
    [image: Cover: When We Were Real, by Daryl Gregory. Award-winning Author of Spoonbenders. “Our America right now, seen with cosmic X-ray vision.” —Kim Stanley Robinson.]



[image: Image: Grayscale decorative pattern.]




[image: When We Were Real: A Novel, by Daryl Gregory. Saga Press. London | New York | Toronto | Amsterdam/Antwerp | New Delhi | Sydney/Melbourne.]




For Jack, who came with me on a road trip to a distant land, and Kath, who was waiting for me when I came back




ITINERARY FOR

NORTH AMERICAN IMPOSSIBLES TOUR

| Day 1 |

THE FROZEN TORNADO

THE ANTIPODE (optional stop)

| Day 2 |

THE GEYSERS OF MYSTERY!

| Day 3 |

THE HOLLOW FLOCK

FOUR CEDARS DISTILLERY (tour and dinner)

| Day 4 |

THE LAST EXIT MALL AND TRAVEL CENTER

THE TUNNEL

INTRODUCTION TO THE ZIPPER (if time permits)

| Day 5 |

RAFTING THE ZIPPER (alternate transportation available)

AUDIENCE WITH THE AVATAR SAUGAT ZIN

| Day 6 |

GHOST CITY

| Day 7 |

GROUP PHOTO AND GOODBYES!
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Let’s Try This Again [image: ]

…and there’s the tour bus now, green and bulbous, with long black mirrors drooping in front of its face like caterpillar antennae. It’s climbing out of the underworks of Manhattan, onto the upper level of the George Washington Bridge. CANTERBURY TRAILS is written across its side in white script. It’s rumbling west, hemmed in by a swarm of smaller vehicles, all of them moving slowly in the light rain. Behind, the April sun has climbed over the towers of Washington Heights. Light scatters prettily in the rain, turning droplets into diamonds, making every surface gleam.

A man in an Irish wool cap sits in a window seat in one of the front rows of the bus, gazing out through the lightly tinted glass. The vertical wires of the bridge scroll past, pluckable as harp strings. The tour folder sits on his lap. He’s already skimmed its contents—the itinerary, the maps, safety warnings, the bio pages filled out by his fellow travelers—but it’s a lot to take in.

We can’t blame him. There are nineteen people on the bus, and it’ll take time to learn their names. Let’s start with labels, though even those can be problematic. The man in the wool cap, for example, we’ll call THE ENGINEER, because that’s how he still thinks of himself, though he’s no longer employed as one. Or employed at all. A year ago he had a bout with brain cancer, and took early retirement in the same way a boxer takes an unguarded uppercut. Out by TKO. After his surgery, his coworkers threw him a lunchtime party where they said cheery things: You’re only sixty, think of the travel! What about that bike trip you’ve always talked about? They were too polite to mention the cancer at all, or the hat he kept on the entire time. He wears one whenever he goes out in public now. Fortunately, he looks good in hats, or so his wife used to tell him. The cap he’s wearing now, pulled low to his eyebrows, is one that she bought him.

The man next to him leans close, waggles his eyebrows at the view. “Looks pretty realistic, doesn’t it?” We’ll call him THE COMIC BOOK WRITER, which is how he introduces himself to people who look down on comics, which is pretty much everyone. He’s a burly white guy with long, aging rocker hair, wearing a rumpled work shirt that is actually clean but looks as if it’s been pulled from a hamper.

“Very hi-res,” the Engineer agrees.

“Think of the budget.”

“Must be astronomical.”

The Comic Book Writer laughs loudly, too loud for the cabin of a bus. These two have been keeping each other amused for over thirty years, but lately the laughter’s been harder to come by. The Engineer’s been holed up alone in his house since he was told that his cancer had returned, and the Writer’s worried about him. Time to get him the fuck out of the house! See people. Visit the big, beautiful, fake world!

THE TOUR GUIDE thinks for a moment that the men are laughing at her. Two white, middle-aged boomers, possibly harmless gents, possibly condescending jerks, could go either way. She knows how young she looks. Twenty-seven, but no one would guess it, a tiny brown girl, the daughter of Pakistani immigrants, dressed like a real estate agent in a dark skirt and a shiny red blouse and blazer. Not a uniform, but uniform-esque, and it’s failed to make her feel less like an imposter. She’s terrified. In one hand she’s gripping the PA microphone, a plasticky, toylike thing, and with the other she’s balancing a three-ring binder, open to the first of the day’s scripts. It’s time for her to give her welcome speech. She’s supposed to open with a joke. The binder does not provide any jokes.

She lifts the kiddy karaoke microphone and is mortified to see that her hand is shaking. She lowers her hand and looks around without moving her head. Did anyone see?

No, no one seems to be looking at her. Most of the passengers are talking among themselves, enveloped in that engine hum that makes each conversation feel private.

The bus is less than half-full, which is good for the comfort of the customers, but it’s surprising. Were there a lot of cancellations? Is the tour company in trouble? She has no idea. She was hired only a few days ago. They told her during orientation that her first trip would be a three-day jaunt visiting the Impossibles of New England, and that she wouldn’t be in charge, she’d be shadowing an experienced guide. Then, last night, her supervisor called and said there was an emergency, they had “lost their guide,” and could she be packed and ready by morning? The North American Impossibles Tour, seven days on the road and one on water. “On water?” she asked. “Don’t worry,” her supervisor told her. “It’s all in the binder.”

She desperately wanted to say no, but how could she turn down her first assignment? It was an emergency. She wanted to be a team player—and didn’t want to be kicked off the team before she had a chance to play.

She lifts the microphone again and says a cheery, “Hello!”

The Engineer glances up. No one else seems to have heard her. The microphone isn’t on.

THE DRIVER calls over her shoulder, “Turn on the PA.” She’s a big-boned white woman, been behind the wheel for years, and now they’ve sent her a complete rookie. Where the hell is Peter? He’s the best guide she’s ever worked with, and now he’s bowed out without a word, which isn’t like him. The new guide is messing with the microphone, still can’t get the PA working. Jesus Christ. “Control panel,” the Driver says. “Right next to you.”

“Oh,” the Tour Guide says. Flips the switch. “HELLO!”

A seventyish white woman sitting in the third row yelps as if she’s been poked in the eye, and the Tour Guide jumps to turn down the volume.

THE PROUD GRANDMOTHER says, “It’s not going to be like that the whole trip, is it?”

THE NURSE, who is also the Proud Grandmother’s daughter, sighs elaborately. “She didn’t do it on purpose, Momma.”

The Tour Guide says into the mic, “I’m so sorry. Is this better?”

“It’s fine,” the Nurse says to the guide. “Don’t mind her.”

