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JONATHAN ABERNATHY STEPS INTO THE office and death is there. Death is not alone. A redheaded attendant named Kai looks up from her paperwork as Jonathan Abernathy walks through the automatic doors. Neither Abernathy nor the attendant feels death, sees death, hears or touches death, but death is there. Death is watching them both. Though it will take three years, from this moment, for death to act, Jonathan Abernathy will never live a life unmarked again. Death will be tethered to him as a shadow.

His will not be a good death. When he dies, it will be slow.

The poor dumb son of a bitch is, of course, oblivious to this. His oblivion makes him human. He is sweeter for it.

Except for Jonathan Abernathy and Kai, the attendant, the empty office is located in a strip mall just off the highway. The only signage is a weather-beaten brass plaque that reads—


THE 508TH

ARCHIVAL OFFICE

FULL SERVICE & RECORDS



A piece of white printer paper is taped to the bottom of the plaque—


INQUIRE FOR EMPLOYMENT OPPORTUNITIES WITHIN



The interior of Archival Office 508 is no more specific than the exterior. The waiting room is Abernathy’s spiritual cousin: chairs of vinyl, cluttered secretarial space, carpet that’s almost as downtrodden as he. There is a damp aura. It is the type of room a government official leads you into to execute you, financially. In such rooms, there are always contracts to sign. Ballpoint pens. With the tips of his fingers, Abernathy can reach above him and pop any of the Styrofoam ceiling tiles out of place. As if the visual similarities between Archival Office 508 and the purgatories of our modern world (IRS rooms, liminal spaces, notary offices at large) are not glaring enough, the waiting room even has a jingle that loops.

Last night two people visited Jonathan Abernathy in his dreams and told him to come here. In this place he could find forgiveness: of his loans, they said, yes, but also of other things.

Though Jonathan Abernathy is not usually the type of person to listen to dreams, voices, or “signs from God,” today he is desperate. Today he has defaulted on his debt.

The debt of Jonathan Abernathy is large. Myriad. His loans, IOUs, and bills so diverse ecologists would be within their jurisdiction to classify the collection as “an ecosystem.” Despite the diversity, the two main life forms are fairly simple: (1) a series of unpaid credit cards inherited after the death of his parents, and (2) the legal culminations of the decisions he made as a seventeen-year-old kid, also known as private, American nonsubsidized student loans with an APR so lethal it can kill in a week. Jonathan Abernathy has student loan debt in the quarter million. His inherited debt is in the low six figures. Even though it is illegal to inherit debt from your deceased family members, this will not stop debtors from attempting to collect. Combined, Abernathy’s debt is one of the most prosperous ecosystems in the world.

Jonathan Abernathy does not make good money. What is illegal when done to some people is not illegal when done to him. He does not have the money to prove the illegality of other people’s actions in the court of law.

So, yes.

A voice in Abernathy’s dream told him to visit this tiny, miserable office, at the outskirts of the city, and he went.

Crazier things have happened.

In time Jonathan Abernathy will believe himself to be in love. There’s nothing crazier than that.

Kai, the redheaded attendant, sits at the far side of the room, at a reception desk separated from the waiting area by a plexiglass partition. To get her attention, Abernathy walks up to the partition and taps on the scratched screen.

“Hello,” Abernathy says.

He looms above the sitting woman. He avoids eye contact with both her and his reflection. His shirt is depression-wrinkled. His hair sheening with sweat. He will never have a deathless moment again, yet all Jonathan Abernathy can think of is his appearance: the dampness of himself, the slouch.

“I think I am here about loan forbearance?” The word “forbearance” feels strange in his mouth. “I received …” Jonathan Abernathy hesitates. “I received a call from your office … just yesterday, about a government … ah, forgiveness program? Does that sound right?”

The attendant looks him up and down. Her bottle-red hair and green eyeglasses contrast with her skin and make her look like a beetle. Her name tag reads: KAI, DREAM COLLECTOR 265.

Kai rolls her eyes. Without verbally acknowledging his presence, she points behind him with her ballpoint pen.

Abernathy turns away from the attendant and his reflection in the plexiglass. If the walk here had not ruined it (his outfit), he might have looked nice. In his dream he was told to look nice, otherwise resign himself to suffering.

Jonathan Abernathy does not wish to suffer.

He takes a clipboard from the caddy labeled APPLICATION: DREAM AUDITOR. At the far wall, against a window, he settles into one of the polymer seats.

He’s never liked his looks, despite how charming others perceive his appearance to be. He has to live in his body. Others don’t. Perhaps if Abernathy knew people found him charming, he would like himself more. As it is, he knows nothing about the perceptions of others. He has wavy hair. A roundish face. Nice shoulders. Kind eyes. This morning he tried to look storkish: stately, regal, destined for greater things but currently resigned to standing in wait for his proverbial big catch. Instead, he looks like a pigeon. Dirty. Beaky. Wide. Behind him, on the sill, there it is—a dying plant standing in as a metaphor for his life.


[image: Image Missing] Yes, Jonathan Abernathy is in financial peril.

[image: Image Missing] Yes, he is a former student of the public education system of the State.

[image: Image Missing] Yes, he feels like a failure in all things, but still somehow wakes up each morning feeling hope.



Does he sleep at least eight hours a night? As unbelievable as it is—


[image: Image Missing] Yes, he does.



Returning to the window, he slides the clipboard beneath the barrier. The attendant ignores him. She clacks away at a keyboard, huffing and sighing, before finally, in her own good time, turning to his application.

In silence, Kai’s buggy eyes quickly sweep down his writing. Abernathy bounces on his heels with anticipation. She hits a red buzzer on her right. A chute opens in the floor. She drops his paperwork in.

