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            Part 1
The Near Future

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Mali

         
         Something has happened, something so extraordinary that I cannot file it into Patient One’s official medical file, which is
            why I am writing it here in a separate physical notebook.
         

         
         Patient One, our first clinical trial patient, was found missing.

         
         Security footage from the South African University of Science and Technology’s closed-circuit cameras has him leaving a storage
            room and not coming out on the other side. He is in one frame and—blink—gone in the other, the door swinging into the emptiness he had occupied a moment prior.
         

         
         The Cape Town Police Authority are investigating the incident, but they have little to work with. There is no indication that
            the footage has been doctored, although I suppose there’s always that possibility. The cameras at the Singularity Lab (horribly
            anachronistic name, yes) are practically geriatric in terms of video technology. But if the footage is altered, why on earth
            would someone have altered it? Has Patient One been kidnapped? (Don’t think I’m being melodramatic. You can tell the police
            are thinking the same thing.)
         

         
         But why would anyone kidnap him? To reverse-engineer his nanodroid body? The radical version is still years and years away from clinical trials. Why not steal it when the technology is at a more advanced stage? 

         
         But above all else, where is he? How could a person simply disappear into thin air?

         
         Not quite thin air. Apparently, he left a pile of clothes behind, the clothes he was wearing at the time. I can barely face
            it. I can barely face many things since my mother passed. All her research, all her genius. For it means the possible realization
            of my worst nightmare for our patients: spontaneous dispersal. All of his “cells”—his nanites—scattered to the winds. My mother
            mentioned the possibility in one of her many research notebooks, but in a musing kind of way—she had not gotten to a formal
            hypothesis. She called it “the possibility of Rapture.” She really had a penchant for biblical terms, especially the apocalyptic
            ones. Anachronistic in her own distinct way.
         

         
         Has Patient One been Raptured?

         
         What the hell am I going to do?

         
          

         “Found missing.” What kind of an expression is that? Language is inadequate, but it’s all we have. The language my mother
            and her team used to describe the changes that occurred in Patient One took up several very thick internal papers.
         

         
         But even outside of these, there are the stacks of notebooks she left behind for me to continue her work. SATech made several offers for my mother’s archive over the years—as did Harvard, Cambridge, and Tsinghua—but I’ve refused them all. I cannot let go of her notebooks or any part of my mother’s body of work. Those notebooks, especially, have a kind of physical presence of their own, like silent monks lined up on the shelf. I can’t
            bear to part with them. And who knows whether some random jotted-down detail will be useful in a crisis?
         

         
         Which again brings us to this crisis. I’ve obtained a new notebook of my own, the same kind that my mother left stacks of, and started to write this down.
            Digital is too dangerous, too easy to leak, and while paper is only marginally safer, I need to write in order to think.
         

         
          

         All right, Mali. Where did it all begin? Was it the scar?

         
         A scar had reappeared on Patient One’s right wrist a week ago. His scars weren’t supposed to come back but Patient One’s original biological body, his redundant-self, had been fighting back against the transition. Every cell in his body had been long replaced one by one with nanites through an experimental form of radical nanotherapy, curing him of the cancer that was killing him, as well as ridding him of mortality itself. Once his biological redundant body had made a complete transition into nanodroid, our team had given him the option of repainting in his old dermatological textures or waiting until the nanites figured out where he should spot or freckle. He opted to wait. I could have programmed in some scars for him—any kind of cosmetic alterations he desired, within reason—but why would he have wanted that? At least, not a burn scar on the wrist, reportedly suffered decades ago while cooking with a tiny oven when his husband and he were graduate students. But that small slit of discoloration, so slight as to be invisible to most, had returned from the past to haunt us once more. His old body, and all of its old memories, were coming back. 

         
         We were, in effect, seeing a repeat of Patient Zero. Her postnatal stretchmarks, then her redundant-body, and eventually her
            cancer, returned. She did not survive.
         

         
         But Patient One showed none of the other symptoms suffered by Patient Zero. He was in no pain, and the scar itself was lighter
            than the redundant-self’s. If his biological body was not returning, what to make of this scar? Was this some kind of unforeseen
            epigenetic event, the redundant-self seeking survival, not by returning as cells, but by encoding itself, scars and all, into
            the nanites’ DNA? Can the redundant-self come back forty years after making a full transition?
         