The Proud Grandmother stares at her daughter. Don’t mind her? She’s not a child. It’s her money that bought these tickets. Her daughter’s always complaining that she never gets a vacation, well, here it is, all-expenses-paid. All she asks for in return is a little help, a little consideration, until they get to the Avatar and her burden will be lifted. Her physical burden, at least. Like the pain being inflicted on her by this hard, thinly upholstered seat. Her back’s sending shooting pains down her leg and her shoulder’s seizing up. It’s time for her prednisone, and she can’t take that without food. Would it kill her daughter to get up and get her a Little Debbie?

The Nurse ignores her mother’s glare. She is not the daughter who’s provided her mother with her precious grandchildren. That daughter is back in North Carolina, living it up in her five-bedroom house. This one is divorced with no children, a crime punishable, evidently, with a lifetime sentence of unpaid chaperoning. She’s forty-four years old, but looks older, at least to herself. When she sees herself in photos it looks as if she ordered her face prestressed. This expedition is not going to help; it’s just the same job made more difficult by being detached from all routines and support systems. She knows her mother is in pain—constant, maddening pain—but if this trip doesn’t give the old woman any relief, she going to dump her on her sister’s doorstep in Charlotte and walk into the sea.

“As I was saying,” the Tour Guide says through the PA. “I’m not the guide mentioned on the website. I’m sorry about that. Peter Atherton… had a personal issue. A family emergency. But I’m sure it’s just—well, I guess that’s our first glitch! No extra charge.” No one laughs. “So… so…” The guide looks down at the binder, seemingly lost, then finds something to read: “Are you ready for an adventure?”

Folks in the rear of the bus hoot in appreciation. The back row is occupied by a quartet of boisterous octogenarians who are past caring about the jobs they held years ago, the careers they used to fret over. Call them THE OCTOS—eight arms provided by two widows and two widowers from the Des Moines metropolitan area. One of the men is Black but the other man and the two women are a shade of white seen only in Iowa. They’ve known one another forever but like to tell people that they just met this morning, and every time one of them repeats the line, they all laugh. An inside joke, and they don’t seem to mind that no outsider even registers it as a joke, but as some verbal misfire from kooky old people. The Octos are as excited as teenagers, leaning into each other, arms draped over shoulders.

The Tour Guide seems relieved by the response. She’s wearing the cautious smile of the new girl in school suddenly not alone at the lunch table. “Let’s move on to the itinerary,” she says. “We have a lot of Impossibles to visit, starting with the Frozen Tornado, which is just an hour away. How exciting! After that we’ll be hitting all the most famous sites—the Hollow Flock, the Tunnel, and of course the Zipper, where we’ll be meeting the Avatar Saugat Zin. A week from now we’ll reach our final stop, Ghost—”

“I have a question,” a voice loudly says.

“—City.” The guide searches for the speaker, sees a balding white man midway back, staring at her. She says, “Yes?”

“Isn’t there a better term to use than Impossible?” the man asks. “We know they’re possible, because they’re here.” This is THE REALIST. He’s the host and sole writer for his podcast, The Real Patriot, whose slogan is “Speaking Truth to Morons.” The first episode hasn’t come out yet, though, so for now he still has a day job. He’s used up the last of his sick days for this trip. “I think it would be more rational,” he says loudly, “if we used accurate terminology.”

The Tour Guide is frozen, the microphone forgotten in her hand.

“And please don’t use the term ‘Area of Scientific Interest,’ or even worse, ‘ASI,’ ” the Realist continues. “Acronyms are just tools the government uses to stop us from asking questions.”

He glances at his gangly son, hoping he’s recording this, but no. The boy’s staring at the seatback, headphones mashed over his giant red Afro, oblivious.

But THE REALIST’S SON is not oblivious. The headphones aren’t playing a sound and he’s deliberately keeping his eyes off his embarrassing father. He’s just a year out of college, with no firm plans on what to do next. His father’s plans for him, however, are very firm. He wants him to edit all the podcast audio files, upload them, and “get the word out there” via social media. His father seems to think that because his son is twenty-two and plays video games, he’s some kind of technical wizard.

“Film this,” the Realist hisses under his breath. He gets to his feet, and tugs down his shirt to cover his waistband holster. His son looks up in alarm. “Dad?”

“All I am asking,” the Realist says to the guide, “is that maybe we could all agree to use more scientific terminology, rather than biased words like Impossible.”

The Tour Guide’s eyes are wide. “But the name of the tour is North American Impossibles, and the description is pretty clear that— Didn’t you sign up for that?”

“I held my nose. The tour is more than its name! I was just hoping that the people in the group could keep an open mind.”

“Is there a word that you’d prefer?”

“Well, I don’t want to prescribe a term,” the Realist says in a reasonable tone. “I’m open to a discussion. But it seems to be that these things are entirely a part of the natural world, until someone can prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that they’re not.”

“Unverified nature-like objects,” says one of the men across the aisle.

“Natural until proven otherwise,” his seatmate counters.

“NUPOs!” the first man says, and they both laugh.

The men are speaking with what sounds like a German accent. The Realist thinks, Are they making fun of me? Are they calling me a Nazi?

The men are mocking the Realist, just a bit, but their accent has nothing to do with it. They are THE HONEYMOONERS, and since boarding the bus, the two Austrians have been arguing good-naturedly in a mix of German, Bavarian, and English. Their relationship started with an argument seven years ago, on Announcement Day, and they plan to keep arguing until their deathbeds. Such fun! There are plenty of wonders in Europe, but America is vast, as vast as it is dangerous, and its famous physics puzzles are ripe for discussion, if not solutions. No one expects solutions. The Honeymooners don’t even desire them, not really, even as they lobby energetically for their favorite explanations. Why end the verbal volley?

The object of the game is to keep the ball in play.

A few people are paying no attention to the Realist’s objections. A person we’ll call THE READER is sitting quietly, turning the pages of their book. They’re thirty-one years old, and their work visa declares them to be a citizen of Taiwan, a country that no longer exists. No matter. They’re here now, and happy to ignore the other passengers, as if everything they need to know is encoded in the sentences on the page.

Also ignoring the hubbub is THE INFLUENCER, a seventeen-year-old girl with the driver’s license of a twenty-two-year-old, and the credit card of a much older man—her grandfather’s. This morning’s outfit is flared yoga pants (Kirinyaga, $59) and a bright yellow crop top (Prana, $42). Her black hair is straight and glossy, her bronze skin seemingly poreless, her makeup Instagram perfect. She looks like she’s been dipped in plastic. She’s humming to herself as she thumbs through the phone propped up on her round, distinctly pregnant tummy. She’s at thirty-five weeks, more than a month from full-term, but when she walked up to the bus, the Tour Guide’s eyes went round as if she thought the baby was about to drop from between her legs and onto the sidewalk. But the guide didn’t bring up the girl’s condition, only smiled in bright panic and handed over the complimentary travel bag (cheap nylon) with her name on it. The girl was pleased to see the interested expressions as she boarded the bus. The old white lady up front looked especially shocked. Get used to it, bitch! Strong woman on board!

