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Stan enters consciousness as if coming up from a deep well. A well with nothing in it, because he didn’t have any dreams. The last thing he can recall is being in the car, the black car with darkened windows the Security spooks always use, with Jocelyn sitting beside him in the backseat and her treacherous dipstick of a husband, Phil, doing the driving.
He has an image of the back of Phil’s head—a head he wouldn’t mind perforating with a broken bottle—and then another of Jocelyn putting her sturdy but manicured hand out to pat his knee in the patronizing way she had, as if he was a pet dog. Good legs, gray stockings, the black sleeve of her suit. That was his last snapshot.
Then the prick of the needle. He was gone before he knew it.
But look, she didn’t kill him! He’s still in his body, he can hear his heart beating. As for his mind, it’s clear as ice water. He doesn’t feel drugged; he feels refreshed and hyper-alert, as if he’s just chugged a couple of double espressos.
He opens his eyes. Fuck. Nothing. Maybe he’s been sent to the stratosphere after all. No, wait, it’s a ceiling. A white ceiling, with light reflecting down from it.
He turns his head to see where the light’s coming from. No, he doesn’t turn his head, because his head won’t turn that far. Something’s restraining it, and his arms, and, yes, his legs too. Triple fuck. They’ve got him strapped down.
“Fuck!” he says out loud. But no, he doesn’t say that. The only sound that comes out of his mouth is a slobbering zombie sound. But urgent, like a car in a snowbank spinning its wheels. Unhuhuh. Unhuhuh.
This is horrible. He can think, but he can’t move and he can’t speak. Shit.
* * *
Charmaine hardly slept a wink all night. Maybe it was the screams; or they might have been laughs—that would be nicer; though if they were laughs, they were loud, high, and hysterical. She’d like to ask some of the other women if they heard anything too, but now that she thinks about it, that’s probably not a good idea.
Or maybe her sleeplessness came from overexcitement, because really, she’s super-excited. She’s so excited she can only peck at her lunch, because this afternoon she gets to resume her real job. After putting in her morning session of Towel Folding, she got to throw away the shameful LAUNDRY ROOM name tag and replace it with her rightful one: CHIEF MEDICATIONS ADMINISTRATOR. It feels blissful, as if that name tag has been lost and now it’s been found; like when you misplace your scooter keys and then they turn up and you get a rush of luckiness, as if the stars or fate or something has singled you out for a win. That’s how happy her rightful name tag makes her feel.
The other women in her section have noticed that name tag: they’re treating her with new respect. They’re looking at her directly instead of letting their eyes slide past her like she was furniture; they’re asking her sociable questions such as how did she sleep, and isn’t this an awesome lunch? They’re handing her small, chatty praises, like what a good job she’s doing with the blue teddy bears they all have to knit in the evenings, even though she has to admit she’s a crappy knitter. And they’re smiling at her—not half-smiles, either, but full-on total-face smiles that are only partly fake.
It isn’t at all hard for her to smile back. Not like the past weeks, when she was exiled to Towel Folding; which was like some awful purgatory or limbo or punishment drill. During that time, her own smile felt harsh and cracked, as if there was a broken cement sidewalk right behind her teeth, and her mouth felt shrunken and clogged, and the other women spoke to her, if at all, in sentences of two words, because they didn’t know what kind of disgrace she was in.
Charmaine couldn’t blame them for that, because honestly she didn’t know herself. Though she darn well knew it wasn’t a snafu with the data bank that had screwed up her scheduling, as Aurora from Human Resources had told her. She tried her utmost to believe it was just a trivial mistake: you always had to try your utmost to believe the positive, because what did believing the negative ever get you except depressed? Whereas with the positive you found the strength to carry on.
And she had carried on.
Though it had been hard, because she’d been so scared. What were they really planning for her—the Management, or whoever was running the Consilience/Positron model-town plan? She’s sure there’s more than one of them. The only one they actually show much of is Ed on the television, giving everyone in Consilience the updates on how well everything is going. But Ed must be just a front man. There has to be a whole bunch of them behind the scenes, experts and so forth, talking everything over and showing PowerPoints to one another and making important decisions.
Have they been sitting in some hidden boardroom, discussing her? Do they know she’s been cheating on her husband, Stan? Worse, do they know what she’s been up to with Max, her secret lover? If so, how much detail have they been going into? Have they got photos of her, or voice recordings, or, even worse, videos? She’d said that to Max once—“What if there’s a video?”—but he’d only laughed and said he wished there was, so he could relive the moment. But what if he has been reliving the moment and those other men have been, too?
It makes her blush all over to think of them watching her and Max in those vacant houses, and listening to the sounds coming out of her mouth. She wasn’t herself with Max, she was some other person—some sluttish blonde she herself wouldn’t speak to if they were standing in a checkout line together. If that other Charmaine tried to strike up a conversation with her, she’d turn away as if she hadn’t heard, because you’re known by the company you keep, and that other Charmaine is bad company. So bad Charmaine has been banished, and she herself—the real Charmaine—has been restored to good standing in Positron, complete with deferential smiling, and she has to keep it that way no matter what.
She gazes down the table at the rows of women in their orange boiler-suit uniforms. She doesn’t know them very well, because they’re not from her regular group and they’ve spent the past two months basically not speaking to her, but their faces are familiar to her by now. She scans their features as they chew away at their lunches: isn’t this a warm, fuzzy, grateful feeling she’s getting, because each one of them is a unique and irreplaceable human being?
No, this is not a warm, fuzzy, grateful feeling. To be honest, she doesn’t like any of these women much. She wouldn’t trust any of them as far as she could throw them, which isn’t very far, since most of them are overweight. They should burn more energy, take the dancercise classes or work out in the Positron gym, because sitting on their fat butts knitting those stupid blue bears plus eating the desserts is piling the pounds onto them and they’re blowing up like blimps. And deep down, she doesn’t give a crap about each of them being a unique and irreplaceable human being, because they didn’t treat her like one. They treated her like something that got stuck on their shoe.
But that’s the past, and she must not look back in anger or hold on to grudges, because such behavior is toxic, as they say in yoga; so now she’s dwelling on blessings. How blessed they all are to be tucked in here when so many other people are having a bad time outside the walls, where—according to Ed on the TV—everything’s going to rat shit.
The lunch is chicken salad. It’s made with chickens raised right here at Positron Prison, in healthy and considerate surroundings, over at the men’s wing; and the lettuce and arugula and radicchio and celery are grown here as well. Though not the celery, now that she thinks of it—that comes in from outside. But the parsley’s grown here. And the spring onions. And the Tiny Tim tomatoes. Despite her lack of appetite, she picks away at the salad, because she doesn’t want to look ungrateful. Or, more to the point, unstable.
Here comes the dessert. They’ve set it out on the table at the far end of the room; the women get up in order, row by row, and stand in line for it. Plum crumble, the women murmur to one another, made with red plums from Positron’s very own orchard. Though Charmaine has never worked in that orchard herself or even talked to anybody who’s worked in it, so how would she know if it even exists? They could be bringing those plums in here in cans and nobody but whoever opens the cans would be any the wiser.
These skeptical notions about Positron are coming to her more frequently. Don’t be so stupid, Charmaine, she tells herself. Change the channel, because why would you even care about where the plums come from? And if they want to lie about plums to make us all feel better, what’s the harm?
She picks up her helping of plum crumble in its sturdy pressed-glass dish. There’s cream added, from Positron’s own cows, not that she’s ever seen those cows either. She nods and smiles at the other women as she files past them, sits back down at her place, stares at her crumble. She can’t help thinking it looks like curdled blood, but she draws a marker across that thought, blacks it out. She should try to eat just a bit: it might steady her nerves.
She’s been away from the Medications Administration job so long. Maybe she’s lost her touch. What if she makes a shambles of it? Gets cold feet? Misses the sweet spot in the vein, for the needle?
When you’re actually doing the procedure, you don’t have big-picture worries, you exist in the moment, you only want to get it right and do your duty. But over the past two months she’s been at a distance, and from a distance what she does in Medications Administration doesn’t always look the same as what she ought to do, supposing she was just a person.
Are you having qualms, Charmaine? asks the little voice in her head.
No, silly, she answers. I’m having dessert. Plum crumble.
The women at her table are making Mmmm sounds. Red crumbs cling to their lips.
* * *
Stan tries again. He uses all his strength, pushing up with his arms and thighs against the straps—they must be straps, though he can’t see them. No dice. What is this, Jocelyn’s warped idea of another kinky sex game?
“Charmaine,” he tries to call. His throat slurs, his tongue is like a cold beef sandwich. Why’s he calling her anyway, as if he can’t find his socks, as if he needs help with his top shirt button? What kind of a help-me-mommy wife-whine is that? Maybe part of his brain is dead. Dumbass, he tells himself: Charmaine can’t hear you, she isn’t in the room.
Or not so far as he can see, which isn’t far.
Wait, Stan, he tells himself. Relax. Let’s do a recap here. What was it that Jocelyn was telling him just before she put him under? Let’s take the facts in order.
First, Jocelyn is a Security kingpin in the Consilience/Positron model town-and-prison. Correction: queen pin. Second, she has the power to manipulate the identities and data files of everyone inside the walls, and she’d manipulated his to trap him in the Consilience house where he lives during his civilian months. That put him under her thumb, right where she’d wanted him; while meanwhile his flake of a wife, Charmaine, had been kept out of the way—locked up in Positron for far longer than she was supposed to be.
Third, after tormenting him with various twisted mindfucks, she’d revealed in the backseat of the car that she was only pretending to be a power-mad sex-crazed dragon lady who enjoyed making him dance while she cracked the whip. Really she was some kind of weird double agent bent on—what? Something to do with undermining the Consilience model, because it’s an evil plot aimed at taking over something or other: democracy, the country, whatever. He’s not thinking so clearly after all, because he can’t remember exactly how that part goes; and since they never get any real news from outside the town walls, only platefuls of verbal pet kibble, who knows what’s happening out there?
