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Introduction

The knock on the cell door awoke the woman, but she’d been sleeping fitfully for hours, so she sat up mostly alert, turned on her cot and set her feet on the floor. Another knock, and she turned to see the man’s face at the window set high in her cell door.

“I’m awake,” she said unnecessarily. “Give me a sec.”

Was she a prisoner? A volunteer? A savior of the human race? After four months, she still wasn’t sure.

She slept in the nude, because that was allowed here, but she kept her panties and bra—all the clothing she was permitted when they came for her—at the ready, laid out together at the foot of her bed, and she leaned over and grabbed her bra first, pulled it up her arms, clasped it in back. While the face at the window watched, she reached for her panties, remained modestly seated while she bent to slip her feet through them, rocking back and forth once the garment reached her thighs, and only when her middle was mostly covered did she stand to adjust things, circling her waistline with her fingers, pulling the garment away from her crotch and letting it snap back. Somewhere, not far from her, a toilet flushed. She thought she heard a voice. Was she the last one awake?

She’d already urinated, maybe an hour ago, maybe much longer. She didn’t have a clock so she wasn’t sure. But she didn’t need to go again, so she stepped to the door, turned and clasped her hands behind her back, and stared at her face in the mirror over her sink while the man at the door reached through the cuffing slot and bound her wrists together.

She’d made a mistake—two mistakes really—because suicide was a mistake, and not succeeding at it was as well. And now she was here, helping to answer questions as old as life.

The cuffs clicked and she stepped away from the door, and the man—was he a guard, a nurse, a medical technician?—drew forth a key and slipped it into the lock and turned it, and the lock squeaked, and the door opened.

The squeak always bothered her. Made her skin crawl. Crystalized the shame of having to be kept behind a locked door. The locks in the doors in the other cells around her didn’t squeak when they were turned.

But then, did it really matter? Her lock needed oil. The other locks didn’t.

Big deal.

Getting fixated on the small stuff was one of the things she did. Ultimately, it’s probably why she tried to kill herself. It’s probably why she did a lot of things. One little habit, probably something small she started doing when she was three, but if you do it every day, it eventually becomes everything about you, who you are, your reason for living, and for dying. And so one day, all the little things added up to one big thing, and she hung herself and lost consciousness before the knot around the basement ceiling beam gave out and she fell and her oldest daughter heard the thump and found her and called 911.

She probably shouldn’t worry about the squeaky door lock. She would be a better person if she could somehow make herself not worry about the squeaky door lock. Or all the figurative squeaky locks, all the metaphorical squeaky locks. But any self-awareness, any cure, was on her. No one was telling her much about herself. They were just making her do things and answer questions. But there was a pattern to the questions. After four months, she was starting to notice things, to pick out the attributes of a new science that seemed particularly fixated on her, and people like her.

They were, she had begun to believe, helping to answer questions as old as life. What is the value of a single existence? Not monetary value, not social value. Those questions had been answered long ago. No, here was a new question: How much is life worth . . . to itself?

She left her cell, looked at the man escorting her, breathed in the air of the hallway.

It always smelled different out here, denser, richer, while her cell smelled only like . . . herself. Or like a solitary, imprisoned version of herself, anyway. The bedroom that had been hers alone, in the apartment she shared with her two daughters, before all this happened—that also smelled only like her, but a completely different her.

Sometimes, when she’d been left in her cell for a day, or a few days, she would press her nose to the cuffing port (which also served as the meal port, another thing that bothered her), to smell something other than herself, to smell the hallway, the people passing by in the hallway, the other people imprisoned behind the other doors of this hallway. But it never worked. It was always just her own essence reaching her nose. She had to leave her cell to breath in the things that were more than her.

She was sensitive to smells, another way that small things tormented her. So sensitive, in fact, that she defined the phases of her life by smell.

Single, struggling, neurotic mom infused her lair with one odor. Female inmate of the Falcone Research Institute saturated her cell with another. She did not, as prisoners usually do, label her current and past existences as free mom and prisoner, the odors as liberated and caged, because she had not really been free then. Two young children and two jobs turned any home into a prison. Combine that with a mind that could not stop fixating on pain, and she was in the spiritual equivalent of maximum security.

Really, she was freer now, and she tried to focus on that as she was led to her appointment, her guard walking to her right and a little behind her until they reached the elevator and he stepped forward to hit the down button. She didn’t have to process invoices here, and make collection calls all day for a thankless supervisor. She didn’t have to wait tables four nights a week. She didn’t have to manage two children’s lives, school and after school care and babysitters and the problems her daughters had, the prisons they were already starting to build around themselves, around their own bodies and their own minds.

Now she only had to do this. Sit in a cell until they wanted her, answer their questions, cooperate with the other aspects of their research, go back to her cell, read her books and the news on her laptop, write a bit when the mood struck, and sleep.

She would be here two years, maybe more. Eventually, there would be treatment, therapy, a neuronal intervention, if necessary and affordable. She would get to see her children again, in person, at least on a schedule of some kind. She would get to smell them again. Surely they would smell better than they had.

The elevator opened on the second floor, and she was walked down another hall with its own smells, more institutional, less organic. People worked on this floor, spent their days here studying and researching and asking questions, but no one lived here. Sometimes she smelled popcorn on this floor, salty, cloying, heavy with artificial butter, but that was rare, and she tried not to let it bother her. She was trying to not let a lot of things bother her that used to.

She was going to Conference Room 2-C today. One of the smaller rooms. There was no one here yet, besides her and the man escorting her. He brought her to her usual place, the chair at the small table at the head of the room, and she sat and watched him lock the cuff around her ankle, fastening her to the floor with 18 inches of chain, and she leaned forward so he could remove her handcuffs.

“Which hand?” he asked.

“Left,” she said. He should know this by now.

She pressed her palms against the table, doing her best to hide her embarrassment at this moment, as she always did, and he cuffed the wrist of her left hand, connecting her to the table with another 18 inches of chain.

There was a reason for all of this, she reminded herself, rational arguments for stepping in securely but humanely to prevent another suicide attempt on her part, for studying her to prevent suicide attempts by other people and, a little more esoterically, to uncover the average neuronal value human beings put on not dying.

The man exited the room, leaving the woman alone, and her free hand drifted to her lap, because she was sometimes given instructions that started that way, and she stayed in that position for five minutes, barely moving until Diane and Jake arrived.

“Hello, Tommie,” Diane said brightly. “Ready for another day?”

“Yeah,” the woman replied. “Can I have some breakfast first?”

“After you’ve earned it,” Diane said, smiling. “How are your arrays?”

Tommie reached up to feel the quarter-inch square of plastic set into her skull over her right ear. Two more had been installed, one at the back of her skull, one on the left, behind her ear. The plastic was blue and rough, hidden under her thick red hair. She didn’t like having them. Who would? She also didn’t like the roughness, a little like sandpaper. But it had to be that way, she’d been told. Each of the tiny bumps served as the terminus of up to 10,000 synaptic monitors, meaning that almost one one-millionth of her brain could be seen when everything was in place. They could see not just the way things were ordered, her neurons and synapses and the particular actions those systems triggered in response to particular stimuli, but also the way her brain rewired itself, or didn’t in response to those stimuli—what she remembered, what she learned, how her perspective changed, how she grew or shrank.

“They’re fine,” Tommie replied, certain Diana wasn’t looking for a longer but truer answer.

Jake stepped behind her.

“On it goes,” he said simply, placing what they called the crown around her head, adjusting it so that each of its three receptor fields lined up with one of the arrays.

The crown, open at the top, was black, and heavy, but that’s not what bothered her the most about it. When it was on, they could see everything about her, all the things she was thinking as they asked her questions, did things to her, made her do things to herself.

“Now we are looking at the human soul,” someone had announced at some point, Tommie didn’t know or remember who, nor even if she had the words exactly right, but the message had stuck in her mind. “And we’re seeing that it’s just another machine.”

Diane stepped to the PC, turned it on, typed and moved her mouse and typed some more in a process that always seemed to take longer than it should.

“Okay,” she said to Jake, as she always did at this point. “She’s online.”

Jake took a seat next to Diane, leaning to his left to look at the screen. The screen was faced away from her. She’d never seen it, in fact, nor was she sure she wanted to. And they certainly didn’t want her to. That’s probably one of the reasons she was chained to the table.

“Tommie, we’ve got a gray cat here, in a tree,” Diane said. “Do you remember that?”

Tommie looked at the ceiling, found the memory after a little searching.

“I do,” she said, laughing self-consciously. “I was walking home from school. I think I was 12 or 13. He was on the lowest branch, looking down at me. And I reached up, like I thought he might jump down to my arm . . . but that wasn’t really a good idea. And he was afraid of me and went to another branch on the other side of the tree, and I went around too . . . because I really wanted to get him down.”

“You never got him down,” Diane said.

“No.”

“You cried over him when you got home.”

“I did?”

“Yes. You blamed yourself. You used it to continue building the narrative that you were inherently flawed.”

“That sucks,” Tommie said, prompting a laugh from Jake. Was it funny? Tragic? What were they looking for from her, anyway? She had no idea. She didn’t know if they knew.

“Okay, let’s think about your suicide attempt,” Diane said. “Tell us why it made sense to you to do that?”

“It didn’t make sense,” Tommie blurted, something she’d said more than once during these sessions, to make sure no one believed she was still suicidal, might need longer-term institutionalization.

“No, we want to know what you were thinking at the time,” Diane corrected. “If you want, describe yourself in the third person. Talk about Tommie like she’s someone else.”

