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    Epigraph

I’ll go anywhere to leave you but come with me.

All the cities are like you anyway.

—BRENDA SHAUGHNESSY, “DRIFT”
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I’M GAME,” SHE SAID. “I’M IN.”

She pushed her sunglasses up onto the top of her head. The super-bendy photochromic lenses were constructed out of something called NXT, which had been invented by the army. Designed for battle, this pair was also great for trail running, deflecting slingshotting branches from scratching her eyes out, and mitigating the rapid-fire one-two shock of shadow and blazing sunshine during high-intensity sprints in the woods. Now she was using the sunnies as a headband; they pulled the escaping wet wisps of her ponytail off her forehead and behind her ears. Still, she rewrapped and twisted the whole sweaty, tangled, mess up into a bun so it was high off her neck, and sat the glasses on top again, too. A little plastic crown.

“What do you want to know?” he said. He was tapping on his smartphone. His feet, in Adidas flip-flops, were tapping along with his fingers.

“When I was your age, I wanted to eat the world,” she said. “Love, heartbreak, I wanted to feel it all.”

He didn’t look up. Why should he? He wasn’t a feelings kind of guy. He was forever young, at least at that moment, so this was boring and he wasn’t listening anyway. She sounded like someone’s Aunt Sadie; she wouldn’t listen to herself. “Then for a long time, I didn’t want to feel any of it. But now I am at a point.”

They were meeting on campus. Tresidder Union. She’d insisted. She didn’t want to have this conversation at the office. It was 11:00 a.m., on a Saturday, spring quarter, most of the coders probably had already stumbled their way out of the dining halls and onto their bikes and then off their bikes and into work. Sometimes some of them didn’t even bother returning to the dorms on Friday nights, they slept in the office on the couches, arm wrestling over the hammock, the beanbag chairs.

She pulled her shorts down farther on her legs. The flesh of her thighs was sticking to the metal lattice of her seat and she could feel it puffing like Play-Doh through the grille. The morning was growing warm. Good thing she’d already finished her workout. They sat outside on the deck of the student union at a round white table with three red wiry chairs surrounding it, leaving one empty; now he was using it as a footrest. These oddly floral configurations dotted the cement terrace in a utilitarian, but somewhat attractive manner. Very Marimekko. Most of the seats were already occupied, the sun was bright and the air was dry. Kids on their computers, their iPhones. Profs on their computers, their iPhones. Some older guys, nerdy in bike helmets, with short-sleeved button-down shirts and even pocket protectors, were reading actual newspapers. At the base of the steps, a young Korean mother was sharing her muffin with her toddler twin girls. So cute, they each wore matching hickory striped overalls, and pigtails, although the one in the red T-shirt had one plait that went north and the other south, like a cockeyed weather vane.

She remembered those days—there never was enough muffin to go around, there was never much left over for her. She was thinner then.

They’d met at the Starbucks inside. “First Starbucks on any campus anywhere,” he’d bragged for the ninety thousandth time while they stood in line. As if she didn’t already know this, everyone who lived in the area knew this, she’d been living here far longer than he had. He ordered; she paid. He was drinking a Teavana Shaken Iced Passion TangoTM Tea Lemonade. She had a Clover-brewed coffee; those were invented by a bunch of caffeine-craving graduates. Product-design majors, she figured. Single-cup coffeemakers. They cost a zillion dollars. She had hers with milk. Her husband called that “Regular, no sugar,” which in some way was how she might describe herself. Regular, no sugar.

When the Clover machines were introduced at the first campus Starbucks on any campus anywhere a few years earlier, well, you would have thought those boys actually found God.

“What does the TM stand for?” she wondered out loud. “Transcendental Meditation?”

“Trademark,” he said.

“You said you had all this info on me,” she said.

“I said, ‘the Cloud has all this info on you.’ But it doesn’t matter; it’s out there. We have it. It has it. Everyone has it. But I know how to use it.”

“To find out,” she said.

“To make money,” he said. “I need to know if you’ll care enough for your eyeballs to get sticky.”

“So how do we begin?” she said. “You said, ‘infinite chances, infinite universes.’ How do you tease the important stuff out?”

He nodded. For the first time that morning, he looked, well, serious. Less spectrumy and more engaged. Like he didn’t live on planet Pluto, but right there where she lived, like he lived somewhere on Earth beside her.

“I’ll take care of the algorithms,” he said. “You take care of the questions.”

She sighed. This was the easy part. She thought about it almost every day. She’d had a therapist once who said the best thing for her to do was to sweep the obsessive thoughts away. For the past twenty-three years, she had been sweeping.

“What would have happened if she’d lived?”

He looked at her Petite Vanilla Bean Scone. He’d already eaten his Ham & Cheese Savory Foldover. She guessed he was still hungry. She pushed her pastry toward him. He took a bite. Then, with food in his mouth, a chalky paste, he said, “That’s all?”

“There are no other questions,” she said.

There were crumbs on his chin and a whitish spume in the corners of his lips. As if he were foaming at the mouth! She swallowed the urge to pantomime dabbing her own mouth with a napkin or just reaching out and dabbing his. But she wasn’t his mother.

“Oh, you’ll have more,” he said.

Which was true. More questions were soon to follow.