The Realist is still standing, but now he’s arguing with the Honeymooners. The Comic Book Writer calls out, “Sit down, asshole!” The Tour Guide frantically flips through her binder.

The Driver taps the brakes and the bus lurches. The Tour Guide drops her binder. The Realist bounces against the seat in front of him.

The Driver comes on the PA. “All passengers, please take a seat while the bus is moving.” Her voice is firm. “And welcome to New Jersey.”

Everyone looks out the windows, including the three passengers we’ve yet to meet, THE SISTER, THE NOVICE, and THE RABBI. The Sister’s first impression of Fort Lee, New Jersey, is that it’s indeed a fortress: palisades of rock and a wall of newly green trees defend the Garden State from the encroaching evil of New York. Her second impression, moments later, is that evil made it ashore long ago. Rectangular office buildings, shorter and more soul-sucking imitations of Manhattan’s, crowd around the interstate. It’s all cars and concrete and steel.

Be patient, she says to herself. There’s an entire continent ahead.

The Sister doesn’t wear a habit, but she does dress in a kind of uniform: the chunky Greek cross she always wears, her short gray hair, the corduroys, the sensible shoes—the whole feminist-bookstore-owner vibe she’s got going. She can see it in their faces when strangers twig to her vocation, what she calls the Oh, you’re a nun! moment. Sometimes they say that aloud. Sometimes she explains that she’s not technically a nun, she’s a Sister, in the Congregation of Saint Joseph, not a member of a cloister. But “nun” doesn’t feel completely inaccurate to her; there’s something monastic in her nature, something that craves silence and reflection.

She’s not going to get it on this trip. Her original sabbatical plan, as she pitched it to the congregation’s leadership team, was to travel alone while she wrote a new book of essays, this one about the spiritual implications of living in a simulation. The tour would provide a structure for the book, one essay per stop. Leadership agreed that the sabbatical was a good idea, but they were gun-shy after the last controversy, and had questions about what direction this book might take. The Sister couldn’t tell them: her thoughts would lead where they led. After much consternation and a good bit of praying, the team approved the sabbatical but suggested (insisted) she bring along an assistant/secretary/swim buddy—the world is dangerous for a woman traveling alone!—and etcetera. She didn’t tell them she’d already invited her old friend, the rabbi; the leadership team might misunderstand that relationship and cancel the trip altogether. Which was how the Novice came to join the tour. The girl, in full habit with her white novice veil and black tunic, acts like a kind of flashing light, announcing that nuns are in the area. At least the Rabbi is dressed in street clothes.

The Rabbi took a seat directly behind the Sister and the Novice, and he’s been energized by the conflict on the bus. He pokes his head over the seats and says, “Well, what do you think of the hoax argument? Do you think he has a point?”

“No,” the Sister says.

“Ah, you’re probably right,” the Rabbi says.

When the Sister first mentioned her sabbatical plan in an email and invited him along, he didn’t know how to respond. What would his congregation think? He never made decisions quickly, about anything, socks or sandwiches, but this was a true conundrum. It was his wife who told him to just say yes, and even packed his bag for him. But ever since meeting up with the Sister at the bus departure point he’s been riddled with doubt. The Sister greeted him with barely a smile. Is she now regretting her invitation?

They’d met over twenty years ago at the International Conference on Human Rights and struck up an epistolary friendship. In those letters (and later, emails) he felt like there was no one he knew better. The Sister shared all her most important ideas with him, even in their nascent, prepublished forms. She’d also been frank about her doubts and fears, demonstrating an intellectual humbleness he greatly admires.

What he did not understand was why she’d invited him. And then, when they came face-to-face this morning, he was too embarrassed to ask. Should he wait for her to bring it up? Or confront her soon? Frankly, she seemed a tad depressed, and he didn’t want to make things worse. But what if she was depending on him asking? Maybe that was his purpose!

The Sister doesn’t seem interested in chitchat; her eyes are glued to the window, seemingly mesmerized by the blur of greenery. The bus has finally sped up. Ramparts of tall trees line the interstate, hiding all ugliness. They could be driving through a forest. It seems she wants to be out there, away from him.

The rabbi, in desperation, turns his attention to the Novice. She’s a young Latina from Miami—a Dominican, meaning the country, not the religious order, ha ha!—who insists on wearing a traditional habit. “And, um, what do you think, Sister? Are these anomalies natural or supernatural?”

“There’s only one nature,” the Novice says evenly. “One creation.”

“Of course, of course,” the Rabbi says. He doesn’t know what she means, and she does not elaborate. After a chilly silence he eases back into his seat.

The Novice also goes by the title of “Sister,” even though she hasn’t yet taken her temporary vows. She’s not exactly sure why the leadership team asked (ordered) her to go on this tour with the older Sister, but she has her suspicions, and she’s ready to do her duty. The Sister is one of their most famous members, an activist who’s been regularly arrested at Good Friday antinuclear protests (the guards at Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory reportedly knew her by name) and then made waves—and earned a reprimand from the US Conference of Catholic Bishops—for her book about bodily autonomy. The Sister ignored them and kept protesting, kept writing. The Novice has read every book and essay, some of them multiple times, and respects the Sister’s intellect, even if she cannot agree with all the places that intellect has taken her. But now there are whispers that she has, perhaps, gone too far. Something’s not right with her. Soul Trouble. No one will say exactly what. The Novice wonders why the congregation would let a woman in her condition make a tour of these secular obscenities. It seems like courting disaster. Well, the Novice is not about to let one of her sisters in Christ do something that damages herself or the church. If the Sister wades into deep water, the Novice will drag her back to shore.

Murmurs move through the rows. The Octos break into laughter. The Proud Grandmother loudly asks her daughter for a water bottle. And at the front of the bus, the Tour Guide flips ahead in the binder, trying to figure out what she should tell them next.

The passengers know the basics—everyone on the planet knows the basics. It’s been seven years since the Announcement and the ensuing Freakout—the wave of suicides, the murders and disappearances of physicists and computer scientists around the world, campus bombings, the authoritarian crackdowns, the religious panic. All that has largely subsided. Since then, the world’s had seven years of weekly reminders, seven years to get used to a landscape littered with… whatever you wanted to call them: glitches, anomalies, Areas of Scientific What-the-Fuckery. Yes, there were still wars raging, and the stock market was still a shambles. But most people have gotten on with their lives. Okay, we get it, we’re digital citizens of an artificial world, and everything’s made of ones and zeros, us included. But man cannot live by red pills alone—who’s up for some pizza?

The passengers, however, are not most people. For various reasons they’ve signed up to see the weirdness up close, and to reckon with it. The Tour Guide doesn’t understand why they’d pay good money for this, and she isn’t sure if the money is good enough for her to lead them. She’s not even sure why they hired her for this job, or why she took it. Her only experience with the Impossibles is the single class in violation physics she took before dropping out of grad school, and the three months she’d worked as a docent at a mystery spot in Carbondale, Illinois. She suffers from Simulation Anxiety (a legitimate diagnosis, the Tour Guide’s therapist told her, it’s in the DSM-6) and feels her heart turn to glass when the weekly reminder shows up in front of her eyeballs.