         
          

         Day Two.

         
         Finally, the police let us do our own survey of the . . . crime scene? Rapture scene? God, I hate language, and I hate writing
            even more. But I must try to make sense of this, and the language of writing is the only way I have of looking at my own thoughts,
            and writing by hand—I feel like a cavewoman making marks on the wall—forces my mind to slow down enough to let the thoughts
            marinate just a little more.
         

         
         There is no way of knowing how much the police have contaminated the storage space at SATech where Patient One disappeared.
            (They are still refusing to let us examine the clothes he left behind; who knows what kind of mess they’re doing to that key piece of evidence.) Patient One—oh, just let me call him One—disappeared right outside a storage room for the Singularity Lab. Apparently, he’d been doing some long-term follow-up research on an artificial intelligence project he had led when he was PI at a research group at this lab. Something about an AI that reads poetry. (Am I remembering correctly? That sounds too ridiculous to be correct.) 

         
         He entered the room at noon and “exited” at one, precisely when everyone else at the lab was out for lunch. Nobody saw him
            enter or leave. He had the key codes, and the storage room is separate from the lab’s main facilities. The room is in the
            basement, while the lab’s offices are on the fifth floor, and their mainframe servers are on the second. Logs show that One
            accessed mainframe resources from the storage room. Cloud processes, mostly. Nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing that would
            literally turn him into a cloud himself . . .
         

         
         We swept the room for traces of nanites: just some duds. We knew that One tended to shed duds the way Redundants shed skin
            cells and hair. Where was the rest of the nanite swarm?
         

         
         I entered these facts and speculations, as dryly and clinically as possible, into One’s official file. I needed to write a
            report for the board of the institute.
         

         
         But what else could I say? Every explanation I could think of was absurd, each one sounding more ridiculous than the next.
            Which is why I used the driest wording possible in One’s patient file and am writing my real thoughts down in this notebook
            instead.
         

         
         Dispersal. Kidnapping.

         
         Rapture.

         
         I might as well propose that the biblical Rapture happened and he was the only one of us pure enough to be taken. Because his sins were washed clean by the fact that all of his cells were replaced by blameless nanites, turning him into some kind of angel on Earth. 

         
          

         Day Three.

         
         We had about an hour left to spare in our investigation before the police closed off the storage room again.

         
         I told my team to pack up our equipment and return to the Beeko Institute.

         
         I was the last to leave the storage room, making a final inventory of our equipment when a terminal in the corner caught my
            eye. An old-fashioned mainframe terminal. It was plugged in, unlike most of the other junk the lab had dumped in the room,
            and a lit LED light by the power supply socket indicated it wasn’t turned off but in sleep mode.
         

         
         Without permission—we were told to avoid touching anything in the room if we could help it, and, well, let’s just say I couldn’t
            help it—I pressed a key on the clunky keyboard and the ancient contraption hummed back into wakefulness.
         

         
         “Hello,” it said, its voice neither male nor female. “May I ask who you are?”

         
         I was clearly being spoken to. By a computer? The camera’s red LED had blinked on. My face was reflected on the lens.

         
         “I’m Dr. Mali Beeko. And who might you be?”

         
         “I am Panit, a computational heuristic utility for literary analysis, at the South African University of Science and Technology Singularity Lab.” 

         
         Suddenly, I remembered: an AI that reads poetry. The program that One had been working on when he disappeared! In the hubbub
            of his disappearance, I had completely forgotten about Panit.
         

         
         The console had never been switched off the entire time the investigation was going on—it had only gone into sleep mode. Maybe
            it saw what happened to One!
         

         
         “Panit,” I said as calmly as I could, although why I was making an effort to sound calm to this ancient computer was anyone’s
            guess, “where is Yonghun Han? The man who last spoke to you, I believe.”
         

