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Even at night, the bridge throws a shadow on the river—a black lane where the otherwise shimmering waters seem to deepen. I am invisible gliding down that narrow eclipse. No one can see me from above; no one can spot me from the shore. The whir of the propeller slicing through the current vanishes under the city’s hum that rolls over the river like a mist. The boat and I become nothing. A possibility no one considered.

Still, I sensed a disturbance in the dark as I cruised across the wide stream and through the late-summer night. How is it that one can feel when one’s being watched? What is that touchless prodding that is also a pulling in space itself?

I cut the engine, allowed myself to drift to the edge of the bridge’s shadow, took out my binoculars, and checked for other craft or a presence on the riverbank. The breeze, laced with the smell of clay, burning wood, and the wolfish call of loons, was a reflection of the river. I’ve learned not to look too closely at what the water carries, but that night I inspected all the vague shapes floating by. Some of them were seals. The slick curve of a dolphin hooked itself into the surface. Ducks, bobbing in an iridescent row, slept with their heads turned back and their beaks tucked under their wings. The small cluster of islands to the north and the large ones due south appeared to hover, mute and blind, above the horizon. It was hard to imagine the violence that kept each one of the placid stars shining against the cleanest black possible. Except for a few distant fires, there was nothing on the main coastline. I switched the motor back on and kept going.

The faintest flashlight pointed at the depths would have revealed schools of shad silvering the surface; the oyster beds in the reefs; the eelgrass, perpetually tangled and combed and tousled again by the currents, creating the impression that the water is in fact a wind; sturgeon cruising by, like flexible fossils, with the majesty that only an eternal lineage can confer. This world made itself felt under the thin hull.

I landed where the river grasses were thick. Three or four upright otters stood their ground, glaring at me as I tied up. From beyond the streamside vegetation came the splashes of bass hunting for minnows. I walked over to the pinching site stiffly, with the awkward steps of those who know they’re being observed or recorded, and looked around, scanning for my stalker while pretending to be a bewildered castaway. Beyond knolls of flotsam, rubble, and final, unreclaimable garbage, stood the abandoned apartment blocks that surround the heart of the city like ramparts. From the other side, over the ramshackle rooftops and through the gaping windows, came the drone of human activity and, ripping through it, the intermittent sound of a drill, the peal of metal on metal, music receding and bending into the distance, someone screaming “nine” or “mine” again and again.

After rambling around a bit, as if lost, I reached the site. It was safer to work on the uninhabited shoreline, and this was the best spot I’d found in months: The power line from a nearby substation had been easy to locate and dig up, and luckily it led to a juicy subsidiary node, which makes pinching easier. The driftwood, water chestnuts, rocks, and junk I’d strewn over the brick the night before were just as I’d left them. After a final glance toward the buildings, I decided it was all right to check on the device hidden under the trash. It was untouched. Settings, wiring, load—everything was the same. No signs of intrusion.

True paranoia comes about when one’s own paranoia becomes the object of one’s own paranoia. That’s why I decided to ignore the gaze I’d felt across the night and got to work.

Politburo was playing at Colcha, and they wanted me. Back then, I failed to even hate Politburo. They didn’t matter enough. Under normal circumstances, I would never have agreed to power one of their inane shows. Not worth the risk, no matter the pay. But their manager, Alexis, told me that it was an important concert, that nothing could go wrong, that he needed the best. Things managers and brokers will say. He held my hands for a disconcertingly long time while he spoke, as though this somehow would have been persuasive. He also said that if I did this for him, he’d get me to power the Children. I have no idea how he knew this was the right thing to say.

Because of my work, I’m reluctant to discuss or even name the bands I love. The list isn’t enough for one hand, and until recently, the Children were at the top of it. I’ve seen them play on countless occasions, consistently standing in the back, to the side, by the exit. Never wanted them to know I existed. Had no desire to meet them. No interest at all. Cringed at the mere thought of finding myself backstage, pretending to laugh at their inside jokes and their little cruelties. It’s always like that. I don’t know what “cool” means but I do know that it can never have any content. It’s pure removal. Once attached to something particular, it immediately dies under the weight of specificity. What onstage is magnificent arrogance, aloofness, a rage, in private is devalued into ordinary petulance, pettiness, a fit. This happens with all bands, once you get to know them. But I used to believe no band was or could be as great as the Children. And it was this greatness that I wanted to preserve for myself. Yet when Politburo’s manager told me that the Children were looking for a new pincher and that he’d introduce me if I helped him out, I lost my perspective. Meeting the Children was out of the question. Still, working with them, being part of their music by powering one of their shows, had been a long-repressed dream of mine. I would do it from afar, I told myself, without any direct interaction with them. And charge double so they wouldn’t suspect I would gladly have done it for free.

This was why I’d crossed the river that night when I first felt I was being watched: to check on the pinch that would power Politburo’s show so I could later power the Children’s show.

They say it’s different in the country, up in the valley, or out by the lakes, where people have solar panels, wind turbines, dams, and such. In the city, however, Tensor holds a monopoly over energy distribution. They own the power station up the river, all the substations, and the lines that feed the larger businesses and the uptown homes of those who can afford to be on the grid. Solar farms are unviable here, since it’s impossible for anyone to put up enough panels before they get stolen. With few exceptions, the equipment is pilfered in a circle until rightful ownership no longer can be established or the gear is broken beyond repair. Hand cranks and other kinds of dynamos help but seldom suffice. Some communes have succeeded in becoming self-sufficient, but most people have given up. Aside from the basics (stove, stell, a favorite appliance, maybe a bike), many here live close to the way humans lived forever, before electricity. It’s fine. It’s been like this for generations. But even for those few small basic things, let alone a concert, power is needed—which explains why bricks charged with energy pinched from the grid have become a form of currency.

Running a line from a pinching site to a home or a venue is a doomed scheme. The leak would be too noticeable, and there would be a literal thread leading from the scene of the crime to the perpetrator. The place would be swarming with CTS contractors and volunteers in no time. Most pinchers use bricks they load up as fast as they can, before they’re detected. Speed, though, produces a sudden drop in the line that Tensor’s brains and monitors can easily detect. This makes pinching a frantic, dangerous operation. And only so much power can be stored in a normal unit. For a typical show, for example, more than thirty bricks are required. More than thirty pinches, more than thirty opportunities for getting caught.