    Part One

IT WAS A COOL BLUE morning. Later, at dawn, which was coming too fast—Amy wasn’t ready yet to face the day—sunlight would layer the sky into swaths of paler blues, grays, pinks. But not now. Now the whole world, or at least her ludicrously perfect patch of it, was encased in a clear inky gel, an atmospheric snow globe, seemingly flawless. Amy had just been awakened by a tactile hallucination, sensing her phone vibrating minutes before the alarm actually was set to go off. She’d grabbed it from her nightstand, saving Dan that juddering hand-buzzery sound—a gag that came daily, like Uncle God’s worn-out prank. These days, her nights comprised marathon hours of lacy sleep, in and out of dreams so wild and disturbing, the interruption by her own inner alarm clock could be viewed less as a textbook case of conditioning—Pavlov’s wake-up call—and more accurately as an act of self-preservation.

She moved Dan’s open laptop carefully off his belly, closed it, and set it down onto the cream-colored cut-pile carpeting on her side of the bed. Dan must have fallen asleep while updating his LinkedIn file. Back in the day, when he first started out in newspapers (ha-ha), he often conked out while writing on yellow legal pads, and Amy had had to pry the pens out of his hand. The attic still held several ink-stained coverlets documenting that period. Time capsules. So last century.

Quietly, she slipped on a pair of running tights and exited their bedroom. If she tiptoed down the stairs and kept Squidward, their psychotic Vizsla, from barking, if she put on the sneakers she’d left to air outside the back door, she could hit the ground running. She’d circle around the faculty ghetto, following the campus blue lights like bread crumbs, then up into the hills. She’d head for the Dish, an old radio telescope that probably sort of functioned, sitting close to the top of one of the highest local gradients. If she was in luck as she ran, she’d see the fog lift and the light of day do the lifting. On a clear morning, the view was all the way to San Francisco.

Amy didn’t have time to do the whole seven-mile loop today. Thing One and Thing Two, as they referred to the little boys—they were idents—had to be hauled out of bed by six thirty if any of the stuff that needed to happen before they went to school was to occur: the corralling of homework, clothes, tooth brushing, deodorizing poor little Theo (Thing Two), who on top of the rest of his issues appeared to be showing signs of way-early puberty, while Miles, his exact replica, had not a solitary hair where it counted, nor a single one of Theo’s hurdles. Amy poked a nose in their room before shutting the door carefully: no signs of life in the trundle beds, same mop of carroty curls exploding like a burst of fireworks on each pillow—always a surprise. Both she and Dan had dark hair, although recently Dan’s was shot through with silver, as though he’d stuck his finger in a light socket and it had been electrified. (She supposed in a way, he had.) Then she moved down the hall to check on Jack.

In her oldest boy’s room, Lily was the only one up, still lounging in bed, her loose blond ponytail fanned out seraphically against her flowered pillowcase, blue eyes so bright they startled, black mascara melting prettily beneath her lashes, daisy-eyed. Jack’s girlfriend. She and Amy waved to each other via Skype, Jack’s laptop permanently open on his desk, angled toward his bottom bunk. Lily lived in Texas now, although she was a constant presence in Amy’s household—she’d moved two years ago, two weeks after the kids began dating—and slept under a fluffy pink duvet, surrounded by stuffed animals, a photo of a calla lily framed above her bed. It was a Mapplethorpe; Jack had found the print online; he had it sent to Lily for her sixteenth birthday. Their whole relationship, it seemed, was conducted over devices, although apparently not all of it.

Amy gently covered up her sleeping son’s bare chest with his quilt out of some weird sense of propriety, even though she knew Lily had seen it all before. They’d had sex. Cindy, Lily’s mother, had told Amy as much in an email after Lily had visited last summer. God knows what the kids did together over the Internet.

Now Amy posed her phone’s clock in front of Jack’s webcam. It was two hours later in Texas and she didn’t want Lily to be late for school. For this, she was rewarded with a sweet smile.

Downstairs, Squidward was sleeping in his crate in the kitchen. Amy dug his chow out in fistfuls so he wouldn’t hear the kibble hit the metallic bowl. Asleep, the animal was magnificent, a deep glossy auburn; as he doggy-snored, his muscled belly shimmered like sunset on a lake she’d never seen—maybe in Maine or Vermont? Gently she unbolted the crate and shoved the tin bowl inside. He opened a wild eye—he had two settings, it seemed, on and off—and then began to scarf down his breakfast. Quickly, she refilled his water bowl, set it down, and then unlocked her back door. Still blue outside. She could smell the eucalyptus. She pulled yesterday’s socks out of her sneakers, which were a little wet with dew, sat down on her back step, and put them on. In five, four, three, two, one, Squidward dashed out past her, jet-propelled and ready for his morning run. They paid a Stanford track star to take him out for an hour at midday. It was a delicate matter right now, keeping the kid on payroll: Dan was around; they needed to think about money. But the last thing she wanted was to further rock his confidence.

She obediently fell into step behind Squidward, and they turned left, running toward the elementary school. She would escort the twins there later that morning. Empty, with its retro playground—slides and tire swings and little habit-trails—no one could guess the tortures that awaited poor Theo inside.

Amy had a lone real friend at work, the CFO, Naresh; his wife, a venture capitalist, was one of their angel investors. Naresh and Nancy put their kids in the local Waldorf School, which was vehemently anti-tech; perhaps without the distraction of computers and video games Theo could learn to read there, too, though Naresh said even in the fifth grade the kids spent all day knitting and digging for worms in the dirt. Thirty-something grand a year to live like a sharecropper’s child in Appalachia. Dan would have a seizure.