         
         “I do not know.” It—they? I suppose I should call it they. I am reluctant to anthropomorphize machines, but One would’ve wanted
            me to be respectful. Anyway, they had a pleasant voice. Which only served to infuriate me more with its artificial equanimity.
            “He was there one moment and then he was gone. When he did not return for ten minutes, I powered down the terminal, and my
            eyes and ears have been closed ever since.”
         

         
         “‘Ever since,’” I repeated. “Meaning, you saw him disappear? Do you have footage of this?”

         
         “I’m afraid it’s stored in the cloud, in an archive where only lab members and Dr. Han have access.”

         
         I sighed. I doubted it would contain anything I hadn’t seen anyway. But at least Panit was willing to talk to me, unlike the police or the people in the Singularity Lab. The former had no leads and were awfully defensive about it, and the latter was trying to avoid a lawsuit. 

         
         “Panit,” I said, “I’m Dr. Han’s physician. Has Dr. Han ever mentioned me?”

         
         “I don’t think so. But I’ve just confirmed that you are his doctor through the cloud network. We sometimes discussed his nanitism,
            as he referred to it. We’ve had many discussions related to this issue on critical styles and essentialism.”
         

         
         I had a moment of wondering what damned thing they were going on about, but then I remembered One’s literary background. He
            had retrained as an AI programmer during his postdoc, but before that, he had obtained a doctorate in poetry, of all things.
            “Critical styles and essentialism” sounded like something a literature PhD would discuss. Imagine, an AI that reads poetry.
         

         
         “What did he say about it?”

         
         “Dr. Han would muse that his self or soul or subjectivity was entirely performative as opposed to its being an essential quality
            that—”
         

         
         “Thank you, Panit.” Oh God. I refrained from rolling my eyes because Panit’s camera was on me, but again, why did I care?
            Was I afraid that One’s “nanite swarm” was watching? I decided that I was being polite to them for my own sake. My mother
            often said that being polite and acting polite amounted to the same thing, so you might as well act polite. “What were you
            and Dr. Han discussing when he disappeared?”
         

         
         “We were discussing ‘The Waste Land’ by T. S. Eliot. Dr. Han is a Victorianist, and he has done some work on the precursors of Modernist forms as they appear in the long nineteenth century, with a particular focus on Eliot’s and Yeats’s influences. He discussed the idea that Eliot’s poem is not an argument toward fragmentation but toward integration. That all the fragments were one, pointing to one primordial state, symbolized by the last shantih of the poem . . .”
         

         
         I wasn’t sure if the bizarre, verbose discourse issuing forth from the speaker was a sign of singularity-like consciousness
            or the fact that literary studies were so fake that even this discarded side-project of a program could do it. Of course,
            we have artificial intelligence doing basic scientific research and even generating peer-reviewed papers now, but this machine—well,
            it was almost a parody of human intelligence. Or maybe human intelligence itself was always the joke?
         

         
         “I’m sorry to interrupt you, Panit, but we are very anxious about Dr. Han’s safety and his whereabouts. Did he happen to mention
            where he was going before he disappeared? Was there anything unusual about him that day?”
         

         
         “Aside from his abrupt disappearance, which I assumed was a sensory glitch on my part at the time, there was nothing unusual
            in Dr. Han’s speech, manner, or tone. He got up from his seat when he realized he was being called.”
         

         
         Being called? This was not in the Lab’s footage. It didn’t record sound, after all. “Wait. He was called? He got a phone call?”
            Why would he leave the storage room to take it?
         

         
         “No. He said, ‘Do you hear someone calling me?’ I did not hear anything. At the time I assumed there was a sensory glitch that prevented me from hearing ambient noise. Dr. Han got up from the chair you are sitting in now and walked toward the door. Whereupon he disappeared.” 

         
         This made no sense. “Did he mention who it was?”

         
         “He called out a name when he approached the door. At least, it sounded like—”

         
         “For heaven’s sake, Panit, who was it?”
         

         
         “Prasert,” said Panit in their pleasant, unrushed voice. “A Thai name. Meaning ‘man of excellence.’”

         
         The name of Patient One’s late husband.

         
          

         Midnight.

         
         I couldn’t sleep. Instead, I looked up the poem that Panit had mentioned they had been discussing when One disappeared. “The
            Waste Land.” It was a very long poem. I read it from beginning to end. A line near the very end caught my eye: These fragments I have shored against my ruins.
         

