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I want to say, first of all, that I am happy. This was not always the case. In truth, it was hardly ever the case—even when I felt happy I wasn’t because I knew that was all it was, a feeling, an illusion that would soon be chased out by something I call the Mist. That I am happy now can be attributed to the fact that the journey worked, the treatment worked. I won’t describe the treatment yet, because if I do so now, I’ll lose you. What you should know is that I am thirty-three years old, of solid physical health (good levels of the new good cholesterol, low levels of the bad, proper pulse, no chemical dependencies), a professional failure, and am sitting solo on the Frecciarossa train waiting to depart from Roma Termini for Modena by way of Bologna. I am in Italy for my honeymoon; I was married in September, nine months ago, but we delayed the trip for better weather. Back on Piazza di Pasquino, at the very posh G‑Rough hotel, a seventeenth-century townhouse converted into a temple of Italian design, Annie, my wife, is still asleep—as we both understand this trip is something I should do on my own—in the palatial king bed, an original piece by the famed furniture designer Guglielmo Ulrich, as is all the room’s furniture, and after whom the room is named, and about whom I speak as if I’ve got a clue who he is. I don’t.

I’m going to Modena to find a physicist. Because of the terms of my contract, I am not allowed to name or acknowledge him in any way, publicly or privately, until our project is complete and he has decided if he wants to credit me. For that reason, I will simply call him the Physicist, though if you’re that curious it shouldn’t be too difficult to find the one famous theoretical physicist native to Modena.

I need to find the Physicist because he owes me a story. His story, specifically; more specifically, the second half of his life’s story, from our present moment all the way back to what he calls the “great realization,” the moment when he had a “breakthrough in perception,” as he describes it, after which he excelled in the study of physics, the result of which is his groundbreaking though still-controversial theory of quantum gravity. (I’m not allowed to name that either.) Everything from birth up to a year before the great realization I’ve already got, but it’s the “realization” that matters: it is my ticket out of a sizable debt hole I created when I failed to write a book promised to one of our nation’s largest publishers, publishers who paid me a rather sizable advance I can’t pay back because I blew it all on things like four days in the junior suite of the luxury G‑Rough hotel. Many dark-suited women and men in a Manhattan high-rise are eagerly waiting to give me a legal suplex if I don’t deliver.

The good news is that, posttreatment, I’m able to forgive myself for getting into such a position, and I feel grateful for that. Yet no matter how profound the treatment was, how life changing—and it was those things—I realize I can’t ignore that the debt is still very real, still my problem to solve, and, worse, that it haunts me beyond its financial implications. It’s the last thorn stuck in my foot from years spent walking through thorns. Except not only is it keeping that time alive, and keeping me connected to it, it’s also got the power to infect the new life I’ve been gifted. And so even in my happiness and clear mind I also feel anxious enough about the day’s potential that I couldn’t bring myself to eat anything from the G‑Rough’s impressive a.m. spread, not even a prosciutto slice or cube of melon to go with my morning cappuccino, which, now in the gut, has me feeling about as eager as possible for this train to come awake and race me closer to closure.

The solution is simple: all I’ve got to do is find the Physicist, get the rest of his story, and finish the job I was hired to do, which is to ghostwrite his memoir. Indeed, through a sequence of events that can seem either cruel or felicitous depending on which side of a life-changing treatment you find yourself, I found myself in a position where, by ghostwriting the Physicist’s memoir, I could cancel my debt with my publisher. Whenever I turn in a new ghostwritten section, the money I’d normally receive in compensation is instead deducted from my negative balance. The more of his life I write, the more of my life I get back.