As if nothing out of the ordinary has happened, Kai does not acknowledge Abernathy, though he is right in front of her, separated by only the thinnest, most scratched layer of plastic imaginable.

Kai pulls an orange from a desk drawer. The chute seals. The carpet is intact again. Still ungreeted, Abernathy stands in front of the barrier now at a loss for words.

On the other side of the plexiglass, Kai presses a long nail into the crown of the orange and begins to pull down the skin.

The room is flooded with the asynchronous smell of citrus.

Abernathy raises a finger. Goes to say, “Excuse me, Kai, the two-hundred-and-sixty-fifth collector of dreams, hello,” but he is too nervous. Instead, he says nothing. He tells himself lies.


[image: Image Missing] Jonathan Abernathy you are kind.

[image: Image Missing] You are competent.

[image: Image Missing] You are well respected and valued by your community.

[image: Image Missing] People, including your family, love you.



Abernathy clears his throat. What did the recruitment voice in his dreams say? He can’t remember. Something about appearance being the end-all-be-all of both this life and the next.

As far as Jonathan Abernathy is concerned, he always says the wrong thing. So Jonathan Abernathy says nothing.

Instead, he turns. Walks away. Gets to the automatic doors. Is proud of himself. Only then he remembers: he is no coward.

Or, at least, he does not wish to appear cowardly.

On this updraft of consciousness, Abernathy turns from the exit and dashes back to the counter. He exhales a rush of words in the dream collector’s direction. His sentence follows an emotional trajectory that goes something like, “What the fuck?”

Kai stops. Mid-peel, she leans forward. Onto her elbows.

“Yell at me again,” she says.

Abernathy had thought her to be, like him, the type to take shit.

He sees his mistake.

Abernathy blushes. Steps back.

“Ah,” he says.

Kai looks at him.

He repeats, this time with words, instead of feelings, his inquiry. “You, uh, threw my application away. Just there.”

He points.

Kai sets the orange down. She says, “Right there?”

“Yeah,” he says, then corrects himself, remembering his manners. “Yes.”

“Uh-huh. And this gives you the excuse to talk to me that way because …?”

Abernathy mumbles an apology.

“What was that?” Kai leans forward. She cups a hand around her ear.

Abernathy starts again. “I haven’t been able to pay back …”

“No, please. You clearly have a good reason. Keep going. Go ahead.”

He falters.

Jonathan Abernathy wants to say that he is desperate for forgiveness. From the government or otherwise. He hasn’t been able to pay back his loans. He’s looking for an end to—or at least a break from—his suffering. He would like to one day have a life. Live with another person. Be successful. Now, as he defaults on his education, a great machine he could never get to work for him, those loans are actively ruining his one shot at life.

He needed—he needs—help.

He says, instead, “I just really need this job, man.”

Kai stares at him.

“I, like, really need it.”

More staring.

“You know?”

“Look,” Kai says, not without patience. She has a deep southern accent and a stone face. She wears a hoodie and a pair of slacks, which contrast with the richness of her makeup and hair. She points at the place in the floor where the chute in the carpet opened. “That’s the file drawer.”

“Oh,” says Abernathy.

“It takes your application and digitizes it, so that our somnambulatory officerial force can review and assess your capabilities.”

“Ah.” Abernathy does not understand any of this, but he wants to sound smart, and competent, and all the other things employers look for in new hires. He repeats the biggest word, “So-nah-em-bew-la-tory?”

“Somnambulatory.”

“Doesn’t that mean …” —he tries to remember— “something about sleep walking? Like when you’re sleeping but walk around?”

Kai rolls her eyes again. “Yeah,” she says.

Abernathy is starting to think he did not hallucinate the men in his dreams who told him to come here.

Still, this place is not what he expected.

He leans into the partition separating him and Kai. His nose just touches the surface which is, like him, weirdly damp. He looks into her tiny reception office. The chute in the floor has closed. The floor is beige carpet patterned with feeble green infinity signs. “So in the dreams …”

“Yes,” says Kai, patience wearing out. “We come to you in dreams. That was us. Is there anything else, Mr. …?”

“Abernathy,” he says, realizing too late that an office that recruits their workforce through dreams may have an architecturally unconventional infrastructure. Their workflows might not align with the workflows of, say, other, more traditional workplaces.

Not that Abernathy has ever worked in a traditional work space.

“Jonathan Abernathy,” he says. “But only my parents called me Jonathan. Nobody calls me Jonny, or Jon. Everyone just calls me Abernathy.”

“Is there anything else, Mr. Abernathy?”

“Just Abernathy is fine.”

Kai looks at him.

“How does the dreaming stuff … how does it …”

“Work?”

“Yeah. Sorry, yes. That.”

Very slowly, with exaggerated, buggy blinks, Collector Kai the Two-Hundred-and-Sixty-Fifth begins to speak to Abernathy as if she is speaking to a child. Abernathy is a child, though he won’t admit it. Just a really tall child masquerading as an adult. To his credit, he tries hard not to be. Jonathan Abernathy wants to be self-sufficient. He wants to grow up. One day, he wants to have children of his own. In short: he wants to enter the great American employment and leave behind his vast forest of debt. This is his dream.

“Have you heard of the Archive of Dreaming Act, Mr. Abernathy?”

Abernathy stares blankly at her.

“Several years ago,” the attendant sighs, “the founder of the Archive discovered that humanity shares a consciousness while it sleeps.” She sounds very bored, as if she has said this a million times.

“There are ways,” Kai continues, ignoring Abernathy’s disbelieving stare, “of tending to this … shared consciousness …” She pauses. Abernathy thinks it is because she cannot find the right word, but he is wrong. Kai is actually pausing in disgust. “We partner with the government, who then sell our services to employers whose workforces seem”—she closes her eyes and takes a deep breath—“depleted.”