This was new. Tommie paused, looked at her hands, at the chain that bound her left hand to the wooden tabletop, the last link of the restraint soldered around a half-circle of brass protruding from a square brass plate, screwed into the table with four screws.

“I got . . .” she began. “Okay, Tommie . . . her name’s Tommie, and she got . . .”

Tommie dropped her head and clasped her hands, shoulders shaking as though with tears, but then she huffed out a half-laugh.

“Wow,” she said thickly. “Sorry, this is really hard. I didn’t . . .”

She looked up, stared into Diane’s and Jake’s faces, who were both peering curiously back at her from either side of the monitor.

“Can I have a moment?” she said with another laugh at her own expense, and she pressed the fingers of her free hand into the corners of her eyes before she reach for the ever-present box of tissues.

“What, if it could have been different, would have kept Tommie from trying to end her life?” Diane asked.

“I don’t know,” Tommie said, sniffing and wiping her eyes. “So many things. The weather. It was the darkest time of year, and I—and Tommie hates that. Tommie’s daughter’s tooth was acting up again. An adult tooth. And she didn’t have the money to fix it. Tommie’s job . . . there were some new things going on, new policies that didn’t make sense. I guess if all that were different, she might not have . . . but then, if Tommie was different. If Tommie . . .” Tommie was crying in earnest again before she blubbered, “If she could just have been stronger.”

Diane and Jake, both sufficiently compassionate people, appeared oblivious to Tommie’s suffering. Instead, both were focused entirely on the screen before them, where various brain models—spatial, conceptual, architectural, numerical—flashed with the infusion of billions of bits of data per second. It was all being recorded for future analysis, fortunately, but if one knew where to look and what to look for, one could get a general sense of something profound: the neuronal calculations that summed to suicide as the best option.

Tommie fell silent, blowing her nose and wiping her eyes, and Diane and Jake looked at each other with the same expression, of having accomplished something significant this morning. And then their eyes returned to the screen, because Diane had another question whose impact needed to be watched and recorded.

“You’ve done great,” Diane said. “I know this was hard, but you’ve done great. What would you like for breakfast?”

Again the neurons fired, in some of the same places, in some very different places, and the answer had already been collected in the data before Tommie answered: “Danish and sausage. Can I have that again?”

“Sure,” Diane said, nodding. “We’ll get that for you in just a bit. But can you masturbate for us first?”

Tommie winced and jutted out her lower jaw, but she obeyed, moving her free hand down, sliding it beneath her panties, finding her sex organ and its most sensitive places, and the neurons sang with a furious interplay of shame, arousal, exhibitionism, fantasy, the anticipation of orgasm, and memories of campfires, oddly (or not oddly), and the screen saw it all, and recorded it all, and when Tommie groaned through a quick, light orgasm, it recorded the spatial, conceptual, architectural and numerical characteristics of another human climax.

Was she a prisoner? A volunteer? A savior of the human race? After four months, she still wasn’t sure.




Chapter 1: A Would-Be Suicide

It began as a joke, the faces.

An old cathedral somewhere in New England or the Mid-Atlantic would come down, replaced by a parking garage or a climate-controlled storage facility, and someone would rescue an angel’s alabaster serenity, a brooding bas-relief countenance on a basement column, the twisted face of a gargoyle around a downspout, and have it delivered to Robert Folklory.

Folklory, new to minor fame, new to the kind of money that could buy an historic two-acre property in the Hamptons, took the joke in good humor.

He had the space, after all, in the old place he’d bought, with its 4,000-square-foot main home, 2,000-square-foot guest house, carriage house, gazebo, garden and shed, the winding path through the woods to the whimsically named Greek ruins, the Greek ruins themselves.

He put the faces wherever it suited him, sometimes the ruins, already suitably grotesque, but some in the garden, one in the gazebo, and one, with a large nose and stern visage, to menace visitors to his front door, hanging by a single nail from the ancient, solid oak, swaying every time the door was opened.

Why faces? Why these faces, all of them formed with the trappings of humanity (eyes, nose, mouth), but none of them truly human, one or more features exaggerated to a state of impossible size or curvature or general ghoulishness?

His literary agent, Doria, was a steady contributor, her salvaging excursions a hobby before she’d met Folklory, her purchases a fraction of what she’d made off his work (all written off as a marketing expense, he suspected, because she posted pictures of her gifts to him on social media, his name included).

The most recent such trophy arrived on a painfully quiet Saturday afternoon in June. It was the head and winged shoulders of a cherubim that had been last seen, according to Doria’s accompanying note, standing near a baptismal font at a Catholic church in Cherry Hill.

White marble, a beautiful piece, about a foot high.

Folklory had opened the package on his front porch, unwrapping it carefully, admiring the work before he set about identifying the gender, and he squinted at it in the bright light, the sun blazing from overhead.

Female, he suspected, the hair short but the facial features delicate, the hint of breasts protruding roundly from the base, and he wished he could see the rest of her. Had it ever been there? Was this just the truncated detritus of a grander carving? No, he didn’t think so. The base seemed to be original to the piece, the female’s body existing only in the carver’s mind.

This could go anywhere. He passed back into his home, pulled closed the front door, searched for a place to lay the latest contribution to a whim others had created for him.

About half a house’s worth of furnishings had been left by the previous owners. Not antiques, exactly, but elegant, sturdy, pleasant to look at. Finding more pieces to match what was already there had proved an unexpected challenge.

Folklory paused in the sitting room, just beyond the foyer. The top of the old cherry roll top secretary might be a place for it. He could put it on the right side. Two granite book ends, with four books between them, already occupied the left side. His phone rang, and he fished it out of his pocket, frowned at the unfamiliar Long Island number, answered.

“Robert here.”

“Mr. Folklory?” said a woman’s voice.

“It is I,” he replied.

“This is Patrice Markowicz, social worker at Davenport General. I’m calling because—”

“On Long Island?”

“Yes, that’s where we are. Regina Abbot said I should call you.”

“Regina,” Folklory said, and he set his phone down on the secretary. “I’m putting you on speaker phone, I hope that’s okay?”

“Am I catching you at a bad time?” Patrice asked.

“No, I’m just doing some decorating,” Folklory said, setting the angel on the secretary, turning it judiciously to the left and right, touching its nose when he was finished positioning it. “How do you know Regina?”

“She’s been doing some research here. We get coffee sometimes. Are you alone?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, I had to ask,” said Patrice. “This call is meant for your ears only.”

“Only my ears present,” Folklory assured. “Human, anyway.”

“Good. This concerns a suicide.”

“They’re dead?” Folklory said. “I can’t do anything with the dead ones.”

“Attempted suicide,” Patrice quickly clarified. “Can you see her?”

“What makes her worth my time?” Folklory asked, grimacing a moment later. “Sorry, sorry, I don’t mean to be . . . I mean, I know someone tried to . . . it’s always a tragedy. And I feel terrible for her. But I’m not, I don’t do . . . I can’t always help.”

“Regina said you’d be interested in this one.”

“Why did she say that?”

“Because Falcone is interested in her.”

“Falcone,” Folklory said, and he settled heavily onto the horsehair loveseat, squinted with annoyance at the sun slashing through the window, blocked his eyes.

“Can you run down her situation for me?” he said.

“She’s young,” Patrice said. “Twenty-seven. She jumped off the Brooklyn Wednesday night, hairline fractures and a concussion, but the water taxi saw her fall in, they fished her right out.”

“Fished her out?”

“One of their crew jumped in.”

“That guy’s a damned hero.”

“Girl.”

“Of course. I shouldn’t have assumed.”

“Yeah.”

“Why did she do it?” Folklory asked.

“We’re not sure.”

“She’s not talking?”

“We’ve got her in a Section 9 coma,” Patrice said.

“Is she talking?”

“Yes, but—”

“What’s she saying?” Folklory asked.

“It’s strange,” Patrice replied. “Not like anything we’ve ever seen.”

“What do you mean?”

“She’s very evasive. Almost hostile.”

“Is that why Falcone wants her?”

“No, they haven’t asked what the scans are turning up, and we haven’t told them. They just want her because she’s young and cute.”

“Cute,” Folklory prompted, because the word meant nothing without context. Everyone was cute. Moms were cute. Grandmas were cute. Babies were cute. Dads could be cute, sometimes.

“Sex worker,” Patrice explained.

“Wait. Falcone wants her because she’s a sex worker?”

“Probably. It wouldn’t hurt to have one to study.”

“That’s different from cute,” Folklory said, rising to pace the room, turning toward the window to gaze out at the trees that fronted his property. “In fact, that can be the opposite of cute.”

“She’s cute,” Patrice said. “At least, according to her driver’s license. She’s kind of beat up at the moment.”

“Is she married?” Folklory asked. “Any family?”

“Just a mom, no kids.”

“Mom around?”

“Yes, she’s been in to see her every day, cries with her, holds her hand, talks to her. Normal reactions.”

“She’s not telling her mom why she did it?”

“Not at all.”

“What’s happening with the scans?” Folklory said, all but abandoning apathy.

“She’ll answer some questions, but when you get into certain areas she just . . . changes the subject.”

“Okay,” Folklory said. “Are you doing the Cube on her yet?”

“We have, and that’s even stranger,” Patrice said.

“Go on.”

“There’s a ghost.”

“Ghost?” Folklory said.

“That’s what we call it,” Patrice elaborated. “It shows up, floats around, she doesn’t seem to see it.”

“A psychological artifact,” Folklory said. “Simultaneous thought trains. You can usually tune that out.”

“No, the ghost is completely independent. Comes and goes, no matter how we tune it.”

