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—Each chapter turns the broken mechanism into a shifting emblem: of refusal, of confinement, of loss, of persistence. In this obsessive return to the same object, the text dramatizes what psychoanalysis calls the ‘repetition compulsion,’ where the subject cannot escape but must re-enact—
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The Broken Sprinkler

	She worked as a durable-goods classifier in the Department of Goods and Services. Last summer, during her vacation, she moved into the public-housing complex nicknamed the Biblio Block Bio Sector—so called because biotech labs ringed its perimeter.

	No one was ignorant of what went on inside the vast biotechnology institutes surrounding the ten blocks; people simply didn’t speak of it. And even if they did, the only thing anyone could do was guard their scant personal data—voice, eye color, a face photo.

	 

	That summer, when the air and the ground radiated so much heat that one could practically breathe out steam through mouth and nostrils, she moved in carrying ten polyurethane boxes filled with videotapes and DVDs. She owned little beyond videotapes, DVDs, or e-books—all of it film-related. Consumer goods could be delivered on demand but were rationed per person. Everything else came from sector leasing centers, which made moving easier than traveling. Tapes and e-books could be rented too, but they were so cheap and trivial that few bothered. Inside, she checked every appliance and piece of furniture borrowed on her one-year government coupon, glanced at the little forest pond—where she’d rented two orange-white koi and one red-white—and, at last, tried the sprinkler. 

	The jets rose, faltered, died. Broken. People without attachment to property tended to lose or damage what they rented. At the Lost Property Center, she sorted recovered durables by category and either returned them to users or sent them on for regeneration or recycling. This was her second public-housing lease, and not for lack of a bed. A corner of the classification-room sofa or a sleep tube at the public bath would do—though even there no one could promise her data wouldn’t be stolen. If someone—a biohacker, say—picked hairs off a sofa arm or scraped dead skin from a sleep tube, from that day on she alone would be responsible for herself: a new organism, mosaicked from her stolen biometrics, might stroll the streets. 

	Before she moved in, the Disinfection Center swept the unit, scrubbing away fingerprints, pubic and head hair, nail clippings, and flakes of skin—every trace. They also purged scents: the spices and bath products the previous tenant used and—most crucially—their body odor. The unit’s deodorization system had run until moments before she arrived. Body odor can’t be copied or cloned, so it isn’t classed as stealable data; for that very reason the Center’s removal was exacting. Odor, officials liked to say, was the most singular, imperious, and exquisite self-expression; no one wanted another’s smell mingled with their own.

	Even items re-leased to a new tenant—from the shoe cabinet and washer drum to the doorknobs—were sprayed with a deodorant that also blocked data, so in principle there would be neither mingled smells nor leaked information. 

	Single-use supplies and other necessities had been pre-stocked, so there was no need to check the management system. But the sprinkler—of all things—was broken. She had wanted to turn it on, run under it, and sprawl on the soaked lawn on a tropical night when air-conditioners and pools were useless. The sprinkler was broken. 

	She hauled the ten boxes into the living room, her mind still fixed on the sprinkler. She opened one at random and pulled out a tape: Clone Cat Devours Humans, a third-rate horror in a cloned-animal series. Credits overlapped on the screen; a woman answered a phone. In films, phones were almost always hidden. Lying on her back, legs propped against the wall like a pair of upright eyes, she watched Clone Cat Devours Humans upside down. But her mind stayed on the sprinkler. She hit pause and sprang to her feet.


Fixing the Sprinkler

	Service centers had once stood in every block; now there was one for every two. Falling birthrates had thinned the tenants. Though farther than she liked, she resolved to go to the center at once. She ran out and started the rental car. She could have phoned, or asked the koi caretaker who came every other day, but she chose to go herself. Perhaps it would be fixed sooner that way. Of course, she would have to face someone and say it: The sprinkler is broken. Even if that single line shattered her life’s rhythm, she had decided. One sentence, no more. Two sentences were forbidden. Once, speaking more than that had nearly cast her whole life back on herself, the state washed of duty. That had not been her fault. 

