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    PARADISE, MONTHLY

A Novel by Christopher Ali-Côté

PROLOGUE — The Corpse Gate

The dead go out at dawn, because dawn is the only hour the outside forgives.

I was on the spine gantry above the Wall that morning, finishing the night's readings, when the gate crew came up the service road with the first body of the day. There is a gantry where the cooling spine crosses the Wall — my gantry, my route, eleven years — and from it you can see the whole ceremony, if ceremony is the word for six Nulls, a stretcher, and a door.

Everything in Eden is a subscription, including this. The crew were Nulls: status lapsed, personhood lapsed with it, men and women the city had finished counting. Carrying the dead out is the only work a Null may hold, because it is the only work no subscriber will do, and because the gate is the only door. They wear grey. They are dosed at the gatehouse — a patch on the neck, heat protectant, standard issue — and they walk the body out through the Corpse Gate, two hundred metres into the dawn, to the drop trench, and they walk back in before the sun is properly up. That is the whole of the law's mercy and the whole of its design: the gate opens outward, for the dead, at dawn, and for no one and nothing else.

I knew the chief by sight. Bram. A big man, careful with the stretcher corners, the way you'd be careful with furniture in a house you used to own. I did not know the young one at the rear left corner. I never learned his name. That is relevant, later, in the way that everything you fail to ask is relevant later.

The gate is not grand, whatever the Heritage films say. It is a slot in the Wall with a door of layered ceramic, and when it cycles, the sound goes through the gantry into your boots. The slot lit. The door ground up. And the dawn came in through the gap like something poured — that is the part I have never been able to say properly to Lena, who has never seen it: outside light is a different substance from ours. Ours is metered. Theirs is weather.

The crew went out in file, stretcher level, unhurried. Two hundred metres. The trench. The body down, with the same care. And then five of them turned back.

The young one at the rear left corner did not turn back.

He did not run. I want the record — there is no record; I am the record — I want it understood that he did not run. Running would have been a statement. He simply continued, at the pace of a man carrying something, except that his hands were empty. He walked past the trench, past the marker stones, into the shimmer where the desert begins to lie about distances, upright, grey against the gold, getting smaller at the speed of an ordinary walk, until the haze took the edges off him and then took the rest.

Nobody shouted. That is the other thing I remember. The crew stood in a line at the trench and watched him go, and the gatehouse watch stood in the slot and watched him go, and I stood on my gantry with my tools in my hand and watched him go, and the only sound was the door's machinery deciding whether to close and deciding, after a while, to close.

Bram's crew came back in without him. Five patches counted out, five patches counted in — no; four. The gatehouse log would write it as it writes everything: a number adjusted downward. By the time the sun was over the Wall, the young man was a Null who had become, in the only way left to him, uncountable. The city would call it a heat death, when it called it anything. He was perhaps twenty-five. The outside at midday would kill him in under an hour, that much of the board is true.

It was not midday. It was dawn.

I finished my readings the way I had done eleven years of mornings, gauge in hand, because a spine tech is licensed to carry a thermometer — one of the few licences in Eden that touches a true number. The gantry gauge is a work instrument. It reads the air the spine breathes, and that morning, out of nothing but the habit of a man who checks, I held it a moment in the gate's draught before the door sealed.

Forty-three degrees.

Below me, on the Standard concourse, the morning board was lighting up for the commuters, tier by tier, the way it does — the Charter's numbers, published with the weather and the exchange rates and the price of a first rain, genuine, pre-sealing.

OUTSIDE: 58°. RISING. THE GATE IS MERCY.

I stood on the gantry with forty-three degrees cooling on the glass of my gauge, and I did the thing I had been trained since childhood to do with a number that disagreed with the board.

I decided I had misread it.

    PART I — STANDARD

CHAPTER 1 — The Plan

I did not tell Lena about the gauge.

I told myself it was because there was nothing to tell. A work instrument, a draught, a misreading before coffee — the explanation was tidy, and tidy explanations are the only kind that fit into a Standard kitchen at six in the morning without taking up room someone else needs. The truth was less tidy. If I said it out loud, forty-three, in our flat, at our table, then Lena would look at me the way she looks at a join that doesn't seal, and she would ask what I intended to do about it, and I had no answer that wasn't a kind of madness. So I kept it where Eden keeps everything it cannot price. I said nothing, and the days went on being ordinary, which in Eden is not a failure of imagination. It is a discipline.

Our flat was on the fourteenth level of a Standard stack in the south quadrant, two rooms and a kitchen nook and a door that locked. I have never been ashamed of how much the door mattered to me. Verde doors lock with a sound like a book closing. Ours clicked, thin and honest. Ash has curtains. I grew up visiting my mother behind a curtain, in rooms where privacy was a courtesy other people extended by looking away, and I understood early that a lock is not a mechanism. It is a statement the city makes about you: this person's hours are his own. When Lena and I first got the flat, the month Ines was conceived, I locked and unlocked that door perhaps a dozen times the first evening, not testing it. Just listening.

The air was twenty-four degrees. It was twenty-four degrees when we woke and twenty-four degrees when we slept and twenty-four degrees in the small hours when Ines padded through in her socks to stand by our bed and announce, with the gravity of a minor official, that she had dreamed of water again. The thermostat on the kitchen wall showed the number in a calm green that the manufacturers had presumably tested on tired people. Twenty-four. I checked it the way other men check their faces in a mirror — without vanity, exactly, but with attention. I am a cooling-spine mechanic. I know what twenty-four costs. I know the spine that carries the cold down from the glass, the pumps, the seals, the rendered tallow smell of the machine levels at shift change, the way the whole city is a held breath. Our cool was not a fact of nature. It was a line item. I paid it and I was proud to pay it, and some mornings, standing barefoot on a floor that did not burn or chill, I felt the plain gratitude of a man whose subscription was a kind of character.

Lena left before I did. Water reclamation ran its doubles in the wet season that wasn't a season — Eden has maintenance seasons instead of weather, announced on the boards with the same authority: FILTRATION SURGE, SOUTH PLANT, STAFFING ADJUSTED — and Lena had taken the early double for eleven straight days. She moved around the kitchen in the blue half-light the stack gives you before the concourse lamps come up, precise and unsentimental, filling her flask, checking Ines's school slate, laying out my lunch tin with the efficiency of a woman packing for a smaller, sadder expedition. Her hair was still wet from the ration shower. Two minutes, lukewarm, plan standard. She smelled of the plant already, faintly, a clean chemical smell that lived in her clothes no matter how often they were washed.