Not too long ago, I designed a new kind of unit. It holds the equivalent of about forty normal bricks. Instead of a lot of small, quick pinches that would require going all over town with cumbersome equipment and several batteries, my brick needs just one slow pinch. It’s merely double the size of the average unit, which means I can take it to a venue in a backpack or use it to recharge dozens of normal batteries in the safety of my workshop. Being so powerful, it has to charge at a low rate to make it as stealthy as possible. The draw is much longer than when using a standard brick, but it is also undetectable. Completely untraceable. Even a brain would mistake the pinch for a normal fluctuation on the line. One site, one pinch, no risk—if no one sees you getting in and out.
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I live on the wrong side of the river by choice. Most people believe that, despite being so clean, it will make them ill. Their near-religious fear is unfounded but understandable. On a calm day, one can see carp and flounder tending to the grounds below, sheepshead feeding on the barnacles scabbing abandoned jetties, slow sunken forests, ospreys stitching sky and water together to then emerge with perplexed trout in their talons. Yet none of this can make up for the occasional sighting of the grim outlines that sometimes drift by, half submerged like heavy ghosts. The river is where we dispose of our dead.

Making a crossing can be challenging. Sandbanks shift with the currents, and even when they look placid, the waters are turbulent. Few know their way through the invisible lanes that circumvent the many hazards lurking in the depths. All kinds of debris litter the riverbed—wrecked vessels, rubble fallen from the bridges, cars, trucks, and even railway wagons. They have become reefs that provide shelter to many creatures, but they have also created a labyrinth that only expert pilots can traverse. Almost no one dares to venture out on a boat, even when they can afford enough bricks to power it. Using the bridges is tricky, and not just on account of their structural damage. They can also become traps that offer no escape from random CTS checkpoints, volunteers, and creeps. These are sensible reasons for staying on the other side, where there are more resources and people. But I also know that, over the years, a superstitious loathing of the river has swelled into a taboo. There is an unspoken negative reverence for the stream. Overcome with awe, the city has turned its back on it.

The buildings on the waterfront, eroded by storms and floods, have been abandoned for as long as anyone can remember. Time passes more quickly by the river. One can see the city crumbling and sloping into the water. One can sense its urge to vanish.

Two summers ago, encouraged by the total absence of neighbors, Sol, Reni, and I took over two houses on the riverfront. On the wrong side. It was a period of joy, camaraderie, and play. Of excess, recklessness, and impunity. And, oddly, of calm. Because beyond our tempestuous freedom, the three of us felt that, after having been lost for ages, we were finally home.

Sol was the reason why I became a pincher. If it hadn’t been for her, I would probably have followed in my mother’s footsteps, settled down, and opened a tinkering shop. But meeting Sol changed everything. She was my best friend, and I can barely think of her face, always a little tense with a childlike impatience that also quivered in her green eyes and found its shape in her gloriously chaotic hair, without feeling the sweetest and keenest of heartaches. Given her importance in my life, it’s peculiar that, looking back, I’m unable to pinpoint the exact moment when we met. She couldn’t remember it either. It’s strangely adequate that our story—first as apprentices, then as pinching nomads slinking through the city, and finally as a little family in the house on the riverfront—didn’t really have a beginning.

During our nomadic period, Sol and I worked at concerts and parties together with Reni, a distiller whose unique brews were becoming popular—they tasted like nothing else, as if he’d come across a new fruit or grain, and their effect was just this side of psychedelic. Reni was a bit older than us, perhaps about nineteen. He didn’t know. And it was hard to compare him with anyone else: Though not huge, he was exceptionally strong, and his strength made him seem ancient in a stony sort of way. His limp from a fracture that hadn’t healed properly and his scars from a bout of smallpox that should have killed him as a child only added to his aura of indestructibility. He swore he never drank his own stuff, but there was something delightfully off-kilter about him, especially in his teetering way of talking, which could waver between nonsense and revelations that had the impersonality of fortunate accidents. There was nothing stumbling about his body, however, with its unique combination of might and grace. The world yielded to him.

As we expanded our field of action throughout downtown, meeting Reni was unavoidable. His brews were a vital part of many of the shows we worked at. Sol and I increasingly overlapped at events with him: Cheapish, Edward Allen Pow, Mucho Pelo, Again, and Seagrave were some of the bands that we powered while Reni bartered his stuff. He would set up shop while we plugged in all our bricks and helped with the sound check. Once all of us had finished, there was a lot of time to kill before the beginning of the performance, so, little by little, we started talking.

“Bricks and bricks,” he said as we stacked our bricks before a concert by the Guide.

Or that’s what I thought he’d said.

“Yes, lots of bricks,” Sol answered in the tone people tend to use to address infants. “Thirty-five bricks.”

“I normally keep my brews under twelve bricks. The syrupy stuff is nasty.”

Sol looked at me, asking for help. Clearly, the man was deranged. Reni noticed what was going on.

“Degrees Brix,” he said, trying to explain himself.

Sol and I still didn’t understand.

“Sugar percentage,” Reni clarified. “One degree Brix is one gram of sugar in one hundred grams of liquid. I never, ever go over twelve Brix. Disgusting. Anyway. Your bricks made me think of my Brix.”

It took Sol and me a bit too long to realize what he meant, but when we did, we started laughing. Now it was Reni’s turn to be confused. In the end, the three of us met in the absurdity of it all and laughed together.

“Seriously, though,” I said. “Bricks and Brix. Think about it.”

Sol immediately saw what I was suggesting.

“Yes. Bricks and Brix,” she said as her green eyes seemed to be staring at a gilded city gleaming on the horizon.

In short order, Sol, Reni, and I took over a great part of the downtown music scene. No one had thought of combining the basic elements behind every show—batteries and brews. Before we knew it, we could barely keep up with the demand. We did so well that we were able to afford to supply the bands we liked for no charge.

Through this initial period, Sol and I didn’t have a permanent home. Each of us was the only constant in the life of the other. We drifted around downtown and would take over an apartment on one of the upper floors of a high-rise or camp in a commercial or administrative building in a dismal, desolate part of town. Whatever was out of the way. Sometimes we simply stayed on at the venue where we’d just finished a show. Despite all the roaming about, it was then that I began working on an early design of what later became my new brick.

Generational shifts in this city are unpredictable and sudden. The music scene is a good marker of those changes. In one single year, most of the bands one loves can vanish. It doesn’t mean everyone in them dies, of course. Still, at least one loss in each group is to be expected, and that’s often enough to put an end to it. The remaining members merge with other decimated bands, creating new outfits; others drop out; new, younger kids come up through the ranks and keep the whole process going. All this makes it hard to stay up to date. But during the year or so that Sol, Reni, and I spent together, time seemed to have come to a halt. We rose with a new wave of people and knew everyone. It was beautiful, but we were filled with a happy disdain for beauty. It was wild, but we were invulnerable. It was short-lived, but while it lasted, it was a long, pure now.

