
		
			Advance Praise for Death of the Great Man

			“Peter Kramer has created an arch political satire that also offers a deep consideration of the modes and meaning of psychoanalysis. A sly novel of many pleasures, it is at once entertaining and enlightening.” 

			—Geraldine Brooks, author of Horse

			“Death of the Great Man is a diabolically clever and truly original novel about power, paranoia, and the uses (and abuses) of psychoanalysis. Filled with insight and witty asides, Peter Kramer’s dystopian not-quite-fable has caught the deflated but ever-hopeful spirit of this cultural moment with unerring skill and unfailing intelligence.” 

			—Daphne Merkin, author of This Close to Happy

			“Death of the Great Man is like nothing else written from our political era—in a good way. Peter Kramer’s lifetime experience as a psychiatrist and his lifelong skill as a writer and storyteller combine in a riveting and thought-provoking book. It is fantasy, it is reality, and it is very much worth reading.” 

			—James Fallows, NPR commentator and former chief White House speechwriter

			“I’ve been a Peter Kramer fan for years. His professional training, coupled with his innate curiosity and compassion, results in a voice uniquely his. Add to that the creativity of a novelist and you have in Death of the Great Man, a mesmerizing story and a moving account of a psychotherapist in crisis.” 

			—Abraham Verghese, author of Cutting for Stone

			“Peter Kramer, whether in his nonfiction guise or in his fiction writing, is a thinker I return to with reverence and esteem often. He has an intuitive and poignant and funny take on the deeper questions that nag struggling humans, one that he comes to with such wisdom.” 

			—Rick Moody, author of The Ice Storm and The Long Accomplishment

			“So many delightful surprises in here! For starters, I didn’t really know that Peter Kramer, one of America’s most celebrated Serious Thinkers, is also an absolutely crackerjack comic novelist. Nor did I expect this entertaining and timely story to take the thoughtful and thought-provoking twists and turns it does. Death of the Great Man is serious fun.” 

			—Kurt Andersen, author of Evil Geniuses: The Unmaking of America 

			“An unusually astute psychiatrist gets ensnared into treating an unusually narcissistic US president who has brought the country to its dystopian knees. What could go wrong? Plenty does, all of it threaded with insights we’ve come to expect from Peter Kramer’s fiction and landmark nonfiction, and injustices and outrages we’ve come to expect from such a president—the ‘Great Man’ of the title. Dr. Kramer’s satiric tale is bold, sly, and frighteningly in tune with the moment—and the moments to come.” 

			—Elizabeth Benedict, author of Almost, Slow Dancing, and Rewriting Illness

			“Reaching with his storyteller’s wand into the swirl of the Now, Peter Kramer has created a fanciful, but in other ways deadly, political and psychological mystery. Deploying the tropes and truisms of psychotherapy, feasting on our collective fears and fantasies, Death of the Great Man is a narrative full of crackle and surprise. A mind-worm for our moment and beyond—its atmospheres will be hard to shake.” 

			—Sven Birkerts, author of The Art of Time in Memoir

			“Political satire with remarkable depictions of the workings of a psychiatrist’s mind, meditation on the proper aims of psychotherapy, and speculation about the dystopian contour of our future should a ‘great man’ return to high office.” 

			—Sally Satel, author of Brainwashed: The Seductive Appeal of Mindless Neuroscience
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Death of the Great Man

			I  am Henry Farber, the psychiatrist. You will have heard my name, if only lately. The Great Man was found dead in my office in Providence, Rhode Island. That’s my couch he’s draped across in the photo, the one that ricocheted from device to device, delivering the news. In case you have not seen the image, I will describe it. My lawyer has advised me to begin with the photo.

			I took it three days ago under the direction of a security guard who goes by the nickname Muscle. Don’t be misled. Muscle is thoughtful and perceptive. Facing a predicament, he turns all its facets to the light.

			That morning, Muscle rescued me. Standing before the corpse, I had been overwhelmed.

			But why? There was little to miss in the Great Man. He had destroyed our democracy. He was responsible for deaths beyond counting. On a minor note: he had threatened my family. He was unpleasant to be with. In his presence, I had tried to maintain a psychotherapeutic posture—withholding judgment, remaining curious and open, looking out on the world as he did. The effort had pushed me to my limits.

			Still, I had tended to him. The death of someone we have cared for is wrenching.

			The words tended and cared for reflect my experience. The Great Man rejected the label patient. He warned me never to claim or imagine that I was his doctor. He said, You will serve me as a consultant.

			He abused those who served him. He ignored consultants.

			All the same, I had sat with him and acted as I do with patients, trying to construct a space in which new accounts of the self might emerge. Seeing him sprawled before me, it was hard not to conclude that I had failed. Worse, I feared that I had sent him to his death.

			The Great Man had been a villain, but a lively one. The contrast between the Great Man in motion and the Great Man struck down was stark.

			I found myself unsteady on my feet. Before my knees could buckle, I lowered myself into my chair, the one I used when I saw patients. Immediately, it was as if I were in session—as if I were required to make sense of the response that the figure on the couch evoked in me. I found that I resented him for an idiosyncratic reason.

			My wife, Miriam, died in the time of the plague. My mourning involves joining her in imagination. The least reminder will throw me into a meditative state. If I am lucky, in that trance I will catch a glimpse of Miriam or recall a gesture or turn of phrase. Sitting across from the Great Man, it confused me that death made no distinction between the kindly and the cruel. My concern was not that the righteous perish but that self-seekers do. I found it wrong that the Great Man should be invited into the space that sheltered Miriam.

			We speak of Death’s Kingdom. In my dislocation, I realized that I had been envisaging a modest republic, New England in a good year. Walking in Providence in the months after Miriam’s death, I would turn a corner and be struck by a vista she had admired, Narragansett Bay in the distance, framed by branches of leafless trees. I would pause to look for patterns in the white chop. I would feel her squeeze my arm to be sure that I shared in her delight. I was angry with the Great Man for intruding on that urban paradise.

			It took Muscle to rouse me. He is a former Marine. He believes that crisis tests character.

			I never asked Muscle about his nickname, whether it is a reversal or straight up. He’s strong and broad-shouldered, but he carries extra weight. He has an Irish lad’s roguish face that can make it seem like he’s joshing when he’s dead serious, which he is, almost always.

			Muscle had been circling the room, taking inventory, assessing contingencies, planning a next move.

			That day, he had not been tasked with protecting the Great Man. Still, a security guard does not want to stumble over a client’s corpse. I wondered whether Muscle would come to blame himself for having been elsewhere when the Great Man was in need.

			Muscle said, Our situation requires handling.

			He said that no one would wish to be linked to this event. It was momentous, provocative, explosive.

			A death along these lines had been desired, intensely, by the public at large.

			Wanting to show that I was not out of touch, I said that my patients, some of them, had dreamt of the Great Man’s death or disappearance.

