Angi€' s dark thoughts, the dull, tired
voice. She pulled off her dress, wadded it up, and threw it in the corner. Stood in the shower for thirty
minutes, letting the water beat down on her head. Came back into the room dripping wet. Hit the room
service pad and ordered ajoint and arock. Picked them up and hurled them out the window. Slammed
the window shut.

Probably just what I'm supposed to do, she thought. Fall apart, so he can come to my rescue. No, not
thistime. She’ d keep him guessing. Go about her business. He wasn't going to use her anymore, not if
she could help it. She put on apair of jeansand a T-shirt, and picked up her guitar. She had timeto
makeit by thefirst set. He said he wanted to come hear her sing. Fine. Let him come.

AS SHE RODE TO THE CLUB, SHE WONDERED IF THE REST OF the band would even show
up, Snce she' d skipped out on them last night. Then she remembered what Lenny had said about
Rick—that he wasingtructed to deal with Rick and only Rick. Justine would' ve thought John would be
the one to dedl with, certainly more pleasant. Unless Rick was in on the whole thing, someone to keep an
eyeon her. Or maybethey weredl inonit.

When she walked in, there was a cheer from agroup of guys at the bar. She remembered them from the
night before. Tonight, they’ d brought friends who waved shyly. She waved back, but she kept her
distance. Bruce came running from behind the bar. “ God, am | glad to see you. What happened last
night? They said you had some kind of emergency or something?’

She liked Bruce and his nervous enthusiasm. “ That’ sright. I’'m sorry | took off like that. Did the band do
okay?’

Bruce shrugged. “ Oh, yeah. But without you they’ re just another band. Lover boy. Whatshisname. Rick.
He was strutting around like he's God' s gift. Doing solos that last aweek and ahaf. Thereé sonly so
much of that shit | can listen to. He' s not a boyfriend of yours, ishe?’

“Wejust play together. Y ou ever see him before? Do you know anything about him?”

Bruce made aface. “Me? Never laid eyeson him. Course, | don't havetits, if you'll pardon my French.
Hey, you going to do that welcome home song tonight?”

“Surething.”
“Gredt. Lovethat song.”

SHE FOUND HER BAND IN THE GREEN ROOM ARGUING OVER what songs they were going



to doif shedidn’t show up. “No, man,” John was saying to Rick. “No more fucking Dead. They're
caled the Grateful Fucking Dead because everybody’ s grateful they'refinaly dead.”

lan spotted her first and pointed her out to the other two. “Bosslady!” Rick said. “Vacation over?’
“Told you she'd be here,” John said, grinning at her. “Hey Justine, we got time for aJ before we play.”
“No thanks,” shesaid.

Helit up without her. “Y ou got herejust intime, Justine. Justine Time, Justine.” He laughed to himsdlf.
“Rick herewas going to force meto play ‘ Casey Jones again. Y ou know how many fucking times|’ve
played that song?’ He started thumping out the bass part with a plodding beat, walking up and downina
parody of apalsied old man.

“Fuck you, asshole,” Rick said.

John stopped, looking hurt. “Where s your sense of humor, Rick?1’ll play anything you want. I'm a
mu-sS-cian. Plug and play.”

“Knock it off,” Justine said. “We' Il start off with ‘ Casey Jones.” Rick, you sing lead. I’ Il do harmony.”

It was hard to tell which one was more surprised, Rick or John. lan smiled to himself. John shrugged and
turned to lan. “But please, man, can we pick it up alittle bit? This dude' s supposed to be high on
cocaine, not dropping downers.”

Justinewaked over to Rick. He gave her hisusud leer. “Y ou trying to get on my good side?’
She held hisgaze. “Which sdeisthat, Rick?’

“Wouldn't you liketo know.”

“Yeah, | would. How about tonight after work?” She ran her fingertips up hisarm.

That rattled him. He looked away, pretended to have something in hiseye. “ Sorry to disgppoint you, but
I’'ve got plans”

“Y ou Stay pretty busy. Y ou must know thistown pretty well.”
“Indeed | do. Y ou looking for atour guide?’
Sheleaned in closer. “What do you want to show me, Rick?’

Helooked her up and down and sneered, trying to hide his nervousness under his usua bravado. “All the
tricks your whore friend knows and then some.”

“John, 1an,” she said over her shoulder without taking her eyes off Rick. “Why don't you guys go set up.
Rick and | have something to work out.”

She watched him as they went out. He was almost able to concedl his panic. When the door closed, she
dropped the seductive smile. “Y ou’ re pretty good, bit repetitive, but you didn’t expect meto go for it.
Rick Super Stud, fucks hisway from club to club like awalking dick. Ignore him, brush him off, don’t
suspect him of being anything but a prick. How come Bruce has never seen you before, Rick? Y ou never
dithered in here while you were making the rounds? Seems like agreat place to pick up women. Or
maybe you don't pick up women. Maybe your whole story’ s bullshit. What do you know about me,
lover boy? Or are you just the hired help?’



Helooked at her with complete |oathing, his face enflamed with disgust. “ 1’1l tell you what | know,” he

said, in avoice she' d never heard from him before, superior and precise. “1 know that you' re awhore,
and you will burnin Hell forever. And now your little boyfriend knowsit, too.” He pushed past her and
out the door.

She stood there stunned at his hatred and revulsion. He would' ve gladly strangled her if they’d beenin
the real world. She followed him out, and he was standing at his mike, back in character, hisguitar riding
on one hip, the neck sweeping the crowd for hisnext victim. It was all an act. Except he couldn’t fake the
bulgein hispants.

ASTHEY PLAYED THREE SETSAND SEVERAL ENCORES, RICK never dropped his guard
again. Shetried to figure out how hefit into al this. Asangry as she was a& Menso, she couldn’t imagine
him and Rick in the same room together, much less plotting together. But at least she knew Rick wasn't
what he pretended to be, and finding out what he was would give her something to do. She needed more
than anything not to fed so helpless.

In spite of everything, she found herself getting into the music, and shelet it take her away. The crowd
was crazy about her. | always wanted to be a singer, the old woman had said. That’ sme, Justine
thought, aregular dream come true. During the breaks, she searched the crowd for Mr. Menso, but of
course he didn’t show.

You' re not Angelina Rawson, Lawrence had told her, and that kept coming back to her. She had
Angelina’ s memories, some of them anyway, though there were long stretches missing. But when she'd
talked with Angiein her head, she was struck by her otherness, her discordance with who shefelt hersdlf
to be. Without you, we' re nothing, the girl had said. She was beginning to understand what she'd
meant. The three of them didn’t even see each other as the same person. She brought them all together,
like agtring through beads. Cut the thread, and they fell apart. Wiped clean, like Lilasaid. Maybe
Lawrence was right. She wasn't Angelina anymore. She came after, the next chord in the progression.

WHEN THEY FINISHED FOR THE NIGHT, SHE PACKED UP quickly and dipped out, hidingin a
doorway acrossthe street. After about fifteen minutes, Rick and Ian came out with a couple of women,
but after abrief conversation, they left the women standing there and headed toward the subway. She
followed them down to the station. They were arguing back and forth. She' d never seenlantak so
much. Whatever they were talking about, they ignored the world around them, and neither one spotted
her trailing behind them. She hid behind apillar asthey waited for an eastbound train, then worked her
way from pillar to pillar to the other end of the platform. When the train pulled in, she boarded the last
car asthey were boarding the second. She stood by the door at each stop, watching to see where they

got off.

At Pentagon Station they |eft the train and headed up the escalators. She watched them turn left and
didn’t haveto follow them. That corridor went only one place. They were headed toward the VIMSs.
They were headed back hometo the real world. Rick and lan were visitors.

“Y ou wanted to see me?’ avoice said behind her, and she didn’t have to turn around to know who it
was.

Hewasleaning on his cane, the samekind smile on hisface. “You lied to me,” she said.
“Guilty, Your Honor, as Angdlinaused to say. It was necessary, I'm afraid.”
“Why in God' s name have you done this?’

“I couldn’t let her die, not when | had the power to bring her back. | just couldn’t.” He pointed with his



caneto the street exit. “Please, I'll be glad to tell you everything. There'saplace close by. We can have
coffeeand talk.”

Shedidn’t seethat she had much choice.

ACROSS THE STREET FROM THE STATION WASA SMALL CAFE, Joe's Inn. She hadn’t
noticed it there before. It was a neighborhood place with mahogany booths and ceiling fans. There were
even waitresses with pencils behind their ears.

Heled her to abooth in the back. He looked around, smiling to himself. “ Doesthis place look familiar?’
She was looking daggers at him, but he was pretending not to notice. “ Should it?’

“Thisplaceisn'tredly in D.C. It'sin Ddlas, or used to be. Sometimes| takeliberties. It's one of the few
advantages of my job.”

“Playing God?’

He nodded at the justine of her dig. “Hardly, my dear. God laughs at us. We take ourselves too
serioudy. No, I'm Sysop. System Operator. | wroteit, and | run it—or try to—but you don’t want to
hear my problems. Y ou want to know what in the hell I’m doing creeting you in the first place. Isthat a
fair assessment?’

143 Y&”

A waitress came up to the table. Her nametag said Katie. She was cute and perky, from another time.
She st two coffeesin front of them and |eft them aone.

Mr. Menso smiled after her. “Katie knew us. We always sat at thistable, ordered coffee, and talked.”
Mr. Menso poured cream into his coffee and stirred. “ Angelinaused to cal me up and ask meto meset
her herein the afternoon. | knew that meant there wastroublein her lovelife. I d take off work, come
down here, and console her. She' d ingst on picking up the check. Aswewere leaving I’ d suggest an
outing to cheer her up, apicnic by thelake, adrive in the country, and she'd aways say yes, andwe'd
have agreat time. And that would go on for aweek or two until she met another guy, usualy shortly after
I’d proposed again. Then | wouldn't hear from her until she'd call me up after afew weeks or months,
and ask me to meet her here.” He quit stirring and set the spoon on the table. “We did that for over
Seventeen years.

“ Sometimes she had specia favorsto ask. Money, of course. | aso helped her find lawyers and doctors.
Fate introduced her to Ward, however. Winston came amonth early at three o' clock in the morning. The
doctor I’d found her wasfishing in Vermont, so she got the resident on duty. She never called me after
she met Wade. She sent me an invitation to the wedding, but | didn’'t go.”

She studied him, so sweet and innocent looking, playing on her sympathies. So sorry. No sympathy to
gpare. Her voice was hard and cold. “So when did you fuck her?” She tapped her forehead. “Nobody
up there seemsto remember that minor detail. Elizabeth said you were her father. What was it—a swan?
ashower of gold? Or maybe it was an immaculate conception?’

That stung. The smarmy little smile was gone. His face drooped like an old dog' s. Good. She wanted him
to suffer.

He spoke quietly, a confession with as much nostalgiaas much nogtalgiaas guilt. “ She' d been married a
little over ayear, just moved into her new home, in anew town, with her new husband. I’ d gotten a
couple of postcards from the honeymoon in Mazatlan. | called one evening and said | was passing



through, asked if | could stop by. Shewas dl excited, happy to hear from me, and she said to pick up a
bottle of wine, and we' d talk about old times.”

He pursed hislips. “Of course, | waslying. | wasn't passing through. | flew to Richmond because | knew
her hushand was at aconferencein New Y ork.

“I’d never seen her looking so beautiful, so happy. She showed me the whole house. Her son Winston,
sx months older than her marriage, wasfast adeep in hisbed. | watched her tuck himin.

“We had the wine, and talked about old times, and after I’d had alittle too much to drink, it hit me that
she' d forgotten | wasin love with her, that she seemed to think because shewasfindly in love, mine
would just evaporate. It'd been awhile since I’ d told her. She preferred it that way. We were good
friends, sheindsted.”

He sighed. “But | broke down, made afool of mysalf, dmost forty years old, hopeesdy inlove with her
for twenty years. Shetook mein her arms and made love to me. Just the once. | knew at thetimeit
would be. Just the once.”

Justine stared at him across the table, aharmlesslittle man with atale of woe. Hell, she d most wanted to
take himin her arms and comfort him now. “Look, I’m sorry your sweetheart never loved you. I'm sorry
for dl of it. But why me, now? Am | her replacement? Are you setting me up with Nemo, so you can
fucking console me again?’ Justine was practicaly shouting, but no onein the place turned to look. They
weren't real. None of it wasred. “Y ou set thiswhole thing up. Y ou got Winston to do the dirty work,
but | wasyour little project from the beginning. Why?’

“I was coming to that,” he said. He motioned to Katie, and shefilled his cup. Justine hadn’t touched hers.
“I loved Angelinamost of my life. When shedied, | went alittle crazy. | couldn’t stand the thought thet
shedidn't haveto die. | think | ill secretly believed that someday she' d learn to love me. When the Bin
went online, dl the datafrom every system in the world was uploaded. | scoured every database, |ooking
for any recording of her. | found two, neither one very good. Even though it was the more primitive,
Steve the porn peddler’ s was the more complete.”

“Thet first dream | had.”

“Y es. He recorded her, made a porno virtua out of her. | found the raw data stored away for years.
That’ swhy you remember thetime at St. Catherine swith such clarity. He picked up al that, but back
then he would’ ve thought it wasjust background noise. The medical monitors when she gave birth to
Winston weren't designed to capture memories, but some bled through. It didn’t exactly capture her at
her best. Thethird one, | arranged mysalf, setting up aresearch project at what was | eft of the local
univergty. It'samazing what money can do. The Mental History Project, they cdled it. They uploaded a
hundred holdouts over sixty, dl so | could get one. But shewas still Angelina”

He swalowed hard and looked around the restaurant, his eyes brimming with tears. How many times had
he sat here—waiting for her to come through that door, hoping things might finaly be different? He
dabbed at his eyeswith anagpkin and sighed. “But there wasn't enough, you see. The usud integration
program wouldn’t hold her together for more than afew seconds. The three momentsin her life—those
three women—couldn’t even perceive each other to be the same woman. Theoretically, nothing could be
done.” Hesmiled ironicaly. “And | should know—I wrote the theory. But as| said before, | went alittle
crazy. So | spent the next twenty years writing Justine, writing you.”

Helooked a her like aproud father. “ She chose the name Justine, by theway. I’d only known her for a
few months. She’ d broken up with David, | think his name was. One evening she was drunk and
whimsical, and suggested we tell each other our secret names, the oneswe' d choose for ourselvesif we



could shed the ones we were stuck with. She detested Angedlinaastoo precious, and | hated Newman as
the dweebiest name ever given. She said she wanted to be Justine.”

“What was your secret name?’ she asked, though she was pretty sure she aready knew.

Helooked down at the table, turned his napkin with hisindex finger as he spoke. “1 told her | didn’t have
one. And she said that | must, and that she would discover it. She liked anagrams, and she made haf a
dozen out of my name on the back of anapkin likethisone. | chose Warren G. Menso. | till havethe
napkin, the upload anyway. She caled me Mr. Menso after that, said it was the masculine form of
Mensa. She used to tease me about being a genius. She said only agenius or an idiot would be so
devoted to her.” Helooked up from the ngpkin and smiled sadly. “I tried to make you what she dways
wanted to be—all the dreams she confided to Mr. Menso.”

And no one dse, until now. We've got a lot of faith in you, Angdinasaid, and now Justine understood
what she meant. Shetook asip from her coffee. It was lukewarm, but she drank it anyway, fighting back
sympathy. “ So why didn’'t you make me for yourself?’

“That was the ideato begin with—though | wouldn't admit it to mysdif. | knew al along that wouldn't be
right. She never loved me out there; she wouldn't willingly love mein here. | could ve planted such a
suggestion, transformed my gppearance into something stunning, but | couldn’t do that to her. She trusted
rre”

“But you could plant the suggestion that shefdl in love with her grandson.”