As the distillery and the pinching operation expanded, it made sense to find a place where the three of us could work and live together. A few collectives that were interested in our goods and our connections approached us. We found some of the offers tempting. Living in a small commune that was nearly self-sustaining would have meant a break from the daily hustling and trading. We came close to moving into Cuzco, a thriving community in the middle of downtown. They were great customers of ours, and we often stayed with them for a few days after working at the parties they gave to help sustain themselves with the donations they received at the door. Although we liked it at Cuzco, we soon saw that it was not for us. Reni, Sol, and I formed a triangle that could never expand into any other shape.

The flirtation with Cuzco made us realize the extent to which we didn’t want other people in our business. We’d form our own little commune, our family, and we agreed that the other side of the river, with its largely uninhabited stretches by the water, was a wise choice. We could easily afford a stealthy brick-powered boat, with which we’d have quick access to all of downtown. Reni, who had experience as a pilot from ferrying brew up and down the city, picked a flat-bottomed skiff with the shallowest possible draft, which reduced the chances of colliding with the many wrecks littering the riverbed. And it was from Reni that we learned the location of the safest channels and how to avoid the uncharted dangers lurking below.

When we moved into two conjoined buildings on the waterfront, we left all the rooms facing the street empty and smashed the few windows that somehow had remained intact to signal that those two houses were, like all the others on the same block, vacant. Both places had beautiful tubs, which Sol used on rotation to take her extremely hot baths, drawn with water from a distant station and warmed up with a surprisingly efficient immersion heater of her own design. We left the bigger house to Reni, who needed more space for his distillery.

Plants had crawled from both gardens into the ground floor of each building. Vines, ferns, lianas, and all kinds of tangle had clawed their witchy fingers into the plaster. Succulents dripping gluey sap had colonized every corner. Bruise-colored leaves, greedy for light, fanned out in the shadiest recesses. Trees feeding on the shallow soil accumulated over decades had pushed and toppled, with invisible slowness, in the gentlest of tantrums, the decayed furniture around them. We cleared out the kitchens and dining rooms, exiling all the plants to the back, and merged both gardens.

At first, we went from one house to the other through the interconnected backyards, our comings and goings unseen under the thick canopy. This was convenient not only for security reasons but also because we’d built our outhouse under the greenery, and the canvas woven by the foliage and branches was tight enough for us to go out in a rainstorm without getting wet. It felt like a tiny village, and the path in the garden was our main thoroughfare. We even found a perfect boathouse in the repurposed ruins of a half-sunken ice cream shop not too far away from our place. Sol and I wired our little compound with a complex alarm system and installed several security cameras, knowing that, as pinchers, we could never be too prepared when it came to Tensor and CTS.

If we didn’t have a show or a party in the evening, the three of us would get together in one of the houses to listen to music and chat. Sol and I drank Reni’s brews while he had mysterious teas. We weren’t too disciplined about it, but we tried to teach Reni how to read and write. Little progress was made. Without fail, the lessons quickly dissolved into jokes, anecdotes, and conversations about songs. It was during one of those nights, sitting around our fireplace, that Reni surprised us in a wonderful way.

“I just think, when I’m thinking,” he began in his usual faltering way, only to lose his train of thought. “I don’t know. It’s wrong. We’re not moving correctly. Our ideas of inside and outside are wrong.”

He got up, went out into the garden, vanished among the plants, and then, presumably, stepped into his house. Sol and I supposed we’d unintentionally angered him.

He returned with a sledgehammer.

“And limits,” he said, pointing at us with the head of the sledgehammer, holding the handle way back, at a point where the tool’s weight should have made it impossible for it to remain parallel to the floor, “demand to be overcome.”

I looked at Sol for a clue but found only mild curiosity in her face. She seemed to know that the most likely outcome would be the most unexpected one.

“This,” Reni said, “is obedience.”

He struck the wall that our living room shared with his, making the whole building shake. The boom echoed through the mildewy rooms and faded away as dry snow fell from the plaster ceiling. Silence reclaimed the air. Reni stood there, huffing, until our confusion turned into a burst of laughter.

Of course we hadn’t been moving correctly … Of course we should have connected the houses the moment we got there … That same night, drunk and sweaty and full of merry determination, we tore down the wall separating our living rooms. No one was more pleased than Reni, who kept saying we’d done “the neighborly thing.”

A few months went by. Reni, Sol, and I swirled around downtown in a constant frenzy of activity, day and night. Sometimes it felt as if we were driven by a mighty current; sometimes as if we were the current driving it all. The distillery kept growing, and power was always in high demand. Between shows, Sol and I traded recharged batteries on the other side of the river, mostly through intermediaries. Some people have an inexhaustible desire for electricity, and pinching power lines to then charge and barter bricks can be almost like minting gold coins. We had more grains, cheese, cured meats, clothes, powders, and devices than we would ever need. Though we gave stuff away and did many shows completely for free, goods came pouring in nonstop. We were so well off that it turned into a problem: Rumors spread quickly, and we didn’t want to draw attention to ourselves. Security became our priority. Conducting business or trading at the house was out of the question, and even if we had many friends (most of them Reni’s and Sol’s), we agreed that it was absolutely forbidden to have people over.

CTS, the company that holds a monopoly over monitoring and patrolling of the streets, is not a public service but a private force for hire. This means its presence is thinly scattered throughout town and its contractors seldom interfere in issues that don’t concern their employers directly. Under normal circumstances, CTS is easy to avoid, and the city is, by and large, joyfully unsupervised. We’ve been doing fine on our own, without any form of organized control, despite the fact that we all sometimes have to suffer crooks and creeps. I’ve seen CTS operatives followed by volunteers, like sharks with their attending pilot fish, glide by situations where their intervention would have been welcome. But assault, abuse, or robbery doesn’t matter to them unless the victim happens to be one of their clients. And Tensor is by far their biggest one. This had direct implications for Sol and me, of course. While, for better or worse, CTS contractors don’t care about any kind of activities around them, they will absolutely hunt down pinchers with a zeal that appears to extend beyond their duty toward their employers. They hate us. Offenders or mere suspects are summarily taken away or simply disciplined on the spot. Nothing needs to be proven. Nothing needs to be said. Beatings can be lethal. Detentions can be indefinite. We knew a few survivors. An eye gouged out. Fingernails removed. Burns. Broken bones. Broken faces. Those were the lucky ones. The others were disappeared, never to be seen again.