"You look at that thermostat like it owes you money," she said.

"It owes me twenty-four degrees," I said. "It pays daily. It's my most reliable relationship."

"You have simple needs." She kissed the top of my head, because my face was occupied with tea. "That's why I keep you."

She was thirty-three and had been tired for approximately a decade, and it had not made her careless. Lena remembered everything: the due dates of every sub-plan we carried, the name of Ines's teacher's assistant, my mother's clinic number, the birthdays of people she no longer spoke to. In a city that had made memory a currency, Lena was rich in a way that did not show on any board. She kept the family's past the way she kept its water accounts — completely, and without being asked. I loved that in her with a love that had a component of relief in it, and I knew even then that relief is a dangerous component. It lets you leave things in another person's keeping that you should carry yourself.

The tea was plan tea, which is to say it was brown and hot and gestured at a plant that had once grown somewhere. Ines emerged from the small room — her room, the room that had been our storage alcove until she was four and formally required, by a dignity she had invented entirely on her own, a door of her own; it had a curtain, which she treated as a door by force of will — and climbed into her chair and regarded me over the rim of her cup of warm milk like a creditor.

"Papa. For school."

"For school," I agreed.

"We have to do weather."

I should explain that Ines, at eight, had never seen weather. No child in Eden had, below Gold. She had seen the glass sky change its light by programme, dimming and brightening on a schedule set before her birth. She had seen condensation — everyone in Eden has seen condensation; it is the city's one free miracle, beading the cold pipes in the service corridors. She had seen the heritage films, in which rain fell on the founders with a sound the teachers turned up loud, and the class sat in the dark listening to water strike leaves that existed nowhere in their world. But she had never stood in anything falling. Weather, to Ines, was a subject, like the geography of a country that had been abolished. She was good at it. She intended to be excellent at it.

"What weather?" I asked.

"Rain," she said, in the tone of a person naming the obvious candidate. "I have to draw it and write what it does. Everyone else is doing sun." A pause. "Sun is easy. Sun just stands there."

From the mouths of Standard children. "And rain?"

"Rain moves," she said. "Rain goes down and then it's in the ground and then it's up again. Teacher says it's a cycle. Like the spine." She looked at me with the particular hopefulness of a child who has located the family expert. "You know about rain. From Grandpa Matias."

What I knew about rain, I knew exactly the way Ines was learning it: secondhand, from stories, from a man who had stood in it before the sealing. My grandfather Matias had been a wall-builder in the founding generation, a gauge-reader's assistant, and in his old age — he had lived long enough to hold Ines once, in the corridor of the maternity ward, a fact I will come to — he told the weather the way other old men tell wars. Rain, he said, was not like the ration shower. Rain was the sky doing something without permission. It fell on everyone the same, which was the part he always lingered on. On the rich man's roof and the poor man's, he would say, and you could not buy your way out from under it, you could only get wet or go in. I had repeated his rain to Ines all her life, at bedtime, and she had done with it what children do: she had improved it. In Ines's version it rained only when the city was thirsty, and the drops were counted, and nobody minded.

"Grandpa said it makes a noise," she said now, "on the roofs."

"It makes a noise on everything," I said. "On leaves it whispers. On stone it knocks. On water it — " I searched for my grandfather's word and found it, as I always found it, waiting. "It sews. He said rain on a lake sounds like sewing."

Ines considered this with enormous seriousness and wrote on her slate, in her careful school hand: Rain sews the water. She underlined it twice. It would, I knew, be the best line in the class, and it would not be hers or mine, it would be a dead wall-builder's, passed down like the only inheritance our family had ever managed to keep intact, because nobody had yet found a way to charge for it.

Lena, shouldering her bag, paused at the door. "Don't fill her head before the test," she said, but she said it to both of us equally, and she was smiling in the way that meant the warning was for form's sake. "They mark what's in the book, Ines, not what's in Grandpa's lake. In the book, rain is precipitation. Say precipitation in the test and sew at home."

"Precipitation," Ines repeated, obediently, and then, under her breath, with the air of a smuggler: "That sews."

Then the flat emptied in the Standard order — Lena to the plant, Ines to the school two levels down, where the corridors smelled of other people's lunches and the lamps simulated a morning that the glass above us had decided on in committee — and I took the service lift up to the spine.

Work, that day, was work. I record it because the ordinariness was the point, later, when ordinariness became a thing I would have bought back at any price. The spine is the city's cold artery: a vertical river of refrigerant and reclaimed water running the height of the Wall and out along the glass ribs, and my route — section nine, levels twelve through twenty, the Wall crossover gantry — I had walked for eleven years. I knew its sounds the way you know a sleeping person's breathing. That morning there was a seal weeping at a junction on seventeen, a slow green tear of coolant that I dried and reseated and logged; a pump on fifteen running a half-tone flat, which I noted for the night crew; and the gauges, which I read and wrote down in the hand columns and the machine columns both, because reading true numbers was, I had thought until that dawn at the gate, simply my trade. The boards in the concourse below said what they said every day.

OUTSIDE: 58°. RISING FOREVER. THE GATE IS MERCY.

I read the gauges. I wrote what they showed. What they showed was the inside of the spine, which is cooled, and tells you nothing about the desert, and I was aware — all day, under the work, like a stone in a shoe — of not walking out to the gantry at the crossover, though my route took me past its door twice. I had no readings to take there in daylight. That is the exact sentence I used to myself, twice, in my own head, like a man locking a door. I did the rest of my route with a thoroughness my supervisor would mark as exemplary. Fear, in a mechanic, often looks like diligence.

Evenings in the Ferreira flat ran on Lena's second shift and the ledger. The ledger was not a book; books are Verde. It was a household account that lived on the kitchen slate, synced to the plan, and every evening after Ines's bath — two minutes, lukewarm, plan standard — I sat with it while Lena ate standing up before going back out, or, on her nights off, made me read the figures aloud as if hearing them in another voice made them a different household's.

That evening she was on the late double. So the ledger was mine alone, and I did it the way I always did it, in order, with the tea going cold.

STANDARD RESIDENCE, FAMILY — the flat, the air at twenty-four, the water, the door. Due on the first. It was the largest number and the least frightening, because it was the one my wages were built around, the way a wall is built around a door.

FOOD, STANDARD — decent food, which in Eden means protein that had once been alive perhaps one time in three, vegetables from the vats, bread that tasted of the grain it claimed. Due on the first, with the residence, as one animal.