Though inside the walls, the climate is definitely changing. That march-past of people in shackles, with their faces covered—when was that? Yesterday? He’d never seen anything like that in Consilience before. They’d been treated like real prisoners, not like folks playing the role of prisoners. It wasn’t dress-ups, not like the usual Positron getup. And it was chilling, the way his work buddies at scooter repair didn’t want to talk about that difference, or ponder the explanation for it. The fear quotient definitely shot up.
So maybe that’s why Jocelyn has turned against the Consilience plan, and wants to use him as her errand boy.
* * *
Two o’clock. The first procedure of the afternoon is scheduled for three. After leaving the dining area, Charmaine heads back to her cell to spend a little quiet time alone. She needs to prepare herself, both physically and mentally; and also spiritually, of course. Do some meditating, fix her makeup.
But when she opens the door to her cell, there’s someone already in it. It’s a woman, in the standard orange boiler suit but with a hood over her head. She’s sitting on the bed. Her wrists are attached together in front with zip-tie handcuffs.
“Excuse me?” says Charmaine. If it weren’t for the hood and the cuffs, she would have pointed out that this is her cell, and as far as she knows there hasn’t been a change of cell assignment. And then she would have said, Please leave.
“Don’t …” says the woman’s voice, muffled by the hood. Then there’s something else that Charmaine doesn’t catch. She goes over to the bed—a little risky, because what if this is a maniac who might snap at her or something—and lifts the hood up and back.
It’s an older woman, maybe mid-fifties. She stares at Charmaine with pink, blinking eyes. “Don’t talk to me,” she says. “It’s better for you if you don’t.”
“But,” says Charmaine. “But what are you doing in my cell?”
“It’s not up to me where they put me,” the woman says, with a sad little smile. She lifts her hands, then tilts her head, indicating her leg. It’s chained to the bed.
“Are you a … a criminal element?” Charmaine asks—has to ask, though maybe she shouldn’t. The criminal elements she’s used to dealing with at Medications Administration have all been young men. She can’t really imagine this woman murdering anyone, or raping them, or any of the other things that end with you being strapped down five ways on a Medications Admin rolling bed.
“I must be, in the minds of some,” says the woman. “I’m a dissident. Now you should put the hood back on and go and call a guard. They’ll realize they put me in the wrong cell and clear me out of your way.”
“But I can’t just …” says Charmaine. “What will happen to you?” She feels as if she’s about to cry. This is wrong, it has to be wrong! They must have made a mistake, like the mistake they made about her own identity, when they put her in Towel Folding.
“Just do it,” says the woman. “You have no choices.”
* * *
The white ceiling is even more boring than Consilience TV. Hardly anything’s going on up there, though there has been a fly, which has helped to pass the time. Scram, fly! He would think at it, to see if he could control it by broadcasting his thought waves. But he couldn’t.
He closes his eyes; drug is dragging him under, but he should stay awake if possible. He concentrates on the chain of causes and effects and lies and impostures—some of them his—that has stranded him in this tedious or possibly terrifying cul-de-sac.
For instance: Phil the chauffeur, dutiful spouse of Jocelyn, is also the cheating lounge lizard, Max, who’d led his clueless wife, Charmaine, astray, not that it seems to have taken that much effort. He’d seduced Charmaine not because he enjoyed it in any way (and if Jocelyn believes that part, she’s not as smart as she thinks she is) but merely to help out with Jocelyn’s double-agent sabotage plan, whatever it is.
But whatever it is—now it comes back to him!—will involve Charmaine in a lab coat walking in here in about five minutes, or at least he hopes it’s that soon, because he really needs a piss. The poor little mutt will think she’s about to send some serial killer or child murderer or old-person batterer to the next life. Although it’s not talked about openly at Positron, it’s no secret that Medications Administration is charged with exterminating the original denizens of Positron Prison—the incorrigible criminal elements—so everyone else can live the good life without having their sleep disturbed by thugs, rapists, and psychopaths.
But when Charmaine approaches the trolley or whatever it is he’s strapped onto, it won’t be an unknown criminal element awaiting her elimination ministrations: it will be him. Her husband, Stan.
What will she do then? Scream and run away? Throw herself onto his prone body? Tell Positron there’s been a terrible mistake?
Jocelyn planned this. She told him that it’s her idea to get him this far along on the conveyor belt of death so the Positron officials will think he’s been terminated and will scratch him off the list of the living. Maybe she’s coached Charmaine, let her in on the deception. Maybe Charmaine will flick a hidden switch to deflect the concealed videocams to some other room, and then she’ll unstrap him, and they’ll hug each other, and she’ll whisper, “Can you ever forgive me for cheating? I don’t know what came over me—it’s you I love,” and so on, though there won’t be time for the drawn-out groveling and cringing apology he has the right to expect. But he’ll squeeze her reassuringly, and then she’ll show him—what? A trapdoor? A secret tunnel? A set of clothes to wear as a disguise?
He’s watched way too much TV over the years. On TV there are last-minute escapes, and tunnels, and trapdoors. This is real life, idiot, he tells himself.
Or it’s supposed to be.
But there has to be some last-minute trick like that, because Charmaine would surely never stick the death drug into him, or whatever it is she does to the pond scum who end up in here. She’d never go the whole hog. She’s too tenderhearted. As he’d told Jocelyn, just before she’d ambushed him with that stealth-attack needle.
Unhuhuh, he says to the ceiling. Because now he’s not sure of that. He’s not sure of anything. And what if something’s fucked up and the Positron spooks have caught up with double-dealing Jocelyn and arrested her or maybe even shot her?
And what if, when the door opens, it isn’t Charmaine who walks through it?
They’re probably watching him right now, through a light fixture or a nail hole. They’ve probably tortured Jocelyn, made her cough up the entire plot. They probably think he’s in on it.
I didn’t know! It wasn’t me! I’ve done nothing! he screams in his head.
Unhuhuhuh.
Shit. He’s wet his pants. But it doesn’t seep, it doesn’t trickle. Have they got him in diapers? Crap. Not a good sign.
So he can’t be the first person who’s been here and done the pant-wetting thing. And more. You can’t say they don’t cover the angles.
* * *
It takes Charmaine a while to regain her calm after the two guards have hauled the woman away. By the armpits, because she couldn’t really walk very well, what with the shackles.
“No need to mention this to anyone,” the first guard had said.
“No point in mentioning it,” said the second one, with a kind of barky laugh. Neither of them was anyone Charmaine had ever seen before.
She’d taken some deep yogic breaths, she’d cleared her mind of negative vibrations. There.
Or sort of there.
She washes her hands, and after that she brushes her teeth: it’s like a cleansing ritual, because she likes to feel pure of heart when going into a procedure. She checks herself in the mirror: there she is, the same sweet face she’s always relied on at home and school; she hasn’t changed that much since being a teenager, though she’s a little dark under the eyes. She pulls a few strands of her blond hair forward to frame her face, which is better.
But she’s thinner. She’s lost weight over the past while, slightly too much weight, and she’s looking pale. She’s been so worried, not only about herself but about Stan.
The very worst—well, almost the worst—would be if they’d told Stan about Max. Then what will happen, the next time she sees Stan? He’ll be extremely mad at her. Even if she cries and says she’s sorry, and how can he ever forgive her, and he’s the one she really loves, he still might want a divorce. The mere possibility makes her tearful. She’d feel so unsafe without Stan, and people would gossip about her, and she’d be all alone in Consilience. Which she can never get out of, because they don’t let you out. That was on the paper they made you sign.
As for Max, yes, she does remember hoping he might leave his wife for her so they could be together forever and always, and she could be crushed in his embrace like a stepped-on blueberry muffin every minute of every day. He’d say, “There’s no one like you; bend over,” while nibbling on her ear, and she’d melt like toffee in the sun.
But on some level she’s always known that would be impossible. She’s been a distraction for him, but not a necessity of life. More like a super-strong mint: intense while it lasted, but quickly finished. And, to be fair, he’s been the same thing for her, and if he was offered to her on a serving platter in exchange for Stan, she would say no thanks, because she could never depend on Max: he’s too fast with his mouth, he’s like an actor in a TV ad, pushing something suave and delicious but bad for you. Instead she would say, “I choose Stan.” She does feel quite certain that this is the choice she would make.
But what if Stan rejects her, despite her new, virtuous intentions? What if he throws her out, tosses her clothes onto the lawn for everyone to see, as in the movies, and then locks the door on the inside? Maybe it will happen at night, and she’ll be outside in the dark, scratching on the window like a cat, begging to be taken back. Oh, I’ve ruined everything, she’ll wail. Her eyes water up just picturing it.
She’ll refuse to think about that, because you make your own reality out of your attitude, and if she thinks about it happening, then it will. Instead she’ll think about Stan’s arms going around her and him saying how miserable he’s been without her and how happy he is that they’re finally together once more. And she’ll stroke him, and cuddle him, and it will be like old times.
Because soon it will be switchover day and she can finally leave Positron for her month as a civilian again. She’ll be working at her Consilience job in the bakery, and she won’t have to think about screams in the night or strange women chained to her bed, and she’ll smell of cinnamon from the cinnamon buns, such a cheerful smell, and not like the floral scent of the fabric softener from the Towel Folding in Positron, which if you have to breathe it all day is truly chemical and sickly. She won’t use that fabric softener on her own laundry anymore, ever. She’ll be back in her own Consilience house, with her pretty sheets and the bright kitchen where she cooks such nice breakfasts, and she’ll be with Stan.
Because why would they even tell him about Max, supposing they know? Considering that the whole point of Consilience is for things to run smoothly, with happy citizens, or are they inmates? Both, to be honest. Because citizens were always a bit like inmates, and inmates were always a bit like citizens, so Consilience and Positron have only made it official. Anyway, the point is the greatest happiness all around, and telling Stan would mean less happiness. In fact, it would mean more misery. So surely they won’t do it.
Already she can picture—no, feel—Stan’s arms around her; and then the way he nuzzles the side of her neck and says things like Yum. Cinnamon. How’s my little bun? Or he used to say things like that, comfort-food kinds of things, though he’d been slacking off on that lately, as if he’d been preoccupied. Almost ever since she got tangled up with Max, come to think of it. But he’ll say them again, she knows he will, because he’ll have missed her and worried about her. How’s my cherry pie? Not like the things Max says, which are more like I’m going to turn you inside out, after this you won’t be able to crawl. Beg me for it.
Stan maybe isn’t the most … well, the most. The most of whatever you’d call Max. But Stan loves her, and she loves him.
