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Chapter 1 — Launch

Thursday, 9 October 2031

The green room smelled of hairspray and the coffee nobody was drinking. Sarah Martinez sat on the edge of a sofa that had been chosen for how it photographed rather than how it held a person, and she was holding herself as Jon had seen patients hold themselves in waiting rooms, with the elbows in, as if the body could be made smaller and therefore safer.

“You don’t have to go out there,” he said.

“I signed a thing.”

“You can unsign it. I’ll tell Marcus. He’ll be disappointed for about eleven seconds and then he’ll do the demo with a slide.”

She looked at him with the expression of a woman who had spent nine years explaining to parents that the machine beside the crib was there to help, and who did not need the same speech back. “Jon. I run a night shift. I’ve got a six-year-old on ECMO who thinks I’m the one keeping her alive, which, fine, mostly I am. I can stand on a stage for fifteen minutes.”

“The stage isn’t the problem.”

“No,” she agreed. “The twelve hundred people are the problem.”

The band at her throat was the slim matte kind, the one the company had argued about for a year because it was visible and the marketing team wanted invisible, and the clinical team, which was to say Jon, had wanted people to be able to see who was wearing one, as you could see a hearing aid or a cane. Her hand went to it as hands go to rings. He noticed the band had been set for the day on the launch configuration, as the script required, and that she had agreed to that too, because she agreed to things. It was something he admired in her.

“Your suit’s on under that?” he asked, stupidly, because he could see the line of it at her collar.

“Since two o’clock. I showered first. I’m not an animal.” She tried to smile and the smile didn’t quite finish. Her pulse would be climbing now; he didn’t need the readout to know it, though the readout was there on the tablet in his hand, and he turned the tablet face-down on the arm of the sofa because looking at her numbers while she sat in front of him felt like reading her diary.

“Tell me about the ECMO kid,” he said.

“Lily.”

“Tell me about Lily.”

She told him about Lily, whose heart had been the wrong shape since birth and whose parents brought a different stuffed animal each night and lined them up along the monitor like a jury. She told him Lily liked the blue one best and pretended she didn’t. While she talked her shoulders came down a centimeter, and then another, not because anything had changed — the day’s setting was waiting on Marcus — but because she was a person who became herself when she was being useful, and talking to Jon about a child was a form of being useful.

“Okay,” she said, when the stage manager put his head around the door. “Okay.”

“Sarah.”

“I know. It’s mine. I’m choosing it.” She stood up and smoothed the front of the dress someone else had chosen for her. “Don’t look so worried. It makes me think there’s something to be worried about.”

He walked her to the wing and stood where he could see her and she could see him, and then the lights changed and she stepped into them and the thing stopped being his.

* * *

Marcus Webb did not walk onto stages so much as arrive on them, as if he had been there for some time and the audience had only now caught up. He was fifty-eight and looked it in the way that reassured investors, gray at the temples, a surgeon’s hands he had never used for surgery. The screen behind him held nothing but the company’s name, four letters and no tagline, because he had said that if you needed a tagline you did not have a product.

“I want to introduce you to someone,” he said, “and then I’m going to shut up, which my staff will tell you is the hard part.”

The laugh was warm. The room was a crowd in a building the company owned, which was not the same as a room of strangers, and Jon, in the wing, watched Sarah learn that difference as she crossed to the second chair. She sat. She did not cross her legs; she planted her feet, nurse’s habit, ready to stand. Her face was fine. He had known her long enough to know that fine was the thing she did instead of panicking, and that it cost more than panicking.

“Sarah Martinez is a pediatric intensive-care nurse at a hospital in this city,” Marcus said. “Sarah, how long have you been a nurse?”

“Thirteen years. Nine on the unit.”

“And there was a gap.”

“There was a gap.” She said it to Marcus and not to the room, which was wise. “Twenty twenty-seven. I stopped being able to drive across the bridge. Then I stopped being able to go into the hospital without — ” She lifted a hand and let it fall. “You know what a panic attack is. Everyone says they know. I’d been treating kids’ parents for it for years and I’d never once understood that it felt like dying. It feels exactly like dying. I quit before they could make me.”