“Are you saying you think it’s an actual supernatural event?”

“No,” Patrice said, her voice lacking conviction. “Not really.”

Folklory sat down again next to the window, leaned forward, put his elbows on his thighs and held his phone with both hands.

“I can get there about 3,” he said. “This could take 15 minutes, or last for hours. Is there a place I can spend the night if I need to?”

“The Sunrise is next door. I’ll make sure they keep a room for you, if you need it.”

“The Sunrise?” Folklory said. “The Sunrise?”

“The very one,” Patrice confirmed. “We get a break on the room. But try not to go too heavy on room service. They don’t discount that for us.”

“Deal. What do I do once I get there?”

“Patient’s name is Bianca Silvestri, give them that name at the front desk, they’ll send you to the fourth floor, ask for Bianca Silvestri at the nurse’s station there. Drop my name if you need to. Patrice Markowicz. Social worker.”

“And the scanner’s set up? I’ll have access to a Cube?”

“I’ll make sure it’s all in place by 3.”

“Sounds good.”

“And Dr. Folklory?”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you, really. We know how you feel about Falcone. We want to keep her out of there too. But Regina wouldn’t have asked me to call you if she didn’t think you’d find her professionally interesting.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” Folklory said with a scowl. “Half the time I find exactly what Falcone’s looking for and off they go.”

“What is Falcone looking for?”

“I’m not saying I always know,” Folklory admitted. “But right now they seem to like delusion. People who didn’t have a rational reason for trying to end it all.”

“Why, do you think?”

“I don’t know, there’s more to test, maybe. So if she’ll tell me why she did it, and it makes sense—I can keep her free. Maybe.”

“When does a suicide ever make sense?” Patrice inquired.

“All the time,” Folklory said. “You’ve got a fatal disease that’s going to kill you painfully. You can’t get past some trauma. You want your kids to have your life insurance. As opposed to, say . . . the moon told you to do it, Curt Cobain wants you to marry him in heaven. You know.”

“She wasn’t sick, had no trauma, at least not that her mom knows about,” Patrice said.

“Shame over her sex work?” Folklory asked hopefully.

“I asked, Mom didn’t think so, said she was proud of it. She has no idea why Bianca tried to kill herself. Happened just out of the blue.”

“Did she leave a note?”

“Yeah,” Patrice said. “The usual. Sorry, Mom, I love you, just couldn’t go on, see you in heaven. No further reason given.”

“Okay,” Folklory said. “I’ll get packed up and head over.”




Chapter 2: Metascan and the Cube

A little after 3:30 that day, Robert Folklory was sitting in the private hospital room of Bianca Silvestri, who was currently still in the first week of a legally-mandated coma.

She was propped up slightly in her bed, breathing peacefully without assistance, a soft, steady beep tracking each beat of her heart, and she looked like hell. She’d hit the water at 60 miles per hour, and her face had borne its share of the brunt, all of it either unnaturally red, or purplish where it was starting to heal. Her right eye was swollen completely shut, her left blackened but not swollen, her lips cracked in three places, dried blood caking the wounds, and her black hair—thick and lustrous on a good day, no doubt—was an afterthought now, allowed to cling greasily to her scalp, lie in thick clumps beside her neck, against her shoulder, beneath the neuronal scanning band they’d wrapped around her skull at the temples.

Yes, she had probably been cute, as Patrice had asserted, and she would probably be cute again. But literally 75 percent of corpses looked better than this, as Folklory knew from personal experience.

He’d reviewed the medical file, saw that her right side had suffered most of the impact, hairline fractures in her right tibia, her right shoulder dislocated, and he imagined her at the moment of impact pulling her legs up defensively and putting down her hand to soften the blow, an unavoidable reflex even during suicide. Her body had been wrapped and taped, but her left thigh and knee had been left exposed, emerging between her gown and blanket, unbruised, tapered and perfectly tanned, and Folklory allowed himself to wonder briefly about what the rest of her lower half looked like.

Patrice told him she’d been a sex worker, but Folklory realized as he gazed at the unconscious form he had no idea what that meant, any more than he knew what “cute” meant. Was she a prostitute, as in actual intercourse for money? An exotic dancer? Strictly an online performer? The differences in how each role affected the neurons were profound.

They’d put her in a hot pink dressing gown, and it was this—it was always something, but this time, it was the gown—that brought tears to Folklory’s eyes.

Hot pink. They’d brought in the girl’s battered, near-lifeless body, stripped her, confirmed that she was female, and chose a color for her that represented everything she was not. She’d wanted to die, she’d almost succeeded, she would spend weeks at least convalescing, and someone had decided to place her in a shroud of hopeful femininity: vibrancy, attractiveness, softness and joy. But her gown, instead of bearing the promise of the female, mocked it the way living flowers mock a grave.

Folklory wept quietly, tears welling in his eyes, breath coming in rasps, mouth working as though something was stuck in his gums.

And Folklory wept self-consciously, aware of how he might be perceived by a nurse should one walk in, but also aware of the neuronal phenomena taking place between his ears, of the tensions in his mind, some having to do with the girl, some having to do with other things, which his neurons distilled down to a need to cry, mentally and physically, and which would in large part be resolved by his giving in.

Finally, Folklory wept with the acute awareness of an audience, for he knew the girl could hear him.

Resolution took less than three minutes. Folklory, restored, wiped his eyes on his sleeve, tapped open Metascan on his laptop, found the girl’s neuronal feed, and began.

“Hello, Bianca,” he said, studying his screen.
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“My name is Robert Folklory,” he said. “I’m a philosopher, and your caregivers at the hospital have asked me to talk to you and try to help you. Is that okay? Would you like to talk to me?”

y$ * u )) r TT X = ~ yes ( no <yes[yes,yes.-**

“Okay,” he said, I’m seeing an answer of yes, but there are a lot of artifacts, so I’m going to do what’s called tuning here. It will take me a few seconds, and then hopefully your answers will come in a bit more clearly.”
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“Good, thanks, feel free to keep talking, that will help me tune.”

I # p nothing < nothing / to to say nothing $ *<< how will . . . How will you help me?

“Okay, I think I’ve got it,” Folklory said. “Thanks. So how are you feeling?”

It hurts g

“Where?”

Leg and eye other places too

“How bad? Scale of 1 to 10, 10 is the worst?”
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“Can you talk to me, or does it hurt too much?”

I %can talk+

“Okay, good. So first, let me go over the basics. These are things that concern you, and that you probably already know, but I—”

Why did you cry?+/

The beeps of the heart monitor increased slightly, slowed again.

“Oh, of course,” Folklory said apologetically. “I was crying over you. I hope that didn’t distress you. I am sad that you attempted to end your life. It always makes me sad, and I often cry.”

Bianca had nothing more to say, so he continued.

“You jumped off the Brooklyn Bridge. This is my understanding of the case. You hit the water doing about 60. You were rescued and brought here unconscious. Still with me?”

Yes

“Now, you are under an induced coma. The law says this can be done to you for up to 28 days, for your own protection, while we figure out what’s going on and if you can be treated.”
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“Good. This probably won’t be the last time I say something you’ve already been told, but bear with me, please. I have some important things to say.”

Bianca’s eyelids fluttered but the screen remained wordless, so Folklory continued.

“Suicide is an area of great interest to neuronal researchers,” he said. “So important that certified researchers can ask that victims—and I use that word intentionally—victims be placed in their custody for study, study that can last for years. And when I say custody, I mean physical custody, not unlike a prison. And you are of interest.”

Folklory paused, waited for a response, but the girl still had nothing to say linguistically. Her heart, however, doubled its rate of thumps, the monitor beeping urgently.

“Specifically, Falcone Research Institute is following your case. And for my own reasons, I don’t want them to get you. And what you tell me will have a direct bearing on what is done with you.”

The monitor thumped, but the girl said nothing. Folklory opened up a document on the laptop, leaned forward to read from it.

“Before we continue, I need to go over your rights and my responsibilities. I’m just going to spend about a minute reading things, and I need you to listen carefully.”

The beating of Bianca’s heart slowed.

“You, Bianca, um, Silvestri, are being neuronally scanned by myself. My name is Robert Folklory, and I am a licensed scanning practitioner. I am using Metascan uh, Metascan Oblique Premier, version 3.3. This conversation is being recorded. If at any time you wish to end the conversation, you may say so, and I will respect your wishes. You may interrupt me at any time with anything you want to say. All data gathered during this interview will receive limited confidentiality. It may be turned over to any party if ordered by the courts or other constituted authorities, and if you express a desire to harm yourself or others, I am required by law to notify the proper authorities and/or to add that information to your case assessment. With me so far? Please say yes or no.”

< , t 8yes

“Good. The objective of this interview is to identify, if possible, your reason or reasons for attempting to take your own life, so that we can reach a legal resolution that best suits your situation. So let’s—”

At] ;ayour ) door ** I’ll gtake >1a dozen ” more u\ I’ll s[ keep

“Okay, wait a sec, Bianca,” Folklory said. “I think I need to tune again.”

^ and t|he wheels v, go g**9 round-and rgoung the .line >like my /? mind -

No matter how Folklory tuned the scanner, the words continued to flow, a steady stream of what appeared to be random lines from popular songs, one after the other, or sometimes two lines together.

b(ump bum>>p hey thump* thu9mp go^

“Okay, Bianca?” Folklory said. “Bianca, can you stop? I’m seeing lines from songs, I think. Is this intentional? Bianca, can we get back on track?”

The girl was absolutely still as her words rolled across the screen of Folklory’s laptop. No fluttering eyelids, and her breath had slowed, as had the beating of her heart.

