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For David,

who helps me believe.





And we begin to see that we are time. We are this space, this clearing opened by the traces of memory inside the connections between our neurons. We are memory. We are nostalgia. We are longing for a future that will not come. The clearing that is opened up in this way, by memory and by anticipation, is time: a source of anguish sometimes, but in the end a tremendous gift.

—Carlo Rovelli, The Order of Time






I

The Beginning




Maya

In the beginning, there was happiness.

Maya remembered how nervous Noah had been when they met, clenching and unclenching his hands and repeatedly brushing a single dark curl off his forehead. The curl always fell right back, the act fruitless. At first this disoriented Maya, seeing how nervous he was despite being attractive. And though she was an artist who believed the very idea of objective beauty was suspect, she had to admit he was objectively beautiful. In the years to come, she often caught people staring at his aristocrat cheekbones, his flop of dark hair, his broad and perfectly articulated shoulders. But when he spoke to her that first time, he stammered, tripping over the academic phrases she’d used from her training in art history, and almost immediately he confessed, “I’m sorry, I only really know science.”

He had wandered into her student symposium talk, which wasn’t technically public, but the way he carefully crept in and took a seat behind the professors made it seem like he’d been invited. She’d been presenting on a Japanese photographer she admired, who had been a major inspiration for her own painting practice. When the talk was over and the congratulations offered, the professors dispersed. The stranger hung around, waiting to speak to her.

“That’s all right,” Maya said. “Art is for everyone.” She felt stupid for blurting out a trite aphorism, but he gulped it right up. She felt like taking it back would be taking it from him. Her offhand thought was that she was safe.

She asked what kind of science he studied, assuming he was a graduate student, if an older one. He was white and had the same look of the intense white guys in the math department who had a nearby seminar at the same time as hers. He mumbled that he actually worked for JPL, the NASA research lab, as a physicist. Oh, she thought, so he’s smart, I’m in trouble. As the room emptied, they remained talking. At one point, when neither of them moved for a spell, the motion-sensor lights flicked off.

“Oh no,” Maya said, but Noah didn’t seem fazed. In the darkness, he asked her to go out with him. When she laughed, delighted, the lights came back on.

They went to dinner right then, to a nearby taco stand, where they sat on folding chairs on the sidewalk. She told him that her talk was for her nearly completed master’s in modern and contemporary art, focusing on the intersection of photography and painting, but that she wasn’t sure if she wanted to continue on the doctoral track. She had a BFA in painting, and sometimes that was what she really wanted to do, paint. She told him some people said painting was dead, which she strongly disagreed with. That was like saying handwriting was dead.

“But handwriting is dead,” he said, and this made her laugh again, at how plainly and earnestly he said it.

She was giddy with happiness. Any awkwardness fizzled away. They lingered with empty plates and shouted conversation at each other over the roar of passing motorcycles.

Now, looking back, she understood that Noah’s earnestness was a kind of hope that she—and this taco night, this electricity between them—could propel him away from his sadness. But no, at that point, she didn’t know about the sadness. She wouldn’t know about it until their fourth date and two sleepovers later, when she found a picture of a baby at the bottom of a drawer, beneath a bottle of Tylenol and a box of Band-Aids. All she knew on that first night, as he dropped her off in front of her apartment, was that something in him was splayed out, something that she could put back together if she could only gather it all up in her hands.

Later, she would understand this as her impulse toward caretaking: Noah harboring a wound, Maya desperate to mend it. And even later than that, she would understand that his sadness was a sediment layer, never far away, waiting beneath everything in him.

“Wait,” he said through the car window. “Will you come out with me tomorrow?”

The way he’d asked her, “will you” instead of “do you want to,” implied he needed her to come out. Will you, do you have the will inside you to be with me. She would and she did, for years after, even when she began to realize that being with him was not the simple answer they’d both thought it might be.

Someone had asked Maya this question—“How did you meet your husband?”—at the museum where she worked. It was the kickoff cocktail party for the fundraising campaign she had organized herself. She knew she should have felt pride, but standing in the airy gallery surrounded by the wealthiest people on the museum’s roster, she was only itchy with boredom. The woman standing in front of her was wearing trousers and a silk blouse that Maya recognized as Gucci, the kind of matching that was curated at a shop on Rodeo Drive, an on-the-nose pairing that indicated the person had no actual personal style. But Maya had to be vivacious and interesting to this woman. It was her job as development manager, as someone in charge of extracting money from wealthy dilettantes.

The question—“How did you meet your husband?”—was not uncommon, especially after people found out Maya was married to a scientist, as though science and art were incompatible. But today she hesitated before answering. This woman was staring at her, her expression expectant beneath a smear of gold eyeshadow. Caroline, Maya’s boss and good friend, appeared before them, her smile tight.

“Maya?” Caroline said, laughing a little. “What, did you forget how you met your husband?”

What Maya was trying to describe was a delicate balance between what it had felt like then and what it felt like now. Then: lightness, the promise of the unknown. Now: Even though so much was known, there remained an unknown slice. But this slice was not light, not a promise. Only gray space on a map, unexplorable land.

Maya blushed. “Oh, sorry. I was just remembering it. He wandered into a talk I was giving to my graduate professors,” she said, making it simple. But then she said, “When we got to talking, it felt like there was so much potential for happiness. Like we were two sides of a convoluted math equation. And once you solved for everything, all the variables or imaginary numbers or whatever, there we were. My flaws and needs accounted for in his strengths, and vice versa.”