			There were many variants: illness, murder, a miasma settling on the capital and extinguishing every member of the Regime. One academic had a dream in which aliens from a superior civilization (they looked like his former teachers, a tweedy lot) consulted him. The extraterrestrials had seen our species slip off the rails. Was it okay if they whisked the Great Man away? He would vanish without further injury to the body politic.

			Better than any earthling, the advanced social psychologists understood the factors that had brought a shallow egotist to power. They confided in the professor-patient, expert to expert. On waking, he found that he had lost hold of the scientific explanation for our plight. He did recall the story arc. Pushed to make a judgment call, he had said, Thanks, buddies. Beam him up, and enjoy the use of him.

			That was the hallmark of the Great Man’s rule, Muscle said. No satisfactory solutions short of science fiction.

			Everyone has had those dreams, Muscle said.

			Everyone, he said, except the Great Man’s remaining partisans, the EverGreats. Even they had foreseen his passing. It was a constant in their propaganda that the Regime’s opponents would aim for that most illiberal of expedients, assassination, as a way of frustrating the people’s will. The Great Man himself had been apprehensive. Straying from the text of a speech, he might begin a sentence with the words If I go suddenly—and request mayhem to follow. If I go suddenly, you must wreak havoc. He owed his second term to havoc. He had made havoc a staple of governance.

			Would the Regime cling to power through more uprisings, more chaos?

			Muscle catalogued grim likelihoods.

			In the wake of the Great Man’s sudden death, there would be talk of foul play. There would be scapegoats.

			Muscle pointed to my electronic tablet. I had brought it with me, to take notes as I listened to my quasi-patient.

			Is it charged?

			In our time together at the Great Man’s retreat, I had told Muscle about the device and its capabilities. Patients from my paranoid men’s group had configured it for me. It was deeply invisible.

			In contrast, Muscle’s mobile device was Regime-issued, electronically thumbprinted, attached to him as a user. Muscle preferred to stay under the radar.

			See if you can photograph the scene, Muscle said.

			No one could say whether we were still in the Great Man era—whether evidence-tampering by the authorities would remain the norm. In case truth mattered, in case truth would help us mount a defense against spurious charges, we would want, so Muscle said, contemporaneous documentation.

			I took snapshots from all angles. Muscle reached for the tablet to begin distributing the files, but I pulled it back. None of the images captured what I had seen from the consultant’s chair. Sitting there, I had caught a glimpse of the Great Man as I had known him in our time together.

			I sat back down. I studied the Great Man as a puzzle in need of solving. I lifted the tablet. After a moment of hesitation, while still in uncertainty, I tapped the button. The effort resembled psychotherapy as I practice it. With patients, I will listen intently and then find myself speaking. Later, thinking back on the session, I will make sense of my words’ meaning and function. Action precedes understanding.

			Muscle looked over my shoulder. He said, I’ll send that shot, all on its own.

			He said that the one had more power than the many. The one was message, commentary, and portrait. The one was resistance and requiem.

			I tried to see what Muscle saw.

			In the photo, the Great Man sprawls belly-down across a couch. He seems outsize. Splayed helter-skelter, the limbs overflow the space. The right knee bends sharply, angling the calf and foot upward. The left leg, extended, points to the bay window through which the scene is lit. The right arm cradles the head. The left hangs limply, the hand touching the floor where the wood is visible beyond the carpet’s fringe.

			What might be at play, I thought, was a correspondence between how he appeared in death and how he had been in life.

			The Great Man cannot be contained. He is every which way. He demands and commands attention.

			Looking again, the hair is oddly askew. The neck twists cruelly. The eyes are wild—pleading or threatening. The mouth is agape.

			The camera lens has focused on the lower lip, swollen and liverish, and the spot where spittle runs down it to dampen the fabric, a muted herringbone, below. Above the upper lip, the moustache stubble holds a drop of a thick, glossy substance, perhaps from the nose. Around the mouth, the cheeks are slack, pushed into Shar-Pei folds.

			The central lesson of my profession is that people’s perspectives differ. The corresponding rule is: never assume; always inquire.

			I asked Muscle what he saw in the image.

			To his eye, the off-putting details evoked the Great Man as he had been in his prime: frightening, pathetic, distasteful, overdramatic, and grotesque.

			No, Muscle corrected himself: Not in his prime. Lately, when he was in decline.

			Then, too, Muscle continued, for those who encountered it, might not the picture contain a promise of relief? Except for clownish rouge at the cheekbones, the skin is colorless, as if the Great Man were fading, he and his garishness, from our lives.

			I have said that, facing the Great Man, I had tried to hold adverse judgments in abeyance. Perhaps as a result, I lacked Muscle’s words, grotesque and garish. My impression of the Great Man had remained inchoate, and purposely so. In therapy, I did not want it to gel prematurely. And yet, I agreed: the photo was the right one. It reflected the Great Man’s character, my unformed sense of it, while, at the same time, demonstrating that he was dead, for certain. That was the magic of the image, the tight conjunction of being and non-being, of news past and present.

			Muscle sat at my desk with the tablet and prepared to inform the world.

			I took my bearings. Three framed prints were missing from the wall behind the couch. They had been removed weeks before, when an emissary of the Great Man coerced me into service. I looked at the naked picture hooks, displayed in dark rectangles where for years the paint had been screened from the sun.

			Otherwise, the consulting room was as it had been. It spoke to me of comfort and, now, comfort disturbed, comfort lost. If the Great Man had died in his hideaway, my sympathies might have been more fully with him. In Providence, a sense of place distracted me. The office retained traces of my patients, their burdens, their humor, their insights, subtle reverberations from forty years of speech and silence.

			Work is not incidental to my life. I have always loved my work. The room is an instrument constructed for my needs. Miriam designed the seating, specifying the style, fabrics, and upholstering of each piece. Because my therapy is collaborative, she provided identical chairs for my patients and me. The couch, which seats three, has a compatible scale.

			These points are trivial, I know, in the face of cataclysm, but it pained me that the prints were missing. It pained me that the couch would be shipped off, as I was guessing, to a forensics laboratory for minute examination. If I am honest—I am trying to be—I must confess that my thoughts strayed from the Great Man, from that loss, and jumped to consequences, personal ones, consequences for me.

			I am a homebody. I was close to home. I wanted to go home.

			I live in a small, low-ceilinged house, an eighteenth-century colonial on Beneficent Street. Every room bears Miriam’s mark.

			My wish to be there remained urgent, as did my wish to see my daughter and granddaughter. That had been the plan. First, a sit-down with the Great Man, or the Great Man and his wife, and then family time for me. Nina was at the ready, prepared to leave her office and fetch Tamara from preschool.

