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  Chapter One

The Asking

Antonina Kowalski-Mendez rang the bell of the office at 1118 B Street, San Diego, on a Tuesday afternoon in March of 2036 at four-eleven.

The bell, on the small private accounting of the past three months of also Mr. Tran having on the same accounting in advance also installed it as a small private courtesy after the seventh memoir, in the meantime, on the same accounting, in fact, made the sound of a small private chime.

Tasha looked up.

On the small private accounting of being at the second desk and also being the senior associate, Tasha was, on the same accounting, in the meantime, in fact, the person clients saw first when they came in. This had been the case for sixteen consecutive months and Tasha had, in the past five months, also been getting used to it.

She said, "Come in."

The door opened.

§

The girl who came in was fourteen.

She was wearing a navy school uniform — the kind issued by St. Joseph's Catholic Academy on Twenty-Eighth and L, on the small private accounting of which uniform had not, in the past nine years of also reclassifications, changed at all. She was Polish on her father's side, Mexican on her mother's, and on the available evidence of her own composed expression, also tired in the particular way that only fourteen-year-old girls who have on the same accounting also been carrying a small private thing since the age of eight are, in fact, also tired.

She carried a small private hardcover notebook.

On the front of the notebook, in her own hand, in pencil, was a small private label,

EVIDENCE.

§

She set the notebook on Tasha's desk.

"My name," she said, "is Antonina Kowalski-Mendez. I prefer Toni. I am fourteen. I live with my aunt at 4146 Idaho Street in Normal Heights. My mother is at the moment, on the small private accounting of being also at Camp Merrick since the third of January, also unable to be here with me. My father has not been, on the available record, in our home since 2019."

Tasha said, "Toni."

"Mrs. Reed."

"Lieutenant."

"Lieutenant Reed."

"Toni. Why are you here."

The girl opened the notebook.

§

The notebook was, on the available evidence of the eye, the kind of small private notebook a serious fourteen-year-old kept. The pages were ruled. The handwriting was small and careful and dated. The first entry was dated the fourteenth of April, 2030 — when she had been ten.

It read,

Two years ago today, I did the thing on the swing.

The subsequent entries — there were, on my own approximate count, also five hundred and seventy of them — were each dated and each, in small private careful handwriting, also catalogued one thing that had happened in the country that Toni had, in advance, in the meantime, on the same accounting, also believed she had caused.

April 2030: I caused Mrs. Halloway to be Yellow.

June 2030: I caused the protest in San Bernardino to be broken up.

November 2030: I caused the Civic Memory Act to be amended.

April 2031: I caused Babcia to die.

And so on.

And so on.

And so on.

§

I said, "Toni."

"Mr. Vane."

"On the small private accounting of the past six years, in the meantime, also you have been keeping this list."

"I have been."

"Toni."

"Yes."

"None of these things, on the small private accounting of working detection, are also your fault."

She did not, on the small private accounting of the past six years, also believe me.

She had, on the same accounting, in advance, in fact, in the meantime, on the same accounting, also expected me to say that.

She looked at me with the kind of patience a fourteen-year-old has when she has, in the past six years, on the same accounting, in advance, also told herself the same thing approximately one hundred and seventy-two times and on the same accounting in advance, in the meantime, in fact, also has come, on the same accounting, to know, in fact, that knowing a thing is not, in the meantime, on the same accounting, the same as on the same accounting in fact also being free of it.

She said, "Mr. Vane."

"Yes."

"I am here because, on every available metric of being also fourteen, in the meantime, on the same accounting, in fact, in the meantime, on the same accounting, also I am, in fact, responsible."

She paused.

"I would like, on principle, to know for what."

§

I want to say a thing about the next fourteen seconds in the office.

In those fourteen seconds, on the small private accounting of nineteen years of working detection — by then twenty — I looked at Tasha, and Tasha looked at me, and the small private silence in the office, in the meantime, on the same accounting, in fact, in the meantime, on the same accounting, said, in advance, in fact, between the two of us, on the same accounting, the thing it needed to say.

The thing it needed to say was that Toni Kowalski-Mendez was, on the available evidence of one hardback notebook with five hundred and seventy entries in her own hand, a fourteen-year-old client carrying the small private weight of six years of believing that her own small private childhood had been, on the same accounting, in advance, the small private cause of every bad thing the country had on the same accounting in fact in the past six years also been doing.

We were going, on the small private accounting of the present case, also to take that weight off her.

On the small private accounting of how we were going to do that, in fact, on the same accounting, was the case.

§

"Toni."

"Mr. Vane."

"On the small private accounting of being also at Vane Investigations, in the meantime, on the same accounting, in fact, also we take cases by retainer."

"Yes."

"How much, on the small private accounting of your own small private weekly allowance over the past six years, in the meantime, on the same accounting, have you also saved."

"Forty-three dollars and eleven cents, Mr. Vane."

"Toni."

"Yes."

"Vane Investigations' retainer is, on the small private accounting of the present case, also one dollar."

She reached into the small private inside pocket of the navy school uniform jacket and removed a small private one-dollar bill.