Although the risks were real, it’s also true that we loved to retreat into our hideout, just the three of us, after our tours across the city.

It was a fertile, savage, happy time. One of the happiest.
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The time had come to check on the brick for Politburo. I had set it on an extremely slow charging rate. Four days, to be on the safe side. If the pinch was so subtle as to be totally undetectable, it was also so long that I had to keep an eye on potential disconnections or malfunctions.

Sometimes, I’m not sure why, the river doesn’t run but oozes. From high up, the water must look like molten ore pushing its way through the interstice between the coastlines. Scattered islands clot the stream. Most of them are clusters of dense vegetation that offer no place for landing; some are just barren mud stains on the surface; a few are littered with architectural crumbs. Standing out among them is the one with the derelict prison, an angry cube, its turrets and poles now barbed only with osprey nests, its walls now guarded only by cormorants drying their wings in the sun. Another island is thick with wide-leaved evergreen trees I haven’t seen anywhere else, and this deep forest is home to a strange sort of dwarf moose with antlers the size of its entire body, a shy creature that may, with luck, be spotted venturing out on the ice on the rare occasions when the river freezes over. Then, where the flow finally drains out into the ocean, lies, solitary and remote, the last spot of land between the city and the European continent—the island of the grunters. All knowledge about this island is secondhand. Its inhabitants, originally from the city, settled there countless generations ago, cut all ties with the rest of the world, and renounced language, wanting to return to a pure, primordial existence. It’s said that they’re extremely aggressive. Nobody has ever set foot on the island and made it back. And nobody has ever claimed to have met a grunter. So who knows.

The skiff sliced through the dark. Halfway across the river, just like two nights earlier, I sensed that someone was watching me. Fingers reaching out to me and hovering above my skin. I didn’t think it was CTS or Tensor. They don’t lurk or wait. If they find a pincher, they deal with the situation swiftly.

The gaze was still on me as I moored among the debris and the reeds, and it stayed on me while I walked over to the site. The quick red eyes of a bobcat glowed in the middle distance and were reclaimed by the dark with a blink. That, however, was not the stare I had felt and could still feel. Before I got to the brick, it became obvious that things had been moved. The flotsam and algae I’d scattered on and about the site casually, imitating the sloppy work of the tides, were now arranged with a bit too much deliberation to conceal the device. I removed this conspicuous camouflage, relieved to find that the unit was still there. It had been handled and shifted around, but the connection and the settings had been left intact. Stealing the brick for its charge would have been futile, since I’d made it obvious that it required a passcode. But it was clear that someone, probably another pincher wanting to copy my design, had been studying it. Why hadn’t they disconnected the whole thing and taken it away to examine it elsewhere?

Like an idiot, I’d shown my stalker my site two nights before. Years of distrust had made me distrust myself the first time I felt someone watching me.

I lifted the brick to find a box under it. On closer inspection, it turned out to be a food container. The once-clear plastic now resembled pewter, and its ill-fitting lid was secured with a hard-to-find and expensive sort of tape. It was ridiculous that anyone would have wasted such rare, valuable tape on an old lunch box. Despite this incongruous detail, the whole thing was too crude, too close to being another piece of trash on the trash-filled beach to be taken as a threat. Still, I searched for a stick and pushed it away from the brick. I turned on my flashlight—no point in stealth anymore. Inside the opaque plastic box there was something wrapped in paper tied with twine. I hadn’t seen such well-made paper in a long while—smooth and without that fibrous, porridge-like texture most sheets normally have. The twine, by contrast, was hairy and rustically spun, yet it was precisely this that made me believe there was no cause for alarm. Wires, on the other hand, would have worried me.

Electric pain zigzagged through my right pinkie, dislocated several years ago and healed crooked. The throb affected the coordination of the other fingers, which made it hard to open the lid and untie the parcel within. The contents defied belief: two Faraday components. Two. With help from my broker, Anton, it had taken me months to find the single one I’d used to build my new brick, and it had cost me more than ten times its weight in gold. I’d never even seen two FCs together. In my astonishment, I was late to notice the words scribbled on the wrapping paper:

“A token of goodwill. Wave if you want to talk.”

Now I was concerned.

I glared at the buildings, wanting to mask my unease behind anger. Even though it was dark, I shaded my eyes with my hand to survey the craggy tower blocks behind the clusters of switchgrass, junk, and ragweed. I wanted to be seen looking back. Swaying treetops, like darker portions of night against the night, stood between my watcher and me. I pointed my torch in that direction. A multitude of claws, hooves, and paws ran away from the brightness. The world came out of the flashlight. Dogwood, cottonbush, inkberry, crabapple. The line of a heron on the ground becoming a cross in the sky. Hickory, fir, ginkgo, sumac. Someone staring back from the buildings. Unseen.

The brick needed at least another twenty-four hours to be fully powered up, but I unhooked it from the grid. It would now have to be charged with the regular batteries I had at home—batteries that then would be depleted and impossible to trade or deliver until I found another safe pinching site to recharge my brick.

I took the unit and made my way back to the boat, leaving the two FCs behind.
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Unlike so many people, I remember my parents. The three of us lived above the bookstore they opened in an abandoned downtown bar right before I was born. They picked the space because of the booths, which they thought were conducive to reading and quiet conversation. From a zinc counter in the back, they traded secondhand volumes that seemed to be in constant rotation. It was one of the last shops of its kind in town and hardly a profitable business, since the reading public, an ever-shrinking group, was already tiny back then. It may be different elsewhere, but most people here get by with icons. Few know how to read words at all, and out of that small population, the only ones interested in physical books are sentimental fetishists or those who can’t afford to recharge their bricks to read on their stells. Now and then, an eccentric collector would come from uptown or even farther north, from the valley, and leave with a truckful of novels, encyclopedias, and obscure hardbound documents. Those big transactions would allow us to live for months. But for the most part, if we got by, it was thanks to my mother’s tinkering.