			The house beckoned. Tammy would rush to pull boxes of blocks from the lowest bookshelves, which are stocked with her toys. She would babble about schoolfriends. My response would reveal that I had confused their names. Nina would worry over my memory loss and my medical conditions. Tammy would become frustrated with a building project and scatter wooden blocks into the hallway.

			I missed Tammy’s fussing, and Nina’s.

			My thoughts leapt to the evening and the chance to sleep in my own bed. I have mentioned my means of mourning, conjuring up Miriam. In the Great Man’s fortress, she had made appearances. She was lifesaving there. But she is most present in Providence.

			Had Muscle caught me daydreaming? He cut in. You do know, he said, that we’ll need to leave town?

			Not to be brutal, he said, but you are a shrink. You are an easterner.

			His list continued. My education. My religion. My late wife’s politics. My daughter’s circumstances, and my daughter-in-law’s. The means by which I had entered the Great Man’s life.

			And here he was, dead on my couch.

			In his followers’ eyes, the Great Man was the epitome of health, mental and physical. The EverGreat crowd would not accept that he had died of old age, of stroke or arrythmia—through weakness. The Great Man had taught contempt for vulnerability.

			Surely, so the reasoning would go, he had been tricked into coming here. He had been ambushed.

			Muscle said, You don’t enjoy imprisonment.

			If I were not implicated, my patients would be. That was standard procedure, in the Great Man’s era—when possible, to pile blame on the mentally ill.

			Muscle asked about my patient roster, whether it contained gay men or men of color.

			I did not answer, but I understood the question’s intent. I would need to be free, free and hidden, if I was to defend my patients.

			Was imprisonment a euphemism? The Great Man’s times were violent. Perhaps Muscle meant that I would not enjoy being hunted down and shot. Perhaps that image, a bullet to the head, was not fearsome enough.

			The Great Man, when his anxiety was high, would say, They will turn on me, the mob.

			The Great Man toggled between terror and self-congratulation.

			I rile them up. I rule by riling.

			He was a man who got caught on words, who rolled them in his mouth.

			I’m the master riler. No one better at riling.

			And then, They will tear me limb from limb.

			He held his arms wide. He looked apprehensive, as if he could imagine the torture of dismemberment.

			I looked at him now, splayed on the couch. He had been spared the death he feared.

			He had a reputation: the harms that he complained of befell others. In the election, he had cried fraud!, and his rivals had been defrauded. If the Great Man had not been maimed, who would be? In my mind’s eye, I saw my patients, in hiding or being torn—no, too awful to contemplate.

			I told Muscle that I would put myself in his hands, rely on his judgment.

			He said, Events will move faster than you can imagine.

			Muscle sent out the photo, using what he called anonymizing technology, blind remailers and the like, meant to mask the source of the transmission. If, despite his efforts, the location was identified, the discovery would reveal only the obvious. Whoever had taken the photo had been on the scene, in the office.

			The file went to prominent social media users with a reputation for trustworthiness—ex-journalists, mostly, who could be relied on to post or forward the photo and who would be believed.

			I wondered how much leaking of news Muscle had done in the past. He had addresses lined up. Evidently, he had established his bona fides—that is, the unidentified source’s bona fides—with what remained of the independent press, mostly Resistance Underground bloggers skilled at bypassing censors.

			Muscle also employed a camouflaging service. It added thousands of recipients with professions and social connections similar to those of the target group. Also included were members of the security community. Muscle was on his own list. Inclusion was camouflage.

			Hidden in the welter were Glue and Maury.

			Glue, Muscle’s counterpart, was guarding the Great Man’s wife, whom I call Náomi. I wondered whether Náomi would descend into grief. I wondered whether she would rise up in jubilation.

			She would have choices to make. Would she wear widow’s weeds and march in the funeral procession?

			She had become Marie Antoinette, her name a watchword for heartlessness.

			Náomi is complicated, but she is not heartless.

			When it was known that the Great Man was dead, Náomi too would be a target of suspicion. Glue would know how to respond.

			As would Maury. That’s what I had told Muscle. I wanted to rely on Maury—Maurice Keys, my lawyer and lifelong friend. When I say that I am writing at the instigation of my lawyer, I mean Maury.

			When Miriam learned that she was dying, she said, For your sake, better me than Maury.

			The community, she believed, would find me another wife. There can be no second lifelong friend.

			Losing Miriam was not preferable to some other misfortune. But she had meant to remind me of a resource. On occasion, she had teamed up with Maury, to push me toward practicality.

			You may have stumbled across Maury’s name as well. He has represented prominent reprobates—aging mob bosses and our former mayor. In the standard TV shot, Maury pontificates from a rocking chair on the front porch of his clapboarded house. He’s tall and sinewy with the old lefty look: graying ponytail, unruly beard, work shirt, sandals.

			If anyone could understand my wish to go home, it would be Maury. When the plans for the Great Man’s Rhode Island visit were in place, I had asked Maury to stand on alert in case I had time to meet with him. I had wanted to discuss an exit strategy. When might I sever my ties to the Great Man?

			Maury has a house south of the city, in Bristol, Rhode Island, on the old Fourth of July parade route. The view from his kitchen is one Miriam loved—again, with glimpses of the Bay.

			I had hoped to meet in that kitchen for an early breakfast on the day after the scheduled office session with the Great Man.

			Maury phoned as soon as the photo hit his desktop. The call was brief and cryptic, as if he were concerned that my phone was being tapped. His phone, I knew, would be a burner. As a criminal defense lawyer, he had cause to stockpile burners.

			Cooz, Maury said.

			He used a joking nickname from our junior high school years. New England had been caught up in the successes of the Boston Celtics. Bob Cousy, the Houdini of the Hardwood, was their ball handler.

			On the court, I was Cooz, the point guard, and Maury was Clutch, our power forward. Maury was All-State.

			Cooz, yes or no: You remember where we thought we might meet tomorrow morning?

			Sure.

			Can you get there now and shut yourself indoors? Garage your car if you need to.

			He would drop everything and see if he could round up the others I had hoped to visit with.

			I would be accompanied, I said, by someone trustworthy.

			Maury hung up without having said my name or Nina’s or his own. Muscle, too, remained anonymous.

			Once I told Muscle that I had a destination, he texted the photo and my office address, 190 Prudence Street, to the Providence Police Department’s tip line. There was a chance, he said, that local cops might play the investigation straight, before the Feds intervened.

			It used to be the other way, Muscle said.

			City police forces had suffered from bias and corruption. The Feds had stood for equal treatment under law.

			We’ve lost bedrock, Muscle said. If the country were to be rebuilt, it would need to be from the ground up—but what was the bedrock?

			I think of Muscle as a perceptive young person, someone I would have liked to train in the practice of psychotherapy.

			I rose to leave. Rather than say more about the dead man before us, Muscle turned to a different consideration that was salient for me: it’s hard to say goodbye to your office.