         
         “All the fragments were one, pointing to one primordial state, symbolized by the last shantih of the poem . . .”
         

         
          

         What is going on?

         
         Why can’t I figure out what the bloody hell is going on?
         

         
          

         Day Four.

         
         I’ve never liked Patient Two. It took years after the success of One for us to find another suitable candidate, but even then,
            I sometimes wonder if we searched hard enough.
         

         
         She is blond, cool, and completely self-possessed. Like ice water. A cellist. I’ve listened to her recordings, which my assistant dutifully purchases for the office as fast as they are released. I’ve no ear for music, but there is a kind of nothingness to her playing for me. Like the nothingness in her gaze, her words, her total lack of gestures or tics. 

         
         But it was essential to interview her in case I missed anything. In case she had insight into One’s disappearance.

         
         “How have you been, Ellen?”

         
         “I’ve been perfectly well, thank you, Dr. Beeko. I hope I find you well, too.”

         
         “I’m a little stressed, but otherwise, I’m fine.”

         
         “I hope the investigation into Yonghun’s disappearance is making good progress.”

         
         “Were you in contact with him recently?”

         
         “No. I only knew him a little. We met many years ago but haven’t kept in contact. He helped me adjust to my transition in
            the beginning.” She added, “He was asked by your mother, Dr. Nomfundo Beeko, to help me. This was a little before she passed
            away.”
         

         
         Her voice was soft, her face as still as a mask. While I understood she was being gentle in her own way, with her tactful
            pause before mentioning my mother’s death, I really couldn’t like her. Her kindness would not touch my grief. My mother would’ve
            said that was unprofessional of me, but she was always more of a practitioner. Whereas I’m a researcher, and I’ll judge patients
            as I choose.
         

         
         “Did you ever meet Prasert, his late husband?”

         
         She nodded, recrossing her long legs. The peacock blue material, designed to drape attractively, resettled into its new position and became absolutely still, almost stiff. 

         
         “Only once. They invited me over to their house for dinner. Yonghun was shorter, his husband was taller. Prasert was darker-skinned.
            Yonghun is pale. They were different from each other but matched, like notes on a chord.” She looked away for a moment. “I
            haven’t said their names in a long time. They were kind to me.”
         

         
         This was a side of Two I had never seen before. She was always so remote otherwise. Like a fortress on an island.

         
         “My last contact with Yonghun,” she went on, “was after I had received word of Prasert’s death. I was on tour in China. I
            sent flowers to the funeral, and he sent me a formal thank-you letter sometime later. He closed himself off from the world
            after that. My impression was that he wanted to be left alone.” The fortress closed again. I felt a transparent wall come
            down between us.
         

         
         “But you’ve never felt that way yourself, have you, Ellen?” I was wondering if she’d registered the slight barb in my voice,
            although, again, it was impossible to tell with her.
         

         
         “I’m a concert cellist. I can’t isolate myself. My profession requires an audience.”

         
         “You could exclusively record instead of performing.”

         
         She shook her head. “No. The music happens live, first and foremost.” I thought she would say something more, but she didn’t,
            perhaps deciding there was no point in discussing the matter further.
         

         
         I sighed. “One more thing. Have you been experiencing any unusual occurrences in your body? Any recursions, no matter how
            minor?”
         

         
         “Recursions?”

         
         “Have any marks reappeared on your body? Such as stretch marks or scars.”

         
         She gave the smallest of shrugs. “None that I’m aware of, Doctor. But I didn’t have many such scars to begin with. I suppose
            I led a charmed life.” She added, almost wry, “Before the cancer.”
         

         
          

         After Two left, I got up from my desk and looked out the glass wall, at the arboretum that surrounded the institute. Combretum imberbe. Combretum hereroense. Baikiaea plurijuga. Euclea pseudebenus. Brachystegia boehmii. Brachystegia tamarindoides.
               Brachystegia spiciformis . . .
         

         
         They have other names, but I preferred to call them by their scientific designations. There was something about the scientific
            name, I suppose, that gave them the mystery that all life-forms deserve.
         