She’s not alone. The Freakout may be over, but there are still freaks out there, whack jobs so deep into existential panic that they think they can shoot their way out of the simulation. Every week some white boy with an AR-15 turns a local school into a first-person shooter. Or several of these boys find each other online and turn their paranoia into a religion. An ethos.

Just this morning, two hundred miles away, a woman the Tour Guide hasn’t met yet, has in fact never heard of, yet, walked up to the entrance of her lab on the Boston University campus and found the door busted in, the glass panel shot out. Let’s call her THE PROFESSOR. Her first instinct was to run back to her car. Instead, she pushed open the door, scraping the bottom frame across shattered glass. She was afraid to call out the names of the two grad students she’d left working there last night. She found one of them in the main workroom. He was slumped in a chair, chin resting on his blood-soaked chest, wide Velcro straps holding him to the chair. The second student lay a few yards away, sprawled in the hallway that led to the fire exit. Face down, unmoving. She knew he was dead as well, and knew that it was time for her to run now, before the police arrived. But she went to him and kneeled down and touched the back of his head.

We’ll leave the Professor there.

Our focus for now is on the bus, where the Tour Guide has reached the last page of the binder, a list of URLs for further reading. Fuck! she thinks. Give me something I can use! What if there’s nothing of value she can tell these people? What if she’s been set up to fail? The most important questions, she’s pretty sure, are the ones that no one can answer. Why did the Simulators create the simulation? Why did they tell us we were in it? What do they want from us? And a dozen more hard questions, whose answers won’t mean a thing until we get the answer to the one great question: How do we stop the bastards from pulling the plug?

“And there it is,” the Engineer says.

The rain has stopped, and the clouds have moved south. Ahead of the bus the air is clear, and the passengers can see for miles. Far off in the distance, there’s a strange, upside-down mountain, so black it seems two-dimensional.

Our first stop.





The Frozen Tornado






The Engineer Considers Oz [image: ]

JP Laurent gazes up at the Frozen Tornado, wondering how, exactly, the Simulators wanted him to feel. Awed? Intimidated? Amused? The thing is ridiculously oversized and out of scale, like a Koons Balloon Dog. He also doesn’t know how he feels when he looks at a Koons Balloon Dog.

He and the fellow members of his tour group are standing at the bottom of a manicured slope, huddled around a park ranger, soaking up many cheerful facts about the physical anomaly. They’re three hundred yards from the base of the structure, but even from this distance it’s impossible to take in the whole thing at once. It looks like a wide black ribbon, spiraling downward, the top of it hanging a kilometer in the air as if held by invisible fingers. The first loop is as wide as the Tornado is high. As it corkscrews toward the ground, the loops cinch tighter and tighter until it becomes a spike, then a needle.

“So let me get this straight,” says Dulin Marks, the comic book writer, in mock umbrage. “It doesn’t even move?”

“I’m sorry if you’ve been misinformed,” JP says.

“Maybe I’ve seen too many photographs,” Dulin says. “And drawings. I’ve made artists drop this thing into the background of so many panels.”

“Really?”

“It’s comic book shorthand for hey, we’re in New Jersey. You know, kinda like the way the Eiffel Tower signifies Paris.”

“But for the exact opposite of Paris,” JP says.

Dulin laughs loudly. Every Dulin laugh is loud.

The park ranger looks over at them and Dulin stifles himself. The ranger’s a skinny old dude with the relaxed air of a Berkeley professor whose edibles have just kicked in. “That base looks solid, doesn’t it? But it’s just a continuation of the spiral. At the very tip, the bands are wound so tight there’s just a single micron gap—that’s one millionth of a meter. As it spirals outward, the gaps widen exponentially. The technical term is logarithmic spiral. The great mathematician Jakob Bernoulli called it the Spira mirabilis—the miraculous spiral.”

The rest of the tour group is eating this up. The quartet of old folks from the back of the bus (in the folder bio they listed their profession as “Active Octos”) are oohing and aahing; the rabbi is practically beaming. The old woman in the wheelchair is staring up at the black spike almost greedily. But Dulin, JP notices, has his eye on the fortysomething woman pushing the wheelchair.

“Don’t,” JP says.

Dulin gives him a What, me? face.

At five turns from the base, the ranger tells them, the band is just a centimeter wide and a centimeter off the ground. Two loops later it’s jumped up to a meter. Then the math slingshots into the human scale and the bands explode outward. The spiral widens in a geometric progression, always at the same ratio, each turning 1.5 times more distant than the previous. The width of the black ribbon is also expanding as it climbs. At the very tip of the spiral, the ribbon is a hundred meters wide. But from the ground, every band looks as if it’s the same width, an optical illusion that makes it look tiny, something you could hold on the palm of his hand.

“You know, Bernoulli wanted the shape carved on his gravestone.” JP’s whispering to Dulin as if they’re in church. “But the gravediggers put on the wrong spiral.”

“Aren’t you an erudite motherfucker,” Dulin says. His rumbling voice has never been capable of an actual whisper. “Which one did they engrave?”

“An Archimedean spiral. Very embarrassing.”

“Those gravediggers,” Dulin says, shaking his head. “Can never keep their spirals straight.”

The park ranger gestures for the group to follow him up the hill for a closer look at the Tornado. The pregnant girl hurries ahead of the group, pivots, pouts, and clicks a selfie. Her enormous puffy jacket is chrome silver and seems to reflect every last photon of the New Jersey sun.

JP and Dulin amble along at the rear of the pack, just behind the two Catholic sisters and the rabbi. Please God, JP thinks, let me be there when they all walk into a bar. Then the older sister steps away from the group, and JP sees the stripe of a tear along one cheek. What the hell? Dulin sees it too, and they exchange a look. It’s hard to tell whether she’s distraught or merely overcome with, well, the grandiosity of it all.

Dulin rumble-whispers to JP, “Should I say something?”

JP is appalled and mouths a silent no.

The group spreads out along a chain that’s set up a dozen feet from the base, under the shadow of the spiral. JP can see now that the black surface of the Tornado is lightly grooved, like a vinyl LP.

“Marion would get a kick out of this,” Dulin says. Marion is Dulin’s daughter. When she graduated from the University of Oregon she moved to Connecticut, the opposite side of the continent, as far from her father as she could get. The two haven’t spoken in years.

“You should call her,” JP says. He tells him this about once a week.

Dulin’s mouth twists. “Maybe.” He raises the phone and takes a picture. “I’ll text her later.” JP’s not sure whether Dulin has ever sent Marion a text. If he did, would she answer it?

