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My grandchildren have brought time back to me. Even when they have gone, my house will never be
the same. Of course, | didn’t hear them when they arrived—on this as on many other mornings, | hadn't
bothered to turn on my eardrums—but atingling jab from the console beside my bed findly caught my
attention. What had | been doing? Lying in the shadowed heat, watching the sea breeze lift the dappled
blinds? Not even that. | had been somewhere distant. A traveler in white empty space.

The blindsflicker. My bedhelper emerges from its wallspace, extending mantis arms for meto grab.
One heave, and I’ m ditting up. Another, and I’'m standing. The sdlt air pushes hot, codl. | pauseto blink.
Slow, quick, with both eyes. A moment’ s concentration. Despite everything Doc Fanian’ stold me, it's
never become likeriding abicycle, but then who am I, now, to ride abike? And then my eardrums are
on, and the sound of everything legpsinto me. | hear the waves, the seg, the lizards stirring on the rocks,
distant birdsong, the faint whispering trees. | hear the dow drip of the showerhead on the bathroom tiles,
and the putter of arainbow-winged flyer somewhere up in the hot blue sky. | hear the papery breath and
heartbeat of an old man aroused from his mid-morning dumbers. And | hear voices—young
voices—outside my front door.

“Hecan't bein.”

“Well, hecan't be out...”
‘Let’'s—"

“—No, you.”

“I'll—"

“—ligen. | think...”
“It'shim.”

Looking down at mysdlf, | seethat, yes, | am clothed, after afashion: shortsand a
T-shirt—crumpled, but &t least not the ones | deptinlast night. So | did get dressed today, eat
breakfast, clean up afterward, shave....

“Areyou in there, Papa?’
My granddaughter Agatha svoice.
“Wait amoment,” | croak, deep-<tiff, not redly bdieving. Heading for the hdll.

The front door presents an obstacle. There' sthe voice recognition system my son Bill had fitted for
me. Not that anyone mugs or burgles anyone else any longer, but Bill’saworrie—he' s past eighty now,
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and of that age.
“Areyoudl right in there?’
Saul’svoicethistime.
“Yes I'mfine”

The smpleroutine of the voicecode momentarily befuddles me. Thetiny screen says User Not
Recognized. | try again, and then again, but my voiceisasdry asmy limbs are until the lubricants get
working. My grandchildren can hear me outside, and | know they’ll think Papa stalking to himself.

At last. My front door swings open.

Saul and Agatha. Both incredibly red in the morning brightness with the cypressed road shimmering
behind them. | want them to stand there for afew moments so | can catch my breath—and for the
corneas | had fitted last winter to darken—but I’'m hugged and I’ m kissed and they’ re past me and into
the house before any of my senses can adjust. | turn back into the hall. Their luggage liesin aheap.
Sdt-rimed, sandy, the colors bleached, bulging with washing and the excitements of far-off places.
Venice. Paris. New York. The Sea of Tranquillity. Even then, | have to touch to be sure.

“Hey Papa, where' sthe food?’
jdnh

Agatha crouches down on thetilesin my old-fashioned kitchen, gazing into the open fridge. And
Saul’ stipping back a self-cooling carafe he' s found above the sink, his brown throat working. They're
both in cut-off shorts, ragged tops. Stuff they’ ve obvioudy had on for days. And here' s meworrying
about what I’ m wearing—but the same rules don’t apply. Agathastands up, fills her mouth with acube
of ammoniac brie from the depths of the fridge. Saul wipes hislips on the back of hishand, smiles. As
though he senses that the hug on the doorstep might have passed me by, he comes over to me. He gives
me another. Held tight, towered over, | fed the rub of his stubbled jaw against my bald head as he
murmurs Papa, it’s good to be here. And Agathajoinsin, kisses me with cheese crumbson her lips,
bringing the sense of dl the miles she' straveled to get here, the sdt dust of amillion far-off places. I'm
tempted to pull away when | fed the soft pressure of her breasts againgt my arm. But this moment istoo
Swest, too innocent. | wish it could go on forever.

Finaly, we step back and regard each other.

“Y ou should have let me know you were coming,” | say, wondering why | have to spoil this moment
by complaining. “I’ d have stocked up.”

“Wetried, Papa,” Agathasays.

Saul nods. “A few days ago a the shuttleport in Athens, Papa. And then | don’t know how many
timeson the ferry through theidands. But al we got was the engaged flag.”

“I"ve been meaning,” | say, “to get the console fixed.”
Saul smiles, not believing for one moment. He asks, “Would you like me to take alook?’

| shrug. Then | nod Y es, because the console really does need reprogramming. And Saul and Agatha
were probably genuingly worried when they couldn’t get through, even though nothing serious could
happen without one of my implant darms going off.

“But you don’t mind us coming, do you, Pgpa? | mean, if we re getting in theway or anything. Just
say and we'll go.” Agatha steasing, of course, just to see thelook on Papa sface.



“No, no.” I lift my handsin surrender, fedling thejoints starting to ease. “I1t' swonderful to have you
here. Stay with us aslong as you want. Do whatever you like. That' swhat grandparents are for.”

They nod sagely, as though Papa s spoken agreat truth. But sharp-eyed glances are exchanged
acrossthe ancient kitchen table, and | catch the echo of my words before they fade. And | redlize what
Papa s gone and said. We. Us.

Why did | use the plurd? Why? When Hannah' s been dead for more than seventy years?

An hour later, after the hormones and lubricants have stabilized, I’ m heading down to the port in my
rattletrap open-top Ford. Off shopping to feed those hungry mouths even though | want to hold onto
every moment of Saul and Agatha s company.

White houses, cool streets framing dabs of seaand sky. | drive down here to the port once or twice a
week to get what little stuff | need these days, but today I’'m seeing things I’ ve never noticed before.
Canaries and flowers on thewindow ledges. A sl filled with candied fruit and marzipan mice, wafting a
sugared breeze. | park the Ford in the square, dap on my autolegs and head off just as the noonday bells
beginto chime.

By thetime | reach Antonio’s, my usua baker, the display on the fat-whedled trolley | picked upin
the concourse by the fountainsis dready reading Full Load. | realy should have selected the larger
model, but you haveto put in extramoney or something. Antonio grins. HE sabig man, fronting dopes
of golden crugt, cherry-nippled lines of iced bun. Sweeaty and floured, he loves his job the way everyone
seemsto these days.

I’ m pointing everywhere. Two, no, three loaves. And up there; never mind, I'll have some anyway.
And those long twirly things—are they sweet?—I’ ve dways wondered. ..

“You' vegot vistors?’ He packsthe crisp warm loavesinto crisp brown bags.
“My grandchildren.” | amile, broody asahen. “They came out of nowhere thismorning.”

“That’sgrest,” he beams. He'd dap my shoulder if he could reach that far across the marble counter.
“How old?’

| shrug. What isit now? Bill’ s eighty-something. So—nearly thirty. But that can’t beright...

“Anyway,” he hands me the bags, too politeto ask if | can manage. “Now’ sagood time.” My
autolegs hissas| back out toward the door. The loaded trolley follows.

But he' sright. Now isagood time. The very best.

| drop the bags of bread on my way back to the square. Thetrolley’stoo full to help evenif | knew
how to ask it, and | can’'t bend down without climbing out of the autolegs, but a grey-haired woman
gathers them up from the pavement and hel ps me back to the car.

“You drive?” sheasksas| clank across the square toward my Ford and the trolley rumbles behind
in atendance. It's amuseum piece. She chuckles again. Her face is hidden under the shadow-weave of a
straw sunhat.

Then she says, “ Grandchildren—how lovely,” as nectarines and oranges tumble into the back sest. |
can't remember telling her about Saul and Agatha as we waked—in my absorption, | can't even
remember speaking—but perhapsiit’ sthe only possible explanation for someone of my age doing this



amount of shopping. When | look up to thank her, she'sdready heading off under the date pams. The
sway of aflora print dress. Crinkled elbows and hedls, sandals flapping, soft wisps of grey hair, therings
on her dightly lumpen fingers catching in sunlight. I’ m gtaring, thinking. Thinking, if only.

Back at the house, hours after the quick trip I’ d intended, the front door is open, unlocked. Thething
usudly bleepslike mad when | leave it even fractiondly gar, but my grandchildren have obvioudy
managed to disableit. | step out of my autolegs. | stand therein my own hal, feding thetingling in my
synthetic hip, waiting for my corneasto adjust to the changeinlight.

“I'm back!”

There ssilence—or as closeto slence asthese eardrums will alow. Beating waves. Beating heart.
And breathing. Soft, dow breathing. | follow the sound.

Inside my bathroom, it looks asif Saul and Agatha have been washing alarge and very uncooperéative
dog. Sodden towels are everywhere, and the floor is a soapy lake, but then they’ re of ageneration that's
used to machines clearing up after them. Beyond, in the shadowed double room they’ ve taken for their
own, my grandchildren lie curled. Agatha sin my old off-white dressing gown—which, now I’ ve seen her
init, I’ll never want to wash or replace. Her hair spills across the pillow, her thumb rests close to her
mouth. And Saul’ s stretched on the mattress facing the other way, naked, his bum pressed againgt hers.
Long flanks of honey-brown. He's smooth and till, lovely asastatue.