Caroline and the woman continued to stare at her, uncomprehending.

“He’s a physicist but he mostly works in mathematical modeling,” Maya said.

“Ah,” the woman said. “One forgets math is the basis of everything.”

“I don’t know,” Maya said. “The ancient cave paintings in France might have you believe otherwise.”

Caroline shot her the quickest look—What are you doing?—before turning back to the woman. “Susan, that reminds me, have you read that essay in the Alexander Calder exhibition book? About his use of the Fibonacci sequence and geometry principles? It’s honestly very fascinating. Here, Sam can grab you a copy. Come this way.”

And like that, Caroline had saved her. Holding her flute of warm champagne, Maya scanned the party. Attendees were eating the passed mini-quiches and standing an appropriate distance from the art on the walls. Every now and then someone would uproariously laugh over the mellow sounds of the live jazz trio playing in the corner. Maya spotted the museum’s wealthiest targets, the couple with property in both the Beverly Hills flats and the actual hills, being charmed by the young ceramicist she’d invited, a long-haired Korean American man in loose carpenter pants and a threadbare T-shirt. She tried to catch his eye, to share a glance that would say, Both of us Asians in this sea of white wealth, huh? But he didn’t meet her eye, and she realized with an uneasy pang that to him, she wasn’t a peer. He was the artist, while she was the establishment, the suit.

Later, after donations had been taken or at least promised, and the crowd began to thin, Caroline found Maya once more. They’d been in college together, both art majors, but Caroline was more levelheaded and ambitious, always lining up internships and informational interviews. After school, she had dated around a couple of years before meeting Vincent, and then, like clockwork, she went to business school, bought a house in Los Angeles, and had a baby. Caroline had always been more grown-up than Maya, and Maya should have known that one day Caroline would hire her, which was exactly what happened when Maya’s painting career stagnated and she was desperate for a change. Maya had been unqualified for this job, but she learned InDesign and the donor database and how to ask people for money without actually asking them, and the art she loved, always. They had a Robert Irwin at the museum, installed outdoors, and she was lucky to eat lunch some days while staring at it.

“You and Noah are math equations?” Caroline said, bumping Maya with her hip.

“No, we’re one equation. Two sides.”

“Okay,” Caroline said. “Maybe the champagne is going to your head.”

“She asked the question!” Maya protested.

“She didn’t want a real answer.”

Caroline took a napkin to a damp stain on Maya’s silk shift. “You need soda water.”

“I need . . .” Maya started to say. A new job. Something to paint.

But Caroline knew her. She knew what Maya wanted even when Maya didn’t know how to express it. Their junior year they’d gone to Montreal for spring break and closed down a cheesy club that played French house music. Afterward, Maya had drunkenly dragged them toward the tiny convertible of the two beautiful Italian men they’d met on the dance floor, but Caroline seamlessly and believably made up the excuse that they actually had to go to the bathroom, and led Maya away from the strangers. From a terrace, they’d watched as the men drunkenly drove their car into a pole, crunching the hood and setting off the airbags. The men were okay, but Maya was shaken into sobriety.

“You knew the future,” she had whispered.

“I knew the present,” Caroline had replied. “You didn’t want to go with them.”

And Caroline was right, as she always was. Maya had gotten caught up. She tended to do that.

Which is why when Caroline said, “You need to quit?” Maya wasn’t at all surprised that her friend had sensed what she was too afraid to say. This job was only supposed to be temporary, and here she was, caught up in it.

Maya smiled and said, “I don’t know. I can’t quit. I need the money.” She added quickly, “And of course, I’m so grateful that you hired me at all.”

Caroline nodded. “Always.”

“I need to know if anything I did was the right thing,” Maya said, sounding a little funny but also a little desperate.

“Anything you did?”

“Noah’s whole deal, what he was coming out of, what we were going to do together, it was so hopeful in the beginning. We were both so hopeful. But explaining all that to her just now, I thought maybe I was wrong. Maybe it was only me who was hopeful.”

Caroline laughed. “Right now is when you discovered Noah’s baggage?”

Of course Noah had baggage. Everyone had locked away parts of themselves. But lately Maya had been wondering if that locked-away part of Noah was what drove him to her, and if keeping her away from it was necessary to maintain the careful balance of their union. She hadn’t thought of his sadness that way before, and now she couldn’t see it any other way.

“You and Noah are perfectly matched,” Caroline said. She linked her arm with Maya’s. “Let the crew you so expertly hired clean this up. Paperwork can wait until the morning.”

Caroline walked Maya to the parking garage and told her that if she wanted, she could take some time off after the fundraising campaign was over. A week or so. “See if you want to paint again—you know, regularly.” Maya shrugged. Was that what was bothering her? Not painting?

When Maya got in her car and started the drive home, she couldn’t stop thinking. She thought about her and Noah’s second, third, and fourth dates, and she thought about when they first brought up marriage, and then their actual marriage, now three years old, the age that most marriages decide to try to add a child or do without. Three was also the age Noah’s child had been when she died. Almost four, Noah would say. Almost.