The park ranger calls for their attention. “One of the great mysteries,” he says, “is what the Frozen Tornado is made of. The technical term—and I’m not making this up—is ‘stuff.’ We’re not sure what it is, though scientists have been trying to study it since the Appearances. We do know that it’s incredibly hard. For example—”

“What scientists?” a voice demands. JP looks around; of course it’s the bald guy from the bus (“Profession: Host of the Real Patriot podcast”) who gave the tour guide such a hard time about nomenclature. “Isn’t it true that the government’s prevented independent scientists from making their own study of the material?”

The park ranger smiles quizzically. “I’m not aware of that.”

“Two years ago, a man tried to approach the Tornado with his equipment and the authorities prevented him. They even called the police.”

“Maybe that happened on my day off,” the park ranger says blandly, and the Octos chuckle.

“There’s a video on YouTube,” the bald guy says.

“I’m sure there is. Now, then—stuff! Many of the Impossibles seem to be made of it. But even after seven years we haven’t made much headway in understanding it. It’s so hard that you can’t chip off a piece and take it into the lab. It’s harder than any substance we know of—harder than diamonds, not even lasers can knock a piece free. They’ve even used electron microscopes to see into what stuff is made of, and so far—”

“But that didn’t happen here, right?” the podcaster says. He glances over his shoulder. His stork-like son is recording the exchange on his phone and doesn’t look happy about it. “No electron microscope has been allowed to directly sample the Tornado.”

“No, it hasn’t,” the ranger says. “The experiment I’m talking about happened at another Impossible, the Flores Negras in Argentina. But that’s because you can’t fit any part of the Frozen Tornado into the chamber of an electron microscope. Now, I hear GE is working on a device, but it’s not ready yet.”

“So!” the podcaster says. “This tornado structure could be made out of some new carbon fiber. You don’t know.”

“When we get back to the bus,” Dulin says to JP, not bothering to lower his voice, “can I throw him under it?”

“I’ve always wanted to see that metaphor in action.”

The tour guide raises a hand. “Maybe we can take questions one at a time?”

“But what is stuff made of?” someone asks the park ranger. From his accent, JP pegs him as one of the Austrians (“Fun Fact: We are on our honeymoon!!”).

“In your opinion,” his husband adds. It’s clear the pair already have opinions of their own.

The ranger smiles. “It’s definitely not plastic, or steel, or a carbon alloy. It’s not anything we’ve ever seen. Most material scientists think that it won’t ever be found on the periodic table. When we’re kids, we think that a solid is a solid, a liquid is a liquid. But when we learn a little science, we find out that the world’s made of atoms, and those atoms are made out of electrons and protons, and those are made out of quarks. Stuff, however, isn’t made of any of that.”

“Remember when we used to think we were a cloud of quarks?” Dulin says to JP. “That was so crazy.”

“But what is it?” the old woman asks plaintively. (Under profession she’d listed “Proud grandmother.”)

“It’s only itself.” The ranger puts on another smile. He seems to have an infinite supply. “Pure stuff, all the way down, through and through. It’s a true solid. It may be the only truly solid material in the world.”

“But you don’t know that!” the podcaster says to the ranger. His voice is loud enough to share his objection with the group. “You, personally. You’re just repeating what you’ve been told.”

“Or maybe I’ll just punch him,” Dulin says to JP.

“You’d just break your hand. He’s made of ultradense material.”

“A head full of stuff. He’s fucking Winnie-the-Pooh, but adamantium.”

The bald man puts a hand on his son’s shoulder and lifts a leg over the chain. “I want to see for myself. Ladies and gentlemen, it’s about to get—”

“Sir!” the ranger says. No smile now. “Step back from the barrier.”

The pregnant girl has appeared at JP’s elbow. Her own phone is pointed at the podcaster. “Oh my God,” she says, narrating to the phone. “Shit’s going down.”

The man’s straddling the chain now. “What are you afraid of?” he asks.

The girl swivels her phone toward the park ranger.

“Trust me, you don’t want to do that,” the ranger says.

“What, am I going to hurt the Tornado?”

The girl’s pivoting back and forth, trying to capture the dialogue. It won’t make for great video.

“Touch it along a seam and you’ll cut yourself pretty badly,” the ranger says. “The Tornado is basically one giant razor rolled around itself.”

The bald guy frowns. “Is that what you tell people?”

“Yes,” he answers. “That is what I tell people. All the time.”

The tour guide has pushed close to the podcaster. She seems frantic. “Please, you must obey the rules of the park.”

The man stands there, the chain running between his legs. “It’s fine,” he says to the guide. “Don’t worry.” He turns toward the Tornado, but his leg gets hung up on the chain and suddenly he’s on the ground.

“Dad!” his son says.

The man frees his leg and scrambles under the chain toward them, looking flushed. He stares into the lens of his son’s phone. “I’m fine. We’ll cut that. Ready? One, two…” He puts on a grim expression. “More to come.”

“Jesus Christ,” Dulin says. “Did he just throw to commercial?”

Between the pregnant girl and the podcaster, JP thinks, this trip’s going to be way more documented than he’s comfortable with.

The young sister—“novitiate,” it said in her bio, though she’s in full nun drag while her coworker in Christ is in street clothes—has heard the blasphemy and looks over her shoulder. Dulin looks uncharacteristically chagrined.

The podcaster pushes through the group and heads toward the bus, projecting to the world that he is not just leaving, but leaving in a verifiable huff. His son puts the phone in his pocket. His cheeks are flushed, and he’s staring at nothing, making no eye contact. Slowly he walks away, in a different direction from his father.

One of the Austrian honeymooners breaks the silence. “I have a question,” he says to the park ranger. “What do you believe is holding it up?”

“Nothing,” says the park ranger. All smiles have been used up. “You can watch the film.” He strides away.

The tour guide watches him go, and when she turns back to the group, she looks shaken. “Okay!” she says brightly. “Let’s go to the visitor center. Which is…” She turns to find it, and one of the Octos points the other way, at the large wooden building. It’s brand-new. The government only opened the park to the public three years ago. “Yes!” the tour guide says. “This way!”

The group begins to shuffle after her. “You coming?” Dulin asks.

“I’m good,” JP says. “Go on ahead.”

Dulin frowns. “You sure? I’ve heard great things about this documentary. All the park rangers are raving about it.”

“I just want to walk around a bit.”

Then the nurse walks past, pushing her mother. She glances back at Dulin. JP can’t read her expression, but then again, the message isn’t aimed at him.

“Well, maybe I’ll check out the gift shop,” Dulin says. He starts to follow the women.

“Hey, Dulin?” JP says. His friend stops. “Please don’t try to bang anyone on the bus. We have to live with these people for the next seven days.”

“I promise not to bang anyone on the bus,” Dulin says. “Only in restrooms and motels.”

JP watches him lumber into the building and feels a twinge of guilt. Dulin’s worried about him. Again. The big man’s never been able to hide his emotions—his facial expressions practically come with comic book sound effects, eyebrows flying up with a WHOOSH! and frowns slamming down with a WHAM! But the constant concern in his eyes gets a little oppressive.