MEDICAL, SELF AND SPOUSE — basic care. Lena's plant insurance offset part of hers. Mine covered the spine's risks, which are chiefly burns, falls, and the slow damage of cold that no one itemises.

MEDICAL, DEPENDENT MINOR — Ines. Standard, at her parents' lower tier, which was mine. Lena had climbed, in her last review, to the border of Verde, and it had changed nothing for Ines, because a child is registered at the lower of her parents, a rule so old the form did not even explain it. It simply had a smaller box. I had been the smaller box for eight years. Lena had never once said it. She said other things — there's the senior mechanic exam, there's always the exam — and I took the exam when it came around, and my theory was a half-grade short, which in Eden is the politest way of saying a door is closed.

EDUCATION, MINOR — the school, the slate, the heritage films about the rain.

And then, in its own line, in the section of the slate reserved for obligations outside the household, in the grey type the plan uses for things it considers already half-lost:

MEDICAL, ASH — FERREIRA, ROSA. SPONSORED.

My mother. Seventy-one years old, in a ward in the Ash tiers where the air is thirty-eight degrees and recycled until it tastes of other people's lungs, and her own lungs were failing at a rate the Ash plan described as within expected parameters, a phrase I had read so often I had stopped hearing it. The family had sponsored her medical sub-plan since my father's death. It was, in fact, the smallest number on the slate. That was the obscenity of it: Ash medical is cheap because Ash medical is minimal — a bunk, a monitor, a nurse shared among forty, oxygen when the plan's algorithm judged it cost-effective. The transfer we were saving toward — a cool ward in Verde, real medicine, air at twenty-one degrees that her lungs could rest in — cost more than I could earn in ten years. Lena and I did not say ten years anymore. We said the transfer, the way you name a distant town, and we put toward it, monthly, an amount so small the projection graph required a special scale to show it at all. The line still rose. Lena insisted on the line rising. "A line that rises is a plan," she said. "A line that doesn't is a wish. We are not wishers in this house."

Margin, that month, after everything: eleven days. That was our unit — not currency, days. Eleven days of Standard in hand if the wages stopped, if the spine threw me off a gantry, if the plant cut Lena's doubles. Eleven days was, for our level, respectable. Neighbours we knew ran at four. I looked at the eleven with the same feeling I gave the thermostat, and I was — I will say it plainly, because plainness is the whole of my defence later — I was content. My mother was alive and sponsored. My daughter was writing that rain sews the water. My wife was at the plant earning the margin that let me call myself a climbing man. The board outside said fifty-eight and rising forever, and inside my flat it was twenty-four degrees, and the door locked.

Ines had left her project slate on the kitchen table. I picked it up while the kettle thought about boiling. She had drawn the rain.

She had drawn it the only way the films allowed: as lines. A page of straight blue lines falling out of a grey scribble of cloud onto a green scribble of ground, each line the same length, each line parallel, the rain arriving in formation, like a crew. Underneath, in her best hand: Rain is precipitation. It falls on everyone the same. It sews the water. You cannot buy it.

I stood in my kitchen, at twenty-four degrees, holding my daughter's drawing of weather she would never feel, and I thought — not about the gauge; I had forbidden the gauge — I thought about my grandfather, dead twelve years, saying on the rich man's roof and the poor man's, and how the line in her project that would lose her marks, the unofficial line, the smuggled line, was the truest thing she owned.

The slate chimed.

It chimed in the household tone, two notes, unhurried — not the plant tone, not the school tone, not the spine's alarm. The monthly statement, arriving on its evening, the way it arrived every month on the twenty-third, complete, reconciled, unarguable. I wiped the drawing aside with a care I can still feel in my fingers. I opened the statement with my thumb.

Residence: as expected. Food: as expected. Medical, self and spouse: as expected. Dependent minor: as expected. Education: as expected.

Medical, Ash. Sponsored. Ferreira, Rosa.

The line had been re-rated.

I read it three times, with a mechanic's discipline, the way you read a gauge that disagrees with you: once for the number, once for the unit, once for the small print that tells you which of them is lying. The number was not lying. Following a plan-wide review of respiratory risk cohorts in recycled-air tiers — the language arrived in full, laminated, considerate — the sponsored Ash medical rate for my mother had been increased, effective immediately, backdated to the first of the month. The increase was not enormous. That was the artistry of it. It was not designed to be refused or protested. It was designed to be absorbed, by families exactly like mine, out of the only soft place in the budget.

I did the arithmetic on the slate, and then I did it on paper, because paper can be checked, and then I did it standing up in the middle of the kitchen because sitting down had begun to feel like agreement.

The margin was not reduced. The margin was gone — consumed entirely, to the day, and the transfer line, Lena's rising line, went flat when I projected it, and then, at the far edge of the projection, in the grey type the plan uses for things it considers already half-lost, it began almost imperceptibly to descend.

From the small room, through the curtain she treated as a door, Ines called out in her sleep — not words; the sound a child makes turning over in a dream of water.

I stood at the slate until the numbers stopped being numbers and became the thing they had always been, waiting for a month when I would finally read them properly. A life, itemised. My mother's breath, re-rated. My daughter's rain, falling in straight blue lines on everyone the same, free of charge, in a city where nothing else was.

Lena's key sounded in the lock — the thin, honest click. I cleared the projection from the screen before the door opened, leaving the ledger as it had been that morning, tidy, ordinary, eleven days wide. I would tell her. I had every intention of telling her. I put the kettle on instead, and listened to my wife come home through twenty-four degrees of air I could no longer afford, and I said nothing yet, because nothing is what I had become, that month, an expert in saying.
CHAPTER 2 — Ash

You go down to Ash in stages, in a lift that has forgotten how to be kind about it, with the heat arriving before the doors do.

Visiting was on Sundays, which in our house meant Lena slept until ten with a wet cloth over her eyes, Ines did her lessons at the kitchen table in a whisper out of respect for the cloth, and I took the long way down through the tiers with a bag on my shoulder. The bag that Sunday held oranges — not real oranges; Standard oranges, vat-grown, more rind than mercy — and a clean shirt of mine that my mother liked to sleep in because, she said, Standard cloth still remembered what cool felt like, and a paper book of crosswords Lena had saved from a plant raffle, half the clues done in Lena's hand and left, she claimed, for Rosa to correct. She likes correcting us, Lena had said from behind the cloth. It's her exercise. Take her something to correct.