He shook hishead. “But | didn’t. | gave you a sketchy history for the last six weeks and abasic
knowledge of the Bin. | planted suggestionsto lead you to my shop, and then to Romeo and Juliet—a
nostagic bit of self-indulgence, | confess. But everything € se you' ve both done on your own.”

“That first morning. That wasyou in my room, wasn't it? Taking to Wington?’

Hisface clouded over with anger. “Yes. | wasfurious. I'm so sorry for what he did. | never should' ve
given him that much respongbhility. | told him to implant amemory of your meeting, and he took it upon
himsdlf to subject you to that ludicrous sex. | wanted to boil himin oil.”

Justine smiled at hisrage. “ That would be fine by me. I'm just glad to hear it wasn't redl. Y ou know,
when | confessed to Nemo that I’d dept with hisdimy uncle, it didn’t even faze him. | thought, I’ ve
confessed my worst, and he ill lovesme. | had noidea”

“Do you wish you hadn't told him what you are?’

“Of course not. Once |l knew, | had to.” Once | knew, she thought, and something clicked. “But you
knew that. Y ou sent Lilatotel mewhat | was, didn’'t you?’

“Yes. You needed to know the truth, but if we gaveit to you dl a once, there was ahigh risk of
insnity.”

“Lilaworksfor you?’
“Shelsafriend.”

“What other ‘friends do you have?’
“Freddie and John.”



S0 he' d been hovering over her the whole time. She supposed that should make her angry, but if he'd
created her angry just dumped her into the Bin completely on her own, that would’ ve made her angry,
too. If what she was really pissed about was his creating her at al, there was a s mple enough solution for
that.

“What about Rick and lan—are they more friends of yours?’

“They’ re not my friends, Jugtine. They’ re my enemies. They believe I’ m Satan himself. Nothing would
make them happier than to destroy meif they could.”

“Why would they beinterested in me?’

“They’renat. It'sNemo who interests them. Because he's my grandson. They make ahabit of snooping
around my life. Up to now they’ ve been more an annoyance than anything else. Just don’t let onyou

sugpect them.”

“I'm afraid it stoo latefor that. | told Rick off tonight. | thought he was working for you. | wanted to tell
you off, but you weren't there.”

Mr. Menso smiled. “ Y ou are agood ded like Angdina.”

“Why was Lenny supposed to ded with Rick, then?’

“So that Rick’ s bosswould be kept well informed and have theillusion he wasin control.”
She remembered Nemo asking her about the underground. “1s his boss s name Gabriel 7’
“yes”

“He approached Nemo.”

“I know. | anticipated that move.”

“But what do you get out of this? What did you want to happen?’

“| had hopesthat you two would love each other, and that Nemo would comeinsde.”

She couldn’t believe he was so matter-of-fact about it. “Good Lord, were you forgetting I'm his
grandmother?’

Menso smiled and shook his head. “No, you're not. Y ou must know it yoursdlf by now. You are very
much dike, like amother and daughter, | suppose. But you're not her. Can you honestly say tome, ‘I'm
Angdind 7’

She started to argue with him, but there was no point. He was right, for al the good it did her. She stared
at the tabletop. She' d hoped there’ d be some way out of this mess, but it was adead end. “Okay. I'm
not her. So what? Do you honestly think | can convince Nemo of that?’

He leaned forward, laid his hands on hers. “Listen to me, Justine. He' sangry and he' sfrightened. But
abovedl, helovesyou. If he could be equaly sure of your love, nothing e se would matter to him.”

“And how am | going to convince him of that?| can’'t even seehim.”

Helowered his gaze to their hands. His voice trembled as he spoke. “ By going to him, asyou planned.
Not even Nemo could question such asacrifice. | wouldn't have thought of it myslf, | assureyou. |



didn’t work for twenty years so that you could go back out there and die again. But I’ ve arranged the
download you asked meto. Y ou can till do it, if you want. If you'd like to meet her first, | can arrange
that, too.”

She gared at him, dumbfounded. “Her?”

Helooked into her eyes. She remembered those greet, sad eyes. * Elaine. The woman whose body you'd
livein outsde”

“But why would you do this?’

He shook his head. “Because I’ m hoping—unless he’ s a compl ete fool—that hewon't let you doit. And
because you asked. That’swhy |’ ve done lots of things. | wanted you to be happy. That’swhat I've
awayswanted.”

What do you do with something like that—all that love and you can’t give it back? She squeezed
his hands. “Maybe that' s just not in your power, Mr. Menso.”

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “No. | would say it most definitely isnot.”

There were stained glasswindows, high in the walls—stylized landscapes of mountains, trees, and rivers,
fat yellow wedges of sunshine fanning out across the sky. Hardly the stations of the cross, but nice. She
had no actual memories of the place, but she remembered how it made her fed. It was arefuge from the
chaos she made of her life. She felt safe here. Shelooked across the table where Newman had sat and
sat and sat. He was the one who' d made it safe for her. Never judging.

Nemo had been like his namesake, his grandfather, never judging. Until now. He d judged her. Not what
she’' d done, but what she was, her very identity. How could she atone for that? Hadn't he loved her for
just that? You can’t come to me, so I’'m coming to you, he'd said. Now it was the other way around.
He couldn’'t come here, not now. But she could go to him. She could diefor him. If hedidn’'t love her
anymore, shewanted to die.

“Mr. Menso, you knew her better than anyone. What would Angedlinadecide, do you think? Would she
download hersef?’

He thought about it for along time, and shook his head. “I honestly don’t know, my dear.”

Justine rose from the table. “We Il let you know,” she said. “Tomorrow, Angdinaand | will let you
know.”

14

NEMO RAN UP THE STAIRSOUT OF NORTHSIDE STATION, ran down the middle of the street
through the moonlit grass. He didn’t remember getting to the VIM. He didn’t remember much of thetrain
ride from D.C., moving from car to car, never seeing asoul. All he could think about was Justinein his
arms, and Angelina. He ran faster, dodging the shadows of rocks and chunks of broken asphalt.

Out of the corner of hiseye, he glimpsed low shadows moving between the dark houses. Stupid, hetold
himsdf. Stupid, Stupid, stupid. Y ou never run unless something’ s dready after you. Now he' d picked up
apack of dogs, closing in on both sdes. All he had to do wasfall down, and they’ d be on him. Evenif he
dowed or ssumbled, they might make their move. He was three blocks from home. He could never keep

up this pace.



He could hear their breathing as they effortlessdy matched his stride. He considered breaking for one of
the abandoned houses on ether side of him, scrambling up adrainpipe, but even if he could outrun them,
he' d have to climb high and fast, or they’ d drag him down. All they needed was a boot hed or a pants
leg. Evenif he wasfast enough, these old drainpipes wouldn't hold, or he' d spend the night waiting to
fdl.

He could see one of them about adozen yardsto hisright, alab mix, histonguelolling out of the corner
of hismouth. He seemed to be enjoying himsdlf. Then Nemo remembered—he’ d been twelve or
thirteen—L awrencetelling him what to do if apack of dogs ever tried to run him down. It was alast
resort, he said. It might work, or it might not. Nemo stopped dead and whirled around, flinging hisarms
wide and screaming like a banshee.

The dogs stopped, circling around, but they didn’t back off. Two of them loped up the street to cut him
off. Nemo stood astal as he could, threw his shoulders back, and turned around, walking down the
middle of the street with steady, purposeful strides, turning his head dowly from sideto side, trying to
keep an eyeon dl of them at once. He counted five. The one he had to watch out for was abig shepherd
mix directly behind him, about ten yards back, and closing.

He searched the ground for anything he might use as aweapon, and spotted what looked like afalen
limb off to hisleft. He veered toward it, and scooped it up as he passed. The shepherd broke into arun
when he bent over, and Nemo waited in a crouch. The limb waswet and rotten, practically crumbling in
his hands. The dog sprang, and Nemo swung the limb hard, putting hiswhole body intoit. The limb
thudded against the dog’ s ribcage, and disintegrated. The dog hit the ground and rolled, thewind
knocked out of him. All that waseft of the limb was a handful of wet powder he threw at the rest of
them, screaming again, waving his arms and pounding his chest for good measure. The other dogs
widened their circle, and he moved on. He heard the shepherd rising to his feet and shaking himsdlf off.
The otherscircled back, giving Nemo awide berth. They didn’t follow him.

HE FINALLY MADE IT HOME, CLOSING AND LOCKING THE door behind him. Helit alamp
and hunted through the pantry. There was about an inch left in ahaf-pint bottle of Early Times he and
Lawrence had found hidden in the door pand of an old mail truck. He drank it off in two swallows and
smashed the bottle against the wall. While hewas &t it, he hurled a couple of jars of okra.

He saw her there, sitting at the table, drinking her coffee, talking about her nuns. In her diaries, he
redlized now, they were ‘the harpies . Room check today. The harpies busted S& A. Helooked up as
if he could see through the ceiling into hisroom where her diaries sat ingde the refrigerator. Phrasesfrom
them ran through his mind. He heard her singing. Everything | could’ ve said | felt somehow you
already knew.

Holding thelamp doft, he dowly climbed the sairs and went into hisroom, setting the lamp on the
bedside table. He pulled a sheet off the bed and laid it on the floor in front of the refrigerator, opening it
up and raking its contents onto the sheet, rocking it back and forth to make sure he got every last scrap.
He ripped the earth poster off the wal and wadded it up, the photographsinside. Took the stack of
Aimee Mann CDs till sitting on the workbench and tossed them on the pile. Popped the disc out of the
CD player, snapped it in haf, and flung the pieces down. He grabbed the corners of the sheet and wound
them around hiswrigts, hoisted the bundle onto his back, walked down the hal to hisold room, and
kicked open the door.

Thefireplacelooked like atiny cavern in the moonlight. The air was damp and musty and smdlled like
wet ashes. He dropped the bundle on the hearth and knelt beside it, stuffing the poster under the grate
and dumping an armload of diaries on top. He struck amatch and held it to the yellowed edges of the
poster. It smoked and caught with a poof. The diaries' cheap leatherette bindings blackened and



bubbled and rolled back like waves. The pages swelled and caught. Flames roared up the chimney, and
Nemo kndt before the blaze, feeding it every scrap of the woman who' d lived in hisimagination dl his
life, until every trace was gone but apile of glowing ashes and the twisted silver globs of melted CDs.

He lay back on the sheet, wrapping himsdf up in it. He wanted to burn with righteousness, but dl he
could fed wasthe aching numbness of loss. He couldn’t help himsdlf. Helonged for her even now. He
tried, but he couldn’t smell her on the sheet. She’ d never redlly been here, would never be. He
shuddered. His sobs echoed through the empty house.

SOME TIME LATER, LAWRENCE' S SHADOW FILLED THE DOOR-way. “What the hell you
doing, boy? The whole damn placeisfull of smoke.”

“Leavemedone” Nemo sad quigtly.

Lawrence disappeared and came back carrying alamp. The floorboards shook as he walked over to the
fireplace, prodded the smoldering ashes with hisfoot, and set the lamp on the mantel. “Don’'t you know
any better than to burn paper and plastic in this old fireplace? Y ou’ re lucky you didn’t burn the whole
house down.”

“Not such abad idea”

L awrence opened the window, fanned the smoke, and sat on the sill. “ That girl took abig chance on
yw.”

“I told you to leave me alone.” Nemo turned hisface to thefloor.

“And we reignoring you. Lying up herein the dark feding sorry for yoursdlf. Shit. What do you think
she’ sgoing through right now? She didn’t have to tell you adamn thing, you know. You didn't have a
dlE_”

Nemo rolled over on hisback and watched Lawrence light up acigarette and blow a perfect smokering
asbig asabasketball. Apparently, his smoke was okay. Nemo sat up and leaned his back against the
wall. “ She' smy grandmother, Lawrence.”

Lawrence shook his head. “Y ou two are made for each other. Both obtuse as hell. Y our grandmother
died when you werefive years old. Justin€’ s no more your grandmother than we' re agood-looking West
Texas cowboy.”

“It'sher, Lawrence. | don't know why | didn’'t seeit before.”

“Yegh, right. Smart boy likeyou.” Hetook another drag off his cigarette, consulting with himsdlf. “Let’'s
just haveit your way, then: She's Angelina, born in 1985, had a couple of kids, agrandson, lost her
husband, died of Alzheimer’ s at eighty. Y ou hate her now? Son, you never knew the woman, and she
never knew you. Y ou met Judting, fell in love with Justine. Hell, | bet you were even willing to go into the
Bin for her, when you found out—jperish the thought—that she’ sa Construct. Now, you mind telling us
how the hdll it matters whether you' ve got Angelina s blood in your veins—when you won't have either
blood or veinsin there?’

Nemo pushed himsdf up thewall to hisfeet. “I told you to leave me done. Why am | even talking to
you? Y ou knew al thetime. Showing up with her at Mom and Dad’'s. What were you doing, coaching
her?‘ Thisishow us Congructs lie and scheme, littlelady.” Y ou set me up, didn’t You? Y ou knew from

the beginning.”
Lawrence flipped the cigarette out the window and closed his eyes, his scalesfanning out. It was asif he



were listening to something, looking at something behind hiseyes. “Thisisn't just about you and Justine,
Nemo. But yes, we knew.”

Nemo hadn’t wanted to believe it. Even as he accused him, he' d held onto the hope that he waswrong.
“How could you do thisto me, Lawrence?’

Lawrence couldn’t cry. There were no tear ductsin his eyes. But Nemo knew the look of hispain. “It
was the hardest thing we' ve ever done, Nemo. When you know what’ s going on, we hope you'll forgive
lJSI”

Nemo exploded. “ When | know what’ s going on? When | know what’ s going on? Everybody keeps
telling methis shit. Wedll, everybody’ swrong. | dready know what’ s going on—because I’ m going to
make it happen. Not you, not Mom, not Justine. Not God in hisfucking heaven. But me. I'm pulling the
plug on my problems, Lawrence. And after that, I’ m finding another placeto live. | don’t want to livein
this house anymore.”

He started for the door, but Lawrence blocked hisway. “Y our mother wantsto see you. It simportant.
She has some things she wantsto tdll you.”

“Not interested. Get out of my way, Lawrence.”
“Son, she didn’t know who Justineis.”

Nemo dammed hisfig into thewall. “ Goddamnit! Somebody had to know. | didn’t know. Justine didn’t
know. Now you' re telling me Mom didn’t know? Wel, who the hdll did know? And how isit you know
S0 goddamn much?’

Lawrence stepped away from the door, shook another cigarette from his pack, and lit it. Findly, he said,
“Y our grandfather knew. Hetold us”

“Wade Donley?’

“Wade Donley’ s not your grandfather. Biologicaly speaking, anyway. Newman Rogersisyour
grandfather.”

“Newman Rogersismy grandfather ?’
“Thet'sright.”

Nemo threw hishands up intheair. Thiswastotdly fucking insane. They weredl trying to drive him
crazy. He clamped his hands over his ears and screamed, “ Enough bullshit!” He backed into the hallway,
gtabbing hisfinger intheair a Lawrence. “Y ou think thisisfunny, Lawrence?| trusted you. | trusted
Justine. Y ou got any room in that lizard brain of yoursfor how | feel ?'Y ou goddamn lying snake!”

ASNEMO CHARGED DOWN THE STAIRS, LAWRENCE CALLED &fter him, but hedidn’t
answer. He didn’'t want to hear any more. He went out back to the tool shed, took a crowbar down
from thewall, and hooked it over hisbelt in case he ran into any more dogs. Therabbits stirred in thelr
hutches, watching him. The moonlight shone on the high grass. No one had lain there. No one had made
love. None of that had ever happened.