Marcus let that sit. He was good at letting things sit. The screen behind them stayed blank.

“And then.”

“And then a year of everything. The usual. Some of it helped. None of it got me across the bridge.” She touched the band and then seemed to realize she had done it and put her hand back in her lap. “This did. Twenty twenty-eight. I was back on the unit by the spring after.”

“What I’d like to do,” Marcus said, to the room now, “is something I’ve been told by three lawyers not to do, which is show you what that looks like instead of telling you. Sarah has agreed to let us switch her to the launch configuration for the afternoon, which means that for the last two hours she has been sitting in a room backstage with her treatment held at the conservative end of her range and all of you on the other side of a wall. Sarah, how are you doing right now?”

“Honestly?” She looked at the room for the first time and Jon saw the room land on her. “Not great.”

“On a scale.”

“Seven. Eight. I’m not going to run. I’m telling you that so you know I know the difference between wanting to and doing it. But if you asked me to stand up and walk to the edge of the stage I’d need a minute.”

“We’re going to resume your treatment now,” Marcus said, “at your own prescriber’s settings, the ones you’ve been living on for three years. Nothing about this is new to you. It’s new to them.” He touched the tablet in his hand once, lightly, as if it were a doorbell. “And then we’re going to talk, because the thing I most want this room to understand is that it isn’t a switch. It takes as long as it takes.”

It took, by the clock on the wall of the wing, twelve minutes.

She talked through them. That had been her idea, in the rehearsal, and Jon had argued against it on the grounds that no one should have to narrate their own fear in public, and she had said that was precisely the point: if the demo was going to be honest, it had to show the part where nothing happened yet. So she talked. She talked about the bridge, the specific bridge, the way the water looked from the middle of it. She talked about the first night back on the unit and how she had stood in the medication room with her hand on the door for three minutes before she could open it. Twice she stopped mid-sentence and the room waited and she said, “Sorry. Give me a second,” and the second passed and she went on. Marcus did not fill the silences. He had told the room he would shut up and he shut up, and it was, Jon thought, the most expensive thing he had ever watched Marcus do.

Somewhere past the eighth minute the change began, and it did not look like anything. That was what nobody understood until they saw it. Her feet, planted, unplanted; she crossed one ankle over the other without noticing. The hand that had been holding the opposite wrist let go of it. Her voice, which had been pitched for the first row, dropped to the pitch she used for Marcus. She was describing the unit at four in the morning, when the monitors are the only light and the parents are asleep in the chairs, and she said, “That’s the part of the job I’d never have got back. Not the drama. The four a.m. You can’t be any good at four a.m. if you’re frightened of it.”

“And now?” Marcus said.

She considered the question as if it were a clinical one. “Now I could walk to the edge of the stage.”

“Would you?”

She stood and walked to the edge of the stage and looked down at the first row, and said to a man in the front row, “Hi,” and the man said “Hi” back, and the room laughed with the relief of people who had been holding their breath for longer than they knew. She stayed there. She did not hurry back to the chair.

“What can you do,” Marcus asked, “that you couldn’t do in twenty twenty-seven? Not how you feel. What you do.”

“I drive to work. I take the bridge. I hold a kid’s hand while someone else puts a line in her, and I don’t have to leave the room to breathe. I sleep. I go to my sister’s on Sundays and sit at a table with nine people and eat.” She looked at the band on her own throat as if it were a watch she was checking. “I’m not going to pretend I don’t know what this is. I’m wearing a medical device. It’s dosing me. I read the leaflet. But I had the other thing for a year and the other thing was not being a nurse, so.”

The applause started before Marcus could stand, and he let it, and did not step into it.

Jon, in the wing, felt it go through him like weather.