There' satomb-memorid | saw once—in an old cathedrd, in old England—of two deeping children,
carved in white marble. | must have been there with Hannah, for | remember the ease of her presence
beside me, or at least the absence of the ache that has hardly ever left me since. And | remember taring
at those sweet white faces and thinking how impossible that kind of serenity was, evenin the wildest
depths of childhood. But now it hgppensdl thetime. Everything' s an everyday miracle.

| back away. Close the door, making a clumsy noisethat | hope doesn't wake them. | unload the
shopping in the kitchen by hand, watching the contents of my bags diminish asif by magic as| place them
on the shelves. So much becoming so little. But never mind; there’s enough for alate lunch, maybe
dinner. And my grandchildren are degping and the house swirlswith their dreams. It' stime, anyway, to
ring Bill.

My son'sin hisoffice. Bill dways|ooks different on the console, and asusud | wonder if thisisaface
he puts on especialy for me. In theory, Bill’ slike Antonio—working Smply because heloves his
job—but I find that hard to believe. Everything about Bill speaks of duty rather than pleasure. | seethe
evening towers of agrest city through awindow beyond his shoulder. The lights of homeward-bound
flyersdrifting like sparksin abonfire-pink sky. But which city? Bill’ saways moving, chasing business.
My console finds him anyway, but it isn’t programmed to tell you where unless you specificaly ask. And
| don’t know how.

“Hi, Dad.”

Two or three beats. Somewhere, nowhere, space dissolves, instantaneoudy relaying thissilence
between us. Bill’ swaiting for meto say why I’ ve caled. He knows Papawouldn't call unlesshe had a
reason.

| say, “Youlook fine, son.”

Heinclines his head in acknowledgment. His hair’ s till mostly anatural red-brown—which was
Hannah's color—but | seethat he's started to recede, and go grey. And there are deep creases around
the hollows of hiseyesashe staresat me. If | didn’t know any better, I'd almost say that my son was
garting to look old. “Y ou too, Dad.”



“Your kids are here. Saul and Agatha.”
“| see” Heblinks, moves swiftly on. “How are they?’

“They're—" | want to say, great, wonderful, incredible; al those big stupid puppy dog words.
“—they'refine. Adeep at the moment, of course.”

“Where have they been?’

I wish | could just shrug, but I’ ve never been comfortable using nonverba gestures over the phone.
“Wehaven't redly taked yet, Bill. They’retired. | just thought I’ d let you know.”

Bill purses hislong, narrow lips. He' s about to say something, but then he holds it back. Tired.
Haven't talked yet. Thought I’d let you know. Oh, the casualness of it al! Asthough Saul and Agatha
were herewith their Papalast month and will probably cal in next aswell.

“Wadll, thanks, Dad. Y ou mugt give them my love”

“Any other messages?’

“Tel them I’ d be happy if they could give meacdl.”
“Sure, I'll do that. How's Meg?’

“She'sfine”

“The two of you should come down here.”

“Y ou could come here, Dad.”

“We mugt arrange something. Anyway, I'm sureyou' re—"
“—pretty busy, yes. But thanksfor ringing, Dad.”

“Take care, son.”

“Youtoo.”

The screen snows. After afew moments' fiddling, | manageto turn it off.

| set about getting ameal for my two deeping beauties. Salads, cheese, crusty bread, dices of pepper
and carrot, garlicy dips. Everything new and fresh and raw. As| do o, the conversation with Bill drones
oninmy head. Theselast few years, they can go on for hoursinside me after we' ve spoken. Phrases and
sentences tumbling off into new meaning. Things unsaid. Now, I’ m not even surewhy | bothered to call
him. There’ s obvioudy no reason why he should be worried about Saul and Agatha. Wasit just to
brag—Hey, look, I’ ve got your kidsl—or wasit in the hope that, ringing out of the blue in what were
gpparently office hoursin whatever city hewasin, I"d really make contact?

Slicing with my old sted knives on the rainbow-wet cutting board, | remember Bill the young man, Bill
the child, Bill the baby. Bill when Hannah and | didn’t even have aname for him two weeks out of the
hospital. As Hannah had grown big in those ancient days of pre-birth uncertainty, we d planned on Paul
for aboy, Esther for agirl. But when he arrived, when we took him home and bathed him, when we
looked at thistiny creature like some red Indian totem with his bulbous eyes, enormous bals, and
adarmingly erect penis, Paul had seemed entirely wrong. He used to warble when he smelled Hannah
closeto him—we cdled it hismilk song. And he waved hislegsin the air and chuckled and laughed a an
age when babies supposadly aren’t able to do that kind of thing. So we called him William. Animpish,
mischievous name. In our daft parentd certainty, even al the dick and willy connotations had seemed



entirely appropriate. But by the time he was two, he was Bill to everyone. A solid, practica namethat fit,
even though caling him Bill was something we d never dreamed or wanted or intended.

In the heat of mid-afternoon, beneath the awning on the patio between sky and sea, Pgpa swith his
offsprings, sated with food. | fed alittle Sck, to be honest, but I'm hoping it doesn’'t show.

“Your dad rang,” | say, finding the wine has turned the meaning of the sentence around—as though,
for once, Bill had actudly made the effort and contacted me.

“Rang?’ Agatha puzzlesover theold, unfamiliar phrase. Rang. Cdled. Shenods. “ Oh yesh?” Shelifts
an espadrilled foot to avoid squashing the ants who are carrying off breadcrumbs and scraps of salad.
“What did he say?’

“Not much.” I'd be happy if they'd call. Did he mean he' d be unhappy otherwise?“Bill seemed
pretty busy,” | say. “Oh, and he wanted to know where you’ ve been these last few months.”

Saul laughs. “That soundslike Dad, al right.”
“He' sjudt interested,” | say, fedling | should put up some kind of defense.

Agatha shakes her head. “Y ou know what Dad getslike, Papa.” She wrinkles her nose. “ All serious
and worried. Not that you shouldn’t be serious about things. But not about everything?

“And he' s o bloody possessive,” Saul agrees, scratching hisribs.

| try not to nod. But they’ re just saying what children have always said: waving and shouting acrossa
generation gap that gets bigger and bigger. Hannah and me, we put off having Bill until we were
late-thirties for the sake of our careers. Bill and hiswife Meg, they must have both been gonefifty when
they had these two. Not that they were worn out—in another age, they’ d have passed for thirty—but old
isoldisold.

Theflyerscirclein the great blue dome above the bay, clear slver eggs with the rainbow flicker of
improbably tiny wings; the crickets chirp amid the myrtled rocks; the yachts catch the breeze. I'd like to
say something seriousto Saul and Agatha aswe Sit out here on the patio, to try to find out what’ sredlly
going on between them and Bill, and maybe even make an attempt at repair. But instead, we start to talk
about holidays. | ask them if they really have been to the Sea of Tranquillity, to the moon.

“Do you want to see?’
“I'dloveto.”

Saul dives back into the house. Without actualy thinking—nearly a century out of date—I'm
expecting him to return with awad of photosin an envelope. But he returnswith thisbox, alittle VR thing
with tiny rows of user-defined touchpads. He holds it out toward me, but | shake my head.

“You'd better doit, Saul.”

So he dipstwo cool wires over my ears, presses another against the side of my nose and dropsthe
box onto the rug that covers my lap. He touches a button. As yet, nothing happens.

“Papa, can you hear me?’
“Yes...”

“Canyou see?’



I nod without thinking, but dl I’ m getting is the stepped green lawns of my overly neat garden, the sea
unfolding the horizon. Plain old actud redlity.

Then, Blam!
Saul says, “Thisisus coming in on the moonshuttle.”

I’'m flying over black and white craters. The sars are diding overhead. I’ m falling through the teeth of
arlessmountains. I’'m tumbling toward asiver city of spiresand domes.

“AndthisisLunar Park.”

Blam! A midnight jungle strung with lights. Looking up without my willing it through incredible foliage
and the geodome, | see the distant Earth; atiny blue globe.

“Remember, Ag? That party.”
From somewhere, Agatha chuckles. “ And you in that getup.”

Faces. Dancing. Gleaming bodies. Parakeet colors. Someone legpsten, fifteen feet into the air. |
shudder as a hand touches me. | smell Agatha’ s scent, hear her saying something that’s drowned in
music. | can't tel whether she'sin VR or on the patio.

“Thisgoesonfor ages. Y ou know, Papa, fun at thetime, but... I'll runit forward.”

| hear mysdf say, “Thanks”

Then, Blam! I'm lying on my back on the patio. The deckchair istipped over beside me.
“Y ou're okay? Papa?’

Agatha sleaning down over me out of the sky. Strands of hair almost touching my face, thefal of her
breasts againgt her white cotton blouse.

“Y ou sort of rolled off your chair...”

I nod, pushing up on my old ebows, feding the flush of stupid embarrassment, the jolt on my back
and arse and the promise of atruly spectacular bruise. Black. Crimson. Purple. Like God smiling down
through tropica clouds.

Agatha shelping meas| rise. I'm dtill alittle dizzy, and I'm gulping back the urgeto be sick. For a
moment, as the endorphins advance and re-group in my bloodstream, | even get a glimpse beyond the
vell at the messages my body isredly trying to send. | dmost fed pain, for Chrissake. | blink dowly,
willing it to recede. | can see the patio paving in shadow and sunlight. | can see the cracked, falen box of
thelittle VR mechine.

“Hey, don’'t worry.”