She replayed what she’d said to Caroline and the donor, that Noah accounted for her gaps and she accounted for his. It had felt like that when they met. It had felt like that for a while. Years into their marriage, though, she wasn’t so sure.

She turned the car onto their street, up a winding hill in the Mount Washington neighborhood. A good school district, the Realtor had told them. Maya thought she wanted a kid, and Noah was not opposed to the idea. “Not opposed” were the exact words he’d used when she brought it up, in the toys section of Target, where she’d had to buy a baby shower gift. “I think I want it,” he’d said, refusing to use a real noun, like baby or child. Of course, he’d already had it, long ago, with his first wife.

She wound around a blind corner and then into the steep driveway of their Craftsman. Noah’s car wasn’t there. It was 9:42 p.m., and he should have been home, even on a day he worked late. Maya walked into the house and set her boots neatly by the front door. She went straight to the kitchen, where she pulled from the fridge a cold bottle of pinot gris.

She poured a glass. What did she want? To know what to want, how to want it.

When she turned around, Noah’s silhouetted figure in the doorway startled her backward, sending the wineglass stuttering across the counter. Miraculously, it didn’t break.

“The door’s wide open,” he said.

“I just got home.” She must have forgotten to close the door behind her. “God, you scared the shit out of me.”

He turned on the lamp by the door, and she saw that his face wore a look she recognized, the same anxious, energized expression he’d had when he first suggested they get married.

“What’s going on?” Maya asked.

On the couch, with Maya three sips into her wine and his untouched, he told her about Klein Michaels, the invisible clock, and a person he used to be, years before she knew him.




Noah

It started with the invitation to dinner.

No, it started with the paper.

Years ago, a lifetime ago, when Eileen was pregnant, before Serena was born, Noah published a paper. It wasn’t his first paper, but it was the most controversial. No one in the academic community was willing to touch it, so he put it up on an open-access platform as a preprint, thinking it wouldn’t be noticed but at least it’d be out there. But people had seen it, because they’d laughed about it, and soon Noah’s name started popping up on chat boards where his peers and people he’d met at conferences shared anecdotes about how they always knew he was sloppy with his data (he wasn’t!) or how he was not a rigorous student (he was as rigorous as one could be) or how one time at a dinner he’d been too sympathetic to the visiting fringe theoretical physicists who were clearly off base (this one was true).

All because his paper, “Quantum Tunneling and Electromagnetic Fields in the Brain,” had dared to make the case that human consciousness arose from quantum mechanics. Almost everyone in neuroscience agreed that consciousness is a product of classical physics—complex neural activity in the brain. The problem, however, was that scientists hadn’t determined exactly what activity produced consciousness, because the brain’s neural network was the most advanced computing system on earth. But if that was the case, then why couldn’t a very powerful computer reproduce consciousness? So, in that vacuum of provability, a fringe idea from quantum physics emerged: The brain didn’t operate like a classical computer, and instead, on the smallest scale of the brain, the scale of particles and fields, a quantum phenomenon must be taking place, resulting in consciousness.

The theory was unpopular and disorganized, but it had appealed to Noah. His paper looked at the role of electromagnetic fields in the neural encoding of memories, involving particle entanglement. Entanglement, that strange idea in quantum physics that two entangled particles can be connected even when separated by vast distances. What Einstein called “spooky action at a distance.” For Noah, the spookiness was exciting, a place to posit theories, to explore the edges of possibility, to practice believing. But with his paper, that excitement had exposed something laughable, a tendency toward an unprovable faith in quantum physics.

So, embarrassed and shamed in certain corners of his field, Noah had left theoretical physics and taken refuge in experimental physics instead. He’d taken a job at JPL, a scientific organization that was decidedly not sloppy with data—the steady, safe world of creating math justifications for labs across disciplines, and designing models to answer questions about what would happen or had happened in experiments. There was always a solution to be found in math. This was what he loved most about what he did. He answered small questions in the field of physics, where so many larger questions remained unanswered for generations.

And then Eileen had Serena, and Noah didn’t think about his paper anymore, or the assumptions and implications of entanglement. And then Serena died, and not even math solved that problem. Now he tried not to think about any of it—his paper, his daughter, and his last marriage.

Until now. He’d received a call at the lab from someone claiming to work for Klein Michaels. Noah had thought he was being scammed. But then the executive gave an address, and a quick online search showed that the Klein Michaels Foundation had recently bought a compound in the exact part of the Hollywood Hills that the executive had named. Klein Michaels was a billionaire who had fallen out of public favor when Noah was younger, after a series of investments turned out to be flops. Noah scanned Klein Michaels’s Wikipedia: American- born. Unmarried. Oxford- educated. Liked to call Cyprus home. Partial to mid-century properties. Passionate about a pescatarian diet. Heavily invested in areas that seemed generally bad for the world: oil, fracking, viscose factories, data centers. Largely reclusive for the past two decades, but his money still made money.

“You’ll come for dinner tonight,” the executive said. “Dress casually. Klein doesn’t like suits. And he won’t be eating, as he begins his fast every day at five p.m., which we realize is much earlier than most people begin their fasts.”

Was Noah supposed to be fasting? He said, “How do I know this isn’t a prank?”

The executive laughed a little. “You don’t, of course. You’ll have to believe. Which, given your background, shouldn’t be hard.”