But then he disappeared. Vanished. All calls to voicemail. His email like a dead address. And nothing but stonewalling from his handlers. So where I’d thought there was some good old-fashioned professional collaboration and momentum, there is now only his absence, an absence that’s not only thrown the project into a state of limbo, but also stands to resurrect my debt, a debt I cannot pay because I am worth approximately zero dollars, which everyone seems to agree on except the state of California, where, under its “community property” laws, I am not worth approximately zero dollars because I am married, meaning Annie—good, bright, unwavering Annie, whose love has been the one thing I’ve not screwed up, and whom I continue to adore more and more every day, especially after my treatment—could see her wages garnished or private assets seized should I be sued, a thought that sends my already hot stomach spinning like a Maytag.

Worse, I’m reminded of this fact nearly constantly by a guy named Richards—that’s his last name, he pronounces it “Ri-shard,” I guess the s is silent? Richards is the editor on this memoir, an older guy from Montana with a JD who moved to New York and went into books but still talks like he hung a shingle in Bozeman. He’s been in the game awhile, but from what I gather he’s had a bad few years—mainly from him saying again and again, “I’ve had a bad few years”—and this book, the Physicist’s memoir, for which he had to put his neck on the line in order to win it at auction, is his last big swing at saving his job. If that wasn’t pressure enough, a recent regime change at the publisher has made it expressly clear that he’s “the whitetail in their sights,” to use his words. To say he was stressed about this project from the beginning would be putting it mildly. And then everything came apart. When I asked Richards early in the Physicist’s disappearance if he was certain it was useless to try to explain the situation to his higher‑ups, he just laughed a little pathetically into the phone and said, “Barking at a knot,” whatever that means.

I feel for Richards, truly, but I fear he’s beginning to crack. Or has cracked already. At first his correspondences were understandable: vaguely anxious emails asking if I’d heard anything, maybe once a day. I kept explaining that I’ve never actually had direct contact with the Physicist, so what could I do? But that didn’t seem to matter. Then the emails picked up in frequency and desperation. He started peppering them with phrases like “What will I do?” which became “What will we do?” which evolved into the more personal “I’m sure you’ve got to be worried” before tipping over into “A situation like yours—I can remember from law school what it could mean for you and your wife, so unfortunate,” and then back to “We’ll be ruined” and “You’ll be ruined” and, finally, “I’ll be ruined.”

Then he started calling once a day, sometimes twice, every time leaving me a voicemail where pretty much the only thing I can hear is this weird labored breathing sound he makes between clauses. It sort of sounds like he’s sipping soup.

And then, just minutes ago, he took it to a whole new level when he decided to FaceTime me while I was in a cab on my way to the station. I know I shouldn’t have answered, but it seemed so weird that he was FaceTiming that I convinced myself that maybe he was calling to say that contact with the Physicist had been made, all is well, I can enjoy the rest of my honeymoon. So I answered and there he was, his face looking how it looks in pictures online, red and kind of swollen, like a boxer’s, and his head, which I’ve always described to myself as profoundly rectangular, complete with a flattop buzz cut of white hair, seemed even more rectangular when I saw that it fit so perfectly into the frame of the phone screen that it was like he wasn’t talking to me through the screen but was the screen itself, like some disembodied digital personality from the future whom I was holding in my hand.

“Did you mean to FaceTime me?” I asked.

A heavy exhale scratched through the speakers. “It’s been a tough ride,” he said, talking to what felt like no one in particular.

“Is there news or something?”

“I just thought that it would be good for us to chat face-to-face.” There was a looseness to his eyes, a shine.

“It’s like three in the morning there—are you drinking?”

“Maybe I’m a little roostered up. It’s been a bad few years. And it could get so much worse.”

A deep and almost boyish loneliness emanated off Richards. It was undeniable. If this is what he wanted me to feel by FaceTiming, then his plan had worked. I did feel for him. Not least because he seemed to be calling from an emotional space I’d only recently been freed from myself. Even though he’s always treated me less than kindly—he hated my involvement with the project—and more recently had become a badgering pest with designs, at times, to incite fear in me, even stooping so low as to mention my wife, all so that he might be less alone in his own uncertainty, I wanted to help this man. An opportunity to relieve suffering: that’s how my mind posited it to me then in the taxi, holding Richards in my hand—a thought I can’t imagine having had only a few weeks ago. A warm thought, a simple thought, a thought I was about to share with the real, vulnerable Richards reaching out to me from a place of elemental fear in what would be our most candid and unifying moment, except that just as I was about to speak his whole face hardened, and his voice dropped into a dry, edgy tone as he said directly into the screen, his digital eyes staring straight up into mine, “So much worse for you too, don’t forget.”

