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- PART I -

WASHINGTON, DC






8, 23—

Her body’s down in Nine Mile Run, half buried in river mud. Time-
stamped late April, the rains must have exposed her. Or maybe
the rain-swollen river rose around her, the current rinsing away the
foot or so of silt that had covered her. Time-stamped 6:44 p.m.—
shafts of sunlight slant through the woods, dappling the mud in the
clearings. The water’s a mossy green where the sunlight hits, but
outside the direct sunlight the water’s a sooty brown, almost black.
I think of the earth here, the history of this place, how accustomed
it is to burning—the hillsides running steep to the riverbed were
once slag heaps for the mills, rolling landslides of molten ash—but
by the time I knew this place, everything was reclaimed and
greened. It was a city park.

When the time stamp’s reached 7:31 p.m. it’s grown too dark
to see so I adjust the light filters. The woods and the body brighten
with the sickly pallor of digitized light. I can see her feet now, white
like white mushrooms grown bulbous in the soil. Bookmark the
body. I leave her, finding my way back through the woods along
the jogging path in the utter dark.

At the trailhead parking lot I reset to 6:15 p.m., a half hour be-
fore 1 will find her body. The night reverses to a bluer shade of
dusk. I follow the jogging path that runs serpentine through the

woods before scaling down a tangle of roots and bramble, holding
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on to reedy branches to keep my balance. I've been this way before.
Scan the underbrush for footprints or signs of struggle, scraps of
clothing, anything, but I don’t find any tangible traces until I find
the white lump of her body—a pallid curve I take as her back and a
spray of hair much darker from mud than the honey-brown I know
from photographs of her. I kneel near her. I study her, trying to
piece together what happened—trying to understand. At 7:31 p.m.
it’s grown too dark to see.

I retrace my steps. At the trailhead parking lot, I reset to 6:15
p.m. and the night reverses. Her body’s down there, half buried in
mud. I start along the jogging path, scanning the woods for traces

of her. I'll find her in about twenty minutes.

10, 21—

People often ask us how their loved ones died, expecting extra-
ordinary circumstances or wondering whether they suffered
terribly, and I'm reminded of Auden’s “Musée des Beaux Arts” be-
cause, with rare exception, the deaths we research are banal—
someone eating, opening a window or walking dully along. Nothing
extraordinary—though often survivors remember how fine a day it
was, how perfect for autumn, how almost like summer. The end
occurred quickly, that much is verifiable—no one suffered except
the ones who lived. Five hundred thousand lives ended in the
blinding white flash. Shadows elongated and became like charcoal
smudges, the City became like snowy ash and in a breath of wind
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vanished. Other than details, all we really answer about their loved
ones is that they likely did not suffer and they likely died as they
had lived. Even this dreadful martyrdom ran its course.

October twenty-first—

Ten years since the end.

Tuesday’s the last I used brown sugar. I'd even pinged Kucenic
that morning to be courteous, to tell him I'd a touch of the bug and
wouldn’t be coming in—but he informed me I'm already out of
sick days and vacation days and some of the other archival assis-
tants were tired of covering for me. That I would be docked pay
and may face probation. There’d been complaints, he said. He
voiced a few minutes later, his profile pic all snowy beard and kind
blue eyes, his Adware left gaudily exposed like a crosshatch of silver
wires threading his skull beneath his wispy hair. This was over at
Tryst Coffeehouse, on their Wi-Fi to take the call. My Adware’s
shoddy, running a skittish frame rate that augments reality with
a shitty split-second delay. Kucenic’s image hung in my eyes like a
transparency overlaying café menus, displays of lattes, Red Eyes,
mochas, velvety coffees hovering wherever I looked, Fair Trade and
Organic info scrolling over every bag of beans. He asked if every-
thing was all right, but his lips weren’t quite synched up with his
words.

“Everything’s fine,” I told him. “My sinuses, I think, just a sinus
infection—"

“You're researching homicide,” he told me.