She does really. That thing with Max was only a blip, it was an animal episode, a wild holiday. She’ll have to stay away from Max in the future. Though it might be hard, because Max is so passionate about her. He’ll try to get her back, no question. He’ll want to cajole her or else browbeat her into hooking up with him in empty houses the way they were doing every month on switchover days until she got stuck in Towel Folding. But she’ll have to put her fingers in her ears and grit her teeth and roll up her sleeves and resist temptation.
Though why shouldn’t a person have both? says the voice in her head.
I’m making an effort here, she answers. So shut up.
* * *
She looks at her watch: two thirty. Half an hour to go. The waiting is the worst thing. She’s never been so trembly before a procedure.
She smiles her I-am-a-good-person smile, the smile of an absentminded angel—a smile like a childish lisp. That smile has seen her through many difficult places and past many barriers—it’s a get-out-of-jail-free card, it’s a rock-concert arm stamp, it’s a universal security password, like being in a wheelchair. Who would question it?
To give herself confidence, she applies blush all over her pale face, then a thin coat of mascara on the eyelashes: nothing too overdone. Positron allows makeup in jail; in fact, it encourages makeup, because looking your best is good for morale. It’s her duty to look her best: she’s about to become the last thing some poor young man will see on this earth. That’s a big responsibility. She doesn’t take it lightly.
Charmaine, Charmaine, whispers the small voice in her head. You are such a fraud.
So are you, she tells it.
* * *
Stan must have drifted off, but he comes awake again with a start. That fucking fly is walking all over his face, and he can’t get at it.
“Fucking fly,” he tries to say. Fuuuuuh. Fluuuh. Nope, no speech functions so far. Drug’s got his tongue. He hopes like shit this isn’t permanent: he won’t be able to buy anything except with little notes. Hi my name is Stan and I can’t talk. Gimme ten bottles of booze. He wouldn’t care what kind, he’d drink horse piss. After what he’d been through, he’d want to get falling-down blind drunk. Oblivious.
Now that fly’s trying to get into his eye. Blink, blink, turn the head: it’s not very scared of eyelashes, but it moves. Now it’s going into his nose. At least he has some control over his nostrils: he blows the fly out. Maybe it’s left some germs in his nose and he’ll be Patient Zero of a lethal plague that will sweep the nation. Maybe it’s laid eggs, and some disgusting grub will crawl into his nasal passages and into his skull, and eat his brain. All his memories chewed up. Turned into grub shit. Like some of them are already.
His back is terminally itchy, he has a cramp in his leg, his diaper is sodden. Will he get diaper rash? How humiliating.
Behind his closed eyes floats a fuchsia-colored lipstick kiss. Charmaine had made that kiss, on a note to her lover, Max; but he hadn’t known that, because she’d signed her name Jasmine. He’d been enchanted by that kiss, by the notion of throwaway passion. He’d fallen in love with Jasmine, who didn’t exist. That was the beginning of it: his own stupid mistake. But an understandable mistake, he protests to himself. It wasn’t his fault. It was a hormone thing. And it’s led him, step by step, precisely to here.
More than anything, he wants it to be over. This stage, this phase, this powerlessness, whatever it is. Let’s get this show on the road, he’d shout, if he were capable of shouting. Which he isn’t. But he hopes he will be soon. He has a lot of shouting to catch up on.
* * *
Charmaine makes her way through the familiar corridors to the Medications Administration reception area, where three corridors come together. She’s wearing her green smock over her orange boiler suit; her latex gloves are in her pocket, as well as her face mask, in case of germs. She’ll put it on before she goes into the room—that’s the rule—but then she’ll take it off again, because why should anyone’s last view of a human face be so impersonal? She wants whoever it is to be able to see her reassuring smile.
No one’s ever objected to this protocol variation. Maybe they aren’t looking; they can’t look at everything all the time. Possibly she should be more careful, obey every last letter of the instructions. But if they really cared, they would have said something about it before now.
She’s still nervous; probably they’re monitoring it, this nervousness of hers. And most likely it counts in her favor, because during the training course she took, they put some electrodes on you and then showed you pictures of people undergoing the procedure and measured how you reacted. What they were looking for was a certain amount of jitteriness, but not so much that you’d lose control. They’d weeded out the ones who stayed totally calm and cold, and also those who’d showed too much eagerness. They didn’t want people who got pleasure out of doing this—they didn’t want sadists or psychopaths. In fact, it was the sadists and psychopaths who needed to be … not euthanized, not extirpated—those words are too crass—relocated to a different sphere, because they were not suited to the life of Consilience.
Maybe that’s what will happen to the woman who was in her cell. They’re just going to take her someplace else, maybe an island, with the other people on it who are like her. Disruptive people, people who don’t fit in, but not criminal elements. Surely that’s what they’ll do, because they do want the greatest happiness. The greatest happiness possible.
* * *
There’s Reception, and the check-in box with the flat screen on the front. The receptionist head is already there: it must be expecting her. Today it’s the woman with the dark hair and bangs, the small hoop earrings, and the large, square teeth. She’s seen this head before, and not just in the head box. It’s the same woman who was with Ed when he’d visited the knitting circle the night before. The one with the good legs, the gray stockings. Someone important. Charmaine feels a slight chill. Deep yogic breath, she tells herself. In through the nose, out through the mouth.
The head smiles at her. Is it only an image this time, a recording, or is it a real person?
“Could I have the key, please?” Charmaine asks it, as she is supposed to.
“Login, please,” the head says to her. The head is still smiling, though it seems to be looking at her more intently than usual. Charmaine presses her thumb to the pad, then gazes at the iris reader until it blinks.
“Thank you,” says the head. The plastic key slides out of the slot at the bottom of the box. Charmaine puts it into her lab-coat pocket, waits for the slip of paper with the details of the procedure printed on it: room number, Positron name, age, last dose of sedative and when administered. It’s necessary to know how alert the subject may be.
Nothing happens. The head is staring at her with a weird, meaningful half-smile. Now what? thinks Charmaine. Don’t tell me the dratted data bank has messed up my identity numbers again.
“I need the procedure slip,” she says to the head. Even if it’s only a canned image, somebody will hear her, surely.
“Charmaine,” the head says to her. “We need to talk.”
Charmaine feels the hair stand up on the back of her neck. The head knows her real name. It’s talking to her directly. It’s as if the sofa has spoken.
“What?” she says. ”What did I do wrong?”
“You didn’t do anything wrong,” the head says, “yet. But you’re on probation. You must undergo a test.”
“What do you mean, probation?” says Charmaine. “I’ve always been good at this job, I’ve never had any complaints, my job assessment score has been …” She’s twisting the latex glove in her right-hand pocket; she tells herself to stop. It’s bad to show agitation, as if she’s in some way guilty. She’s up for their darn test, whatever it is: she’s willing to bet her technique and fulfillment against anybody’s. They can’t fault her, except maybe for not wearing her face mask, but who in their right mind would care about that?
“It’s not your competence that’s in question,” says the head. “But Management has had some misgivings about your professional dedication.”
“I’ve always been extremely dedicated!” Charmaine says. Somebody must have been gossiping about her, telling lies. “You have to be dedicated to do this job! Who says I haven’t been dedicated?” It’s that bitch Aurora, from Human Resources. Or someone in her knitting group, because she wasn’t enthusiastic enough about making so many of those blue teddy bears. “I love my job, I mean, I don’t love having to do what I do, but I know it’s my duty to do it, because it has to be done by someone, and I’ve always taken the best care and been very meticulous, and—”
“Let’s call it loyalty,” says the head.
Why did the head say loyalty? Is loyalty about her and Max? “I’ve always been loyal to Positron,” she says. Her voice sounds weak: they’ll pick that up.
“It’s a matter of degree,” says the head. “Please pay attention. You must carry out the procedure as usual today. It is very important that you complete the task that has been assigned to you.”
“I always complete the task!” says Charmaine indignantly.
“Today, this time, you may encounter a situation that you find shocking. You must be prepared to continue, despite that. The procedure must be carried out. Your future here depends on it. Are you ready for that?”
“What kind of shocking situation?” Charmaine asks.
“You have an option,” says the head. “You can resign from Medications Administration right now and go back to Towel Folding, or some other undemanding work, if you feel you are not up to the test.” It smiles, showing its strong, square teeth.
Charmaine would like to ask if she can have some time to think it over. But maybe that wouldn’t be taken well; maybe the head would see it as a flaw in her loyalty.
“You must decide now,” says the head. “Are you ready?”
“Yes,” says Charmaine. “I’m ready.”
“All right then,” says the head. “You have now chosen. There are only two kinds of people admitted to the Medications Administration wing: those who do and those who are done to. You have elected the role of those who do. If you fail, the consequences to yourself will be severe. You may find yourself playing the other role. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” says Charmaine again. That was a threat: if she doesn’t eliminate, she’ll be eliminated. It was very clear. Her hands are cold.
“Very well,” says the head. “Here are the details of your procedure for today.” The slip of paper slides out of the slot. Charmaine picks it up. The room number and the sedative information are there, but the name is missing.
“There isn’t any name,” Charmaine says. But the head has vanished.
* * *
Stan lets his mind float free. Time is passing; whatever will happen to him is about to happen. There’s not a thing he can do about it.
Are these my last minutes? he asks himself. If so, shouldn’t there be more fanfare? Despite his earlier moment of panic, he’s now oddly calm. But not resigned, not numbed. Instead he feels intensely, painfully alive. He can feel his own thunderous heartbeat, he can hear the blood surging through his veins, he can feel every muscle, every tendon. His body is massive, like rock, like granite; though possibly a little soft around the middle.
I should have worked out more, he thinks. I should have done everything more. I should have cut loose from … from what? Looking back on his life, he sees himself spread out on the earth like a giant covered in tiny threads that have held him down. Tiny threads of petty cares and small concerns, and fears he took seriously at the time. Debts, timetables, the need for money, for comfort; the earworm of sex, repeating itself over and over like a neural feedback loop. He’s been the puppet of his own constricted desires.
He shouldn’t have let himself be caged like that, walled off from freedom. But what does freedom mean anymore? And who had caged him and walled him up? He’d done it himself, he’d chosen it. So many tiny choices. The reduction of himself to a series of numbers, stored by others, controlled by others. He should have left the disintegrating cities, fled the pinched, cramped life on offer there. Broken out of the electronic net, thrown away all the passwords, gone forth to range over the land, a gaunt wolf howling at midnight.