“Would you like to terminate the interview?” Folklory asked reluctantly. He found her case interesting, but he was not going to volunteer to beat his head against the wall for a girl who didn’t want saving. He’d told her he needed to know why she’d tried to kill herself to keep her out of Falcone, then he’d asked her why she’d tried to kill herself, and she’d replied with what he was beginning to understand was pure boy band crap.

Stay> You / sound *u cute.”

Folklory leaned forward and squinted at the words, and despite the possibility this was another song lyric, his reaction was immediate, visceral, and embarrassing. First, the girl was almost 10 years younger than he. Second, she was a sex worker, whose stock in trade no doubt included casual compliments. Third and most important, they were communicating over Metascan. She couldn’t see him, only hear him, and her words were being neuronally snatched from her Broca’s area, where speech is formed. Even if he was cute, she wouldn’t know it, and if she was nonetheless sincerely attracted to him, she probably wouldn’t know that either, or be able to express it regardless.

But his reaction was also embarrassing. These were words on a screen, no more, from an unconscious girl on suicide watch.

“Will you talk to me again?” Folklory asked, collecting himself. “All I’ve been getting for the last minute or so are what seem to be pop music references. I can’t do anything with that, and I can’t help you.”

I’/ll tryy

“Thank you,” Folklory said. “Is it okay if I take a different look at your mind?”

thhe cu|be?

“Yes, that’s what it’s usually called,” Folklory said, reaching to the right of his laptop and gingerly lifting the stainless steel cover off a block of crystal, 10 inches square and glowing faintly purple. “The nurses used it with you?”

they* didn’t nm kno[w whatg the<y we))re doing=

“Well, then maybe I won’t either,” Folklory said with a chuckle. “But everyone’s approach is different. The purpose here is to get a look at a few different things. Your literal brain, so we can see what damage was done with the fall, but then a more symbolic examination as well, at how you look at the world, at the way you conceptualize things, and so forth. I won’t be doing as much talking, but I’ll still be in your head. Are you okay with that?”

>I’ll miss hearing you talk’o

“That’s sweet of you to say,” Folklory said, offering the slight cough that he used sometimes to return his focus to what was before him. “I can still talk a bit, when I’m not working on this, and I’ll still be able to read what you’re saying on my laptop. But this can take a lot of concentration, so don’t worry if I go silent at times.”

Folklory opened up a second application on his laptop, linked it to the solid crystal Cube the nurses had left for him, sent its analytical array into Bianca’s brain, and waited.

The Cube’s faint purple glow transitioned to yellow, to blue, to red before lines of color in rainbow hues danced through the crystal in 3 dimensions, making pyramids and spheres and columns which resolved to black text, hovering in the middle of the object:

braynwayve3D

Clever, Folklory always thought at this point.

Next flashed up a second message, the one Folklory was waiting for:

Array Fully Engaged

Folklory tapped keys, waited, tapped more keys, selected “Architecture” from the menu, and 15 seconds later was looking at Bianca’s brain in 3 dimensions. He leaned forward, touched the side of the Cube itself, swiped left to scan the organ, found what he was looking for, the flashing yellow regions in the deep valleys on the right and front sides of her mind: concussion. But no bleeding. No major damage. And she was healing, flashes of green within the yellow indicating neurons that had shown distress on her last reading, that were self-repairing now. Her conscious itself was fully active, with only the connections that enabled physical movement and physical speech grayed out to represent coma.

“I’m seeing what I expect to here,” he said. “You’re recovering nicely from what was, mentally, a pretty minor injury. I’ve seen sport accidents that did more damage.”

\say> yg#our l++ast n=ame [again

“Robert Folklory,” he replied, surprised by the question.

?Spell yourQ la%st nakme

“F-O-L-K-L-O-R-Y”

}folklor>y

“Right,” he said, struggling to keep his voice even. Something about these exchanges with the girl had unsettled him. He had to spell his last name all the time, starting as soon as he knew what the letters were in the first grade. And it had never bothered him, until now. But then, he’d never been asked to spell his last name during a scan, either. Why did she want to know? There was something else here, he suspected. Of course, there was always something else there, with every scan he’d ever done. But this was different. The something else he sensed was not of the everyday variety—mere hidden homosexuality, a secret affair, some childhood transgression. This felt sinister, even threatening, and all the more so because he had no idea why. He looked up at the girl, half-expecting to find her awake and staring at him. No, eyes still closed. He coughed and did his best to set aside the crawling of his skin.

“Brain’s in order, virtually undamaged,” he said, “so now I’m going to switch modes.” Folklory tapped his keyboard, chose the “Allegorical Self-Image” option, waited for the data to resolve.

“This feature lets me see you as you see yourself,” he explained. “The mode has already been deployed by the folks here at the hospital, but I’d like to take my own look, and I’ll be using some prompts unique to me.”

Bianca had nothing to say, so Folklory leaned forward, waiting and watching.

A bed appeared first, a four-poster. Next appeared the girl’s body on it, naked, on her back, legs up and spread, but it was her face Folklory focused on after allowing himself a quick, longing glance at her breasts and shaved pubic area.

It was not uncommon to see this with women, Folklory knew from both experience and the literature. At some point in a scan, many females offered up some variation of this representation of themselves. Males too. Almost all of them, in fact. With huge penises. Body-sized sometimes.

But it was the face that told you what you needed to know. Wide-eyed, with the madness of active arousal. Or curious. Or afraid. Or deeply shamed. Or, in Bianca’s case, serene, her unmarred, perfect—perfect, for she was beautiful, not just cute—face looking off into the middle distance, as though watching a play.

“Alright, Bianca,” Folklory continued, with one last, lingering glance at the entire bedroom panorama, “now I’d like you to do something that you may find a little difficult, but it would really help me—and help you too.”

The girl on the bed closed her legs, sat up and waited, looking up at the ceiling. She was dressed now, in a man’s clothes. A tuxedo. Strange, but not unusual. Men’s clothing represented enough things of value that they often showed up. Folklory didn’t care about the reason at present.

“Bianca, I want you to think about the moment when you jumped off the bridge,” he said, his tone cautious, sympathetic—and sincerely so.

To his surprise, the girl obeyed, her body in shorts, a t-shirt, canvas flats, her face as serene and beautiful as it had been on the bed. She was standing with her belly against the rail, staring out toward the Atlantic ocean, a passable representation of New York City behind her, a hundred skyscrapers there.

“Okay, thank you, you’re doing great,” he said. “Now—”

Folklory shut his mouth and stared. A dark form had appeared behind her, made of gray cloud, its sex indistinguishable. Two foggy arms extended, pushed Bianca over the rail, and she fell. In her imaginings, her face never lost its serenity, even when her body struck the water and the memory ceased.

Folklory looked instinctively above the Cube, desperate to make out the form on the bridge. But there was nothing above, and the Cube itself was all light purple now, the vision complete.

“Okay, Bianca, thank you,” Folklory said, glancing at his laptop screen. “Can you tell me what you were thinking?”

There was nothing there. She wasn’t talking anymore.

“Are you tired?”

Nothing.

“I saw something strange in your memory,” Folklory said. This was a judgment call. Sometimes you told someone about the strange things the Cube dredged up in their minds, sometimes you didn’t. He was going for it. Why not? Nothing else was working.

“It looked like there was someone behind you,” Folklory said. “Pushing you.”

Her heartbeat quickened, her eyelids fluttered, she took a deep breath, her sizeable breasts lifting the covers over them. Folklory studied them, looked away, regathered his focus, looked at his screen.

8)no

“It happens sometimes,” Folklory said, watching his screen. “It might not mean anything, but sometimes it does. Any idea who that person was?”

no>

“It doesn’t have to be a literal person,” he continued. “It can be—”

mno& one \+was there I was ^alone

“Of course. That’s why you’ve been listed as a suicide. No one is suggesting otherwise. But the person . . . I couldn’t see who—”

,no
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“Okay, you’ve made your point clear,” Folklory said. “I’m sorry for bringing it up, but I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t.”

Nothing

“Are you tired?” he said. “You wouldn’t be the first person who got tired of talking to me. Want me to go?”

yess)

“Okay,” Folklory said, disappointment turning to anger. This had been a complete waste of time. He’d given up most of his Saturday to help this girl, and she couldn’t be helped. Maybe she was resisting, or maybe she was more damaged from the fall than the diagnostics were revealing. Maybe, once she was released from the coma, she’d prove too addled to be of any interest to Falcone. Folklory powered down the Cube, reached for his laptop, hoped the best for the girl. No one should—

for now>

Folklory stared at the screen, surprised by the words. “You’ll let me resume the interview?”

to)night yes% 99voice your# vo-ice>

Folklory waited for more, but it didn’t come, so he studied the words that were there, parsing them, cleaning them up with his eyes, replaying them in his mind.

Tonight yes. Your voice.

He’d been told he had a nice voice, more than once. It had led to a romance or two, after a lecture, or someone who’d seen his videos approached him. He always appreciated the compliment, but this meant more, for reasons he chose not to admit to himself.

“Thank you, Bianca,” he said, closing his laptop to avoid what sometimes could happen here, a patient who refused to stop talking to maintain the presence of someone who cared, too often a rarity in suicidal lives. “I need to go now. I’ll be back after dinner. I sincerely want to help you.”