The screen felt hot. I looked away. Through the taxi’s windshield I could see Termini coming into view, hard-edged and impersonal, and maybe it was because of what Richards had said, or maybe because the station’s architecture is simply that austere in its modernism, but it looked to me like a prison through whose doors was the suffering Richards wanted me to join him in. I could feel it and I was afraid. But now when fear comes, it’s like I can witness it. Not visually, but relationally, a charged cloud rising through me and expanding out in jagged waves, an event within, but not a part of me, no, just another thing that happens, and then it passed, and then before I was even cognizant of what I was doing I’d looked back at my phone, smiled, and said, “You know, Richards—it is what it is. I’ve got to go,” and then I hung up, paid the taxi, and disappeared into the crowd, a mass of discrete events dressed in tailored suits and summer linens, gripping suitcases and smartphones, checking wristwatches, patting their pockets for tickets or a cigarette, each needing to be somewhere other than there, a blur from which I emerged onto the Frecciarossa 9318, car 8, seat 19D, where I am sitting now, waiting to begin a day trip north on the speed rail to Bologna, where I’ll then transfer to a commuter rail and ride three stops up to Modena, the place where I believe, as of yesterday, I might find the one man who can cut the final thread connecting me and my past.

No one has joined me yet in my four-seat unit, which, before my treatment, I would’ve perceived as confirmation of my deep suspicion that I am despised by all people. Why despised? For many reasons. Whatever reason they want. Not least of which, I was certain, was that my very presence stirred up repulsion, as if just seeing me was like accidentally catching a glimpse of some abscess. That’s what I was like, I thought—an abscess in the smile of reality. Of course I didn’t think I looked like an abscess, but that was part of the horrid trick: there was some negative aura about me I could intuit but never see. Some days it seemed no nastier than a dour blur, but on other days, like today—a day when I’m really in the thick of confronting how I’ve failed and made a mess of everything and gotten myself into this position—it would be raging, like the demented glow of a bug zapper. But that’s not how I feel: faintly in the window I see my red beard and freckled face reflected and know that I am perfectly ordinary.

Little TVs over the aisle show our route of Roma to Bologna as a red line up the boot with a speedometer resting at zero beside it and a clock above counting down to departure. As the seconds fall, I straighten my spine, open my lungs to the conditioned air, and begin simple, steady breaths. One, then another, following each with my attention until the rhythm settles first my stomach and then my mind so completely I can drop behind it and watch.

Through the speakers comes a prerecorded message, the only word of which I catch is “Frecciarossa,” a name that was only a name to me until last night when I was dozing off in the Ulrich bed—one half of my mind still in this world, the other lost in early dreamlessness—and I heard a voice call out, “The red arrow,” a phrase so empty of context that it felt like a spell from the cosmic beyond, or so I thought, letting sleep pull me deeper, not realizing it was Annie who’d said it from across the room at the midcentury secretary where she was sitting, still in her dinner outfit of black-on-black jeans and blouse with a green silk scarf for color, writing in her notebook these repetitive pages of Italian vocab she’d picked up throughout the day, along with notes on how and when the vocab stuck in her mind, a nightly habit she’s maintained since we arrived in the country over a week ago, one expression of her commitment to learning the language that began when she was assigned to the development team for a new AI-powered language-learning program at the company where she works. “My task isn’t just to learn a language,” she’d first said of the project, “it’s to pay attention to how I learn it, and when.”