But there isn’t any land left to range over. There isn’t any place without fences, roadways, networks. Or is there? And who would go with him, be with him? Would Charmaine? She’s never liked camping, she wouldn’t want to leave her clean flowered sheets. Still, he has a brief flash of longing: the two of them, hand in hand, walking into the sunrise, all betrayals forgotten, ready for a new life, somewhere, somehow. With maybe some strike-anywhere matches and … what else would they need?
He tries to visualize the world outside the walls of Consilience. But he has no real picture of that world. All he sees is fog.
* * *
Charmaine lets herself into the dispensary with the plastic key, locates the cabinet, codes open its door. She finds the vial and the needle, ready and prepared for her. She pockets them, snaps on her latex gloves, then walks along the corridor to the left.
These corridors are always empty when she’s on her way to a procedure. Do they do that on purpose, so nobody will know who has terminated which person? Nobody, that is, except the head. And whoever is behind the head. And whoever may be watching her right now, from inside a light fixture or through a tiny lens the size of a rivet. She straightens her shoulders, adjusts her face into what she hopes is a positive but determined expression.
Here’s the room. She opens the door, steps quietly in. Removes her face mask.
The man is lying on his back, attached to the trolley bed at five points, as he should be. His head is turned a little away from her—they can’t turn them very far, their heads. Most likely he’s staring at the ceiling, whatever part of it he can see. And most likely the ceiling is staring back at him.
“Hello,” she says as she walks over to the bed. “Isn’t it a lovely day? Look at all the lovely sunshine! I always find a sunny day is really cheering, don’t you?”
The man’s head turns toward her, as far as it can turn. The eyes meet hers. It’s Stan.
“Oh my god,” says Charmaine. She almost drops the needle. She blinks, hoping the face will change into the face of someone else, a total stranger. But it doesn’t change.
“Stan,” she whispers. “What are they doing to you? Oh, honey. What did you do?” Has he committed a crime? What kind of a crime? It must have been very bad. But maybe there was no crime, or just a little one, because what sort of a crime would Stan have done? He’s sometimes grumpy and he can lose his temper, but he’s not mean as such. He’s just not the criminal type.
“Did you try to find me?” she says. “Honey? You must have been crazy with worry. Did you …” Has his love for her driven him over the edge? Has he found out about Max and killed him? That would be terrible. A fatal threesome, like something you used to see on the news. The sleazier news.
“Uhuhuhuh,” says Stan. There’s a trickle of drool coming out of the corner of his mouth. Tenderly she wipes it away. He’s killed for her! Or maybe he has. His eyes are wide: he’s pleading with her, silently.
This is more horrible than anything. She wants to rush out of the room, run back to her cell and shut the door and throw herself onto the bed and pull the covers over her head, and pretend that none of this has ever happened, but her feet don’t move. All the blood is draining out of her brain. Think, Charmaine, she tells herself. But she can’t think.
“Nothing bad is going to happen to you,” she says, as she usually does, but it’s as if her mouth is moving by itself, like a robot’s, with a dead voice coming out. Though the voice is trembling.
Stan obviously doesn’t believe her. He’s straining against the bands that hold him in place.
“You’re going to have such a great time,” she says to him. “We’ll have this done in a jiffy.” There are tears running out of her eyes; she blots them away with her sleeve, because such tears won’t do and she hopes no one has seen them, not even Stan. Especially not Stan. “You’ll be home really soon,” she tells him. “And then we’ll have a lovely dinner and watch TV.” She moves behind him, out of his line of vision. “And then we’ll go to bed together, the way we used to. Won’t that be nice?”
The tears are coming harder. She can’t help herself, she’s flashing on the two of them together when they were first married, and planning—oh, so many things for their new life together. A house, and kids, and everything. They were so sweet then, so hopeful; so young, not like the way she is now. And then it hadn’t worked out so well because of the job situation, especially for Stan, because jobs for men were even harder to find than jobs for women, and then they didn’t have much money, and then it got more and more dangerous in those neighborhoods that were cheap enough for them to live in. And it was a strain, so many tensions, but they’d stayed together because they had each other and they loved each other and at first that was enough.
Get hold of yourself, Charmaine, she tells herself. Don’t be sentimental. Remember, it’s a test.
They’re watching her. They can’t be serious about this. They can’t expect her to … not kill—no, she will not use the kill word. They can’t expect her to relocate her own husband.
She strokes Stan’s head. “Shhh,” she says to him. “It’s okay.” She always strokes their heads, but this time it’s not any old head, it’s Stan’s head, with his bristly haircut. She knows every feature of his head so well, each eye, each ear, and the corner of the jaw, and the mouth with Stan’s teeth in it, and the neck, and the body that’s attached to it. It’s almost glowing, that body: it’s as clear to her as anything, each freckle and hair, as if she’s looking at it through a magnifying glass; except that she isn’t. She wants to throw her arms around that body to hold it still, keep it in this present moment, because unless she can do that, it doesn’t have a future.
She can’t do the procedure. She won’t do it. She’ll march out of here, back to Reception, and demand to talk with the woman’s head in the box. “I’m not falling for this,” she’ll say. “I’m not doing your stupid test, so just take a flying leap.”
But wait. What will happen then? Someone else will come in and relocate Stan. The bad thing will happen to him anyway, and whoever it is will not do it in a considerate and respectful way, not the way she does. But what will become of her, Charmaine, if she fails the test? It won’t just be back to Towel Folding, it will be into the zip-tie cuffs and the hood and the shackles, like that woman who was in her cell; then onto the rolling bed with the five straps. It’s him or her.
She’s cold all over now. She can hardly breathe.
“Oh, Stan,” she whispers into his left ear. “Why did we ever sign up for Consilience? I don’t know how things got this way. I’m so sorry. Please forgive me.”
“Uhuhuhuh,” says Stan. It’s like a dog whimper. But he’s heard her, he understands. Is that a nod?
She kisses him on the forehead. Then, taking a big chance, she kisses him on the mouth, a heartfelt, lingering kiss. He doesn’t kiss her back—his mouth must be paralyzed—but at least he doesn’t try to bite her.
Then she sticks the needle into the vial. She watches her hands, in their latex gloves, moving like seaweed; her arms are heavy, as if she’s swimming in liquid glue. Everything’s in slow motion.
Standing behind Stan, she feels gently for the vein in his neck, finds it. His heart beats like percussion under her fingertips. She slides in the needle.
Then a jolt, then a spasm. Like electrocution.
Then she hits the floor.
Blackout.
* * *
When Stan wakes up, he’s no longer strapped down. He’s curled up on his side, lying on something soft. He’s dizzy and woozy, and he’s got a crashing headache, like three prime hangovers rolled into one.
He opens his eyes: several pairs of big white eyes with round black pupils are staring into his. What in shit are these? He struggles to sit up, flounders, loses his balance, sinks into a mound of small, yielding, fuzzy bodies. Enormous spiders? Giant alien creepy-crawlies? Escapees from a horror movie! Despite himself, he yelps.
A grip, Stan, he tells himself. Get two, they’re cheap. He breathes in, breathes out, reconnoiters.
Ah. He’s lying on top of a large bin filled with knitted blue teddy bears. Those are the white, round-pupiled eyes watching him. “Fuck,” he says. Then he adds, for good measure, “Fucking hell!” Way to go, Stan, he tells himself: you’ve got your voice back.
He’s in a warehouse of some kind, with metal rafters and a dim strip of fluorescent lighting overhead. Peering over the bin side, he scopes out the floor: cement. That must be why they put him on top of the teddy bears: there’s nothing else in this place that’s in any way soft. Someone’s been thoughtful.
He feels around his own body: parts all accounted for. Thank god they got rid of the diaper or whatever that was he had on, though it’s humiliating to visualize the removal process. They’ve even put some new clothes on him: a Positron boiler suit plus a fleece jacket. And thick socks, the socks are good. Still, it’s fucking cold in here. Stands to reason: it’s February. And why heat a warehouse with nothing in it but teddy bears?
What now? Where is everyone? Not a good idea to shout. Maybe get up, find the exit? But wait, come to think of it, one of his legs is tethered to the side of the metal bin with, yes, a nylon cuff. That must be to keep him from wandering around, leaving this warehouse or whatever it is, bumping into whoever’s outside the door, getting into trouble. Nothing to do but wait until somebody comes and tells him what the fuck he’s supposed to do next.
He checks over the warehouse interior once again. More bins like the one he’s lying in, arranged in a row. That’s a freaking large number of teddy bears, supposing that’s what’s in the bins. Also, over toward what he’s now identified as the door, or doors—a small door for people, a big sliding one for trucks—there are some stacks of long boxes that look quite a lot like coffins, narrower at one end. He sure hopes he’s not shut up in here with a bunch of soon-to-be-rotting corpses.
Which is what Charmaine must think he already is himself, the sad bitch. Her distress wasn’t faked: those tears were real. She was shaking like a leaf when she felt his neck and then stuck that needle into it: she must’ve truly believed she was murdering him. She’d passed out right after that; in the split second before the drug hit him and he went out in a swirl of colored lights, he’d heard the impact as she did a face-plant onto the floor.
If he’d had money on the proposition that Charmaine would never go through with it, he’d have lost the bet. She’s amazing in her own way, Charmaine; she has guts, of a kind. He thought she’d let love get in the way, that she’d lose her nerve and start whimpering and back off. That she’d maybe throw herself onto him, wreck the plan; or else that she’d been given the keys to a back door of some sort and she’d unlock it and smuggle him out. So much for his ability to second-guess anything much at all: Jocelyn’s fix on Charmaine had been better than his.
But how did Jocelyn trick Charmaine into terminating him? Because it must’ve been Jocelyn; and she must’ve done it the same way she’d tricked him into being the guinea pig: by giving him no choice. Poor Charmaine, he thinks; she must be putting herself through hell right now.
How does he feel about that? Part of him—the vengeful part—is saying, Serves her right. Her and her cheating heart, and he hopes she writhes in anguish and boo-hoos her blue, angelic little eyes out. Another part is saying, To be fair, Stan, you’ve cheated on her too, both in intention and in deed. True, lunatic that you were, you thought you were chasing a different purple passion than the one you caught: you were pursuing a woman called Jasmine, who never existed, but you were trapped by Jocelyn. With whom you had sex on a great many occasions, and though your heart may not have been into it, your body was. The body doesn’t lie. So even Steven, and let bygones be bygones. Wipe the slate.