Given your background. The rest of the day Noah wondered what this meant. His background in physics? Physicists are notorious nonbelievers. As a divorcé? Also a faith-crumbling exercise. As a Californian? As a younger brother? The only other background of note he had was as the father of a deceased child. During lunch, sitting in his car eating an unsatisfying salad that cost eighteen dollars, he allowed himself to think about that classification. There had been so many people in those months after Serena died who invoked God as a salve. Near-strangers from his past, preschool parents, an HR person from an old job he’d held for mere months, reaching out to say they were praying or that God has a plan or that in the absence of a plan, God soothes, God saves. None of it soothed or saved.

People thought losing a child would make you believe. No, it could only make you desperate to believe, and sure you could never.

So Noah drove up Mulholland and into canyons he didn’t know existed, arriving at an intimidating bronze gate bearing the Klein Michaels Foundation logo. He gave his name and license to the security guard and was directed up a winding, eucalyptus-lined road to a compound that rivaled the Getty Museum. It had the stark, chrome veneer of an institution. Klein lived here? Noah briefly wondered if he should have texted Maya to tell her about this strange dinner, but she had her fundraising event tonight, anyway.

A young man in an impeccably tailored suit emerged and introduced himself as Oliver, the executive Noah had spoken with earlier. Noah looked down at his own light-wash jeans and checked button-down, irritated that Oliver had told him to dress casually.

“It’s okay,” Oliver said. “I prefer suits. But when Klein meets people—you know, real people—he likes them to come as they are.”

“I’m real people,” Noah said, though it came out like a question. He realized the walls weren’t stark white, but textured, made of some kind of opulent, crinkled fabric.

“Yes,” Oliver said curtly, and he spun on his heels. “This way.”

They passed through a massive English garden to reach what Oliver called a cottage, but which looked to Noah like an art deco spaceship on stilts. Inside, Oliver led Noah along a curved hallway past several closed doors, finally stopping in a carpeted dining room that held a massive table. Noah sat in a deeply uncomfortable angular wooden chair.

“Nine minutes,” Oliver said without further explication, and left Noah alone in the room. Somewhere an invisible clock ticked, ticked, ticked. Noah wondered if this was a test, where is that clock, and just as he was about to get up from his chair and take a look around, Klein Michaels entered.

He was, of course, much shorter than Noah had expected. But he had an incredible head of brown hair and the world’s firmest handshake. Noah had to hold back a wince. Klein was immediately affable, offering an easy smile. He was wearing a suit.

When they both sat down, Klein nodded at an open door, and almost instantly a waiter in whites appeared holding a dome-covered silver tray. Noah’s dinner. Salmon with dill, perfectly crisped potatoes, and asparagus, exactly as Noah had approved in the email that followed Oliver’s call.

“I caught that salmon myself. Yesterday. In Alaska,” Klein said.

Noah’s eyes widened. “Really? Wow, thank you.”

Klein smiled. “I always wanted to be the sort of guy who fished. My father didn’t fish, and never took us. And then one day, I was twenty-seven years old, fresh off the sale of my second company, and it occurred to me. I could take myself fishing. Of course, now I have a team of expert fishermen in Alaska, Scotland, even Russia, and a semimonthly heli-fishing date during the season, but back then, it was only me and a pole in Montana, Wyoming, Idaho. It’s good for the soul. To be alone out there, outside of any context, just me, my brain, my spirit. And man, I love fresh salmon. I tried veganism but I missed this fish too much. Plenty of research shows that eating salmon as a primary source of protein contributes to a longer life expectancy. Do you believe in that, anyway?”

Noah understood Klein’s speech as a performance—the cowboy philosopher billionaire going on a tangent about fishing, something a regular guy like Noah might understand—but he liked the performance. It felt fluent and easy.

“I haven’t read that salmon data,” Noah said. “But I believe you.”

“Not about the salmon. The soul.”

Noah looked at him. “Sorry, what are you asking?”

“Please, dig in.” And then when Noah began to eat the fish: “The soul. I’m asking if you believe in a soul.”

Noah laughed. The fish was buttery, tender, the freshest he’d ever tasted. He had to slow himself down. The drive had been long, and he was starving. “I think there is no evidence that a soul doesn’t exist. Hard to prove either way.”

“Mm,” Klein said. “Do you want to know what I think?”

“I didn’t know I was allowed to ask you questions.”

Klein laughed at this. “Of course you are.”

“Okay. Do you believe in a soul?”

“It’s as reasonable to believe that quantum mechanics is responsible for human consciousness as it is to believe that there is a classical physics justification, which has yet to be proven. It stands to reason that electromagnetic fields could amplify quantum effects in the brain’s neurons on a macro level, concerning coherence across consciousness levels.”

Noah put his fork down. Klein was parroting back to him, word for word, the final paragraph of Noah’s forgotten, laughed-at paper. Klein continued: “But I leave such expansive proposals to be examined by future scientists.”

Noah spoke aloud the paper’s next sentence, the part that everyone seemed to forget, which was his disclaimer: “Who am I to say?”

“Ah,” Klein said. “So hello. This is the future, Noah. You are the future scientists.”

“I wasn’t talking about the soul in that paper.”

“You were talking about consciousness, something more than synapses and neurons.”

“But I didn’t name it the soul.”

“You didn’t say it outright, but you were talking about it.”