“TI'll be better tomorrow—"

“I've trusted you with potential fraud and homicide,” he said.
“There’s a schedule we have to follow, there are reports—"

“Her body was tampered with—"

Self-conscious discussing the body in a crowded café, but every-
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one at the nearby tables was immersed in their own Adware
streams, chatting to unseen companions or slumped over their cof-
fee lost in private fantasies—no one paying attention to me.

“RFI #14502—Hannah Massey,” said Kucenic. “You've written
that the Archive’s corrupted around her—"

“Whoever’s trying to cover up the killing is sloppy,” I told him.
“All those corruptions in the Archive are like fingerprints, but there
are a million fingerprints and it will take time to make sense of
them all—"

“You're burning yourself out,” he said. “I understand this is a
difficult time for you, and I'm sympathetic, I am, but I need to know
if you can handle this report right now. It’s been months since
you first found her. I need you to wrap this up. Do you need help?
We can work out a leave of absence. We can reassign your cases—"~

“I don’t need a leave,” I told him. “I can’t afford a leave—"

“What does your doctor say?”

“Leave personal shit out of this,” I told him. “Don’t turn this
personal—"

“You're doing taxing work,” he said, easing off a bit. “You're
always thorough in your approach, but there are gaps in your pre-
sentation. Significant gaps. What about the victim’s parents? Her
friends? You haven't even filled in her last hours—"

“There are no last hours, not yet,” I told him. “T've tracked her
to the point of her disappearance, but that’s not when she died. She
was on campus, a psychology lecture about human-computer in-
teraction. After class she cut through campus and entered the lower
level of a parking garage on Fifth Avenue, near Morewood. No se-
curity cameras down there. That’s when she was taken—"

I minimized Kucenic and stared into my coffee, at the nutrition
facts appearing there like legible shimmers of light. There’s a gap

in the Archive from when she entered the parking garage to when I
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found her body near the river. Security cameras were installed in
that garage in the weeks after she vanished—there’s plenty of foot-
age of the garage’s lower levels’ time-stamped weeks and months
following her disappearance, of security guards making their
rounds on golf carts, but all too late.

“We need to trim the scope of what you're working on. State
Farm just wants proof of how she died,” said Kucenic. “A docu-
mented cause of death—that’s all. A one-page summary. And when
we’'re certain we're dealing with homicide, I'll have to register her
death with the FBI—there are legal implications if we don’t handle
this properly. We need to stick to their timetables. I can’t go days or
weeks without hearing from you—"

“I found her body,” I told him, thinking of spring rains sluicing
away her shallow burial. “No one else would have—"

“Look, Dominic,” he said, “if you're going to work in this field,
you have to understand the bigger picture. You can’t just hole up in
the research, block out every other consideration. You have to un-
derstand that when I meet with State Farm, their reps will be ex-
cited by what you've found, the work you're doing, but their first
question will be Why haven’t you told us how she died? That informa-
tion means money to them—they care about the money, not the
girl. You have to think like they think if you want to be effective in
this line of work—"

“They don’t care who killed her, just that she was killed,” I said.
“Isn’t that right? You want me to ignore what happened to her? I
can’t do that, Kucenic. For the past few weeks, whenever I close my
eyes I see her—"

“All these images aren’t real,” he told me. “You immerse into
the Archive and if you're not careful, you forget that it isn't real.
You spend so much time watching people die, it can affect you. It’s

okay if you can’t keep up right now;, if you can’t work like this—"
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“What do you mean, ‘forget that it isn’t real?” It was all real—"

“Log some hours,” he said. “Work through this. I'll need an
update by this afternoon—"