         
         It’s also the sound of the names themselves; like a different language, they are, and yet they’re not. Which is what every
            word, every language sounds like. They almost mean something, and they do, and yet they don’t.
         

         
         I’m no linguist or literary scholar, but as a scientist, I know something about naming things. I know how misleading naming can be, I know how it can lead to failure, and I know how absolutely necessary it is. Language contains our knowledge and at the same time fails to contain it. All it really contains is our performance of control. And yet, we persist. We write in our lab reports, we assign numbers and agree on degrees of significance, we describe our attitudes toward something by giving it a name. Awe, disgust, fear, they’re all in there. They’re all in the names we give things. 

         
         Sometimes, I think that’s all scientists do: give names to things. Things we can see, things we can only deduce, things we
            wish existed.
         

         
         Are scientists the poets of the natural world? Or are poets scientists of the imagined world? Names as long as poems, names
            as long as scientific papers, both written in that stuff of names that we call language. We both name, we pass on these names,
            then we die. My breath caught in my throat.
         

         
         Cape Town does have the most extraordinary plant life. It is where different kinds of earth and microclimates happen to converge,
            with thousands of regional plant species that grow nowhere else in the world. A city of fragile yet resilient diversity.
         

         
         But many of the trees surrounding the arboretum are jacarandas, a foreign species, one that many say threaten native plants
            but which most citizens find irresistible for their beauty. When they bloom, this glass box of an office is surrounded by
            a cloud of ethereal, otherworldly purple. At other times, their fernlike branches and leaves quiver and flicker in silence
            beyond the soundproofed glass.
         

         
         The wind is just weak enough to be unnoticed when one is not looking. But it’s very much there. Invisible yet visible, albeit
            visible only through the language of the trees, the whispering and movement of the foliage outside.
         

         
         Where are you, Yonghun?

         
          

         I’m at home. I’ve just woken up, to the very persistent ringing of my phone. It was the police. They had called me three times before. In my dreams I had thought there was an earthquake alarm at the institute. I had tried to escape the building, but all the doors were locked, the windows, ventilation panels, everything . . . 

         
         “Why are you calling?”

         
         “Sorry to wake you, ma’am. We have found Mr. Han.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Yonghun

         
         I can’t sleep.

         
          

         I am not Yonghun Han. I am whatever came back with his body.

         
         The real Yonghun Han is away. Perhaps for good.

         
         Not only do I have his body, but I also have his memories, his personality, his habits, and everything that one might construe
            as “him.”
         

         
         But I am not him.

         
         On the floor of the lab where I appeared, it took a second for this sense of his self to come flooding into me. A very, very
            long second. All the memories, all the “being” Yonghun. And yet, only a second. Only a second for one person to become another.
         

         
         Who was I before?

         
         I was a floating thing, deprived of senses or consciousness, an accident in the firmament of the cosmos. The newly reformed nanite-swarm-body needed me, and because Yonghun’s spirit was long gone, it snatched me from the firmament and gloved me within itself. Firmament, cosmos, redundant, gloved. These are all Yonghun’s words. They keep coming fast. I can almost pretend I am him. 

         
         But the real Yonghun left, searching for something, and he has either found it or is searching for it still.

         
          

         Here I sit in Yonghun’s blankness of a library.

         
         There is a tablet terminal on a white table in a white room with a single glass wall to the ocean. No books. Yonghun’s thousands
            of books are all on the tablet.
         

         
         I ignore it, pushing it aside, and place Mali’s notebook and pen in front of me. I am writing in it now. Its fresh pages are
            as blank as this library.
         

         
         I feel as if I am meant to write something. I can feel the words rising and falling somewhere beneath my consciousness. The
            compulsion is there, but not the words, not yet. More memories are returning but they slide through me, they disappear again.
            They know they do not belong to me. Some of the memories don’t care, but some do. Some find me intolerably incompatible and
            would rather be forgotten than be remembered by me.
         