I did not take the statement. The statement was three days old by then, and I had told Lena — on the second night, standing in the kitchen doorway with my courage arranged like tools on a bench, I had told her. I want that on whatever record this is. I had told her the rate had risen and the margin was gone, and she had listened the way she listens to a leak report, completely and without interrupting, and then she had said, Then we find it somewhere else, and opened the slate and begun, that same night, to go through our life line by line looking for somewhere else, with a calm that frightened me more than the number had. We had found, between us, two lunches a week and the heritage channel's premium tier, which Ines mourned for exactly one evening. We had not found the whole amount. There was a remainder, small and monthly and patient, that sat in the new ledger like a fourth person at the table, and neither of us had yet said the word transfer in its presence. On Sunday I went down to Ash to sit with my mother in thirty-eight degrees and not tell her either. It seems I had a talent developing. Eden should have charged me for it.

The descent has a geography every child learns and no board prints. Standard gives way first in the smell — the clean, faintly chemical air thins, and a warmth comes into the corridors that is not yet heat, only the rumour of it, the city's held breath starting to go stale. Then the lights change: fewer, yellower, on longer timers. Then the doors stop. Verde has doors that lock like books closing; Standard has doors that click; Ash has curtains, and frames for doors that were in the original drawings, my grandfather used to say, before the drawings learned economics. At the tier boundary a clerk scanned my plan and my sponsorship both, because a visit to Ash is not a right that attaches to being a son. It attaches to a plan in good standing. Ferreira, the clerk said, reading. Visiting Ferreira. She said it without irony, the way everyone in Eden says such things, as if the language were innocent. Ward six. Bunk row C. She's had a good morning.

A good morning, in the Ash wards, is a technical term. It means the oxygen algorithm had been generous, the night nurse had not had to choose, and nobody in the row had died in a way that required the screens.

The ward was one long room that had been, in some earlier decade's optimism, perhaps four rooms. Forty bunks, by my count, though I had counted them so many times across the years that the counting was a kind of prayer I did with my eyes. Curtains on rails divided what the eye was meant to divide and nothing else; sound went where it liked, and smell went with it — disinfectant laid over hot cloth, over pipe-water, over the sweet, exhausted smell of people breathing air that had already been breathed by everyone they knew. The air was thirty-eight degrees. I want to be precise about that, because thirty-eight sounds, on a board, like a summer in my grandfather's stories. In a story, thirty-eight is a day at a lake. In ward six it was a wet hand laid over the mouth that never quite lifted. The air came down from vents that ticked as they worked, and it came used — warmed by the machinery, warmed by the levels above, filtered to a standard the plan called adequate and the lungs called something else. My shirt was wet between the shoulders before I reached row C. My mother's neighbours watched me pass the way Ash watches everyone from Standard: without hostility, with the mild, appraising interest of people pricing a coat.

Rosa Ferreira was sitting up.

That, too, was a statement. In ward six you learned to read posture the way spine techs read gauges. Sitting up meant the lungs had allowed it, the oxygen line — a thin tube, plan issue, that ran to her nose from the rail above the bunk — had enough slack in the algorithm that morning, and my mother had decided, as she decided most things, that the day would proceed on her terms or not at all. She was seventy-one, and the heat and the years had reduced her to the essential architecture: cheekbones, knuckles, eyes. Her hair, which she kept defiantly long, was braided by one of the other women in a plait that fell over one shoulder like a girl's. She was doing Lena's crosswords. She had a pencil. Where she had got a pencil in ward six I never asked; pencils, in Ash, had the status of jewellery.

"You've lost weight," she said, by way of greeting.

"I haven't, Ma."

"Then Standard's shrinking you. Sit down before you faint and they bill me for the excitement." She moved her legs — slowly, with a management of the oxygen line that was pure stagecraft, a woman arranging her skirts — and made room on the bunk that was, by the terms of her plan, her entire address: bunk, locker the size of a bread tin, curtain. I sat. The mattress gave off the day's stored heat through the sheet like a held grudge. "Oranges," she said, inspecting the bag. "You spoil me. Next week bring a yacht."

"I'll put it on the plan."

"Put it under medical. Everything's medical if you argue in a confident tone." She took an orange and turned it in her hands with real pleasure, holding it to her cheek for a second — vat fruit is cool for exactly that long, out of the bag — and I watched my mother enjoy a thing in a way that permitted no comment. Rosa had a rule, older than my marriage, older than Ines, older perhaps than the curtain: You may visit, you may bring oranges, you may hold my hand if your hands are clean. You may not grieve at me. Grief is a luxury tier, Jonah. I can't afford the visitors it attracts. She did not say the rule anymore. She enforced it the way the ward enforced the lights — by routine so complete it felt like nature.

"How are the lessons?" she asked. "Tell me Ines. Tell me the plant. Tell me Lena first because if I ask wrong, I'll hear about it in the next life, and I intend to arrive there with a clean record."

So I told her. Lena's doubles, the filtration surge, the wet cloth over the eyes on Sundays and the crosswords saved for correction — at which Rosa snorted and held up the book, open, showing me a page where Lena had answered a five-letter word for a body of water, Grandpa's word with L-A-K-E-S in confident capitals, one letter too many, on purpose, I suddenly understood, Lena leaving an error the way you leave a lamp on for someone coming home late. "She does it to feed me," Rosa said. "Your wife feeds everyone in this family in a different currency. Have you noticed?" I said I had noticed. "Good. Men who notice things last longer." She told me, in return, the ward's week, which she delivered as comedy, because Rosa delivered everything as comedy that was not improved by being delivered as anything else: the new nurse who believed the oxygen readings more than the patients and was being educated; the man in row A who had traded three nights of dessert for a haircut and considered it, correctly, the trade of the season; the woman in the next bunk — Dora, seventy-four, a former vent-washer with hands like rope — who had appointed herself the ward's memory, since she forgot nothing, and kept an oral ledger of who owed whom a song, a favour, a forgiven insult.

"Dora," Rosa called, sideways, through the curtain, "my son. The one from the cold."

A hand — the rope hands — patted the curtain twice, which in ward six was applause, introduction, and privacy all at once. "The mechanic," Dora's voice said. "He has your father's mouth and your nonsense about the weather."

"Everyone in this family has my nonsense about the weather," Rosa said. "It was your father-in-law's before it was mine," she added, to me. "Matias stood in rain. After that, a man is ruined for indoors. He used to say—"

"I know what he used to say. I say it to Ines. She's doing rain at school. She wrote that rain sews the water."