Peter said there was a mesting tonight. Nemo intended to find it. Gabriel said Nemo would want to see
him when he learned the truth. Maybe Gabriel wasn't so crazy after all. Maybe Nemo didn't give adamn
whether he was or not.



THERE WASA LIGHT IN PETER'SROOM, SO HE WAS STILL there. Even Peter wouldn't go off
and leave acandle burning. Nemo crouched behind a hedge on the other side of the street, and
concentrated on the light, on what he was going to do, pushing al other thoughts out of hismind. The last
few dayswere dl amistake, but it wasn't going to happen again. After about twenty minutes, Peter came
out, looked cautioudy up and down, and headed toward Northside Station. Nemo waited until Peter
was agood half block away and followed him.

When Peter went down into the station, Nemo figured there was no chance of not being spotted. The
guy was too paranoid. Nemo quickened his pace and hurried down to the platform. There was Peter,
looking up and down the tracks, asif spies might be hiding between the rails. Nemo was almost on top of
him when Peter thought to turn around.

Nemo gave him alittle sdute. “Where rewe going?’
Peter held up his hands, eyeing the crowbar with darm. “Please, leave me done.”

Nemo imagined his eyes |ooked aswild as Peter’ s, but he tried to sound calm and reasonable. “I’'m not
going to hurt you, Peter. | want to help. But | need you to find Gabrid.”

Peter shook hishead. “1 can't.”

Nemo shrugged. “Okay. I'll just get on whatever train you get on, get off where you do. We can either
ridetrainsal night, or you can take meto your meseting. | have some good newsfor Gabrid. You
wouldn't want to disgppoint him, would you?’

Thewarning lights flashed, and the southbound local pulled into the station. Peter hesitated, then got on
board, Nemo right behind him. Before he sat down, Nemo looked up and down the train. There were at
least a dozen other passengers, three at the other end of the car they were in. Nemo' d never seen so
many people out in the middle of the night. “ All these folks going to thismeeting”

Peter eyed him cautioudy. “Maybe. Y ou're going to help us?’

“I’'m going to help mysdlf. Y ou guys get to help me. Y ou want the Bin to go away. | want the Binto go
away. We have different reasons. But yeah, I'm going to help you.”

Peter smiled. “1 told Gabrid you would. It wasreveded to me. | had avision.”
Nemo eyed him suspicioudy. “ Y ou had avision, about me?’

Peter held up hishands, asif he could gtill see hisvison inthe fluorescent lights. “Y ou were dl inflames,
but the fire didn’t burn you. God called to you, and you ascended into heaven. The sky turned tofire,
raining down on the wicked. And the children of God rode the flamesinto the sky like afiery chariot.”

Nemo could dmost seethisvison himsaf. “I have adream something like that. How did you figure it
meant |’ d convey avirusinto the Bin's operating sysem?’

“Y ou were chosen by God,” Peter said, asif it were obvious.

“Like Moses or Samson.”

“Exactly.”

Samson died in chains, Nemo thought, blind and aone. “ So what' s our stop, Peter?’

“Oregon Hill.”



“Wher€ sthe megting?’
“Hollywood Cemetery.”
“Of course. | should' ve known.”

OREGON HILL HAD BURNED TO THE GROUND Y EARS AGO. Hardly anyone lived there to put
out the blaze. Lightning struck one of the houses and spread to them al. Only the chimneys remained
gtanding, looking like skinny giantsin the moonlight. Nemo and Peter walked benegth them, weaving their
way through the burned out wreckage. There was a stream of people now, al headed toward the gates
of Hollywood Cemetery.

The cemetery had thrived in recent years. The fundies kept it up, planting flowers and burying their dead
in plots most of them couldn’t have afforded before the Bin. It was a magnificient monument to the dead,
the perfect place to wait for the Rapture.

Torches burned at the gates. The crowd fell into singlefile, passing through one at atime. A pair of

armed guards scrutinized them as they passed, occasiondly stopping someone and pulling them out of the
line. Nemo dlid the crowbar down his pants and |eft his shirttail out to help conced it. As he approached
the gate, alarge black man with a sawed-off shotgun stepped in front of him. “I don’t know you,” the
man said.

“Gabrid invited me.” Nemo pointed athumb over his shoulder at Peter. “He smy date.”

Theman didn’t crack asmile. “Do you speak for him?” he asked Peter. What a question, Nemo thought.
Peter could barely speak for himself.

“Yes, | do,” Peter said in the same solemn voice the man had used.

The man stepped aside and waved them through. Thiswas aritua, Nemo redlized, the way new lambs
were brought into the fold. He looked back at the gate, where most of the people passed through without
being stopped. They all knew each other—or someone would vouch for them. He never would' ve gotten
inwithout Peter.

“What happens,” Nemo asked Peter, “if you speak for me, and | turn out to be aspy?’
“I would be cast into Hell.”
Nemo didn’t want to know the details of that ritud.

THEY FOLLOWED THE CROWD TO THE RIGHT WHERE A RING of torches burned at the base
of the Monument to the Confederate Dead, a ninety-foot, steep-doped pyramid made of rough-hewn
granite. There were probably two hundred people there aready. More men with guns herded the
newcomersto thefar sde of the pyramid where there was still room. Nemo had no idea that the
underground was so large, or so well armed. He wondered how far al these people had cometo be
here. He' d heard that Richmond was a stronghold for the underground—easy striking distance to the
Bin, but not as dangerous as D.C. itsdf, with along tradition of living in the past.

Nemo and Peter stood about twenty feet in front of the base of the pyramid. People continued to filein
behind them. On the face of the pyramid, a smooth stone set just above eye-level had Memoriain
AEterna chisded into it in six-inch-high letters. It was dmost 300 years old, a monument to alost cause.
They were standing on the graves of over 18,000 soldiers. Squat stones numbered them—153-172,
173-190—examplesfor these new martyrs, in another dying world. Nemo had been here many timesto
visit hisgrandparents graves on the other side, overlooking the river. He' d brought Rosalind once, but



she’ d been sullen and withdrawn, telling him he was morbid to vist the dead.

Most of the crowd waslooking up. Nemo followed their gaze and saw what everyone was looking at. It
was Gabrid, clad in white robes, torches around him, standing on a crude wooden platform perched
atop the pyramid, abullhorn in hishand. Thelast of the faithful took their places at the back of the

crowd. The only sounds were the hiss of torches, the barking of dogs in the distance, and the breathing of
severa hundred people.

“Praise God!” Gabriel screamed into the bullhorn.
“Praise God!” they roared.

“TheDay isat hand!”

“The Day is at hand!”

“Praise God!”

“Praise God!”

“TheDay isat hand”

“The Day is at hand!”

Nemo looked around at the hundreds of faces transfixed. Even the guards, their guns across their chests,
had their eyes on Gabrid, roosting on apile of stones, hishair streaming in the wind like smoke from the
torches. The Bin had done thisto them, driven them to this.

“Blessyou, my children,” Gabrid said in asofter voice. They sghed like the wind in the trees and waited
to receive theword of God.

“Do you know what Friday is, my friends?’ He leaned out to them, searching their faces, turning on the
tiny square of plywood that was his pulpit, so that he might see them al—each and every one of
them—so that they might see him. “ Do you know?’ He let the question hang in the air. Even the dogs
were silent now. No one bresthed.

“Friday, dl the soulsin Hell rgjoice. They ceebrate the hundredth birthday of the Antichrist. A hundred
years ago Newman Rogers was born. No one remarked it. Wise men did not knedl before him. Oh no,
like the dy serpent in the garden, he entered unnoticed, creeping aong the ground, whispering into the
dumbering ears of the week, the falen, the snful—Follow me! Follow me! Follow me!” Hisvoice had
fallen to awhigper, his breath hissing through the bullhorn, as he dragged out the € sin asbilant rasp.
Nemo looked around him. They were dl buying it. Every last one of them.

“And follow, they did! Twelvehillion! Imaging it, my children. Twelve billion! Twelve—the number of the
disciples, amere handful, followed by nine zeroes! Imagine the racket they will make asthey sing his
praises—this Newman they believe has made them New Men—freed from the Judgment of God!
Imagine Our Savior asthis chorus of evil risesto Hisears!

“1 say: No more!l”

He spread out hisarms, and the congregation shouted, “No more!” He whirled around to each point of
th compass—* No more! No more! No more!”

Hewaited for the echo to fade into silence. “Behold, | come quickly, saith the Lord, but they have not



listened. They arelike Adam and Eve hiding in the Garden, imagining God cannot see them—twelve
billion of them! They pursuetheir lives of empty pleasure with no thought of their salvation. Imagine them,
on Judgment Day. They will not havetimeto look up from their gluttonous feasts. They will not havetime
to turn their beautiful faces from their mirrors. They will not havetimeto rise from their lewd beds. Inthe
blink of an eye, they will be cut off forever from the Grace of God—for it will be the End of Days!” He
looked off to the north, asif he could see the damned from his high vantage point. He shook his head at
their foolishness and turned his back on them. “Do not mourn for them. They have cast their lot with
Satan.

“We may seem like few, amere handful. How can we be heard over their din? What are weto their
billions, their nine zeroes? We are the anointed ones, the children of God, the chosen few. We speak not
with our voices done, but with the voices of dl the faithful who have gone before us, and who cry out to
us now. Beneath your very feet. Lisien! They cdl to usfrom the earth, pleading with usto day this
serpent who holds them captive. Y ou stand upon their graves. Thousands of Christian soldiers, who died
with Chrigt’s promisein their hearts, calling to you, yearning for the Grace of God. Listen, and you can
hear them. Listen!” He cupped his hand to his ear and circled the platform as the dead talked to him, told
him their secrets. “| hear my father, who labored in the vineyard dll hisdays, caling to mefor ddiverance.
| hear your fathers, and your fathers fathers, and their fathers before them. Y our sisters, your mothers.

Y our sons and daughters. Even the infantswailing for usto set them free. Listen! Listen!”

Thefacesin the torchlight were intent with listening to the deed, their faces twisted with longing to set
them free. They could dl hear them.

“They have been waiting so long, waiting for the promise to befulfilled. Answer them, my children!
Answer them! Heiscoming!” Gabrid threw up hisarms, and the crowd began to chant, “ He is coming!
Heiscoming! Heiscoming! Heiscoming!”

He brought down hisarms, and they fell slent. “Ready yourselves” hesaid. “Thetimeisat hand.” He
thrust hisright fist into the air, and everyone in the crowd did the same. “ The timeis at hand!”

And then he was gone. Down arope ladder, Nemo guessed. The crowd continued to chant, until that
too faded away, and they stood there in adaze, smiling at each other, laughing and crying, charged up
and eager to do thewill of God, or Gabrid. Either one would do. Nemo felt someone take hisarm, and
turned to find the man from the gate.

“Comewith me” hesaid. “ Gabrid wantsto seeyou.”

Peter stepped forward asif to joint them, but the man held up hishand. “Go home.”
“But | found himfor you,” Peter whined. “Tdl him, Nemo.”

“Go home,” the man repeated, and Peter sulked off.

THE CROWD PARTED BEFORE THEM AS THE MAN LED NEMO up the hill into the heart of the
cemetery. Curious eyesfollowed them. A little girl, riding on her father’ s shoulders, pointed at Nemo,
and her father smiled his gpologies. There was something esein hiseyes, too. He knowswhy I'm here,
Nemo thought. He knowswho | am.

“Where re we going?’ Nemo asked his guide, but he didn’t answer. The crowd was behind them now,
the torches, expect for the ones atop the pyramid, were just aglow on the other side of the hill. Soon,
they too were out of sight. They were walking on anarrow asphalt road. Even that was kept in perfect
repair. Nemo wondered if there were plansto repaveit in gold. Beyond low iron fences, gravestones and
monuments glowed in the moonlight. Nemo listened for the voices of the dead, but couldn’t hear them,



except for Angdinas.

“Y ou ever kill anyonewith that gun?’ Nemo asked.

The man ducked his head. “Before | was saved, that’ s about al | knew how to do. Had no faith.”
“What about now?’

But hisguide didn't answer. They' d reached their destination, adark, cast-iron structure, ringed by
armed guards. One of them opened a door, and Nemo walked inside, the door closing behind him. In the
glow of candldight, Gabriel sat on a sarcophagus. He indicated the other end of it, and Nemo sat on the
cold stone.

“I saw you in the crowd thisevening,” Gabrid said. “It inspired me. | hope you found it enlightening.”

“Very impressve,” Nemo said. “1 especidly liked theway you played off the bullhorn. The snake bit was
really good. And the way you sometimes sounded like the voice of God and sometimeslikeariot.”

“Perhgps sometimes they are the samething.”
“Or maybe you think that because you' re they guy with the bullhorn.”

Gabrid laughed. He could afford a sense of humor. He had a dozen guyswith gunsif he took offense.
“Do you know who'sburied here?” he asked.

Nemo looked around at the elaborate gothic iron work. “No idea. Is he going to talk to us, too?’
Gabriel amiled. “You think I’'m acharlatan, don’'t you?’

“Most everybody | know isthese days. Don't takeit personally. Y ou were going to tell me who we're
gttingon?’

“Thisisamonument to James Monroe, the fifth president of the United States. He was quite an important
man in hisday. Let’s hope he made his peace with God. Not likely. He was an Episcopalian, you know.”
He sad “Episcopdian” asif it were something obscene. “ He once had arun-in with another
Gabrid—Gabriel Prosser—heled adave rebdlion in 1800. Monroe had him hanged, aong with
thirty-five of hisfollowers. He lamented that the uprisng sgnaed the end of the ‘tranquil submission’ of
the daves. That'swhat | sgnal now.”

“That' s how you see yoursdf—as afreer of daves?’
Gabrid smiled. “No, we shdl sink the davers ships—you and I—and end it once and for dl.”
“| haven'tsaid I'll do it.”

“Y ou have dready said no. If you hadn’t changed your mind, you wouldn’t be here. Y ou have been the
victim of an abomination, deceived by the Whore of Babylon, Bride of the Antichrist. Now the scales
have falen from your eyes”

Nemo felt the crowbar againgt hisleg. He was tempted to knock some of the smugness out of this
strutting prophet, but the guards would be on him in seconds. “ Save that crap for your zombies, Gabriel.
I’m not interested in you or your crazy religion. I’'m here for my own reasons, and | don’t care to discuss
them with you”.

“The Lord movesin mysterious ways. Y ou are here for His reasons, whether you know it or not”.



Nemo was beginning to wonder what he was doing here. He wanted to get on with it before helost his
nerve. “Look, are you going to lay it out for me, or are we going to discuss theology al night?’

Gabrid nodded. “Very wdl. ThisFriday at ten A.M., you will return here, and we will download a copy
of your identity and implant the virus. It will take only afew minutes, and you won't even know it’ sthere.
Y ou will enter the Bin precisdy at noon. No more than thirty minutes before, you will have swallowed an
antidote for the lethd injection. Don't eat anything that morning, drink only water. After you are
uploaded, my men will recover your body. They will bring you here, and | will restoreyoutolifeina
world reborn.”

“How can you be so sure you can get my body back?’

“We haveinfiltrated their security. Our men will bein place. The moment you enter, they will recover
your body”.

“But D.C. isn't the only entry into the Bin. Do you have somebody going in dl over the damn globe?’

“Only you. The virus attacks the main operating system. All entriesto the Bin will be rendered
inoperable.”

“Why dl theguns, Gabrid?’

“Inthisfalen world, they are the scepters of authority. They will not be necessary after Hiswill isdone’.
“And the peopleinthe Bin?’

“They will spend eternity inthe Hell they have chosen.”

“Thevirusdoesn't hurt them?”

“They have dready destroyed themsdlves'.

“Come on, Gabriel, quit the double talk. Y ou know what | mean.”

