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Dedication


For MOM and Dad,

wherever you are.






Epigraph


"Empires do not fall all at once.

First, they become tired of the truth."

By the time the ash started falling over San Diego, most Americans had already learned not to ask questions.






Chapter One: Ash Falling Over San Diego

The ash had been falling for three years and the Office of Civic Memory had called it four different things in that time, none of which was ash. First it was particulate matter from a magnesium fire. Then for one long winter it was a seasonal mineral phenomenon. Then, briefly, on a press release nobody had proofread, it was the West Coast Pulmonary Refresh, a phrase the Office had workshopped before remembering what refresh meant in the brochure that had just been printed. Now it was officially Atmospheric Civic Cooling, which meant nothing at all and was therefore the most successful policy name the Republic had produced in a decade.

It was Tuesday. I knew it was Tuesday because Mr. Tran downstairs had handed me my morning coffee with one cigarette balanced on top of the lid, which was a Tuesday rate. On Mondays I got two cigarettes and a discount. On Fridays I got nothing because Mr. Tran took Fridays off to write his memoir. The memoir was eighteen years long and ninety pages and was, he said, going very well.

I was on the second coffee, the first cigarette, and the third item of news on the Civic Radio when the man came up the stairs.

The Civic Radio had been reorganized in 2033 into four predictable sections: Weather, Continuity, Sports, and Confirmations. Confirmations was the longest. Confirmations consisted of a list of things that had not happened, calmly denied, in alphabetical order. There had been no shortage of bread in El Cajon. There had been no incident at the Civic Reorientation Facility outside Indio. There had been no measurable decline in third-grade literacy. The Bay was not on fire. The list took eleven minutes. I had timed it twice and gotten the same number both times, which was the most reliable thing in San Diego.

I had a poem-of-the-week subscription. It cost eleven dollars and the poems were terrible and I read every one. The new economy ran on poetry and music — not as a metaphor, as an actual fact you could look up if there had been anywhere left to look things up. The Resource Council had restricted fuel, refrigeration, bandwidth, and most categories of moving picture, but had, apparently by accident, left the literary and musical industries unrationed. So an honest sonnet now fed a family of four for a week. A working bridge in a country song paid a mortgage. Children apprenticed to ballad-writers the way they used to apprentice to plumbers. The bestseller list was the only part of the Civic News anyone trusted, since the Office of Civic Memory had concluded after extensive study that nobody actually read poetry, which freed them from having to certify it. The Office had been right about the reading and wrong about the certifying.

I had paid Mr. Tran in cash and a haiku. He had given me back the cigarette and the haiku, on the grounds that the haiku was not very good. He was correct. I do not write haiku. I had been trying to flirt.

The man came up the stairs at the wrong rhythm, which was how I knew he was the wrong man.

He knocked once and entered before I said anything, which was illegal under three sections of the new Civilian Privacy Act and entirely permitted under the one section that overruled the other three. He was wearing a grey suit cut for a body that was not his, and he had the kind of face you do not look at twice because you suspect you will be asked, later, to describe it to a man with a clipboard.

“Mr. Vane,” he said. “I am from the Office of Civic Memory. We are conducting a sentiment survey.”

“You’re not from the Office of Civic Memory.”

“I am authorized to say that I am.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“It is,” he said, “in this jurisdiction.”

He took out a clipboard. I had been right about the clipboard.

“Question one. Have you, in the last thirty days, witnessed, heard about, or independently invented any event that has not been confirmed by the Civic News?”

“No.”

“Question two. Have you, in the last thirty days, met or remembered any person who has been Reoriented?”

I thought about my wife.

“No.”

“Question three. Are you currently writing any poem, song, ballad, hymn, or industrial jingle the proceeds of which have not been declared to the Office of Cultural Throughput?”

“I cannot rhyme.”

He looked up. “That is not a no.”

“It is in this jurisdiction.”

He wrote something down. He looked at the clipboard for longer than he needed to, which was a move I had used myself a hundred times in twenty years of asking men whether they had killed their wives. It was also the move four separate police academy interview boards had used on me, back when I had been the young man being asked the questions instead of the older one asking them. They had said no, four times in a row, and they had not, in writing, said why. The clipboard was the only honest tool in the building.

“Mr. Vane,” he said. “There is a woman downstairs. She will come up these stairs in approximately four minutes. I am here to advise you, on a strictly informal basis, that taking her case would be unwise.”

“What case?”

“The case she is about to bring you.”

“You don’t know what case she’s bringing me.”

“We have a model.”

“A model.”

“It is very accurate.”

“It can’t be too accurate, or you’d already be telling me how she takes her coffee.”

He blinked. “Cream, no sugar.” He returned the clipboard to the inside pocket of the suit cut for a body that was not his. “The Office of Civic Memory thanks you for your participation. Your sentiment has been recorded as compliant-with-reservations.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“That is one of the reservations.”

He left. He closed the door the way a man closes a door when he has been trained to close doors, which is the loneliest sound in the world.

I stubbed out the cigarette. I poured the rest of the coffee into the sink because I had decided, on the basis of nothing, that I should not be holding anything when she came in. I checked the desk for ash and brushed it off and the ash flew up and resettled on the desk in a slightly different pattern, which was the entire principle of the Republic in miniature.

The stairs creaked again. A different rhythm. Lighter. Slower. A pause at the landing — three seconds, maybe four — the universal pause of a person reading a door without wanting to look like she was reading a door.

Then the knock. Once, firm. Then once more, softer, as if she had not meant the first to sound that committed.

I checked the ash on my sleeve. Habit. There was always ash on my sleeve. I brushed it off anyway.

“Open.”

The door opened.

She was thirty-two, white, dressed in the kind of grey the Office of Civic Memory issued to its archivists and that the archivists, collectively and without ever once discussing it, had decided to wear half a size too large. Her left wrist had a Bureau monitor on it. Her right wrist had a gold watch that did not match the rest of her, which meant it had belonged to a relative she still missed enough to wear in public.

She set a small object on my desk. Brass. Old. Heavier than it looked.

“My sister gave this to me before they came for her,” she said. “I do not know what it opens. I would like you to find out before I have to.”

I looked at the key. I looked at her. I thought about the man in the grey suit. I thought about the model that knew how she took her coffee.

I thought, also, about the rent.

“Sit down,” I said. “Cream, no sugar?”

She sat. She blinked. “How did you know?”

“A model,” I said. “It is very accurate.”

She did not laugh. That was a point in her favor. People who laughed at jokes that small were either lying or eight years old, and she was neither.

I made the coffee. The Republic had not yet rationed coffee. The Republic had not yet rationed coffee because the Republic was waiting for someone with poor handwriting to draft the order, and so far every draft had been rejected for being too legible. This was the kind of thing Mr. Tran liked to tell me. Mr. Tran knew everything. He pretended not to.

I set the cup in front of her. She wrapped both hands around it the way you wrap your hands around a small animal you do not want to drop.

“Tell me about your sister,” I said.

She did.

That was the first lie
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