Okay. Noah would give in a little. “What I think is that consciousness has to be more than classical mechanics. Otherwise we’d be able to replicate consciousness with a complex machine.”

“But we haven’t yet made a machine as complex as the human brain.”

“Are you arguing against me now?”

Klein smiled warmly. “For argument’s sake.”

“Okay, then. Your argument doesn’t make what I’m saying untrue, necessarily. If we could make a machine as complex as the human brain, all I’m saying is that we’d likely have to replicate quantum processes in that complex machine to produce consciousness.”

“To produce a soul.”

“To produce the ability to know who we are, to understand past and future, to have moral quandaries, to desire and want, to regret.”

“To believe in something.”

“Yes.”

“Which is what a soul is, isn’t it?”

“The part of us that believes,” Noah said.

Klein slapped the table, excited. “That’s why you’re here.”

“You made a machine with a soul?”

“No, of course not.” Klein laughed a little. “I made a machine that can transport a soul.”

What Klein went on to describe, he did so without pause, without letting Noah interject or ask questions, which meant the whole of Klein’s argument descended on Noah like a slow-rolling boulder.

He said that Noah’s work was accurate, and that Noah was right, the findings were applicable to larger, more expansive quantum effects. With the help of a team of neuroscientists, engineers, and physicists, Klein had done what others had been laughed at for even suggesting. He’d found a way to prove not only that human consciousness was indeed a quantum phenomenon but also that human consciousness was a cohered system that could participate in entanglement, enabling information to travel across time and space, however briefly.

When Klein finished speaking, Noah coughed, suddenly parched. Klein nodded again toward the door, and a waiter appeared with a fresh glass of water. Noah drank the whole thing.

“That’s . . .” Noah trailed off. The sun had dipped below the canyon perimeter and the light in the room changed. Now, without the blast of sunlight, he saw an embedded clock on the wall behind Klein’s head, the source of the ticking. How was the clock attached to the wall? Had it been built into it?

“Information travel,” Noah said. “In consciousness. Proven by quantum mechanics.”

Klein bowed his head, a single nod.

Noah continued, almost laughing. “You mean to say that driven by quantum processes in the brain, you’ve made possible what some people might call time travel.”

This time, Klein didn’t bow his head. He looked at Noah straight on, like what Noah was saying was deeply interesting and amusing.

“In rats?” Noah asked. “Mice? As a proxy for human consciousness?”

Klein clasped his hands together on the table, a gesture of finality, though there had been no offer or proposal. Instinctively, Noah stood. But Klein remained seated.

“You think I’m ridiculous, don’t you?” Klein asked.

Noah shrugged. “I think you’re rich.”

Klein laughed again. “I didn’t think you’d be funny. Considering.”

“I’d like to stop by this lab,” Noah said. “And see what you’ve done. Perhaps JPL could partner with you in—”

“God, no,” Klein said. “I’m not looking for a JPL partnership. This is self-funded. The only way to assure we stay on track, no need for red tape, regulatory bureaucracy, et cetera. But you’re welcome to come by the lab. In fact, that’s why you’re here. Please, sit down. Your wife is at her museum event. She won’t be expecting you home anytime soon.”

A cold shot ran down Noah’s sternum. He hadn’t told Klein or Oliver about Maya or her plans tonight. But Klein was a billionaire, and of course he had done his research on Noah. Noah had to assume he would not be inside Klein’s personal home if Klein didn’t already know everything about him. He relaxed into this thought, the intimacy of Klein knowing everything about him. A burden relieved.

And that’s when Klein invited Noah to Marfa, Texas, to a parcel of undeveloped land right outside town, where Klein had built a lab. More than invited—he offered Noah a job at the lab. Then he named a salary figure so high Noah initially thought he’d misheard him.

“Look, I know how it sounds,” Klein said. “But you have to come see it. You’ll get it then. Are you an extravagant guy, Noah?”

“I think I live pretty modestly, actually,” Noah said.

“Yes, but I think you’re extravagant in your ability to believe. Don’t you believe me? Don’t you want to?”

Tick, tick. Noah had already decided he’d go, he realized. He hadn’t even tried to come up with an argument against it. For the second time that dinner, he said, “I believe you.”




Maya

“Klein named it the Janus Project,” Noah told Maya. “The lab has taken their work as far as it can go and now they need me. At least that’s what Klein said. Who knows if it’s true?” As Noah spoke, Maya saw that he was wired; he was barely blinking.

“Klein knows. If he said that, it’s true,” she said.

He shrugged, but he was grinning. “Yeah.”

“What did he smell like, Klein?”

Still smiling, Noah said, “Like nothing at all. The whole place had no scent, it was pristine.”

“Incredible,” Maya said.

He had recounted the entire meeting for her, including the mention Klein made of her fundraising event at the museum. Maya privately wondered whether one of Klein’s people had followed her, and she thought back to her conversation about Noah with Caroline. Had she said anything incriminating? Noah is sad, Noah has baggage. She finished her glass of wine and put her hand on Noah’s leg, high enough to claim him, his body, his mind, his breath, hers. “This is important to you, right?”

“Maya, it’s important to the entire scientific community. If what they’re saying is possible, then I was right.”

“Let’s do it,” she said. “Let’s move to Texas.” Once she said it, she felt like the train had already left and she’d barely grabbed on, wind in her hair, her life zipping by. A thrill coursed through her.