Chapter 3: The Curves of the Earth

After checking into his room on the 7th floor, the view of the ocean sweeping and grand, he went to dinner at the hotel’s top-floor restaurant, was seated at a table for one by the window, directly facing another single diner, this one a woman, around his age he guessed, mid-30s. She hadn’t been the prettiest girl in high school, he guessed, but had made up for it by being a cheerleader, and she’d taken care of herself since, had gotten more beautiful as the years advanced, with a wisdom in her eyes and the beautiful sadness too that comes not just from witnessing tragedy but feeling it.

Folklory had brought his laptop, and she’d brought her phone, and the two of them tended to their own electronics and glanced out at the darkening sea and drank wine, she a Pinot Grigio, he a cab, and their dinners arrived and she finally looked up at him, and he had his words ready.

“If you watch long enough,” he said sincerely, “you can see the ships make it over the curve of the earth.”

She turned to stare at the ocean again, this time taking in all of the horizon before she looked back at him.

“How long do I have to look?” she asked.

“I don’t recommend trying,” he said. “It can take hours.”

Her phone beeped and she looked at it and smiled and began tapping back an immediate reply. She wore no ring, so there was probably no husband in the picture, but maybe a boyfriend. Or maybe a child. There was no domestic possibility that didn’t make her compelling, of course. He had expressed his interest, and she could continue the conversation in between texts, or finish her dinner and leave. Were she to choose the latter, that’s how things went. But he was already imagining her in his room (or he in hers), her in his home, her in his life, eventually marriage if she wanted that. He liked who he was being with her, that he already knew. And he liked what he was wearing, cream chinos and a blue denim shirt and a black belt. Sophisticated, educated, used to the finer things, but not living for any of them. Comfortable. Pleasantly comfortable. And she was dressed in the female version of the same, navy pants, a cream blouse open at the neck, a light blue blazer.

He split his attention between his meal and his laptop, scanning an article about the Ultra Micron Array Analysis work they were doing among dog neurons. There was the hint of an actual syntax there, according to the study, structures of thought that might be a precursor to subject-verb. Had the ability developed symbiotically? Study wolves, Folklory thought.

“I think I see one,” she said, still looking out at the sea, where a faint glimmer of light bounced in the distance.

“Yes,” he said. “You have joined a select community. Congratulations.”

“What do you do?” she asked, turning to stare at him.

The directness of the question surprised him. Did she just want to know? Was she making small talk? Or was she sizing him up in the same way he was her?

“Mainly write,” he said. He’d learned over the years that less is more, that spouting the sum total of one’s occupation and accomplishments therein didn’t attract women like you’d think they would. If she wanted to know more, she would ask. If she didn’t, why bore her?

“Write what?”

“Sort of science-y stuff,” he said, drawing the expected smile from her. “Do you write?”

He wasn’t always this good at playing this game, but trial and error—and a love for female company—had honed his skills.

“Only when I have to,” she said. “What kind of science?”

“Kind of specialized brain science,” he said. “Most people are bored by it. I’m sure what you do is more interesting.”

“Designer,” she said, lowering her head in a display of mock humility. “Clothing.”

“You’re in brain science too,” Folklory said, falling back on a standard but proven conversational tool. Almost everyone was practicing brain science, most without knowing it.

“How do you figure?” she asked, rising from her table with her wine, heading to Folklory’s table, pulling out the seat across from him and sitting down, a little heavily, a little self-consciously.

She’s drunk, Folklory thought. Or at least tipsy. He knew what both states looked like in the brain biologically, topographically, schematically, architecturally, and molecularly. But he also knew what it meant morally, that this woman would be more forward but less able to engage intimately or psychically, and that anything she did she might soon come to regret. But how bad off was she? If she stopped drinking, she’d be sober enough to fully engage in an hour or so, although weariness might catch up with her.

Off and on since they’d started talking, he’d stolen glances at her chest, trying to guess at the size of her breasts, thinking they might be well-proportioned. Robert Folklory also knew what lust looked like in the human mind. It looked like everything else, of course, unless you knew what you were seeing.

“You’re a designer,” Folklory said. “Who do you design for?”

“Women with good taste.”

Folklory laughed, sincerely, before he spoke. “Women with neurons with good taste.”

“How can neurons have good taste?” she asked.

“Neurons are behind everything we do,” he said. “Our preferences, our taste, what we buy, and why. They’re the only reason we do anything.”

“There are other reasons we do things,” she said, looking at him with disappointment.

Robert Folklory was not an evangelist. He did not need to win people to his cause, to save people. The science said what it said, and he had a knack for explaining it, pushing the envelope and finding meaning in a way that had found an audience and made him money, and if someone didn’t want to be in his audience, he wasn’t going to press the matter. Knowledge, this kind of knowledge, was a burden, really. The human race grew up believing they were ghosts in a machine whose most important relationships were with other ghosts, some with magic powers. To be told there is no ghost, only a machine, can be so devastating, so dangerous, it is rejected out of hand, all evidence dismissed before it’s fairly put forth, the very notion strangled in the cognitive crib. Learning the true nature of life is not the death sentence people think it is, however. There are transcendent paths. But just getting to the head of the trail is impossible for some people because of, ironically, their neurons.

So Robert Folklory was not an evangelist, and he wasn’t going to argue with this woman whose name he still didn’t know.

“I’m Robert,” he said, offering his hand. “Robert Folklory.”

“Carmen,” she said. “Carmen Loire, but I sign everything just Carmen.”

“What are you wearing that you designed?” he asked, hoping she wouldn’t say nothing.

“Wait,” she said, stretching back to grab her phone from her own table, giving Folklory a chance to assess her breasts while she wasn’t looking. B or C, he guessed before she turned back to him with her device, tapping it, scrolling, tapping.

“Wow, your own Wikipedia page,” she said. “A good picture too. Mine’s awful.”

“Should I search Carmen?” Folklory asked, turning to his laptop.

“Destination Carmen,” she said with a self-deprecating shrug. “There are too many Carmen things out there, so you have to type the full phrase to find me.”

Folklory found the website and what he’d expected there, an image of Carmen in some of her easy-living-but-sophisticated fashions, her blonde hair a work of art, the photography impeccable, the casual settings—an atmospheric coffee shop, a sidewalk café by the sea, a sailboat—to be anything but casual choices. Next he clicked the Partners link, found a dozen online retailers, 100 more brick-and-mortar establishments that carried her fashions.

“You’re very good at what you do.”

“Thank you,” she said, looking sadly at her phone. “I’m sure you are too. I just don’t think we should think about thinking.”

Folklory replied with a pained smile, set his laptop aside, and contemplated his possible answers:

It’s a shame you weren’t born in the Dark Ages. You’d be very comfortable there.

So we just bounce around like a ball in a pinball game, being played by our minds?

Would you feel differently if I told you the human race is about to die from not thinking about thinking?

In the end, he said none of those things, because none of them would further the conversation or accomplish anything other than getting a dig in at someone who didn’t deserve it. But there were no other good options either. Her words had left him nowhere to go now, either with his reply or with their relationship. He had never been a professional zealot. He had never struggled to make love to anyone regardless of belief. Maybe that was changing.

“So, what brings you to town?” he asked, going to the empty, the vacuous, the non-confrontational.

“One of my best shops in the city got bought out by a bigger chain that doesn’t carry my stuff,” she said. “So tomorrow I visit their stores, Monday I make my pitch.”

“Good luck with that,” he said, raising his glass and smiling.

“What about you?” she asked.

“Oh, I live here,” he said. “Or, north of here. I’m on the island this weekend to work with someone who tried to kill herself.”

“Oh, that’s awful,” she said. “You’re doing therapy?”

“In a sense. She’s being kept in a coma now, and I’m talking to her.”

“You think you’re talking to her,” Carmen shot back.

Hopeless, Folklory thought. Just totally hopeless.

There was a divide between those thinking about thinking, and those who refused to think about it, starker than any other in history. The gulf between hunter/gatherers and agriculturalists, Christians and Jews, liberals and conservatives was far easier to bridge than this.

“I am,” he said simply. “I spent hours with her this afternoon, and I’m going back as soon as I’m done here.” Folklory made a show of peering at the time on his laptop so he could lie convincingly, “In fact, I’m running a little late for our next appointment.”

“I hope she feels terrible about what she did,” Carmen said, rising and waving to their server.

“Hard to know, so far,” Folklory said. “But she made a sincere attempt. It wasn’t just a cry for help, which most of them are.”

Their meeting ended warmly but without any talk of a further rendezvous, and Folklory second-guessed himself relentlessly on the 15-minute walk back to Bianca’s hospital room. He could have invited Carmen to his room, ostensibly to look at the view. He could have proposed a walk in the sand. He could have pursued sex with her as single-mindedly as he used to strive for the affections of any eligible female he met, and maybe he could have explained his field in a way she would have understood; even won her over. But no, something told him to walk away, she didn’t pursue him (he was a sucker for being chased, almost always gave in on the rare occasions it happened) and he was alone again, his prospects for something tonight, as well as a long-term partnership with the fairer (and neuronally superior) sex, no more promising than they had been this morning.




Chapter 4: Kilroy Was Here

The lights were on in Bianca’s room, and someone else’s laptop had been left on the table. A quick glance at the inventory sticker confirmed it as hospital equipment, so he set it aside and connected his own laptop to the girl’s neuronal feed.

“Hello, Bianca, I’m back,” he said. “Feel like talking?”

#*y9h@]

“Okay, wait, let me do a little tuning. Feel like talking?”

Y*ess

“Great. How are you doing?”

I’m[ bor’ed whe>n I’m not )7talking

“Are you sleeping some?” he asked. “You still need your sleep.”

t/o 88you

“Okay,” he said with the same visceral stir he’d felt after the girl’s earlier overtures.

It means nothing, he reminded himself. She’s a sex worker. She hasn’t even seen me.