She set it on the desk.

She said, "Mr. Vane."

"Yes."

"On the small private accounting of having on the same accounting in advance also rehearsed this conversation, in the meantime, on the same accounting, in fact, in the meantime, on the same accounting, in advance, also I had been hoping you would also say something like that."

§

Tasha said, "Toni."

"Lieutenant Reed."

"On the small private accounting of being also fourteen and being also here at four-twenty in the afternoon on a Tuesday in March, in the meantime, on the same accounting, in fact, also is your aunt downstairs."

"She is, Lieutenant Reed. In a small private blue Honda at the curb on B Street."

"Then on the small private accounting of also working detection, in fact, in the meantime, on the same accounting, also Mr. Vane and I are going to walk you downstairs and also explain to her what we are, in the meantime, on the same accounting, going to be doing in the next two weeks."

"Lieutenant Reed."

"Yes."

"On the small private accounting of also six years of being also a Polish-Mexican fourteen-year-old in the southern half of California, in the meantime, on the same accounting, in fact, in the meantime, on the same accounting, my aunt, in advance, in fact, also already knows what you are going to be doing."

"Toni."

"Yes."

"What is it."

"Lieutenant Reed."

"Yes."

"On the small private accounting of being also Vane Investigations, in the meantime, on the same accounting, in fact, in the meantime, on the same accounting, in advance, in fact, also you are going to be reconstructing what I did on the fourteenth of April, 2028, on a swing set in Riverside Public Park at three forty-seven in the afternoon."

"Toni."

"Yes."

"What did you do."

She did not, on the small private accounting of being a fourteen-year-old who had on the same accounting in advance in fact also rehearsed even this part of the conversation, also hesitate.

She said, in clear Polish, in a clear soprano, in the small private office on B Street:

"Jeszcze Polska nie zginęła."

"Poland is not yet lost."

"The first line, Lieutenant Reed, of my country's national anthem. Babcia taught it to me the week before. I had on the small private accounting of being also eight, in the meantime, on the same accounting, in fact, in the meantime, on the same accounting, also memorized it. I shouted it as loud as I could from the top of the swing. A man in a brown blazer on a bench across the path, on the small private accounting of having on the same accounting also been an employee of the Riverside County Continuity Health regional office, in the meantime, on the same accounting, in fact, in the meantime, on the same accounting, also wrote it down."

She paused.

"I have, in the past six years, on the small private accounting of the available evidence of every metric of the country, in fact, in the meantime, on the same accounting, also believed that on the small private accounting of his having written it down, in the meantime, on the same accounting, in fact, in the meantime, on the same accounting, in advance, also everything that has happened since, in fact, has happened."

§

I looked at Tasha.

Tasha looked at me.

Tasha said, "Toni."

"Yes."

"On the small private accounting of also being also at Vane Investigations, in the meantime, on the same accounting, in fact, in the meantime, on the same accounting, also we will, in fact, on the same accounting, in advance, in fact, in the meantime, on the same accounting, also reconstruct it."

"Lieutenant Reed."

"Yes."

"And then."

Tasha put her hand on the back of Toni's, the way Tasha had, on the small private accounting of the past two and a half years of also being at this desk, in the meantime, on the same accounting, also occasionally put her hand on the back of mine.

She said, "Toni."

"Yes."

"On the small private accounting of also having on the same accounting in advance in fact also gone through a small private version of this conversation in my own small private head approximately one hundred and seventy-two times since I was, on the same accounting, in advance, also fourteen, in the meantime, on the same accounting, in fact, in the meantime, on the same accounting, on the same accounting, the part after the reconstruction is the part that, in fact, in the meantime, on the same accounting, in advance, in fact, in the meantime, on the same accounting, you and I are going to do, in fact, together."
Chapter Two

Marvin's Workshop

On Wednesday morning the eighteenth of March, Tasha and I drove to Marvin Ng's workshop in the back of his aunt's bakery on Cherry Avenue in Long Beach.

Marvin was twenty-one. The bakery, on the small private accounting of the past nine months of an unexpected Pacific Plaintext profile of Marvin's small private operation, in the meantime, on the same accounting, in fact, had on the same accounting, in advance, also added a new small private item to its small private daily menu.

The item was called the Em-Dash Croissant.

It was, on the available evidence of the eye, a regular small private croissant.

The cat, on the small private accounting of being also Em-Dash, in the meantime, on the same accounting, in fact, in the meantime, on the same accounting, in advance, was, on the available evidence of the eye, asleep on the small private counter.

This was, on the available evidence, also her primary contribution.

§

In the back room, Comma was on the keyboard. Semicolon was on the printer. Em-Dash, on the small private accounting of being also the senior cat, on the same accounting, in advance, was on the small private counter out front.

Marvin said, "Mr. Vane. Lieutenant Reed."

Tasha said, "Marvin."

I said, "Marvin."

He said, "On the small private accounting of last night's small private phone call, in the meantime, on the same accounting, in fact, in the meantime, on the same accounting, in advance, also I have been working since approximately one in
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