“Thevirusitsdf will not ater their wretched existence—just asthey would haveit.”
“So everybody’s happy.”

Gabrid laughed. Y ou’ re forgetting one thing.”

“What'sthat?’

“The Judgment of the Lord.”

“He takes orders from you, does He?’

“| do Hiswill.”

“It must get alittle tricky sometimeste ling which iswhich. What are you going to tell those folks out there
if God does't show up, Gabrie ?’

“Hewill come”

“Guesswe Il find out on Friday.”

AFTER HISMEETING WITH GABRIEL, NEMO RETRACED HIS steps on hisown. The guards



had al left with their savior. Nemo thought of that chanting mass of people, and wondered if hewas
doing theright thing, involving himself with aman like Gabrid. But maybe Gabriel was saving them dl,
like he said, giving them something to believe in. Who was Nemo to judge? Until afew daysago, he
wouldn’t have shed ateer if the Bin had vanished. He d shed more than afew now, but he would
anyway. And aslong asit wasthere, aday wouldn’t go by he wouldn't think about Justine. And

Angdina

Hewas closing adoor. That'sal he was doing. A door that never shouldn’ ve been opened in the first
place. All these people buried here—they lived their whole lives knowing they would die. Maybe we
need that, Nemo thought. He' d welcome his own degth right about now. Nemo. No one. That’ swhat it
meant in Latin, Lawrence had told him. That’swho he wanted to be: no one.

The moon was now obscured by the trees, and the torches al extinguished. He searched the horizon for
some hint of the pyramid, but he couldn’t seeit. He stopped. He was pretty sure he was headed in the
right genera direction, but he hadn’t been paying any attention, just putting one foot in front of the other.
Now hewaslost.

There was nothing to do but keep walking. If he stayed on the road, surely sooner or later, they dl led to
the gate. He trudged on, searching the rows of spires and crosses for some familiar landmark, when he
saw something that made his blood run cold.

There was a dog, maybe fifteen feet ahead of him, standing perfectly till. Nemo looked for the rest of the
pack, listened carefully, but there was nothing. Maybe it was aloner. Sometimes they were the most
dangerous of all, taking chances a pack wouldn't take. Slowly, he drew the crowbar out of his pantsand
braced himsdif.

But it didn’t move. It stood there, staring a him. He couldn’t turn back. He' d only get morelost than he
aready was. He had to stick to the road. Hell with it, he thought, advancing on the dog, holding the
crowbar at the ready. It stood its ground, not moving amuscle. He was practicaly on top of the damn
thing now. If it sprang at close range, he wouldn’'t even have timeto get ablow in. He' d haveto make
thefirst move, try to scareit off.

Hetook a deep breath and screamed, swinging the crowbar back and forth, charging on the dog for dl
he was worth. The crowbar clanged off its head and bounced out of his hand, leaving it numb. He looked
down at hisadversary, gill standing there asif waiting to be petted. He reached out to touch itsfur. It
was metal. He' d just attacked an iron dog.

Heremembered it now. It wasthe only thing in the cemetery that had interested Rosdlind. She'd sat on
itsback asif it were apony, and put awresth of flowers around its neck. Helaughed at himsdlf and
moved on. He' d gone about thirty yards when he spotted the apex of the pyramid and oriented himself.
Then heredized he d | eft the crowbar lying on the ground. Let the dog haveit, he thought.

HE WENT DOWN INTO OREGON HILL STATION INTENDING to catch the northbound locdl,
but he caught an eastbound train instead and got off a Capitol Square Station. Lawrence said hismom
wanted to talk to him. What would Jesus do? the graffiti artist asked him again. AsNemo recdled, HE d
said he had no mother when she wanted to talk to Him. Wéll, that might do for God, but Nemo had a
few things he wanted to say to hismom and dad, before he told them good-bye, once and for al.

He expected his parents to be in bed, but there was alight on in the back of the house. He climbed the
samewall he' d vaulted afew hours earlier and looked through the bay window. His mother was Sitting at
the kitchen table, her head in her hands. There was adrink beside her, but it looked asif she hadn’t
touched it, and hdf the ice was melted. She must’ ve sensed him looking at her, because she brought her



head up sharply and stared out the window. But she couldn’t see him in the darkness.

She looked awful. Her eyes were red and swollen, her face puffy. Ashe watched, her face crumpledin
pain, and she began to cry again. He came out of the shadows, and she jumped back, knocking over her
chair. He rushed in through the back door and took her in hisarms. “Oh God, Nemo!” she sobbed.
“Pleaseforgive me.” Herocked her in hisarms, soothed and reassured her, settled her in another chair,
turned the fallen one upright, and sat down beside her.

It wasn't until then that he saw hisfather stlanding on the back stairs. “I must’ vefdlen adeep,” hesad. “I
don’t know how. | was going to write you aletter, but then who would ddliver it? And what would | say?
Pleaseforgive us, Nemo.” He came down the stairs and sat at the table. Hiseyeswerered, aswell. He
had a dazed, distracted ook about him. Nemo had never seen hisfather cry.

Nemo stood up. Hedidn't want their pain and guilt. It wastheirs. They’d earned it. “1’ ve come to say
good-bye,” hesaid. “That'sal.”

His mother looked up at him and roseto her feet. But she didn’t run into his arms as he thought she
would. She steadied herself on the tabl€e' s edge and pointed to his chair. “ Sit down, Nemo. | have
something to tell you.”

“I’ve heard enough, Mother. I'm leaving now.”

“No! Sit down! I’m your mother, no matter what I’ ve done, no matter what you think I’ ve done.” Her
hand, still pointing at the chair, was trembling, but her face was determined.

He sat down on the edge of the chair. He' d never seen his mother like this. She sat down and spread her
hands pams down on the table. His father reached for her, but she shook her head, and he withdrew his
hand. She spoke to the backs of her hands. “When | was growing up, | adored my mother and father.
We were s0 happy. | thought nothing could ever change that. But after my father died, | found out he
wasn't my father, that he d known it al dong, died with the knowledge hiswife had betrayed him, and
that | wasthe result. God, how he must’ ve hated me sometimes. Daddy’ slittle girl. | never forgave my
mother for that.

“ After you were born, | didn’t want you to see her, to have anything to do with her. | said it was because
of the Alzheimer,’ sthat it would confuse and frighten you, but that wasn't it at dl. | wanted to punish her.
| didn’t want her to know you.

“We only took you to see her the onetime. Y our father thought you should at least meet her before she
died. Shewas pretty far gone by then. | knew she wouldn’t remember it. There weretimes shedidn’t
even know me. She had a Construct nurse who stayed with her, but | ill came every day to fix her
meals and check on her. Some days, she didn’t get out of bed at all.

“But the day we brought you, she was downstairswaiting for us, all dressed. Her hair was even combed.
She cameto life, and shewaslike hersaf again. She made agreat fuss over you, sat you in her l1ap, and
wouldn’t let you leave her Sde. Y ou remember thet, don’t you?”

Nemo nodded. “ Shetook me up inthe attic.”

His mother smiled. “ She hadn’t been up there in over ten years. She argued with me about everything.
But she remembered me. She even remembered your father. The next day, shedied.”

“Thenext day. | thought—"

“Wekept it from you. Y ou were talking about her al the time, asking when we would go vist Grandma



again. Wedidn't take you to the funeral. Y ou were only five. When wefinaly told you, you cried for two
solid days. | thought that would beit. But you were obsessed with her, especidly after we moved into
her house, hoarding her things, going up to the attic whenever we turned out backs. | used to think you
did it just to drive me mad, but that wasn't it. Y ou loved her, and she loved you—even though I’ d kept
you gpart. | often prayed that I’ d never taken you there. | said it wasn't fair for you to love her when

she' d betrayed my father, betrayed me. A thousand times | amost told you what she was—this woman
you' d idolized. Just yesterday, | dmost told you. But alot has happened since then.”

She looked Nemo in the eye, her voice strong and steady. “Now, | have betrayed you, my only son. |
knew it waswrong as| wasdoing it, but | talked mysdf into it, convinced mysdlf | was doing the right
thing. It al happened so eadlly.

“| don’'t know why she did what she did. | don’t suppose|’ll ever know. But it doesn’t matter anymore.
| forgive her. | hope shefindsit in her heart to forgive me.”

Now they’ll have eternity to work it out, Nemo thought. He didn’t want to hear any of this. It had nothing
to do with him. Hedidn’t redlly care whether she meant to fuck up hislife or not. She'd doneit. And she
wasn't going to get another chanceto try it again. Shewaslooking a him asif he should say something,
goparently finished with her confession.

“There' sonething you' ve left out. Who was my grandfather?’
She spoke quietly, struggling to say it. “Newman Rogers. He and Mother were old friends.”

“So it wasfriendly adultery. Glad to hear it. Lawrencetold me, but | didn’t believe him. It was just too
fucking crazy. Whereis my illustrious grandfather? Does he send Christmas cards? Drop by on his

birthday?’
“I don't know,” his mother said, on the verge of tears. “I’ve never laid eyeson him.”

Nemo stood and stepped away from thetable. “If I'm lucky, | won't either. I’ m getting out of this
nuthouse. Good-bye, Mom, Dad. It'sbeenred.”

His mother leaned toward him. “Nemo, she' s suffered enough heartache. She lovesyou. Forgive her.”

“You don't give up, do you, Mom?Y ou figure if she was good enough for your father, she’sgood
enough for me?’

Hisfather came out of hischair. “How dare you tak to your mother like that!” His mother roseto her
feet to stop him, planting her hands on his chest.

Nemo stared at them, knowing he should just leave, but the words kept running through his mind, daring
him to speak them, to try them out, to see what they could do. “I have no mother. | have no father. They
burned themsalves up when | wasten years old. But spare your sympathy. I’ ve gotten over it.”

And then heleft them. Mom and Dad. Todd and Elizabeth. Weeping at their table. For how long? Who
could say? Perhapsforever. That’ s how he’ d remember them, anyway. As he made hisway home, he
recaled that he' d had some things he' d wanted to say to them. Now, for the life of him, he couldn’t
remember what they were. Anything would' ve been better than what he' d said. Maybe Gabrid and his
crew were right. Maybe Christ was just acruel, vindictive bastard.
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AFTER JUSTINE LEFT MR. MENSO, SHE WANDERED around the city, avoiding her room, not
wanting to be aone, but not wanting to be with anyone, even hersdf. Especialy hersaf. She headed for
Condtitution Avenue, but the kite flyersweren't out a sx o’ clock in the morning. Only agroup of menon
racing bikes. They sat upright when they saw her, riding with no hands to impress her, waving and
blowing kisses as they swept past. She remembered Nemo flying akite, Patrick’ s solemn voice saying, If
you let go, it will fall down. She wanted to hang on, but to what?

The sun was coming up as she climbed the steps to the Rogers Memorid. In preparation for the big
birthday celebration tomorrow, banners were draped across the front, a grandstand and a speakers
platform set up on the lawn. They glistened with morning dew. A pair of squirrelswere chasing each
other back and forth across the top of the grandstand until they legpt for an overhanging branch and
continued the chase from treeto tree.

Inside, the place was deserted. Justine walked past al the exhibits, without a glance, into the great hall.
Newman was nearing the end of his speech. If you listened closdly to the recording, you could hear the
uncomfortable murmur from the crowd as he talked about God. She rode up to the third floor and stood
face-to-face with him—so huge one of hiseyeswasthe size of her head, so huge she hadn'’t recognized
him asMr. Menso. She saw it now. He was thirty-one years younger, the wrinkles not so deep and
numerous, his voice stronger. Sadder. She sat on the balcony, her feet dangling over the edge, and
listened to his speech, over and over again.

Thistime, shelistened to the words he didn’t say—knowing that, as he spoke, he was giving up al hope
of Angeling, because he had to tend to his crestion, take responsibility for what he' d done. A year later,
she was awidow. No wonder he went alittle crazy.

That first day in hisshop, he' d said this place needed to change. Looking at hisface, as hetook off his
glasses and rubbed his enormous eyes, she thought she could see the change he longed for—even then,
on that very first day—he wanted his creation to let him go. Now he had her to dedl with, raised from the
dead, asking him only to help her die. In spite of her own troubles, she felt sorry for him.

Shefet aresponshility for the fragments of Angdlina slifethat had passed on to her, adesireto bring
them together, to discover the missing pieces, to make them whole again. She' d been remembering al
morning—Angdina s memories, now hers. She regarded them differently than Angelinadid. For Justine,
they were memories of who she used to be, not of who she gill was. What would Angelinado? she
asked hersdf for the thousandth time. Whatever Justine decided, it wasfor dl of them. Sheimagined
hersdlf outside, reunited with Nemo, lying in hisarms. But she could just aseasily imagine him turning his
back on her a second time. She couldn’t imagine amore lonely death. Newman'’ s speech started again,
and she grasped therailing and pulled herself to her feet.

Outside, the sun was shining, and the joggers were starting to come out. “Y 00-hoo! Justine!” someone
caled to her, and she looked up to see Freddie Sitting in the grandstand, afew rows up onthe aide,
waving & her.

“Hi, Freddie,” she said, shielding her eyesfrom the sun. He' d shed his white robes, and was dressed in
black jeans and ablack T-shirt. “What are you doing here?’

“Warren sent meto lend ahand.”

She walked up the aide and sat down beside him, dumping down in the chair, stretching her legs out. She
was exhausted. “ So how did you know where to find me?’

“Warren, of course. He knows where everybody is. He didn't tell me you' d be crying your little eyes out,
you poor thing.”



“Please, Freddie, no sympathy. I'mtoo tired.”

“Hal” hesad, stretching his neck out. “1 like you, Justine. Y our’ re astitch. Warren said you might need
help getting information.”

“What information?’

“Hedidn't say. He saways been like that. Y ou haveto get used to it. Mr. Cryptic. It sthat geniusthing,
you know. | suppose he meant whatever information you want. It is my specidty. Warren says|’mthe
absolute best. Did you know they used to call it the Information Superhighway. Cute, don't you think?
Nasty things, highways. I'm glad we got rid of them.”

Justine smiled. Sheliked Freddie, his chatty exuberance. Y ou' ve known Mr. Menso for along time?”

“We go way back to the Dark Ages. We were drearily red together in our little laboratories, designing
our little circuits. That was long before he was St. Newman. Poor bastard.” He pointed at the banner
over the speakers stand—He walketh in the circuit of heaven, it read. “He's so pissed about
that—you can’'t imagine.”

“Why doesn't he put astop to it?’

Freddie put hishands on his hips. “Wéll, thank you. | ask him the same question every year, but does he
listen? He does't like to tamper, he says, throw everyoneinto atizzy. ‘But Warren,” | say, ‘doesit have
to be so tacky? There sabig, soggy storm moving up the coast, with any luck they’ll al get drenched.
Warren could help the storm dong if he wanted, but he has hislittle scruples.”

“So how long have you known him?”

“Y ou’re going to make me do the math, aren’t you?’ He sighed. “Let’ s see. He was twenty-five when |
met him. | was twenty. His big hundredth birthday istomorrow. So, that means about seventy-five years,
give or take afew months. Hal Seems|longer.”

Freddie looked like he wasin hislate twenties, his skin smooth, no lines around his eyes or mouth. But he
was ninety yearsold, give or take afew months. “Y ou two were friends.”

“Oh, yes. We worked together, had lunch together, that sort of thing. Then hetold our little internationa
conglomerate to go fuck itself and started his own company. ‘Freddie,’ | said to mysdlf. ‘Newman—I
mean Warren—knows what he’ sdoing.” So when he called me up and offered me ajob, | went for it.
Place was positively stuffed with geniuses, but he asks me—the little faggot programmer. No one shed a
tear when | left, of course. They did that later, when the Bin put their tight little asses out of business.”