“Time off would be good for you, too,” Noah said. “You’ve been wanting to reconnect with your art practice for forever. Maybe you’ll be inspired there. Or maybe something entirely different will occur to you, an idea we haven’t thought of because we’ve been trapped here, in the slog.”

The slog. Noah hadn’t been anything but calmly supportive when Maya took the museum job from Caroline two years ago. They’d needed the money. But she could tell he felt like the job was a step backward. When they met, she’d been an intellectual, an academic, an artist. She completed her master’s, sold a few pieces, got representation at a minor gallery, but then, just as their relationship took off, her artistic promise stalled. She’d stopped selling, and she’d stopped painting, and now she made far less than someone should make in this city, mastering spreadsheets and mailings and party planning.

The hope on Noah’s face she hadn’t seen in a long time. This was the Noah who had stood before her at her symposium talk, enthralled by her brain and her promise. He said, “I think the possibilities are endless, and you’ll never know if you don’t feel free.”

He spoke this line like he’d planned out what he was going to say, Maya could tell. She could have found this irritating, knowing he had practiced on the drive home how to convince her to agree to his proposition. But she found it endearing. It had been so long since he’d been in this position, asking her to believe.

So she said that she wanted to believe, too. That she did believe. “It’ll be good for us.”

He moved his leg away from her hand. She initially took this as a rejection, but then he pulled her at the waist, and his hands were in her hair and he was kissing her hungrily. There on the couch, he wordlessly guided her into lovemaking that was far from the measured and efficient way of having sex they’d fallen into recently. Breathlessly, she tried to keep up. It was wonderful in that way that required no thinking, only doing. He pinned her wrists against the cushions and moved inside her such that by the time they finished, the couch was on a diagonal, all the dust bunnies on the floor exposed.

After, they lay across each other like leopards or gazelles—Maya couldn’t decide which animal exactly. The porch light was still on, bleeding through the curtains. Two years ago a mountain lion had strolled the neighborhood and Maya had watched it on a compilation of neighbors’ security cameras, moving deftly around the Priuses with muscly disregard. She watched those curtains every night for a week, waiting to see it cross their driveway, but it never did.

Noah’s head lay on her torso. They were content.

“You never told me about the paper,” Maya said, breaking the silence.

“It was so long ago,” he answered, the movement of his throat rocking her belly. “And it was embarrassing. I tried to forget it.”

“But I didn’t know that’s why you went to JPL. I asked you how you got into doing models and you said your mentor told you it was an interesting area for people who wanted to work in cross-discipline physics.”

“He did.”

“Can I read your paper?”

“It would be so tedious, I promise you. I explained anything relevant to you already.”

She couldn’t see his face but she could feel him sighing hot air, his warning sign: He didn’t want to talk about this.

But then he said something she didn’t expect.

“Eileen always made a big deal out of it. It was annoying.”

Her name, Eileen, like a dull dagger pressing against Maya’s chest.

“She did?” Maya asked, treading carefully. He almost never spoke of his ex-wife.

She felt Noah shrug against her body. He was done, but she wasn’t. An electric bubble formed in her throat.

“So this professionally embarrassing thing happened to you and made you abandon a whole sector of physics, and you never thought I should know about it?”

At this, Noah sat up, ungluing his skin from hers. He pulled his boxers back on. “You’re making this into too big a deal.”

“But Eileen knew all about it.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

Eileen has to do with everything, she wanted to say. Eileen held the other half of the sadness boulder Noah carried around. But Maya didn’t say that. Noah was irritated and she knew if she pushed, the irritation would turn to anger. Instead, she sat back and listened to his steps upstairs as he readied himself for bed. He’d fall asleep, she’d follow, and they’d wake up new, happy, and ready to move to Texas.

But first. Maya pulled out her phone and typed in the search terms her browser had stored: “Eileen Merrick” and “Eileen Merrick Byatt.” It had taken Eileen a couple of years to expunge Noah’s last name, Byatt, from her online presence, but she was listed without it at the university up north where she was a professor. Maya checked all the usual spots—Eileen’s sparse LinkedIn, her private Instagram, an unused Facebook page, the university website, Eileen’s face smiling out from all of them. She was blond with broad features, big wide-set eyes, a stately nose, a warm and open smile, but she was plain, really. Or she seemed plain in the photos; nothing in them was afire with secrets about Noah.

Tonight she was in search of a different kind of information. There was a public photo storage account under Eileen’s married name, so old that Maya was shocked it hadn’t been deleted. It held an album of three photos. Maya had visited these photos many times. One was a blurry picture of Noah with layers of filters that were trendy at the time, and another was a mirror selfie in which Eileen’s whole face was covered by the phone. Maya figured the bathroom Eileen was standing in belonged to the Los Feliz house Noah had shared with her, only because his green plaid robe hung on a hook next to her head. He still had the robe, and now it hung in their bathroom.

But the third photo, Noah had taken. Noah, Maya was sure. It was of Eileen, pregnant, maybe late second trimester, her stomach perfectly round. She was standing in profile, holding the bottom of her bump, and behind her was the giant luscious green lawn of the palm garden at the Huntington Library in Pasadena. In the far distance were sixty-foot-tall palm trees, but the camera wasn’t concerned with those. Eileen was what shone in the picture. She wore a light blue smocked maxi dress, and her hair was half-up. Her head was tilted down toward her stomach but her eyes cut up, at the camera. She had a look that was part mischief and part invitation, part open and part closed. The kind of double look you can only give the person who knows you the best in the world, and whose heart you own without reservation.