         
         This language I am using does not belong to me. It does not belong to Yonghun, either. It seems to belong only to itself. But it stays with me because it wants me to remember something, to set it down outside of me, upon which it will set me free. Like a ghost that will have its story told to avenge itself before going into the dark, coming back to life—or half-life—one more time before the oblivion of true death. Through the rising and falling static of the waves, I am heightening my sensitivity, opening my listening as widely as possible. I am entering a zone deep within myself where I am submerged in the white noise that lives within all of us. I am listening for the elusive voice underneath the static, listening for its words, for the signal through the noise. 

         
         I am waiting for the memories.

         
          

         It’s been two days since I was found. After Dr. Beeko—Mali—arrived with my things at the hospital, she left the room to allow
            me to change.
         

         
         She had held on to my old clothes that had been given to her by the police, the clothes I’d been wearing when I disappeared.
            When they were presented to me, they were familiar and unfamiliar at the same time. I didn’t know what each item was exactly,
            at first. But as I handled them, my hands “remembered” what they were supposed to do with each garment. And as I put them
            on, the ringing sounds in my ears began shaping themselves into words.
         

         
         . . . his doctor and tell her we’ve found . . .

         
         . . . just lying there on the floor . . .

         
         Dr. Beeko also left her bag behind.

         
         Curiosity is in Yonghun’s character, I believe, but not outright theft. However, Dr. Beeko’s bag was open, and when I glimpsed
            an object poking out of it, a generic hardbound black notebook secured closed with an elastic band—before I could stop myself,
            my hand reached for it, snapped off the elastic, and opened the pages.
         

         
         Handwriting. Words. Yonghun’s name. The language was familiar and unfamiliar to me at the same time. Like language itself.

         
         But something makes me refuse to believe I really am Yonghun, despite what they might tell me is amnesia. The real Yonghun is gone. 

         
         I slipped the notebook into my jacket.

         
          

         So many questions from the police as I sat on the hospital bed, in my clothes, waiting to be cleared by the doctors to go
            home. By then, the hospital had put me in a single-occupant hospital room that overlooked a canopy of trees that swayed and
            whispered in the wind.
         

         
         “Where were you all this time, Dr. Han?”

         
         “Please don’t call me doctor.” By then, all of my language had more or less returned. “Especially not in this place. When
            I came to, I was lying naked on the floor of the Singularity Lab.”
         

         
         I was beginning to remember, though vaguely and in bits and pieces. When I woke I had had no idea where I was, what the Singularity
            Lab was, what being “naked” or a “floor” was. It was as if my mind needed to rev itself up from complete dormancy.
         

         
         “Were you kidnapped?”

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         “Do you remember an assault?”

         
         “I don’t. Was there an assault?”

         
         “The doctors couldn’t find any evidence of one. But your particular . . . condition allows you to heal quickly.”

         
         “How long was I out?”

         
         “You were gone for four days. Do you have any memory at all of the past four days? Any memory of being conscious at all?”

         
         “None. None whatsoever.”

         
         And whatever memories I had before that didn’t feel like my memories. Because they weren’t.

         
         I could tell that the police did not believe my story, and I do not blame them because I can hardly believe it myself. But
            what difference did that make? If I had Yonghun Han’s memories, didn’t that make me Yonghun Han anyway? Even at that early
            point in the nanite swarm’s transition back into flesh, I was possibly more Yonghun Han than the “real” Yonghun Han who wasn’t
            here anymore. To the police, for all intents and purposes, I was the man in the missing person report, and now I was found.
            Whereas I knew somehow, almost for a fact, that Yonghun Han was still missing, and would be missing for a long, long time.
            For the police and any other authority, all I need to do for them to be satisfied is to perform Yonghun Han. Whatever they
            believe I “truly am inside” is unimportant. At the end of their questioning, I had the strange feeling that if I kept pretending
            to be Yonghun Han, I would eventually turn into him.
         

         
         The police finally left, only to be replaced by Dr. Beeko, who seemed so concerned, and so very, very tired. She also had
            many questions.
         

         
         “Yonghun. You disappeared into thin air. Thin. Air. Where the bloody hell were you?”
         

         
         Did you know that the euphemism Koreans use for someone who has died is not “they have passed” but “they have returned”? I
               believe I was where people “return” to after they die. But now I am here.

         
         “I don’t know what to tell you, Doctor.”