“Why do you cdl him Warren? He hasn't dways used that name, has he?’

“Ohno, he'sonly insgsted oniit the last few years. | don't blame him. | ask you—if every other
runny-nosed little brat in the world were named after you, wouldn’t you want to change your name? |
mean Mr. Rogers was bad enough. But you' re probably too young to remember him, aren’t you? Well,
trust me. Y ou missed a gruesome experience. He had this sincerelittle children’s TV show, cuddly
platitudes and such. Well. All right. But he wore these ghastly cardigan swegters. Y ou cannot imagine.”
Freddie quivered with disgust.

“Did you know that Angdlinagave him the name Warren?’

Freddie groaned. “ Oh God! He hasn’t been telling that dreadful napkin story again, hashe?’ He struck a
forlornface, hislip quivering—" ‘I gill have the ngpkin, the download, anyway.” Please! Get agrip! The



man has saved a napkin for eighty yeard”
Justine had to laugh. “I think it's sweset.”
“Hal It spositively digbetic.”

“Soyou actudly knew Angdina?’

“In name only. For—what did we say?>—seventy-five years, Warren' s been boring meto excruciating
tears yammering about Angelina, his love, his sweetheart! But | never met thewoman. | cameclosea
few times, but she always dropped him for some delicious Cro-Magnon or other before they got around
to having lunch with his queer friend.

“I'vetold him amilliontimes: Get over it! Be creative! Use your imagination! Go out on adate!* Ha! |
hardly had you in mind. No offense, Jugtine, but it’ sal abit obsessve, don’t you think?”

She supposed it was, but even so, part of her wastouched by it al. “But he didn’t make me for himsdlf.”

“Oh, | know. | said, ‘Warren, why not? Live alittle! Eternity isalong time.” Not thething to say, | can
tel you.”

“Sowhy did he make me?’

Freddie arched an eyebrow and gave her aknowing look. “1 have atheory about that. He saysit's
because he can't bear the thought of Angelinabeing gone forever, that he only wants her happiness, and
al therest of that romantic drivel. But | think he did it to prove that he could. Once he latches onto a
problem, he smply hasto solveit. He sredly quite proud of you, you know. Hisown little miracle. The
mogt brilliant programming I’ ve ever seen.”

She looked at the gleaming grandstand, the huge memorid, like adomed temple. Tomorrow, there d be
peoplefor asfar asyou could seein dl directions, cometo sing his praises. “ So you think he made me
just to satisfy hisego? To play at being God?’

“He doesn't play, Justine. Heis. In here, anyway. He doesn't like meto say it, but face facts.

Somebody’ s got to have access to the code. The man wasn't likely to lock himsalf out of hisown
program. Trust me, you wouldn't want any of those assholes who put up the money to be running things.”
He shuddered at the thought.

“Isherunning me?’

“Oh, goodness no. He has this thing about free will. Do yourself afavor, don't ever ask him about it.”
Freddie pantomimed ayawn.

She had to gtifle her own yawn. “I think I’'m going to head on back to my room, Freddie. I’ m pretty beat.
Thanksfor theinformation. | wish you' d known Angelina. She'sthe one I’ d redlly like to know about.”

Freddierolled hiseyes. “Justine, don’'t be so linear. | find information; | don’t have it, for goodness
sakes. For ingance, if | wereyou, I’d visit granny’ s house again. Just like Little Red Riding Hood—little
cape, short skirt.” He moved his shoulders asif he were flouncing through the woods. *Y our boyfriend
with the cute little butt had abunch of her thingsin hisboudoir, as| recal?’

She gave him an accusing look. “Y ou were watching us?’

“So sengtive. Only for alittletiny while. | didn’t watch you doing it, if that’s what you mean. Warren



would' vekilled me.” He made aface and cocked his head, hanging himsdf with an imaginary rope.

THISTIME FREDDIE TOOK HER IN THE FRONT DOOR AND FOL lowed her in. “Hope you
don’'t mind, but | just want another little peek.” He squinted in the shadows and wrinkled up his nose.
“Smoky in here.” He held up a battery-operated lantern. “Plan ahead, | dwayssay.” Heturned it on and
played the beam around the foyer, up the stairs. “How ddlicioudy dreadful. Love the banister.”

“Thanks Freddie”

He cupped ahand to hisear. “Could that be my exit line? | believeitis. You rewelcome, Justine” He
opened the door, and the lobby of Real World Tours lay on the other side. 1’ ve set it up o that you exit
through the front door. Y ou didn’t want to see the whole ugly thing again, did you?’

“No, this |l befine”

“Hereyou go.” He handed her the lantern and winked. “Hope you find an honest man—with a cute

“Thank you, Freddie.”

Freddie closed the door behind him, and she stood for amoment in the foyer, listening, but there was
only the wheezing creak of an old house. She looked out the window. It was raining—Richmond rain,
amadl and steady, nearly silent—nothing like the driving rains she remembered in Ddlas, so loud
sometimes, you had to shout to be heard over the racket. She climbed the stairs, and the smoke was
stronger up here, burning her eyes and nose.

In Nemo' sroom, the refrigerator stood open, completely empty. The earth poster had been torn from
thewall, acorner ill dangling from a pushpin. All the photographs were gone. The bedclothes lay on the
floor. She noticed atapping noise and saw that the pan on the refrigerator was no longer under the leak.
A smadl pool of water stood on the floor, inching its way toward the outside corner of the room.

Shetried to tel hersdlf it was some kind of mistake, that she should go downstairs and tell Freddieto fix
it, or that somebody’ d broken into Nemo’ s house and did thisto hisroom. But she knew Nemo had
doneit. Asfar as he was concerned, she was dead and buried, an unwelcome ghost. She closed her
eyes, fighting back tears, and Sarah’s death came back to her again, and she remembered the packet of
letterstied up with green yarn. It had to be the old woman’s memory. “Where are they?’ she asked her.

| read them every day, so | wouldn’t forget. Wade told me it was like wearing a path through the
woods, so that | wouldn’t get lost so soon. He felt awful for leaving me.

“Do you remember where they are?’

What, dear ?

“Theletters”

In alittle box. A green metal box, behind the little door .

Justine searched the room, but there was no metal box, green or otherwise, no little door. The old
woman’'s memories were ahopeessjumble.

It'snot in here. It'sin my room. Why would | keep my lettersin here?
“Show me.”



She left Nemo’ sroom and headed for an open doorway at the other end of the hall. The smoke was
stronger here, the room dark and shadowy.

That’s my room.
Justine hesitated, then stepped insde.

Therewas no furniture, nothing on thewalls. A sheet lay on thefloor in front of thefireplace. Justine
shonethelight on the ashes. Dangling from the grate, was astrip of red lestherette—all that was I eft of
thediaries. A chill went up her spine, and the lantern dipped from her grasp and clattered to the floor.
Sheimagined him knedling here, just where she stood, feeding her to thefire, page by page, hating her.
She kicked savagely at the grate. Clouds of ashesrose up around her. “I’m not Angdlinal I’m not!
Goddamn you, Nemo!”

She kndlt on the hearth, cursing and crying, wishing she could burst into flames. But she couldn’t. She'd
never lived, had no life to give up, no soul to surrender. She twisted the sheet around her hands and
buried her faceinit, but it smelled of him, and she threw it acrossthe room. “1 love you, goddamnit!” she
screamed, asif he were there to hear her. Screamed it again louder, knowing that he wasn't.

And then she saw, in the corner, atiny door, an access door to a crawlspace, no more than two feet
high. She groped for the lantern and crept over to the door on her hands and knees. Shetugged at the
knob, but the door had swollen shut, so she planted afoot against the wall and tugged harder. It popped
open, and she amost fell over backward.

She shonethe light inside. Nothing but dust and cobwebs. She reached around and felt above the door
and on either side. She started to crawl through the doorway, when the plywood beyond the threshold
did under her hand. Shelifted it up, and there was asmal green box. Insde, abundle of somethirty or
forty letterswritten on thin, plain stationery.

| didn’t want Elizabeth to find them and take them away from me.

Justine took the bundie into her 1ap and untied the green yarn. They fanned out like adeck of cards. The
handwriting on the envelopes was just as she remembered. They were dready arranged in chronological
order. Propping the lantern on top of the access door, she read them one by one.

They began in 2002 just before Angdinaleft St.Cathering s. Angdinahad evidently initiated their
correspondence, tracking down Sarah’ s address and inviting her to her graduation. Sarah couldn’t
attend, but she thanked Angelinafor remembering her and urged her to write again. Angdinadid, telling
Sarah al her problems apparently, for Sarah’sletters were full of sympathy and understanding. Newman
sounds like a very good friend, she said more than once.

The |etters were one or two years apart, longer lapses in the years when Sarah urged her to get drug
counsdling. In 2019, Sarah congratulated Angelina on her marriage and her son, and wished her every
happiness. The very next |etter, shetold Angdinato ask God' s forgiveness, that His mercy wasinfinite.
Wade has forgiven you, and it’s now between you and the Lord. Sarah didn’t tell her, Justine noted,
toforgive hersdf.

And then, for awhile, the letterswere just the gosspy exchanges of old friends, al the crises past. Sarah
was posted to the Vatican, and she talked about the politics of her job, asked questions about Wade and
the kids, and told Angdinathat she was delighted her life was going so well after dl the trouble she'd
been through.

Inthelate forties, however, the | etters became more frequent, and the tone abruptly changed. | shouldn’t



be telling you any of this, she said repeatedly, but told her anyway, because she needed to talk to
someone, someone who wasn't in the Church, for she couldn’t trust anyone inside. The Pope was
holding mysterious, secret meetings, shellded from the press. There were rumors he was diverting huge
sums of Church money into something called ALMA, but no one was certain what it was, or whet it
meant, though there were many theories.

And then, of course, camethe first public announcements of the Bin, and everyone knew. Sarah couldn’t
believe that the Pontiff was actudly involved in such athing, that he was dragging the Church into it,
though hisinvolvement was till only a persistent rumor. Sarah’ sletter of December 2049 concluded—I
have requested an audience with His Holiness. Pray for me. Pray for us all.

The next | etter, afew months later, was posted from Maaysiawhere, at eighty-three, she'd been
assgned asmall rurd school to administer. Not too long after that, Pope Pius X111 entered the Bin and
issued apapal bull declaring ALMA to be the work of God on earth and home to the Most Holy
Catholic Church. Sarah continued to run her school, even after she wastold to shut it down. She dso
worked to organize resistance to the Pope’ s actions with meager results.

Justine opened the last | etter. From the looks of it, it was the one Angelina had read and reread over the
years S0 shewouldn't forget it, even as her memory was relentlesdy dipping away:

May 1, 2055

Dear Angdlina,

| leave for the Vatican tomorrow. Thiswill be my last letter, though | trust we will meet again
with God' s grace. As you must know, we have all been excommunicated. At first this threw me
into arage. ‘| have given my life to the Church!’ | shouted, stamping my feet like you used to do
when you werein a rage. But then | prayed and was reminded I’d given my life to Christ—who'd
given it to mein the first place, and not to the Church.

As the newspeople never tire of pointing out, what we intend to do isa mortal sin. But for us,
it is no different from what the Pope has done. We have no less faith in our immortal soulsthan
he hasin his technology. If our act of faith prompts one person to choose God' s love over a
machine, then we will not have died invain. If thisissin, | trust in Christ’ sinfinite mercy.

| have written you so that you will know | died doing what | must do, with a faithful heart and
a clear conscience. We are both old now, my little angel, and know how hard it can be to know
the right thing to do, and how important, when it is known, to do it. God be with you, Angelina.

Your sister in Christ’s love,
Sarah

A sob caught in her throat, and Justine broke down. Angelina, aswell. All of them grieved for Sarah, dl
of them remembered her. Thiswaswhy Angelinahad stayed out of the Bin againgt al entregties. Even
her own daughter hadn’t known. She was being faithful to the memory of her first friend, ayoung nun
who let her sing, and forgave her sins, then killed hersdlf for alost cause.

Justine gathered up the letters, tied them in abundle, and returned them to their hiding place. She hurried
down the stairs and out the front door.

“My God,” Freddie said when he saw her. *Y ou look postively dreadful.”
“Tdl him | want to download. Tell him | want to do it assoon as| can.”

JUSTINEWASTOLD TOBE AT MR. MENSO'SSHOP AT HVE o' clock. She was ten minutes
early when shewalked in. Mr. Menso sat waiting for her.



“Sit down, Justine. They should be here any minute.”

She sat on the edge of the sofa, bit her lip and looked around the room. “Did you know about Sarah’s
letters?’

“Yes. | madeyou, Justine. | know everything you know.”

Justine gave a bitter laugh. “Then you' re way ahead of me. Isthere anything else you want to fill mein
on?’

“I can't just hand it to you. Y ou have to put it together yourself. Wedl do.”

“Lucky us. He burned everything that had to do with us. He stuffed it in thefireplace and st fireto it like
S0 much trash, destroying the evidence.”

“He sangry and confused.”
“When | show up in someone else’ sbody, he'll probably dance alittlejig.”
“We don't haveto do this, Justine. It’syour decison.”

“Will you quit saying that? Everything’ s been your goddamn decision. | can stay in here—and he hates
me—or | can go out there—and he hates me. Pardon meif I’ m not grateful for my choices. But I'm
going out. Y ou understand that sort of desperate choice, don't you, Newman? Out there, there' s that
dimlittle chance he'll come around.”

“Yes, | understand perfectly.”
“Whencanl doit?
“Tomorrow, & noon.”

The bell clanged, and a shapely woman in a dress made from old blue jeans stepped cautioudly into the
room, Lawrence ducking through the door behind her. She was very beautiful, with large dark eyes, and
black hair hanging down to her was.

“Judtine” Mr. Menso said, rising to hisfeet, “thisisElaine.”
Justine shook her hand, long dender hands, rough with caluses.
“Lawrenceand | will leave you two done,” he said, offering Elaine hischair.

Elaine stood, staring after them asthey retreated into the back of the shop. “Was that realy Newman
Rogers?’

143 Y&”

“The Congtruct told me that Newman Rogerswould be here, but | didn’t know whether to believe him
or not—you know how they are. Imagine: | actualy met Newman Rogers.”

“Y ou want to sit down?’

“Sure, sure.” She sat down in the chair, still staring toward the back of the shop. “Why does he let
himsdf ook old like thet?’

“Hewantsto remember hisage.”



“Why in the world would he want to do that?’
“Could we forget about him for amoment? Do you know why you' re here?’

Elaine shrugged, now looking around &t al the books. *Y ou want to download into my body when |
comein.”

“That'sright,” Justine said. The woman'’ s attitude puzzled her. They might’ ve been discussngaleaseona
house.

Elaine pulled ahairbrush out of her bag and started brushing her hair, holding the endsin front of her,
working out the tangles. “Y ou know what it’ slike out there?’

“I'vegot afar idea”
Elaine nodded. “ Y ou aChrigian?’
“| don't know. I'm not sure.”

“Where | comefrom, that’sano. Raised Christian, married Christian. Makes you wonder why I’'m
snning likethis.” Shetilted her head to one side and brushed her hair with long, Steady strokes. “Why’re

you downloading, anyway?’

“There ssomeone | love. Helives outside. | want to bewith him.”

Elaine threw her hair over her shoulder, and starting working on the other side. “ That’ s so romantic! Y ou
must redly love him. Do you think he'll think I’ m pretty?’

Justine squirmed inside, thinking of Nemo making love to thiswoman. “Any man would.”

Elaine blushed, stopped her brushing, and touched her face with her fingertips. “My husband married me
because I’ m pretty. Least that’s what he told me. But he doesn’t like it. He says he does, but he doesn’t.
Hesays|’mvain, but I'm not. He sthe one thinks I’ m pretty.”

“Why areyou coming indde, Elane?’