Where nothing new is ever really available and nothing old is ever really thrown away, tinkers are in high demand. My mother started out by fixing things around the store. Tiling, minor renovations, some wiring, the odd gadget. It became clear right away that she was immensely talented at understanding and repairing devices, although she wasn’t drawn to electricity or the things running on it. Looking back, I see that the more she honed her skills, the more she distanced herself from electronics. She had a gift for fixing and reconfiguring computers but disliked what this sort of work did to her mind. That’s how she phrased it. Instead, she focused on machines that had a mechanical dimension, such as kitchen appliances or bikes. And then, toward the end of her life, she also moved away from those and went into the apparently simpler world of inert objects. Furniture, mostly. Wood. I can still see her feeling the softness of a surface with her hands and against her cheek, always with her eyes closed, letting the wood caress her. At first, though, back at the store, when she began tinkering for others, she would fix all sorts of disparate things and barter pieces she had refurbished after having salvaged or traded them for next to nothing. People started coming to her from all over the neighborhood, and soon this new source of revenue surpassed that of the bookstore.

My mother’s workshop came together almost on its own in what used to be the bar’s kitchen. That’s where my education began each day. She called me her assistant and let me believe I was of great help. After a few hours of tinkering, we would come out from the back and into the bookstore. One of my earliest memories is sitting on the zinc bar top, leafing through random volumes in search of illustrations. Not too long after that, I was reading voraciously and writing little stories. I know it was my mother—unhurried hands, parted black hair, eyes so dark iris and pupil were one—who taught me how to read, but I can’t remember our lessons or any aspect of the process. Strange, how memory sometimes blinks, abolishing cause and presenting us with pure effect.

My father’s image is dimmer. The few pictures I had of him vanished with a stell I was forced to leave behind years ago. I may have given him some of my mother’s features to complete his fading portrait. For example, I see him with her long black hair, parted the exact same way, in the middle, which could be true but may also be the result of my conflation of both their faces. Something similar happens with the few moments I think I may recollect: Are they truly my memories, or are they scenes set on imaginary stages with props that came from my mother’s stories and long-gone pictures? It seems that he and I played games that involved opening books at random and connecting the passages with our writing. Did we use to wrestle? Something in me—something bodily, not visual—recalls the giddiness of having defeated the giant who seconds before had thrown me up in the air and spun me above his head. Could he have been a bit quick-tempered? I forget the details but tend to associate his presence with a certain sense of awe tinged with fear. More than those flashes of exasperation, I remember his joy and his lively yet silent laugh: head thrown back, mouth wide open, belly convulsing. As if choking noiselessly. Some people laugh like that, but perhaps I retained the image while losing the sound.

The little I know about my father’s disappearance during the Suppression, I pieced together from my mother’s stories and conversations I overheard later in my childhood. My father was the life of the store, which was one of the main meeting points for the small community of readers in the city. To supplement his income, he hosted loud gatherings with brews he traded for modest trinkets. On those occasions, a few times a month, the bookshop reverted to the bar it had once been. Many of those parties became a forum for activists, although my father didn’t formally belong to any group. He just loved his store and the heated exchanges of ideas that took place in it. His community loved him back.

If we’ll never fully know what happened during the Suppression, it’s because most firsthand witnesses were also its victims. The few who survived severed ties to their previous lives, tried to reinvent themselves, and scattered all over town or even left the city altogether. Events unfolded fast, even simultaneously in many sections of town, which makes it hard to establish a complete account. There is, however, some agreement on the backstory.

In the period leading up to the Suppression, there were several political groups that, ideological divisions aside, aimed to reclaim or revive some public services and institutions long ago privatized (water, energy, public safety) or vanished (education, public health) and put them in the hands of the citizens. There was little consensus on how any of this would be achieved, where the resources would come from, or who would be in charge of running a hypothetical police department, school, or hospital. Some believed the city should call for elections to pick its officials; others advocated different forms of anarchy and collectivism. But who, for example, would supervise the electoral process or lead the insurrection? Each proposed solution conjured up problems that multiplied in fractal patterns. Conflicting manifestos, charters, and even constitutional drafts proliferated.

In essence, there were two opposing factions. On one end of the spectrum were those who mourned the disappearance of the state, which, over time, had shrunk to the point of being unable to perform its fundamental roles, like upholding the rule of law or collecting taxes, and had therefore ceased to provide basic guarantees to the population, until, in the end, even its symbolic function fell away and it, as a whole, became another chapter in the chronicles of archaic regimes. These factions wanted to bring back a liberal democracy and revert to something resembling the modern ages. My father, a nostalgic, flirted with these groups.

On the opposite end were those who believed this obsession with the state to be misplaced. What major revolution in history, they’d ask their opponents, had fought to reinstate a defunct order? Struggling to go back in time wasn’t just reactionary; it was insane. Inaugurating a president would be as absurd as crowning a pharaoh or appointing a caesar. Yes, the state was gone. And yes, the absence of a national centralized power had brought about the informal establishment of vaguely sovereign cities on the American continent and all over the world. But instead of returning to an obsolete order, why not find the advantages in this territorial fragmentation and institutional disintegration? This whole historical trajectory, these activists argued, was the beginning of a longer arc, and it presented unique opportunities to explore new forms of government where direct participation, instead of antiquated forms of representation, would lead to self-regulating and therefore significantly fairer and freer social configurations. I met proponents of some version of this set of beliefs in my early teens and generally agreed with them, even if they failed to ignite a true political fire in me.

Despite their differences, these factions shared the common goal of repossessing what little remained of the city’s infrastructure. Only two profitable services had survived successive buyouts and split-ups. Among activists of all affiliations, a shared plan began to take shape: They would form an alliance to take over the central power station (Tensor) and the water supply system (Flow). While distributing these resources fairly among the citizens, this seizure would also wipe out the two last strongholds where the remains of political and financial power were intertwined and consolidated.

Months of secretive planning went into what was going to be an all-out synchronized storming of both facilities. Inevitably, most activists lived downtown. Inevitably, some clandestine meetings were held at my parents’ bookstore. This doesn’t mean that those were formal gatherings or that conspirators would meet in a dimly lit back room. From what my mother told me, I understand it was all much more discreet and seemingly casual. During normal store hours, before a reading, or in the middle of a loud party, some people would just sit down in a booth and quietly share information and tweak their plans. My father knew what was going on and even welcomed those meetings. But he neither was invited to the table nor became in any way involved in the actual scheming. He simply didn’t belong to the inner circle. Everyone acknowledged his support, though. And he was proud to do his modest part.

