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  Chapter One

Elusive Butterfly

The clock radio woke him at four-forty-seven on the eleventh of May, in the year two thousand and thirty-eight, with a song he had not heard since he was nine years old and lying on the orange shag carpet of his mother's living room on Forty-Seventh Street, in the southeast quadrant of San Diego, with the windows open to the night and the smell of jasmine coming in from the back fence.

The song was Bob Lind's "Elusive Butterfly of Love." Nineteen sixty-six. A song his mother had played on a turntable that no longer worked, on a record with a chip in the edge of the vinyl. He had not heard it in fifty-three years. The pirate station out of Logan Heights was apparently feeling sentimental that morning, or feeling brave, or both, on the small private accounting of someone in a back room of a building on Imperial Avenue who had decided that for one morning in May the city could remember what music sounded like before the algorithm got to it.

§

Eli Vane sat up on the edge of the bed and put his bare feet on the hardwood floor of the bedroom of the apartment on Thirtieth Street and listened.

You might wake some morning to the sound of violins, the man on the radio sang. Or maybe the day will end and you will hear the wind. The song was not long. The song was simple. The song was the kind of song that a man could love at nine and then forget for the next half-century while the country rearranged itself into the country it had now, in May of twenty-thirty-eight, become.

When the song ended, the pirate station played a station identification that consisted of three seconds of dead air followed by a woman's voice saying, simply, hello, before going off the band entirely. Eli reached over and turned the dial. The dial caught only static now, on every frequency above and below where the pirate had been, the way it caught static every morning, the official broadcast of the Office of Civic Memory being scheduled to begin at five-fifteen and not before.

He sat for a moment in the silence.

For the first time in years — and he could not remember how many years, exactly, though he knew it was more than five and fewer than ten — he felt, in the small private accounting of his sixty-four-year-old chest, something that he had not expected to feel again.

A glimmer.

He could not call it more than that. He was a man who had spent twenty-three years working as a private detective on B Street in downtown San Diego, and he was not the kind of man to call a glimmer anything other than what it was. But it was a glimmer, and it sat in his chest where nothing had sat for a long time, and it would not be dislodged by the news broadcast at five-fifteen, when the news broadcast came on, because by five-fifteen he was already in the shower and the radio was off.

§

He drove the Buick up University Avenue at six-twenty in the morning with the windows down and the air smelling of jacaranda and diesel and the faint, sharp, blue-green smell of the ocean coming up out of Mission Valley on the breeze.

He passed the billboard at the corner of University and Forty-Third on his way north. The billboard had stood at that corner since two thousand and eight, when somebody from the Obama campaign had paid to put up a poster of a man with his chin raised and the word HOPE printed underneath in a font that had, at the time, seemed to mean something. The poster had been there for thirty years. The paint had faded. The edges had peeled. The right-hand corner had a tear in it where, some time in twenty-thirty, somebody had thrown a brick. But the poster was still there, the way some posters are still there long after the campaign that paid for them has stopped meaning anything, because nobody in the city had ever bothered to take it down, and because the billboard company that owned the structure had gone out of business in twenty-twenty-six, and because the structure itself stood on a lot whose ownership had been disputed since the death of the original owner in twenty-thirty-one, and because, in a city that had, in the past decade, developed a thousand more pressing concerns, nobody had remembered to remove a thirty-year-old campaign poster from a billboard at the corner of University and Forty-Third.

He looked at the poster as he drove past it.

The chin. The word. The font.

He drove on.

§

The empty field was just south of Lindbergh on the strip of weedy unimproved land between the airport perimeter fence and the back lots of the warehouses on Pacific Highway. He had not planned to drive past it. He had planned to take Washington Street straight to Adams Avenue and the bookstore. But the Buick took the long way around — a man's car will do that, when the man is sixty-four and feeling something he has not felt in a decade — and he found himself on Pacific Highway at six-thirty-five in the morning, driving past the field.

The teenagers were already there.

There must have been seventy of them, maybe eighty. They stood in loose clusters on the dirt. The dirt was the color of unbleached linen. The sky above the field was the color of the inside of a seashell. The teenagers were dressed in cheap clothes and stood with the particular loose-limbed gravity of teenagers who have decided that the thing they are doing is the most important thing they have ever done.

Above them, three drones hung in the sky, the small black quadcopters of the kind the Department of Civic Surveillance issued to its forward observation units, and the drones were taking photographs.

The teenagers were aware of the drones. They did not look up at them. That was the part that arrested him. He had spent his life watching people look up at the things that watched them. These children did not. They stood with their faces forward, in the cheap clothes, on the unimproved dirt, with the drones above them, and they did not look up.