Rosa closed her eyes. The oxygen made its small, regular sound, a machine being patient on her behalf. "Out of the mouths," she said. "He'd have paid money to hear that, Jonah. Real money, not—" She stopped herself, and coughed, and the coughing took its time, the way it always took its time now, a negotiation conducted in a language of tearing paper, while I sat with my hand useless in my lap — you do not hold a woman through coughing who has forbidden you to grieve at her; you wait, as she has taught you, as a form of respect so specific it is almost a skill — and Dora's hand came through the curtain gap without a word and held Rosa's wrist until it passed, counting the pulse out of habit, and withdrew.

"There," Rosa said at last, with distaste, as if the cough had been a visitor who'd overstayed. "My lungs send their regards. They learned their manners in a building your grandfather helped seal, and they've been going downhill with the neighbourhood ever since." She breathed. "Now. The transfer," she said.

I felt my face do something I had not authorised.

"Don't look like a boy caught reading the slate at night," she said, not unkindly. "Lena wrote it in a crossword, Jonah. Not in words. Three clues about cool air and a hospital with trees. Your wife cannot help telling the truth, she can only choose the container. Verde ward. Real doctors. Twenty-one degrees." She said the number the way Ines said rain. "You are both very stupid, and very good, and I am very tired of being the most expensive person I know."

"We're not discussing stopping," I said.

"Of course we're not. We're discussing me." She folded her hands over the crossword book with a deliberation that meant the comedy portion of the visit had concluded. "Listen to your mother, who is, whatever the screens say, still on the list of persons. I have lived seventy-one years. Fifty of them I have lived hot. I watched your grandfather lay sealant on a wall to keep a desert out, and I have lived long enough to watch the desert move indoors and start charging rent, so do not sit in my heat with your twenty-four-degree face and tell me what my life is worth on the slate. If the numbers say no, Jonah, the numbers say no. I have been poor in more interesting ways than this. I will not have my grandson—" She caught it, and corrected it, because Rosa's accuracy was a point of honour even when it cost her the sentence. "My granddaughter. I will not have Ines grow up in a house where her grandmother is a hole the money falls into. There are worse things than this ward."

"Name one," I said.

"Being pitied by the help," she said immediately. "I've seen the nurses do it to row A. It takes them a full second longer to answer the call light, because they have to put their pity on first, like gloves. I time them." She leaned back against the raised head of the bunk, and some of the essential architecture softened, briefly, into tiredness, before she reassembled it. "I am not a hole the money falls into," she said, more quietly. "I am a woman in a hot room who is loved at considerable expense, which is a different thing, and I know the difference even if the plan doesn't. Now peel me that orange. Your grandfather claimed citrus could fix anything short of a bad marriage and a sealed city. I intend to test the theory comprehensively."

I peeled the orange. The smell went out into the ward's used air like a small, bright rumour, and heads turned in the bunks along the row, not with envy — Rosa shared, always, the segments going down the row hand to hand with the ceremony of communion — but with the alertness of people for whom a smell not on the plan was an event. I gave her the first segment. She ate it slowly, with her eyes closed, like a woman at a tasting in a Gold salon in one of the heritage films, and I understood that she was doing it on purpose, performing luxury in a bunk in Ash, refusing, with every evidence of enjoyment, to let the tier set the terms of her mouth.

Beyond the curtains, the ward proceeded. That is the sentence I have for it, and I have turned it over for a long time looking for a better one. The ward proceeded. A nurse — one of the good ones, a broad, unhurried Ash woman named Pell, who had been on ward six longer than some of the building systems — moved along the rows with the midday board on her slate, calling the checks, touching wrists, adjusting lines. Twice, while I visited, she paused at a bunk where the curtain was drawn in the daytime, which is not done, and stood a moment with her head bowed in a posture that had nothing official in it at all, and moved on. I did not ask. In Ash you do not ask, in front of the visited, about the curtains drawn in the daytime. I knew anyway. Everyone who has ever sat in ward six knows, the way you know the weather in a country you've never visited.

The deaths came at night. That was the pattern so regular it had become meteorology: the heat of the day stored in the bunk frames, in the walls, in the bodies themselves; the recycled air at its stalest in the small hours; the oxygen algorithm doing its economics while the ward slept. A monitor would sigh, and then another sound, which was no sound — a gap in the ward's breathing where a breath had been. In the morning there would be a bunk stripped to its frame, a curtain taken away entirely for a day, a name removed from the board in the unhurried grey type, and the board's word for all of it, printed on the ward summary that visitors could read if they chose, was cardiac event. Cardiac event was Ash's whole vocabulary of dying. Men and women who had breathed used air for fifty years died, nightly, of cardiac events, and the phrase lay over the ward like the curtain over a bunk: a courtesy extended by language, behind which everyone was politely not looking. Three that week, Rosa had told me in the comedy portion, as audience numbers. The ward is down three since Tuesday, she had said. Dora is taking bets on which of us is the favourite to ruin her autumn. Step around it. That is what the phrase meant. You stepped around the stripped bunk, you stepped around the word, you peeled the orange.

"You're quiet," Rosa said. "You're doing arithmetic. I can hear you doing arithmetic from here; it sounds like your father counting his change to annoy a shopkeeper."

"I'm not doing arithmetic."

"Then you're doing guilt, which is arithmetic with worse numbers." She took my hand — her hand was hot and dry as paper left in sun, and it closed around mine with an authority that had nothing to do with strength — and she said, "Tell Ines her grandmother says the sewing line is correct and the teacher is a fool if she marks it wrong, and I will write to the school. I'm excellent at letters. Dying women get stationery privileges nobody argues with. It's the one Gold feature of this tier."

"You're not—"

"Jonah." She said my name the way she had said it across forty years of doorways. "Peel the other orange for Dora, take your bag, and go home to your wife before the late shift. You've visited beautifully. It is the only thing I intend to let you be good at in this building."

Visiting ended at four, with a tone on the ward speakers like a kind voice asking a favour. Pell came down row C with her slate, doing the departure checks — visitors logged out, patients logged in, oxygen, lines, the small print of survival — and she paused at Rosa's bunk and turned the slate, out of the ordinary, toward me. Not toward Rosa. Toward the sponsor. It was a thing the ward did sometimes, Pell said, when a care file had been updated between visits; the family sponsor was asked to confirm he'd seen the file current. I took the slate. It was warm from her hand. Rosa's file was a tidy, colourless thing: name, age, tier, bunk, respiratory indices in their columns, the oxygen plan, the sponsorship in my name, the re-rated rate — I saw it, and my eye flinched off it the way a hand flinches off a hot rail, and I kept reading, because a mechanic reads the whole panel, especially the parts he does not want to see.