Elaine seemed surprised by the question. “1 don't want to get old.” She looked around the room, but
didn’'t find anything that interested her. She put her brush back in her bag. “You' |l have to stay away from
VirginiaBeach. That' swherel’m from. Y ou wouldn't want my husband catching Sght of you. He sinto
guns. That'swhat he does. Makes guns.”

“I'll remember that.”
“So you think you' re going to do it? The Construct said | had to meet you first. Make sure | was okay.”
“Yes I’'mgoingtodoit.”

“Grest. I’ ve got one condition, though. Y ou’ ve got to promise me aproper burid. | don’t want to get
burned up. Y ou promise?’

So that was why Elaine agreed to do this. She wanted to cover al her bases, make sure her body was
outside waiting for the Rapture, in casethe Christianswereright. “ Sure, Elaine. | promise.”

Elaine heaved asigh of rdief. “I guessthat’sit, huh?’ She smiled at Jugtine. “Unless you' ve got something
you want to ask me.”



Judtinetried to imagine hersalf behind those beautiful, vacant eyes. “Elaine, do you ever Sng?’
“Me?You ve got to be kidding. I'm—what do you call it when you can't tell one note from another?’
“Tone deef.”

“That' sright. Tone deaf. That’swhat | am. I’m healthy as a horse, though, in case you' re wondering.”
The sound of rain beating against the window started up outside, afew drops at first, and then a steady
shower. “Damn,” shesaid. “Now I’m going to get dl wet. | don’t understand why they let it rainin here,
Doyou?’

But Justine didn’t answer.

16

JONATHAN AND NEMO WERE SITTING ON JONATHAN’ Sfront porch in apair of rockers,
looking out & therain in the early evening. Thunder rumbled lazily al around them. Nemo had just told
him the whole story.

Jonathan summed it up: “Let me seeif I’ ve got dl this straight. Newman Rogersis your grandfather,
Justineisyour grandmother, and you' re going to carry Gabrid’ svirusinto the Bin and cut it off from the
world forever.”

“Youdon't believeme”
“I believe you. Who would make up something like this? Why do you think he’ sdoing it?”
“Who?’

“Newman Rogers. Y our parents didn’t come up with thison their own. It sounds to me like they were
just being used. From what you' ve told me, he' sthe only one who would want to create Justine.”

“How the hdl should I know why Newman Rogers does anything? Maybe he wants to kidnap the
grandson he' s never seen. Maybe he' sjust nuts. That would certainly explain alot of things.”

Jonathan stared thoughtfully at therain. “1 don’t know. | surewouldn’t want to bein hisshoes” He
shook his head at the thought. “ So why are you carrying in this virus?’

Nemo dmost hadn’t told Jonathan anything—to avoid this very question. “It should be obvious. The
placeisafucking menace.”

“But that’ snot why you'redoing it.”

Nemo sighed. Jonathan was right, as usud. Couldn’'t he just keep it to himsdlf for once?“No. It’'snot.
That doesn't makeit any lesstrue, doesit?’

But hewasn't to be turned asde so eadily. “It' s Justine you' re hiding from, not the Bin.”
“I'm not hiding fromanything.”

“Have you told her what you' re going to do?’

“Of coursenot.”

“Soundslike you' re hiding to me. Don’t you think you might at least tell her good-bye? | thought you



loved her, hed faithin her.”
“l did”

And then he stopped. He just rocked back and forth, watching the rain. The past tense had told him
everything he wanted to know.

“Goddamnit Jonathan! What isthis? | told you so?”
“Not at all.”

“Look, come tomorrow at noon, none of thiswill matter. It will be over, finished. So don't Sart quoting
scripture on me.”

“I haven’t quoted any scripture.”
“Not yet. | canfed it building.”

“All right. No scripture. We |l even leave Justine out of it for the moment. What makes you think you've
got the right to make this decision for everyone?’

“If I don't doit, Jonathan, they’ Il just find somebody el se”

“Then it will be somebody else’ sdecision, and | can ask him the same question. | still haven’t heard your
ansver.”

“So you think I’ m doing the wrong thing.”
“I didn’t say that. I'm just asking you aquestion.”

“Like hell. I thought you would be happy to hear | wasn't going in. Y ou' re the one who' s so damn
concerned about my immorta soul.”

“I still am, but there’ s more to sdvation than whether you go into the Bin or not.”

“Right. | fill have no faith. And I'm not likely to get any anytime soon. So let’ s not worry about that
ether, okay?’

“Y ou had faith in Justine, but you' ve logt it. Now you think you can just turn your back on her, and
everything will go back theway it was. But it can’'t, Nemo. Don’'t you understand that? | saw it that night
| met her—shefillsavoid in you. Maybe you didn’t even know it was there. But now you do, and you
know what it’ slike not to fed hollow. That changes everything. Do you think if | lost my faith tonight, |
could just pick up where | lft off?’

“When would that be, two years old?’
“Fourteen. About aweek before | met you.”
“But | thought—"

“I know what you thought. Y ou figured because my dad’ s Chrigtian, and my mom, and my brother, and
everybody in my family for aslong as anybody tells me about—that | was just given faith like brown hair
and blue eyes? | was standing in line at Receiving when they dropped the ban on minors. I’ d been
following the story, and | was readly.



“There was thiskid working the line, withessing. The samething | did at his age, because that’ swhat you
were supposed to do. He comes to me and startsin saying the exact samethings|’d said. Things!'d
never believed. So | looked him inthe eye and said, ‘Y ou' relying, kid. Y ou don't believe any of this stuff
any morethan | do.” That'sall it took. He broke down crying right there, practically hysterica, o
stepped out of theline, sat him down, and tried to cam him, but I’ d redly gotten to him. And beforel
knew it, | was quoting scripture to him. All those lies. But thistime | wanted them to work, to stop this
boy from crying. | wanted it to be true, and for the very first time, it dl made senseto me. | didn’t get
back inline”

“I’'m sorry, Jonathan. How come you' ve never told me about this before?’

He sighed. “Too ashamed, | guess. That little kid—I don’t even know his name. Hetook my placein
line. I'vedwaysfdt like he gave hislife for mine.”

“Maybethat’s how hefeds about you.”
1] M wm w.”

They rocked quietly. Therain ringing through the downspout. The thunder closer now. “So what should |
do, Jonathan? It sounds like you' re saying I'm damned if | do, and damned if | don’t.”

Jonathan shook his head. Nemo had never seen him look sadder. “1 don’t know,” he said.

“But you aways know, Jonathan. Y ou’ re dways so sure about everything. What do you think | should
do?’

Jonathan rested his head on the back of the rocker. His voice wastired and defeated, as quiet asthe
rain. “l don’'t know,” he confessed. “| just don’t know.”

“NEMO!” A VOICE BOOMED FROM DOWN THE STREET. “We ve been looking everywhere for
you.” It was Lawrence, his scales glistening in therain, jogging toward them. He mounted the porch steps
intwo strides.

Jonathan rose from hischair. “ Sit down,” hesaid. “I'll get you atowel.”

Lawrence waved both away. “No thanks. Don't need atowel. Feels good—it’ sthose rain forest genes.
Come on, Nemo. There' s someone we want you to meet. We got her waiting down at the house.”

Nemo didn’t stir. “What makes you think | want to go anywhere with you, Lawrence?’ Jonathan started
to go into the house, but Nemo wanted an audience. “No, stay. Lawrence wasjust leaving.”

Lawrence shook his head, and the scales on hisforehead bristled. “ Sometimes we don’t know what the
hell Justine seesin you. Do you want to know how she' sdoing? Do you care that she' s about to put her
lifeonthelinefor your sorry little ass? Or are you too busy pouting? Y ou coming or not?’

Nemo came out of hischair ready to tell him off. Hewasn’t somelittle kid to be ordered around
anymore. But he felt Jonathan’ s hand on his shoulder, and he stopped. “ Go with him,” Jonathan said
quietly. “I think you should go with him.”

Nemo took adeep breath. Jonathan was right. Lawrence was right. He was burning up with rage. He
needed to cool down, find out what the hell was going on before he charged into the Bin with avirusin
his head. “Who isit you want meto meet?’ he asked Lawrence.

“WE I let her tell you, since you don't put any stock in what we got to say anymore.” He started back



home at full stride, and Nemo hurried to catch up with him.

SHEWASSITTING AT THE KITCHEN TABLE, JUST WHERE JUStine had sat. Her long legs
were crossed, and there was something odd about them. Then he redlized what it was. She was wearing
hose. Somebody had dug awfully deep to find those. Looking at her legs, he could understand why. She
pulled her hair back behind her earsand smiled at him.

“Elaing” Lawrencesaid. “ThisisNemo.”

She held out her hand asif he should kissit, admire her lovely arm. He grasped her fingers briefly and let
them go.

“Elaine recently spoke with Justing,” Lawrence said. “'Y ou might find their conversation rather
informative, Nemo. Whenever you wish to begin your return journey, Elaine, we Il be waiting in the front
parlor.” He bowed and |eft the room.

Elaine shuddered. “Doesn't he give you the creeps? He talks like a hick one minute and like a British
person the next.” She smiled a Nemo and looked him up and down. “ She didn’t say you were so cute.
Figures, though, | guess. If she’' s so crazy about you.” She pointed to the candles on the table. “Could
we light these? It’ s getting awful dark in here”

“Sure.” Nemo hunted up some matches and lit the candles. He sat down across from her. Shewas one
of the most beautiful women he' d ever seen, and he' d taken an dmost immediate didike to her. “Isthat
what you talked about? She told you she' s crazy about me?’

“Y ou’ re the whole reason she' sdoing it. That’ swhat she told me, anyway. She’' d have to be crazy
about you to do something like this, wouldn't you say?’

“Dowha?’

“Download hersdlf, of course. I'm going in tomorrow, and she' s downloading into my body.” Her hands

criss-crossed in front of her in avague pantomime of this procedure. *Y ou didn’t know that? She is nuts
| figured | was here for you to check me out, see what you thought.” She smiled flirtatioudy. “I’'m sorry |

look so awful. My hair got dl wet. So what do you think?’

But he wasn't there anymore. He was with Justine. She' d do thisfor him, throw her life away, no
guarantee he' d even talk to her again—all because sheloved him. And he was about to run out on her.
He wasfilled with shame.

“Hey,” Elaine said. Her smile had faded, and she was waiting expectantly for hisreply. “I’ve got to get
back to Virginia Beach before its gets too late. The Construct said you wanted to talk to me.”

“I do. I do. When are you going to do this?’
“Tomorrow at noon.”

That couldn’t be a coincidence. He smelled Gabrid. Hetried tofit it al together into some kind of sense,
but couldn’t. It didn’t matter anyway. He had to stop Justine.

“So what do you think?’ Elaine prompted. “Am | okay? Do you think I’ m pretty?”
“Yes, you are, very pretty. What did she say exactly?’
elaine looked stunned that her beauty warranted only a sentence. “Well, she said she loved somebody



out here and wanted to be with him. And | told her it was romantic, or something like that. | don't
remember exactly. Doesit matter?’

“No, | don't guessit does.”

“She’ skind of strange, you know? The only thing she asked me wasif | could sing. For al she knows,
I"ve got cancer or something.”

“And what did you tell her?’
“I told her | was hedlthy.”
“| don’t mean that. Can you sSing?’

Elaine had obvioudy decided that Nemo was as strange as Justine. “Well, my voiceisn't exactly my best
feature. A girl can't have everything.” Shetried the smile again.

Nemo stood up. “Nice meeting you, Elaine. Lawrence—that’ s the Construct’ s name—will seeyou
home.”

“Guess!’ll sseyou again, huh?” Shegiggled. “At least my eyeswill.”

“I' wouldn’t count oniit.”

“She’ snot going to back out, if that’ swhat you' re thinking. She'sdead set oniit.”
“Not if | canhelpit.”

Lawrencetold him to wait until he got back, and he’d go in with him and help him look for justine, but
Nemo couldn’t wait. Hetried her hotd firgt, but she wasn't there. He retraced their steps around D.C.
and came up with nothing. Real World Tourswas closed up, and The Black Dog wasn't open yet. He
even swalowed his pride and called hismom to ask if she knew where Justine wess, but she didn’t. She
obvioudy knew something was up, but she was smart enough not to ask. Maybe she wasn't so bad after
dl.

“If you see her, tell her I'mlooking for her, okay?’
“I will, dear. Welove you very much.”

“Metoo, Mom. Look, I’'m sorry about last night—I was alittle crazy.” He hung up. Hewas at a public
phonein the lobby of Justine's hotel. He' d decided to camp out there. She had to show up sometime. He
paced up and down, then went into the Grotto, but Gene was't working, and he couldn’t see the front
door from in there anyway. By eleven, he' d figured out she wasn't going to show. She had no reason to
go back to her room. She couldn’t be planning on getting much deep tonight, and it wasn't like she'd
have to pack to go outside. All she' d have after she downloaded would be the clothes that were barely
on Elaine' sback.

She was supposed to play at the Black dog, but he’ d figured she probably blew that off, like the other
night when she took off to New york. Who would want to sing, facing something like this? Now he
redized he' d been anidiot. Thiswas her last night in here, her llast chanceto sing.

SHE WAS SINGING WHEN HE WALKED IN, BUT THE PLACE WAS so packed he couldn’t see
her. He wormed hisway toward the bar, squeezed in and stood on therail. He could see her head
floating above the crowd, her eyes closed, singing into the microphone. So beautiful.



“Hey buddy, get off therail.”
Nemo turned to the voice. “ Sorry.”

“Wait aminute. you' re the boyfriend. Man, sheis hot tonight. But tell her to take abreak, will you? She's
been going at it for over an hour and ahalf. | need to sall some drinks here.”

Nemo hopped down from therail. “I[l take her anote,” he said.
“Good idea” The man wrote Take a break on anapkin and signed it Bruce.

Nemo pushed through the crowd toward the stage, the napkin folded up in his hand. He succeeded in
pissing off severd people dong the way, wondering who thisidiot was who seemed to think he could find
asesat down front.

There was aplace to stand in front of the door to the green room, just to the left of the stage. He made it
there without her seeing him, and laid the napkin on the bass player’ samp next to his cigarettes. She was
about to introduce another song when the bass player handed her the napkin. “We' re going to take a
short bresk now,” she said. “Y ou are agreat audience.”

Even when shefinally came off the stage, the gpplause was so loud Nemo and Justine couldn’'t have
heard each other if they’ d tried to speak. Shefroze, staring at him asif she couldn’t quite believe he was
red. | love you, Nemo mouthed, and opened his armsto her. She ran into them, and he spun her
around, holding her tight. When he set her down, for abrief second Rick’sface wasright in front of him,
fixing them both with avenomous stare. Then Rick dipped into green room with the drummer on his
heds

“l don't likethat guy,” Nemo said.
“What?’
“Isthere aback door to this place?’ he shouted.

Sheled the way through the crowd, everyone amiling a her and giving her the thumb’ s up. They stood
outsde under atiny striped awvning, the rain pouring down al around them. “I’ ve been looking
everywherefor you,” hesaid.

“| was having dinner with Mr. Menso. | didn’'t want to bedone. I...” Shethrew her amsaround him
again. “God, Nemo, don't run off again, please. | couldn’t take it again.”

Shewastrembling al over. He held her close. “I’m so sorry. | just went alittle crazy when | found out
you were Angdlina. ”I’m never leaving you again.”

She looked up at him. “1 don’t know if you can understand this, Nemo. But I'm not Angelinaanymore.
She spent her whole lifelearning what | already know. She could' ve never loved you likel do.”

He smiled. “And no one could ever loveyou likel do.”

She rubbed his chest with the palms of her hands. “there’s something | haveto tell you.”
“| dready know about Elaine.”