He had been braced for the demo to fail, the way he had been braced for every demo, and it had not failed, and the relief was so complete that he had the sensation of something being set down. His throat was tight. He thought, absurdly, of Jennifer, of her at a kitchen table not unlike the one Sarah had described, nine people, and the thought came and went and left behind it a feeling that was warm and shaped like gratitude and did not hurt at all. He noticed that it did not hurt. He noticed that noticing, and filed it, and clapped.

* * *

The wing smelled of dust and the hot plastic of the lighting rig. Sarah came off the stage with the applause still going and walked straight past the stage manager and into Jon and put her forehead against his shoulder for exactly one second, which was the only time in three years she had touched him, and then stepped back and said, “I need to pee so badly,” and went.

He stayed where he was. The room was still clapping. Marcus was still on the stage, saying something gracious about clinicians that would be in the press release by dinner. Jon took the tablet from under his arm and turned it face-up for the first time in half an hour and thumbed to his own dashboard, as he did a dozen times a day without seeing it, as a man checks a watch.

Two routine adjustments during the last fifteen minutes. Both listed under the same heading the app always used, the comfortable one. Supporting your focus.

He read it again.

What he remembered was the applause and the weather going through him and the tightness in his throat that had, at a certain point, simply stopped. He remembered thinking of Jennifer at a table and the thought not hurting. He did not remember wanting support with his focus. He had not been trying to focus on anything. He had been standing in a dark wing watching a woman he liked walk to the edge of a stage, and he had felt something, and then he had felt something else, and between the two there was a line on a screen that described neither.

He was aware of his own left hand. It had closed around the edge of the tablet hard enough that the knuckle of the thumb had gone white, and he had not told it to, and it was the first thing in a quarter of an hour that felt entirely his.

The phone in his jacket pocket vibrated. He did not take it out at first. The clapping was thinning. Marcus had found the step at the front of the stage and was going down into the first row to shake hands, which he would do for forty minutes and remember every name.

The phone vibrated again, the short double pulse he had assigned to family and almost never heard. He took it out.

Jordan.

His nephew did not call. His nephew sent messages at two in the morning about rail gauges and the acoustics of parking structures, and once, memorably, a four-hundred-word description of a shoe that fit wrong, and Jon had learned to read them the next day and reply with a single line. This one was six words long.

check the log. not the summary.

He looked at the tablet in his other hand, at the comfortable heading and its two tidy entries, and then at the six words, and then at the stage, where the lights had come up to the house setting and Sarah’s empty chair sat beside Marcus’s empty chair under the four letters of the company’s name.

He put the phone away. He told himself he would look later, at the apartment, properly. He told himself the thing one always tells oneself about a doubt, which is that it will keep.

Then he went out to the reception, where there would be a view of the bay and people who wanted to tell him what he had built, and he carried the tablet under his arm with the dashboard still open, face-in, against his ribs, like something he did not want anyone else to read.




Chapter 2 — The summary and the log

Thursday, 9 October 2031

The reception was on the top floor, where the windows ran the length of the building and Elliott Bay lay under them like something the company had also arranged. Ferries crossed it at the interval ferries cross. The light was going amber. There were four hundred people in the room and the sound of them was the sound of money being pleased with itself, and Jon stood in it with a glass he had not drunk from and let people tell him what he had built.

“The latency,” a man from a hospital group said. “I’d heard four minutes and I didn’t believe it.”

“It isn’t four,” Jon said. “It’s four to twelve. Sarah was nearer twelve.”

“Still.”

“Still,” Jon agreed, and the man moved on, satisfied, and Jon did not know what the man had been satisfied by.

He was aware of the tablet under his arm. He had meant to leave it in the wing. He had carried it up three floors instead, as one carries a letter one has not decided to open, and now he found a pillar to stand beside and turned it over and opened the long view, the one with the dates, which no one used.

The summary was the thing the app showed you. Two or three lines a day, in the comfortable headings. The long view was underneath it and went back to the day the device was paired, and Jon had designed the shape of it himself, in 2027, and had not looked at his own since. He scrolled. The entries were dense and polite. Supporting your focus. Easing a difficult moment. Helping you rest. Each with a time, and a small gray tag for the context the device thought it had seen: calendar: anniversary; message thread: family; location: Lake View.