Strong arms place me back in my deckchair. | lick my lips and swallow, swalow, swalow. No, |
won't besick.

“Areyouokay?You...”
“I'm fine. Isthat thing repairable? Can | have alook?’

Saul immediately givesthe VR box back to me, which makes me certainit’ sirretrievably busted. 1 lift
the cracked lid. Insde, it's mostly empty space. Just afew slver hairs reaching to a superconductor ring
inthemidde.



“These machinesareincredible, aren't they?’ | find mysalf muttering.

“Papa, they turn out thiskind of crap by the million now. They make them fragile’ cos they want them
to break so you go out and buy another. It'sno big dedl. Do you want to go insde? Maybe it’sabit hot
for you out here”

Before | can think of an answer, I’'m being helped back insde the house. I'm laid on the sofain the
cool and the dark, with the doors closed and the shutters down, propped up,on cushions like adoll. Part
of me hatesthis, but the sensation of being cared for by humansinstead of machinesistoo nicefor meto
protest.

| close my eyes. After afew seconds of red darkness, my corneas automatically blank themselves
out. Thefirgt timethey did this, I’ d expected a sensation of deep, ultimate black. But for me at
lees—and Doc Fanian tellsmeit’ sdifferent for dl of his patients—whiteisthe color of absence. Likea
snowfield on adead planet. Aching white. Like hospital sheetsin the moment before you go under.

“Papa?
“Whet timeisit?’

| open my eyes. Aningant later, my vison returns.
“You've been adeep.”

| try to Sit up. With ease, Agatha holds me down. A tissue appears. She wipes some drool from off
my chin. The clock in the room says seven. Nearly twilight. No need to blink; my eardrums are ill on.
Through the open patio doors comes the sound of the tide breaking on the rocks, but I’ m aso picking up
astrange buzzing. | tilt my head like adog. | look around for afly. Could it be that I’ ve blinked without
reglizing and reconfigured my eardrumsin some odd way? Then movement catchesmy eye. A
black-and-slver thing hardly bigger than a pinhead whirs past my nose, and | seethat Saul’ s busy
controlling it with apaette he'sgot on hislap at the far end of the sofa. Some new game.

| dide my legs down off the sofa. I'm sitting up, and suddenly feding amost normd. Seeping in the
afternoon usudly leaves me feding ten years older—like a corpse—but this particular deep has actudly
done me some good. The nausea’ s gone. Agatha s knedling beside me, and Saul’ s playing with histoy.
I"'m bright-eyed, bushy tailed. | fed like aninety-year-old.

| say, “1 was speaking this morning to Antonio.”

“Antonio, Papa?’ Agathd sforehead crinkles with puzzlement.

“He'samaninashop,” | say. “l mean, you don’'t know him. He runs abakery in the port.”
“Anyway, Papa,” Agatha prompts swestly, “what were you saying to him?’

“I told him that you were staying—my grandchildren—and he asked how old you were. Thething is,
| wasn't quite sure.”

“Can’'t you guess?’
| gaze at her. Why do she and Saul dwayswant to turn everything into agame?

“I'm sorry, Papa,” sherelents. “I shouldn't tease. I' m twenty-eight and ahaf now, and Saul’s
thirty-two and three-quarters.”

“Seven eighths,” Saul sayswithout taking his eyes off the buzzing pinhead asit circles closeto the



open windows. “And you' d better not forget my birthday.” The pinhead zooms back across the room. “I
mean you, Ag. Not Papa. Papanever forgets...”

The pinhead buzzes close to Agatha, brushing strands of her hair, amost touching her nose. “L ook,
Saul,” she snaps, standing up, slamping her foot. “Can’t you turn that bloody thing off?’

Saul smiles and shakes his head. Agatha reaches up to grab it, but Saul’ stoo quick. He whisksit
away. It loops the loop. She' s giggling now, and Saul’ s shoulders are shaking with mirth as she dashes
after it acrossthe room.

Nodding, smiling pady, | watch my grandchildren at play.
“Wheat isthat thing, anyway?’ | ask asthey findly sart totire.

“It'sametacam, Papa.” Saul touches acontrol. The pinhead stops dead in the middle of the room.
Sowly turning, catching the pale evening light on facets of Silver, it hovers, waiting for anew command.
“We'rejust pissing around.”

Agathaflopsdown inachair. She says, “Papa, it’' sthe latest thing. Don't say you haven't seen them
on the news?’

| shake my head. Even on the old flatscreen TV | keep in the corner, everything nowadays comes
across like arock music video. And the endless good news just doesn't fedl right to me, raised as| was
on adiet of war and starving Africans.

“What doesit do?’ | ask.

“Wdl,” Saul says, “this metacam shows the effects of multiple waveform collgpse. Look...” Saul
shufflestoward me down the length of the sofa, the paette still on hislap. “ That buzzing thing up thereisa
multi-lens, and | Smply control it from down here—"

“—that' samazing.” | say. “When | was young they used to have pocket camcorders you couldn’t
even get in your pocket. Not unless you had one made specialy. The pockets, | mean. Not the
cameres...”

Saul keegps smiling through my digression. “But it's not just a camera, Papa, and anyway you could
get onesthis sizefifteen years ago.” He touches the paette on hislap, and suddenly awell of brightness
tunnels down from it, ssemingly right through and into the floor. Then the brightness resolvesinto an
image. “You see? There sAgatha”

I nod. And there, indeed, sheis: three-dee on the pal ette screen on Saul’ slap. Agatha. Prettier than a
picture.

| watch Agatha on the palette as she gets up from the chair. She strolls over to the windows. The
pinhead lens drifts after her, panning. I'm fascinated. Perhapsit’s my new corness, but she seems clearer
intheimagethan shedoesin redlity.

Humming to herself, Agatha starts plucking the pink rose petals from a display on the windowledge,
letting them fall to thefloor. As| watch her on Saul’ s palette screen, | notice the odd way that the petals
seem to drift from her fingers, how they multiply and divide. Some even rise and dance, seemingly caught
on abreeze dthough the air in the room is ill, leaving fading trails behind them. Then Agatha sface blurs
assheturnsand smiles. But she'saso il in profile, looking out of the window. Eyes and amouth at
both angles at once. Then she takes astep forward, while at the same time remaining still. At firgt, the
effect of these overlaysis ttractive, like aportrait by Picasso, but asthey build up, the pal ette becomes
confused. Saul touchesthe palette edge. Agatha collapses back into one image again. She' slooking out



through the window into the twilight at the big yacht with white sails at anchor out in the bay. The same
Agathal seeas| ook up toward her.

“Is't that something?” Saul says.
| can only nod.

“Yes incredible, isn't it?” Agathasays, brushing pollen from her fingers. “ The metacam’ s showing
possible universesthat lie close to our own. Y ou do understand that, Papa?’

“Yes. But...”
Agatha comes over and kisses the age-mottled top of my head.

Outside, beyond the patio and the vel vety neat garden, the sea horizon has dissolved. The big
white-sailed yacht now seemsto be floating with the early stars. | can’'t even tdl whether it' sanillusion.

“We thought we' d go out on our own thisevening, Papa,” she murmurs, her lipsticklingly closeto my
ear. “ Seewhat’ sgoing on down in the port. That is, if you' re feding okay. Y ou don't mind usleaving for
afew hours, do you?’

A flyer from the port comesto collect Saul and Agatha. | stand waving on the patio asthey riseinto
the starry darknesslike silver twins of the moon.

Back ingde the house, even with dl thelights on, everything feesempty. | find mysdf wondering what
it will belike after my grandchildren have gone entirdly, which can only be amatter of days. | fix some
food in the kitchen. Usudly, I like the sense of control that my old culinary tools give me, but the buzzing
of the molecular knife seemsto fill my bonesas| cut, dice, arrange. Saul and Agatha. Everything about
them means happiness, but still | have this stupid ideathat there sapriceto pay.

| 9t down at the kitchen table, gazing at green-bdllied mussdls, bits of squid svimming in oil, bread
that’ salready going stale. What came over methismorning, buying al this crap? | stand up, pushing my
way through the furniture to get outside. There. The stars, the moon, the faint lights of the port set down
in the scoop of the darkly gleaming coast. If | redlly knew how to configure these eardrums, | could
probably filter out everything but distant laughter in those lantern-strung streets, music, the clink of
glasses. | could eavesdrop on what Saul and Agatha are saying about Papa asthey sit at some cafétable,
whether they think I’ ve gone downhill since the last time, or whether, dl things considered, I'm holding up

pretty well.

They'll betaking cluesfrom things around this house that | don't even notice. | remember visting a
great aunt back in the last century when | was only akid. She was dways punctilious about her
appearance, but as she got older she used to cake her face with white powder, and there was some
terrible discovery my mother made when shelooked through the old newspapers in the front room. Soon
after that, auntie was taken into what was euphemigticaly called aHome. These days, you can keep your
own company for much longer. There are machinesthat will do most thingsfor you: I’ ve dready got one
inmy bedside drawer that crawls down my leg and cuts my toenailsfor me. But when do you finaly
crossthat line of not coping? And who will warn you when you get close?