Yeah, says the vengeful part, but dumb Charmaine doesn’t know about Jocelyn, so if you ever get back together with her, you can hold that Max/Phil roll in the hay over her head forever. Tell her you’ve seen the videos. Repeat back to her the things she says on them. Turn her into a sniveling handful of soggy tissue. Wipe your boots on her: there would be some satisfaction in that. And she won’t be able to run away, because you’ll both be stuck inside Consilience. Hiding places are limited, so you can always track her down. Threaten to tell everyone what she did—the cheating and the murdering both. She’ll be your slave, she’ll never dare say no to you, she’ll wait on you hand and foot.
Either that or she’ll put rodent poison in your coffee. When push comes to shove, she’ll make sure you’ll take the push. There’s a steely side to her, as you’ve just seen. Don’t discount it. So maybe you should strike first, given the chance. Dump her. Toss her clothes onto the lawn. Lock the door.
You forget, he tells himself. I’ll probably never be back inside that house again. Unless something goes wrong and Jocelyn messes up, once I find myself outside the walls I’ll never be back inside Consilience itself, or in Positron. That life is gone. I’m supposed to be dead.
Should he be angry about that? Maybe not: being dead is for his own good, at least right now. On the other hand, he didn’t ask to be dead, he didn’t wish it upon himself. He’s simply been assigned, as if he’s a member of an army in which he’s never enlisted. He’s been fucking drafted, against his will, and eat it or die. Meanwhile he’s in here chained to a binful of knitted bears, and fucking Jocelyn seems to have forgotten all about him, and despite the headache he’s starting to feel hungry. Plus he’s freezing his nuts off. It must be near zero: he can see his breath in front of him.
He lies down again, covers himself with blue teddy bears. They’ll be some insulation, anyway. The only thing to do right now is go to sleep.
* * *
When Charmaine wakes up, she’s alone. And she’s back in her house. Their house, hers and Stan’s; or rather hers and Stan’s once, but now only hers, because Stan will never be in this house again. Never, never, never, never, never. She starts to cry.
She’s lying on the sofa, the one with the royal blue ground and the pretty overall design of off-white lilies; though with her face up close to it like this, she can see that it needs a cleaning, because someone’s been spilling coffee on it, and other things. She can remember pretending to dislike this pattern, pretending to want to change it, pretending she was going to look at fabric swatches as an excuse to leave the house early on switchover days so she could be with Max. Stan could be counted on to take no interest whatsoever in slipcovers or wallpaper or any of those things. His lack of interest once annoyed her—weren’t they supposed to be home-building together?—but after that, in the time of Max, she’d welcomed it, because it was a blind spot of his that she could exploit. Now it makes her cry, because Stan is dead.
There. She’s used the D-word. Dead. She cries harder. She’s sobbing, her breath coming in staccato gulps. Stan, what did I do? she thinks. Where have you gone?
Though she’s crying as hard as she can, she nevertheless notices a strange thing: she’s no longer wearing her orange Positron boiler suit. Instead she has on a peach-and-gray-checked outfit in a light wool weave, with a flared skirt and a fitted jacket. There’s supposed to be a matching blouse, which is peach imitation silk, with peach flamenco dancer ruffles on the front, but that isn’t the blouse she has on, which is a blue floral print and doesn’t go with the outfit at all. She selected the peach-and-gray ensemble with care from the Smile in Style catalog just after she and Stan had signed on to the Consilience plan. It was a choice between the peach and gray and two other color combos: the navy blue and white, which was a little too Chanel for her, and the lime green and orange—no contest there, because she can’t wear lime green, it washes her right out.
Plus she folded up this outfit and stored it in her pink locker in the cellar along with her other civilian clothes right before going in for her latest stint at Positron. So someone has the code to her locker, and someone has been rummaging through her things. Worse than that, the very same somebody must have taken off the prison boiler suit and dressed her back up again in the checked outfit. And picked out the wrong blouse. Which is even more annoying.
“Feeling better now?” says a voice. She looks up from the sofa. Holy heck, it’s Aurora from Human Resources, with the overdone Consilience cosmetic job that makes her look like a gecko: unmoving face, pop eyes. Aurora is about the last person she wants to see, not only here and now but ever.
Aurora is carrying a tray—Charmaine’s tray, she picked it herself, from the catalog’s tray options—with a teapot on it. Charmaine’s teapot, though it came with the house. Charmaine feels invaded, usurped, pillaged. How dare Aurora barge into her home while she herself is passed out on the sofa and simply take over the kitchen as if she owned it?
“I’ve made you some nice hot tea,” says Aurora, with a pitying, maddening smile. “I understand you’ve had a shock. You hit your head when you fainted, but they don’t think you were concussed. You should have an X-ray, though, just to be sure. I can arrange that for you, later today.”
Charmaine can’t get out a word. She struggles to control her tears, with not much success. She’s heaving, she’s gasping; snot is running out of her nose. “Go ahead, have a good cry,” says Aurora, as if granting royal permission. “A good cry clears the air. Not to mention the sinuses,” she adds. Her version of a joke.
“Did you go into my locker?” Charmaine manages to squeeze out.
“Now why would I do that?” says Aurora.
“Someone did it,” says Charmaine. “Because I’m wearing different clothes.” The thought of Aurora changing her clothes on her like a Barbie doll while she was out cold gives her a shuddery feeling all over.
“I expect you changed your own clothes and just don’t remember it. You must have had an episode of temporary amnesia,” says Aurora in that know-it-all voice of hers. “A shock like the one you’ve had can often bring on a fugue state; that’s what the doctors said. You were exactly like this, on the sofa, when I got here ten minutes ago.” She sets the tea tray down on the coffee table. “The brain is very protective; it decides what we choose to remember.”
Charmaine feels anger flooding her, pushing out the grief. If she’d been down in the cellar getting stuff out of her locker, she’d remember it, in addition to which she would never have picked this clashing floral blouse. What kind of a fashion loser do they think she is? Who brought her back here, anyway? And what happened to the civvy clothes she stashed in her locker at Positron when she checked in there, oh, months ago now? She’ll demand their return. That cherry-colored pullover was new, not to mention her bra. Though she should never have worn a white bra with that pullover; she should have known the color would bleed, under the armpits.
She pulls herself upright, swings her legs down onto the floor. She absolutely, totally does not want Aurora to see her in this state, the state of a mud puddle. She wipes her nose and eyes on her sleeve, since a tissue is lacking, brushes the damp hair back off her forehead, pulls her face into a semblance of order. “Thank you,” she says, as crisply as she can. “I’m fine, really.”
How much does Aurora know about the shock in question? Does she know about what happened to Stan? Maybe she can bluff, conceal her weakness. Say she fainted because she had her period or low blood sugar or something.
“Well, that’s very strong of you,” says Aurora. “I mean, not many people would have such a firm sense of duty and loyalty.” She sits down on the sofa beside Charmaine. “I have to admire you, I really do.” She pours the tea into the cup—Charmaine’s cup, with the pink rosebuds that Stan had never liked. But he’d never liked tea anyway: he was a coffee kind of guy. Cream and two sugars. She represses a sob.
“I really should apologize, on behalf of Management,” says Aurora, setting the cup down on the coffee table in front of Charmaine. “It was so tactless of Logistics.” She’s put a cup for herself on the tray; she busies herself with filling it.
“What do you mean?” says Charmaine, though she knows perfectly well what Aurora means. Aurora’s enjoying this, she’s glorying in it. Twisting the knife.
“They should have booked you for someone else’s procedure,” says Aurora. “They shouldn’t have put you through such an ordeal.” She measures the sugar into her own cup, stirs it.
“What ordeal?” says Charmaine. But it’s no use: she can see that in the tidy non-smile on Aurora’s over-lifted mask of a face.
“He was your husband, wasn’t he?” says Aurora. “Your most recent procedure. According to the records, he was. Whatever the state of your private life together—and that is none of our business and I don’t want to pry—but whatever that state, carrying out the procedure must have been … truly a difficult decision for you to make.” She sticks on her smile, the smile of smarmy understanding. Charmaine feels like whacking her across the face. What do you know about it, you shriveled-up old prissy-pants? she would like to yell.
“I just do my job,” she says, as steadily as she can. “I follow the prescribed routine. In all cases.”
“I appreciate your desire to—shall we say—blur the outlines,” says Aurora. “But we happen to have taped the entire process, as we do at random for quality control. It was very … it was touching. Watching you struggle with your own emotions. I was moved, I really was; we all were! We could see you faltering, it was only natural, I mean, who wouldn’t? You’d have to be inhuman. But you did win, you did overcome them, those emotions! And don’t think we haven’t noted that. The overcoming. Of the emotions. In fact, our director himself, Ed—he’s actually the director of the entire Consilience model now—Ed would like to thank you in person, and a little bird told me, and it’s not official, but I think there might be a promotion in the offing, because if anyone deserves it for the heroic—”
“I think you should leave now,” says Charmaine, setting down her cup. In one more minute she is going to throw that cup, and everything in it, smack-dab in the middle of Aurora’s prefab face.
“Of course,” says Aurora, with a half-smile like a perfectly symmetrical slice of lemon. “I do feel your pain. It must be so, well, so painful. The pain that you feel. We’ve booked a trauma counselor for you, because of course you will be experiencing survivor’s guilt. Well, more than just survivor’s guilt, because with a survivor all they did was survive, whereas you, I mean …
Charmaine stands up abruptly, knocking over her cup. “Please get out,” she says, as steadily as she can. “Right now.”
Go on, says her little inner voice. Bash this teapot over her head, the mealy-mouthed, hypocritical bitch. Cut her throat with the bread knife. Then drag her downstairs and shut her up in your pink locker.
But Charmaine refrains. There would be telltale bloodstains on the rug. Plus, if they taped her with Stan and the needle, they might have a way of taping her inside this house as well.
“You’ll feel differently tomorrow,” says Aurora, standing too, still smiling her flat, stretched smile. “We all adjust in time. The funeral is on Thursday, that’s in two days. Electrical accident at the chicken facility is what we’re saying; it will be on the news tonight. I expect you’ll hear from Stan’s friends, they’ll want to offer condolences, so if I were you I’d be prepared. I’ll arrange a car for six thirty, to pick you up for the X-ray; it’s after hours, but they’ll be waiting for you specially. In your state, you shouldn’t be driving your scooter.”
“I hate you!” Charmaine yells. “Evil witch!” But she waits until after the door has closed.
* * *
“Stan,” says a voice. “Time to move.” Stan opens his eyes: it’s Jocelyn. She’s shaking his arm. He stares at her groggily.