“Thanks,” he added. “But are you sleeping enough?”

I ‘think, so

“Good,” he said. “Now, I’d like to continue chatting with you, you can answer or you can say nothing, this is all up to you. My goal here—”

derivative/

Folklory paused, stared at the screen.

“I’m seeing the word ‘derivative’, Bianca,” he said. “I’m not sure if the system’s acting up, if—”

con(descending&

“Okay,” Folklory said, slumping and looking up at the girl, who was breathing softly, breasts rising under her covers. “Go on.”

r&us|hed

“From my Wikipedia article?” he asked. When she didn’t reply immediately, he continued, “May I speculate? You asked about me when the nurse checked on you. She looked me up and . . .” Folklory chuckled, a little sadly. “She read you the high points.”

you’re0+ sm&art

“Well, that depends on whose opinion you’re asking for,” he said with another chuckle. “But maybe we should talk about why you felt you needed to—”

#what4 do( they me”an?

“What do those words mean?” Folklory asked. “You mean, what does derivative, condescending and rushed mean?”

yes/

“Okay,” Folklory said, rubbing his face. Was she trying to hurt his feelings, drive him away, take control of the conversation? He could hook her up to the Cube and figure it out probably, or pursue the question here and see if he could get her to reveal her motives, but either step would change the direction of a conversation that might still hold promise. “The person who wrote that is . . . no, never mind, you don’t need to hear all that. What they meant was that the things I wrote were not as original as they could have been. I borrowed concepts developed by other people. That’s what ‘derivative’ means. And ‘condescending’, that means that I talked down to my readers. As for ‘rushed’, I was under a deadline. Maybe I could have organized things a little better, caught a few more typos, but it is what it is.”

Folklory studied his screen, waiting for her next thought, but nothing appeared.

“I hope that answers your questions?” he said. “Thanks for asking, though. You can’t let the reviews hurt you. There’s always someone who—"

~bitc*h
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Folklory stared at his screen, breathing in and out quietly.

“Okay,” he ventured. “So those are what people are saying about—”

they & are my *>reviews

“Not in the same sense,” Folklory said. “The review you read . . . or they read to you, about me, that was written by someone very knowledgeable who had to carefully consider what they wrote. From one part of the . . . okay, I’m not going to be condescending with you. From a compartmentalized neuronal network of integrated multi-channel logical processors and minimized emotions. Whereas, what you just shared, that was the opposite. It came from, I’m assuming here, but I’m probably right, it came from a separate individual, a separate place in the brain, emotion-driven and angry and insecure. Wanting to hurt you. And I guess . . .” Folklory paused. “And I guess my reviewer wanted to hurt me in the end, so that’s similar at least. But my reviewer was contributing to a growing body of knowledge in our field. Or at least trying to. Your reviewer, so to speak, or reviewers . . . I assume that wasn’t all from one person . . . your reviewers were seeking to demonstrate personal efficacy with an attack on a power proxy. You being the proxy. You’ve established yourself as a representative of a society or culture or power strata they see as superior, and they’re angry that you’re in and they’re not. So . . .”

Folklory chuckled, watched his screen. Nothing. He wondered if he’d put her to sleep. “Sorry for the lecture. I could go on and on about things like this. I know it doesn’t take away the—”

W@ow

wow
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Folklory paused, no way to interpret the sentiment behind words.

+/Say it* again *what you said< % slower

Folklory stared at the screen, made sure he was reading it correctly, decided to take the words at face value and did his best to repeat the thoughts. Bianca said nothing until he was done, but her heart was thumping on the heart monitor, her breath coming fast, her eyelids flickering.

wha’t do* y@ou callgg w:hat you) do?>?+

“Good question,” Folklory said with another chuckle. “We’re all fighting over that right now. Neuroscience, psychology, history, evolution, philosophy, all rolled into one. Anthropology. Maths and physics. I’d go with philosophy, since it’s always been a very broad term. Neuronal philosophy maybe. But there’s not really a name for it.”

I y %want books>> all )p| books

A small voice mumbling in the corner of Folklory’s mind was getting louder. Something here wasn’t right.

The first harbinger of intelligence was curiosity, and this disabled, unconscious girl was ravenously hungry. Hungry in a way that the fashion designer . . . what was her name? . . . was not. Had Bianca’s world of interests been expanded as the result of her suicide attempt? Was she contemplative because she could do nothing else? Maybe, but it was rare. She’d been a sex worker of some kind, not by itself an indicator of lower intelligence, but not typically a precursor to asking him to repeat lectures that glazed the eyes of his Ivy League audiences.

He lifted the cover off the Cube, touched it, the deep purple telling him it was coming to life, and he opened up the second app on his laptop, searching, searching as her mind appeared. Things were firing in her pre-frontal cortex, in other places: auditory, olfactory, touch, unconscious processing, memory, syntheses of facts and impressions and emotions, the latter processes completely normal for someone incorporating new information they found exciting. Some of these revelations would likely be routed to the dream making machine, to be drawn forth there, played with while the conscious was allowed to watch but otherwise held at bay.

He stopped looking at the normal things, searched for damage and deadness. Unexpected behaviors after trauma could indicate bigger problems. But a manual quest for compromised neurons in the brain was as hopeless as looking for one needle in 5,000 haystacks. Only with a search tool was there any hope of finding any outliers among the 86 billion neurons.

“damaged neurons,” he typed. Nothing. “malfunctioning neurons” Still nothing. “static neurons”

And up popped a section of Bianca’s brain, about a thousandth of a square millimeter in the sensory cortex, where the neurons had been signed and then rendered permanently static.

“Bianca,” Folklory began cautiously, “have you had an intervention?”

&no

The answer came too quickly to be true.

“A neuronal intervention,” Folklory persisted. “I need to know this. To help you.”

no>\

“I’m going to have to check,” he said. “I’m sorry, but I can’t help you if I don’t have a complete understanding.”

Bianca had nothing more to say, so he asked the Cube to read the signature among the static neurons.

He should have looked for this the first time. Neuronal intervention was still in its infancy, controversial, expensive, and too often a failure outside the realm of basic work . . . sometimes a tragic failure. But it had cured epilepsy, eliminated addictions and depression, excised pedophilia in some cases, brought loved ones back from paranoid schizophrenia, so it couldn’t be outlawed, and the field was advancing exponentially, costs coming down, value going up.

But why would a sex worker need an intervention? She was, in the big scheme of things, already succeeding.

Folklory typed a new command into the Cube app: “read signature” He leaned forward, waiting.

Among the few ironclad rules of the trade was that you had to sign your work. Just a few thousand reconfigured synaptic end bulbs in the sensory cortex, each connected in the same way to a neighboring neuron with the same synaptic configuration, 10,000 potential connection sites that were either connected or not, in a binary system that encoded basic information about the intervention in ASCII: usually practitioner’s name and address and the purpose of the work, a few other things if they wanted to be creative. Advertising sometimes. A hundred pairs would break down every decade, but most should survive the lifetime of the patient.

“Okay, Bianca, I’m looking at the signature,” Folklory said. “I understand that people are very sensitive about this, but if we can establish that your suicide attempt resulted from a sub-optimal intervention, we can possibly reverse it, and Falcone will lose interest.”

Damien &Fal’cone>

Folklory stared at the screen. This was another surprise from the unconscious girl.

)you don’t”” like him^

gHe= doesn’t like you;]

“Okay,” Folklory said, leaning back and laughing. “I’m impressed. Not that that’s completely accurate. Differences regarding an academic discipline are usually a lot more nuanced than like-don’t-like. But if you had one of the nurses read my Wikipedia article to you, I can see where you’d form that conclusion. But yes, we don’t entirely agree with each other. You would be very unlikely to see us being nice to each other at a conference.”

Folklory watched the screen, but no more words appeared.

“So . . . Dr. Falcone . . . if you want a quick summary . . . Dr. Falcone is a strict utilitarian who believes that a greater good is served by incarcerating certain people and subjecting them to involuntary study. And he’s gotten the law to agree with him. I disagree, and that’s why I’m trying to keep you out of his institute. And I—”

You’re g/studying m*(e involunt]|ary

For a long moment, Folklory stared at the words on his screen and struggled with a mix of reactions: defensiveness, apologia, professional remorse, his own philosophical ethics, and the gray areas they sometimes by necessity occupied.

“Okay,” he said, breathing in. “You won’t tell me why you attempted suicide, and you don’t want to talk about your intervention. These are two areas of inquiry I consider essential to keeping you out of Falcone’s lab.”

Nothing.

“Do you want to stay out of the lab?”

(I don’t>? know+

Folklory sighed, leaned back. They’d figured out how to read minds, to watch the brain conduct its private operations in micronic (space and time) intervals, to fix a raft of the most insidious problems, but they still couldn’t defeat basic human nature, which gravitated toward self-abuse far more than anyone would have anticipated before Ultra Micron Array Analysis began exploring individual neurons.

Folklory peered at the screen, where the signature was scrolling now:

Kilroy s here

Kilroy was here

Kilroy was here

Folklory leaned forward, peering at the feed from the glowing Cube.

Kilroy was here

ly wa re

Kilroy was here

Kilroy was here

Kilroy was here

“Kilroy was here.” Over and over again. A hundred times, a thousand times, the words scrolling up the screen almost too fast to be read, varying only where there had been neuronal deterioration. The limited number of errors suggested a recent intervention, definitely within the last year, maybe just a few months ago. But the signature was a joke. Not a real name, no address, no reason for the intervention.

“Who was Kilroy?” Folklory blurted.