Abernathy has a hard time following this. “Wait, so, what are you saying?”

“I’m saying that in this job—if you get this job, and I’m not sure you will get it—you’ll be going into the dreams of American workers and cleaning them up.”

“Cleaning?”

“Cleaning. Them. Up.”

“What does that … I mean … how do you even …?”

“We will review your plea,” Kai says, interrupting him. Abernathy realizes he has unconsciously crossed his arms across his chest, as if hugging himself. He unfolds. “If we feel like you’re the right candidate for the program, we will get back to you.”

“But,” says Abernathy, lips dry, “what about—”

“Hey,” says Kai. She taps on the smudged barrier, where Abernathy’s nose once was. “I’m only here filling in. My actual pay grade? Not enough to put up with this shit. OK? So, please, if you’ll just—” She waves at the door. Her nails, a rhinestone set in the center of each, are painted an immaculate emerald.

This must be what the recruiters meant when they spoke in his dream of appearance. Be like Kai. Appear to be confident. Appear to be competent. Appear to be good. Abernathy takes a mental note: develop appearances and, in the process, solve your life.
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THE NEXT THREE DAYS ARE a panic.

Abernathy thinks: They won’t like me.

Abernathy thinks: I’m not likable enough.

Abernathy thinks: If I become likable, they’ll hire me?

Only two out of three thoughts are true.

To assuage himself of doubt, Abernathy ruminates over Collector Kai, whose personality seems to be that of a wood chipper, but whose confident appearances have already wholly endeared her to him. Abernathy spends his last remaining $66.60 on a cheap suit to impress her. As attractive people often do, especially attractive people who are oblivious to their looks, Jonathan Abernathy equates looking good to being good.

He desperately desires to be good.

To develop a more robust sense of self, Abernathy wears his suit while in his room. His small apartment is located in the basement beneath his landlord’s house. In its past life, his room was a mother-in-law suite. The mother-in-law died, the ruination of her son’s marriage shortly followed, and to pay for the subsequent divorce, the dead woman’s room was rented out to Abernathy. The homeowner, Kelly, got the house in the divorce and Abernathy with it. At the time of the viewing, Abernathy billed himself as “a new graduate looking for his start in life.”

Technically he never did graduate, but Kelly did not need to know that.

Abernathy moved in five years ago.

His life has not progressed much since.

The room (his apartment is only a room, though it does have a small bathroom attached, as well as an open kitchenette equipped with a microwave, a hotplate, and a sink) is wide enough that should Abernathy lay on the floor with his feet against a wall, he could just touch the other side with his fingers.

This depresses him.

He does not do this self-harm.

Instead, he sits in his sixty-six-dollar suit on the edge of his bed, his knees almost touching the kitchen counters in front of him, and eats ramen out of a Styrofoam plastic cup.

Above him, he can hear his landlord—Kelly—entering and leaving the house. As the sound of her heels fades, Abernathy thinks, not without envy, that she must be going somewhere where someone will tell her what to do. Then, in exchange for this, they will give her money. Jonathan Abernathy would like to be told what to do in exchange for money.

LATER THAT NIGHT, the ramen’s excess sodium causes vivid, surreal dreams. Jonathan Abernathy doesn’t know if it’s a consequence of the dehydration or of submitting his application to the Archival Office three days before, but representatives appear as he is dreaming of a trip to visit his parents in Heaven.

In Heaven, he is wearing his sixty-six-dollar suit. He does not clock that in this dream, he is wearing the outfit he fell asleep in. This should be his first clue that this dream is no ordinary dream at all.

Abernathy sits upon the upper deck of a tour bus. His parents sit in front of him. He can’t remember their faces, in this dream, and they won’t turn back to look at him. Still, he knows they are there, and that gives him a dual sense of comfort and calm.

The tourists are being shown gates of pearl. Very pearly indeed. Lots of sheen. Exactly the type of retirement community one aspires to find for their parents’ eternal lodging. The only regrettable flaw in the design is that the gates swing outward, not inward. Eager patrons are often injured at the gate’s threshold. The dead are too excited. They’ve been waiting for salvation for too long. They don’t think to step back.

A woman and a man join Abernathy on the tour bus. They wear matching jumpsuits that look like space suits from the seventies. The suits are white, a bit plasticky. Not unlike ski suits, actually. There are a lot of zippers. There are round logos above the left breasts: a brown box embroidered onto a blue background. The two newcomers even wear white, bubble-like helmets with reflective visors. At first Abernathy thinks they are strange tourists, like him, on a jaunty trip to visit their lost. Oblivious, Abernathy is only vaguely aware that he is dreaming. In dreams, anything is possible. But that also means events and people can be possibly anything.

Among the silent crowd, Abernathy and the new tourists watch God explain Their choice of topiary. God claims to have hired an expert landscaping operation, but to Abernathy, Heaven looks suspiciously like his backyard: brambles, fallen fences, trees that refuse to flower, wild mushroom patches that dot the landscape in Rorschach-like patterns. Abernathy lives in the outer city, where things are not exactly green, but not not green, either. Brownish-green and greenish-brown and sidewalk-colored, mostly. God waves Their hand across the stubbly yard of Their creation, drawing the tourists’ eyes to Their glory-work. God is not who Abernathy supposed Them to be. In this dream, They wear zinc sunscreen and a toga. They speak into a flesh-colored mic that is wrapped around Their ear, the kind celebrities wear on stage. They seem like They have a sense of humor. Abernathy likes that. He did not expect humor from God.

The two new tourists take a seat on either side of Abernathy.

“Some dream,” the woman says under her breath.

Abernathy is rapt in his admiration of the gates that border his neighbor’s yard. They really are that pearly. What a wonder that is! What a relief!