			He was suggesting that my life as it had been, normal life, would not return soon.
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			That will-o’-the-wisp, normality! When had we last caught sight of it?

			The Great Man’s role had been to subvert normality. Before the plague upended our lives, the Great Man did. My Mimi—Miriam—was obsessed with the news. No day without its crisis.

			When the plague descended, the Great Man preened and boasted and let it spread. We dealt with illness well or poorly. It laid us low.

			What a strange and frightful time.

			Mimi was ill, but not of virus. She had cancer, in her glands and then in her blood. The hospital cut her final visit short to free up a bed.

			After the return home, a guardian angel, a hospital nurse who had worked with Miriam, left supplies at the back door: medications, syringes, sterile drip bags, surgical tape, IV lines, and liquid food supplements. I had treated the nurse’s nephew in my practice. Providence is small in that way.

			I administered chemotherapy. Arthritis and cataracts and a slight hand tremor complicated the tasks, but mostly I retained the skills I had practiced in internship. That’s one upside to life’s brevity. The end of a career is not far from its beginning. I placed butterfly needles and indwelling catheters. I saw to nursing duties, and gratefully.

			Before I left the bedroom, I would set the radio to a public news station. Mimi listened. I could not bear to. She told me what I needed to know, which was little.

			Of the election, she said, Ignore the polls. He has his ways.

			Forget the voting, she said. We will never be rid of him.

			She scorned the phrase second term.

			Why call it a term when it will feel interminable? Why call it a term when it will have no end?

			I liked hearing her protest. Outrage boosted her morale.

			If Mimi harbored secret hopes, she did not live to see them dashed.

			She died as the first plague quarantine was lifting. Funerals had not yet made the all-clear list. Just as well. I don’t know how I would have borne up.

			Months later, all that Miriam had foreseen came to pass. The Great Man rigged the vote count. He stirred up mobs, coerced legislatures, and leaned on judges. He repeated absurdities until they gained currency. He commandeered the media. He called out armies.

			He took the oath of office again in a grand and deadly celebration. He claimed a mandate. The Regime became harsher and more erratic. When the economy collapsed, the Great Man declared a state of emergency. He would govern indefinitely.

			Govern over what? A shambles.

			When I went on walks, the city spoke for itself. Beloved shops remained shuttered. If I strayed beyond my neighborhood—the East Side, College Hill, Fox Point—kindly strangers approached to offer warnings. The streets were dangerous. I was frail. I had better return home.

			The police were understaffed, and not through policy. The defunding movement was cause for nostalgia. Remember when cities had revenue?

			I was never mugged. I looked too disturbed, or I was lucky.

			As I felt steadier—less self-destructive—I stayed closer to home.

			In the face of universal disruption, I looked for ways to re-establish order in my life.

			I had worked through the time of the plague, but in desultory fashion. At the start of that crisis, I had tried holding group sessions via the web. My patients had lavished me with technology, to no avail. I was off my game.

			Was age to blame? Despite the clever interface, I could not follow the group’s moods. I had trouble tracking members who were not speaking. Was one drifting off? Was another annoyed or offended? My patients were less engaged than they had been when we gathered in person.

			I said that, if they chose, they could meet virtually. I would absent myself. For a few minutes a week, I spoke with each group member individually, by phone. It was not enough care. It was what I could manage.

			I took the plague vaccine. So did my guys, paranoia notwithstanding. When we returned to the office together, we were all so pleased that we wasted precious time beaming at one another.

			I decided to buckle down and write. That’s how I would cope with loss and absence and my own fragility.

			I was and am under contract for a collection of case reports focused on medical errors—my own. I had outlined the proposal after a patient of mine behaved imprudently and died of plague in the early going. You might think that paranoia, with its accompanying suspiciousness and isolation, would have offered protection against the virus. But grandiosity can make you feel invulnerable. That’s the damned thing about paranoia. The vigilance deserts you when you need it most.

			Now, as I resumed work with patients, I also turned to the book assignment in earnest. I adopted a routine. I would review my notes about a series of therapy sessions and then go for a walk no matter the weather, trying, in imagination, to reconstruct the treatment. When the parts fell into place, I headed home and tapped at the keyboard.

			This discipline proved only partly effective.

			My psychotherapy mentor, Hans Lutz, had a saying: From the bereaved, we hear only elegy.

			Grief colors all it touches. Treating patients who had lost a loved one, I was to understand their complaints and behaviors in the context of the mourning.

			Assembling clinical vignettes, I produced elegy. The accounts of therapy were sentimental.

			I was out of kilter. In the months of Miriam’s illness, I had kept the house clean and organized. I wanted Miriam to have the comforts she had enjoyed in health: a shipshape kitchen, a tidy bedroom, and a trim garden to look out on. After her death, everything slipped. Not drastically. The place was presentable for Tammy’s visits. But the sinks didn’t gleam.

			Like an old New England spiritualist, I longed to conjure the dead. Now and again, it seemed that Miriam was present, and not as a voice from the beyond. She appeared. She grabbed my sleeve. She teased me.

			I did not imagine that my wife lived on in another dimension. I knew that the illusion arose from within me. But if I had no belief, I had no doubt either. I accepted the gift of Mimi’s company.

			I helped out with Tammy. I liked to keep her moving: zoo, woods, beach, playground. Did she remember the quarantine months? Whether she did or not, she loved the outdoors. She was precocious in her athleticism. I taught her to ride a bike, a tiny one with fourteen-inch wheels. I took her to the park at the end of Blackstone Boulevard. Nina had learned there on that same bike. With Tammy, I made up for spills with ice cream. We celebrated progress the same way.

			On the drive back to Nina’s, Tammy would review her adventures. Or she would turn quiet and hum as she daydreamed. I wondered why Miriam had been denied the pleasure that sound brought.

			Patient care was my surest refuge. Was my attention less sharp than it had been? In group, I aimed for unfocused receptiveness. I slipped into a familiar posture, listening to the speaker, hearing music more than words. I monitored responses from other members. I processed a flow of information, recalled past correlates, and crafted responses or let them emerge spontaneously. I monitored my inner state, with reference to my character flaws, blind spots, and prejudices.

			Spacing out is part of the process. That’s why we can practice into old age.

			In the consulting room, more than elsewhere, I was my old self. Perhaps for that reason, I showed up there earlier and stayed later than the caseload demanded. Well, it demanded little. This past year, I was down to a single therapy group that met twice weekly.
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			I have never blogged before. I can’t say that I know what blogs are—what goes into them. I told Maury as much.

			He counseled me to write as I always do. There was no need to seek a new approach or style. Quick and steady production was the goal. Churn it out. He would take what I sent him and turn it into blog posts.

			I should reference the photo—that’s how I was known—and then return to the day that the Regime made contact. I would find my way forward from there.

			Sitting at the laptop, I find that the two directives conflict. Proceed as usual. Begin at the beginning.