He stopped scrolling at February 2029.

11 February. Easing a difficult moment. The context tag said calendar: J. birthday (prev. day). The entry after it, the same evening. The one after that, two days later, at the time of night he had used to lie awake. He knew the date because he had written it on the retention e-mail to Marcus, the one in which he had asked, as a technical matter, whether the company’s systems needed to go on listing a dead woman as an employee’s emergency contact. Marcus had written back, kindly, Take the week. He had not taken the week. He had come in, and the device, which had read the calendar and the e-mail and the fact that he had come in, had eased a difficult moment, and had gone on easing it, every few days, for two years and eight months.

He had thought the grief had lifted on its own. He had been a little proud of that.

Someone touched his elbow and he closed the long view with his thumb before he had decided to, and smiled at a woman from the insurer, and said something about re-enrollment that he would not have been able to repeat a minute later. He went to the window. The ferry had reached the far side. He tried to remember the last time he had cried about Jennifer and could remember crying, in the car, in the hospital parking structure, and could remember a morning in the spring of 2029 when he had put on the suit and gone to work and been fine. Between the two there was a line of gray tags.

He had a glass in his hand. He drank from it because that was what it was for.

“You’re hiding behind a pillar,” David Park said.

“I’m standing near one.”

“It’s a kind of hiding.” Park had a glass of water, and no band. He was the only journalist on the list, which was Marcus’s doing; Marcus thought one skeptic in a room made the room honest, and he had chosen the Tribune’s man in Seattle, who had written three pieces about the company and never once used the word miracle. “That was a good demonstration,” Park said. “I want to say that first so you don’t think I’m about to say something else.”

“Are you about to say something else?”

“I’m about to ask you something, which is different.” Park looked at the bay. “Twelve minutes. She was frightened for twelve minutes in front of us and then she wasn’t, and the thing that changed was a dose. I’ve watched a lot of product demos. I’ve never watched one where the product was the person.”

“That’s what it is.”

“I know. I’m saying it out loud so I can hear how it sounds.” He turned the glass. “How long since Jennifer?”

Jon had a sentence for this. He had used it at conferences and at the company’s holiday party and once, badly, at a dinner. Three years in November. It’s gotten easier. It was true and it was the right length and it allowed people to say the thing they needed to say and move on.

“Three years in November,” he said.

“Do you still miss her?”

It was a plain question, asked plainly. Park had the manner of a man checking a quote. And Jon opened his mouth and found that he had the appropriate words — every day, which was what one said — and that behind the words there was nothing. Not pain. Not its absence, exactly. A smoothness, like a floor that had been swept.

“Yes,” he said, after a moment that was too long.

Park waited.

“I think about her,” Jon said, which was true, and was not an answer to the question, and he heard that it was not. He heard himself step around the question as one steps around a hole in a sidewalk one has walked for years. He had done it without thinking. It had been easy.

“Okay,” Park said. He didn’t press. Park noticed and did not press; and it was why Marcus had him on the list, and it was why Jon could not look at him. “I’m not going anywhere. If you ever want to talk about the thing you’re not talking about, you know where the bureau is, and I’m usually not in it.”

“There’s no thing.”

“Then it’ll be a short conversation.” Park put a card on the ledge of the window. It had a phone number on it and nothing else, no logo, which was the kind of card a man carried who expected to be called from a bathroom. “Good demonstration,” he said again, and went to find someone else to not press.

Jon stayed at the window until the lights on the far shore came on, and then he put the card in his pocket and went home, not to think about the company, because he could not yet make himself think about the company, but to find out whether he could grieve.

* * *

The apartment was on the fourth floor of a building on Queen Anne that Jennifer had chosen for the stairs, because she liked stairs, and he had kept because moving would have meant deciding what to keep. He put the tablet on the counter. He did not turn on the main light.