“Y ou do? But how?’

“Lawrence brought her by the house to meet me.”



“l had no idea—"

“I know you didn’t. I'm glad he did. It woke me up. Made me realize what acoward I’d been. I'm
coming ingde, Justine. | want to be with you, dways.”

She shook her head. “But you don’'t have to come in here, Nemo. | know how you fedl about this place.
"It'sdl arranged. | can cometo you.”

He put his hands to her face and stopped her head from shaking. “1 know | don't haveto. | want to.
Y ou' ve changed how | fed about this place, about my life—about everything.” He could see her
wavering. “Besides” hesad. “You're much sexier than Elaine.”

“Yeah, right.”

“No, I'm serious.” He drew her in close.

“Toyou, maybe.”

Hefeigned offense. “ And who el se are we talking about here?’
She smiled. “Nobody.”

“Marry me?’

Her facelit up. “Yed”

“Aren’'t you going to ask meif I'm sure?’

Her eyesglistened. “1 told you I’ d quit asking when you were.”

They kissed, mdting into each other’ sarms, passionate but unhurried, at peace and full of joy, unafraid of
thefuture, in atimeless present. After awhile, they became aware of anoise coming from insgde the club,
arhythmic thudding. They had no ideahow long it’ d been going on. It was the crowd, he reglized,
somping their feet, hitting their fists on the tables, wanting to hear his future wife sing afew more songs.
He tossed his head back toward the club. “Y ou need to do another set, or they’ Il tear the place down.”

“They can't. It' sthe Bin, remember?’

“Bruce said you were hot tonight. Y ou thought it was aswan song, didn’t you? Why don’t you sing afew
songsto celebrate? | know you want to. Listen to them, they love you. | love you, and | loveto hear you
ang. I'll sit up front and adore you, every guy in the place hating me.”

Sheamiled a him. “Y ouwon't be ableto get a sest.”
“I"ve got connections. Bruceisrooting for me. He called me ‘the boyfriend.” He' Il get measest.”

“Bless hisheart. HE safraid I’ m getting it on with Rick. Mr. Menso warned me about Rick and lan, by
the way. He said to watch out for them. | think Rick’ s somekind of religious nut from outside, if you can
bdieveit.”

Nemo shrugged. “1’m not impressed. I’ ve chatted with the head nut himself. Besides, I'm leaving all that
behind.” He cocked hishead to one side. “ This Menso guy’ s my grandfather, isn't he?”

“Yeah, hesureis” She searched hiseyes. “You'realot like him, you know.”



“How’sthet? I’ ve never met the man.”

She narrowed her eyes and studied him. “ Smart. Sweet. Intense. Honorable.”
“Honorable? Me?’

“I had my doubts about the smart part, myself.”

“I replaced it. Works fine now.”

She laughed, holding hisfacein her hands. “1 can't believe you' ve come back to me. It'slike you never
left”

“I can't believe | ever did. Must’ ve been that defective part.” They looked into each other’ seyes, smiling
likeidiots.

Bruce stuck his head out the backdoor. “1 hate to interrupt you lovebirds, but they’re getting alittle
rowdy in here. How about ahalf-hour set, Justine.”

“Beright there,” she said, her eyes till on Nemo.

“Hey, Bruce,” Nemo asked, “ could you get me aplaceto st?’

“Surething. Buy you adrink. Anything.”

“WEe' re getting married,” Nemo said.

“Swell. Congratulations. Make that two drinks. Bottle of champagne. Justine?

“Sing measong?’ Nemo asked her.

“Sure. Anything.”

“Y ou know what | want to hear.”

“Anytime thisweek,” Bruce pleaded.

NEMO WOKE AS THE SUN WAS COMING UP. HE LAY IN BED watching Justine deep, her
eyesfluttering with dreams. He d dmost lost her, shut her out of hislife completely. Because he had no
faith. It was hersthat had saved them, while he was cracking up. What had he been thinking? He touched
her hair lightly, so as not to wake her. He d been thinking that she wasn't who she seemed to be, that she
was't red, that he couldn’t trust her anymore. All the while, her love had been morereal than his.

Hetold Lawrence once, when he was about €even, that he wished they knew those people Lawrence
used to be in London and Nagasaki and Abilene, and that they could al be friends together. “Nice
thought,” he said, “but it wouldn't happen that way.” Nemo had had hisfedings hurt at the time, but
Lawrencereassured him, “We d dl like you just fine. We just don't care to see those other folks again.”

As he watched Justine degping, he never wanted to see that other Nemo again, the one who' d broken
her heart. He got out of bed and put on his clothes, till watching her. He ordered coffee from the room
service pad, and sat on the side of the bed, waiting for the coffee smell to wake her. He had to be going
soon.

Sherolled over and stretched. “Mmm. Y ou made coffee,” she murmured. “ Aren’'t you sweet.” Her eyes
fluttered open. “I had another dream.”



“Who wereyou thistime?’
“Oh, | wasme. | dreamed we made mad, passionate love al night long.”
Helaughed. “That wasn't adream.”

“Yes, itwas.” Shetook him by the shirt and brought his mouth to hers, kissng him. Shetugged at his
shirt. “Takethisoff. Y ou don't need it thismorning.”

Hetook her hands. “I have afew good-byes—before | comein. | mentioned it last night.” Hetried to
give her achearful amile.

She touched his mouth with her fingertips. “1’m sorry, Nemo. | forgot. | just wasn't thinking. It must be
terrible for you to leave your friends.”

“It won't be so bad. They’ll vigit. | think Jonathan halfway wants me to comein.”
She gave him aquick kiss. “Wdll, get going then, so you can hurry hometo me.”

“I like the sound of that. I’ [l be home by eleven at the latest. I’ [l meet you right here.” He patted the bed
beside her. “Shirtless”

NEMO SMIND WASA MILLION MILESAWAY ASHE TOOK THE Méetro to Pentagon Station
and stepped into aVIM, thinking about Justine and their new life together. He d taken afew steps out of
his coffin before he realized he wasn't where he was supposed to be. Hewas standing in aclearing in
front of arustic cabin, a stream running adongsdeit, the blue shadows of mountainsin the distance.

An old man sat on the deck overlooking the stream. Nemo walked down to him and took the seat beside
him. “Mr. Rogers,” Nemo said. “Wemeet a last.”

The old man amiled. “Yes, | wish we had moretime. I'd rather you didn’t call me Mr. Rogers. If you
wereasold as| am, you d know why. Cal me Newman, or Grandpa.”

“I think I’ll go with Newman.”

“Wise choice. The other hasto be earned, doesn’t it? Like Daddy. | met Wade Donley once, crossed
his path, quite on purpose. He had hislittle girl with him, your mother. She was no taler than this cane,
clinging to her daddy’ sleg aswetalked.” He paused, remembering. Nemo had seen photographslike
that. “1 liked him agreat deal. He was agood man. We talked about medica imaging techniques, | think.
If he knew it was methat’ d fathered the girl besde him, hedidn’t let it show. But he certainly knew she
wasn't really his daughter and he never let that show either.

“Elizabeth adored her father, and rightly so. What good would it have done anyone for me to announce |
was her father? By the time you were born, | wasin here. | sent Lawrenceto ook after you.”

“Did he know that?’
“Of course. I'm afraid | have to ask the Congtructs to keep entirely too many secrets.”
“Y ou communicate with al of them, don’t you? They're your spies”

The old man regarded him with hiswrinkled eyes, nodding dightly. “1 guessyou could put it that way.
That certainly wasn't my intention. They’ ve become my friends, shared their world with me. They’ ve
kept me sane, | think. Completely devoted to me for reasons | can’t begin to understand. They’ ve taught
me agrest deal about love and humility, though I’ ve often wondered why they don't hate mefor cresting



them. I’ snot an easy life”

Nemo remembered history class—where he' d learned everything he knew about his grandfather. “ But
you didn’t create them. Y ou were opposed to the whole idea from the beginning.”

Hesmiled. “That' strue. But | created them, just the same.” He waved his cane afew inches off the deck.
“Oh, | didn’t finish the work, but what was |eft undone, afairly talented graduate student could' ve
completed. Einstein was opposed to the atom bomb, too, but without him, there wouldn’t have been one.
That must’ ve weighed on him from timeto time. But unlike the atomic bomb, the Congtructs have made
theworld a better place.”

“Lawrence has been awfully good to me,” Nemo said, Saring at the rushing water, thinking about their
years together. He looked up the stream to the woods beyond, the mountains at the horizon. “Where are
we?’

“Foothills of the Blue Ridge. In my youth | preferred the Rockies. Now that I’'m older I’ ve cometo
gppreciate older mountains. Thisismy retreat. | haven't spent near enough time here lately.”

“How did you bring me here so fast?’

“Asyou’ ve observed many times, the usud limits needn’t apply in here. Place means nothing. | had to
writeit in. Some people go crazy without it. Time, on the other hand, is adifferent matter, so | must get
to the paint. I’ ve brought you here to ask you afavor. Y ou have an appointment with Gabrid at ten

o' clock. | want you to keep it. I'm rather counting on it, actualy.”

Nemo felt atingling at the base of hisscap. “Y ou want meto convey thisvirusinto the Bin?’
“Exactly.”

Nemo was gill basking in therdlief he' d felt deciding he wasn't going to do it. The whole thing seemed
like temporary insanity to him now. “1 can't doiit. It' sjust not right. Why would you, of al people, want
to cut off the Bin?’

The old man sighed heavily. “Becauseit’stime. Y ou were right, you know. Gabriel will just find
someone else. Or someone else as clever as Gabrid will find apawn of hisown. But when that happens,

| won't know exactly when, and it won't beapawn | cantrust.” His cane swept the horizon. “ Aswe
speak, there are thirty-four sects, cults, religions, and political organizations whose raison d' éreisto
destroy the Bin and everyoneinit. I'm aclever fellow, Nemo, but | don’t trust the odds. My most
optimistic Smulation sayswe ve got seven years. Or it could be seven days. The only way to sop themis
to convince them they’ ve accomplished their glorious misson.”

Nemo remembered Gabriel atop the pyramid, spewing his righteous venom. “Maybe the two worlds
should be savered.”

“Severed—I quite agree. But it’ snot just amatter of cutting the connection. The virusyou' re being asked
to bringinisn't designed just to cut off the Bin, but to wipeit clean. Twelve billion livesin an ingtant.
Gabrid hastold you what you wanted to hear, and if things had gone according to his plan, you would've
had no way of knowing that you' d been lied to.”

Nemo felt asif he werefaling as heimagined the horror of what he had almost done. “Y ou'’ re sure of
this?’

“Of courseI’'m sure. | fed them the virus, most of it anyway. They were getting very close on their own.
They’ re good, Nemo. Gabrid’sardigiousfanatic, but he saso brilliant. It had to be thered thing. He' d



spot afake. But what he doesn’t know isthat I’ ve written asister program to disarm the virus, and sever
the Bin, at the precise moment you enter. The door will be closed, to be sure. That’ s absolutely essentidl,
S0 that we may deceive them. But everyone inside won't be murdered in the process.”

Nemo’'smind wasracing, trying to take dl thisin. But there was one thing that <till made no senseto him.
“How did they cometo pick me astheir messenger boy? I’ m not even a Chrigtian.”

“I'm afraid that’ s my doing. At my request, Winston was ddliberately careless arranging for the plot to
lure you into the Bin. There was even an exchange of memosto the effect that you might pose a security
risk, if the plan backfired. Gabriel hacked your file and thought he could make sureit did. Peter’ svisons
werejust agift from God. Gabrid putsagreat ded of stock inthem.”

Nemo could hardly believe what he was hearing. “ So you handed them your own grandson, nudged me
over the edge with Justine, thinking I d charge in with the virus. It dmost worked. But you hadn't
bargained on her downloading hersdf, had you?’

“Y ou’ ve both surprised me, I’'m proud to say.”

“Y ou had Lawrence introduce meto Elaine so that I’ d stop Justine and comeinsde.”
“Yes, | did. You didn't want to know what Justine was about to do?’

“Of coursel did.”

“Then what, exactly, are you accusing me of 7’

“Of arranging thiswhole business, of using us, so that | would carry inthisvirus. Y our own
grandson—and awoman you supposedly loved.”

He rested his chin on his cane, watching the stream cascade over therocks. “ Do you have any idea how
many conflicting desresthere arein the world at any given moment? Sometimes | haveto kill twenty or
thirty birds with asingle stone, metaphorically of course. | haven't killed anyoneyet. | don’t havethe
luxury of pure, Smple motives. Sometimes | wonder whether | used dl thisintrigue as an excuseto
resurrect Angelina, or whether it’ sthe other way around, and I’ ve used her. | trust God knows. My
motives are mixed, Nemo, but they’ re not evil, and you do have achoice, your own motives to consider.

“Before you give me your answer, | have to warn you that you could bein danger. | haveto put the Sster
program into place before you comein. If they suspect what I’ m doing, they’ Il want to keep you out—by
any means necessary. Without accessto the Bin, they can’t destroy it.”

“And the End of Days never comes.”

Newman snorted his contempt. “Asif God would wait on them to tell Him what to do!”
“You believein God?’

“Oh yes, Nemo, most definitely. Will you do it?’

“I need to think about it.”

“Y ou have gpproximately five minutes. Y ou dill haveto catch atrain to Richmond. | can't zap you
around in the red world.”

Nemo didn’t know why he should trust this man. He'd hated him dl hislife without ever knowing him.
What he was saying made perfect sense. Sooner or later, the Gabriels of the world would have their



way, if something wasn't done to stop them. But the sense of it wasn't enough. Nemo' d haveto trust him
asirrationdly as he' d hated him before. “| haveto tal Justine. She' s expecting me by eleven.”

Newman Rogers smiled, the proud grandfather. “I'll tdll Justine you' || be coming in a noon. And don’t
belate, by theway. If they’ re onto us, they’ |l take countermeasures to disable the Sister program. But it
will take them sometime. Don't giveit to them.”

“Soif I'mtwenty minutes|ate, | could end up murdering everyonein the Bin just by uploading myself?’

“I’d say it’ d be more like eighteen minutes, maybe nineteen. | must tell you, Nemo, that, according to my
smulations, our chances for success are not very good. It' s not a question of if something goeswrong. It
amog certainly will. But Lawrencetells me you' re quite resourceful ”

“Hetaught me everything | know.”

17

HOLLYWOOD CEMETERY LOOKED A LOT DIFFERENT in the daylight. The morning sun was
burning off last night’ srain, and amist hung over everything. The birdswere snging in the trees, pecking
on the graves for worms. Therain had strewn the walkways with flower petals.

Nemo strolled past theiron dog, obvioudy harmlessin thelight of day. Heturned dowly aroundin a
circle, looking for any sign of human life. He hadn’t seen asoul since he got onthetrainin D.C. but the
wholetime he had the feding he was being watched.

Hewalked up to Monroe' s black iron monument. It looked like an ornate cage. There was till no one
around. Hetried the gate, and it came open. At the foot of the sarcophagus, a grass-covered trapdoor
stood open, and narrow steps led into the earth. He looked down the stairs and saw alight some thirty
feet down. He couldn’t tell how far the steps continued beyond that.

He passed three lights on the way down—bare bulbs, hanging from a conduit that ran dong the celling of
the concrete shaft. Someone had been very busy. Nemo' s estimation of Gabriel went up severa notches.
He wondered what their power source was, especially when he got to the bottom. He wasin a concrete
room, at least thirty by thirty, with atwelve-foot ceiling, covered with banks of fluorescent lights shining
down on acomputer that took up most of the floor. He' d never seen anything likeit.

Gabrie waked out from behind it, fill in hisrobes. No. Clean, fresh ones. All dressed up for Judgment
Day.

“Good morning, Nemo.” He beckoned with hishand. “Thisway.”