“About fucking time,” Stan says. “And thanks for leaving me in cold storage. Do you mind unshackling me? I need to take a leak.” He has an image of how the next few minutes would go if this were a spy film. He’d deck Jocelyn, find her keys, snap her onto the bin, steal her phone so she can’t call for help when she wakes up—she must have a phone or something on her—and then go out and save the world all by himself. But from what, and how?
“Don’t do anything spontaneous,” says Jocelyn, as if she’s read his mind. “I’m the only thing standing between you and rigor mortis. So pay very close attention, because I can only go over this once. I’m due at a meeting; we have almost no time.” She’s wearing her business getup—the trim suit, the little hoop earrings, the gray stockings. Strange to think of her prone underneath him or naked on top of him, where she has often been—both locations: legs splayed, mouth open, hair wild, as if blown by a squall. That seems like a different planet: now she’s all business.
She unlocks his tether, helps him to climb down out of the teddy bear bin. He’s still wobbly. He staggers in behind the teddy bear bin, takes a piss—he can’t see any other place to do it—then staggers back out again.
She has a small thermos of coffee with her, thank fuck for that; he guzzles greedily, washing down the two painkiller pills that she hands him. “For the headache,” she says. “Sorry about it, but that drug’s the only one we could use. Mimics the effects of the real thing, but without the finale.”
“How close did I get?” says Stan.
“Nothing worse than a strong anesthetic,” she says. “Think of it as a holiday for your brain.”
“So,” says Stan. “I was wrong about Charmaine. She went for the bull’s-eye.”
“She couldn’t have been better,” says Jocelyn, with a maddeningly knowing smile. “Acting wouldn’t come close.”
You callous asshole, he thinks. “You know you’re a triple-grade shit,” he says. “Putting her through that. You’ve fucked up her head for life.”
“She’s definitely a little shaken, yes,” says Jocelyn evenly. “For the present. But we’ll take care of her.” Stan doesn’t find this too reassuring: take care of her could mean something less than kind.
“Good,” he says, nonetheless.
“But I expect you’re hungry,” says Jocelyn.
“Understatement,” says Stan. Now that he thinks about it, he’s ravenous. Out of her handbag she produces a cheese sandwich that he scoffs in one bite. He could use a couple more of those, plus some chocolate cake and a beer. “Where exactly the fuck am I?”
“In a warehouse,” says Jocelyn.
“Yeah, I got that. But am I still inside Positron?”
“Yes,” says Jocelyn. “It’s part of a new enterprise they’ve taken on.”
“Okay, so what’s next? Where do I go? Unless your big plan is to keep me in here with these fucking bears.”
“I can understand your irritation,” says Jocelyn. “Bear with me, pardon the pun.” She gives him a big-toothed grin. “There are two things you have to know. First, your name is now Waldo.”
“Waldo?” he says. “Shit! Excuse me, but why that name?” In no way does he see himself as a Waldo. Wasn’t that some kind of cartoon rabbit on kids’ TV? Or a fish? No, that was Nemo. A cartoon thing, anyway. Where’s Waldo? Something like that.
“It’s a data-bank move,” says Jocelyn. ”You’re replacing a previous Waldo. He was one of ours; he’s already been smuggled out. You’re inheriting his code, his identity, everything. I’ve gone into the system and spliced in your numbers and biometrics.”
“Okay,” he says. “So I’m fucking Waldo. What’s the second thing?”
“You’ll be on a Possibilibots team,” says Jocelyn. “Just watch the others and follow orders.”
“Possibilibots?” says Stan. He’s feeling dizzy again. “Any more coffee?”
“Possibilibots makes a Dutch-designed line of exact-replica female sex aids,” says Jocelyn. “For home and export. I’m sure you’ll find it interesting.”
“You mean those prostibots? The sex robots? The guys at work were talking about them.”
“That’s the unofficial name for them, yes. Once they’re put together and tested for performance, they’re packed into these boxes”—she indicates the stacks of coffin-shaped containers—“and shipped outside Consilience, for deployment in amusement centers and other franchise areas, in private homes, and also overseas. The Belgians are nuts about them, certain models. And some of the other models are very big in Southeast Asia.”
He thinks for a moment. “And who will they think this Waldo is? The one I’m supposed to be? Won’t they wonder where the other Waldo has gone?”
“They never knew that Waldo. They don’t even know there was a Waldo. He was deployed elsewhere. But if they check the data bank, you’ll be Waldo in there. Don’t worry, just keep saying your name is Waldo if they ask you. It’s pretty much idiotproof. And remember, this job is the key to transferring you safely to the outside world.”
“When do we do that? And how, exactly?” says Stan. Some beam-me-up-Scotty sleight of hand, no doubt.
“You’ll be approached. The password is ‘Tiptoe Through the Tulips.’ I can’t tell you any more, in case you’re questioned. In a perfect world I’d be overseeing the questioning, since it would be done by Security; but it’s not a perfect world.”
“Why would I be questioned?” says Stan. He doesn’t like the thought. In fact, he doesn’t like any of this. He doesn’t really want to be shipped to the outside world, because who knows what crap is going on out there? It’s most likely anarchy. Given the choice, he’d elect to stay in Consilience, putting in his time at Positron, spending the alternate months in his civvy home with Charmaine. The mere thought of her and of their house, the house he once thought so boring and mundane, makes him feel weepy.
He suddenly wonders what would happen if he snitched on Jocelyn. Her and that philandering scumbucket Max/Phil. But who would he snitch to? It would have to be someone in Security, and whoever it is must report directly to Jocelyn herself, and then he’d be toast.
Better not try it. He’ll have to take his chances, go through the Waldo charade, be Jocelyn’s courier in the name of what? Freedom and democracy? That seems to be her idea. Not that he gives much of a flying fuck about freedom and democracy, since they haven’t performed all that well for him personally.
“Why would they suspect you? No reason I know of, so long as you stick to the Waldo cover,” says Jocelyn. “But it’s the unknown unknowns that get you. There are no unsinkable boats. Now, I’m late for that meeting. Here’s your Waldo name tag. All clear?”
“Sure,” he says, though it’s about as clear as rust paint. “So where do I go now?”
“Through that door,” says Jocelyn. “Good luck, Stan. You’re doing fine so far. We’re counting on you.” She pecks him on the cheek.
His impulse is to wrap his arms around her, clutch on to her like a lifeline, but he resists it.
* * *
Charmaine has a little time before the car arrives to take her for the X-ray; not that she thinks she needs an X-ray, but best to be safe. She wanders around the house—her house—putting things back in order. The tea towels, the potholders. She hates it when the kitchen implements are stuck into the wrong drawer, like the corkscrew. That corkscrew has definitely been in use, by Max and his wife, most likely: they’re the house’s Alternates, so they live here when she doesn’t. They’ve always been slack on the details.
In the living room, there’s a table lamp out of place. She’ll fix that later: she doesn’t feel like crawling around on the floor looking for the wall socket. And there’s something in the DVD player of the flat-screen TV: its little light is flashing. What has Max been watching? Not that she’s still obsessed with him, but she’s curious. So she pushes PLAY.
Oh. Oh no.
The blood rushes to her face, the screen swims. It’s shadowy, it’s out of focus, but it’s her. Her and Max, in one of those empty houses. Coming toward each other, colliding, toppling to the floor. And those sounds coming out of her, like an animal in a trap … This is awful. She pushes EJECT, snatches up the silver disc. Who’s been watching it? If it’s only Max, reliving their moments together, then she’s kind of safe; but what if it’s had a wider viewership?
She can’t think about that. What to do with the thing? Putting it in the garbage would be fatal: someone might find it. And if she breaks it into pieces, all the more reason for them to reconstruct it. She takes it into the kitchen, slides it in between the refrigerator and the wall. There. Not a terrific hidey-hole, but she’s improvised hidey-holes in the past, and that worked out okay, so it’s better than nothing.
Deep yogic breath. In through the nose. Feel that oxygen going into the lungs. Act normal, Charmaine, she tells herself. Supposing you can even remember what normal is.
* * *
She’s unsteady on her feet, but she makes it to the powder room off the front hall, where she splashes water on her face, then wipes it off and leans in closer to the mirror. Her hair’s a wreck, her eyes are puffy. Maybe some cold tea bags? And she can spray product on the hair, which will do for the short term.
Stan didn’t like the scent of the hair product: he said it made her smell like paint remover. She’s nostalgic even for his annoying put-downs.
Don’t cry anymore, she tells herself. Just do one thing at a time. Get from hour to hour and day to day like a frog jumping on lily pads. Not that she has ever seen a frog doing that except on TV.
Her makeup and stuff is in the bedroom. She stands at the bottom of the stairs, looking up. It seems like a long climb. Considering her state. Which is not, as they’d say in yoga, oxygen optimum. She’s gasping for breath already, and she hasn’t even gone anywhere.
Maybe down to the cellar first, check out her locker. Get out of this stupid floral-print blouse, find the right one to go with this outfit—the peach one with the ruffles. It’s easier to go down a flight of stairs than up them. As long as you don’t fall down them, Charmaine, she warns herself. Her knees are weak. Hold on to the railing. That’s the girl. Put one foot on the first stair, then the other one beside it, like when you were three. You need to take care of yourself, because who else will?
There. Down. Standing on the solid cellar floor, swaying like a willow tree, like a high-rise in an earthquake … Well, anyway, swaying.
Now she’s standing beside her pink locker. Here are the four lockers, side by side, as they’ve always been. They’re horizontal, with lids that lift up, like freezer chests. Or like coffins, but she is not going to think that thought right now, because it goes with the K-word and the D-word, which are not good words for her at this moment. Flowers: she’ll think that word instead.
Hers, pink. Stan’s, green. Then the lockers of the Alternates for this house, which are purple and red. The red one is Max’s, and the purple one belongs to his wife, whom Charmaine hates on principle even though she’s never met her. If she could wave a magic wand and make both of those lockers disappear—the red one and the purple one—she would. Because along with them, she could make that whole chunk of the past disappear as well. None of it would ever have happened.
She doesn’t have to punch in the code for her pink locker, because the lid is open a little. Just as well, because she can’t quite remember the numbers.
Here’s the peach blouse. She takes off her suit jacket and the blue print blouse, the wrong one, and struggles into the peach one. Struggles, because one of her shoulders is sore: maybe she hit it when she fell down. Doing up the buttons isn’t the best, either, because of the shaky fingers, but she manages it finally. She puts the suit jacket back on. Now at least she feels less discordant.
And here are all her civilian clothes, including the ones she had on the last time she checked in at Positron. The cherry-colored pullover, the white bra. Someone must have brought them back here, put them away. Which means they have her code, which is how come the locker is open. Well, of course they have her code: they have everyone’s code. It’s increasingly clear to her that “privacy” means nothing anymore, not inside Consilience.