“Fine, fine,” I told him, but skipped work that afternoon any-
way. I immersed at the Mount Pleasant Library, accessing their
public Wi-Fi from a wingback chair in the gov docs room that’s
hidden from the reference desk librarians. Private back there,
no one to bother me. Brown sugar comes in blister packs—taupe
heptagons—cut for use as a study aid. I dry swallowed the pill. I
closed my eyes when the sweetness hit and my breaths grew deeper.
I loaded the City. I was with my wife then. For a solid ten hours, at
least, I was with her. The librarians kicked me out at closing so I
slept the night in their parking lot, half hidden by a hedgerow. Still
connected when I woke, but the City had timed out—the morning
feeds blaring Cash Amateurs and looped promos for season 4 of
Chance in Hell and the Voyeur Cam pay streams and Real Swingers of
DC and groupons if I opinioned who was hotter between last
week’s murdered Fur girls on Crime Scene Superstar, blonde versus
redhead, dead teen bodies displayed in crime scene streams, Look

here to vote, look here—

Dr. Simka has diagnosed me with major depressive disorder, sub-
stance abuse disorder and secondary traumatization. He’s pre-
scribed Zoloft and suggests I should exercise more, that jogging
through Rock Creek Park when the weather’s nicer or training for
the National Half Marathon will cleanse toxins from my blood-
stream. He says I'm putting on weight and it worries him.

“Maybe we should try to lose some weight together,” I've told
him, but he just pats his belly and laughs.

Simka’s offices are over in Kalorama, near 21st and Florida, in
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the building with the bright red door. He’s filled his waiting room
with furniture that he’s made—black cherry Mission-style chairs, a
magazine table, a matching bookshelf filled with his early editions
of Lacan. After our biweekly hour I feel I've pawned damaged
goods to him, that my case is certain to hurt his success rate. I men-
tion this to him while he’s signing my EAP paperwork, but he just
smiles and nods and strokes his bushy mustache and says, “You
don’t need style points to win—"

I've learned to trust Dr. Simka. I talk with him about Theresa,
about my memories. We discuss the amount of time I spend in the
Pittsburgh Archive visiting her. We try to set limits, boundaries—
we try to set goals. Simka doesn’t believe in VR therapy, preferring
face-to-face contact with his patients, so I relax on his cushy leather
couch and have conversations with him—about anything, anything
at all, whatever’s on my mind, whatever thoughts I'm trying to ex-
orcise. I talk with him about my work for Kucenic, about the archi-
val research I'm assigned—the information’s confidential, but I
unburden myself to Simka. I told him about RFI #14502, the
woman whose body I found.

“There was a dispute,” I told him. “The policyholder’s
beneficiary—her sister, in Akron—filed life insurance claims for the
woman and her three children, but State Farm contested the claims
to avoid part of the payout, contending that only two of the wom-
an’s children could be verified as dying as a direct result of the
bomb—"

“So, your firm was contacted to confirm their deaths,” said
Simka.

“Kucenic won the case in a batch bid and assigned it as part of
my caseload,” I told him. “We were contracted to find evidence to
bolster State Farm’s dispute, or if we found that all three children

did die in the blast, to provide recommendations for a settlement—"
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“Either way, you're searching for a dead child,” said Simka.

“I found the first death easily enough,” I told him. “A boy at
Harrison Middle School. Plenty of security cameras in the school,
plenty of footage to reconstruct his life. I made sure I was with him
in the classroom as he died, marking when the white light streamed
through the windows, marking when he burned. The second child
was only a few months old. Another boy. I logged several hours
in the house with the policyholder, the mother. She spent almost
every afternoon watching The Price Is Right while her boy cried in
the bassinet. Sometimes I picked up the boy to try and soothe him,
I don’t know why—I knew it didn’t matter, that the boy was long
since dead, that the crying was just a webcam recording re-created
there. I just held him, sang to him until he calmed, but the moment
I put him down the Archive reset and he was back in his bassinet
crying. He was crying in his crib when he died. Each child earned a
separate report—"

“And the third?” asked Simka.