			I have always written what comes to mind. That’s what has made me productive. Organization comes late on. Here, Maury will need to provide structure on the fly—to delay presenting this section or to omit it, if he thinks chronological order is best. I trust him to decide.

			For now, I am recalling a recent session with the Great Man. In a moment of reflection, he spoke of his death and what would follow.

			He was having a bad night. He was agitated, he was irrational—not a fair way to introduce him. But we came to a quiet interval between rants.

			You will be bereft, he said.

			What were you living for, until now?

			No greater privilege—serving me.

			You call yourself a sleep doctor. You were asleep until I summoned you.

			What a dull, tiny, insignificant, weak man you are! Fussy, teary-eyed, pussy-whipped, a peon. Nothing special about you, despite the hype. And yet, here you are, attending on me!

			It’s not just you who will miss me. How did they pass their time before I came?

			I did not ask who they were. In the Great Man’s monologues, he was always the subject. Others rarely came into focus.

			He was not thinking of people’s ordinary days, spent working and parenting. He was not thinking of the burdens he had added through misgovernance, of the hours spent tending the ill and standing on food lines. He was referring to excitement. He inspired indignation. He inspired devotion. He kept people on their toes.

			He believed that before he assumed power, no one had been fully alert.

			I’m like those pills, he said. The tiny ones.

			He was a stimulant, if we can imagine an amphetamine that does not focus attention but disrupts it.

			When I am gone, he said, they will go into withdrawal.

			They will do me in, and then they will pray for my return.

			Grim, after me! So grim!

			He predicted more despotism, but of a less entertaining sort.

			The monologue lost focus. The Great Man returned to warning of dissident militias. He complained about his wife. But there had been that moment of looking forward.

			The Great Man was right about his own impending death. Was he right on the other point, that grim tyranny is our fate?

			I am writing in isolation, cut off from all news. How are we now?

			I am meant to say how I came into the Great Man’s employ. It’s a story of the sort he bragged about: sudden disruption of a life built on routine.

			Mid-October. I walked to my office on a Monday although the calendar was blank. There were professional journals to read, bills to prepare, and letters to answer. My case notes were retrievable through my e-tablet, so I could access them at home, but I told myself that location matters. I find the consulting room evocative. Reviewing a chart while sitting in my customary chair, I may hear a patient’s tone of voice or recapture his word choice.

			If I were honest, I would admit that I went in because I had an opening in that last remaining group, and therapy groups function poorly when the membership drops. I was hoping to hear the landline ring.

			Be careful what you wish for.

			When I picked up, the voice was loud, and the tone was irritated, as if I had already caused offense.

			You’re Henry Farber, the psychiatrist.

			From the first words, I knew—thought I knew—what I was facing.

			For some years, I had specialized in the treatment of paranoid men. Most doctors shy away from work with paranoia. The patients tend not to get better. The unpleasant ones threaten you. The nice ones are heartbreakers, sweet in their hope that you will share their fantasies, ever more anxious about threats and plots. The risk of violence and suicide is constant. Once word got out that I would take on these cases, colleagues were happy to refer them.

			My caller, I imagined, had visited a local physician who, in the evaluation session, had made a subtle error. The doctor had winced, a response that betrayed disbelief in one of the patient’s delusions. Offended, the patient had headed for the door. Quickly, the colleague had mentioned me as someone sympathetic to this sort of complaint. Now the man was phoning, but petulantly, primed to explode in response to further insult.

			The caller said, I can be in town tomorrow. I want to arrange a morning meeting.

			Meeting, not session or appointment. Many contacts began this way, with a conversation stripped of indicators of patient status.

			I was sorry to disappoint. My practice was closed, mostly closed. If the caller would let me know what he was looking for, I would try to be of help.

			Nina did not accept that a wandering mind is part of the therapeutic process. I must stop taking on new patients. Did she know that I was resistant in this one regard? When I came down to a single group, I reserved the right to keep it afloat.

			My apology to the caller—mostly closed—sounds obedient to Nina. It was, but in strategic fashion. If the prospective patient turned out not to be paranoid, I could say no without having raised expectations. And in the context of paranoia, foot-dragging can constitute acknowledgment. The patient finds the world obdurate and its inhabitants cagy. Early on, the doctor may do well to conform to expectations.

			I’m looking for you, the voice said.

			But why?

			I’m looking to meet.

			With each show of stonewalling, my spirits rose.

			I want to speak to you on behalf of a third party—highly confidential.

			Ah, for a friend. Better and better.

			This third party has a problem.

			Contempt? Arrogance? Those words appear in my phone notes, followed by question marks. Then I wrote: familiar voice?

			Have we spoken? You’ve phoned before?

			Let’s stop going down this path. I’m calling for a person who has learned of your reputation indirectly.

			I strained to recollect phone conversations from recent weeks. Had my caller tried me back when there was no group opening? I would have offered a referral. He would have rung off.

			Relieved that I knew why the voice was familiar, I returned to letting the man make his case.

			Your acquaintance has been referred?

			Someone who knows your work recommends you. My principal has deputized me to interview you and form a judgment.

			I’ll need the names, I said, yours and your friend’s.

			Instead, my caller asked, There’s garage space below your office?

			He was not the first to propose this stratagem, driving in through the alley and then climbing the back stairs to ensure privacy.

			The caller upped the demands: Leave your car elsewhere. Have the garage door open.

			I wrote entitled and underlined the word.

			It’s after ten-thirty now, my caller said. Am I right in assuming that half past ten is convenient tomorrow as well? I’ll be in your parking space.

			To be clear, I said, I rarely accept patients.

			My caller interrupted, My client will not be a patient. We’ll bring you on as an advisor.

			You can see why I thought that paranoia was at issue.

			I said, Even so.

			I use that phrase when I want to stand firm without provoking a fight. Here, it meant, We’ll see.

			Then, my caller said something strange: Speak to your daughter.

			Was he a friend of Nina’s? Or the father of one of her friends? I wondered whether Nina had made the referral and, if so, whether she would give me permission to take this man on, no matter the suitability for group treatment.

			I still need contact information, I said, but the line had gone dead.
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			Should I have been more on guard? On that day, the day of the brusque phone call, I failed to make an obvious connection.

			Nina had texted early that morning, saying that she wanted to meet. She did not reach out often. But even when the disagreeable caller said your daughter, I did not imagine that the two efforts to make contact, his and hers, were related.

			On receiving Nina’s text, I had speculated about her agenda. Did she need help affording an afternoon activity program for Tamara? I would hear the particulars and volunteer to bear the costs. Nina would have paid me back already by lunching with me and discussing her current concerns, a fair exchange.

			When it comes to time with my daughter, I’m a perennial optimist. I imagine meet-ups that flow smoothly and end well.