Eli slowed the Buick.

At least, he thought, they are protesting. He did not know what they were protesting, exactly, or what they were organizing, or what cause had brought them to a field by an airport at six-thirty-five on a Tuesday morning in May. But they were there, and they were not looking up at the drones, and that was the second thing he had not expected to feel that morning.

These children, he thought, are our future.

He thought of Maya Angelou. Still I rise. You may write me down in history with your bitter, twisted lies, you may trod me in the very dirt, but still, like dust, I'll rise. He thought of Langston Hughes. Hold fast to dreams, for if dreams die, life is a broken-winged bird that cannot fly. He thought of Jane Kenyon. Let evening come. Let it come, as it will, and don't be afraid. He thought of Lucille Clifton, who had asked the question that, of all the questions ever asked in American poetry, he found most useful at sixty-four in the year twenty-thirty-eight, namely, won't you celebrate with me what i have shaped into a kind of life. He drove past the field. He did not stop. He did not slow down again. He kept his face forward, the way the teenagers had kept their faces forward, and he drove on toward Adams Avenue.

§

Charlie's bookstore was on Adams Avenue between the laundromat and the shuttered storefront that had been a barbershop until twenty-thirty-three, and Charlie was already at the front counter when the bell above the door rang at six-fifty-two.

Charlie was back from Vancouver. His seven-day humanitarian visa had been extended, by what mechanism Eli did not entirely know, into something that was either a longer humanitarian visa or a quiet decision by somebody in the federal immigration apparatus to stop paying attention to him. Either way, he was at the counter that morning in May, in a brown cardigan that was three years older than it should have been and a pair of reading glasses that sat too low on his nose, and he looked up when Eli came through the door, and he smiled.

"You're up early," Charlie said.

"I heard a song on the radio."

"What song?"

"Bob Lind."

Charlie blinked. "Bob Lind."

"Elusive Butterfly."

Charlie set down the book he had been pricing. He looked at Eli over the reading glasses. "You heard that on the radio."

"Pirate station out of Logan Heights."

"Hm." Charlie's hm was the hm of a man who knew more than he was saying, which was generally the case with Charlie, and had been generally the case with Charlie for the entire twenty-three years Eli had known him. "You came in for a book."

"I came in to see what you had."

Charlie reached under the counter without taking his eyes off Eli's face, and he came up with two thin paperback volumes, each of them in pristine condition, each of them with the kind of cover that suggested the book had been published by a press that still believed books could be made beautiful. He set them on the counter between them.

"Donna Ashworth," he said. "Wild Hope. New."

He set the second one beside the first.

"Nikita Gill. Where Hope Comes From. Also new."

Eli looked at the two books. He looked at Charlie. He did not ask Charlie how Charlie had known to have these two books out on the counter at six-fifty-two on a Tuesday morning in May. He had known Charlie a long time. There were questions you did not ask.

"How much," Eli said.

"For you, my friend, the friend rate."

"Which is?"

"Twelve dollars for the pair."

Eli took out his wallet and counted out twelve dollars in cash. The twelve dollars went into the wooden drawer behind the counter, which Charlie still used in place of a cash register, on the small private accounting of a man who had decided, some years back, that the federal sales-tax data feed was not something his bookstore needed to be connected to.

"You have somebody to give those to?" Charlie said.

"One of them."

"Which one."

"The Gill, maybe. Tasha's birthday is on the seventeenth."

Charlie nodded. He took a small slip of paper from beside the register and wrote, in a careful hand, a single word on the paper, and he slid the paper across the counter to Eli.

The word was: Marcus.

"What's Marcus," Eli said.

"You'll know when you need to know."

Eli folded the slip of paper twice and put it in the inside pocket of his jacket.

"All right," he said.

"All right," Charlie said.

§

The flower shop was on Park Boulevard, two blocks south of the University Avenue intersection, and the woman behind the counter was a Filipino-American woman in her seventies named Lourdes Estoesta-Brown, who had owned the shop since nineteen eighty-six, and who had, in the intervening fifty-two years, sold flowers to roughly half the people Eli had ever cared about.

She looked up when he came in.

"Tasha," she said.

"Tasha."

"The seventeenth."

"Yes, ma'am."

"What did you have in mind."

He had not had anything in mind. He had not known he was going to the flower shop until the Buick had taken him to the flower shop, the way the Buick had taken him past the airport field. He looked at the buckets of cut flowers in the cooler and the buckets of cut flowers on the counter, and he thought, briefly, about lilies, and then about roses, and then he thought about the four poems he had thought about that morning on Pacific Highway, and he thought about what they had in common, which was that none of them were lilies and none of them were roses.