“Hannah,” T told him. “Nineteen years old. She’d been tam-
pered with in the Archive, huge chunks of her life deleted. State
Farm keyed in on the deletions when their researchers first exam-
ined the claim, which is why they put it up for bid, but they couldn’t
track her—"

“And you could?” asked Simka.

“I can be obsessive about the research, is all,” I told him. “State
Farm doesn’t have the manpower. When something’s been deleted
from the Archive, it generates an exception report because the code
falters. If you isolate time frames you can print thousands of pages
of exception reports and slog through them, try to stitch back
what’s happened. Clever hacks replace whatever they've deleted or
changed in the Archive with something else, something similar—if

you're careful, you can delete something and insert a forgery with-
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out generating an error message at all. Whoever deleted Hannah,
though, wasn’t skilled or very careful—I could reconstruct her life
by following the exception messages, reading the code; it just took
time. I imagine it’s like following a boar after it crashes through the
underbrush—"

“Where did you find her?” asked Simka.

“I found her body in the river, half buried in mud over in this
reclaimed slag site called Nine Mile Run. Academic footage of the
watershed taken by Carnegie Mellon’s Environmental Science de-
partment. Her body had been buried there, but the rain washed
away the mud that had covered her. Whoever deleted her didn't
think to delete JSTOR footage or didn’t know it existed as part of
the Archive. By the time I found her body, she was swollen. Hard to
even recognize—"

“You seem particularly upset over her death. You deal with this
type of work on a regular basis—"

“You would have liked her,” I told him. “She was a psych major.
An actress in a comedy troupe called Scotch 'n’ Soda. She was a
head turner, vibrant—but I couldn’t even recognize her body when
I found her in that footage. Only a few minutes of white in the
mud, a partial of her back and her feet. I had to prove it was her
through the exception reports—"

Nearly every death is contested, nearly every property damage
claim. Billions and billions of dollars in lawsuits. My research is
handled like a spreadsheet, but I told Simka those three children
still troubled my sleep. Simka listened attentively—he always lis-
tens to what I have to say like he’s hearing essential news. I told him
I replay those children’s deaths so often I can’t tell if I'm reliving
their deaths in the Archive or if I'm just remembering what I'd
seen. I ask him to help me stop remembering. He jots down notes

on a yellow legal pad. He doesn’t interrupt me with too many ques-
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tions. He lets me speak. When he does talk, he spends a lot of our
time together asking about the Beatles—what certain lyrics mean.

“The Beatles dropped acid and ate psychotropics when they
wrote,” I tell him, “so as a mental health professional, you're in a
better position to interpret their lyrics than I am—"

“True, true,” he says, “but I might miss literary aspects that
you're trained to find. You know, I picked up on a lot more of
Baudelaire by talking with you than I did through the apps, so
maybe between the two of us, we can make some sense of Abbey
Road—"

He suggests I should keep a journal. Just write the date at the
top of the page and continue from there. Just be free with it, it will
help. He gave me an ultimatum—that I'd have to at least try journ-
aling or he wouldn’t continue signing my EAP paperwork. I don’t
believe the threat, but he actually bought me this notebook—real
paper, I think—and presented it to me with a download called the
Progoff Intensive Journal method. He says I should write in long-
hand, that it will help my concentration—that dictation apps don't
have the same calming effect as penmanship. Simka is holistic—he
believes the building blocks to a healthy, productive lifestyle already
exist within me but that I have to learn how to stack the blocks in a
new way. He suggests I listen to classical music to improve my sus-
tained concentration skills. Feeds and streams contribute to the
fracturing of our consciousness, he says. Try John Adams and listen
through—at least twenty minutes a stretch, without augments,
without shuffle. He hums a tune the Adware eventually identifies
as “Grand Pianola Music”—click to add to iTunes library.