On the other side of the computer was a console and achair atop alow pedestal. “Have asest,” he said.
“Thiswon't takelong.”

Nemo climbed into the chair, looking around at the array of eectronics, the likes of which theworld
hadn’t seen for twenty yearsat least. “Where did you get al this stuff?”

“Wemadeit,” he said. “Surprised? Y ou shouldn’t be. Faith can move mountains. | learned about
computers a my father’ s knee. He was the man who fired Newman Rogers. He died humiliated and
broken.”

“Now you havethelast laugh.”

Gabrid grinned. “Something like that. Are you ready, or has your night in bed with your whore changed



your mind?’

Nemo hung his head. He wanted to come up out of this chair and strangle Gabridl on the spot. But he
couldn’t just think about what he wanted to do. Besides, he’ d spotted four lasers pointed a him. There
were probably more. He remembered his shame, tried to fed it al over again. “That’ swhy I'm doing
this. | haveto rid mysdf of her. Aslong as she' sthere, I'm not strong enough to stay away. But | have
to. She's—" Helooked Gabrie in the eye. “Never mind what sheis. Let'sjust get thisover with. | have
to catch atrain, remember?’ He heard adight ringing in hisears. Thisjumping in and out of the Bin
gpparently had him completely exhausted.

Gabrid amiled. “Sinisabit too ddicious, isn't it? Y ou' re doing the right thing, Nemo. While you' re here,
| canimplant more than the virus.” He gestured to the sprawling computer. “ Anything you like. 1sn't there
something you' d like to know? A foreign language, or adozen? A musica insrument perhgps? | believe
you've heard Rick and lan play. They couldn’'t play anote before they cameto me. But you're an
intelligent young man—how about the combined knowledge of al the civilizationsthat ever existed?’

Nemo had no doubt at al the man could do what he claimed. “ No thanks. Just the virus.”
Gabrid chuckled. “All for love—or nothing—eh? We re done here. Y ou can go catch that train now.”

Nemo admost panicked. Gabriel must be on to him, sending him on hisway, with astand-in probably
waiting in the wings. “What about the virus and the download?’

Gabrid chuckled. “ All done!” He gestured proudly at the equipment around them. “Y ou could’ ve stood
on your head and recited the Song of Songs, and it would' ve downloaded you and implanted the virus
flawlesdy. Wdll, go on, get up. Party’ sover.”

Theringing in Nemo' s ears sopped. He carefully rose from the chair, asif he might leave part of himself
behind if he moved too quickly, and stepped down from the pedestal.

“You'll need this, aswdl,” Gabrid said, handing him aslver vid. “Drink it between 11:30 and 11:45.
Y ou did remember not to eat, didn’t you?’

“Yeah, sure” Actually he d forgotten to est, which wasn't quite the same thing. Now he noticed how
empty hewas.

“The next thing you know, we |l bewaking you up here. Thelast thing you'll remember ismy saying,
‘Party’sover.’ | hope you were thinking pleasant thoughts.”

Actually, he' d been thinking that Gabridl was the biggest prick he' d ever met.

NEMO CAUGHT HISTRAIN AND SLUMPED DOWN IN A SEAT UP front by the doors. His
hands were shaking, and his heart wouldn’'t dow down. He wondered if it was the virusthat made him
fed thisway. But he' d fet thisbefore. It wasfear, pure and smple. Fear of what he was about to do.
Fear that hewould fail.

Hetried to imagine what it was like to be someone like Gabriel, so convinced of his righteousnessthat he
could wipe out everyonein the Bin and fed no remorse, actudly rgoiceinit. Eveninthemidst of his
greatest rage at the Bin, Nemo' d never wished it out of existence. He wondered, when the Bin was gone,
whether Gabrid would find the release he sought, or whether he' d lose his own reason for being.

Either way, Nemo wouldn’t be in a position to know, unless the Congtructs somehow maintained their
connection with the Bin. He hoped so. He hadn’t had time for his good-byes. He' d never see Jonathan
and Lawrence again. He hoped, somehow, they’ d understand.



Hewas dtill clutching the silver vid in his hand. He opened up hishand and stared &t it, nestled in his
pam. If hetook it, he could live in both places, two lives diverging, obliviousto each other. Party’s over
, hethought. It would begin just then, risng from that chair. And then what? Would this resurrected
Nemo glory in being the greet deliverer, or hang himself from the nearest tree? He did open the window.
It came down to ingtinct in the end. Which way you jumped when the lightning bolt strikes. He threw the
via out the window, and it vanished in aquick, Slver arc.

The door at the back of the car opened and closed, and someone came up the aide, diding into the seat
behind him. Before Nemo could turn around, he felt cold metal press againgt. the back of hisneck. A gun
barrdl.

“That was avery vauable item you just threw away.”

Nemo knew the voice. It was Rick. lan must be somewhere close by. “ Are you going to shoot me for
littering? Gabridl might not like that.”

The door at the front of the car did open, and lan stepped through. “What do you think you' re doing?’
he asked Rick. “He' sno good to usdead.” Rick withdrew his gun. lan bent down and got in Nemo's
face. Helooked like a cherub with hisring of curls. “Why did you throw the antidote away?’

“Look lan, we're on the same side here”

The back of 1an’sfist came out of nowhere and caught Nemo just below the eye. “Why did you throw
the antidote away?’

Nemo pretended the blow hurt more than it did, stalling for time to formulate an acceptablelie. He didn't
figure he' d have many opportunities for revison. “Obvioudy, because | don't want to takeit. I'm
committing suicide, asshole. So why don’t you just shoot me and get it over with.”

lan’ seyes narrowed. “ Suicide.” He straightened up, rubbed the side of his nose with the fist he'd just hit
Nemo with. “Why?’

“None of your business. I’ ve done something horrible. | want to die.”
“Suicideisasn.”
And murder isn’t? Nemo thought. “I don’t care. | told Gabrid from the beginning | was doing thisfor my

own reasons. I’'m sure he' |l be glad to hear you shot mefor being asinner.”

Rick stood up and came out in the aide, the gun ill in hand. It had along barrel with aslencer onthe
end of it. “He slying. HE' sgoing in to shack up with that whore. It' sa setup.”

lan took acellular phone out of his pocket and made acall. Nemo thought of al those damn thingshe’'d
tossed aside as so much junk, now that there weren’t any phone companies. But these guys had their
own phone company. He wondered what €l se they had, and what they intended to do with it.

“Gabrid,” lan said, “we ve got aproblem here.” He walked to the back of the car so that Nemo
couldn’'t hear him. Rick kept looking back at 1an, awaiting orders, probably hoping for the chanceto
shoot Nemo with his nice long gun. lan walked back to Nemo and handed him the phone. * Gabridl
wantsto talk to you.”

Nemo took the phone and put it to hisear. “Would you call off your dogs, Gabriel?1’m holding up my
end of the bargain. Your viruswill be ddivered.”



“Perhgps. You didn’t tel me you intended to kill yoursdf.”
“That’smy business, isn't it?’
“If you' retelling the truth. Why do you want to die?’

Nemo stared at the clock at the end of the car, counting off the seconds. Thelives of billions of peopledl
came down to hisability to lie. “If you found out you' d been fucking your grandmother, wouldn't you
want to die?’

There was along silence on the other end. “L et me speak with lan.”

Nemo handed lan the phone and waited as 1an listened without saying aword. He folded up the phone
and dipped it into his pocket.

“WEe ll just ride dong with you for now, Nemo. Gabrid’ s checking on afew things”

They hurtled along. lan drumming on the back of Nemo' s seat with apair of pens. Rick acrossthe aide,
watching him, hisfinger on the trigger. Nemo figured he was a dead man. Pretty soon Gabriel would find
the sster program, and lan’ slittle phone would ring. Would they shoot him right away, he wondered, or
would they question him first? He considered making ajump for it, but the train was doing about two
hundred miles an hour. He' d rather be shot.

And then hefdt it—thetrain gradualy dowing for Quantico. A familiar plume of smoke rose up into the
sky at the horizon. Thetrain would dow to about fifty or sixty through here before it went into atunnd.
He might makeit. He eyed the door, right in front of him.

He could jump off the train, but then what? He' d never makeit to D.C. on foot. He couldn’t exactly flag
down another train. His head snapped up. He could see the stacks now, gradually growing taler. That's
exactly what he' d do—flag down another train.

The phone started bleating, and lan walked to the back of the car and answered it. Rick stood up and
drifted back afew paces so that he could hear. Nemo wastrying to timeit just right, wishing he had
Rosdlind here to make the call. He was going to jump immediately, as soon asthe brakes kicked in,
while Rick and lan were being knocked on their butts. He figured it was his only chance not to get shot.
He could fed Rick’seyes on the back of his neck. Nemo kept his eyes on the smokestacks, calculating
the angle. Now.

He reached up and yanked on the emergency cord, rolling into the doors and out into the marsh, skidding
at leadt fifty feet in the muck, sending ashower of water high into the air, like the wake from a power
boat. He struggled to hisfeet and amost fell down again. There was alot more water than there had

been before. He was standing in mud up to his calves. He brought up hisright foot, and his boot came
off, trapped in the gook. The left boot was more stubborn, but after afew yards he decided it was
dowing him down and took it off. He must’ ve looked like awounded bird trying to take flight, flapping
and splashing.

Thetrain was stopped a haf mile down the tracks. He could see Rick and lan standing besideit,
deciding whether to follow him or not, possibly get stranded out herein this seaof mud, when dl they
had to do was keep him out of the Bin. Theway he had it figured, they’ d decide he' d dready
accomplished that for them when he jumped off the train. Nemo knew they had exactly three minutesto
make up their minds before the train took off and left them there. Meanwhile, Nemo tried to run.

They were gill standing by the train when the faint bong of the train’ swarning bell drifted acrossthe



marsh like abird cal, and Rick and lan climbed on board. Nemo cheered silently, but he didn’'t dow his
pace, such asit was. It would be amiracleif hemadeit to D.C. a all, much lessby noon. Ashe
approached the fence, the land doped upward and became relatively dry. He didn't bother with trying to
avoid being seen. If an dlarm wasraised, it would amost certainly be answered by a Construct, and he
could use any help he could get. As hewalked on the gravel up to the tracks, he redlized he was going to
need some shoes before he rode atrain out of here. Unfortunately, he knew where he could get some.

Hedidn't haveto wait long for atrain to arrive. He studied it as it approached, and noticed rungs on the
ends of the cars. He didn’'t have to hang underneath it like abat. The train cameto astop at the gate, and
he climbed onto the front. He remembered an old video set in San Francisco, aguy hanging off a
dreetcar Snging a song.

The train moved toward the door more dowly than he recdled. Maybe a surveillance camera had tripped
an darm, and they were shutting down. But the train kept inching along, and the door opened seconds
before he thought he was going to smash into it. Ingde it was exactly as he remembered, every detail.

He' d been here often enough in his dreams. Before the train had even come to a stop, the cold settled
into hiswet clothes and into hisbones. He felt asif hewereencasedinice.

He had to jJump from the train to clear the tracks, sscumbling to his hands and knees when he hit the
concrete. He peded his hands from the floor, leaving icy shadows where they’ d been. He started to
stand, but decided he was better off on hisknees, putting off standing on his bare feet for aslong as he
could. “ Open the damn thing,” he muttered under his breath. “Please God, I’ m freezing to death here.”

The minute the doors started rising, he moved in. The robots stayed back until the doors stopped
completely. He' d have afew seconds. When he had enough room, he scurried under the doors. The whir
of the door motors echoed ingde, amplifyingit.

Thereweren't nearly as many bodies as there' d been before. The car was maybe athird full. Asthe door
continued its ascent, he had more light, but he also had lesstime. He searched the shadows, but he
couldn’t find what he waslooking for. It was late spring. Sandals, usdlesslittle loafers, moccasins. He
had to dig deeper. He pushed a couple of bodies aside and spotted a heavy work boot, ankle high. But
he could only see one, laced up to the top. The whir of the door motors stopped. He had plenty of light
now astherobots floodlights came on.

He wrapped his hands around the boot and the ankle inside it, and yanked. A man’s body did out of the
pile far enough so he could see both the legs now, both boots. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the
robot at hisback moving in. He had to give it something to do. He grabbed the body of ayoung man
about his age by the belt and dragged it to the floor between himself and the robot, and started working
on the bootlaces.

He could hear the little motorsin the robot’ s servo arms asit picked up the body from the floor, but he
couldn’t think about that. He had to unlace the boots with giff clumsy fingers. He dmost had the second
boot off when the robot started moving again. He grabbed at the nearest body and rolled it to the floor
without looking to see whether it was young or old or male or female. He was crying now. He didn't
have time to think about why. It was just another sound. He freed the second boot, tied them together,
and hung them around his neck. Now he needed clothes. He yanked on the man’ s ankles again and
stripped off hisjeans, but he couldn’t get at his shirt, and it was light-weight cotton anyway.

The robot had both bodies now. Nemo moved to the sde and let it roll in. He worked hisway down the
length of the car. The other robots had completed their duties and retreated to their resting positions. As
he passed their jurisdictions, they started forward thinking he was another stray corpse. Finally, hefound
what he was looking for, aleather jacket severa szestoo big for him. He stripped it off, struggling with



the massive body, and stepped through the line of robots. Once he was behind them, it was asif he
didn't exigt. They dl watched the carsrallsinto thefire.

He stripped off hiswet clothes and put on the jeans and jacket. They both were huge. The deeves hung
down three or four inches below hiswrists. He sat on the concrete and put on the boots. They were
pretty tight, but it didn’t matter. He could no longer fed hisfeet. The deafening roar of the fire Sarted,
and helimped to the door, hugging himsdlf, samping hisfest, just waiting for atrain.

It came as scheduled, the heat from it asinviting as awoodstove in the dead of winter. The cars closed
themsdaves up—like birdsfolding in their wings. He draped hiswet clothes over the rungs and climbed
onto them, his handsinsde the leather deeves. The clothes Sizzled and steamed but didn’t burn through.
He hung on tightly asthetrain quickly accelerated. The two-hundred-mile an hour wind cooled the metdl
down soon enough, dried histears, and beat a him like ahugefigt, until finaly, with the Washington
Monument peaking up over the horizon, the train began to dow and dove into the ground.

He cameto astop in aroom that was the mirror image of the crematorium, only where the incinerator
would be was a carousd fed by a chute doping down from the wall above. Every oncein awhile, the
flap at the top of the chute came open, and abody did down to the carousd, where it wasretrieved by a
robot and placed on the waiting train.

To theleft of the carousel was an elevator. As Nemo approached it, he saw there was no call button.
Accesswas controlled by aretind scan. Y ou looked into alittle green light shining down from above the
doors. He says he' saclever fellow, Nemo thought. Let’s see how clever. He walked up to the elevator
and stared into the light. “ Come on, Grandpa,” he whispered. “ Override the damn thing.” The doorsdid
open, and he stepped insgde. There were no buttons or controls of any kind. “Recelving,” he said, and
the elevator began to rise. He leaned back against thewall and heaved asigh of rdlief. It was dmost
over.

The doors opened, and he waslooking at Rick’ s back. He and lan were waiting at the top of the
escalator. The clock abovethetrain platform said 12:16.

“Down,” he said, and Rick turned around. He raised his gun and fired asthe doors did closed. Nemo
rolled up into abal asabullet ricocheted inside the elevator, then clattered to the floor. The doors came
open, and Nemo was back where he started, with the dead. He crawled out of the e evator on his hands
and knees. Theflap in the wal came open, and abody did down the chute. An old woman, till holding
her handbag. He didn’t suppose she was carrying agun.

But he didn’t need agun. He needed another way out of here. He eyed the flap at the top of the chute. It
was alow-tech aff