A half-mile in and Amy caught her stride, clearing away the cobwebs in her hips and knees as they became oiled by synovial fluid, and then the onset of that weird divine heat that spread across her sacrum like Tiger Balm. It was one of those subtle bodily shifts that signaled the difference from starting a run to running (the way falling in love that first time had transformed the impatience of waiting-for-life-to-begin into the exhilaration of actually living), her breath even and deep. Soon she would enter a different plane. No more monkey mind.

Amy hadn’t started running with any seriousness until the twins were thrown out of preschool. (Theo had hit another kid in the head with a piece of iron pipe that was part of a construction “work.” “Iron pipe? In a classroom of two-year-olds?” Amy had asked. “What is this, West Side Story?” Apparently not. Montessori.) So during the premorning hours while Dan still slept, Amy had begun, like now, sometimes wearing a headlamp, to navigate the darkness, before the babies woke. While running she could pretend she was unencumbered again, working her way up the corporate ladder with discipline and drive, eager to get a head start at her desk, blowing through a bunch of calories now so she could go crazy later, on the free bar snacks at happy hour.

Or if it had been a rough night—Theo was a somnambulist, one time he’d sleepwalked into Jack’s room, pulled down his pull-up, and peed on the older boy as he’d been innocently dreaming in his bed; and with all the caterwauling that ensued, Amy was surprised none of the neighbors had called the police—she’d take a postbreakfast run, pretending to be a smug little Earth Mother now while she ran, her hair in braids, wearing tie-dyed capris, pushing the twins around the Palo Alto high school track in a double-baby jogger, each munching beneficently on a rice cake smeared with cashew butter. If they napped after a couple of miles, she’d park the jogger by the football dugout and tackle the stadium steps while they slept, fantasizing about joining an ashram in India as she ran up up up into the sky. Midday Amy switched roles in her mind’s backstage: she might transform into a French au pair, outsourcing the boys to a children’s museum art class or the library story hour and ignore them, hanging out in the back of the room, listening to Youssoupha and Daft Punk on her iPhone. In the afternoons, more often than not, she’d turn into a mixologist when it was five o’clock absolutely anywhere, finding the time to fix herself a fancy cocktail, when there were days where there wasn’t even time to shower it seemed, but still she was able to muddle mint and slice cucumbers on a mandolin, blasting music, the Things safely eating Cheerios off the ground in the rubber room she’d constructed out of gym mats on the floors and the walls in the dining area.

She’d confessed all this to Dan after she’d gone back to work, while taking a large frozen organic pizza out of the microwave, Jack’s postdinner snack, and Dan had said, his long arms snaking around her middle, his lips pressed against her neck: “If you’d only told me earlier, we could have brought the au pair with us into the bedroom.” He could be funny, Dan. But not that time.

Running made everything better. It was a vacation from her life. What lengthy list of crap could she not think about for the next hour? It was what sex did—now only birthday and anniversary weekends away, or when the kids were at sleepovers at some other hapless mother’s house—filling her with liquid light. The skin on her arms prickled beneath the morning chill, and also the fascia on her right shin. The body was so fantastically surprising sometimes. Stretch a hamstring while lying on her back and feel the music shoot up and out of her spine and through her cranium. Craziness. The furnace of her sacrum was working its hot magic now.

Then she saw him. At the school.

Fuck no, thought Amy.

In shorts, Tevas, and a hoodie—such pretension, he’d have to lose the hoodie; a yesteryear cliché—he was sitting on a swing. Waiting for her.

“Amy,” said Donny.

Under the playground lights, he looked just like her old roommate from college, Lauren—except for the hairy legs—wiry and short, blond, a ferrety handsomeish face, which made sense because he was Lauren’s son. When he’d come to Stanford three years before, to be nice Amy had invited him over for a welcome brunch and to do laundry, although the machines in the dorm were newer than hers—Donny pointed this out—and Energy Star–qualified. Plus, he sent his out to a campus Fluff and Fold. Now he was her boss.

“What are you doing up?” said Amy, jogging in place, uselessly, her heart rate already coming down. Usually Donny trailed in a good couple of hours after her at work. Donny was a sleep camel, often up all night, drinking Mountain Dew Kickstart and writing code, being smart, acting dumb—catching up sometimes with eighteen-hour naps on the weekends. Once in a while he stayed awake to actually do his schoolwork.

“I stalked you via Find My Friends,” said Donny. “I thought I could use the exercise.”

He stood and started pumping his knees, his feet slopping in the Tevas. Hard to tell if he was joking or not.

Squidward was nowhere in sight.

“The dog,” said Amy, weakly.

“He’ll boomerang,” said Donny. “I think maybe I’m thirsty.” Apparently this was a self-revelation. “You could buy me some green juice or a Philtered Soul.”

She looked at her phone. 5:23 a.m. Philz Coffee wasn’t open. Nothing was open.

“Or we could have breakfast at home,” said Donny.