JP walks along the curving observation path, which offers up slightly different views of the anomaly. He’s moving slowly, sluggish from the Dilantin and headachy from last night’s dose of Temodar. He wishes Suzanne were here. But since she can’t be, he’s glad he has the path mostly to himself. Summers are probably more crowded, he thinks. But maybe not. There isn’t much more to see here that you can’t catch from the highway. Suicide has to be one of the main reasons to see it up close and personal. He thinks of the nun’s tears. Is she depressed?

He wouldn’t blame her for trying to off herself. Death is the one sure way out of the simulation, so why not go by Tornado? Worked for Dorothy. The girl got wacked in the head by randomness, then uploaded to a Technicolor afterlife. The only mystery is why she came back. She got to walk on streets of gold, make new friends, and get a glimpse at the man behind the curtain—and after all that, she chose gray Kansas?

The Asian guy from the tour bus sits on one of the benches along the path, reading a book. (“Name: Chen Xing-Xing. Favorite hobby: Reading.”) Though “guy” isn’t polite, probably; pronouns in the bio were “they/them.” They don’t look up as JP passes, and JP’s grateful to slip past without being snared by small talk. Though he does wonder if Xing-Xing, or any other member of the tour group, understood the ramifications of what the park ranger told them about the Frozen Tornado. Stuff is not made of atoms. And left unsaid, People aren’t, either. JP’s known this for seven years, and it still hurts his head when he ponders it. He spent his entire career building machines, wrestling with materials, tussling with physics. Then came April 29: the Announcement and the Appearances. Not only was humanity informed they were living in a simulation, but hundreds of physics-defying Impossibles had sprouted up to prove it. The yearslong Freakout ensued. JP’s personal Freakout entailed massive disappointment. He felt cheated, like a kid who’d been playing with Legos—who thought the whole world was made of Legos, plastic bricks all the way down—who had to watch some higher-dimensional Michelangelo plop down a David carved from solid marble. Matter didn’t matter. It was all stuff, a stupid name to disguise what it really was: bits. Zeros and ones, all the way down.

As an engineer, he has every right to be angry at the Simulators. And yet: the Tornado is beautiful.

The path has curled back toward the structure. He brushes moisture off the seat of a bench and sits down. His butt still gets damp. But no matter. He looks up at the ribbon spiraling into the sky and is struck again by how elegant it is. No wonder Bernoulli fell in love with it. An entire structure driven by a simple equation—continually expanding, but always keeping the same shape. Eadem mutata resurgo: “Although changed, I arise the same.” Bernoulli specified that the phrase be engraved on his headstone next to the spiral. At least they didn’t botch the Latin, too.

He hears a voice call out. A thin Black woman with an impressive Afro is marching up the hill from the parking lot, a nylon duffel strapped over one shoulder and a leather courier bag strapped over the other. She’s flagged down a mother and toddler. The mother listens to her question, then shakes her head. The Black woman sees him, locks eyes, and strides toward him.

Oh no, he thinks. What did I do?

“Are you with that tour bus?” she asks.

He looks down at the parking lot, hoping there’s more than one bus. No such luck. Just his bus and perhaps a dozen cars.

“As a matter of fact—” JP says.

“Where are you going?”

“Well, there are six stops in seven days. Tomorrow we’re going to the Geysers of Mystery.”

“No, how far west? What’s the end of the line?” There is no possibility of ignoring her questions.

“Ghost City,” he says.

“Really.” Her gaze is intense. He can practically feel the buzz and snap of the X-ray machine. “That far in seven days—you’ve got to be taking the Tunnel.”

“That’s on the itinerary.”

“All right, then,” the woman says. “This is meant to be.” She shrugs off the duffel bag and sits, the courier bag between them. She’s wearing a fuzzy black fleece with a small logo on it, black leggings, and bright-green running shoes. “What’s your name?”

“JP. Jean-Pierre. But nobody calls me that.” Her sudden fierce look makes him nervous. “Except my parents,” he adds. “They’re dead.”

“I need you to do me a favor, Jean-Pierre. Do you have a phone?”

Is she going to steal his phone? That seems unlikely. “Is your phone dead? There’s probably a charger inside.”

She makes grabby fingers. “Come on. Let me see it.”

He unlocks his phone and hands it to her. She opens a browser and starts typing.

“Um, listen, if you need to make a call, that’s okay, but I’d prefer if you didn’t—”

“Canterbury Trails, right? Is that it?” She shows him the home page of the tour group. “Is this the trip you’re on?”

He’s not sure he should tell her. She stares at him through a storm of gray curls.

“That’s the tour,” he says. “North American Impossibles.”

She taps through a couple of pages. Her fingers move in staccato bursts, like a pecking bird. There’s certainly a hawklike intensity about her. “It says there’s AC power on the bus, at each seat. Is that true?”

“I haven’t tried it yet,” he says. The logo on her fleece, he sees now, is a red “BU” behind a cartoon black-and-white dog. Boston University, then.

She’s frowning at the web page. “Registration closed. Shit. I mean, yeah, of course, it’s already in progress, but—” She blows out her lips. He’s relieved when she hands him his phone.

“So, do you teach at BU?” he says.

She looks alarmed. “How—?”

“Terriers,” he says, and nods to the logo on her fleece. She looks down at herself, swears.

“I’m sorry,” he says, “I didn’t mean to—”

“How much room do you have on your credit card, Jean-Pierre?”

“What?”

“I need you to buy me a ticket on this tour. Don’t worry, I’m going to pay you. Immediately, in cash.”

“Okay, but if you have cash— Do you mean this tour? Right now?”

“One more thing.” She swipes at his phone, starts typing something.

“What are you doing?”

“Just a sec.” She taps and swipes, taps and swipes. “There. Thank you.”

She hands him back his phone. The screen’s back to showing his browser window. What did she just do?

“Are you in trouble?” he asks.

She opens the leather bag and starts digging through its interior. “I’m fine,” she says. “I have a great desire to see a selection of the most famous Impossibles in the United States.”

“You can tell me if it’s, well, anything.” He tries to think of reasons why she’d be on the run. Fleeing an abusive husband? But she doesn’t seem at all abused.

She holds out a stack of bills. “That’s five thousand dollars.”

Or maybe, JP thinks, she’s robbed a bank.

“That’s more than the tour costs,” he says.

“Consider it a tip.” She presses the stack into his hand. Her thin fingers are cold. It’s strangely thrilling. “Here’s the story. We tell the tour leader that you and I are longtime friends who’ve met each other by accident, here at this fucking insult to physics.”

He laughs. “It is a bit of an insult, isn’t it?”

“A giant middle finger to rationality.” She shrugs off her fleece, starts to roll it into a tube, then says, “Shit.” She retrieves a folded piece of paper from the pocket, then rolls the jacket again and stuffs it into her courier bag.