In his waking life, Abernathy desperately desires to believe in an afterlife. He does not.

It takes Abernathy a moment to realize the woman sitting on his left has turned away from her partner and is now peering into Abernathy’s face. Somewhere, there is a horn blowing. Abernathy cannot tell if the horn is traffic (does Heaven have traffic?) or Angels (does Heaven have Angels?).

The woman presses a small button at the base of her helmet and the reflective visor becomes transparent. Big eyes stare at him framed by green glasses and wisps of red hair. He recognizes the beetle-like woman as Kai, The Two-Hundred-And-Sixty-Fifth.

“Jonathan Abernathy?” she asks.

“Oh,” Abernathy says. “It’s you.”

“Yep,” says Kai. She smiles with her lips tightly closed. “It’s me.”

“What are you doing here?” Abernathy asks.

“Do your questions ever end?”

“Is this about what I think it’s about?” Abernathy asks. If so, he is excited.

Kai gives the man on Abernathy’s right a “see what I mean” look.

The man chuckles and passes a clipboard over Abernathy to Kai. The man has made his helmet transparent as well and Abernathy is surprised by how devilish his good looks are. He has dark, swooping hair. Chiseled cheekbones. A chin that anyone would envy.

The man realizes Abernathy is looking at him and winks.

Kai flips through the printed sheets, frowning. “Great. Perfect. Before we proceed—we’re going to need you to take a standardized test.”

Abernathy looks to the man to confirm this.

“Don’t look at him,” snaps Kai. “Look at me.”

Abernathy realizes what they are holding is his application.

“Wait,” he says. “Does that mean we’re doing this now?”

He looks quickly between the two. The man shrugs the shrug of a person who, believing they’ve seen it all, no longer gives a shit.

“Yes,” says Kai. “We’re doing this now.”

“So, I got the job?”

Kai breathes through her nose. “We are considering your application.”

“And I need to take the test before I move on to the next step? Why?”

Kai groans. “The questions never end.”

“We need to make sure you know how to behave,” jokes the man.

“I know how to behave.”

“Look,” says the man. He is smug. Serious-ish. “Don’t tell me, tell her.” He thumbs to Kai, who rolls her eyes. “She’s the one who doubts you.”

“Is that true?” Abernathy asks. He sounds more hurt than he would like to.

Kai holds Abernathy’s eye contact.

As They speak about the process of creating this yard, God walks up and down the aisle.

“I guess I can take a test,” Abernathy says. “What’s the harm in that, right?”

The clipboard Kai shoves into his hands is a run-of-the-mill clipboard. Abernathy flips through stacks of slightly crumpled paper and realizes he is wearing only his underwear—white boxer briefs covered in little printed hearts.

Despite his lack of clothing, his nerves, his erect nipples, his general and pervasive feeling of unwellness that stems either from the increased circulation of sodium in his bloodstream from the ramen or his quickly diminishing sense of self now that he faces A Task, the test is pretty easy. On each piece of paper: a small moving scene. Per the instructions, Abernathy circles everything that could cause (or be caused by) anxiety.


[image: Image Missing] A child crying.

[image: Image Missing] Money burning.

[image: Image Missing] Teeth falling from a mouth.



When he finishes, he watches Kai flip through his answers with a frown. God directs the bus through the pearly gates into the yard of Abernathy’s neighbor, a single mom named Rhoda whose child frequently hovers at the fence line to ask Abernathy for advice. Abernathy loves to be asked for advice.

Kai takes her time reviewing his answers. The plants in Jonathan Abernathy’s dream begin to wither, die. God looks around, confused. As the group trundles through a section of the yard filled with overgrown chanterelles, a mushroom with a particularly labial frill, Kai informs Abernathy that though his approach is not necessarily the most creative or interpretative she’s ever seen—in fact, it’s abysmally cliché and shows a complete ignorance to the complexities and processing power of a mature human psyche—their team is regrettably short on hands, so he (and his astonishingly low emotional intelligence) passes. On a trial basis. For now.

“Congratulations,” Kai says as if reading from a script long memorized. “You now have a government job that pays twenty dollars a night with a per-pay-period hundred-dollar incremental loan forgiveness component. Health care will not be included. Any government-issued liens placed against you due to outstanding debts are now frozen. Third-party lenders who have taken legal action have been sent a notice that you are now employed by the State Department. Should those third-party lenders be contractors of the TSD, their legal pursuits will be delayed.”

Like earlier, when she spoke of “somnambulatory officerial forces,” Abernathy doesn’t understand a single word that comes out of Kai’s mouth, except for the word “lien,” which he is intimately familiar with. When a lien is placed on a bank account, money is automatically withdrawn by the bank and placed in the lienholder’s account. Aka, the person who gave you the loan in the first place gets to go into your bank. They get to take your pay, even if you only have enough money to eat. This has happened to Abernathy multiple times.

Not wanting to seem ungrateful, he nods along.

He suspects Kai might be on to him. She gives him a stern look. “A piece of personal advice,” she says, “don’t blow it all at once.”

The flowers in the garden shoot cannons of golden pollen at the bus of passing tourists. Midair, the pollen becomes celebratory confetti. Abernathy is ecstatic. His dead parents in front of him do not turn around, but he senses they are pleased. Angels, somewhere in the yard of his neighbor, blow their horns.

“Jesus,” says the handsome man. He picks confetti out of his hair. “Don’t get your panties in a wad on our account, Abernathy.”

Abernathy stops crying with joy.

The man roughly brushes the golden windfall from Abernathy’s shoulders as he explains (perhaps not exactly with patience) that siphoning away the petty depressions of America’s white-collar workers isn’t all “stardust and shut-eye, Bucko.”