I take my Zoloft every night, but every night I wake up dream-
ing of my wife. 4 a.m. 6 a.m. The clock radio plays HOT 99.5, crap
pop, but I lie deadened and listen, wishing my bed were a sinkhole

and that I'd somehow die. The clock radio plays into the afternoon
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before I bring myself to shut it off, before I bring myself to climb
out of bed. I indulge in Pop-Tarts and Mrs. Fields. I've been eating
Ho Hos. Gavril swung by late Friday afternoon to see how I was
feeling and found me eating an entire box of Ho Hos for breakfast
with coffee. “No wonder you're sick all the time,” he said, his
breath like espresso and cigarettes mixed up with those blueberry
Coolsa strips he chews.

A few years ago, Simka ended a session by saying, “Dominic, a
tish rots head first—"

He suggested I rediscover personal hygiene—that no matter
how bad I feel, I was sure to feel worse if I didn’t shower. So, I
shower—and that has helped. I shave every morning. Long strokes
with the razor, over my neck and jaw, over my skull. It’s bruised up
there—black splotches, violet. Labyrinthine ridges of Adware like
a street map of a foreign city embossed on my skull. I look in
the mirror and follow the lines of wires as if they might lead me
somewhere—anywhere other than where I really am.

Simka says to find someplace comfortable to write. He’s de-
scribed his home office to me, out in Maryland, with its oak desk
and a picture window overlooking a woodland backyard. My apart-
ment’s public housing, but there’s a fire-escape terrace with a view
of the surrounding rooftops—air-conditioning units and service
entries. It’s chilly out here. The neighboring terrace’s potted plants
died weeks ago in the first frost but are still outside, brown and
brittle. I sip my coffee and bundle in my robe and sweatpants, a
gray hoodie and slipper-thick socks. The sunrise pinks the sky—
beautiful. Quiet. Wi-Fi’s included in the lease, or should be, but the
router’s been broken going on three years. I hear a wet click when-
ever my Adware tries to autoconnect—like a popping knuckle just
behind my right ear—and have to dismiss the low-signal warnings

again and again, even though I've asked never to be alerted. Every
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tive minutes, click—the network connection icon in my peripheral
spins and the low-signal warning pops up again like a floater in my
line of sight. “Dismiss,” I tell it. Five minutes later, click. I can only
take so much.
So, here it is: A Day in the Life. A chronicle for Dr. Simka.
Theresa. Theresa Marie.

Even writing her name feels like scratching a phantom limb.

I take the bus these days because I sold my Volkswagen for cash
years ago. Seats are occupied, so I sit behind the driver, near a
scratched glass poster looping commercials for Mifeprex and TANF
and YouPorn. Closer to Dupont Circle my Adware autoconnects to
wifi.dc.gov and the feeds tingle my skull—blacking out a few sec-
onds before my vision reboots with a shitty display of augs and
apps, freebies mostly, looming when I notice one, the others reced-
ing, my profile bundled with so many pop-ups and worms that my
vision strobes while it loads. GPS info and route maps and Metro
schedules hover midbus—real time supposedly, but the bus sched-
ule’s off sync by a half hour or more and the map’s of a Silver
Spring route that doesn’t even exist. The passenger across the aisle
stares at the ceiling, giggling—he’s drooling down the front of his
raincoat, utterly engrossed in the streams. He’s spamming indis-
criminate friend requests, but my social networking’s locked so no
one bothers me—I stare out the window and concentrate on the
CNN Headline feed:

BUY AMERICA!!l FUCK AMERICA!!! SELL AMERICA!!

The Buy, Fuck, Sell feed’s leading with a new leaked sex tape of
President Meecham, the ten-year anniversary of Pittsburgh de-
moted to postjump news. PRESIDENT MEECHAM REVEALED AS
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DORM ROOM SLUT! MEECH’S PEACHES EXPOSED IN TEEN SEX
SCANDAL!