Now she collects vocab so obsessively she’ll sometimes shout when a translation clicks in her mind, which is exactly what happened last night at dinner when we were quietly scanning the menus and she blurted out “Priest strangler” with enough force to make me straighten in my chair and look around. “Strozzapreti,” she continued, privately, “I remember strozzare from Inspector Montalbano. I bet that’s it,” and then she checked on her phone and smiled up at me. “I knew it. Strozzapreti—‘priest stranglers’—great name for a noodle,” and only then did I realize she was speaking about one of the pastas on the menu.

“The red arrow,” I heard again in the bed, eerie and powerful, like some flare at the edge of the blackness I was draining through, but then abruptly the still-wakeful half of my mind latched hold of it and rustled me up to see Annie looking at me from across the room. “The red arrow,” she said a third time, “when does it leave?” I blinked back, unsure if I was awake. “The Frecciarossa,” she said slowly, dragging the syllables. “The train—what time do you have to be there in the morning? I hope you set an alarm. I’ve got my own plans for tomorrow and they don’t include getting up with you.” Frecciarossa, “the red arrow”—right then in my half-conscious state both ceased to exist in separate languages and instead were joined suddenly and forever in my own private tongue. A real physical feeling, solid and smooth, like well-cut and oiled watch gears interlocked and set spinning for the first time. Very pleasant. Then the tender darkness pulled me under.

And now, having just heard it from the speakers above, I can see the word floating in the anterior no-place of my consciousness, first “Frecciarossa,” then “the red arrow,” and then there’s only “arrow,” bright and serifed and softly vibrating like a magnet gathering new words around it, a sentence forming, the sentence the Physicist chose to start his memoir—the only sentence he specifically requested I include—a sentence he’s used for years as a kind of catchphrase in lectures and interviews, a gate that’s opened his thinking to countless crowded rooms, and that now opens the story of his life: “Time is not a line with two equal directions: it is an arrow with different extremities.” And as I read it with my mind’s eye and repeat it to myself, I feel the present shift, then soften, then bloom open like a flower with very long petals, each curling back to a point that got me here.

[image: clip0002]

It started with a success. A success with stories. I suppose it’s only fitting—I’m just now realizing—that I must retrieve a story in order to end the hell that stories opened. The stories that did me in were stories I wrote. I hadn’t intended to write stories. My plan had always been to paint. Growing up, I was the art kid. The one who could draw, then the one who could paint. I got to skip precalc in high school to do murals on classroom walls, which was a deal for me, because I was only an okay student, and horrible at math. After graduation I went to art school in the Northeast, then did an MFA. Moved to New York, as one does, and got an undersized and overpriced studio in Bushwick, as one does, and began an unsuccessful life as a painter.

I love painting. I miss it dearly. The physical labor, my grungy studio clothes, the look of my stained hands, how a friend could stop by and drink my beer while watching me paint and that counted as work and socializing. And yet, ever since the stories, I’ve never felt like I could return to painting. I couldn’t ever say why. But now—I guess because I’m more honest with myself since my treatment—I’m prepared to say I wasn’t any good at it. Sure, I was talented as a kid, but it isn’t too difficult to appear artistically talented in a place like West Virginia. And then at art school I think I learned how to appear talented enough—I said the right stuff, praised the right contemporaries, tilted my head the right way during critique, and—most important—developed a style that “interrogates canonical aesthetics.” I actually said and wrote that exact phrase more than once. It was a commendable performance. So good, in fact, that I believed in it too. But again, like with West Virginia, it ain’t that hard in a place like art school. And then once it was over, I sold a few things here and there, almost all to one guy, and since then I’ve mainly kept myself afloat by art handling—hanging the pictures of successful artists on the walls of successful New Yorkers. Times got pretty lean. In my last five years of painting I sold exactly two pieces. So I guess painting was never especially good to me. But that’s not entirely true, because if it wasn’t for painting I wouldn’t have met Annie.