“We’re at the forefront of technology,” the man says. “We’re exploring frontiers that no man”—Kai coughs—“has ever explored before.”

“I’m crying because it’s exciting?” Abernathy says, wiping his eyes.

“You should be crying because it’s important,” the man corrects. “This is a role that has an impact. What we do here is integral to a lot of shit, OK?”

“What … type of shit?” Abernathy asks.

The man explains that the job is a key component in the contemporary capitalist model that governs America’s economic sector, mostly in that it keeps the public from doing bad stuff.

“Like murdering each other,” he offers, “or having poor workplace performance.”

The poor workplace performance especially.

“It’s not just dream monitoring for dream monitoring’s sake. American workers face an unprecedented crisis of mental health which transcends the personal into the professional, OK?”

“We,” he says, pointing to himself and Kai, “are tasked with helping people stay at work. We help them do more work. No matter how stupid, trivial, pointless, low paying that work may be—bottom lines need saving. That’s where we come in.”

The man can’t see her, but Kai rolls her eyes.

“How does someone even do that?” Abernathy asks. “How do you even save a ‘bottom line?’”

“All right!” interrupts Kai. “Enough. OK? Believe it or not, this is a job. We have work to do.”

This little reality check doesn’t get Abernathy down.

Abernathy’s life? It’s looking up! Though Abernathy has more than $250,000 in loans with more than a 10 percent annual interest (that’s raw growth of $25,000 a year in debt that is owed (so far he has accrued $100,000 of this debt (his interest collects interest))), no career prospects, a tenuous-at-best living arrangement, untold debt inherited after his parents’ death (precise amount not yet calculated due to the illegality of the inheritance, though based on the never-ending phone calls it is substantial), Abernathy is happy.

Bankruptcy? Put on hold, baby.

Paychecks (should he receive them in the future)? No longer being automatically confiscated by the US of A.

This? This is the stuff of life itself.

In the land of Nod, Abernathy plans to shake hands firmly and introduce himself as this: Jonathan Abernathy, dream auditor, honored to be here.
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HOW, EXACTLY, DOES ONE AUDIT anxiety and/or depression in the average white-collar American worker? Good question.

The welcome packet that arrives later in the week is laminated. The work is supposedly pretty easy stuff, described as “unskilled labor for America’s legions of unemployables.” Of which, if that’s the group Abernathy is thinking of, he’s certainly a (self-consciously) card-carrying member: current and former workers of fast-food joints, dying malls, general stores, long-shuttered factories. University and nonuniversity students alike who, upon their “failure to launch” slide back into the routines of their hometowns to take jobs as baristas, gas station employees, grocery restockers, clerks. The salt of the Earth. The foundation of American wealth. Abernathy has had more of these jobs than he can count.

The recruiter who appeared in Abernathy’s first dream said that they, the benevolent government, are considering all such down-on-their-luck people for candidacy at their archival centers. If you could hold a clipboard with feeling, then the title of auditor was as good as yours. And boy, could Abernathy hold things with feeling. Though he does not know this about himself, having feelings is pretty much the only thing Abernathy does.

As for the dreamers—those whose minds the Abernathys of the world step into—the procedure is paid for by their corporate employers through tax subsidies. In other words, it’s complimentary, baby. Consider dream support one of the many ways America values public health.

Abernathy had no idea such opportunities were available. He feels quite moved by the thoughtfulness of the whole system. It seems like things are finally heading in the right direction. Who knows, maybe one day this job will lead to another job, and that job could lead to something corporate, and then if he’s employed by a corporation, maybe one day it will be his dreams that are complimentarily maintained. Abernathy would love to join a legion of employees. Imagine something like that: stability so common eventually even the most hardened schmuck takes it for granted.

There is a reason Jonathan Abernathy has not heard of this process before. The archival services are not marketed to consumers. The pamphlet he’s browsing does not say this, but the procedure itself is closely guarded. The secrecy is intentional. The folks who have their dreams processed do not have to consent to the processing. They are opted in by their employers. Most Americans have not heard of the Archival Act for the simple reason that it is more beneficial to use the languages of bureaucracy, difficulty, and redundancy to reduce public accessibility. The job of “experts” is always easier when they have the luxury to make decisions in private, without scandal or coverage.

Abernathy will never understand the scope of the Workers’ Archival Project or the bill that made it legally viable. When he learns of the motives of the Archival Office (why they make money, how they make money, who they make money for), he will have already lost everything. It will be too late.

But for now, Abernathy is not worried. Like many, throughout his life he has ignored the fine print.

Outside, in the sun, on an old plastic lounge chair he often drags into the driveway, Abernathy reads through the packet. He is unbothered. He is pleasantly warm. His legs are crossed at the ankle and he feels proud of himself. He relishes the process of learning about something he didn’t know existed a week ago. Learning about something like that is a wondrous, hard-to-replicate feeling. The world becomes a vast curiosity to be transversed rather than cowered from. Abernathy intends to luxuriate while he can.

Abernathy’s neighbor Rhoda sees him reading as she’s taking out the trash. She calls out to him and leans against the fence, holding garbage bags in both of her hands. The black bags leak into the flower beds.

“What’s that?” she asks.

Abernathy grins and sits up. “Work stuff,” he says, waving the packet at her. He feels grateful for the opportunity to say he has work. He rises from the chair, pushes his sunglasses up into his hair, and ambles over to where Rhoda stands at the fence line.

Rhoda has short black hair that ends crisply at the lobes of her ears. Rhoda always keeps her hair in a blunt cut, a bob, with sharp, well-maintained bangs. She is tall and covered in lots of tattoos with faces. She wears a bathrobe and a matching pair of stained Uggs.