			I had suggested lunch at a restaurant, Zervas Diner—no apostrophe—in walking distance of Nina’s office and my own.

			Zervas had been a favorite of Miriam’s. She was particular about restaurants, in an unusual way. Often, the décor irked her. She found Zervas comfortable: scuffed floor tiles, mustard-yellow banquettes in narrow booths with their own coat hooks. The service consisted of thick-rimmed water glasses scratched with years of use and heavy cream-colored plates with a single burgundy stripe at the edge. Not retro, just unchanged.

			The original owner, Phil Zervas, had long since sold the place to a family from the Azores. The short order cook, Ildeberto, who goes by Al, reigned from behind the chrome-and-Formica serving counter. Adelina, the waitress and Al’s younger sister, ignored or insulted you.

			Addie knew Miriam’s breakfast order, white grapefruit juice and one egg poached lightly on dry rye toast. When I tried to order the fruit cup, Addie would turn to Miriam and say, Shall I bring the doctor what he wants? Out would come corned beef hash with a fried egg and a side of home fries, a sprig of parsley the sole concession to norms of healthy eating.

			When Miriam was still well, Al had told her that he was heading toward retirement. The diner was on the market.

			Recently, I had run into Al at the dry cleaner. Al offered condolences. I asked how he was using his new leisure time.

			The deal had fallen through. There was no market. The plague closed restaurants. When he reopened, power grid hacks caused shutdowns. Food sourcing was iffy. Customers were scarce. You would think that affordable restaurants would fare better than high-end ones, but his regulars had no disposable income.

			The litany sounded rehearsed. Al had run through it in his mind and with other customers. I had never before heard Al put two sentences together.

			But he made concessions, Al said, out of the blue.

			I took it that Al was referring to the Great Man. He kowtowed to our enemies abroad. It seemed unfair that they should cripple our electric systems.

			If I asked Al to explain, I would risk opening a can of worms. Instead, I apologized for not having stopped into the restaurant. In Providence, there were many places I avoided because the next visit would be the first one since and Miriam’s absence would be palpable.

			Al picked up a stack of clean white uniforms and draped them across his forearms.

			I got the door.

			Before he turned toward his van, Al whispered, I supported him.

			People offer me confessions. Occupational hazard.

			I took Al to be saying that through errors in judgment he had contributed to his own misfortune. He had supported the Great Man, perhaps even in the stolen second term. Now, Al would never escape the space between the counter and the grill.

			Blurted revelations never tell the whole story. What more burdened Al? Had he marched on the centers of power, weapon in hand? I could see it, just about, a final burst of loyalty before Al allowed himself to understand that he’d been had.

			The encounter at the dry cleaner’s was news, local news, economic and political news, as useful to me as any broadcast roundup.

			The day of the mystery phone call, I took care to arrive late for lunch. Perhaps Nina’s presence would distract me from the setting. I find it wonderful to happen upon my daughter although I know there’s a chance of an onslaught. That combined feeling can’t be rare, tenderness in two senses, a melting warmth and an awareness that bruises are in the offing.

			Here she was, my Nina, with her tough-gal look—close-cropped hair, sweatshirt with ragged short sleeves, well-toned arms, broad beaten-metal bracelets that would protect a knight in battle. She was scowling, and her scowls are something to behold. Parental love washed over me.

			Could you have picked a grimmer place? was Nina’s opening. Al was at the griddle. She cocked her head in his direction.

			Slumped shoulders, downcast eyes, a slow shuffle between stations. Al was the picture of melancholy when what we expect in a short-order cook is briskness and command.

			Dad? Nina said, as if my mind had wandered.

			His name’s Al, I said to Nina. Al has his reasons.

			I saw the plates and glasses as Nina did. What had been period for Miriam was simply shabby.

			I said, Mom liked the ambience. She liked Al.

			Nina looked at him as I spoke. Al was giving Nina the once-over.

			I had a dark thought. I imagined that Al saw Nina’s get-up and blamed her for his predicament, she and her kind, whatever kind he imagined hers to be. She had pushed the culture along too insistently, and he had been moved to support the Great Man, and where were we now?

			I worried that Nina would see the once-over as unpleasant in a different way and offer a further rebuke for my choice of lunch spot. He’s leering at me, your Al-who-has-his-reasons.

			However loyally I echoed her condemnation, I would be in the wrong. Nina does not consider me competent to discuss the male gaze or any topic involving gender. She dislikes how I arrived at my views, through work with patients, abused and abusers, through trying to share their terror or despair or sadistic impulses. Nina values sisterhood, solidarity, and firsthand experience. She’s had it with men. Men mistreat women. Men mistreated the country, putting it in the hands of a tin-hat despot.

			News or no news, there he was—the Great Man—in my consciousness, because I imagined that he was in Al’s and Nina’s.

			Nina said, However do you treat patients if you take five minutes to respond to a simple question and then don’t answer it?

			Aging is strange. I’d experienced my conversation as on-beat.

			Nina said, I asked what you eat here.

			On cue, Addie was at our side, order pad at the ready.

			Dr. F—the usual? Same for your girlfriend? Man doesn’t waste time.

			I was relieved that Addie did not chide me for my long absence.

			Our daughter, I said.

			I shouldn’t joke. We miss your Mimi. You know we do, dear. We missed you, too, and I’m glad to see you looking well. Isn’t he, hon, looking well?

			You, too, Addie said, meaning Nina. You know, when you walked in, I told my brother, Look at that gal, how perfectly that get-up suits her. No, I did. Take a gander, I said. If I could pull it off, I’d come to work in that outfit tomorrow.

			Zervas was as I had known it to be, cozy and welcoming. What I had taken as an intrusive appraisal had been an attempt on Al’s part to see Nina as his sister did, admiringly. It is good for a doctor who treats paranoia to be reminded of his own. Now, I felt unease on another grounds. Why hadn’t Nina snapped at someone—me or Al or Addie? Nina was showing forbearance. Was something amiss?

			The house luncheon salad, I said—my belated answer to the question of what Nina might eat. They use imported olives and sheep feta, always have, since Phil Zervas’s time—isn’t that right?

			No longer, Addie said. The importer went out of business. You know, hon, what with tariffs, what with the dollar as it is, restaurants have to go with domestic.

			The Great Man reached that far—down to the food on our plates.

			Just as good, very nearly as good, Addie said, to Nina now.

			Two salads, I said. No, really, Addie. Salad.

			If she brought hash, when she set the dish before me, I would fall apart.

			When Addie turned away, I asked Nina, There’s no big issue you’re avoiding?

			She moved the salt and pepper shakers aside as if to clear the space between us.

			I braced myself, but not well enough.

			It’s Kareena, Nina said. She’s been asked to report to Deportation.

			Kareena is Nina’s wife. That status—marriage—ought to have protected Kareena, despite the Great Man’s on-and-off diktats on residence and citizenship.