Unaided, | climb down from the patio and hobble adong the pathways of my stepped garden. Since
Bill decided that | wasn't up to maintaining it any longer and bought me amec-cultivator, | redly only
wander out here a night. I’ ve dways been araggedy kind of gardener, and this place is now far too neat



for me. Y ou could putt on the nest little lawns, and the borders are alesson in geometry. So | generdly
make do with darkness, the secret touch of the leaves, the scents of hidden blooms. | haven't seen the
mec-cultivator for severd daysnow anyway, athoughit' s obvioudy till keeping busy, trundling dong
withitsslver armsand prettily painted pands, searching endlessy for weeds, collecting seedheads,
snipping a stray fingers of ivy. We avoid each other, it and |. In its prim determination—even in the
flower displaysthat it deliversto the house when I’ m not looking—it reminds me of Bill. Hetries so hard,
doesBill. HE sawaorrier in an age when people have given up worrying. And he' sacarer, too. | know
that. And | lovemy son. | truly love him. | just wish that Hannah was dive to love him with me. | wish
that she was walking the streets of the port, buying dresses from the stalls down by the harbor. | just wish
that thingswere alittle different.

| st down on thewall. It s hard to remember for sure now whether things were ever that happy for
me. | must go back to timeslatein thelast century when | was with Hannah, and everything was so much
less easy then. We all thought the world was ending, for astart. Everything we did had akind of twilit
intengity. Of course, | was lucky; | worked in engineering construction—all those Newtonian equations
that are now routindly demolished—at atime when rivers were being diverted, flood barriers erected,
seastamed. | had money and | had opportunity. But if you spend your life thinking Lucky, Lucky, Lucky,
you'reredly smply waiting for afal. | remember the agonies Hannah and | went through before we
decided to have Bill. We talked on and on about the wars, the heat, the continents of skeleton bodies.
But wefinaly decided as parents dways do that love and hope is enough. And we made love as though
we meant it, and Bill was born, and the money—at |east for us—kept on coming in through the endless
recessions. There were even inklings of the ways that things would get better. | remember TV programs
where academicstried to describe the golden horizons that lay ahead—how unraveling the edges of
possibility and time promised predictive intelligence, unlimited energy. Hannah and | were better
equipped than most to understand, but we were still puzzled, confused. And we knew enough about
history to recognize the pardlds between al this quantum magic and the fiasco of nuclear power, which
must once have seemed equaly promising, and equally incomprehensible.

But thistime the physicists had got it largdly right. Bill must have been ten by the time the good news
began to outweigh the bad, and he was still drawing pictures of burnt-out rainforest, although by then he
was using apaintbox PC to doit. | remember that | was alittle amazed at his steady aura of gloom. But |
thought that perhaps he just needed time to change and adjust to aworld that was undeniably getting
better, and perhaps he would have done so, become like Saul and Agatha—a child of the bright new
age—if Hannah hadn’t died.

| totter back through the garden, across the patio and into the house. Fedling like avoyeur, | peek
into Saul and Agatha’ s bedroom. They’ ve been here—what?—less than aday, and aready it looks
deeply lived in, and smellslike agym. Odd socks and bedsheets and tissues are strewn across the floor,
along with food wrappers (does that mean I’ m not feeding them enough?), shoes, the torn pages of the
in-flight shuttle magazine, the softly glowing sheet of whatever book Agatha sreading. | gaze at it, but of
courseit’s not abook, but another game; Agatha' s probably never read abook in her life. Whatever the
thingis, | fed giddy just looking at it. Like falling down aprismatic well.

Putting the thing down again exactly where | found it, | notice that they’ ve broken the top off the vase
on the dresser, and then pushed the shards back into place. It' sathing that Hannah bought from one of
those shops that used to sall Third World goods at First World prices, when therewasa Third and First
World. Thick blue glaze, decorated with unlikely looking birds. | used to hate that vase, until Hannah
died, and then the things we squabbled over became achingly sweet. Saul and Agatha |l probably tell me
about breaking it when they find the right moment. Or perhapsthey think Papa |l never notice. But |
don't mind. | redlly don't care. Saul and Agatha can bresk anything they want, smash up thiswhole
fucking house. | dmost wish they would, infact, or at least leave some lasting impression. Thisplaceis



filled with the stuff of alifetime, but now it ssemsempty. How | envy my grandchildren this dreadfully
messy room, the way they manage to fill up so much space from those little bags and with dl the life they
bring with them. If only | could program my vacuum cleaner not totidy it dl up into oblivion as soon as
they go, I'd leaveit thisway forever.

Saul’ s stuffed the metacam back into the top of histraveling bag on thefloor. | can seethe white
corner of the palette sticking out, and part of me wantsto take a good look, maybe even turn it on and
try towork out if hereally meant that stuff about showing dternate redities. But | go cold at the thought
of dropping or bresking it—it' s obvioudy his current favorite toy—and my hands are trembling dightly
even as| think of the possihilities, of half worlds beside our own. | see animage: me bending over the
metacam asit lies smashed on thetiled floor. Would the metacam record its own destruction? Does it
redly matter?

| leave the room, closethe door. Then | open it to check that I’ ve left things asthey were. | closethe
door again, then | pull it back gar, as| foundit.

| go to my room, wash, and then the bedhel per trundles out and lifts me into bed, even though | could
have managed it on my own. | blink three timesto turn off my eardrums. Then | close my eyes.

Seegp on demand isn't an option that Doc Fanian’ s been able to offer me yet. When I’ ve mentioned
to him how long the nights can seem—and conversely how easily | drop without willing it in the middle of
the afternoon—he gives me alook that suggests that he' s heard the same thing from thousands of other
elderly patients on thisidand. I’m sure a solution to these empty hourswill be found eventudly, but
helping the old has never been a primary aim of technology. We re flotsam at the edge of the great ocean
of life. We have to make do with spin-offs as the waves push us further and further up the beach.

But no deep. No deep. Just silence and whiteness. If | wasn't sotired, I' d pursue the age-old
remedy and get up and actualy do something. It would be better, at least, to think happy thoughts of this
happy day. But Saul and Agatha evade me. Somehow, they’re still too close to be real. Memory needs
distance, understanding. That’ swhat deep’ sfor, but asyou get older, you want deep, but you don’t
need it. | turn over in shimmering endlesswhiteness. | find mysdf thinking of gadgets, of driftwood
spindrift spinoffs. Endless broken gadgets on awhite infinite shore.

Their cracked lidsand flailing wires. If only | could kned, bend, pick them up and come to some kind
of understanding. If only these bones would alow.

There was atimewhen | could work the latest Japanese gadget straight out of the box. | wasa
master. VCR two-year-event timers, graphic equalizers, PCs and photocopiers, the eight-speaker stereo
in the car. Even those fancy camcorders were no problem, athough somehow the results were dways
disappointing. | remember Hannah walking down afrosty lane, glancing back toward me with the bare
winter trees behind her, smiling though grey clouds of breath. And Hannah in some park with boatson a
lake, holding baby Bill up for me as| crouched with my eye pressed to the viewfinder. | used to play
those tapes late at night after she died when Bill was adeep up in hisroom. I" d run them backward,
forward, freeze-frame. I’ d run them even though she wasn't quite the Hannah | remembered, even
though she dways looked tiff and uneasy when alenswas pointed at her. | had them re-recorded when
the formats changed. Then the formats changed again. Things were re-digitized. Converted into
solid-state. Into superconductor rings. Somewhere dong the way, | lost touch with the technology.

In the morning, the door to the room where my grandchildren are deeping is closed. After persuading
my front door to open, and for some stubborn reason deciding not to put on my autolegs, | hobble out
into the sunlight and start to descend the steps at the side of my house unaided. Hand over rickety hand.



It' sanother clear and perfect morning. | can see the snow-gleam of the mainland peaks through a
deft intheidand hills, and my neighbors the Euthons are heading out on their habitua morning jog. They
wave, and | wave back. What' sleft of their greying hair istucked into headbands as though it might get in
theway.

The Euthons sometimesinvite meto their house for drinks, and, dthough he' s shown it to me many
times before, Mr. Euthon aways demongtrates his holographic hi-fi, playing Mozart a volume levelsthat
the great genius himself can probably hear far across the warm seas and the green rolling continentsin his
unmarked grave. | suspect that the Euthons' red interest in meliessmply in thefascination that the old
have for the truly ancient—like gazing at asignpost: thisisthe way thingswill lead. But they’ re il
Sprightly enough, barely past one hundred. One morning last summer, | looked out and saw the Euthons
chasing each other naked around their svimming pool. Their sagging arms and breasts and bellies flapped
like featherlesswings. Mrs. Euthon was shrieking like aschoolgirl and Mr. Euthon had aglistening pink
erection. | wish them luck. They'reliving this happy, golden age.

| reach the bottom of the steps and catch my breath. Parked in the shadow of my house, my old Ford
is dented, splattered with dust and dew. | only ever take it on the short drive to and from the port
nowadays, but the roads grow worse by the season, and extract an increasingly heavy price. Who'd
have thought the road surfaces would be alowed to get this bad, thisfar into the future? People generaly
use flyers now, and what land vehicles there are have predictive suspension; they’ Il give you amagic
carpet ride over any kind of terrain. Me and my old car, we' re too old to be even an anachronism.

I lift up the hood and gaze inside, breathing the smell of oil and dirt. Ah, good old-fashioned
engineering. V8 cylinders. Sparkplugs leading to distributor caps. Rust holesin thewhed arch. | learnt
about cars on chilly northern mornings, bit by bit asthings refused to work. | can till remember mogt of it
more easlly than what | had for lunch yesterday.