Abernathy quickly looks away when he catches sight of her footwear. He doesn’t know why, maybe to preserve her decency. The stains on the Uggs cause a bit of feeling to rise up in him when he looks at them, though what type of feeling is rising up or what it means, Abernathy is unsure. What rises up when he looks at the sorry state of Rhoda’s shoes could be best described, perhaps, as wobbly, and in the throat.

“I’ve never seen you read before,” Rhoda says.

Abernathy laughs.

“No,” she says, tucking a piece of hair behind her ear, “seriously. Like, never.”

Although Rhoda’s face betrays no hint of humor, Abernathy knows she is joking (Right?). Rhoda always looks like that. Humorless. She is very funny, but she is not a person to whom expression comes easy.

Unlike Kai, the redheaded two-hundred-and-sixty-fifth dream collector whose steady stream of green judgment feels palpable despite how few times they’ve met, Rhoda’s lack of laughter means nothing to Abernathy. Rhoda never laughs. Rhoda never smiles, either. Rhoda is thirty-two, Abernathy’s senior, and should be in class over at the community college. She is hardly ever in class. Today, like almost every day, Rhoda skipped class because her ex-husband did not pick up their child. She could not find last-minute childcare.

In addition to the smell of old milk that’s wafting up from the trash, Abernathy can also smell her perfume. It’s piney. Slightly floral.

The combination is confusing.

“What does that mean, there?” Rhoda gestures toward the left side of the pamphlet with her chin.

“There are levels,” Abernathy explains. He holds the pamphlet so she can better read it. “I’m gonna start out as a dream auditor. See, that’s right here, at the bottom. While we sleep, instead of dreaming our own dreams, we go into the dreams of other people. Our bodies are still sleeping, but our minds are somewhere else.”

Rhoda looks skeptical. “Is this real?” she asks.

“Yeah, of course it’s real.”

“Are you pulling my leg?”

Abernathy shakes his head. “No. It’s a thing.”

“And what is it, exactly, that you’ll be doing?”

“Observing stuff, mostly. Noting stuff that ‘goes wrong.’”

“What can go wrong when you’re dreaming?”

“Like, nightmares and stuff. I just have to guess about it, like, the stuff causing, uh, they call it disruption. Then I submit a report and the dream collectors are dispatched (that’ll be my boss) to supervise the removal. After that, it goes to archivists to preserve, but I don’t really know what that means. Um, and then there’s something here about an operator. But I won’t be working with them. Auditors are entry-level. Mostly we just move through dreams. I guess we don’t always get to see how it works. Anyways, then see here there’s managers and executives and stuff.” He points to the top of the org chart in the middle of the foldout pamphlet where this is all color coded. “They call the really important people officers.”

Abernathy beams.

“Like, as in, police? Police officers?” Rhoda asks.

Abernathy ignores her. Rhoda does not like the police. “It’s supposed to be, like, really, really easy. It’s a pretty sweet gig.”

Rhoda catches a glimpse of her daughter, Timmy, out of the corner of her eye. “Oh honey,” Rhoda calls, turning behind her. Timmy has crawled beneath the deck. “Come on. Don’t do that. You’ll get muddy. Come out of there.”

Timmy squiggles on her stomach. She has dark hair like her mother. Her hair is braided in two. “That’s the point, Mom! I have to get to the good ones.”

“She’s obsessed with them,” Rhoda says to Abernathy, referring to the mushrooms beneath their deck and the ones that speckle their yard.

“It’s cute,” Abernathy says.

“Yeah, real cute until you step on one at three A.M. You try thinking it’s cute then.”

“I bet I would still find it cute.”

Rhoda looks him up and down. “You know, actually, you probably would. You’re a sick fuck like that.”

Abernathy laughs. Rhoda’s mouth twitches.

“All right,” Rhoda yells to her daughter, “but don’t complain when I hose you down later!”

“I won’t!”

“Yeah right,” Rhoda says under her breath. Abernathy grins. He has always liked Timmy. When he met her, she was three. Just as nonplussed then as she is now. Very small. Mostly scrappy. Crawled all over everything. Actually, come to think of it, Timmy doesn’t seem upset about her paternal non-pickup, like, at all. She is about eight or nine, if Abernathy remembers correctly. She is obsessed with mushrooms, and big old trees, and mossy patches of grass that, she says, when you squint, look like faces. Does she care that her father is not here?

As Rhoda reads more of the packet, Timmy talks to herself beneath the deck, making up a little story about the mushrooms and their friends. She thinks mushrooms communicate underground. When one mushroom suffers, she claims, the rest of the mushroom colony experiences the pain as well. She is not necessarily wrong.

Instead of roots, mushrooms have mycelium systems, tiny strings that extend from the base of the fungi and travel deep into the ground to gather nutrients. Mycelium connects individual plants into a larger organism that can work together instead of alone. Often the mycelium doesn’t just benefit the mushrooms it’s attached to—the fungal root will also attach itself to a tree’s root. The two plants begin to meet the needs of each other. This means that the threads that connect mushrooms to one another are good for the forest, the mushrooms, the moss, the trees.

Timmy has only a childish understanding of roots and their fruiting bodies. She’s never heard the word “mycelium” in her life. But like most children, she understands something that the adults around her do not.

Individuals within a species are interconnected in hidden ways. Humans are not immune to this phenomenon. The main difference between mushrooms and humans is that our systems are activated as we sleep. We cannot see them. The roots that link us to one another are not visible. But in dreams, we are interwoven. We share a local consciousness. In slumber, we bind ourselves to those around us in delicate and invisible ways. Because of the delicacy of such systems, they are easy to ignore in waking life. Most humans do. Abernathy and Rhoda do. It is not included in Abernathy’s pamphlet. But as he sleeps, Abernathy’s body will remain at rest and his mind—his mind will travel the root systems of his community, repairing, sure, but also taking sustenance for himself.