Headaches from news torrents and commercials overloading
my secondhand Adware, shit I picked up on Craigslist years ago
from a U. of Maryland kid who’d already fried some of the wires
without telling me. Hilfiger, Sergio Tacchini, Nokia, Puma. Presi-
dent Meecham from her days as Miss Teen Pennsylvania kneels in
the aisle of the bus. Real footage, says CNN, not sim, not sculpt. She
touches herself and the talking heads comment: Everywhere, Ameri-
cans have been given the choice between Love and Filth, and they have
uniformly chosen Filth. Al Jazeera America’s the only stream covering
Pittsburgh as a lead, posting satellite imagery captured on that first
sunny day after the end, of the scorched earth like a black harelip
on the mouth of the Appalachian Mountains. Pull for a stop.

Gavril lives in Ivy City, a renovated loft on the corner of Fen-
wick and Okie—warehouses and abandoned tenements, a Star-
bucks on the corner, a Cosi. Gavril’s building’s slashed with graffiti
and slathered with wheat-pasted handbills for Qafga concerts long
since past and photocopied pics of the Pittsburgh mushroom cloud
and offers for sex with male models and cheap rates on love hotels.
Spray-painted: One who is slain in the way of Allah is a martyr. BBC
America loops the “Star-Spangled Banner” over aerial views of the
way Pittsburgh was and the way it is now: radioactive weed growth
and the black guts of buildings—but the stream interrupts and re-
loads, bothered by all the vandalized and nonlicensed Tags setting
off my Adware’s net security. Are we any safer than we were ten years
ago? I ring the buzzer.

“Kdo je to?”

“It’s Dominic—"

“Moment, please—"

15
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Every time I'm here, the place is filled with girlfriends and
bumming students, poets I've met around, politicians scoring co-
caine, models passed out on the couches, editors, business associ-
ates of some sort waiting aimlessly, actors fixing sandwiches for
themselves in the kitchen—who knows who all these people are,
but the place is like a social lounge and there’s never anywhere to
sit. Cousin Gav—my mother’s sister’s son. He grew up in Prague,
a scene-star installation artist by the time he was seventeen, a col-
lege dropout once featured at Art Basel, but after Pittsburgh he
gave up that momentum to be with me in the States. I love him for
that, for everything. Since coming here he’s abandoned art but
gone freelance with fashionporn and photography—he’s done well
for himself.

One of Gavril's women opens the door—this one a willowy
blonde almost as tall as I am, so pale and thin it’s like her skin’s
translucent. Twenty? Twenty-one? She wears a XXL Manchester
United jersey belted like a dress but nothing else, the pink saucers
of her nipples clearly visible through the sheer fabric.

“What'’s with all this Frost bollocks?” she says.

“You're English,” I notice and she rolls her eyes.

Her profile’s an obvious fake—Twiggy, it says, born 19 Septem-
ber 1949. Occupation: IT gitl. The American Apparel sponsorship’s
real, though, her profile displayed in arcs of copyrighted font.

“Iasked a question,” she says. “Frost? Are you trying to be fuck-
ing funny?”

“You must be the poet,” I tell her. “Gav mentioned you might
be around—"

“He says he’s reading Frost to find inspiration for his Anthro-
pologie shoot. I told him if he wants pastoral imagery, then Words-
worth’s a better bet than Frost, but you have him reading all the

wrong stuft anyway—"
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“Wordsworth? Christ, don’t pollute him like that. Are you a
student?”

“Georgetown,” she says. “Ph.D. 20th-Century American Mod-
ernism. I'm a Plathist—"

““Mad Girl’s Love Song,”” I tell her. “T like that one.”

“She should have used Adware,” says Twiggy, “to distract her
from all that shit she obsessed about. She was a gorgeous girl,
would have been brilliant for the Mademoiselle app—"

“I shut my eyes and all is born again,” I tell her, misquoting
the lines.

“Gavril expected you'd like me—"

The never-ending party is spare this morning, only a quartet of
scenesters shuffling cards at the kitchen table, smoking cigarettes
and eating eggs. Twiggy joins another young woman, a brunette,
playing Mike Tyson’s Punch-Out on the VIM, the furniture pushed
to the edges of the room, Tyson prancing bullish. The brunette’s in
spandex and thigh-high tube socks, jabbing and kicking riotously,
so model thin and gangly she’s like a spastic female skeleton raging
in fits of laughter.