There was a secret in the photo. If Maya had to pull from it a thesis, the way she’d been taught to talk about her art in school, she would say: This image is about the future.

“Moving to Marfa will be good for you,” Caroline said.

Maya and Caroline were using all their hand strength to pipe hard icing onto gluten-free low-sugar cupcakes. It was Caroline’s son Jasper’s fourth birthday party. Outside, in Caroline’s tiered backyard, children stood precariously on ledges and jumped into the garden plots.

“I know, I’ve been to Joshua Tree for a long weekend. Change of scenery. A little remote,” Maya said. “Crystals. Sunsets.”

“Except you’re going for more than a long weekend. Klein told Noah six months to a year? That’s like, when you come back, all the wine bars will be different.”

“That actually puts it into perspective.”

“Okay, so what I’m saying is, it will be good for you, to focus on your own art.” Caroline leaned across the counter and whispered, “But also you’ll have time for a Jasper.”

“Time for Jasper?”

As if on cue, Jasper shrieked outside. Someone turned on a hose, and the spray thunked against the side of the house.

“Goddammit,” Caroline said. “Vince!” she called out the open window. “They’re four years old! Don’t give them a hose!”

When Caroline turned back to the icing, she said, “Not Jasper. A Jasper. A baby.”

Maya could feel her face flushing. She looked around for Noah, and found him holding a beer and talking to a woman with an infant strapped to her chest. He bent down slightly to say hello to the baby, but kept a healthy distance.

“Are you blushing?” Caroline asked. “Can you be bashful and also pipe icing at the same time?”

Maya tightened her grip on the piping bag. “I’m not bashful. I don’t know. It’s exciting. But I haven’t talked to him about it yet.”

“You guys have talked about having a baby,” Caroline said.

“We’ve talked about it, but we haven’t agreed on exactly what or when.”

“I’m telling you, Marfa is when. Imagine when that money starts depositing in your bank account, and you start painting sunsets or Georgia O’Keeffe flowers—”

“Stop it,” Maya said, laughing.

“—which is to say, perfectly primed ovaries. Desert air, full bank accounts, can’t lose.”

Caroline had seamlessly known she wanted a baby and then seamlessly conceived. It was so easy for some women, the knowing, the making. But Maya felt like she lived in a place of permanent ambivalence about having children, which wasn’t helped by Noah’s situation.

“Well, I’ll have to talk to him about it.”

“Of course. Only you and Noah know about your future. In Marfa you’ll have lots of time and space for Noah to come around.”

“I don’t want him to come around, though. I can’t be the one carrying the enthusiasm for both of us.”

Yes, Noah had lost a child. But that meant he knew how transformative it was to love a child. He’d said so himself, in the early days of their relationship, how he often thought of things as before Serena and after Serena. But with Maya he wouldn’t be making a decision about another Serena. Not everything was about Serena. The decision Noah had to make was a specific one, about a different child with a different woman.

“I’ll tell you one thing now,” Caroline said. “As a mother, you carry a lot for other people that you don’t want to. Now let’s carry these cupcakes.”

Noah popped his head in the sliding glass door. “You talking about me?” But he was smiling, and the front of his button-down was dripping. “We need Mom. The hose is broken and we can’t turn it off.”

Outside, once Maya and Caroline handed out all the towels and Caroline had taken pliers to the hose, she presented the cupcakes. Maya and Noah stood in the back, one of only two couples without children. The other couple, Vincent’s retired aunt and uncle, sat in beach chairs on the edge of the patio.

Maya and Noah put their arms around each other and started to sing “Happy Birthday.” Jasper, with wild black hair and an equally wild grin, took it all in, the praise, the attention, the treats, the fire of the candles. Maya felt Noah’s arm go limp on her shoulders, and she started to hunch under the weight of it.

“Noah,” she said into his ear.

He didn’t look at her.

“Noah,” she said again. “Are you okay?”

She saw Caroline cut a cupcake in half and hand a portion to Vince. They smiled at each other over Jasper’s head.

“Do you want to sit?” Maya asked, but this time she moved around to face Noah, and saw that his eyes were shining wet and his cheeks were streaked. He smiled at her, as if nothing were out of order. “Oh,” she said. “What’s wrong?”

He didn’t stop smiling the whole time, as if he could smile through it and make it all fine. But he said, in a half voice that wobbled, “Four years old. It’s quite an age.”

Oh, Maya understood now. Jasper was older than Serena ever would be. Now she knew the wobble in his voice belonged to Serena, halfway in this world and halfway in the world of his loss. She had been wrong. Everything was about Serena. Caroline had said that only Maya and Noah knew about their future, but looking at her husband, swallowing a sob from a world she’d never see, she realized that only Noah knew.




Noah

The house was rented out and the car was heavy with their life, but Noah felt light. He and Maya drove along a strip of highway in the New Mexico lonesome, heading toward an overnight stop in Las Cruces. With each thwomp of the road under the tires, Noah felt lighter. He wasn’t sure what exactly he was leaving behind—everything but what was necessary—and he couldn’t name what he was heading toward except to say something in him felt locked up, and he had the feeling that in Marfa he could make a key.