It was six years ago, late summer of 2013, and Annie was working at her first tech job, a Brooklyn-based artificial-intelligence start‑up that specialized in digital avatars. An artist-friend of mine linked me up with her firm about possibly doing some work with digital portraiture. I did not paint portraits, even my own—especially my own, which I’ve been unable to paint all my life—though of course I did not tell them this. Instead I took the meeting for the free coffee at a sterile Scandinavian café near my studio. Annie was the contact person.

I arrived early and waited at one of the squat Danish tables, scribbling in my sketchbook, trying to look how I imagined a tech person would want their potential artist hire to look: productive, focused, showered. And though my usual day wear of paint-stained Carhartt work pants and a many-holed T‑shirt was completely acceptable in that northern corner of Kings County, I instead put on a paint-free ensemble. Why clean up if I knew I wasn’t going to get the job? Because no one had taken me seriously in a very long time, so I’d take what I could get.

But after twenty minutes I was still sitting alone. Meanwhile the barista started openly glaring at me for hanging around without ordering, a problem I could’ve easily solved by making a purchase, except I couldn’t because I was so confident that the coffee was going to be paid for that I’d left my wallet in my studio. Not that it would’ve mattered if I’d brought it; I was broke.

I could intuit the barista’s disgust with me spreading through the other patrons. There was a young guy wearing a beanie and exceptionally large headphones rocking in place while typing on a Mac; another guy with an aggressive slouch and a stamped‑on scowl who was also typing on a Mac, but with such percussive intensity I thought he might be screaming at someone in a chat thread, or not at someone but about someone, perhaps about me; then finally a young woman with a brown bob and oversize glasses marking up a paperback with a highlighter. Yes, there was no doubting it; they could all tell what was going on and wanted me to go. I could sense it in the way that they were maybe glancing at me whenever I wasn’t glancing at them—I couldn’t be certain because I couldn’t bring myself to look at any of them directly for very long for fear I might see them looking at me, disgust beaming from their dark irises. On and on my thoughts went like this until I got so lost that I must’ve failed to pay attention to where I was staring, because when I came to, I realized I was looking right at the woman with the paperback, who was now looking back at me, having caught me looking at her, probably thinking I was checking her out like a perv, which I hadn’t been. In fact, I’d made an earlier effort to not look in her direction because indeed I found her attractive, which I worried would cause me to look with genuine interest in a way that might unintentionally telegraph as creepy. So much for that, I thought, punching myself in the thigh as I watched her grab her purse, get up from her table, and start in my direction. In a desperate attempt to have an excuse for my unintentionally pervy glance, I started sketching her very quickly, thinking I could show her the drawing in both apology and defense, saying something about “inspiration.” If this sounds exhausting that’s because it is. That was my last thought as she walked toward me, a public lashing dressed all in black, not in a goth way or the default New York way but in a way that even then I could sense was expressive of certain convictions about aesthetic minimalism: I am so tired.

“Are you here to meet someone named Annie?”

I rose and shook her hand a little more intensely than intended. “I apologize. I didn’t realize you were you. I was keeping an eye out for someone techie looking.”

At this she drew back, her under eyes pinched. “What would techie looking be?”

Not so good looking is what I wanted to say but didn’t. “I guess I don’t really know.” I stared down at my boots, which I would’ve liked to use to kick myself in the head.

“Right. Well, I blocked an hour for a meeting, so there’s still time if that’s okay.” She offered to get us drinks on the company account, saying she was going to have a cortado, and I said that’d be great for me too, then deflated back to the table.

She returned with our coffees and, before she was even seated, asked if I’d signed the NDA, then launched into a description of the company and the work they were hoping to do, speaking with a confidence that called to me, even as the work she described filled me with terror. “You’d be contracted for something like two hundred portraits,” she said at one point. “The portraits would be of twenty different models from whose images we feel we can dynamically compose almost any face. The goal is not facsimile—the uncanny valley is very real—which is why, unlike our competitors, we’re banking instead on a looser look, something that’s still realist, but more representational overall, with a style that hopefully leans into dynamic, analog qualities like brushstroke and texture. Postimpressionistic-ish. We’re also considering filming a time-lapse of each portrait as it’s being painted, should there be kinetic potentials worth mining, but we’re still teasing out how we’d use that data. Ideally you’d deliver by Q4, which I know is a crunch, with Q2 already blurring past. But we can be somewhat flexible.”