“You suck,” says Twiggy, readying herself for Tyson. “You've
got to, like, sidestep the uppercuts—"

BBC America talking heads hover in my sight: Executions in the
terrorist courts, a stroke of Meecham’s pen beheads a thousand jihadists,
a thousand thousand—

Gavril’s in the back bedroom, the room he calls his darkroom
even though he doesn’t develop anything, preferring digital work
on his iMac even over imprints or holograms. Oversize prints of his
static photography decorate the walls—young women he finds on
the street, impossibly gorgeous the way he shoots them, catalog
ready. Gavril’s in a tracksuit and smiles when he sees me. Jockish,

when it comes down to it—his hug ends in a double fist bump
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handshake that I blunder and he laughs. The room smells like
him—apple-scented Head & Shoulders, Clive Christian cologne.
Cigarettes smoldering in emptied coffee mugs. When he first
moved to the States he was wiry, but now he’s filled out from fine
food and smiles easily, his physique rock hard from all the soccer
and sex. He only wears pajamas or a tracksuit—I've never seen him
in anything else.

“John Dominic,” he says.

“Gav—"

“What the fuck, man? Are you translate me? Can you under-
stand what I'm saying?”

“I'm translating,” I tell him, the app keeping up well enough
as he speaks in Czech, but making him look like poorly dubbed
cinema.

“I tell you I want to learn English to be inspired, to read Robert
Frost in the original—"

“I'm teaching you Robert Frost—"

“I'm expecting trees and snowing woods and bullshit like that,
but what do I get? Some kid cutting off his fucking hand with a saw
and no one gives a shit—"

“They get him a doctor,” I tell him.

“For Christ’s sake,” says Gavril, “I want horses and trees and
snowy fields and barns, and shit like that—"

“I know what you want—"

“Yeah, man, the road less taken,” he says, poets.org spam flut-
tering at the fringes of my sight—free credit scores, click here! FREE!
FREE! FREE!

“We'll get to it. How’s business?”

“Business,” he says. “Is good. Listen, if you want some work, I

could use some copy for a few things—"
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“Sure,” I tell him. “E-mail me—"

“T'll also send you the contact sheets for Twiggy,” he says.
“What do you think, eh? You let me know what you think—"

“About the girl out there? Christ, Gav—"

“Listen,” he says, “I was in preproduction for the Anthropolo-
gie winter catalog, up in New England, when American Apparel
pings me out of the blue. They tell me they have a rush job, some
last-minute interactive campaign they want to launch but their
photographer pulled out, some guy I'd never heard of, and they
wanted to know if I could do the work. They offered double what I
usually get, so I told them, sure, sure, I can fit it in. The only condi-
tion is that I have to use the girls they send me. They want to use
amateurs and Twiggy out there won an Internet modeling poll, a
‘Real Girl Next Door’ click-to-vote. You let me know what you
think, okay? Built like a fucking—twenty-one years old, her tits
point straight up. Vivian's her real name, from England—hey, Dom-
inic, that’s the job for you, cousin. Model scout—"

“No, no. Not for me—"

“I could hook you up, Dominic. Cure your depression better
than all this bullshit therapy you go through. Get you with an
agency. They’'d fly you to Iceland or Brazil and all you'd have to
do—You can work a camera, can’t you:”

Anthropologie and American Apparel portals in the Adware.
Young women in flower prints in the Parisian countryside, farm-
lands, abandoned barns—the Anthropologie summer catalog portal
so paradisiacal I can almost let myself forget I'm in this apartment,
in this city, this life. I peel off ten bills and lay them on the desk.
Gavril counts and pockets the cash, handing me a blister packet of
brown sugar. We do this casually, almost as an afterthought, with-

out words.
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