The first three months of the start-up they’d worked out of Donny’s room in the “Entrepreneurs’ Dorm,” but that hadn’t lasted long. Thank God, really, because it smelled like a dorm room, and there was always pee on the toilet seat, just like in the twins’ bathroom at her house. (Except for Tuesdays. Tuesdays the suite lavatories were cleaned by Facilities, and Amy could actually sit down.) Since the Things were officially school-aged (another argument for public school—they couldn’t be expelled), Amy had gone back to work part-time. In the beginning, she had been commuting three days a week up to the City at her real part-time job, working in PR/crisis management, hoping for employment at Google, where she fantasized about dropping off the dry cleaning on campus, eating in a cafeteria, putting in endless hours, never seeing her family. But some dreams weren’t meant to be. So, when the start-up moved into an office, she’d stayed on the Peninsula to work full-time with them.

Donny and his roommate, Adnan, had been pivoting around several ideas at once when they came up with Invisible E-nk. With Invisible E-nk, emails and texts were timed to disappear after they were read straight through once and therefore the messages were both unsaveable and unforwardable, even with a screenshot. Now it was possible to have cybersex without a career-ending trail! No potential sex offender status when flirting with your underage crush! Invisible E-nk had raised enough seed money for the office off California Avenue. But, of course, there was Snapchat. So, the stakes were higher, and/or it was all really fucking stupid. The E-nkers could beat Snapchat at the same game with their superior coding and bespoke blah-blah or give up and try another option. “We are exploring all the possibilities,” Adnan told the film studies students who were trailing him for a senior thesis documentary project.

One thing Amy learned in her brief tenure at a start-up was that failure was endemic to the enterprise; the businesses that succeeded in the Valley were bouncy and regenerative. “Investors like to see you roll with the punches,” wise-man Adnan said before the cameras. When he’d uttered that phrase, he had done a long soft aikido roll to illustrate the point. (Naturally he was a black belt.) “As long as the computer science is good—and these kids are the best”—Adnan pointed to Kenneth Cheng, seventeen, their youngest employee, still in braces, playing Candy Crush on his cell phone—“and the ideas keep coming, one of the objectives is bound to be a hit and stick.”

Hit and stick: like a wide-shouldered, small-hipped, broad-chested puberty-delayed female Russian gymnast doing a triple vault over a horse, or the ramen noodles Donny twirled and tossed up to the linoleum tiles on the ceiling when he was bored—his only hobby.

i.e., as the E-nkers called themselves, was located on a side street, in the back of a small suite, on the second floor, up a flight of outdoor stairs. (Make Actual Memories was another moniker they’d toyed with, but it sounded too much like “Ma’am,” the least sexy word in the English language; Amy had put her foot down. And for a while, Donny had been partial to “As If (IRL),” in real life, which as logos go was far too noisy. Some cute but artsy girl in Donny’s “Failure and the American Writer” class had lent him a Raymond Carver book he’d never read, but it gave him a taste for longish titles. Amy had been surprised to hear that he’d even bothered to take a lit course, but he was looking for ideas, Donny said. He had the technology. He thought maybe some writers somewhere could supply him with conceptual objectives for what to do with it.)

It took Amy forever to realize that it was the sitar music that wafted up the staircase from the yoga studio on the ground floor that made her so often crave Indian food at lunch. Some of the student programmers she worked with took class midday as a stress dump, and when they returned, the middle-school stink in the office intensified. Very few techies appeared to use adequate toxic-chemical deodorant; no one—not Amy, not her running buddies from the comp sci department—seemed to know exactly why, writ in the cool bible of High Domes, it was Tom’s Natural Deodorant or nada.

The company office was in a very good location. For Amy, walkable. She lived over in College Terrace, once a modest community of young faculty and grad student housing, now the home of $2.5 million teardowns and people like Amy and Dan, who were still holding on by their fingernails. Theirs was a two-story vanilla box on Cornell Street, Dan’s alma mater, parallel to Columbia, ironically Amy’s first choice back in the day, though she’d never gotten off the waitlist. She’d stayed in state, and gone to Cal. The i.e. office was just across the main thoroughfare, El Camino, and off California Avenue with its casual restaurants and coffee houses and Geek Fitness store. Fleeces and sweats and fuzzy boots, Asian street food, veggie burgers, and guacamole. “What’s not to like?” said Dan. But Donny, an Eeyore and a classicist, had wanted a garage.

Even this morning’s stroll was a borrowed Steve Jobsian tic—go for a walk with a coworker or competitor, coax what you want out of him. Donny was an avid student of tech stardom. Oh, he’d just pretended he stalked Amy for free breakfast and some family time, but sure as the sun doth shine he was picking her brain for something. Lauren had warned Amy when Donny had first hired her: “He always has an ulterior motive, even if he himself doesn’t know yet what it is.” He’d inhaled the Isaacson biography as a kid. Donny and Adnan had each seen the film The Social Network at least a dozen times on Netflix when they were still in middle school. Ironically, the movie, which Dan, the over-the-hill, out-of-work editor-of-content, had interpreted as a cautionary tale about loneliness and assholicism, had become a generational call to arms. It was what the Watergate film All the President’s Men had meant to Dan, when some teacher screened it in sixth grade, and set into motion his life’s course.

After interrupting Amy’s run, and then eating the last of the twins’ Puffins with rice milk at her breakfast bar, Donny checked his Twitter feed patiently as he waited for her while she scrambled: getting the Things up and dressed, cajoling Dan into walking them to school, breaking Jack’s directive—“Don’t talk, Mom, text”—by bellowing at him to get the lead out! Squidward arrived panting at the back door just as she and Donny finally were leaving the house, a dead rat in his open, salivating mouth. A love gift. Today’s first. But the frightened dog took off again when Amy lost it and shrieked at him.