/no

n?o

no

)nooooooo/’ooooooo0oooooooo

Folklory, attention whipsawing between the feeds from the Metascan and the Cube, looked up when he detected movement. Bianca’s foot had twitched beneath her covers. It wasn’t an impossible event during a medicated coma, but the beeps from the heart monitor had at least doubled, and her chest was rising and falling as though she were running a marathon while her eyes rolled frantically under their lids.

“Bianca,” Folklory said, desperate to calm the girl before she suffered cardiac address. “Bianca.”

Kilroy was here

Kilroy was here

Kilroy was here

Folklory cut the feed from the Cube, certain there was no more to be learned there.

“Bianca, I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m done. I’m done here. I didn’t mean to upset you. I’m turning everything off. Okay? I’m done. I’m sorry.”

The door to the room burst open, two nurses hustling to Bianca’s bedside.

“What did you do?” the second woman demanded, staring at Folklory accusingly while the first nurse fed a sedative into the IV line.

“I don’t know,” Folklory said. “We were talking and, I don’t know, I asked her something she didn’t like. I’m sorry. I’m done. I’m done.”

As soon as the drug reached Bianca’s tortured neurons, her heart slowed and her breathing went slow and shallow, and Folklory stood, closed his laptop and slipped it into his bag. But he didn’t leave yet, because he felt a need to explain himself. Patient abuse during scans was rare, but not unheard of. And bruised and blacked as she was, there was the body of a young sex worker under those sheets.

Once Bianca was stabilized, both nurses turned to him.

“She’s had an intervention,” he said, looking at the girl, certain she could no longer hear him. “She denied it. It wasn’t properly signed. I asked her about that, and that’s when she reacted.”

“You’re done here?” the first nurse said, eyeing him dourly, making clear only one answer was acceptable.

“I am,” he said. His own panic was ebbing, replaced by annoyance.

“I’m trying to help her,” he said. “I was called in by Patrice Markowicz. To try to keep her from being institutionalized. And this is not an unusual reaction, when there’s trauma. So . . .”

The nurses regarded him with equally impassive faces, nothing he could say to redeem himself. A patient had almost stressed herself to death under his watch. That’s all that mattered. They stared as he headed for the door, and he didn’t look back again, departing the floor and the hospital and returning to his hotel room to stare out at the lights across the horizon, vanishing and appearing and reminding him that the world was a very large, very complicated place.




Chapter 5: Disappointing Patrice

Thankfully, Patrice waited until Sunday afternoon to call Folklory, back at home now and working on another book on his second floor balcony.

He picked up the phone on the first ring. “Hey.”

“Hey, Robert, Patrice,” she said. “Back home?”

“Yeah.”

“How did it go with Bianca?”

“You haven’t heard?” he said.

“Let me hear it from you.”

“Two sessions, yesterday afternoon and last night,” he replied. “I almost killed her.”

Folklory summed up Bianca’s case briefly—the motivation for the suicide she didn’t want to talk about, the intervention she really didn’t want to talk about, the strange figure on the bridge behind her when he asked her to remember jumping. And finally, the crisis he pushed her to when he asked about Kilroy.

“Weird,” Patrice said. “But I don’t think there are any hard feelings. She’s been asking for you.”

“What?”

“Every time we turn on the Metascan, that’s what she says first. Where’s Robert? Is Robert coming back?”

Robert leaned back in his chair and sighed. He wanted Patrice to hear his exasperation.

“You’re done with her?” Patrice said.

“I can’t do anything for her,” Folklory said. “She won’t let me help.”

“Falcone’s people asked about her again today,” Patrice said. “This morning.”

“On a Sunday?” Folklory said.

“They really want her.”

“If they get her, it won’t be my fault,” Folklory said flatly.

“She could be locked up there for years,” Patrice protested. “The rest of her 20s. Into her 30s.”

“I tried to help, she wouldn’t let me.”

“I think she was just scared,” Patrice said. “There’s some kind of trauma there. Someone really got to her, and she’s terrified of them.”

“Someone?” Folklory asked skeptically. “Like the mob? Gangs? Her pimp?”

“No idea,” Patrice said. “But she’s been a victim, of someone. Or something. Not unusual for sex workers. But I think she’d talk to you again.”

“I don’t want to talk to her again,” Folklory said. “If I ask the wrong question and she dies this time, she’d be better off with Falcone.”

“Maybe you could talk to someone else,” Patrice suggested. “Her mom. Or just . . . maybe you could find some connection with the Kilroy people.”

“Patrice,” Folklory said dully. “You know I have a job, right . . . some actual paying jobs?”

“I know you’ve made a lot of money with your books,” she said. “Doesn’t that give you more freedom?”

Folklory laughed before he could stop and ponder the question philosophically.

“I lecture,” he said. “I speak. I’m going to Geneva in a few weeks. I’m teaching a class in the fall and I don’t have the first slide done. I’m under contract on another book, and I have two more I want to write. The research alone . . . something new comes out every other day. So as it turns out . . . write a few popular books, and unless you keep feeding the monster, everyone will forget you, and that’s . . . I don’t want that to happen.”

“Okay, sorry, it’s a world I don’t know anything about,” Patrice said. “So do you want updates? Let you know when she gets out, or goes to Falcone?”

Folklory sighed, because he knew Patrice was playing him, and he knew she knew she was playing him, and they both knew it was working.

“I don’t want to know about it,” he lied. “I did what I could.”

“What should I tell Bianca?” Patrice asked, twisting the knife.

“Whatever doesn’t make her hyperventilate,” Folklory said. “Or no, tell her this. She has to tell you why she jumped off the bridge, and who did her intervention. If she answers those questions, I’ll come back.”

“She doesn’t like those questions,” Patrice protested.

“Then I guess I won’t come back,” Folklory said.

“Okay, I get it,” Patrice said. “Thanks for what you did, seriously. You did a lot more than I expected.”

“I did what I could,” Folklory said. “And I wish her the best. Whatever happens. Underneath all those bruises, there’s a sweet girl there. Don’t tell her this, because it’s the opposite of professional, but she broke my heart.”

“Deal,” Patrice said. “Take care of yourself. And good luck with your next book.”

“Thanks.”

The line went dead, but Folklory suspected Patrice wasn’t done with him. And sure enough, two minutes later, a text arrived.

“Here’s Bianca’s mom’s address,” she wrote. Next came a link to a row house in the Bronx. Folklory looked it up, confirmed that it was two blocks from the train station, and cursed his bad luck.

Three days later—Wednesday evening at 6—and despite his better judgment, he found himself on the front stoop of one Beatrice Silvestri, and after glancing to his left, where a dozen boys and girls were playing street hockey, and to his right, where someone was trying to parallel park, he knocked on the door.




Chapter 6: Mother and Child

Beatrice Silvestri was short, slightly plump, and strangely cheerful given her daughter was still in the hospital in a suicide coma.

“Hello, who have we here?” she asked with a voice that sounded strangely childish, not just because it was high-pitched but because of the way she cut off each syllable, like a girl would, and she beamed up at Robert Folklory, clearly not used to men of his appearance coming to her door.

“Robert Folklory, ma’am,” he said. “I assume you’re Beatrice Silvestri?”

“I am!”

“I visited your daughter over the weekend,” he said, lowering his gaze and speaking somberly. “I had some questions for you.”

“Oh, come inside!” Ms. Silvestri urged, leaning through the door to grab Folklory’s hand, pulling him within her modest two-story dwelling. “I would love to talk to you about Bianca!”

Folklory followed the woman through the foyer and to a little living room with a couch and two chairs, all old but well-maintained, overstuffed and covered with kitten-themed blankets. The whole room was cat-themed, in fact. Cat calendar, framed cat prints, a plant growing from the back of a seated tabby. The stuffed animals perched on the backs of the seats were more diverse. Folklory noticed a lion, a seal, puppies.

Wary of provoking the woman as he had her daughter—despite what seemed to be a sunny, unperturbable exterior—Folklory began speaking cautiously as soon as he sat.

“I’m so sorry for your . . . for what happened,” he began. “Bianca seems like a very special woman. And . . . I don’t know what you’ve been told, but I’d like to help her. There is some interest in her case, and she could end up in a situation . . .”

He looked at Beatrice, was surprised to see her gazing at him indulgently, as though he were a missionary trying to convert her to some odd new faith.

The expression surprised him, and she seemed to sense his surprise, because her demeanor changed. But to something else incongruous: annoyance.

“That crazy girl,” she said with a laugh. “She’s always had a mind of her own.”

“Yes,” Folklory agreed. “Do you mind talking about . . . her?”

“Not at all,” Beatrice said, but she rose and stepped to the windowsill, where a variety of stuffed toy cats sat staring down onto the street, and she grabbed a tabby and returned to her chair and set the cat on her lap, stroking its inanimate head while she stared at her guest.

“I asked her,” Folklory began, “I know this is difficult . . . but I asked her why she did it, and she couldn’t provide a satisfactory answer.”

“She wouldn’t tell me either,” Beatrice said quietly. “She just shut down.”

“Did she get upset?” he asked.

“I couldn’t tell,” Beatrice replied. “She was just lying there.”

“Her heartbeat picked up at times with me,” Folklory said. “If I asked something she didn’t like. I noticed that.”

“That girl’s got secrets,” Beatrice noted.

“Do you have any idea why she did it?” Folklory asked before he remembered himself. “I’m not . . . this . . . my questions could have some bearing on how her, how her case is resolved. She could end up . . . well, let me be frank, if I may?”

Beatrice nodded.