I wanted to pretend like I understood what she was saying, that I was thinking it over, but quickly I admitted, “I can’t do it. I’m sorry if there was miscommunication from my friend, but two hundred portraits, it’s not possible. I’m not your guy. And filming? I can’t be filmed.” She sipped her cortado and did not speak, dropping a hard block of silence between us that seemed not to bother her at all, but that made me squirm in my seat and feel like I owed her further explanation. “I worry about what an interruption like this would do to my current work,” I added, even though I didn’t have much work going, only a few stalled canvases I couldn’t yet understand. Her hair had the same lacquered brown shine of the buckeyes that filled my backyard as a kid.

“That’s fine,” she said finally, her shoulders relaxing. “I appreciate the honesty. Most everyone we contact about contract work says they can do everything. Men especially. I appreciate you saving me the headache.” Then she smiled for the first time, quickly but sincerely, and I felt a then-unknown warmth wave awake in me, like a pilot light between my lungs. She reached for her bag and looked around like she was making to leave, but I didn’t want her to, not yet, so I asked her what it’s like in the world of tech. Is her office a big open footprint with long tables and snack bars and all that? Guys in zip‑up hoodies?

“There are definitely some guys in hoodies,” she said, setting her bag down. “And yes, the office is an open floor plan, but not glamorous. It’s a shitty old building that’s almost certainly not up to code. We have to run space heaters in the winter. There are free snacks, but it’s mostly tubs of candy from Costco. Also those barrels of cheese puffs. It’s a start‑up. Not my final destination, but I’m glad to have found the entry point. You know, everyone asks about the guys in hoodies, but what’s more special are guys in black turtlenecks. My coworkers and I call them Stevies. Sometimes you’ll catch two Stevies talking to each other and neither seems to realize that the other is wearing the same outfit.”

“An aesthetic crime,” I said.

“Indeed.” She looked around again.

“Do you code and all that?”

“I can do a little if I need to. At a start‑up everyone needs to do a little bit of everything. But what I am is a designer. I design the experience the code needs to express.”

“I went to a school of art and design. I stayed on the art side though. Design felt a bit buttoned up.”

“Interesting. I disagree. I mean, maybe I know what you mean in that it has a professionalized way about it. But maybe what seems buttoned up is just something that’s been designed well, so it’s clean. There’s only what needs to be there. And that comes down to paying attention.”

“So what is it you pay attention to?”

“As much as I can. Like this”—she lifted up her empty glass demitasse—“this is a well-designed cup. Some people get very turned off by coffee in clear vessels, which I get, but its clarity lets you see that the espresso has been cut in a way that’s very pleasing to the eye, and the glass has a weight and thickness like ceramic, but unlike most glass it doesn’t get hot, so you aren’t going to burn your fingers or lips when you go to drink. It makes for good engagement. ‘Engagement’ is big in AI. That’s what I spend a lot of my time thinking about. How does a person engage with a thing? And then how do you keep that interaction going in a way that feels natural?”

We continued like this well past our scheduled hour, long enough that the barista came by and cleared our glasses away himself, neither of us stopping to thank him as we talked. When we finally finished, I asked if she’d want to get together again, and she said sure.

A week later we met at an Austrian restaurant near her apartment in Park Slope. We both ordered schnitzels as big as our faces and enjoyed two half liters of lager and were feeling altogether very joyful and in sync as we shuffled through our decks of personal history. She asked what West Virginia was like, admitting that she knew almost nothing about it, having never even met someone from there until me, and maybe because of the lager, or nerves, or both, I rambled briefly about how it’s a beautiful but forgotten space, a no-place in the American mind, its people either ignored or relegated to caricature while its landscape is constantly defaced by industry, something my paintings tried to understand. After apologizing for getting swept away, I asked Annie where she was from, noting flashes of an accent.