After the rat grave was dug—Amy dug it, in the side yard by the manzanitas, while Donny drank the remains of Jack’s peanut butter/honey/yogurt/banana smoothie, “a sandwich in a glass,” Jack liked to say—Amy and Donny walked to work. Already, she was pretty much exhausted. A couple of blocks down El Camino, Donny picked a persimmon off a tree, and Amy almost scolded, but so much low-hanging fruit lay rotting wasted in the yard and on the sidewalk, she figured it would be hard to call this stealing. More like an act of salvation. As Dan would say, “a mitzvah.” Better Donny slurped the deep orange pudding away from the satiny skin and stained his T-shirt than let the persimmon continue growing solely to molder away in organic compost.

Even after hoovering all that breakfast food, Donny was still hungry. When he’d spat out the seeds—three long, smooth metallic hard hearts, lifted, it seemed, straight out of the rib cage of a Giacometti—he asked if she remembered his grandma. “A sweet woman,” Amy murmured. At the end, Lauren’s mother’s hair had been so white it appeared blue; it glowed eerily in the casket like a nimbus cloud, but Amy left that detail out.

After crossing over to California Avenue, they stopped at Printer’s Ink, once a bookstore/café; now only the lattes survived. Amy wasn’t ready to brave the rock ’n’ roll depths of Philz Coffee, and Donny hadn’t even whined about it. Instead, he thumbed quietly through a copy of The Daily while she paid. She handed him his soy mochaccino and he looked up from his paper. His hazel eyes were round. Usually they were hooded, like a lizard’s.

“The problem with out here is that someone is already working on anything you can imagine,” he said, “so to fucking break stuff we need to stay ahead of the unimaginable all the time.”

He sighed loudly. He was one world-weary kid.

Amy patted his shoulder. She wanted to slug him. She felt sorry for him and he annoyed her, both. The Donny Paradox. It was a tie at times, between him and her darling impossible-to-mother little Theo, as to who might be the bigger chore.

* * *

“Must save Blossom,” muttered Theo, “must save Blossom.” It was lunch recess at Escondido Elementary School, he and his best friend, Blossom Hernandez, were in the thick of a freeze tag game, and she was frozen and he was King of the Playground—although he was a sovereign without an army, with Blossom cruelly held prisoner in need of rescue in the schoolyard, and his twin brother, Miles, trading Magic cards by the picnic tables, and therefore useless to him.

Theo looked over at Miles, steadily working Thomas Hannahan, one Nike’d foot up on a redwood stump, cards laid bare across a table. He was not “twinning”; Miles almost never twinned, never felt Theo’s ache in his own ear when it was time for antibiotics but Theo was too oddly numb to notice until his eardrum burst and the goo dripped out; Miles was never startled awake at night when Theo was lost in the time-warping labyrinth of one of his hideous dreams and in dire need of someone to rouse him; and right now Miles didn’t sense how much Theo wanted Miles by his side, to prevail in freeze tag, sure, but also to calm him down. Instead Miles coolly continued to do his own thing, always at home in the home of himself, immune to the heat rays Theo sent from his identical brown eyes.

Theo also played Magic: The Gathering, and frequently he and Miles played together; Miles liked winning, which he did often; what Theo liked was that the game had so much awesome replayability. With skill and imagination, the very same cards could produce totally different outcomes, which Theo thought was cool.

If Miles was on Theo’s team in freeze tag and not at the picnic table, he would be King of the Playground, because Miles could run faster, and could jump far and leap and stuff—he could make his body do what he wanted, plus most kids liked him, or were scared of him in the way kids are scared of kids other kids like. Theo’s power was that he could go from zero to ten in a nanosecond, and also he didn’t mind bodily harm; he kind of craved being thrown in the dirt with a thousand second-graders piling up on top of him. He liked to wrestle and he liked to be pounded.

Blossom needed rescuing and rescuing Blossom was Theo’s pleasure—he heard his mom say that whenever Blossom came over. “It’s my pleasure to have her here,” his mom said over and over to Blossom’s mom, whose name was Begonia, like the plant, and she let him call her that, not Mrs. Hernandez, the way his mom had introduced her. Begonia had said, “Call me Begonia, sweetheart. Blossom is my little flower, so I named her after me,” when Begonia came to pick her up that first time. As soon as his mom said having Blossom in the house was her pleasure, Theo could tell his mom really meant it, because (a) Blossom was a girl and Mom only had boys, and (b) Blossom was his mom’s kind of kid, full of heart, Mom said, just like Theo.

“Theo!” screamed Blossom. “Help!!!!!” Her reddish-brown curls flew around so much they seemed more mane than hair, and he couldn’t see her eyes or cheeks, just her little flat nose sometimes, sort of. She was frozen in the worst spot to be frozen in, inside a tire swing, Maximus, that jerkass bully, spinning her cruelly in one direction. Maximus sometimes played Magic: the Gathering, too, and even liked to call himself Greven il-Vec, the Gathering wizard. “I will flay the skin from your flesh and the flesh from your bones and scrape your bones dry. And still you will not have suffered enough,” Maximus screamed, quoting Greven’s flavor text on the Oracle Hatred’s card. Then he cackled maniacally as the chain untwisted rapidly in the other direction, spinning poor Blossom now like a top magic UFO gyroscope, the kind with music and LED lights.