At the foot of the file, under the clinical lines, in a field I had never seen populated in all the years I had been confirming my mother's file — a field I had, in fact, never seen at all — there was a flag, in the plan's amber, the colour it reserves for things that are not yet emergencies and are no longer routine.

It said: PRE-NULL REVIEW.

I read it twice. Pell watched me read it, with a professional face that told me, more clearly than the flag did, that she had turned the slate toward me on purpose, and that she could not — under her plan, under the ward's rules, under anything she could afford — say one word more about it than the turning had already said.

Behind me, on the bunk, my mother was laughing at something Dora had said through the curtain, in thirty-eight degrees, with her orange on her tongue, a person, still, in every way the word had ever meant.

The flag did not say when. It did not have to. A review, in Eden, is not a question. It is a date that has not yet been told to you.
CHAPTER 3 — The Price of Cool

The transfer office was not in Ash and not in Verde. It was in the seam between them, which is where Eden puts anything it does not want either tier to have to look at for long.

I went straight from shift. My boots still held the cold of the spine levels. In the gantry tunnels your breath shows. By the time I crossed the concourse it did not, and by the time I reached the transfer office door the sweat had started at the back of my neck, in the ordinary Standard way, and dried almost at once in the office air.

The office air was better than ours. I noticed it the way you notice a step you did not know was there. Not Verde air — I have been in a Verde ward twice in my life, once for a spine call and once when Ines was small and her breathing went wrong for a night — but a grade above the flat, above the ward corridor in Ash where Rosa slept. Cool that did not argue with you. Cool that reached the back of the throat clean.

A woman at the intake desk took my name and my mother's name and did not ask me to sit down until the system found us both.

"Ferreira, Rosa," she said. "Ash medical, bed fourteen. Ferreira, Jonah, Standard, next of kin and plan guarantor."

"Yes."

"And you are here for a tier-transfer assessment."

"For a medical transfer," I said. "To a cool ward."

She nodded as if I had confirmed the same thing in a more hopeful language, and gave me a number printed on thin stock. The number was cool, too, from the machine.

I waited forty minutes. The waiting room had twelve chairs bolted in two rows, a water point that was not a fountain — fountains are Verde and above — but a spigot with a cup chained beside it, and a board on the wall that cycled through information in the patient order Eden uses for anything involving money. First the weather that was not weather. OUTSIDE: 58°. RISING FOREVER. Then the ward occupancy figures. Then the Exchange close from the day before, listed without comment, as if it were weather too, which in a sense it was: a dull year, stable. A childhood summer, up slightly. A first rain, genuine, pre-sealing, price on application.

A man two chairs down held a folder like mine on his knees and kept opening and closing it. An older woman slept upright with her mouth open, breathing in the good air while she could. Nobody in that room was there because things were going well.

When my number lit, I went through a door that sighed shut behind me, and the air stepped down another degree.

The clerk was a man in his fifties with a clerk's careful hands and a face that had learned not to arrange itself into pity. Pity would have slowed the work. He had a nameplate: T. HALDEN. He had my mother's file open before I sat down, and mine beside it in a thinner window, the way a guarantor's file always runs beside the patient's, two panes of light, the second one dimmer.

"Mr. Ferreira," he said. "Thank you for coming in promptly. The flag makes promptness useful."

"The flag."

"PRE-NULL REVIEW," he said, not unkindly. "It was placed on your mother's Ash medical plan at re-rating. I expect the ward showed you."

"They showed me the words on the screen," I said. "Nobody showed me what they mean."

He turned his hands over once, a small gesture, as if to say the meaning was the part he could provide.

"It means the plan is being reviewed for sustainability," he said. "Ash medical is a paid tier. Your mother has held it continuously for eleven years, which is to her credit and yours — the guarantor payments are current, I can see that. But her care level has risen. Lungs, principally. Night oxygen. Monitoring. The cost of keeping her has moved above what the Ash rate was priced to carry, so the plan is re-rated, and where re-rating cannot close the gap, review follows. Review asks a plain question: can this person be carried at this tier, by this family, at this cost, for the likely remainder of need. If the answer is no, the plan lapses."

"And if it lapses."

"Then the person is transferred to non-plan care for a grace interval, thirty days at present, while family arrangements are made. After the interval, without a plan in place —"

He did not finish. He did not have to. We both knew the word that lived below Ash, the way you know the word for the room below a room even when nobody says it in an office with good air.

Null.

I said, "She would not survive the grace interval. Not in Ash air. Not without the oxygen."

"The review takes clinical evidence into account," he said. "It does not set it aside. But evidence alone does not change the arithmetic, Mr. Ferreira. That is why families come to this office. To change the arithmetic before the review closes. You have come about the Verde cool ward at St. Brigid's annex. Is that right?"

"Yes. The ward doctor in Ash said a cool ward would do more than the oxygen. He said her lungs are working against the heat every hour. He said at twenty-two degrees, with filtered air, she might —" I stopped. The doctor had not said might live. He had said might rest. There is a difference, and both of us in that office knew physicians choose their verbs the way poor families choose their purchases, carefully, and for what they will have to carry home.

"He said she would be more comfortable," I said.

"St. Brigid's annex is a good ward," Halden said. "Twenty-two degrees constant. Filtered to Verde standard. Four beds to a room, doors that lock — the families value that, though of course for your mother it would be the air and the care ratio that matter. One nurse to six beds, against one to nineteen in Ash. Real medicine, not Ash protocol medicine. I do not say that to sell it. I say it because if we are going to talk about the price, you should know what the price buys."

"I know what it buys," I said. "Tell me the price."

He brought the figures up with the unhurried competence of a man who had brought the same figures up that morning, and would again after I left, for the man with the folder, for the sleeping woman, for everyone whose arithmetic had stopped closing.

The transfer itself was the smallest part. An assessment fee. A transport fee — Ash to Verde is not far on a map of Eden, but a tier crossing for a bed patient is a sealed vehicle, a nurse escort, a customs of paperwork at the ward boundary. Then the deposit, two months in advance, because Verde wards do not admit on promise. Then the monthly rate.

He read the monthly rate aloud, quietly, and then, because I had not spoken, he turned the screen a fraction toward me so I could read it myself. Clerks do that when the number is large enough that a man may think he has misheard, and need to misread it privately first, and then understand that he has not.