JP politely ignores all this. “I should probably know your name,” he says. “Since we’re longtime friends.”

“You should,” she says. “I’m Gillian. Gillian Masch.”

“You’re my first hard-G Gillian,” he says. He doesn’t know why he said that.

“The soft-G Gillians suck,” she says.

He laughs again and thinks, What the hell is happening?




The Realist’s Son Practices Camouflage [image: ]

Christopher Mullins sits very still at his table at the Euro Gourmet Buffet, desperately trying to fade into the restaurant’s green wallpaper. One hand slowly conveys food into his mouth. His jaw chews almost silently. His eyes are fixed on his phone’s screen. He is a human chameleon, and with any luck, everyone will forget he’s sitting at the table.

“I’m not saying it’s definitely made by humans,” his father says to the Austrian honeymooners. For some reason they chose to sit with Christopher and his father and engage with him. No, not just engage. Egg him on.

“I think you are,” one of the men says pleasantly. The clean-shaven one wearing the round Harry Potter glasses. His name is Marcus, unless it’s Josef. Christopher hasn’t nailed down their names, or the names of anyone on the bus, really, and hopes to keep it that way.

“But look at the evidence,” his father says. “The Frozen Tornado’s exactly one kilometer high, exactly one kilometer wide. Those are human measurements.” He stabs something on his tray. The Euro Gourmet Buffet offers several kinds of meat, and his father has taken one of each, and covered them all with the same brown gravy. Even the catfish. “Aliens wouldn’t use meters, they’d use, I don’t know, frabjets and klosmers, their own system.”

“That makes sense,” says the chubby white guy in the sweater. The rabbi? He’s one table over, sitting with the two nuns, but all his concentration is on this argument, as if he’s refereeing a Ping-Pong match.

“Perhaps the Simulators are humans,” the bearded Austrian says. Maybe he’s Marcus? “Future humans.”

“Good point,” the rabbi says.

“Unlikely,” says the one with the glasses. “The simulation is so advanced—so far beyond twenty-first-century technology—it seems unlikely that humanity still exists. If it does, why would they be using the same measurement system? No, my bet is on the AIs.”

“That’s just Matrixism,” his father says.

“Aliens, then,” the first Austrian says. “The point is that they would understand our measurement system, but that doesn’t mean they use it themselves.”

“I definitely agree with that,” the rabbi says enthusiastically.

Is there anything he doesn’t agree with? Christopher thinks.

“So you’d rather believe robots and aliens are behind all this, rather than just the government?” his father asks the Austrians. “You have to think about Occam’s razor. Isn’t it more likely we’re getting scammed by powers that we know exist?”

“You keep saying the government,” says the Harry Potter. “But the Impossibles all appeared on the same day, all over the world. Are you saying there is a vast conspiracy between the United States, China, Europe…?”

“A smorgasbord of conspiracy,” his husband says.

“A buffet of falsities,” the first one says. “For example, here we are in the Euro Gourmet Buffet, yet…” He shows them his fork, which is holding a chunk of chicken-fried steak. “This is neither Euro nor gourmet!” His husband giggles.

“Why is it so crazy to think that governments would cooperate?” Christopher’s father demands. “Is that any crazier than thinking that all of human history has been a lie?”

“There is that,” the rabbi says.

“But even if they conspired,” says the Austrian with the beard. “How did they do it all in one night? They’re not Santa Claus.”

“Let me ask you a question,” his father says, and Christopher silently groans. “What’s more likely, they all appeared in one night, or that the media told everyone they appeared in one night?”

His father speaks in rhetorical questions. There should be a special punctuation mark: What’s more likely… >?< Isn’t it more rational… >?<

One of the Austrians says, “That sounds a little…”

“Paranoid?” his husband finishes.

“If there’s ever been a time to be paranoid, this is it,” his father says. He’s leaning across the table. “We have to be on guard. And we have to be willing to defend ourselves.”

Please don’t show them the gun, Christopher thinks. He glances at his father’s back and is relieved to see his shirt is covering the top of the holster. His father carries a Glock 19 tucked against his spine like a vestigial tail. Christopher is pretty sure it’s illegal to carry a concealed weapon across state lines, but his father never dresses without it. And what happens when his father pushes the wrong person too far? Like the big guy on the bus who called his dad an asshole. Christopher’s been keeping track of his position in the room. Right now he’s walking back from the buffet line with what must be his third helping of food. He glances over, and Christopher ducks his head.

Maybe he should call his mother, beg her to pay for a plane ticket back to Indiana. But ever since he moved in with Dad, she’s been all frosty with him. But what was he supposed to do? Stay with her and her new husband and her new children and that new (very old) cat? There was no place for him in that house.

At least his father wanted him. Or rather, some version of Christopher, a son-shaped object to serve as an unpaid intern at Dad Inc. The Real Patriot podcast, his father says, will launch an empire—rallies, television shows, maybe a streaming news organization!—all under one mission statement: Real Truth about the Real World.

Christopher doesn’t understand why his father is so committed to exposing the “simulation hoax.” Can’t he just accept the obvious? Christopher was in his sophomore year of high school on Announcement Day, and yeah, the kids in school talked about it nonstop for a few weeks, but then… moved on. Of course we’re living in a video game. Duh. Unfortunately, the game turned out to be one of those MMORPG grinders where you were supposed to mine for gold and fish for two hundred hours so you could buy a mithril shirt or whatever, and every day or so some psycho turned the game into a first-person shooter. Why was anyone shocked that the world was not in our control, and that nothing we did mattered? The Simulators could hit reset at any time. Or climate change would kill us all. Same difference.

But his father went a little crazy after the Announcement. An angry flavor of crazy. He took it personally when he lost his job during the Freakout, even though millions of people also lost their jobs. He took it even more personally when Mom left him. Which, understandable? But half the parents Christopher knew were getting divorced, everybody reassessing the deals made in the before times. If nothing’s real, why think these marriages are? Hell, why think other people are? Christopher is 90 percent sure that 90 percent of the world is made up of NPCs. Full consciousness is just not required for all those bodies to maintain the sim—not the one he is in, anyway. He’s never going to visit China, and neither is his dad, so why instantiate a billion people they’d never meet?

Christopher hasn’t made up his mind on the status of the people on this tour, yet. Like the four octogenarians bogarting the soft-serve machine, or the equally old woman in the wheelchair, talking and talking to a daughter who isn’t listening. Do any of them have a thought in their heads, or are they all just bots, following a dialogue tree like some Elder Scrolls shopkeeper? And why are they all so old? The only person near his age on this tour is the pregnant girl, and she’s across the room, staring at her phone. She’s always on her phone. Of course he’d noticed her as soon as she stepped onto the bus. Even preggers, she was legitimately hot. Walked down the aisle like it was a red carpet. How old is she, exactly: Twenty-seven? Twenty-eight? No idea. Her ethnicity seems to be Reality Show. She has the bronze glow of a Kardashian, the pouty lips of a Bachelorette, the sleek hair of a Drag Race queen’s Cher wig. The dome-like belly kinda freaks him out, but she wears it well, all out and proud like Rihanna when she was strolling around with A$AP Rocky.