“There’s a turkey vulture,” Maya said.

She rolled the window down and a burst of warm air filled the car. “Look. Don’t normally see them this close.”

Noah couldn’t see the bird from the driver’s seat, but he enjoyed Maya’s astonishment. She was always astonished by things. Not in a childlike way, not wild and unfocused, but deeply focused, and curious about what the astonishment could lead to.

“Anyway.” She tucked her head back in the car and rolled the window up, sealing them in. “This one girl I went to school with did her entire thesis on ways of looking at a vulture. Art school loves a pretentious symbol.”

“Nothing more pretentious than a bird of death,” Noah said.

“You could say it’s also a bird of rebirth. Part of their job is to carry stuff on to the next phase of the life cycle.”

He warmed. Maya, sitting next to him, was similar to how she was when he met her. Unexpected, a little askew, tall, long dark bangs, a loosely knit sweater hanging off one shoulder, eyes bright, with a look on her face like she’d never get tired of asking questions. She had kinetic energy, even when she was still, when his stillness made her so.

She’d asked him a few hours earlier when he first knew that he loved her. When he really knew. She liked to do this on road trips, ask a loaded question and then riff on it for the entire drive. It made Noah feel a little loopy, but she liked being an investigator, of memory, of experience. She said she learned it from art school, that following a line of questioning as long as it continued to provide interesting answers was part of a studio practice.

Noah wondered where to begin. Three years married, five years together, Maya entering his life like a warm steady light after years of darkness, pain, and grief. He couldn’t say that, not without invoking the darkness, pain, and grief. Or other people. He didn’t want to weave Maya into all that. She deserved more.

So he said, “The cactus garden. That’s when I knew I loved you.”

“Obvious choice. I already knew you loved me by then.”

“What? How?”

It had been early in their relationship, and he’d shown up at her tiny Silver Lake apartment on a clear April morning, thinking they’d get brunch, fool around, see a movie. But Maya knew the plants in the cactus garden at the Huntington Library were superblooming. The rains had been unusually heavy that winter, she said, and cacti that suck up water during a rainy winter explode in spring. Noah was overwhelmed by the experience. The plants all looked like they were transforming into aliens, flowers bursting out of their bodies messy and vibrant and neon. They came across one patch of tall, skinny cacti that carried massive white blossoms at their heads. The flowers, mature now, grew heavy, and one by one, the cacti had been toppling, breaking clear in half, their gooey white centers bursting out.

“Oh no.” Noah had knelt down. He tried to pick one up, but it pricked him and he withdrew his hand. Maya knelt down and put her arm around him, placing her head on his sweaty back. They looked at the broken plants, overwatered, weighed down with their new selves.

Now, in the car, she asked, “Okay, then why? Why there?” and Noah made his argument.

He changed lanes, and in the back seat, a picture frame jangled out of the mess of cargo and fell onto the center console. Maya picked it up. She’d thrown it in the car at the very last minute. It was a selfie of the two of them on the day she moved into his house. He’d been living there for only a couple of years, having purchased it way over market value in a rush after he and Eileen sold their Los Feliz home. The cash felt like a physical reminder of the divorce, and he was happy to immediately shuttle it into a new, unfamiliar home. One of the rooms was entirely empty and remained that way until Maya moved in. She made it her art studio, eventually, and the photo was of the two of them standing in that empty room. In the photo he was looking at the camera but Maya was looking at him lovingly.

“I still don’t get why we need a picture of our faces with us,” Noah said.

Maya wiped some dust from the frame. “It’s for you to take to work, in case any of those Klein Michaels women get the wrong idea.”

“You think Klein hires many women?”

“Good point.” She held the photo up in front of her. “But this is how we know where home is. West Texas or wherever.”

“Nonlocal,” Noah said. Maya had looked up his paper even after he asked her not to, and he’d had to spend some time trying to explain what he meant by “nonlocal.” Eventually he’d settled on saying that scientific truths were not necessarily local to one particle in one place in time. Instead, nonlocality indicated that it was possible for particles to be entangled with other ones, for one particle to know information about another particle, across great distances and spans of time. That phenomenon was possible for everything in the universe, meaning everything in the universe was connected. Maya had said, “Of course it is.”

“Home is nonlocal,” she said now.

He knew that she was a little sad to leave the house, to rent it out to that Australian couple with two young kids, to pack up her art studio. But she never made him feel guilty about it. She told him she was eager to go, that it would be good to have a new beginning. And then she said maybe they’d find answers about whether they should have a child.

She’d caught him off guard. It had been months since they’d talked about having a baby, and the last time they discussed it, Noah felt he’d indicated that he needed some more time.

“You think?” he had asked. They were sitting on the floor of the upstairs hallway, meticulously folding the contents of the linen closet so it would look nice for the renters.

“I think it would be a good time to try,” Maya said. “To take it seriously.”

“I’m taking it seriously.” He had been slightly offended.

“Oh, I know,” she said, immediately retreating. “Sorry, I meant, I guess, getting clarity.”

Clarity felt slippery for Noah. There were times when he thought he’d never have another child. That he couldn’t bear it. To love someone like that meant risking, once
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