Abernathy has no idea what he’s getting into. No one in their right mind would volunteer if they knew how the work is done or what the work entails.

Abernathy can see the soles of Timmy’s teal rain boots clipping merrily away at the mud as she pushes herself farther beneath the house.

Rhoda frowns and sets the garbage down, crushing a few August coneflowers.

“What?” Abernathy asks, pulled out of reverie. He searches her face. “What is it?”

“Kelly know about this?” Kelly is Abernathy’s landlord. He prefers to think of her as a nameless, looming figure who takes all his money without having a personality, let alone personal needs.

Abernathy shrugs and looks away.

“I think if you would just talk to Kelly. If you just told her what was going on …”

Kelly and Rhoda are friends. Used to be friends. Through their husbands, maybe, both of whom are now gone. Not dead. Just divorced. They are not really friends so much anymore, but certainly they wave as they pull out of their respective driveways every morning for work. They are negatives of each other. One brunette, one blonde. One with child, one without. The only thing they have in common is that they are young ex-wives who had not planned to live alone. If it weren’t for work, if there were still time, perhaps, then yes, friends.

Friendly.

Neighbors.

There’s that feeling of throatiness. Maybe it’s sadness? Guilt of some kind? Anxiety?

Rhoda rubs her brows with the back of her sleeve. Some of her black makeup smudges off. She changes the subject. “Pretty sure my ex got into this crap,” she says after a beat.

She licks her thumb and rubs at the black stain on her sleeve. She wipes her thumb against her robe pocket.

“Don’t think they treat people very well over there,” she says. “You ever heard of a pyramid scheme?”

Abernathy asks, “Like King Tut?”

“Basically it means all the shit? It pools at the bottom. And you just signed up to shovel the bottom. The shit pool.”

The laminated pages (shining! beautiful! luminous! full of promise, not to mention potential! no sign of shit!) illustrate that the auditors do all their auditing during their own personal REM cycle. The auditor is then assigned to identify inner turmoil as it manifests in the dreams of American citizens who have been opted in to the program by their corporate lieges. Noncorporate workers are not welcome to participate, allegedly. This type of procedure is strictly emotional management for the white-collar.

Rhoda is good at understanding jobs. That’s how come she’s had so many.

Currently Rhoda part-times as a bank teller. She hopes to go full-time soon, for the benefits. Health care, you know? But she’s not so sure they’ll hire her. Her manager, a Christian, hates Rhoda’s tattoos. The manager thinks tattoos make people look poor. Which, though not generally true, does apply to Rhoda at this moment in time—she is, in fact, poor—so Rhoda can’t even get all self-righteous and fault her manager for the belief. Abernathy loves it when she gets self-righteous. He frequently tries to provoke her into doing so.

Abernathy has had many part-time gigs. Dream auditing certainly won’t be his first. So he gets it, the struggle. The cynicism. Whenever they talk about the prospect of going full-time, Rhoda ends the conversation with a dry not-smile and always says the same thing. Abernathy can’t tell if she means it or not. “It’s in God’s hands.”

But Abernathy doesn’t think Rhoda knows much about this job. For example, the part that seems complicated—how turmoil is removed—won’t be Abernathy’s job at all. That’s the duty of dream collectors, the next level up. Abernathy’s job will be to observe. To pay witness. To prep for interference. To note Things That Might Cause Issue. Things like (and this is what the pamphlet says) obsessive preoccupations, anxious yearnings, worryings, sadness, or malaise. It’s written in all caps, to emphasize its importance. OBSESSIVE PREOCCUPATIONS, ANXIOUS YEARNINGS, WORRYINGS, SADNESS, OR MALAISE.

Such emotions—so says the pamphlet—often prevent workers from meeting their quotas and can take many forms within the subconscious. What forms such preoccupations manifest as is up to Abernathy, as an auditor, to discern. That doesn’t sound hard, or pyramid-like, or awful at all. All told, it sounds downright kind.

Abernathy is excited. He has never had this level of responsibility at a workplace before. He anticipates the feeling of being needed with the same fervor that he looks forward to arriving at a destination with air-conditioning after a long heat-soaked walk. That first step into the blast of cold, after crossing long stretches of steaming pavement—the relief is euphoric. Addictive.

Plus, when the client does wake up, they are in their own bed, oblivious to the operation that has taken place. The memory of the dream slips from them as all dreams do. Thus, all their client-y unconscious turmoil? Miraculously healed! Their life? Made much better! Productivity? All-time high.

When the auditors are effective, workplace performance in the client’s waking life is boosted, and thus, in turn, at least hypothetically, so too does the economy rise. Voilà. Productivity Magic. American Magic. All thanks to folks like Jonathan Abernathy, the humble working-class salt of Earth.

“You’ll see, Rhoda. Just watch.” He grins. She can’t help herself. The corner of her mouth ticks a bit upward, too. “This is going to be the best thing to ever happen to me.”

Abernathy does not think it sounds like he will be treated like shit or handling shit. Abernathy thinks he will be treated like a valuable asset whose work is integral, important, and good.




4

ABERNATHY SPENDS TOO LONG SCULPTING oven-bake clay into miniature mushrooms for Timmy’s collection. With his hands he builds slender Armillaria tabescens. Abernathy likes Armillaria tabescens because they grow together huddled close. They’re also called friendship mushrooms. The largest living organism on Earth is a species of friendship mushroom. They have white stems, bulbous honeyed caps, tiny pink gills. When they die—and the Armillaria he picked from the yard will soon die—it will be like a tiny family dying. Unlike mushrooms that grow from the ground, Abernathy hopes his sculpture will last a long time. Will last forever. Will last past then.

Because of his sculpting, Abernathy is late for his first client’s dream.