“Northern vowel shift,” she said. “I’m conscious of it. I’m actively trying to undo it. But sometimes it’s an asset at work when we’re testing bots.” She said she was from a commuter town outside Chicago, calling it “the most suburban suburb of all suburbs.”

“Maybe I don’t know much about suburbs, but you seem very cosmopolitan for someone from the suburbs.”

“Why do you say that? I mean, thank you, but—”

“I don’t know. You work in AI. You have style. You’re not plain, I guess is what I mean. When I think of suburbs I think of the plain neighborhood-world in E.T.”

“That is more or less what it’s like. Maybe what you’re picking up on as plainness is more a general placelessness in suburbs. I think they’re designed to make place irrelevant, really. That’s one of the perks for some people who move out there, like my dad, who was sick of being from a shit Polish neighborhood in the city. At least that’s what he says. Where we lived, we didn’t have to think about where we were from in the way it seems like you’ve had to think about being from West Virginia. The trade-off can be a kind of homogeneity, sure, but there’s still a train that takes you straight to the city. And not everyone is the same. There are cool people. Like my grandmother, she was very cool. I spent a lot of my time with her. Maybe it’s her energy you’re sensing. She was a successful jeweler. She lived in the development over from ours and had a studio behind her house. That place was special. Lots of rugs all over the floor, workbenches. She even had a little foundry area. It was wild stuff. Dangerous for a kid, but she didn’t care. She gave me things to do. Things to read. And even taught me some things. She’d take me into the city when she’d drop off new pieces at Saks. Then we’d have a bistro lunch and go to the Art Institute. She made these.” She pointed to the burnished shards of copper hanging from her ears.

I admitted that all sounded much nicer than I’d imagined.

“Nicer than West Virginia, I bet.”

I knew she was joking, and she wasn’t wrong, but I said nothing.

“I’m sorry. That was dumb.”

I let it drop. “Your grandmother—that’s where you got your design sense?”

“Maybe, yeah. But I wandered backward into design. One thing my grandmother definitely did was get me to read a lot. That’s why I was an English major. After college I worked in publishing for a while but hated it so I quit, then got into AI through personality design, which is just creepy industry-speak for writing a bot’s character. Then that led to conversational design, then experience design. It’s all design at the end of the day. I think really what my grandmother taught me was to just kind of go for it. See how something works. Give it a shot. Adjust accordingly.” She finished the rest of her lager in a longer gulp than she’d expected, set the glass down, then half repressed a burp. “Do you want to share a cigarette?”

We smoked on a bench in the restaurant’s front courtyard, our heads resting against the ivy-knitted façade, the sky sliding from indigo to black. A string of globe lights clicked on, throwing low-watt bronze over our bodies. A man with a Holga hanging from his neck stopped on the sidewalk to take a picture of the scene. He was our age but wearing a khaki Boy Scout uniform tucked into shorts that had once been jeans. His pale thighs glowed. We stared together into his dark lens.

“An aesthetic crime,” Annie said once he walked off.

“Indeed. The patches on his shirt weren’t even sewn on the right spots. And there was more than one rank patch, which makes no sense. No eye for detail.”

And through this comment I revealed I was in the Boy Scouts. Not just in—I was a Boy Scout. An Eagle Scout. An achievement I’m proud of but hesitant to mention for the obvious proto-fascist sentiment it stirs up as of late. Luckily, Annie wasn’t derisive. Maybe she was just being polite. Whatever it was, I ended up telling stories about my experiences, about how I spent so much time outdoors as a boy, and about the troop I was in, and eventually one story about how, on a backpacking trip into a West Virginia state park, we got caught in a dispute between environmental activists and state authorities in what some called a hostage crisis, but which to us mainly felt like camping with a group of environmental activists on one side of us and state authorities on the other. It was this story that returned to me later that evening. I was back alone in my studio, trying to work on a large curious painting of many small, brightly colored figures walking toward an erupting volcano, when I put my brush down and, thanks to extreme naïveté and a small bump of confidence from some cocaine left behind by an artist-friend, started typing that story on my laptop.