	 

	Ten years earlier, trouble began when she stopped by the sector chief’s office to confirm a newly issued standard for classifying durables.

	 

	“Why do the classification standards keep changing?”

	 

	The bald sector chief gave no answer, only bored into her face. His brow and cheeks gleamed with sweat, as if he had just stepped from a sleep tube. In over ten years at her post, she had never met him before.

	 

	“What did you just say?”

	“I asked why the standards keep—”

	 

	She couldn’t finish. His face contorted, as if needled. His body locked stiff, as though he had met a five-headed serpent. She could only watch. Why? She swept back the hair from her brow, exposing her face—as if to prove she had only one head, not five. Whether he saw her or not, he rasped in a voice like iron scraping bars:

	 

	“Say it—once—again. Let me hear—your voice.” 

	 

	His voice carried a tang, metallic as rust, almost bloody. More than ten years later she still did not know why, in such pain, he begged to hear her voice again. All she knew was that the next day he killed himself in his office. 

	It could have been theft—hair, scalp, or spit, as in most suicides. But he was bald, and he never smoked. All die when they have lived enough—but he had thirty years till retirement. Why die the day after her visit? Worse, as if leaving proof, he died with the air conditioner running and a CD looping her voice. From his speakers spilled countless versions of her voice—where had he gotten them? No way. Inevitably she was investigated, sitting at the police station listening again and again to voices from years past.

	She had never listened to her own recorded voice before. Only after several repetitions did she recognize it: the voice shouting at her ex—a biotech researcher— “If you’re so desperate for my data, go get run over by a car!”

	Her whole body began to tremble uncontrollably. There was the voice she had once used to shriek at her mother’s ex-lover over a plate of sea urchin roe—a man who looked like a badly cloned pig with nothing but his belly inflated. There were muttered curses she had tossed out while driving alone; all of that, fine. She could bear it. But when the screams she had let out while beating her cat with an iron rod came through the speakers, she nearly collapsed in shock.

	It was her very first day after being transferred from the recycling classification center to the durable goods division. Her predecessor, leaving on a trip, had asked her to watch the cat for a while. Its short black fur was uncanny. Even a fleeting glance sent shivers crawling up her spine. It looked as if touching it would smear black tar onto her skin. She forced it into a pet bag, shoved the bag into her trunk, and drove to the rental house. Once there, she couldn’t bring herself to open the trunk. The fur terrified her. She imagined it all standing on end at once, stabbing her from head to toe. Worse still were the eyes.

	Outlined as if traced with a compass—her predecessor had insisted it wasn’t cloned, but she didn’t believe him. The eyes, bile-colored and unnaturally vivid yellow, glowed as if artificial. She couldn’t bring herself to meet them directly.

	She turned the bag upside down, spilling the cat onto the doorstep, then tossed its food into a bowl and shoved it out beside it. That night she couldn’t sleep—the cat cried outside the door until morning. She woke again and again, never finding the courage to let it in. Nearly a month passed like that. Then one day, wearing gloves, she prodded the cat inside with a stick and gave it a spot beside the fridge.

	 

	“That’s your spot. Don’t move. Don’t nose around anywhere else.”

	 

	Her predecessor never returned for it. She considered reporting the cat to the Animal Classification Center, yet never did. There were countless cloned cats, though sometimes she wondered if this one might be real. Once, when it brushed against her leg, she felt as if it star-like fur might leave a permanent stain. But people still shared sweat and saliva—so she endured. The owner made one final call, saying he had settled where he had gone on holiday. That was the end of it. Seasons changed, and she found herself almost able to meet the cat’s eyes. 

	She held it now, even fed it by hand. Winter passed. Then one night, she woke suddenly. Through the gap in the curtain the cat’s eyes glowed. What the hell? Must be another cat. She jumped out of bed and yanked the curtain wide. It was the same black cat that lived in her house. Strange. Every exit was locked. How had it gotten outside? She had no idea. She opened the front door and called to the cat, but it wouldn’t enter. It clung to the window again, as it
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