A flock of white doves clatter up and circle east, out over the silken seatoward the lime groveson
the headland. Bowed down benegth the hood, my fingerstrace oiled dirt, and | find myself wishing that
the old girl actualy needed fixing. But over the years, as bits and pieces have given out and falen away,
the people at the workshop in the port have connected in new devices. I'm ill not surethat | believe
them when they tell methat until they areintroduced into the car’ s system, every deviceisactualy the
same. To me, that sounds like the kind of baoney you give to someone who' stoo stupid to understand.
But the new bits soon get oiled-over nicdly enough anyway, and after awhile they even start to look like
the old bits they’ ve replaced. It' slike my own body, al the new odds and ends that Doc Fanian’sput in.
Eardrums, corness, aliver, hips, aheart, joints too numerous to mention. Endless chemica implantsto
make up for al thethings| should be manufacturing naturdly. Little nano-creatures that clean and repair
thewalls of my arteries. Stuff to keep back the pain. After awhile, you start to wonder just how much of
something you have to replace before it to ceasesto bewhat it is.

“Fixing something, Papa?’
I look up with agtart, nearly cracking my head on the underside of the hood.
Agatha.

“I mean, your handslook filthy.” She stares a them, these gnarled old tree roots that Doc Fanian has
yet to replace. A little amazed. She' sin the same blouse she wore yesterday. Her hair’ sdone up with a
ribbon.

“Judt fiddling around.”

“You must givemeand Saul aride”



“I"dloveto.”

“Did you hear us come back last night, Papa? 1’ m sorry if we were noisy—and it was pretty late.”
Carved out of the gorgeous sunlight, sheraisesafist and rubs at deep-crusted eyes.

“No.” | point. “These ears.”

“So you probably missed the carniva fireworks aswell. But it must be greet, being ableto turn
yourself off and on likethat. What are they? Re or inter-active?’

| shrug. What can | say...?| can't even hear fireworks—or my own grandchildren coming in drunk.
“Did you have agood time last night?’

“It wasnice” She gazesa me, smiling. Nice. She meansit. She means everything she says.

| seethat she’ s got wine stains on her blouse, and bits of tomato seed. As sheleans over the engine, |
gaze at the crown of her head, the pale skin whorled benegath.

“Y ou till miss Grandma, don't you, Papa?’ she asks, looking up a me from the engine with ail onthe
tip of her nose.

“It'sdl inthepast,” | say, fiddling for the catch, pulling the hood back down with arusty bang.

Agathagivesme ahand as | climb the steps to the front of the house. | lean heavily on her, wondering
how I’ll ever manage aone.

| drive Saul and Agatha down to the beach. They rattle around in the back of my Ford, whooping
and laughing. And I’'m grinning broadly too, happy as akitten as| take the hairpinsin and out of sunlight,
through cool shadows of forest with the glittering race of water far below. At last! A chance to show that
Papa snot past it! In control. The gearshift’ s automatic, but there’ s still the steering, the brakes, the
choke, the accelerator. My hands and feet shift in a complex dance, ancient and arcane as alchemy.

We crash down theroad in clouds of dust. | beep the horn, but people can hear us coming amile off,
anyway. They point and wave. Flyersdip low, their bee-wings blurring, for a better look. The sun shines
bright and hot. The trees are dancing green. The seais shimmering silver. I'm amad old man, wise asthe
deep and lovely hills, deeply loved by his deeply lovely grandchildren. And | decide right here and now
that | should get out more often. Meet new strangers. See theidand, make the most of the future. Livea
littlewhilel il can.

“Y ou're okay, Papa?’

On the bench, Agatha presses a button, and a striped parasol unfolds. “If we leave this here, it should
keep track of the sun for you.”

“Thanks”

“Doyou gill swim?” Shereachesto her waist and pulls off her T-shirt. | do not even glance a her
breasts.

Saul’ s already naked. He stretches out on the white sand beside me. His penis flops out over his
thigh; abeached baby whale.

“Do you, Papa? 1 mean, swim?’

“No,” | say. “Not for afew years.”



“We could try one of the pedaloslater.” Agatha steps out from her shorts and underpants. “They’re
powered. Y ou don't have to pedal unlessyou want to.”

“QUre”

Agatha shakes the ribbon from her hair and scampers off down the beach, kicking up the sand. It's
late morning. Surfers are riding the degp green waves. People are laughing, splashing, swimming, drifting
on thetide in huge trangparent bubbles. And on the beach there are sun-worshippers and runners, kids
making sandcastles, robot vendors selling ice cream.

“Agand Dad are ared problem,” Saul says, lying back, his eyes closed against the sun.
| glancedown at him. “You'regoingto seehim...?”’

He pullsaface. “It'saduty to see Mum and Dad, you know? It’ s not like coming here to see you,
Papa.”

“No.”

“Y ou know whét they’relike.”

“Yes” | say, wondering why | even bother with thelie.

Of course, when Hannah died, everyone seemed to assume a degpening closeness would develop
between father and son. Everyone, that is, apart from anyone who knew anything about grief or
bereavement. Bill was deven then, and when | looked up from the breakfast table one morning, he was
twelve, then thirteen. He was finding his own views, starting to seek independence. He kept himsdlf busy,
he did well at school. We went on daytrips together and took foreign holidays. We talked amicably, we
visted Mum’sgrave at Christmas and on her birthday and waked through the damp grass back to the
car keeping our separate silences. Sometimes, we' d talk animatedly about things that didn’t matter. But
we never argued. When he was seventeen, Bill went to college in another town. When he was twenty, he
took ajob in another country. He wrote and rang dutifully, but the gaps got bigger. Even with tri-dee and
the revolutions of instantaneous communication, it got harder and harder to know what to say. And Bill
married Meg, and Meg was like him, only more so: achild of that generation. Respectful, hardworking,
discreet, dways ready to say theright thing. | think they both dedlt in currency and commodities for
people who couldn’t be bothered to handle their own affairs. | was never quite sure. And Meg was
awaysjust aface and aname. Of course, their two kids—when they finaly got around to having
them—were wildly different. | loved them deeply, richly. | loved them without doubt or question. For a
while, when Saul and Agathawere gill children and | didn’t yet need these autolegsto get around, | used
tovigt Bill and Meg regularly.

Agatha runs back up the beach from her swim. She lies down and lets the sun dry her shining body.
Then it stime for the picnic, and to my relief, they both put some clothes back on. | don’t recognize most
of the food they spread out on the matting. New flavors, new textures. | certainly didn't buy any of it
yesterday on my trip to the port. But anyway, it’ sddicious, aslovely asthisday.

“Did you do thisin the last century, Pgpa?’ Saul asks. “I mean, have picnics on the beach?’

| shrug Yesand No. “Yes,” | say eventudly, “But there was a problem if you sat out too long. A
problem with the sky.”

“The sky?

Saul reaches across the mat to re-stack his plate with something sweet and crusty that’s probably as
good for you and unfattening asfresh air. He doesn’t say it, but ill | can tell that he’ swondering how we



ever managed to get ourselvesinto such amess back then, how anyone could possibly messup
something asfundamenta asthe sky.

Afterward, Saul produces his metacam pa ette from one of the bags. It unfolds. Thelittle pinhead
buzzes up, winking inthelight.

“Thesand hereisn’t aproblem?’ | ask.
“Sand?’

“I mean... getting into the mechanism.”
“Oh, no.”

From the corner of my eye, | see Agatharaisng her eyebrows. Then she plumps her cushion and lies
down in the sun. She' shumming again. Her eyes are closed, I’'m wondering if thereisn't somemusic
going oningde her head that | can’t even hear.

“Y ou were saying yesterday, Saul,” | perast, “that it' smore than acamera...”

“Wdll,” Saul looks up at me, and blanks the palette, weighing up just how much he can tell Papa that
Papawould understand. *'Y ou know about quantum technology, Papa, and the unified field?’

I nod encouragingly.

Hetdlsmeanyway. “What it meansisthat for every event, there are amassive number of
posshilities”
Again, | nod.

“What happens, you see, Papa, isthat you push artificia intelligence dong the quantum shift to
observe these fractiondly different worlds, to make the waveform collgpse. That’ swhere we get dl the
world's energy from nowadays, from the gradient of that minute difference. And that’ s how this palette
works. It displays some of the worlds that lie close beside our own. Then it projects them forward. A
kind of animation. Like predictive suspenson, only much more advanced...”

I nod, dready losing touch. And that’ s only the beginning. His explanation carries on, grows more
involved. | keep on nodding. After al, | do know alittle about quantum magic. But it’' sall hypothetical,
technica stuff; electrons and positrons. It’s got nothing to do with redl different worlds, hasit?

“Soit redly is showing thingsthat might have happened?’ | ask when he sfindly finished. “It redly
isn'tatrick?’

Saul glances down at his paette, then back up a me, looking dightly offended. The pinhead lens
hangs motionlessin the air between us, totdly ignoring the breeze. “No,” he says. “It’ snot atrick, Papa.”

Saul shows me the palette: he even lets me rest the thing on my lap. | gaze down, and watch the
worldsdivide.

Thewavestumble, falling and breaking over the sand in big glassy lumps. Thewind liftsthe flagsaong
the shore in athousand different ways. The sky shivers. A seagull flies over, mewing, breaking into a
sarburst of wings. Grey comet-tailed things that might be ghosts, people, for al | know—the product of
my own addled and enhanced senses, blur by acrossthe shore.