The reticence and mistrust the members of these revolutionary groups showed toward anyone who hadn’t been thoroughly vetted and initiated proved to be both justified and insufficient. Three days before the double assault on the facilities was supposed to take place, CTS and several squadrons of volunteers conducted a series of simultaneous raids throughout the city, mostly across the downtown area. With unerring precision, tactical units in plain clothes struck everywhere at once, capturing everyone they found at each site, whether involved with the political groups or not. The taken were never seen again. Disappeared. It was fast. It was clean. Many people didn’t even notice what had happened around them. Many people still don’t believe any of it happened at all.

Not much for me to remember about the day of the Suppression. Except for a toppled shelf in the back, the bookstore was untouched when my mother and I returned from delivering a blender she’d repaired. A blender. The stubbornness of irrelevant details.
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Anton’s round voice bounced against the domed ceiling of the abandoned bank. Without the massive vault, the heavy brass bars that generations of looters had failed to dislodge from the marble counters, and the wrecked teller windows with their bulletproof glass shattered in cobwebbed patterns, it would have been hard to tell the building apart from an empty church. Like an altar, Anton’s desk was placed at the far end of the stone hall. This was not meant to enhance the ecclesiastical atmosphere of the place but to give him time to size up whoever was traversing the vast space and allow him to slip away through the back door if needed.

Judging from the meekly curved posture of the figure standing at Anton’s desk when I walked into the building, this particular caller posed no threat at all.

“Why, sir, would you disrespect yourself in this fashion?” Anton’s words soared and ricocheted off the inverted hull of the central nave. “Why would you offer the spectacle of your moral demise to this modest audience of one?”

Once his invectives had gained momentum, Anton found it hard to stop. He didn’t even see me walk in. His gaze was suspended a few feet above his victim, as though he were getting ready to pluck the ripest insults from an invisible tree.

“You are, my most excellent fellow, a … stiff contortionist. What you imagine to be a sensuous dance is nothing but an arthritic squirm. Why, I ask, the unwanted gift of your ridicule? Are you invulnerable to shame?”

This tirade was delivered in Anton’s unique brand of jovial compassion that people downtown had learned to fear. His heavy accent (“imashin,” “imboolnerabel”) and his pauses in search of the right word amplified the overall effect by adding a touch of sincerity to his obviously feigned confusion—language appeared to genuinely puzzle him; the situation didn’t.

Anton claimed to have been born in the city of Sofia, in the Balkans. In his early teens he left to try his luck in a neighboring town but instead ended up walking all the way to Lisbon. From there, by his account, he’d sailed on a precarious craft, together with some friends he’d made on his long trek, across the Atlantic. Only three of them survived—and after arriving, his two other shipmates had kept going north, to the lakes. The whole ordeal, he said, had taken him more or less four years, and about the same amount of time had elapsed since his arrival. If all this happened to be true, Anton was the only person from across the ocean I and everyone around me knew. Sometimes there seemed to be inconsistencies in his accent, as if he’d forgotten to purposefully mispronounce a word. I had never met anyone else alleging to be from so far away, so it was impossible to tell.

I paused by the open vault, across from the holes that once held cash dispensers, waiting for Anton to notice me. With its twenty-four bolts and intricate cogwheel mechanisms, the safe’s circular door invariably made me think of an outdated time machine. Of course, the combination had been forgotten ages ago, but at the end of each day Anton secured the door with several chains and padlocks. Everyone knew the strong room was brimming with all sorts of wares that Anton expertly traded at peak value.

“Ah, your audience grows by one hundred percent!” Anton waved at me and then kept addressing his defeated adversary. “Sir, please welcome this new spectator to your disjointed ballet.”

I waved back, and Anton gestured for me to come over.

The visitor, who had made himself concave with humiliation, turned around to look at me and took this opportunity to pick up a tattered canvas bag by his feet with the clear intention of making an exit.

“No, no. I beg you not to leave, sir,” Anton told the reduced man. “We would feel so lonely without the multitudinous void that you create with your presence.”

Now that I’d reached his desk—littered with an assortment of goods and gear, including random pieces of hardware, jars of preserves, and dead bricks—I could see the amusement in Anton’s face. He was having fun. And he was also pretending to hide his glee behind the impression of boredom that his heavy eyelids always conveyed. Just like his disdainful bonhomie and his unerring disorientation in language, this merry form of tedium helped make Anton both charming and lethal. His enemies, against their will, found him somewhat delightful. His friends, no matter how close, found him somewhat frightening. I was in neither camp. I was his partner. Together, we’d cornered a pretty significant portion of the brick market in the southernmost tip of the city. I provided the merchandise; he moved it.

“Sir, since you have already picked up your sack, would you be kind enough to show my friend its contents?”

“Look, I’ve already apologized.” The man straightened up a bit as he spoke. “Even if it wasn’t my fault. I’ll be on my way, and we can just forget this whole thing.”

“Do I detect, perhaps, a tinge of impatience in your tone? No more contorting and pirouetting for you? Surely, you do not intend to conclude with your number so abruptly, now that my friend is here. Pray, give us one of your rhetorical cabrioles.”

The man’s spine broke again, and he tossed his bag on the table. A white powder poured out of it, creating a contained fogbank above the sack. I leaned over to get a closer look. It was swarming with weevils.

“As I was telling the gentleman here before you arrived,” Anton explained to me, “I do not mind the insects. Our distaste for them is acquired. We all know what a fine source of protein they are. What saddens me is that this good man …” Again, Anton seemed to reach for the invisible tree in front of him. “What saddens me is that this excellent fellow tried to multiply the loaves by enhancing the flour with plaster.”

I leaned in. Anton was no doubt right. The adulteration was obvious.

“Come to think of it, he must have added the insects. They lend a touch of authenticity to this fraud while trying to distract me from the real issue. Sir, I am almost impressed,” Anton told the man and then turned back to me with a wistful expression. “How I wish you could have witnessed his verbal choreography a moment ago. I fear he is too deflated to go on now.”

“Anton, we need to talk.” I was getting impatient.

“In a trice,” he told me with a softly raised forefinger and then kept reprimanding the grifter. “Here is how we will solve this: You will leave this sack here and trade it back from me at the price you quoted when you waltzed in. What was it? Two dozen eggs? That is what you shall give me. This is how we dealt with swindlers in Sofia. Fair, no?”

“I’ll just leave. You’ll never see me again.”

“You, sir, will trade your miraculous flour back. If you do not, I can promise that you will not be able to ever conduct business again with anyone in this city. I cannot have hordes of tricksters coming here, hoping to pass their adulterated goods. It would be too exhausting, no? You try to rip me off, you pay the price you yourself named. Everyone knows this is how I work. The thief sets his own sentence. Fair. Elegant.”