It was more than I earned in a month. It was more, by a margin that had its own cruelty in it, than Lena and I earned together in a month, she on double shifts at water reclamation, I on the spine with night differentials. It was a number that did not belong to the same world as our plan ledger at home, the ruled book Lena kept in the drawer under the cutlery, where the margin had lived until the re-rating took it. In the ledger we counted in tens. On his screen we were being counted in thousands.

"That is the monthly rate," Halden said. "Held for the first year. Reviewed annually, as all Verde rates are."

"And if she lives longer than a year," I said.

"Then the second year is priced at the second year's rate."

I did the arithmetic because doing arithmetic was the only thing in that room that felt like work I knew how to do. A year at that rate. Two years. The deposit returned in neither case, because deposits on a patient who dies in a ward are applied against final care, and on a patient who lives are applied against the next quarter. I multiplied my own wage, gross, before plan deductions for the flat, for our own Standard medical, for Ines's registration, for food credit, and I let the multiplication run forward past the point where it stopped being a plan and became a biography. Ten years of my wages. More than ten years. Every shift, every night differential, every hour I had spent with cold in my boots for eleven years and would spend for eleven more, laid end to end, did not reach across the desk to where my mother was breathing in Ash at thirty-eight degrees through a tube that gurgled when the ward air moved.

"There must be families who pay this," I said.

"There are."

"In cash."

"Some," he said. "Verde families moving a parent across within Verde — a different scale. Gold families, of course, rarely use St. Brigid's; they have their own provision. For families coming up from Standard, or from Ash with a Standard guarantor, the cash route is uncommon. Most use a structured plan."

"Structured."

"A payment plan," he said. "We are not a lender in the old sense — Eden has no old sense left — but the transfer authority can schedule the cost across time, with the usual conditions." He brought up a second screen. "We can spread the deposit across the first quarter. We can schedule the monthly rate a month in arrears for the first six months. Interest is applied at the standard carrying rate — you will know it, it is printed on your own plan documents, two per cent monthly on overdue balances. And for families who cannot carry the full monthly in cash, there is the denominated option."

"Denominated."

"In memories," he said, as simply as he had said the word oxygen.

The office air moved across the back of my neck. Somewhere beyond the door a number lit for somebody else and chimed, very softly.

"The Exchange maintains a settlement arrangement with the transfer authority," Halden said. "It is old. Bureau-legacy machinery, licensed at the founding — the same settlement rails the plans themselves run on. A family may assign memory value against a transfer balance, in whole or in part. The Exchange assesses, the authority credits the assessment against the account, and the schedule closes. Many families find it cleaner than cash. Cash has to be earned forward, month by month, and a patient may not have the months. Memory value is already earned. It is, if you will forgive the expression, the only savings most Standard families actually hold."

"I have no savings in memories," I said. "I have never sold."

"No," he said. "Selling is not required beforehand. The assessment is of what you hold, not of what you have banked. The Exchange values the inventory, so to speak, and a sale is arranged only for the portion assigned. The facts remain with you, Mr. Ferreira. That is the point families most often misunderstand. You would retain everything you know. Your mother's name. Your daughter's birth date. The layout of this office. What is transferred is the living of it — the feeling, the first-person reliving. The buyer receives that. You receive the credit. The knowledge stays."

He said it the way the ward doctor had chosen his verb. Carefully. Rest.

"And after," I said, "if I went to the ward — if my daughter —"

"If you visited your mother, you would know her," he said at once. "Nothing in the settlement touches recognition. If you assigned, say, a year — a dull year prices reliably, there is always demand for honest background years, salon buyers use them as a base for tastings — you would know the year had happened. You would have its facts in order. You would not be able to live inside it again. Some clients describe it as a room in their own house they can no longer enter, though they keep the plan of it. Others say they notice less than they feared. We hear both."

A dull year, for a month of Standard. I knew the board prices the way every child of Eden knows them, the way you know the price of anything you have sworn you will never buy and have therefore priced exactly, in the night, more than once. A dull year, a month. A childhood summer, a year of Verde — a year of my mother at twenty-two degrees, behind a door that locked, with a nurse for every six beds. The figures seated themselves beside each other without my permission. That is what figures do when a clerk has laid them out in the right order. That is his trade, as the spine is mine.

"Who would take a year of mine?" I said. "I fix cooling plant. I have fixed cooling plant since I was twenty-four. My dull years are very dull."

"That is what dull means," Halden said, and smiled for the first time, a real smile, brief and professional and not unkind. "Luxury years are volatile — a buyer's market one season, unsellable the next. Dull years are the currency that does not move. A spine mechanic's year, a reclamation tech's year — forgive me, I speak generally — these are considered exceptionally sound. Real work. Real weather in the tunnels. A man who carries a licence. You would be surprised how much of Eden a salon buyer has never seen, and will pay to stand inside for an evening."

"Lena would not —" I said, and stopped, because I had not come to discuss my wife with the transfer authority, and because the sentence had no ending I was prepared to hear in that air.

"Spouses are not assigned," Halden said smoothly. "A guarantor assigns only from his own inventory. Your wife's past is her own. Your mother's, at her age and in her condition, is not assessable — age and illness cloud the living quality, and the Exchange will not take a seller who cannot fully consent and fully understand the transfer. That protection is absolute. I mention it because families sometimes imagine an elderly parent might wish to —" he chose his word "— contribute. She cannot. The inventory the authority can accept is yours."

Of course it was. I sat with that. Rosa had sold memories once, in her youth, on the black market, before the Exchange rails were the only rails — she had told me that once, years ago, in the way she told certain things, once, completely, and never again. She had never said which ones. She had said only that a woman in the building years was paid in more currencies than money and that memory storage was one of them, that my grandfather Matias had been paid partly that way too, for the Wall. A family archive with holes in it, in which the holes themselves were the wages. And now the family account had come round again to the same counter, with better lighting.

"There is also the question of time," Halden said. "I should be plain. The review on your mother's plan will close in twenty-six days. If a transfer is in motion by then — deposit scheduled, assessment complete — the review is paused. The authority holds the bed in Ash at the current rate until the move. If nothing is in motion, the review proceeds on its own arithmetic, and from what I see here, Mr. Ferreira, I would not be honest if I let you leave believing the arithmetic is kind."

"Twenty-six days."

"To begin. Not to complete. Eden is merciful, in its paperwork, about beginnings."