“Y ou' ve got implant corneas, haven’t you, Papa?’ Saul says. “| could probably rig things up so you
could have the metacam projected directly into your eyes.”



“Nothanks” | say.

Probably remembering what happened to the VR, Saul doesn't pushit.
| look downinwonder. “Thisis...”

What? Incredible? Impossible? Unreal ?

“Thisis...”

Saul touchesthe palette screen again. He cancels out the bregking, shattering waves. And Agatha
calsthe vendor for an ice cream, and somehow it' s a shock when she pushesthe cool coneinto my
hand. | haveto hold it well out of the way, careful not to drip over the palette.

“Thisis...”

And my ice creamsfalls, splattering Saul’sarm.
Agathaleansover. “Here, let me. I'll turn that off, Papa.”
“Yes, do.”

There snothing |eft on the palette now, anyway. Just adrop of ice cream, and the wide empty beach.
The screen blanks at Agatha' s touch, and the pinhead camera shoots down from a sky that suddenly
seems much darker, cooler. Immense purple-grey clouds are billowing over the sea. The yachts and the
flyersareturning for home. Agathaand Saul begin to pack our Stuff away.

“I'll drive the car home, Papa,” Agatha says, helping me from the deckchair just as| fed the first
heavy dropsof rain.

“‘But...”

They take an arm each. They haf-carry me across the sand and up the dope to the end of the beach
road where I’ ve parked—badly | now see—the Ford.

“But...”
They put me down, and unhesitatingly unfold the Ford’s complex hood. They hep mein.
113 BLIt_ . .”

They wind up the windows and turn on the headlights just asthefirst grey veils strike the shore. The
wipersflap, therain drums. Even though she’ s never driven beforein her life, Agatha spinsthe Ford's
whed and shoots uphill through the thickening mud, crashing through the puddles toward the hairpin.

Nestled against Saul in the back seet, too tired to complain, | fall adeep.

That evening, we go dancing. Saul. Agatha. Papa.

There are faces. Gleaming bodies. Parakeet colors. Looking through the rooftops of the port into the
dark sky, I can seethe moon. I'm vaguely disappointed to find that she's so full tonight. Since I’ ve had
these corneasfitted, and with the air nowadays so clear, | can often make out the lights of the new
settlements when she' s hooded in shadow.

Agathaleans over the cafe table. She' s humming some indefinable tune. “What are you looking &,
Papa?’



“Themoon.”

She gazes up hersdlf, and the moon settlesin the pools of her eyes. She blinks and half-smiles. | can
tell that Agatharedly does see mystery up there. She' ssat in the bars, dept in the hotels, hired dust
buggies and gone crater-climbing. Y et she fill fed sthe mystery.

“Y ou’ ve never been up there, have you, Papa?’
“I’venever |eft the Earth.”

“There sawaystime,” she says.

“Timefor what?’

Shelaughs, shaking her head.

Musicisplaying. Wineisflowing. The port isbeautiful in daylight, but even more so under these
lanterns, these gars, this moon, on thiswarm summer night. Someone grabs Saul and pullshim out to join
the dance that fillsthe square. Agatharemains sitting by me. They’ re swest, consderate kids. One of
them always stays at Papa sside.

“Do you know what kind of work Bill doesthese days?’ | ask Agatha—a clumsy atempt both to
satisfy my curiogity, and to raise the subject of Bill and Meg.

“Peworks the markets, Papa. Like always. He sdlls commodities.”

“But if hededsinthings,” | say, genuindy if only vaguely puzzled, “that must mean thereisn’t enough
of everything...?” But perhapsit’sanother part of the game. If everything was availablein unlimited
supply, there would be no fun left, would there? Nothing to save up for. No sense of anticipation or
pleasurable denid. But then, how come Bill takesit all so serioudy?What' s hetrying to prove?

Agatha shrugs So What? at my question anyway. She really doesn't understand these things hersdlf,
and cares even less. Then someone pulls her up into the dance, and Saul takes her place besde me. The
moment islost. Saul’ stapping hisfeet. Smiling at Agathaas her bright skirt swirls. No metacam tonight,
no Picasso faces. She doesn't dissolve or clap her hands, burst into laughter or tears, or walk back
singing to thetable. But it’s hard not to keep thinking of dl those tumbling possibilities. Where doesiit
end? Isthere adifferent Papafor every moment, even one that sprawls dying right now on these dick
cobbles as blood pumps out from fragile arteries into his brain? And isthere another one, far acrossthe
barricades of time, that Sits here with Saul as Agatha swirls and dances, with Hannah gtill at hissde?

| reach for my wine glass and swallow, swallow. Hannah' s dead—but what if one cell, one strand of
double helix, one atom had been different...? Or perhapsif Hannah had been less of an optimist? What if
she hadn’t ignored those tiny symptoms, those minor niggles, if she' d worried and gone straight to the
doctor and had the tests? Or if it had happened later, just five or ten years later, when therewas a
guaranteed cure...? But still—and despite the metacam—I’ m convinced that there’ sonly onered
universe. All therest is hocus pocus, the flicker of an atom, quantum magic. And, after dl, it seems
churlish to complain about aworld where so many things have finaly worked out right...

“Penny for them.”
“Wr]al?’
“Y our thoughts.” Saul pours out morewine. “It' saphrase.”

“Ohyes” My head isgarting to fizz. | drink thewine. “It'san old one. | know it.”



The music stops. Agatha claps, her handsraised, her face shining. The crowd pushes by. Timefor
drinks, conversation. Looking across the cleared space of the square, down the shadowed street leading
to the harbor, | see agrey-haired woman waking toward us. | blink twice, dowly, waiting for her to
disappear. But my ears pick up the clip of her shoes over the voices and the re-tuning of the band. She's
smiling. She knows us. She waves. As my heart trampolines on my stomach, she crosses the square and
pulls a seat over to our table.

“May |7’

Agathaand Saul nod Y es. They’ re dways happy to meet new people. Me, I'm staring. She' s not
Hannah, of course. Not Hannah.

“Remember?’ She asks me, tucking her dress under her legs as she sitsdown. “1 helped carry your
bagsto that car of yours. I’ ve seen it once or twice in the square. I’ ve dways wondered who droveit.”

“It'sPapa spride and joy,” Agatha says, her chest heaving from the dance.

The woman leansforward across the table, smiling. Her skin is soft, plump, downy as a peach.

| point to Saul. “My grandson here' sgot this device. Hetelsme it projects other possible worlds—"
“—Oh, you mean ametacam.” Sheturnsto Saul. “What modd?’

Saul tells her. The woman who isn't Hannah nods, spreads her hands, sticks out her chin alittle. It's
not the choice she' d have made, but. ..

“Morewine, Pepa?’
I nod. Agatha pours.

| watch the woman with grey hair. Eyesthat aren’t Hannah's color, a disgppointing droop to her nose
that she probably keepsthat way out of inverted vanity. | try to follow her and Saul’ s conversation asthe
music starts up again, waiting for her to turn back toward me, waiting for the point where| can butt in. It
doesn’'t come, and | drink my wine.

Somewhere there seemsto be amirror—or perhapsit’ s just a possible mirror in some other world,
or my own blurred imagination—and | see the woman whose name | didn’t catch sitting there, and | can
see me, Papa. Propped at an off-center angle againgt the arms of achair. Fat belly and long thin limbs,
disturbingly pale eyes and adack mouth surrounded by drapes of ancient skin. A face you can seeright
through to the skull benesth.

Not-Hannah laughs at something Saul says. Their lips move, their hands touch, but | can’t hear any
longer. I” ve been blinking too much—I may even have been crying—and I’ ve somehow turned my
eardrums off. In silence, Not-Hannah catches Saul’ s strong young arms and pulls him up to dance. They
eitle easily into the besat and the sway. Hishand nestlesin the small of her back. Shetwirlsin hisarms,
easy asthistledown. | blink, and drink more wine, and the sound crashesin again. | blink again. It' sthere.
It sgone. Breaking like thetide. What am | doing here anyway, spoiling the fun of the able, the happy,

theyoung?

Thisparty will go on, al the dancing and the laughing, until adoomsday that’ | never come. These
people, they’'ll liveforever. They’ Il warm up the sun, they’ll stop the universe from find collapse, or
maybethey’ Il smply rdlive each glorious moment as the universe turns back on itself and time reverses,
party with the dinosaurs, resurrect the dead, dance until everything ends with the biggest of al possible
bangs.

“Areyou dl right, Papa?’
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| pour out more of thewine.
It dopsover thetable.