Then, suddenly, the girl looks up and locks eyes with him. Yikes! Had he made that happen? He feels like he’s accidentally clicked on an ad. And now she’s walking toward him!

He looks down at his own phone, embarrassed, but he’s not seeing the screen. He’s waiting. Is she walking toward him, or merely in his direction?

Her long fingernails touch down on the table, inches from his hand. He looks up and her smooth moon of a belly is eye level. Her skin smells like a vanilla-spice latte.

“I need you.”

He forces his eyes up, past the full breasts, all the way up to her own eyes. He tries to make himself look surprised. “Oh, hey there!” (Hey there? Why the hell did he say that?)

“Follow me,” she says.

His chest tightens. Yes, he thinks.

She doesn’t move.

“Um, where?” he asks.

She frowns. Did he offend her? “Everywhere,” she says. “Instagram, TikTok, Roblox, Mimsy, YouTube, all major platforms.”

Oh, right, he thinks.

“Except Facebook,” she adds.

“Of course, that would be—”

“Lady Mmm,” she says. “Lady, underscore, three m’s. Got it?”

“Three m’s,” he repeats.

“You really want to check me out,” she says. Then she pivots and sashays toward the restrooms. He didn’t even know it was possible for a pregnant woman to sashay.

He looks up @lady_mmm on Mimsy. Her latest video was posted just a few minutes ago. He clicks on it, and is horrified to see it’s showing his father, climbing over the Tornado chain. He quickly mutes the volume. Then he starts scrolling through the comments.

Oh no, he thinks. Oh no.




The Comic Book Writer Tries to Tell a Joke [image: ]

“Here’s what I resent about these assholes,” says Dulin Marks. The podcaster’s braying voice has been grating on him, even from across the room. “It’s the co-opting of the word ‘realist.’ The sim is reality. It’s unrealistic to pretend it doesn’t exist.”

“Uh-huh,” JP says. He’s barely listening. He’s been distracted ever since the Frozen Tornado.

Dulin taps his fork on JP’s plate. “You’ve got this woman on your brain. And your brain has enough problems.”

JP laughs in that nearly silent way of his. Dulin’s relieved. This is all he wants out of the tour—JP laughing a little bit. Remembering his old self. Anything but walking around in his house alone, eyeing the rafters and measuring rope, designing a simple machine for a simple task.

“I told you, I don’t want to talk about it,” JP says. “Not in here.”

“You realize this is all a con, right?” Dulin says. “This woman’s taking you for a ride.”

“Stop saying ‘this woman.’ She’s a college professor. I think.”

“Well I think Gillian’s not even her real name.”

“Could you keep your voice down?”

Beth-Anne Neville, the nurse from North Carolina, is sitting two tables away, across from her wheelchair-bound mother. Dulin has committed her short bio to memory. There’s no risk of being overheard, however; Beth-Anne’s mother has been talking nonstop. The large dining room is loud and echoing, and the bald guy is a major contributor to the hubbub. Nobody’s paying attention to Dulin and JP.

“Trust me,” Dulin says through a mouthful of mostaccioli. “It’s some kind of scam.”

“I don’t think so.” JP takes a sip from his iced tea. He’s barely touched his plate. Dulin knows the meds mess with his appetite. The hard-core one he takes at night sometimes makes him vomit. JP’s never been heavy, but he’s never been this thin, either.

“I don’t understand why you’re helping her,” Dulin says.

“Because she needs help. It’s not any more complicated than that.”

Dulin thinks it’s way more complicated than that. “Have you looked at the bills she gave you?”

“What?”

“They could be counterfeit.”

“Now you’re just racial profiling.”

“No I’m not. All this has the smell of fraud. She’s running up charges on your credit card.”

“It’s only money,” JP says.

“Hey. Don’t talk about money like that.”

JP laughs quietly. That man’s always so careful with his finances. It was Dulin who was the fuckup, the guy who was perpetually late on child support and couldn’t make his car payments. JP (and Suzanne, God bless Suzanne) had bailed him out more than once.

Dulin changes tack. “Why won’t she come out of the bus? She’s in there, typing away. Why join a tour if you’re not going to join the tour?”

“She seems to be writing something. Maybe she’s on deadline.”

“No real writer worries about deadlines.”

“Maybe she’s a good writer.”

“Ouch.”

“Don’t you have, like, three scripts due?” JP asks. “You said your editors were hounding you.”

It’s five scripts, he thinks, from three different publishers, but no need to mention that. “Fuck ’em. I’ll finish them while we’re in the Tunnel.” He takes a sip of his own iced tea. Winces. “Oh man, I think they made this with powder.”

“You can drink a beer, you know.”

“Wait, they have beer? I didn’t notice.” There are five different beers on draft, including an old favorite, St. Pauli Girl. It was impossible to find St. Pauli Girl these days.

“I won’t mind,” JP says. “Really.”

“Look, you can’t drink, I’m not going to drink. That’s the deal.”

“I didn’t make this deal, you did,” JP says. “I want you to drink. I want to live vicariously through you.”

“That reminds me of a joke. This Irish guy goes into his pub and every day he orders three shots—”

“I’ve heard it.”

“When has that stopped me?”

They’ve heard all of each other’s jokes, dozens of times. Also all the stories, complaints, regrets, justifications, and opinions. (But not all the secrets, Jesus Christ, not all.) One of the underappreciated pleasures of a long friendship is this constant tilling of familiar fields. Occasionally they turn over a new rock. But mostly they forbear and forgive each other’s repetitions.

Mostly. He’s annoyed that JP won’t let him finish the Irish brothers joke. “Fine,” Dulin says. “Here’s my question. Where’s her car? How did she get to the Frozen Tornado?”

JP frowns. Aha! Mr. Engineer hadn’t thought of that.

“Maybe she took an Uber,” JP says.

“She took an Uber to the Tornado, for no reason?” Dulin says. “Then joins the tour on a whim? Nope, doesn’t add up. She’s on the run. Loads of cash, doesn’t want to use her credit card, won’t tell you her real name…” He takes his reading glasses from his breast pocket and unfolds them. “What’d you say her last name was? Masher?”

“Masch. And I’m the one who told you she was on the run. I don’t think it’s an abusive husband or boyfriend, though. She doesn’t seem like the type.”

“There’s no type for abuse, JP,” he says in a teacher voice. He peers at his phone.

“What are you doing?”

“Googling her.”

“No! Don’t do that.”

Beth-Anne looks up at the noise, and Dulin exchanges a look with her over the top of his glasses. Those green eyes knock him right out. She’s a good-looking woman, padded in the right places, not like one of those skinny yoga moms. They had a pleasant chat in the Tornado gift shop while her mother dithered over souvenirs
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