"Sunflowers," he said.

Lourdes raised one eyebrow.

"In May."

"Do you have them."

"I have them. I always have them. I just want to know what you mean by them."

"I mean," Eli said, "the kind of flower that turns its face toward the light."

Lourdes looked at him for a long moment. She had eyes the color of dark amber, and she did not, as a rule, say what she was thinking, but she was thinking it now, and Eli could see it.

"Pre-order for the seventeenth," she said. "A dozen. You can pick them up that morning."

"How much."

"Twenty-eight."

He paid her twenty-eight in cash.

"Eli," she said, as he was turning to go.

"Yes, ma'am."

"Be careful with this one."

"With which one. The flowers?"

"With the hope."

§

He drove back south on Park Boulevard at seven-forty-five in the morning, and at the corner of University and Forty-Third, where the Obama billboard had been for thirty years, he slowed the Buick down to a stop at the red light.

The billboard had been painted over.

It had been painted over recently — within the last hour, maybe; he could see, from the curb, the wet sheen of the new paint at the edges of the poster. The chin and the word and the font were gone. In their place was a flat field of institutional gray, and on the institutional gray, in block letters in a font he recognized from every federal mailing he had received in the past four years, were the four words of the new slogan that the Office of Civic Memory had issued the previous winter, the slogan that the Office had asked the city, gently at first and then less gently, to display in public places:

A CALM AMERICA REMEMBERS.

The light turned green.

Eli sat for a moment with his foot on the brake and looked at the billboard.

Then he took his foot off the brake and drove on south.

The glimmer in his chest had not gone out. That was the thing he noticed, in the small private accounting of the eleventh of May, twenty-thirty-eight, as the Buick rolled through the green light at the corner of University and Forty-Third with the painted-over billboard receding in the rearview mirror. The glimmer had not gone out. The state could paint over the billboard. The state could paint over a thousand billboards. The state could not paint over the empty field by the airport, or the teenagers in the field, or the slip of paper in his inside jacket pocket with the single word Marcus on it, or the dozen sunflowers that would be waiting at Lourdes's shop on the seventeenth of May, on the morning of Tasha's fifty-third birthday.

He drove on.
Chapter Two

The Mother

Tasha Reed was at her desk at the back of the office when he came in at eight-fifteen, and she looked up when she heard the door, and she said, without preamble, "You bought sunflowers."

"How do you know that."

"Lourdes called the office."

"Lourdes called the office to tell you I bought sunflowers."

"Lourdes called the office to tell me you bought sunflowers in May and that I should be careful with the hope. Her words. Not mine."

Tasha was forty-six years old that morning — she would be forty-seven on the seventeenth, not fifty-three; Eli was the one who kept aging in unkind multiples, in the meantime, on the small private accounting of the working years — and she sat at the desk in a black sweater she had owned since two thousand and twenty-nine, and her hair was pulled back in the tight braid she wore when she was thinking, and her face when she looked at him was the face she wore when she was deciding whether to forgive him for something he had not, technically, yet done.

"Sit down," she said.

"It's my office."

"Sit down, Eli."

He sat down across from her at the desk.

She slid a single sheet of paper across the blotter toward him.

The sheet of paper was a typed letter, addressed to Vane Investigations, B Street, Suite 410, San Diego, California, ninety-two-one-oh-one. The letter had been delivered, according to the timestamp Tasha had written in the upper-right-hand corner of the page in her own careful hand, at seven-fifty-eight that morning, by a Black woman in her early forties in a gray cloth coat, who had not given a name to the building security desk on the ground floor and had asked only that the envelope be delivered to Mr. Vane.

The letter was three paragraphs long.

He read it.

The woman who had written the letter said that her name was Delphine Whitlock-Beauford, and that she was the mother of a sixteen-year-old boy named Marcus Whitlock-Beauford, and that her son had begun, in the past month, to leave the house at five-thirty in the morning three days a week, and to come back at eight, and to refuse, when she asked him where he had been, to tell her. She did not believe he was using drugs. She did not believe he was committing crimes. She believed he was doing something else, something that she was afraid to name in the letter, and she was writing to Mr. Vane because Mr. Vane had been recommended to her by a friend, and because she did not know what else to do, and because she was, in the third paragraph, afraid of losing her son.

The letter ended with a phone number and a request that Mr. Vane call between the hours of nine and eleven that morning, and not after, because between eleven and noon she had to be at work at the cafeteria of the Mercy Hospital, and the cafeteria, in the
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