“I’m gonna throw up! Theo, help!”

Blossom’s shrieks hurt his ears. He could feel them like pointy needles inside his teeth and at the bottom of his feet, so he wanted to run screaming to the other side of the schoolyard, but he knew Blossom, and she threw up a lot. Begonia always sent her with two plastic bags to throw up in when they went on class trips on the school bus, one for the way there and one for the way back. Those were the only times Theo didn’t want to be near her. They liked all the same things, baseball and trains and running games, and neither of them could read, but his fear of the stench of her potential throw-up kept him sitting up ahead in the bus with his brother as a buddy. That was a good thing about Miles; he knew Theo needed the wind on his face to settle down, so he always let him have the open window. He knew it from experience, not twinning. If the bus window wouldn’t open, Miles would agreeably slap Theo’s cheeks for him until he could sit still.

Maximus was a bully, big for his age, with black hair and blue eyes, he was “Silicon Valley royalty,” Theo heard his mom whisper to his dad once. Maximus liked to torture Blossom; he made fun of her red hair and red skin. He called Theo Ronald, for Ronald McDonald, on account of his hair, only who cared? But he called Blossom Tomato and Tomatillo, even though everyone knew tomatillos were green, on account of hers. That made her so mad, sometimes she would chase him all over the playground and then end up with a time-out.

Maximus loved getting under Blossom’s skin and driving her crazy, he teased her mercilessly over the fact that she couldn’t read. In class during “Drop Everything And Read” Ms. Hiraga would go around the circle and have each kid tackle a small section from The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, although she recited the bulk of it herself out loud.

That very morning, she’d asked Blossom to read from the page: “‘Well, sir, if things are real, they’re there all the time.’ ‘Are they?’ said the Professor; and Peter did not quite know what to say.”

Blossom got as far as the word things and said: “Tings.”

“See this letter, Blossom?” Ms. Hiraga pointed to the letter T up on the whiteboard, using her patient voice, and Blossom nodded. “The letter T can have a hard sound, like tah,” she said, “like in toy or treat or turtle.”

Blossom smiled because who didn’t like toys or treats or turtles? And who didn’t like Ms. Hiraga, who was so very beautiful and taught so sweetly?

Then Ms. Hiraga added the letter H to the T and said, “But if you add an H to a T the sound gets softer, thuh, like in theater or throw or thought. So, can you try and sound out this word one more time?” And she pointed to the word thing again.

Blossom smiled too wide and her eyes got shiny and then she’d said, “Tah hing?”

Ms. Hiraga shook her head softly, and said: “It’s thing, Blossom. We can work on the sound some more together later.” She called on someone else to continue.

“Retard,” said Maximus in a whisper, so Ms. Hiraga couldn’t hear. He liked it when Blossom or Theo couldn’t find the answer. And he liked the way Begonia said good-bye to Blossom every morning, while blowing her kisses, “Adios, Mami.”

“You got kids already, Mami?” he said every day like it was a new and funny joke.

Maximus was a big fucker, and Blossom’s head was now drooping, like her neck was a wilting stalk and all those red curls were falling petals, which meant the throw-up was coming, so Theo charged at him ninety-five miles an hour. Theo’s head went straight into Maximus’s pelvis, and that’s how Maximus ended up in the Urgent Care center and his mother threatened to sue at first, and Theo himself saw stars. Maximus’s pelvis might even have given Theo’s head a concussion. It definitely had knocked the wind out of him. Eventually Mrs. Maximus—that’s what his dad called her—calmed down over the phone when the doctors pronounced everything fine at Urgent Care, and Theo ended up on a bench outside the principal’s office, and Theo’s dad ended up behind the door inside.

“Sometimes I don’t know how to be your dad,” Theo’s dad said as they held hands walking home together, subsequent to Theo being suspended for the rest of the day. But when they were in the hallway, after Theo and the principal, Ms. Zhang, had talked and then Dad and Ms. Zhang had talked, when Ms. Zhang’s office door had opened and both adults had stepped outside to talk with Theo again, Dad had said: “Ms. Zhang and I both agree you’ve had enough excitement for one day. We’re going to go home now, Theo,” which sounded like something someone who knew how to be a dad might say. It was confusing.

Ms. Zhang had said, “Remember what we spoke about in my office, Theo, you need to stop and breathe when your engine overheats like that.” She held up a paper STOP sign she had conveniently taken out of her office with her when she was walking his dad out. “Take this home with you and practice with your father. When he holds up the sign I want you to take deep belly breaths and count to ten. The deep belly breaths will cool down your engine. If it is too hard to stand still while you’re breathing, I want you to jump ten times, with great big juicy knee bends, can you do that?”

Theo nodded. He took a great big jump and landed in a great big juicy knee bend.

“Good, Theo,” she said, but she was looking at Theo’s dad when she said this.

Theo was crying at this point. He didn’t mean to hurt Maximus, just dominate and obliterate him. He hadn’t wanted to send him to the hospital or anything; he never even thought that far.

“I know you didn’t mean to hurt Maximus,” said Ms. Zhang, “but if you run into anyone full steam you will hurt them. You know that, right, Theo?”

Theo just stared at her. Did he know it or not? Sometimes he felt pain and sometimes he didn’t.