She used to hide things in this locker. She used to think they were truly hidden. How silly that had been. She’d bought a cheap fuchsia-colored lipstick that smelled like oversweet bubble gum, just so she could place lipstick kisses on the notes she’d hide under the refrigerator for Max. I’m starved for you, I can hardly wait—things like that. Purple Passion was the name of the lipstick—not something she ever would have worn in real life, it was so out of character and in such bad taste. But that’s what she’d wanted, wasn’t it? She’d wanted to be out of character, she’d wanted to be in bad taste. And she had certainly achieved that.
She should get rid of it, that lipstick. Bury it in the backyard. Then it won’t be lurking around, ready to roll out at any moment and remind her. Even the thought of it now makes her feel ill.
She’d kept that lipstick hidden, wrapped up in a handkerchief and tucked into the toe of one of her dress shoes with the high heels, right here.
But it’s gone. It isn’t there.
She feels around with her hands. She needs to bring a flashlight: it’s most likely rolled out somehow, when whoever it was pawed through her stuff, getting out the peach-and-gray-checked suit. She doesn’t want to bend over too much looking for it; she might get dizzy. Dizzier. But she’ll find it later, and when she does she’ll throw it far, far away. It’s a memento, and memento means something that helps you remember, and a memento isn’t what she wants, about the whole Max thing. Instead she wants a forgetto.
It’s a joke. She has made a joke.
You are a shallow, frivolous person, says the little voice. Can’t you keep it in your stupid head that Stan is …
Not another word, she tells it. She shuts the top of her locker, codes it CLOSED. She recalls the numbers perfectly now.
As she turns to leave, she sees that the top of Stan’s green locker is ajar. Someone’s been in there, too. She knows she shouldn’t walk over and lift the lid. It would definitely be bad for her to see Stan’s familiar clothes, all neatly folded—the summer T-shirts, the fall fleece jacket he used to wear when he pruned the hedge. If she goes into that locker, she will end up thinking about how those clothes are now empty of Stan forever, and she’d start crying again, and then it will be the puffy eyes once more, only twice as puffy.
This is no time for that. She’ll call the Consilience removal service tomorrow and have them come in and remove Stan’s things. Better, the whole locker. They can put another one in, because she won’t be living here much longer anyway: they’ll remove her, too, put her in one of the condos for singles. Maybe there’s a special one for widows. Even though she’s most likely a lot younger than the average widow, she can do widow things with the other widows. Play cards. Look out the window. Watch the leaves change color. Something. It will be peaceful at any rate, being a widow.
So she should not upset herself by messing around with Stan’s coffin. With Stan’s locker. But she walks over there anyway, and lifts the lid.
The locker’s empty.
* * *
She’s sitting on the cellar floor. How long has she been doing that? And why was it so devastating, finding Stan’s locker empty? She should have expected it. Of course they know he’s … of course they would come and clear away his things. To save her the distress. They’re very thoughtful, the Consilience Management.
Maybe it was that gloating bitch Aurora, she thinks. Can’t keep her nosy nose out of it. Rolling around in my sadness like a dog in poo.
The doorbell rings.
She could just sit here until they go away. She’s not up to getting her head X-rayed, not right now.
But the bell rings again, and then she can hear the door opening. They’ll have the code, of course they will. So she pulls herself upright, makes it to the cellar stairs, and climbs.
There’s a woman in the living room. She’s bending over, doing something to the TV, even though it’s off. Dark hair, a suit.
“Hello,” says Charmaine. “Sorry I was late answering the door, I was just down in the cellar, I was …”
The woman straightens up, turns. She smiles. “I’m here to take you to your X-ray appointment,” she says.
The small hoop earrings, the bangs, the square teeth. It’s the head from the Reception box at Medications Administration.
Charmaine gasps. “Oh my god,” she says. She sits down on the sofa like a stone falling. “It was you, at that meeting with Ed. And you’re the head!”
“Excuse me?” says the woman.
“You’re the talking head! At Reception. In the box. You told me to kill Stan,” says Charmaine. “And now he’s dead!” She should not be saying these words—the K-word, the D-word—but she can’t help it, those words are coming out.
“You’ve had a shock,” says the woman, in a compassionate voice that does not fool Charmaine for one second. She’s heard a voice like that before, and it was Aurora’s. They all pretend to be sympathetic, they all pretend they’re helping. But they all have other ideas in mind.
“You said it was a test,” says Charmaine. “You said I had to follow the procedure, to show I was loyal. So I darn well followed it, because I am darn loyal, and now Stan’s dead! Because of you!” She can’t stop the tears. Here they come again, out of her puffy eyes, but she doesn’t care.
“You’re confused,” says the woman calmly. “It is normal to blame others for what is in fact an accident. The mind in shock reverts to the habits of childhood, and provides agency; we find it hard to grasp the randomness of the universe.”
“That is total garbage and you know it,” says Charmaine. “Stop lying. It was you. You did it. You were in that Reception box. What I want to know is why? Why did you want to kill my Stan? He was a good man! What did he ever do to you?”
“It’s important for you to see a doctor,” says the woman calmly. “They’ll check for concussion, then give you a sedative to help you sleep. I’m so sorry about your husband, and the terrible accident at the Positron chicken facility. The fire. It was caused by faulty wiring. But because of your husband’s swift action, most of the chickens were saved, as well as a number of his co-workers. He’s a sort of hero, you know. You should be proud of him.”
I have never heard such a big bag of pure bullshit in my entire life, thinks Charmaine. But what should I do? Play along, pretend to believe her? If I don’t, if I keep on telling the truth and pushing her to tell it as well, she’ll say I’m unstable. Disruptive, hallucinating, off the charts. Call in the Security heavies, haul me off to some cell or bin, shackle me to a bed, stick a drug into me; and then, if I don’t so-called improve, it might get terminal. To save costs. They do that here. I know how that one goes.
She takes a breath. Not oxygen optimum. Breathe out, breathe in.
What they want is compliance. The opposite of dissidence. “Oh, I am proud of Stan,” she says. Darn, her voice sounds so phony. “I am so proud of him, I really am. I’m not surprised he sacrificed himself to save other people, and the chickens too. He was always such an unselfish man. And an animal lover,” she adds, for good measure.
The woman smiles her lying, square-toothed smile. Underneath that business suit she’s muscular, thinks Charmaine. She could most likely tackle me, have me down in an instant. I wouldn’t win a scuffle with her. And she’s not wearing a name tag. How do I know she is who she says she is?
“I’m glad you agree,” says the woman. “Consilience Management will do whatever is needed to help you with the grieving process. Is there anything you feel you need right now? We could send someone over to stay with you tonight, for instance. Provide some company, make you a cup of tea. Aurora from Human Resources has kindly offered.”
“Thank you,” says Charmaine demurely. “That’s very kind of her, but I feel sure I can manage.”
“Good,” says the woman. “Now it’s time for us to get you to that X-ray appointment. They’re waiting for you. The car’s outside. Do you have a coat?”
“I think it’s still in my locker,” says Charmaine; but when the woman opens the hall closet, there it is: her coat, hanging on a hanger, ready for her. It’s like a stage prop. Someone has set this whole thing up. It’s a charade.
* * *
A pale pink smear lingers in the west, from where the sun has set; there’s a light dusting of snow. The woman takes Charmaine’s arm as they go down the walk. There’s a dark silhouette in the front of the car: the driver. “We’ll sit in the back,” says the woman. She opens the door, stands aside for Charmaine to get in first. They certainly do treat you like royalty when they decide to take care of you, thinks Charmaine.
Now the inside car light is on. As she slides into the car, Charmaine sees the driver’s profile. She gives a small scream. “Max!” she says. She can’t help it, it just comes out.
The driver turns his head, looks at her. It’s Max all right. How could she ever forget him? His eyes, his mouth. The mouth that once …
“Pardon me?” says the man. His face is immobile, blank.
“Max, I know it’s you!” she says. That sounds desperate, but she can’t help it. How dare he pretend not to know her!
“You’re mistaken,” says the driver. “I’m Phil. I drive for Security here.”
“Max, what in heck is going on? Why are you lying?” Charmaine almost shouts.
The man has unpinned his name tag. “Look,” he says, handing it to her. “Phil. That’s what it says here. My name tag. That’s me.”
“Is there a problem?” says the woman, who’s now sliding into the backseat beside Charmaine.
“She says my name is Max,” says the driver. He sounds truly puzzled.
“But it is!” says Charmaine. “Max! It’s me, Charmaine! You lived for our next time together! You said that a hundred times!” She reaches for him over the car seat; he pulls back.
“I’m sorry,” he says. “You’ve confused me with someone else.”
“You think you can hide behind that stupid name tag?” Charmaine says. Her voice is rising.
“I’m sure we can set this straight,” says the woman, but Charmaine ignores her.
“You’re trying to erase me!” she cries. “But you can’t change one single minute of everything we did! You loved it, you lived for it, that’s what you said!” She needs to stop, she needs to stop talking. It is Max. Or isn’t it? She’s not going to win this one, because what proof does she have? Except the video: she’s got the video. But it’s back in her kitchen.
“It’s weird, she thinks she knows me,” says the man in a voice that sounds sort of whiny, as if Charmaine has wounded his feelings. “I’ve never seen her before in my life.”
This is bad. Why is he doing it? Unless. Unless—Charmaine, don’t be so dumb!—unless this woman is his wife or something. Now that would make sense. If only she could be alone with Max! Then it could all be straightened out.
“I apologize,” the woman says to him. “I should have warned you. She’s had a shock, she’s a little delusional.” She lowers her voice. “That was her husband, today, at the chicken facility fire. It’s a shame, he was so heroic. We’ll go to the hospital now, please.”
“No problem,” says the man. He puts the car in gear. Charmaine hears the locks clicking shut. Holy shit, she thinks. I am darn well not delusional. That’s Max, all right. You can’t be mistaken about a man who’s done those kinds of things to you. With you. But what if that woman knows? The possible wife. What if the two of them have planned this thing together? They must have. In which case Max must want to get rid of her. Could that be the reason? You don’t go to all this trouble for nothing.
Don’t cry, she tells herself. Do not gasp like a fish. Now is not the time.
She’ll need to keep her wits about her if she wants to lead any kind of a half-decent life in Consilience from now on. The life of a respected widow, keeping her mouth zipped, her smile at the ready. Rather than ending up in a padded cell; or, worse, as a blank line in the data bank. An erasure.
She’ll have to bury the truth about Stan, and the truth about Max too, as far down inside her own head as she can. Make sure she doesn’t blurt things out, ask the wrong questions. There’s no one she can tell about what really happened. Even if she could tell someone, and even if they believed her, they’d pretend not to because they’d see her as a condemned building and the truth as toxic waste. They’d fear contamination.
She’s on her own.