Saul’ sgtting at the table again with Not-Hannah, and the spillage dribbles over Not-Hannah' sdress.
| say fuck it, never mind, spilling more as| try to caich theflow, and I’ veredlly given the two of them the
perfect excuse to go off together so he can help her to clean up. Y es, help to lift off her dresseven
though she' s old enough to be his—

But then, who cares? Funisfunisfunisfun. Or maybe it's Agatha she was after. Or both, or neither.
It doesn’t matter, doesit? After al, my grandchildren have got each other. Cal me old-fashioned, but
look at them. My own bloody grandchildren. Look at them. Creatures from another fucking planet—

But Not-Hannah' s gone off on her own anyway. Maybe it was something | said, but my eardrums are
off—I can’t even hear my own words, which is probably a good thing. Saul and Agathaare staring at
me. Looking worried. Their lips are saying something about Pepa and Bed and Home, and there’ sahuge
red firework flashing over the moon. Or perhapsit’sawarning cursor, which was one of things Doc
Fanian told meto look out for if there was ever aproblem. My body isfitted with al sorts of sysemsand
adarms, which my flesh and veins happily embrace. It' sjust thisbrain that’ s become alittle wild, alittle
egtranged, swvimming like apaefishinitsbowl of liquid and bone. So why not fit afew new extrapieces,
get rid of the last of the old grey meat? And I' d be new, I’ d be perfect—

Whiteness. Whiteness. No light. No darkness.
“Areyou in there, Papa?’

Doc Fanian' svoice.

“Where dsewould | be?’

| open my eyes. Everything becomes clear. Tiger-stripes of sunlight acrossthe wals of my bedroom.
The slver mantislimbs of my bedhel per. The smell of my own skin like sour ancient leather. Memories of
the night before. “What have you done to me?’

“Nothing at dl.”

I blink and swallow. | stop myslf from blinking again. Doc Fanian’ sin beach shorts and a bright,
ridiculous shirt; hisusual attire for aconsultation.

“Did you know,” | say, “thet they’ veingtdled abig red neon sign just above the moon that says
Please Stop Drinking Alcohol 7’

“So the cursor did work!” Doc Fanian looks pleased with himsdlf. His boyish features crinkle. “Then
| suppose you passed out?’

“Not long after. | thought it wasjust the drink.”

“It' sasafety circuit. Of course, the body has got onetoo, but it' slessreliable at your age.”
“I haven't even got ahangover.”

“Thefilterswill have seento that.”

Doc Fanian gazes around my bedroom. There' saphoto of Hannah on the far wall. She'shugging her



knees as she Sits on agrassy bank with nothing but sky behind her; atime and place| can’t even
remember. He peers at it, but says nothing. He' s probably had a good mooch around the whole house
by now, looking for signs, seeing how Papa s managing. Which isexactly why | normaly make apoint of
vigting him at the surgery. | never used to be afraid of doctors when | wasfitter, younger. But | am now.
Now that | need them...

“Y our grandchildren caled mein. They wereworried. It’'s understandable, dthough therewas redly
no cause. Noneat dl.” There safaint tone of irritation in Doc Fanian’ s voice. HE' s annoyed that anyone
should doubt his professiona handiwork, or think that Papa s systems might have been so casudly set up
that afew glasses of winewould cause any difficulty.

“Wdl, thanks.”

“It'sno problem.” He smiles. He starts humming again. He forgives eadily. “If you'd care to pop into
the surgery in the next week or two, there’ s some new stuff I’d like to show you. It sakind of
short-term memory enhancement. Y ou know—it helpsif you forget things you' ve been doing recently.”

| say nothing, wondering what Doc Fanian has encountered around the house to make him come up
with this suggestion.

“Where are Saul and Agatha?’

“Just next door. Packing.”

“ Packing?”

“Anyway.” Heamiles. “I redly must begoing. I'd liketo stay for breskfast, but...”
“Maybe some other universe, en?’

He turns and gazes back at me for amoment. He understands more about me than | do mysdif, but
gill helooks puzzled.

“Yes” henods. Haf-smiling. Humoring an old man. “Take care, you hear?’

Heleavesthe door open behind him. | can hear Saul and Agatha. Laughing, squabbling. Packing. |
shift mysdlf up. The bedhelper trundles out and offersarmsfor meto grab. I’ m standing when Saul
comesinto the room.

“I’m sorry about getting the doc out, Papa. We just thought, you know...”

“Why are you packing? Y ou're not off aready, are you?’

He smiles. “ Remember, Papa? We re off to the Amazon. Wetold you on the beach yesterday.”
| nod.

“But it’ s been great, Papa. It redly has.”

“I’'m sorry about lagt night. | behaved likeanidiot.”

“Yes” He clgps hishands on my bony shoulders and laughs outright. “ That was quite something.” He
shakes his head in admiration. Papa, aparty anima! “Y ou redly did cut loose, didn’t you?’

Agathafixes breskfast. Thefridgeisfilled with al kinds of Suff I’ ve never even heard of. They’ve
re-stocked it from somewhere, and now it looks like the horn of plenty. | St watching my lovely



granddaughter as she moves around, humming.

Cooking smells. The sigh of the seawafts through the open window. Another perfect day. Theway |
fed about her and Saul leaving, | could have done with grey torrents of rain. But even in paradise you
can't have everything.

“S0,” | say, “you're off to the Amazon.”

“Yeah.” She bangsthe plates down on the table. “ There are freshwater dolphins. Giant anteaters.
People living the way their ancestors did, now the rainforest has been restored.” She amiles, looking as
dreamy aslast night when she gazed at the moon. | can see her standing in the magical darknessof a
forest floor, naked as a priestess, her skin striped with green and mahogany shadows. It requires no
imagination at al.“1t’ Il befun,” she says.

“Then youwon't bevigting Bill and Meg for awhile?’

She bangs out more food. “ There s plenty of time. We Il get there eventually. And | wishwe' d talked
more here, Papa, to be honest. There are so many things | want to ask.”

“About Grandma?’ | ask. Making an easy guess.

“Y ou too, Papa. All those years after she died. | mean, between then and now. You'll haveto tell me
what happened.”

I open my mouth, hoping it will fill up with some comment. But nothing comes out. All thoseyears
how could | have lived through so many without even noticing? My lifeisdivided as geologists divide up
therock crust of Earth’ stime: those huge empty spaces of rock without life, and anarrow band which
seemsto contain everything. And Saul and Agatha are leaving, and time—that most precious commodity
of dl—has passed meby. Again.

Agathasits down on astool and leans forward, brown arms resting on her brown thighs. For a
moment, | think that she’ s not going to pressthe point. But she says, “ Do tell me about Grandma, Papa.
It'sone of those things Dad won't talk about.”

“What do you want to know?’
“I know thisisawkward, but... how did she die?”’
“Bill’ snever told you?’

“Wefigured that perhaps he was too young at the time to know. But he wasn't, was he? We worked
that out.”

“Bill was eleven when your Gramdied.” | say. | know why she' sasking me thisnow: she' s getting
Papa s story beforeit’ stoo late. But I’'m not offended. She has aright to know. “Wetried to keep alot
of stuff about Hannah' s death away from Bill. Perhaps that was a mistake, but that was what we both
decided.”

“It was adisease called cancer, wasn't it?”’

So she does know something after all. Perhaps Bill’ stold her more than she' s admitting. Perhaps
she' s checking up, comparing versions. But, seeing her innocent, questioning face, | know that the
thought isunjust.

“Yes” | say, “it was cancer. They could cure agreat many forms of the disease even then. They
could probably have cured Hannah if she' d gone and had the tests afew months earlier.”



“I"'m sorry, Papa. It must have been awful.”

| sare at my lovely granddaughter. Another new century will soon be turning, and I'm deep into the
future; further than I’ d ever imagined. Has Agatha ever even known anyone who' s died? And pain, what
does she know about pain? And who am |, like the last bloody guest at the Masgue of the Red Degth, to
reved it to her now?

What does she want to know, anyway—how good or bad would she like me to make it? Does she
want meto tell her that, Ssx months after the first diagnosis, Hannah was dead? Or that she spent her last
daysin hospita even though she' d have liked to have passed away at home—but the sight of her in her
final stages distiressed little Bill too much? It distressed me, too. It distressed her. Her skin was covered
in ulcers from the treatment that the doctors had insisted on giving, stretched tight over bone and
fluid-distended tissue.

“It wasdl over withfarly quickly,” | say.“ And it waslong ago.”

My ears catch anoise behind me. | turn. Saul’ s standing leaning in the kitchen doorway, hisarms
folded, his head bowed. He' s been listening, too. And both my grandchildren ook sad, dmogt asiif
they’ ve heard dl the things| haven't been ableto tell them.

Now Saul comes and puts his arm around my shoulder. “ Poor Papa.” Agatha comes over too. | bury
my faceinto them, trembling alittle. But lifemust go on, and | pull away. | don’t want to spail their visit
by crying. But | cry anyway. And they draw me back into their warmth, and the tears come sweet as
ran.

Then we Sit together, and eat breakfadt. | feel shaky and clean. For afew moments, the present
seemsasred asthe past.

“That car of yours,” Saul says, waving hisfork, swapping subjects with the ease of youth. “| was
thinking, Papa, do you know if there’ sany way of getting another one?’

I’m amost tempted to let him have the Ford. But then, what would that leave me with?“ There used
to be huge dumps of them everywhere,” | say.

“Then I’ll come back hereto theidand and get one, and get al that incredible stuff you' ve had done
in that workshop down in the port. | mean,” he chuckles, “1 don’t want to have to stop for gas.”

Gas. When did | last buy gas? Y ears ago, for sure. Y et the old Ford still rattles along.

“Anyway,” Agathasays, slanding up, her plate empty dthough I’ ve hardly even started on mine. “I'll
finish packing.”

| st with Saul as hefinishes hisfood, feding hugely un-hungry, yet envying hisgusto. He pushesthe
plate back, glances around for some kitchen machine that isn't there to take it, then pullsaface.