“Theo,” said Dad.

He looked at Dad then, what did he want?

“Tell Ms. Zhang you know not to run full steam into other people.”

“I know,” said Theo.

“Okay then,” Ms. Zhang said. “Because you also could have really hurt yourself, Theo.”

She spoke to his dad again like Theo was and wasn’t there. “I’m going to arrange for more O.T. for Theo, to help him keep regulated. I’m also going to consult with our learning specialist . . . Maybe lunch recess is too stimulating for him.”

She’d turned her gaze to Theo. She was a petite woman with short black shiny hair and she wore tightly buttoned suits with pants or skirts that made her seem even smaller, and she wasn’t that much taller than he was, so their eyes sort of kind of met: “Your dad and I were talking and we might arrange for some quiet time for you, Theo, instead. Library or a lunch club.”

Theo was a lunch recess kid, not a lunch club kid. What did quiet time mean for a kid like Theo?

“Check in with your wife and let me know if next Thursday works,” said Ms. Zhang. She pressed a pink sticky note into Dad’s hand. “Maximus’s home number. Julie and Chris Powell. Perhaps Theo can make an apology himself.”

His dad had nodded. Then he’d started to say something. Then he’d stopped.

Ms. Zhang raised an eyebrow.

“That kid has been bullying my son and his friend all year,” Dad said, running a hand through his thick gray hair. “You’d think in this community . . . With the losses that we’ve had . . . Everyone talks about the pressure on the high school students. And rightly so. Because we’re in the middle of an epidemic . . . But what about the pressure on these little kids? You know, when does that kind of self-esteem problem start? I know Theo. He was looking out for Blossom.”

“Ramming his head into Max’s pelvis didn’t help Blossom, Mr. Messinger,” said Ms. Zhang in a principal’s voice. And then more quietly, “Are you suggesting that you are worried about self-harm? I don’t see that myself, but we could arrange for Theo to talk with someone.”

“No,” said Dad. “Absolutely not. I just think it’s unhealthy for him to be treated this way.”

“As long as you’re not concerned.”

“I’m not,” said Dad.

Ms. Zhang nodded her head. “Okay then. Right now we’re discussing how Theo treated Maximus. I assure you I will be speaking with Maximus’s parents later about how Maximus treats Theo.”

His dad was tall and handsome, and usually people didn’t speak to him that way, even lately, when he bent over more, and his tummy curved out. But though Ms. Zhang was kind, she also meant business. (Theo was mind-quoting his mother, that’s what she often said.)

“Theo had several other choices, including the best one, speaking with a lunch recess monitor.”

Even Theo knew it was time to go home then. They said their good-byes politely, and he and his dad walked out of the building and into the yard and then down the back path and out of the school gate in front of SCRA, the faculty and staff sports club where the Stanford kids who lived on campus got to swim after school and he and Miles did not.

Jack had had swim team meets there before he joined the water polo team at Paly. Theo and Miles had gone sometimes with their mom to cheer Jack on. Jack didn’t want them to come, now that he was in high school, but sometimes he let Mom just so she could video the meet for Lily. Dad had usually been at work. Now he mostly stayed at home. It was funny, like now, when Dad was the one to show up. He’d not been the one before.

“I wish you could teach me how to be your father,” Dad said again as they crossed the parking lot and headed for Stanford Avenue. They were only a few blocks away from home.

Theo was quiet. He didn’t know that dads needed teaching to be dads. He pressed his cheek against his dad’s hand as they walked and his dad reached over and ruffled Theo’s hair with his other hand, the one with the gold ring and the watch his mom had bought his dad a long time ago, when he turned forty.

* * *

After they’d finally arrived at i.e., Donny spent all his time in the back office he shared with Adnan, pretty much ignoring Amy, as usual. It was hard to figure out what he’d wanted from her that morning, something was percolating, or maybe he just missed his mommy . . . And Amy was the next best thing. Who knew, who cared? Amy needed energy to start this next round of her day. Out front, in the open workspace, where she sat, she had her own desk. “Age before beauty,” she’d said when she’d claimed it, and nobody had laughed or told her what a rocking body she had for her age, even though in her own humble opinion she still looked pretty good. Didn’t they know she needed to hear it?

Naresh had his own desk, too, and he was twirling endlessly in his ergonomic chair as he talked on the phone, like he was on the autism spectrum—although Amy didn’t think he was. Maybe it was a sensory-integration issue with Naresh. Theo had those; when he was small they’d had to brush him all over his body with a little soft corn silk brush in order to calm him down. There were probably a ton of sensory issues in their office—hence the massage chair in the corner, the extra earbuds in the supply closet, and the stacks of chewing gum in the pantry.

Around one o’clock burritos wrapped in foil were tossed like fat silver zeppelins between the couches. At two o’clock, Twizzlers were eaten. Someone made an Izzy’s Bagels run at four; Donny always ordered the same thing, a chocolate chip bagel with jalapeño cream cheese, and he never barfed. He had bragged about this at their last party (which just meant staying later at work than usual on a Friday, with beer), and then again today.

“I’ve never barfed in my whole life,” bragged Donny, chomping on his bagel.

Adnan hooted. He said, “And I’ve never farted.”

Donny just returned to his office.

“Tell us another one, Don-Key,” Adnan called after him. Then Adnan went mountain biking.