He let the silence do its office work for a moment. Then he printed, without my asking, the St. Brigid's schedule: deposit, monthly rate, carrying rate, the denominated option described in a single line of print so small and so ordinary it might have been about the water. ASSIGNMENT OF MEMORY VALUE ACCEPTED IN SETTLEMENT, EXCHANGE RATES AT ASSESSMENT. He slid it across the desk. The paper was cool. Everything that comes out of a machine in a Verde-facing office is cool; it is the first luxury you are given free, so that your hand learns what your money is for.

"I will talk to my wife," I said.

"Of course."

"We have a ledger," I said, and heard how small it sounded. "We had a margin."

"Most families who sit in that chair have had a margin," Halden said. "The re-ratings this year have been — broad. You are not behind other families, Mr. Ferreira. I want you to hear that from someone who sees the files. You are exactly where the city has put a great many careful people."

It was kindly meant. I understood that it was kindly meant, and that kindness in that office was also a kind of instrument, calibrated like anything else. I stood. He stood. The door sighed.

It was then, as I was folding the schedule into the folder they had given me — my name on it, my mother's name under mine in smaller print, as if even on the cover she were already being carried at a reduced rate — that he said it, in the tone of a man completing a checklist while my attention was still in the room.

"Ah — one thing that may help you plan, Mr. Ferreira. Since your inventory is already assessed, the figures I have given you can be made exact at any time. No waiting for an appointment at the Exchange itself."

I stopped folding.

"Already assessed."

"Your file carries an Exchange valuation," he said, and glanced at the thinner window, the guarantor's pane, as if checking a figure he had read a hundred times in other men's files and would read again that day before his shift ended. "It was attached at your last plan renewal, I believe. Standard practice now for guarantors on a flagged file — the authority requests it so that families can be given complete options." He read, without emphasis, without apology, in the voice of a man reading a temperature off a board. "Current assessed value on your primary inventory, at today's rates: dull years at par, two childhood summers at the higher band — the assessor has noted a pre-sealing family line, wall-builder grandfather, which raises the band — and one premium item." He looked up. "The premium item is listed without a price. Price on application, it says. Those are always the ones that settle a balance like your mother's in a single assignment, if a family chooses that route."

The folder was still half-folded in my hands.

"I never asked to be assessed," I said.

"No," Halden said, gently, as if I had pointed out that it was hot outside. "You would not have needed to ask."
CHAPTER 4 — What Rain Is

Ines asked about rain on a Thursday, at the table, with her school slate open and her dinner cooling in the way dinner does in our flat at the end of the month, when the plan's cold allowance runs thinner in the evenings and everything, food and rooms and people, sits a degree or two nearer to warm.

The cooler read twenty-four, as Standard promises. By the window seal it was twenty-six and by the stove nearer twenty-eight, and we all lived, without discussing it, in the geography of those differences. Ines sat in the good chair without knowing it was the good chair. We had arranged our lives so that she would not know.

"What is rain, actually?" she said.

She did not look up at first. She was copying a lesson in her careful school hand, the letters large, the slate propped against the water jug. The jug was three-quarters full. Lena counted the jug the way other people count money, and so did I, and so, I suspect, did Ines, though we had never taught her to.

"Actually as opposed to what?" I said.

"As opposed to the word," she said. "Teacher wrote it on the board. She said before the sealing, water fell from the sky. She said it like everybody already knows. Then she said it is not on the test and we went back to fractions."

Lena was at the sink with her back to us, rinsing the pot. She had come in an hour before with the smell of reclamation on her clothes — mineral, faintly green, the smell of water that has been made to forget it was ever waste — and had not yet changed, because changing costs time and she spends time the way she spends everything, after counting it twice. She did not turn around.

"Your teacher should stick to fractions," she said. "Fractions you'll use."

"I know what it is a little," Ines said, to me, choosing her audience. "It's like the showers. Only outside. And bigger."

I should have left it there, with the showers, which are metered and which she knows. Instead I did what I have done since she was small enough to be carried asleep from that same table: I answered her properly, as if a proper answer were a thing a father can always afford.

"No," I said. "Not like the showers. Come here and I'll tell you how your great-grandfather told it."

Matias had been dead six years. Ines knew him only from the few paper photographs we still hold — a wall-builder, forearms like cable, standing before a section of the Wall still showing its scaffolding, the sky above it an ordinary, unbearable blue — and she knew his voice only through mine. That is the Ferreira archive: whatever has survived has survived by being told, at tables like this one. My mother held his stories and gave them to me. I held them and gave them to Ines. It is the only inheritance we have ever owned outright.

"He stood in it," I said. "Before the Wall. When he was younger than I am now, younger than Mama. He said rain was not one weather. He said that was the first thing people here get wrong, when they try to imagine it. Rain was a hundred weathers with one name."

Ines had put her slate down. She has a way of listening with her whole face that she will lose, I suppose, the way we all do, and that I would pay — I thought it even then, in the flat, with the transfer office schedule still folded in my work folder by the door — that I would pay almost anything not to lose sooner than I have to.

"Tell the hundred," she said.

"Not a hundred. He said it felt like a hundred. There was rain that came straight down, hard, like it was angry at the roof. There was rain that came sideways when the wind took it, and then the walls got wet, not just the ground. Think of that. Walls wet on the outside, all by themselves, nobody paid for it."

"The street too?"

"The street first. He said the street changed colour. Dry ground is one colour, and then the first rain hits it and it goes dark in patches, spot by spot, like the ground is being written on. And the smell comes up."

"What smell?"

This was the part he had always made us wait for, Matias, in the corridor of memory where I keep him, and I gave it to her in his order, because the order was his and I was only the carrier that evening, only the voice doing an older voice's work.

"Hot ground, cooling all at once," I said. "Dust, and stone, and the heat coming out of the stone as the water took it. He said you could smell rain before it arrived, if the wind was right. You could stand in a doorway, dry, and smell the wet coming across the fields toward you. Someone else's rain was travelling to you. You could smell a distance."

Ines considered this with the seriousness she brings to anything involving fairness.

"Who did the rain belong to?" she said.

"Nobody."

"Then who turned it on?"

"Nobody turned it on. It fell. That is the whole strangeness of it, love. It fell on everybody in the street at the same time. Rich people's roofs and poor people's roofs — there were rich and poor then, but the rain didn't know. It fell on the fields so the food would grow. It fell in the night and you could hear it on the roof in your sleep, and my grandfather said when he was a boy he used to lie awake just to listen to it, because it was the sound of the world doing something for free, loudly, all around the house, and not asking if you had a plan."

"Did it hurt?" she said.

"Sometimes
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