“I have two children, Anton.”

“Ah, lovely. I will have some small treats ready for them when you come back with my eggs a week from today.”

The man, understanding the interview was over, shrank further with a sigh and then shuffled past me, down the great hall, and out the front door.

“Someone’s following me,” I told Anton once we were alone.

“Please, not again.”

“Someone’s following me.”

“Pincher’s paranoia … You love it, do you not? That little rush you create for yourself? It must be great to be your own pusher and best customer.”

I handed Anton the note. Before reading it, he took a moment to appreciate the quality of the paper.

“It was at the pinching site. In a food container secured with expensive tape. I had to unplug.”

He looked at the note for too long. It was never a good sign when Anton had to stop talking to think. He didn’t even ask the obvious question. I wasn’t going to help him out. He caved.

“What was the token of goodwill?”

“Two FCs. Tied together with rough twine.”

Anton tensed up and swelled with greed.

“Show me.”

“I left them at the site.”

“Ah, yes, sure, of course.” There it was, his pitying glee. “You happened upon two FCs in a lunch box tied with string and you left them behind. Well,” Anton said, shifting to a matter-of-fact tone, “you will find a new site, I am sure. You always do.”

“And they’ll find me. Again.”

“There it is. Another hit. Do you think ‘paranoidol’ would be a good name for your drug of choice? It is sort of old-fashioned in a nice kind of way.”

“It felt like only one person was watching me. And it didn’t start the day of the note. I’ve been watched very closely for a while. Not sure since when. This person doesn’t just know about my habits or about my new brick; this person also knows I can read. But I also think someone big must be behind this stalker. Who has enough resources and the reach to get not one but two FCs and then risk losing them? Who would bother with expensive lures instead of just taking me out?”

Anton tented his face with his hands for a few seconds, deep in thought.

“Wait … ‘Persecutine’! Yes, yes. It has an alkaloid-like ring to it. Sounds more pharmaceutical. More marketable.”

“This whole thing is your problem, too. I’m powering shows for Politburo and the Children, and now I’ll have to use all the bricks I was going to deliver to you. You better come up with good excuses for your clients.”

“Nonsense. You will simply cancel those ridiculous recitals and deliver. Also, Politburo?”

“You know I don’t need to trade more bricks. I have more stuff than I could ever use or barter.”

“Is there anything worse than Politburo? And that manager of theirs. You cannot trust that frivolous Alex person. Alex? Axel? Alexei? Alexis? Lex?”

“You know I don’t need to trade more bricks,” I repeated. “But I do want to work for the Children.”

Any glint of amusement or sarcasm left Anton’s face. I knew he followed the time-honored business practice of robbing Peter to pay Paul, which meant that a shortage of bricks would trigger a chain reaction of debts and unmet obligations. He would never confess to any of this, since much of the strength of his persona came from a projection of unflappable nonchalance.

“And how do you expect me to fulfill my customers’ demands?”

“By helping me find my stalker.”

Anton rubbed his eyes and barely opened them when he was done. There was, perhaps, actual concern behind his theatrical display of boredom and skepticism.

“Very well. Tell me the whole thing. Every last detail.”
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My mother had hoped my father’s memory would keep us company in the bookshop. Instead, walking by the empty booths and through the stacks, she was faced with the hostile finality of his absence. Silence. Nothing under the void.

She bartered away all of the fixtures and most of the books for food, bricks, and tools, and then we just left. I was five. Don’t remember any of it but heard the story numerous times.

We remained downtown, since all the people we knew lived there. Although life went back to its normal unsupervised self, the city changed after the Suppression. From the way my mother described it, the absence of the disappeared later made me think of the ringing in my ears immediately after a punishingly loud concert. The ringing, it seems, was everywhere and pierced through everything. Even if there were almost no material traces of what had happened, and even though there was no visible CTS presence in the area at all, the whole social map had been redrawn as mutual suspicion grew, former friends denied one another, and new alliances and cliques took shape. As if in a dream, our neighborhood was at once familiar and alien. Others must have felt the same way. It wasn’t talked about.

Like many relatives and friends of the disappeared, my mother tried to find my father. In general, these searches were conducted out of love and a sense of duty but with little or no hope. The only place to turn to was CTS, the security contractors responsible for the kidnappings to begin with. CTS received everyone at their offices, where people could speak with the central brain, which without fail responded with wordy and obviously empty promises to launch a scrupulous investigation into each case, to be of support to the families, and so on. The brain also assured everybody that CTS would collaborate closely with the neighborhood volunteers, relying on them for the collection of further information. Nobody was surprised when, instead, the volunteers started surveilling those who had filed reports. The families and friends of the victims found themselves harassed and even detained for weeks or months without any justification—not that explanations are ever required. Most desisted. Those who kept up the fight, repeatedly asked the brain to speak with human CTS representatives, and demanded justice were also disappeared. My mother filed an initial report only because she believed it would draw more attention not to do so. Then, with sadness and resignation, she stopped. She had a pragmatic spirit. And she loved me.

I’m not sure if other towns have volunteers, but here the fanatics who believe in order and try to impose it are a nuisance to be avoided. It’s unclear what “order” might mean to these groups of enforcers or what exactly they may be enforcing. Blind obedience and brutality. That’s the code of the volunteers. Nobody has appointed them. All it takes to become a volunteer is to volunteer. Sometimes they wear a beret; more often they have no distinguishing markings at all. They respond to CTS and get, in return, small favors, trinkets, or even access to a power line. The truly overzealous ones may be promoted and allowed to become contractors. Internally, the volunteers follow an obscure hierarchical system. They live in dictatorial communes, which are easy to spot, since volunteers have a tendency to chant in unison while they exercise. People will vacate the block where one of these communes springs up. If they didn’t interfere with my world so directly, I would almost think the volunteers funny: Absurdly, they don’t just follow the law but love it, forgetting, in their fervor, that the object of their passion has long been dead.

Through one of her most reliable clients, someone completely unrelated to the bookshop and the activists who had been adjacent to it, my mother was offered the third floor in a five-story building with a few occupants. Of course, we could have moved into any of the many vacant places to be found on every block, but it’s safer to live near people one can more or less trust. Like several other buildings in the area, it had once been a factory or a warehouse, next an artists’ colony, then a high-end apartment, later a ruin, and now a squat. The first two floors were unoccupied. Above us lived five weavers, all of them quite old, in their late thirties or so, who’d formed a childless family together; above them, a baker and a potter who got into loud fights in the middle of the night.