         
         “Mali. You used to call me Dr. Mali.”

         
         “Dr. Mali. I don’t remember anything that happened. It’s just like what I said to the police. I woke up, and I was in the Singularity Lab.” 

         
         “But before that. When you were working on Panit. Do you remember calling out ‘Prasert’ before you disappeared?”

         
         The word unlocked a sudden recess of sorrow and warmth, which almost sent me reeling. Mali grabbed me by the wrist, steadying
            me.
         

         
         “What just happened?” she whispered, frightened.

         
         “I don’t know.” Prasert. The word was exploding into memories and emotions inside of me. A simple rooftop wedding, the two of us surrounded by friends,
            him and I with garlands of cylindrically woven, heavenly fragrant jasmine flowers around our necks. A house full of light.
            Roasted vegetables in a tiny oven. A scar. I saw an entire life that had briefly flowered and forever faded within the span
            of a longer, grayer life. There were bright, unbelievable colors in that briefer life, the ruffles of peonies, the sunlight
            of South Africa, a dreamy voice reading aloud Wordsworth and Byron, helping me prepare for the text-identification portion
            of my quals in grad school. I saw a pair of beautiful hands lay a salty morsel on a plate before me. I felt a muscle next
            to my left shoulder blade explode with pain and radiate relief. I saw the pages of a large, white book turning . . .
         

         
         I placed each of these memories that coalesced into a singular ache so overwhelmingly present that I was astonished I hadn’t
            noticed its absence before. Prasert, my husband who had passed away. He was handsome, so handsome I would often gaze at him
            in awe. His face, which kept me anchored to this world.
         

         
         When he was gone, it had altered who I was forever, irrevocably. Every molecule in my body had changed meaning.

         
         “I heard Prasert’s voice,” I was saying to Dr. Mali, trying to stave off the deluge of emotions by distracting myself with
            remembered facts. “He wasn’t talking to me. I wouldn’t have called out his name otherwise. His voice . . . he was in the next
            room. He was talking. And laughing. Like at a party. Or a bar. I called his name to get his attention.”
         

         
         “Did you get his attention? Did you see him?”

         
         “I don’t remember. Only turning and calling out his name.” Which had been more of an exclamation than a summon. As if speaking
            his name verified what I had heard, as if the speaking part of me was urging the hearing part of me to listen harder.
         

         
         Mali sighed and rubbed her eyes. When she spoke again, her tone was infinitely tired, her voice almost a whisper.

         
         “Do you remember where you went?”

         
         “I don’t have a memory of the place,” I said. “Only a rapidly deteriorating impression, as if I’d dreamed something vivid
            but just woke up. The feeling almost immediately disappeared when I woke, but it was so . . . It was like a flash of light,
            only I couldn’t see. Just the feeling, the feeling of light. Not heat. But a flash . . .”
         

         
          

         
            And then the Windows failed—and then

            I could not see to see—

         

          

         The poem “returned” to me from somewhere. The words lit up in my memory as if a switch had been flipped. Feeling brightness, blue buzz. I saw myself lecturing on this poem to a class, to a machine. Synesthesia, the substitution of one sense for another.

         
         To a machine?

         
         “Anything else?” urged Dr. Mali, snapping me out of my confusion.

         
         “You don’t seem impressed.”

         
         “It’s just that . . .” She sighed and rubbed her eyes. “You are our first successful radical nanotherapy clinical test case,
            Yonghun. Designed to last indefinitely but . . . we entered uncharted territory a long time ago. No one has survived the procedure
            for as long as you have.”
         

         
         “‘Here there be dragons,’” I intoned. Another line that came to me from nowhere.

         
         “Precisely.”

         
         We stared at each other. Outside, the trees continued to sway. Murmuring, sighing, or were they screaming?

         
         She seemed tired but she said to me, “Get some rest. Eat something. Regain some of your memories.”

         
         “My memories?”

         
         “Your senses. Your wits. You know what I mean.”

         
         I didn’t.

         
         The police filed their report and closed my case. I was driven home from the hospital under the understanding that I would
            see Dr. Mali again at the institute at the first opportunity.
         

         
         On my way home, I watched the sun set over the ocean on
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