Some of the staff, sick of coding, searched out the likelihood of Donny’s nonbarfing online and then unsatisfied, still arguing his veracity, posted the debate on Quora.

Donny and Adnan’s private office lay behind a one-way mirror: a joke from all the years when psychologists had observed Donny as a little kid. Esmeralda Sanchez—a rarity on staff, a female and a freshman—pretended to stick her finger down her throat and made gagging motions while staring at her own reflection, seemingly forgetting that Donny could be monitoring her every move.

Amy herself had slipped up often enough, glimpsing the back hem of her skirt to see if the Scotch tape still held or fluffing her hair in the glass, forgetting he was back there. The man behind the curtain.

The beauty of Invisible E-nk was that it was conceptually iterative and flexible. In production terms, it lent itself to elegance—they were using Pylon and Comet for the back end and Ubuntu Linux for its operating system. Amazon Elastic Compute Cloud would host the servers—this was all vintage Naresh. And unlike Snapchat, it truly left no Internet shadow. The coders were working simultaneously on Invisible Pix and now, Inaudible Voicemail, both of which would exist solely as mobile apps but could be easily adapted to AirPods and neural lace when the technology became available, “because computers are so ten years ago,” Adnan drawled, “and phones are fucking clunky,” making fun of himself and nearly everyone else on the planet.

All these services needed government clearance and tracking ability without raising privacy issues—so they outsourced legal.

Most of Amy’s day was spent planting items in the Valley blogs, refining ideas for a company website (which proved difficult because the general concept was so constantly fluctuating, but necessary still if she were ever going to create intrinsic SEO). She also was attempting to drum up some dead-tree interest in the business sections of the remaining papers. She hounded the folks at Help a Reporter Out and Techcrunch.com, fingers crossed, hoping to enter the company into their databases. Billboards were her newest pet project. Traffic was awful these days. Road rage was mitigated by off-road entertainment. What if she had some doofy visuals of Donny and some of the upperclassmen with their youthful dad bods in their underwear up along the highway with just the company’s tag underneath them? The goal was to get this company sold, right? She needed to increase their visibility. She had a meeting set up with Naresh and an outside advertising agency before she floated this one by Donny.

Part of Amy’s campaign was ensuring that invisibility wasn’t perceived as a code name for illegality, but rather as a means of discretion, although privacy as a concept seemed in and out of vogue these days—it was her job to track this, too. In one pitch she’d sent this morning she’d quoted Edward Snowden: I don’t want to live in a world where there’s no privacy and therefore no room for intellectual exploration and creativity. In fifty-three seconds, the editor at TechCrunch had shot back: “‘You already have zero privacy—get over it,’ Scott McNealy, 1999!!!”

They had lived together so long, Amy sounded in her own head like Dan, but wasn’t the exchange apples and oranges, like art and commerce? Not that Snowden was literally an artist, but sort of, as he was a whistleblower and/or a traitor and there was an art to all that tightrope walking. McNealy had founded Sun Microsystems in the early ’80s, so wasn’t he just an out-of-touch relic of the dot .com era? At sixty-something, McNealy represented realism, but maybe not his generation, who mostly seemed befuddled, and time after time reliably surprised by issues of confidentiality and discretion no matter how many times they’d previously faced them. (Carlos Danger? Amy Pascal? John Podesta?) Under-thirties didn’t seem to give a shit about privacy; under-eighteens ironically did.

“Privacy as a concept is a whole lot like tattoos,” Jack said recently. It was a Friday night a couple of months prior, just a few weeks after Lily’s last visit. They were in the midst of what Jack called a “three way” over dinner, Lily Skyping in on Jack’s computer, Amy picking their fertile zeitgeisty brains.

“Tell the truth to your old ma,” said Amy. “Are we Invisible E-nkers just barking up the wrong tree?”

“Isn’t Donny a genius?” Lily asked politely.

Sometimes she looked even prettier on the screen than the way Amy remembered her. Maybe every day her prettiness was increasing. As they spoke Lily rolled her long blond hair up into a twist, where it miraculously stayed, pin-less and perfect, resting in the nape of her swanlike neck. For a moment, Amy flashed back to her eldest brother’s girlfriend from high school, Elodie. She’d had hair like that. The kind most white girls wanted.

Jack said, “Personally, I live on a flexitarian diet of Twitter and text, but I’m actively searching for the next best thing. What’s cool about your start-up is how retro it is.”

“What do you mean, baby?” asked Lily.

Lily called Amy’s seventeen-year-old son baby. Right on the screen in front of her. Amy had ruled out the phone at the table, because if Jack was on the phone with Lily, even just texting, it didn’t matter if he was there at the dinner table or not. He was away, away, with her, in cyber heaven; lovebirds in the cloud, up in their own little hot-air balloon. So, Amy said nothing but chewed at her salad. She’d bought some fresh goat cheese sprinkled with lavender at the Sunday California Avenue farmers’ market about two weeks before and she’d forgotten about it. It had dried out quite a bit, so now she’d crumbled some on top of her greens, applied sea salt, and pronounced it feta.

Dan and the Things had eaten earlier. Their dishes were still in the sink to prove it. When she’d gotten home from work Amy had made a boy salad (iceberg lettuce, refried beans, sliced steak, shredded Pepper Jack, tortilla strips, and salsa fresca) and some grilled-cheese sandwiches
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