About the Author
      
Margaret Atwood is the author of the internationally bestselling novel The Handmaid’s Tale as well as forty other books of fiction and nonfiction, including The Blind Assassin, Oryx and Crake, and The Year of the Flood. Her most recent collection of stories is Moral Disorder. She has written about utopias and dystopias in In Other Worlds: SF and the Human Imagination. Atwood was awarded the Booker Prize in 2000 for The Blind Assassin.
Read more of Margaret Atwood’s best stories at Byliner.com
Photograph by George Whiteside



About Byliner
Byliner commissions and publishes original stories written to be read in two hours or less. These “e-short” stories are available on phone, tablet, or computer as part of the Byliner subscription service, and can also be purchased individually through all the major digital bookstores. Bestselling Byliner titles include Amy Tan’s Rules for Virgins, Margaret Atwood’s Positron, Jon Krakauer’s Three Cups of Deceit, Ann Patchett’s The Getaway Car, Nick Hornby’s Everyone’s Reading Bastard, and Buzz Bissinger’s After Friday Night Lights. On Byliner.com, readers get personalized access to an unmatched library of more than 20,000 fiction and nonfiction stories by the world’s best writers, allowing them to easily find, read, save, and share new and classic stories by their favorite authors.



Byliner Originals 
&
 Byliner Fiction
Great writers. Great stories. Readable in a single sitting.



Nonfiction
 
	
Final Vision by Joe McGinniss
	
Finding the Devil by William Langewiesche
	
Falling by Alexandra Fuller
	
15 Gothic Street, Episode Two: The Human Circus by Joe McGinniss
	
The Living and the Dead by Brian Mockenhaupt
	
Rough Beasts by Charles Siebert
	
Between Heaven and Hell by Bob Shacochis
	
43* by Jeff Greenfield
	
Mob Fest ’29 by Bill Tonelli
	
15 Gothic Street, Episode One: Primitives by Joe McGinniss
	
The Fire Horse by Elizabeth Mitchell
	
All My Love, Samples Later by Craig Vetter
	
How to Get Away with Murder in America by Evan Wright
	
The Ghost by Paige Williams
	
After Friday Night Lights by Buzz Bissinger
	
Farthest North by Todd Balf
	
Lifeboat No. 8 by Elizabeth Kaye
	
Sober Is My New Drunk by Paul Carr
	
One Way Forward by Lawrence Lessig
	
Death Comes to Happy Valley by Jonathan Mahler
	
The Secret World of Saints by Bill Donahue
	
A Killing in Iowa by Rachel Corbett
	
Joan by Sara Davidson
	
Lady with a Past by Elizabeth Mitchell
	
Sleeping with Famous Men by Elizabeth Kaye
	
The Cartel by Taylor Branch
	
The Getaway Car by Ann Patchett
	
Cooking Solves Everything by Mark Bittman
	
The Fearless Mrs. Goodwin by Elizabeth Mitchell
	
The Baby Chase by Holly Finn
	
Planet Killers by Tad Friend
	
I Hope Like Heck by Michael Solomon
	
And the War Came by Jamie Malanowski
	
Into the Forbidden Zone by William T. Vollmann
	
Three Cups of Deceit by Jon Krakauer




Fiction
 
	
A World Made of Blood by Sebastian Junger
	
Genie by Richard Powers
	
Shakedown by James Ellroy
	
Positron, Episode Two: Choke Collar by Margaret Atwood
	
An Arrangement of Light by Nicole Krauss
	
The Boy Vanishes by Jennifer Haigh
	
Everyone’s Reading Bastard by Nick Hornby
	
Don’t Eat Cat by Jess Walter
	
Positron, Episode One: I’m Starved for You by Margaret Atwood
	
Rules for Virgins by Amy Tan




Table of Contents
Title Page
Copyright
Table of Contents
Story
About the Author
About Byliner
Byliner Originals & Byliner Fiction


cover.jpeg
OOOOOOO

ERASE ME





images/00003.jpg