			Nina had come to her topic slowly. She was out to handle me.

			First, we got a phone call warning us that Kareena had overstayed her visa. I explained to the agent that Kareena is legal, that she’s my wife, approved provisionally for a green card. While the application is pending, all deportation proceedings are suspended. Her work status should protect her as well. Her employer has her down as a critical worker.

			The voice on the phone insisted. The visa was outdated.

			Nina said, Today, a guy with a badge came to the door asking for Kareena. He handed me a summons. She has a week to get her papers in order—actually, a week to pack.

			We had been through similar crises before. I was ready to slow the conversation, to suggest where we might turn for help. Nina chose to preempt me.

			The immigration lawyer who had worked with Kareena had retooled and switched to maritime law. Immigrants had lost all protections. There was no longer any case to argue.

			So terrible, I said. I can’t imagine.

			How had their lives—our lives—taken this sharp turn?

			I said, Walk me through it. Tell me what you’ve learned.

			Addie came with salads, and I thanked her.

			Trying to be good, she said.

			I thought of Kareena. Outside the workplace, she was at loose ends. Kareena was made for the life she had, an orderly life, managed by a hardheaded and dynamic wife.

			Can the gaming people advocate for her? I asked.

			Kareena worked at a firm that runs state lotteries, one of those countercyclical businesses that flourish when people grasp at straws. The job, the result of it—the poor risking what little they had—caused Kareena discomfort. Hard times forced us all into complicity.

			Dad, Nina said. In her speech, Dad is an expletive signifying exasperation.

			She reminded me how rarely companies stand up to the Regime.

			I began apologizing for my impulse to suggest solutions when Nina would have thought through every alternative. But she was looking past me to the door.

			I did not need to turn my head to know who was entering. Nina brightened and then found she needed to daub her eyes.

			Kareena touched my shoulder and leaned in to kiss me on the side of the forehead.

			You’re looking handsome, Poppa. And serious. I love it when you take on a thoughtful look.

			Sometimes I think that Kareena’s impression of this country came from Gone with the Wind, the movie. Her notion of appropriate behavior is a breezy sociability in the face of stress. Sadly, she’s a poor actress. She grasped the back of my chair for support.

			You forgot the backpack, she said to Nina.

			It was made of silvery mesh and contained Tammy’s pink dance shoes and tutu.

			Nina stood to take the ballet gear and give Kareena a distant hug.

			Sit down, I said. You need to eat lunch anyway.

			But Kareena was rushed, on a quick break from the office. She was racing to get her files organized in case she would need to hand them off.

			Please join us, I said. But she was gone.

			Kareena is a slender woman, naturally elegant, with an almond-shaped Modigliani face and almond eyes, a wheat-stalk woman who would be bent to the ground in any breeze.

			Could I imagine her in rags, subsisting on scraps?

			I could, and I could have even without the lightening visit.

			Make an appearance, Nina must have begged. Drop in for a minute, to remind Dad what’s at stake. You won’t have to speak. You won’t need to hold yourself together. A quick in-and-out. Here—the backpack—make like I forgot it.

			My seeing Kareena was meant to give her plight immediacy, to heighten my commitment to the rescue effort. Should I have been insulted by the thought that drama was needed? I love Kareena. I love her as Tammy’s mother and Nina’s wife and my second daughter. If she were none of those, I would want to protect her still.

			Perhaps Nina was not wrong to manipulate me. She understood that I am driven by the sight of people. When Nina broke the news, I had been desperate on Kareena’s behalf. I was more desperate now.

			To control my emotions, I returned to sounding practical.

			Maury can accompany her to the hearing.

			There’s no hearing to speak of.

			The Deportation Service followed a rapid removal policy. The administrator invalidated you, and you were shipped out.

			You go to the hearing with Kareena, I said, you and Maury. I’ll watch Tammy.

			The tiny ballet togs were hanging from a coat hook at the end of the booth. Vulnerability was on my mind.

			Nina took my offer to babysit as further evidence of cluelessness.

			I’ll drop in on Maury, I said.

			Nina turned silent and picked at her salad. After an interval, she raised her face and revealed why she had summoned me.

			Last year, when I was at the Immigration Service office downtown—it was still called that, Immigration—one of the administrators asked after you. A bony woman, no flesh on her, anorexic possibly, with an eye twitch? Luiza—Azores-Island Portuguese by origin, I’m thinking. It occurred to me then that this Luiza might have been a patient of yours.

			Dad, help me. Am I making this up? A woman in her sixties? A careful dresser, blouse pressed just so. Accent like the waitress’s here—local kid, maybe, who came up in federal service? Sound familiar?

			Nina knew not to ask that sort of question.

			In bad times, every choice involves betrayal. My love of family is absolute, but so is the doctor’s oath. Whatsoever I shall see or hear in the course of my profession I will never divulge, holding such things to be holy secrets.

			You know I can’t comment, I said.

			The encounter came back to me today when I saw the name on the exit order, Nina said. Maria Luiza de Souza. Kareena agrees—the same woman. She must be a regional director now.

			Take a day, Nina said. Sleep on it. Talk to Maury. But no more than a day. We’re under the gun.

			Knowing that I would hesitate, Nina had prepared this offer. Take a day to forsake your principles.

			It was not my wisdom that Nina was seeking, but my influence. Fathering consists of a series of pratfalls. That’s one of its virtues. It sets you in your place.

			I doubted that I could be of use, doubted that there was a difficulty for which communication with Luiza de Souza was a solution. And yet, it seemed that I would need to approach her.

			I know now that Nina and I were both feeling our way in the dark. We assumed that Kareena’s banishment was one more instance of the random cruelty that was common under the Great Man. His lackeys would demand action from an agency. Officials would select victims, destroy their lives, and then, following another of the Great Man’s whims, change direction.

			Arbitrocracy was the name that Nina gave to the form of government, autocracy applied in arbitrary fashion. We were not in a totalitarian regime, she said, if total implies competent, uniform, or consistent. Arbitrocracy might lead to totalitarianism and even persist within it, but so far, we were only en route. The Great Man imposed grave harm capriciously. That was how he wielded power, how he silenced objectors. That was how he shaped our lives—mine, Nina’s, Kareena’s, and Tamara’s.

			I see that I am trying to justify my mistaken belief that the threat to Kareena had come out of the blue.

			Dad, Nina said, listen. You’re a vain man. Your scruples are a form of vanity. Stop being vain.

			She gave me a goodbye kiss.

			It is a sign of my unawareness that Nina was almost out the door before I thought to ask her about the morning’s caller, whether she had referred him.

			Nina looked at me as if I were deranged. How could I introduce a new topic? Kareena’s plight was all there was. It filled the universe.
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			When I phoned Maury’s number, I hit voicemail. I texted and set out walking to his office. Grief made me willing to rely on chance, to put myself at its mercy.