There was a place at the table. There had always been a place at the table; he had not set it, he had simply never used it, and the chair had migrated a few inches from where a chair stands when someone sits in it to where a chair stands when no one does. On the shelf above the stove, between the oil and the salt, a recipe card in her handwriting for a thing with lentils that he had never made. He had looked at the card a thousand times. He looked at it now and waited for the thing the card should do to him, and it did not come, and he stood there with his coat on, waiting, like a man waiting at a bus stop for a route that has been discontinued.

He took his phone out and opened the voicemail, and scrolled past the dentist and the pharmacy and his sister, to the bottom, where the old ones were, and there were none.

He had known there would be none. He had not known that he knew.

He went back to the tablet, to the long view, and searched it the way he would have searched a database, by date, by tag. 12 March 2029. Tidying up: three items archived. The gray tag said voicemail, inactive > 90 days. He remembered it. It came back whole and at once, the way a smell does: a Tuesday evening, a small card on the phone’s screen, Your voicemail has 3 messages older than 90 days. Clear space? — and a feeling of lightness, of wanting things to be simple, and his thumb on the button. He had not listened to them first. He had wanted, that evening, to want nothing, and the device had been easing a difficult moment for an hour before the card appeared, and he had been easy.

Three messages. He knew what they had been. One was her saying she’d be late. One was her in the hospital, in the last month, asking him to bring the gray cardigan, not the blue. And one was from the summer before that, from the lake, where she had gone with her sister and he had not gone because of a release, and she had called him from the dock and talked for a minute and a half about nothing, about the water, about a dog that had swum out to the raft, and at the end she had said something he had played maybe forty times in the months after she died and could now recover only in part. The shape of her voice saying it. Two words of it. Feel everything. He didn’t know what came before or after. He had deleted the rest of the sentence with his thumb on a Tuesday because a card had asked him to.

He sat down at the table, in his own chair, not hers, and put his hands flat on the wood.

What he wanted was to weep and he could not. What came instead was a kind of cold clarity, as if a window had opened in a warm room. He did not trust it. It was the first thing in three years he had been able to be sure the device had not given him, and he did not trust it, and that was how he knew what the device had cost.

The service kit was in the hall closet, in a case the size of a lunchbox, where it had been since the day the company issued one to every officer and he had taken his home and forgotten it. He had never used one on himself. He took it out and set it on the table beside his hands and looked at it for a long time.

The kit let an officer pull a device’s own signed record — the complete one, the one the device kept for itself and the app only summarized. It took eighteen minutes and the suit had to come off. He had sat in the meeting where eighteen minutes was agreed as an acceptable inconvenience for a thing no one expected to do more than once a year, in a lab, on a returned unit. He took his coat off. He took his shirt off. He unfastened the band at his throat, which he had not done in daylight since 2028, and then the suit, which came away from his skin with a faint reluctance, the fourteen small places on his torso and arms and thighs where it had been feeding him stinging for a moment in the air, and he stood in his kitchen in his underwear, thirty-six years old, and felt the cold on his back for the first time in three years, and the kit’s small light turned from amber to green and counted.

He did not do anything while it counted. He stood. After six or seven minutes his left knee began to ache, the old one, the one from the bicycle, which he had not thought about since — he worked it out — since the spring of 2029 as well. His lower back joined it. The apartment was cold; he had not noticed the apartment being cold. None of it arrived at once. It arrived the way weather arrives, from a distance, and he stood in it and let it.

The light went solid green. He put the kit’s small drive in his shirt pocket and the shirt on and did not put the suit back on. He folded it, and the band, and set them on the counter beside the tablet, and they lay there looking like what they were, a garment and a collar, a thing a person could pick up or not.

The tablet, left to itself, had gone to the calendar. It showed the week. Friday was empty. Saturday, Sunday. Monday had one entry, which Marcus’s assistant had put in a month ago, and which Jon had not thought about once in that month because he had not been permitted to be anxious about it.

Mon 13 Oct — 10:00 — Marcus — promotion conversation.

He looked at it for a while, standing
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