With its unusually intact floor-to-ceiling windows, the loft was a large, resonant space (each sound spawned its short-lived doppelgänger), big enough for me to bike indoors in the winter. My mother’s workshop ran along the south-facing windows, where she set up an assembly line of sorts that allowed us to tinker on different projects at the same time. Once she’d finished rewiring a lamp, for example, she’d have me put it back together as she moved on to the next station to take apart a hot plate so I could later fix it following her instructions while she diagnosed a record player to then return to the lamp and make sure it had been reassembled properly. I don’t know if this method was more efficient than a traditional approach, but it did keep things interesting. Alongside the west-facing windows, she set up a makeshift store where we had our merchandise on display—miscellaneous objects she’d brought back to life and was able to trade at a profit.

Nothing was ever wasted. The bits of wood or mechanical parts that couldn’t be used in any of the pieces meant for trading went into the toys and gorgeously useless machines she made for me in a recess in the back. Those contraptions were based on complicated domino effects that could start, for example, with a marble running down a slide to then hit a small wooden chip that, in turn, would topple blocks of increasing size, leading to one heavy enough to activate a loaded spring with its fall, which tilted a pitcher of water set on a seesaw with a rock and an inked stamp on the opposite end, and when the contents of the pitcher had been spilled, the side with the rock would come down all at once, allowing the stamp to leave my name on a sheet of paper that had been left there for that purpose. The whole point was to separate the initial cause from the final effect by as many mediations as possible. Those inventions made me fall in love with tinkering, and they allowed me to see how much beauty there could be in the interactions of forces and matter.

If at first helping my mother had been mostly make-believe, regardless of how seriously I took it, and if initially my tinkering had consisted in making the most impractical machines conceivable, play ended up becoming a form of schooling, which turned into work. Mostly fun work, but very much real.

Genius can be an enemy of patience, and patience a way to make up for the lack of genius. My mother, however, had both. She understood the anatomy of things. In a glimpse, she could see the whole architecture of an object and then, step by step, reproduce the narrative of how it had come into being. But it wasn’t just that she could reverse engineer or repurpose almost anything that came into her hands. She also improved what she repaired, always finding beauty in function. Every aspect of my work later in life has tried to be an expression of something she taught me.

We kept to ourselves and barely saw anyone aside from our customers or the traders who provided us with supplies. My mother’s vendors were scattered all over downtown, and we’d spend entire days walking through the city with a hand truck, searching for pieces and spare parts to refurbish and trade.

Sometimes, if my mother needed a particular component for a project or medicine for me or a specific food item, the transactions could multiply in exasperating ways. The terms offered at the markets are seldom great, so it’s better to deal with individuals trading from their homes or on random street corners. This creates additional complications. Aside, maybe, from some precious metals, there is no shared standard when it comes to bartering. Anything can be priceless or worthless, depending on the person and the circumstances. It’s possible to go from bicycle handlebars to a bunch of beets in one step, if those are the things both parties need at the moment of the exchange. But if the farmer doesn’t happen to own a bike, the handlebars may have to be traded for a bag of nails, the nails for butter, the butter for a brick charge, the brick charge for yarn, the yarn for the beets.

One of my mother’s main suppliers of parts was a sullen man who went by the name of Acevedo. She referred to him as “the tinkers’ tinker.” In addition to his talent, what made him exceptional was that he collected every single piece of gear he could find, knowing that sooner or later what seemed to be junk would turn out to be the essential part needed to complete a repair. He was an archivist of obsolescence. This put him at the center of the tinkering world, since everyone at some point had to come to him for a hard-to-find or long-outdated component. Acevedo operated out of a former gym and stored most of his wares neatly organized in the empty swimming pool, which I found fascinating. While my mother spoke with him, I would study all that stuff grouped in tidy islets of increasing height down the pool’s slope until reaching the deep end, full of towering pieces of mysterious machinery that rose well above the pool’s edge. He had two or four spectral assistants, who now and then drifted in from the back to then vanish again. With their shaved heads and gray smocks, they all looked alike, which made it hard for me to know how many there were. Acevedo’s narrow face appeared to exist exclusively in profile. I only saw it truly smile for my mother.

Most of our clients came to us with items they wanted fixed or to peruse the things we had for sale, from armchairs and ovens to stells and projectors. If we ever left to see customers, it was to visit a small number of high-paying regulars who lived uptown and refused to go south of the park, mostly out of fear or pride.

For as long as anyone can remember, there’s been an undisputed yet unenforced border that separates the better-off uptown neighborhoods from the southern section of the city. There may be a few more CTS contractors and volunteers along the bottom of the park, but they seldom prevent anyone from crossing the street and going up north. Still, if this border is so laxly guarded, it’s because traffic in the opposite direction is more frequent. Uptowners come down to us all the time to find cheaper goods, go to our concerts, sneak into our parties, trade our brews or tinkered wares, and, above all, charge their bricks so they can pretend they’re on the grid when they can no longer afford it. People up there derive a sense of pride from holding on to a sense of pride. The real aristocracy left the city generations ago. They’ve all relocated to the valley or the lakes, leaving behind a shipwrecked world of dilapidated bygone grandeur.

Nelson, by far our best-paying customer, lived right on the park. Not only are most buildings there hooked up to Flow’s water distribution system, but they also have access to the reservoir when the supply fails. Some apartments, like Nelson’s, are even connected to a sewage network. And most importantly, residents have shares in the zealously guarded farms that occupy all of the park. The homes themselves, though, at least the few I visited, were more decrepit than our squats.

Dead luxury feeds a particular kind of squalor. Nowhere was this more on display than at Nelson’s place. Layers of paint peeling off to reveal layers of paint peeling off to reveal layers of paint peeling off. Through the ceilings, the murmur of tiptoeing rodents. Shafts of sunlight in the suspended dust. Behind an ineptly condemned door, a bedroom with broken windows taken over by birds. Panels missing from the parquet floor, probably used for fuel. A legless piano. In a dusky dining room, foliage wallpaper alive with mold and lichen. Yet Nelson made all this feel soft and lovely, behaving like a polite guest who understood that his host, time, preferred not to be disturbed.

There were few things I looked forward to more than visiting Nelson. It was his serenity that I found so compelling, a calmness under which shimmered, surprisingly, a roguish streak. He was only six years older than I, but something in his manner, in his near-translucent brittleness, in his careful gaze, made him seem eternal. I remember getting goose bumps from watching how delicately he’d
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