			Maury works in a substantial row house in a residential neighborhood of College Hill that overlooks the downtown. A century back, an attorney converted the building’s first two floors into an office suite for his own use.

			There is no pretense to the setting, no hint that Maury wields power.

			We had made vows at the height of the plague, hadn’t we, that if we ever again got to taste the pleasures we had lost, we would treasure them? I love sitting in Maury’s reception area. It is carved out of a hallway, high-ceilinged, dark, and narrow. A couch, upholstered in old, cracked leather affixed with brass studs, sits against a wall. Maury has decorated the space with art nouveau bicycling posters. Riders outrace a tiger. Riders climb mountain peaks at impossible angles. Jaunty riders make toasts with fashionable drinks. When Maury forsook basketball, he took to the roads. Maury was a cyclist before everyone was a cyclist. He likes to say that he’s never braked on a downhill.

			Therapists need their therapy. Waiting for Maury was mine. Some of my best writing ideas came to me on that couch.

			I felt secure because Maury is unlike me. He gives advice. He solves problems. He leans on contacts for favors. When Maury takes matters in hand, things work out.

			My optimism exasperates Nina.

			Why is there such distance between fathers and their grown daughters?

			Love gets in the way. Nina scowls, and waves of affection sweep over me.

			I have said that I studied psychotherapy with Hans Lutz. The name no longer carries weight, but he was admired in his day.

			Early in my training, Hans observed me through a one-way mirror while I interviewed a hostile patient. The man spoke of his expertise in martial arts. He could snap me in two. He had that thought.

			I thanked him for being frank about his impulses. What had I done to perturb him? What harm did he intend?

			Hans encouraged me. If, in the face of threat, we respond with fear or counterthreat, what use are we to our patients? Sometimes it is good to feel what a patient feels, sometimes it is good to feel what a patient aims to provoke, and sometimes it is best to go in another direction. When a patient turns up the intensity, we become curious.

			Inappropriate affect was Maury’s term for the skew response. He considered it a talent, one that I should develop further. That morning, on the phone, as my prospective patient turned ever more disagreeable, I had felt encouraged. He’s one of mine!

			Nina often reminds me that she’s not my patient. Dad, don’t try that psychotherapy stuff on me.

			I do not protest, but that stuff is how I approach conversation and how I express caring. We choose our careers because of who we are, and then they make us more like ourselves.

			Sitting outside Maury’s office, I wondered, Does a trial lawyer’s daughter forgive his sly questioning, his way of springing surprises and arguing her into a corner?

			Sorry to wake you, Maury said. We can’t let every bum sleep in our lobby.

			Maury waved me into the office.

			What can I bring you?

			He had whole-leaf black tea from—somewhere—my mind was not on tea.

			Clients have no money. Soon, they’ll be paying with chickens, Maury said. His father had been a plumber. His father claimed to have been paid with chickens.

			I began to lay out Kareena’s story, but Maury waved his hand.

			We drank tea together out of Jena glass cups.

			Maury’s fingers were all arthritic nodes, Heberden’s and Bouchard’s. Was he developing a fine tremor?

			Maury was a mirror. In his hands I was seeing my own.

			Maury said, Poor girl!

			Words you don’t want coming from a lawyer’s mouth.

			Those bastards send immigrants away for any reason and no reason.

			Put too little postage on an envelope, and they’ll ship you to a war zone.

			The Feds may fail at constructive tasks, but they’re skilled at banishing innocents.

			The law is not your friend here, Maury said. And the courts are worse than the law. They’ve stacked the courts.

			Visas no longer sufficed. Even citizenship offered slim protection if it came through naturalization. Revocations were common.

			Maury threw his arms up and sent papers flying, to convey their worthlessness.

			Politics, Cooz. When the law won’t help, we look to politics.

			What had Nina and Kareena done to attract the interest of the authorities?

			I had no notion.

			Maury said, It’s been many months since I’ve seen this sort of case.

			On coming to power, the Great Man had made a show of mercilessness, dispatching women and children to countries where violence awaited them.

			Plague surges and mass unemployment had solved the immigration problem. Deportation was no longer a priority, no longer a shtick. With everyone suffering, there was no box office in creating that particular sort of misery.

			But then, rotating demagoguery was the Great Man’s trademark. He might well return to blaming joblessness on immigrants.

			I am always content to hear Maury think aloud.

			As if I were a naïf, he reviewed the state of our knowledge.

			Do you ever flip on the TV? he asked me.

			The Regime controlled communications. Its disinformation services had raided Hollywood CGI departments for talent. They could make the Great Man appear to speak from anywhere. Regularly, Regime News flooded people’s screens with assurances that the Great Man governed calmly from the capital.

			But the Resistance web had compiled hints that the Great Man was sequestered elsewhere. Foreigners were no longer an issue. He feared his own people—feared uprisings. Live by the mob, die by the mob.

			Finally, Maury doubted that there was a new campaign of deportation. Something local was at issue. Had Kareena’s corporation interfered with the Great Man’s gaming interests? What projects did she manage? Maury would want that information fast.

			Where the Regime was out to punish, the courts were useless. No judge would intervene.

			Maury promised to call in debts. He would reach out to colleagues north and south of our borders, to see whether Kareena might be offered safe haven. As for interrupting the expulsion: the process turned on pull, not law. Did I have pull?

			I said, The nature of my profession….

			Ah, yes, Maury teased me. The sacred profession.

			As I stood to leave, he put his hand on my shoulder. Touch was welcome.

			Discouraging times, Maury said. They go on and on.

			He offered me a tin of tea, but I did not want consolation.
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			Home alone, I went online, looking for news or propaganda, anything that might offer a hint about why now, why Kareena’s file had been pulled. Either the Regime had scrubbed the relevant websites, or I lacked the skill to exploit them. I gave up and headed to bed early, intending to settle in with a novel from Miriam’s bedside shelf. That was a project of mine, working my way through her books.

			I was many pages into a tome by Karl Ove Knausgård, a Norwegian author who had been one of Miriam’s favorites. He writes about life in its details, how an unremarkable evening unfolds, how objects look close up, how we feel when shopping for dinner or comforting an unhappy child. Miriam craved the everyday.

			At Miriam’s bedside, I had found myself jealous. Why spend an hour on Knausgård’s reminiscence of adolescence when Miriam could turn to me and share her own memories of the years before our courtship? Was it that reading seemed an achievement? In her sickbed, she had mastered another chunk of literature. She had done something with her time.

			In contrast, my time seemed simply to arrive and disappear. I provided companionship. It was good to contribute. But every minute was loss. I was losing Miriam.

			To her, Knausgård was a magician. An hour with him offered days of ordinariness. He might take a hundred pages to describe an uneventful evening, but for a reader, even the slow-motion account constituted compression.

			In bereavement, I turned to Knausgård as a way to
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