He smells embarrassingly like mushrooms, and there are crescents of dirt trapped beneath his nails, but that does not stop Abernathy from hastily changing into his sixty-six-dollar suit. He hopes his colleagues will think thoughts like “That Abernathy? He’s got character,” or “Jonathan Abernathy? Talk about a man with enviable skill!”

With great aspiration, Jonathan Abernathy falls asleep.

As he drifts into himself, Abernathy realizes he stands in an elevator. The walls are chrome. His reflection stares back at him, wearing his suit. Hold music plays. He doesn’t have time to look around. The elevator rumbles to a stop. The doors whir open. He sees green. Brown. The blue of another person’s sky.

Just like that, Abernathy steps from his sleep into someone else’s.

It’s a strange feeling, stepping out of yourself into the self of another. He is decanted. He feels it immediately.

The dreamer dreams of a bog. Or maybe a mud pit? Abernathy’s not sure. There are a lot of spindly trees, like a forest. In the middle of this landscape there is a pit of frothing mud, surrounded by ferns. The mud bubbles and creeps toward Abernathy. Abernathy must step into it. At first, the mud barely covers the soles of his shoes. He lifts up his wingtip, to better see the substance. Thick, dark brown. He hasn’t seen mud like it. Can earth be so brown it appears purple? By the time Abernathy takes his next step forward, the mud has filled his loafers.

Abernathy tries to go back to the elevator, but the elevator is gone. When he looks down again, the mud has risen to his ankles.

A train whistles.

Abernathy turns toward the sound.

There is no train. But there is a child. A bloated dead kid with matted hair that floats face down in the mud, limp limbs lame on the water. Abernathy is surprised how real it looks.

Stomach cramps?

Nausea?

A sweeping feeling of regret?
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In the bog, Abernathy is sick.

Another person, a woman, presumably the dreamer (has she always been there?), fumbles with the kid’s shirt. She attempts to turn the child right side up.

Abernathy’s half-digested stomach contents float downstream.

A dead thing like that has got to be heavy. Right?

Abernathy feels both very far away and very close. The crying dreamer, combined with Abernathy’s first-day-on-the-job anxiety, does not help his sweating problem.

The dreamer does not appear to have seen Abernathy and is talking to it. The kid.

For all Abernathy knows, she could be saying something quite touching, like: “I love you.” “Don’t leave me.” “Come back to me.” “I’ll miss you for a thousand lifetimes.” “Without you, I am doomed.” Every time the dreamer opens her mouth, what he thinks must be a train engine drowns her words. Not so much talking as revving. RRRRRR. RRRR. RRR.

This is Jonathan Abernathy’s first time seeing a person dead.

Though his parents’ deaths were almost ten years apart, he did not look upon the dead face of either of them. Both times Abernathy refused to go into the hospital room where his progenitors sunk into their eternal rest. Both times other people took his parents beneath the hospital to smolder away until they were ash. When Abernathy did, finally, pick up their bodies, the two people who had created him were reduced to dust. Their remains fit inside of a small ziplock bag.

Unsurprisingly, Jonathan Abernathy is more than a little scared of death. Jonathan Abernathy does not understand death at all. The things we don’t understand are always the things that scare us.

The mud rises. The woman stands in front of him, pleading with the child for one last embrace.

Dead people? To Jonathan Abernathy, they are mostly frightening.

Dead children? Ha ha.

Abernathy’s watched enough movies to know that he should be terrified. And he is! He is terrified. He is also, right now, sad in a floaty, indistinguishable way that he keeps thinking could just be nausea but is actually something deeper and, you know, more in his soul.

Not that he has time to think floaty thoughts about souls and purpose and what it means to be alive. The mud has filled the only loafers he has left. He can feel the earth on his legs as it crawls up the cuffs of his slacks.

The mud is ruining his sixty-six-dollar suit.

Vomit, somehow, is in the crease of his arm.

Despite his suit, he looks like shit. His disappointment at his appearance almost eclipses his terror. He did not expect the interior of this dream to be so lifelike. It feels very lifelike. Disorientingly so.

Thus, Abernathy becomes quite certain. This is it.

He is about to die.

Jonathan Abernathy has never felt like he was about to die before. The fear catches him off guard. Now that his parents are dead, he thinks of death as a type of contractual obligation. A debt, if you will, whose collection won’t come until Abernathy reaches an age far away—like fifty. After fifty seems logical enough to Jonathan Abernathy. Fifty, he reasons, is still young-ish. So not too selfish of him. Not too desperate. For Jonathan Abernathy, fifty is only twenty-five years away. He is in the prime quarter of his life.

Abernathy wildly pats his suit pockets and tries to even out his breathing. He’s not hyperventilating. But he’s not not hyperventilating, either. With an honest-to-God desperation, he searches for the clipboard Kai gave him.

In the background a phone rings. Like he is a fish on a hook, Abernathy feels a tiny jerk, right behind his heart.

The dream rushes away from him.

Something is reeling him in.

In the elevator, the hold music picks up exactly where it left off. His reflection in the elevator doors looks surprised. But then, in a flash, his visage is gone, and he awakens in bed. His bed. The comforter, an old ratty thing from before college, is wrapped tightly around his legs. On the nightstand, his cell phone buzzes.

The moonlight daggers beautifully through his curtains in a way that suggests this is reality.

His reality.

He knows because it is oppressive. It smells like mushrooms. He doesn’t want to be here. Upon waking, he immediately feels twinges of hopelessness up and down his limbs.

He picks up the phone.

The hopelessness alone is enough to realize he is awake.

“What are you thinking, moron?” It’s Kai on the line. Though he’s only met her twice, her accent is unmistakable to him. It’s hard to hear her through the static. “Are you trying to get fucking
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