“Papa, | nearly forgot. | said I’ d fix that console of yours.”

I nod. The engaged flag that prevented him and Agatha getting through to me before they arrived must
dill be on: the thing that stops people from ringing.

Saul’ sas good as hisword. As Agatha sings some wordless melody in their room, he goes through
some of the smpler options on the console with me. | nod, trying hard to concentrate. And Hannah holds
her knees and smiles down at us from the photo on the wall. Saul doesn’t seem to notice her gaze. I'm
tempted to ask for his help with other thingsin the house. Ways to reprogram the mec-gardener and the
vacuum, ways to make the place fed morelike my own. But | know that I’ Il never remember his
ingructions. All | redly want isfor him to stay talking to me for afew momentslonger.



“So you' re okay about that, Papa?’
“I'mfine”
Heturnsaway and shouts, “Hey, Ag!”

After that, everything takes only amoment. Suddenly, they’ re ganding together in the hdl, their bags
packed. Venice. Paris. New York. The Sea of Tranquillity. Ready to go.

“We thought we' d walk down to the port, Papa. Just catch whatever ferry isgoing. It'ssuch alovely
day”

“And thanks, Papa. Thanksfor everything.”
HYaH

I’'m hugged first by one, then the other. After the tears before breakfast. | now fed astonishingly
dry-eyed.

“Wdl...”
“Yes...”

| gaze a Saul and Agatha, my beautiful grandchildren. Still trying to take them in. The future Stretches
before us and between us.

They open the door. They head off hand-in-hand down the cypressed road. “Bye, Papa. Welove
yw.”

| stand there, fedling the sunlight on my face. Watching them go. My front door startsto bleep. |
ignoreit. In the shadow of my house, beside my old Ford, | seethere’ salimp-winged flyer; Saul and
Agathamust have used it last night to get me home. | don’t know how to work these things. | have no
ideahow I'll get rid of it.

Saul and Agathaturn again and wave before they vanish around the curve in the road. | wave back.
ThenI’minside. Thedoor isclosed. The houseisslent.
| head for Saul and Agatha sroom.

They’ ve stripped the beds and made a reasonable attempt at clearing up, but ill | can dmost fed my
vacuum cleaner itching to get in and finish the job. Agatha sleft the dressing gown she borrowed on the
bed. I lift it up to my face. Soap and sea salt—a deeper undertow like forest thyme. Her scent will last a
few hours, and after that | suppose I’ll till have the memory of her every timel put it on. The vase that
Hannah bought all those years ago till Sits on top of the dressing table: they never did get around to
telling methat they brokethething. I lift it up, turning the glazed weight in my handsto ingpect the
damage. But the cracks, the shards, have vanished. The vase iswhole and perfect again—as perfect, a
leadt, asit ever was. In apanic, dmost dropping the thing, | gaze around the room, wondering what else
I"veforgotten or imagined. But it’ still there, the fading sense of my grandchildren’s presence. A
forgotten sock, torn pages of the shuttle magazine. | put the vase gently down again. When so many other
things are possible, | suppose there' s bound to be a cheaply available gadget that hedls china

Fedling oddly expectant, | look under the beds. There' s dust that the vacuum cleaner will soon clear
away. The greased blueinner wrapper of something | don't understand. A few crumpled tissues. And, of
course, Saul’ s taken the metacam with him. Hewould; it’ s hisfavorite toy. The wonderful promise of
those controls, and the green menus that floated like pond lilies on the screen. REVISE. CREATE.



EDIT. CHANGE. And Agathaturning. CHANGE. Agatha standing still. REVISE. Ghost-petals drifting
up from her hands, and awhite yacht floating with the stars on the horizon. If you could change the padt,
if you could dter, if you could amend...?

But I’d dways known in my heart that the dream isjust adream, and that atoy is il just atoy.
Perhaps oneday, it'll be possible to revisit the pharaohs, or return to the hot sweet sheets of first love.
But that liesfar ahead, much further even than the nearest sarsthat the first big shipswill soon be
reaching. Far beyond my own lifetime.

The broken VR machine sticks out from the top of the wastebin by the window. | takeit out,
wrapping the wires around the case, till wondering if thereisany way tofix it. Once upon atime, VR
was seen as away out from the troubles of the world. But nobody bothers much with it any longer. It
was my generation that couldn’t do anything without recording it on whatever new medium the Japanese
had come up with. Saul and Agathaaren't like that. They’ re not afraid of losing the past. They’re not
afraid of living in the present. They’ re not afraid of finding the future.

| stand for amoment, clawing at the sensation of their fading presence, dragging in breeth after breath.
Then the console starts to blegp along the corridor in my bedroom, and the front doorbell sounds. |
sumble toward it, light-headed with joy. They’ re back! They’ ve changed their minds! Thereisn’'t aferry
until tomorrow! | can't believe...

The door flashes USER NOT RECOGNIZED at me. Eventualy, | manageto get it open.
“You arein. | thought...”

| stand there, momentarily dumbstruck. The pretty, grey-haired woman from yesterday evening at the
cafe gazesat me.

“They’'regone” | say.

“Who? Oh, your grandchildren. They're taking aferry thismorning, aren’t they? Off to Brazil or
someplace” She smiles and shakes her head. The wildnesses of youth. “Anyway,” she points, “that’ smy
flyer. Rather than try to cal it in, | thought I’d walk over here and collect it.” She glances back at the blue
seq, the blue sky, thisgorgeousidand. She breathesit al in deeply. “ Such alovely day.”

“Would you liketo comein?’

“Wdll, just for amoment.”

“I'mafrad | wasalittledrunk last night...”

“Don’'t worry about it. | had afinetime.”

I glance over, looking for sarcasm. But of course she meansit. People always do.

I burrow into my hugely overstocked fridge. When | emerge with atray, she' sStting gazing at the
blank screen of my old TV.

“You know,” she says, “I haven't seen one of those in years. We didn’t have one a home, of course.
But my grandparentsdid.”

| put down the tray and rummage in my pocket. “This” | say, waving the broken VR machinein my
gnarled hand. “Isit possbleto get it fixed?’

“Let mesee” Shetakesit from me, liftsthe cracked lid. “ Oh, | should think so, unlessthe coil’ s been
broken. Of course, it would be cheaper to go out and buy anew one, but | take it that you' ve memories



in herethat you'd like to keep?’

| pocket the VR machine like some dirty secret, and pour out the coffee. | Sit down. Welook at each
other, thiswoman and I. How old is she, anyway? These days, it's often hard to tell. Somewhere
between Bill and the Euthons, | suppose, which makes her thirty or even forty years younger than me.
And, even if shewere more like Hannah, sheisn't theway Hannah would beif she were dive. Hannah
would be like me, staggering on ancient limbs, confused, trying to communicate through sensesthat are
no longer her own, dragged ever-forward into the unheeding future, scrabbling desperately to get back to
the past, clawing at those bright rare days when the grandchildren cometo visit, fegling the golden grit of
precious moments dipping though her fingers even before they are gone.

And time doesn’t matter to thiswoman; or to anyone under a hundred. That’ s one of the reasonsit’s
s0 hard for me to keep track. The seasons on thisidand change, but people just gaze and admire. They
pick thefruit asit fals. They breathe the salt wind from off the grey winter ocean and shiver happily,
knowing they’ Il Sit eating toast by the fire as soon asthey get home.

“I don’'t livethat far from here,” the woman says eventudly. “1 mean, if there’ sanything that you'd like
help with. If there’ sanything that needs doing.”

| gaze back a her, trying not to fed offended. | know, after all, that | probably do need help of some
kind or other. | just can’t think of what it is.

“Or we could just talk,” she adds hopefully.

“Do you remember fast food? McDondds?’

She shakes her head.

“ET? Pee-Wee Herman? Globa warming? Ethnic cleansang? Dan Quayle?’
She shakes her head. “I’'m sorry...”

Sheliftsher coffee from thetable, drinking it quickly.

Theslencefals between uslike snow.

| tand in my doorway, watching as her flyer risesand turns, itstiny wingsflashing in sunlight. A fina
wave, and | close the door, knowing that Saul and Agathawill probably be on aferry now. Off this
idand.

I head toward my bedroom. Assuming it' stime for my morning rest, my bedhel per clicksout itsarms
expectantly. | glare at it, but of courseit doesn’'t understand, and I’ ve already forgotten the trick Saul
showed methat you could do to disableit. The houseis aready back to its old ways, taking charge,
cleaning up Saul and Agatha sroom, getting rid of every sgn of life.

But | did a least make an effort with the console, and | do know now how to make sure the engaged
flag isn't showing. Child' splay, really—and | dways knew how to call my son Bill’s number. Whichis
what | do now.

Of dl places, Bill’sin London. The precise location shows up on the console before he appears; it
wasjust aquestion of making the right demand, of touching the right key. Then there sapause.

| haveto wait.

It samogt asif the consoleistesting my resolve, dthough | know that Bill’ s probably having to put
someone else on hold so he can speak to me. And that he' [l imagine there saminor crisis



brewing—otherwise, why would Papa bother to ring?1

But | wait anyway, and, as| do, | rehearsethewords |’ Il haveto say, athough | know that they’ll
come out differently. But whilethere s<till time, I'll do my best to bridge the years.

Atleadt, I'll gart totry.
TheEnd.
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