Why did I feel compelled to write it down? This is the question I’d later be asked countless times in Q and As, and always my answer was the same: I don’t know. I couldn’t explain how it happened. In art school I’d taken a beginning poetry workshop for one of my liberal arts electives, but I’d enrolled mainly in hopes that the small size of poems might also be reflected in the weekly workload. The class was fun enough. I wrote mostly landscape descriptions of the Monongahela River valley where I’m from, poems that seemed to interest no one. For another elective I took Rage and Relentlessness: On Post-WWII Art, Film, and Literature in the German-Speaking World, in which I developed a minor passion for Thomas Bernhard and W. G. Sebald, but it’d been a while since I’d read them. For years the only things I’d written were emails and applications for grants I never won; as for reading, there were articles and paperbacks, and sometimes I’d get swept up by something, but I never took myself as a reader, whatever that was—someone more disciplined than me, for whom doing what I was doing then at my laptop wouldn’t have been strange. And while it did feel strange, there was also some element that felt faintly familiar, a deep call back to early boyhood when I’d burn hours filling notebooks with strange monsters and mutants—a kind of endless ballroom party of creatures spilling from one page to the next—and as I drew each figure my mind would coil out into the narrative of its life, traits, struggles, and finally its voice, which came right as I finished its image, and then I’d move on to the next. That’s a little like how it felt, that week I sat in my studio, typing away, tweaking the piece, letting the paints on my palette harden into a neon topography.

Then I did the most idiotic thing a young man can do when he’s met the woman he believes is the love of his life: I sent her a story, asking her to read it. And she did. And then—as an English major, and as someone who worked in publishing briefly out of college before transitioning into tech—she gave me some seriously insightful feedback, saying things like “The pent‑up aggression in this scene is very palpable” and “I love the rhythm of the sentences here” and “This is sloppy and I think you could do better,” and didn’t tell me I was a dope, and still wanted to see me. After I finished that first story about the troop, I wrote another, then another, focusing on, or even speaking as, a different scout in each story, and as the .docs piled up in a digital file called WFT (Weird Fiction Thingy), so did the hours Annie and I spent together, until a year and a half had passed and I’d moved into her place in the Slope, and it was there in our apartment one afternoon in March, on my twenty-ninth birthday, in fact, just as I was leaving to go kill myself, that my phone rang.

No one called me during the day except robo scams and political groups. I knew this, and yet, hearing my phone ringing in the apartment, I paused. I’d already locked the door for what I thought was my last time. My boots were on but not yet tied. I tried to stay focused on leaving this earth, having finally reached the point of action I knew I’d been journeying toward for so long. But for whatever reason, maybe because I was about to kill myself and wanted to hear one last voice before I was off to the great nothing, I quickly unlocked the door and hobbled in.

The call was from a number I didn’t know from a part of the Bay Area I’d never been to and knew no one from. Another location scramble, I thought, before looking back at the phone and realizing the Bay Area town was home to a university whose English department housed a writing fellowship I’d applied to under Annie’s encouragement, meaning I hadn’t even heard of the fellowship until she’d told me about it, suggesting I apply, after which she made no mention of it again until one night when we were cooking dinner together and she asked in a very chill way if I’d sent in my fellowship application and when I said no, first having to think of what application she was even referring to, she turned to me, chef’s knife in hand, and said, “Why the hell have you had me spend so much time looking at those stories if you aren’t going to do anything with them? Was all that just a waste of my time?” The blade bounced and flashed as she spoke, its point transfixed on my torso like a cobra. I got the message. And now, months later, my phone was ringing.

I answered the call and was greeted by a stern North Shore accent
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