“Some people who attempt suicide are turned over to research facilities. And I don’t want to see that happen to your daughter.”

“They told me about that,” Beatrice said, looking worried. Or doing a passable job of looking worried. What would Robert Folklory see if he looked into her mind? A child, he thought. The human mind doesn’t switch into pure, serious adulthood, the way most animal minds do. All of us keep some of the child about us. Some of us keep all of the child about us, the neurons never quite reforming themselves to achieve gravitas. Folklory realized he found her innocence refreshing, a counterpoint to the tragedy that had become her daughter’s life.

“Yes,” he said. “I’m not sure how much you’ve been told, or how you feel about it. But I don’t . . . I sort of question the value, or the ethics rather, of places like that. So my goal is just to make sure her rights are preserved. But to do that, I need to understand as much as I can about her situation, so I can do my part—it’s actually a formal report I would submit—to keep her out of, to keep her wherever she should be . . . to live her best life. I believe it still lies ahead of her, once they get her patched up.” Folklory cleared his throat, the image of Bianca walking out of the hospital under her own power stirring him with an aching hope. “And so your insight, as her mother . . . your insight would be a central factor.”

“What can I tell you?” she asked.

“Okay, first,” Folklory said, shifting in his seat, leaning forward, “you have no idea why she did it?”

“None at all,” Beatrice said, shaking her head earnestly.

“When was the last time you saw her?” he asked. “I mean, before she . . . she tried to end her life?”

“Oh, right before,” Beatrice said. “She came over for dinner, she left, and the police came by about an hour later to talk to me. You should have seen me crying.”

“I’m sure it was . . . one of the worst things a parent can be told,” Folklory said. “So, if I may ask . . . what did you talk about? At dinner?”

Beatrice looked away, the first time the childlike woman had done that.

Deception.

Folklory could almost see the way the neurons were talking to each other, arguing, working at a version of reality that was not the real version, or the complete version, assembling an answer that would keep certain things from this man in her home, for some reason.

Why?

He could read minds unaided, a little. His line of work made that inevitable. But without Metascan or the Cube, he’d remain in the dark about too much.

“Oh, the usual things,” Beatrice said, still looking away, as though sincerely trying to recall all the topics covered in her last meal with her daughter before her daughter tried to kill herself.

The woman’s expression changed. She leaned forward, smiled conspiratorially.

“Well . . . you know what she did, right?”

“I’m not clear on that, exactly,” Folklory said, committing his own half-truth.

“Fetish,” Beatrice whispered, pronouncing the word feet-tish. “For other people.”

“Yes,” Folklory said, playing along. She was just trying to change the subject, he knew, but he wasn’t going to learn any more about their dinner conversation anyway. “It was an . . . an adult service of some kind?”

“She was a performer,” Beatrice said. “It was for men’s . . .”

The woman raised her hand, masturbating an imaginary penis. But even now, the innocence prevailed, and Folklory struggled not to laugh.

“She made so much money,” Beatrice said, adding with a snap of her fingers. “Spent it like lightning.”

“What kinds of things did she spend her money on?” Folklory asked.

“Fast cars, wrecked ‘em just as fast,” Beatrice said. “And cripple currency.”

“Cripple currency?”

Beatrice laughed. “That’s what I thought she called it the first time she said it. And after she lost $10,000 in one day, we both called it that.” Beatrice sighed. “But she kept putting money into them.”

“She thought she’d hit it big,” Folklory said generously.

“The only thing she hit big,” Beatrice shot back, “was the East River.”

The woman laughed hard enough at her own joke she had to wipe her face, and Folklory waited until she’d regained her composure to continue.

“Something else I wanted to ask you about,” Folklory said. “Did she ever mention Kilroy?”

“Killjoy?”

“Kilroy.”

“Oh, sorry, I thought you said Killjoy,” Beatrice said. “Because she talked about them.”

“A company called Killjoy?” Folklory inquired, his pulse quickening.

“I think so. She got a call when she was over one day, and she said Killjoy, and I asked her about it and . . .” Beatrice made an elaborate pantomime of locking her mouth and throwing away the key.

“You don’t know what they wanted?” Folklory urged.

“Nope,” Beatrice said flatly. “That girl had a lot of secrets.”

“I think she had an intervention,” Folklory said.

“What’s that?”

“Neuronal intervention,” Folklory clarified. He was answered with another blank stare.

“An adjustment of her brain cells,” he continued. “It’s . . . you might have noticed something different about her. In her personality.”

Beatrice nodded slowly.

“So you did?” he said. “She did change?”

Beatrice stopped nodding and looked with frozen eyes at Folklory. She was, also like a child, not good at being dishonest about things she didn’t want to talk about.

“Not really,” she said finally. “Still the same Bianca.”

“The changes might not be noticeable at first,” Folklory said. “Was she epileptic?”

“Not at all.”

“Did she have any mental health issues?” he asked. “Depression, paranoia?”

“No.”

“Did she have any addictions?” he asked. “Because those might go away.”

“She wasn’t an addict,” Beatrice said, adding with a stage whisper and the back of her hand against her cheek, “except for a sex addict.”

She laughed, but Folklory winced. Some women were just sincerely, healthily interested in lots of sex, and some were that way as a warped answer to abuse they didn’t otherwise know how to process. And you couldn’t always tell the difference without Ultra Micron Array Analysis to look for clues among the neurons.

“Was her father part of her life?” he asked, again proceeding cautiously.

“Her father died in Iraq,” Beatrice said, her demeanor growing somber. “He was the best man I ever knew.”

“Did she know him?”

“Not at all,” Beatrice said. “He died in Iraq when she was still in my tummy.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Folklory said. “Did you ever marry again?”

“I wasn’t married to him,” Beatrice said. “We were just lovers.” She smiled tightly and clasped her hands between her thighs. “So it’s nothing you can look up.”

“Did she live with anyone?” Folklory asked. “Did she have a boyfriend?”

“Off and on,” Beatrice said. “She had her own place, so I don’t know all the details. But she used to say she was unlucky in love.” Beatrice raised her hand to her face again, confiding, “She always picked the bad boys.”

After a few more inconsequential exchanges, Folklory excused himself with the usual thanks and grace, but he left the meeting with a sense of disappointment. Bianca Silvestri was, at best, an ordinary girl, at worst one of the lesser creatures who called themselves human, squandering her beauty and her other blessings on a career as a sex performer—not a terrible thing on its own, but where all the proceeds were wasted. In the end, she might have nothing to show for her time on this planet, no real relationships, nothing left behind but ruined cars, all her money given away to cryptocurrency scammers.

But he had one thing to go on, dubious as it was: Killjoy. Someone or something by that name might have done Bianca’s intervention, tinkered with her neurons, jumbled things up enough that she ended up jumping off a bridge. They didn’t want to be found before, judging from the way they’d signed their work in her mind. And if they knew about her jump off the bridge, now they really wouldn’t want to be found.

Folklory tapped open his phone as soon as he was seated on the train, and the third result in the search gave him what he was looking for: Killjoy Behavioral Consulting Engineers, on the fourth floor of a nondescript office building in the city, on 7th Avenue.

This was not something he would call them about. He scrolled to the About page, found a name and a picture, got off at the next station and headed back into the city.

Dinner was at Teddy’s, a place he went to often enough they knew his face, if not his name. He checked into the Four Seasons, didn’t bother showering the next morning, just took a taxi to the address at 7th Avenue, took the elevator to the fourth floor, found the door and went in.




Chapter 7: ‘To Vee Kaujari’

Folklory glanced at the woman behind the counter before he took in the Killjoy lobby. It was a decent space, but not palatial. A designer green paint on the walls, marble baseboards and crown molding, matching silk chairs, a coffee table that looked like classical Chinese.

“May I help you?” the woman asked with the tone of someone tired of fielding solicitors.

“I’m Robert Folklory,” he said. “I’m here to see Vee Kaujari.”

“Do you have an appointment?” she asked.

“Not at all, but I need to speak to him,” Folklory said. “Now.”

She scowled doubtfully and tapped on her keyboard.

“What did you say your last name was?”

“Folklory.”

“Can you spell that?”

“F-O-L-K-L-O-R-Y”

She tapped out her message, hit send. “Okay, have a seat,” she said, watching her PC screen.

Folklory had barely sat when the door at the corner of the reception room burst open.

“Dr. Folklory?” said a small man in his 50s, peering at the philosopher reverently through thick glasses. “Is it really . . . it is you!”

Folklory offered his hand and his smile, leaning toward the man.

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Kaujari.”

Kaujari took Folklory’s hand in both of his.

“Can you stay?” he asked in a thick Central European accent. “Can you talk to me? I have all your books! Can you sign them?”

“Of course,” Folklory said, following Kaujari through the door and down a hall with nondescript office doors on one side, a single wide door on the other marked “AUTHORIZED PERSONAL ONLY” and “INTERVENTION’S IS BE IN PROGRESS WHEN LIGHT ON.” The light was, at present, not on.

Folklory followed Kaujari into a spacious office with two large windows and a wealth of what seemed to be original and very expensive art—a life-size bronze sculpture of an archer, abstract paintings on the walls, a psychedelic tapestry. Anyone who  could afford the equipment and get a state license for the work was doing very well at the moment.

As Folklory sat, Kaujari rushed to a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf, pulled three dog-eared books from the middle shelf and offered all of them to Folklory, along with a golden pen retrieved from its golden holder on his mahogany desk.

Folklory opened the first book, paused, considered, inscribed:

From Robert Folklory. To Vee Kaujari. On Behalf of Bianca Silvestri.

He signed the other two more conventionally, smiled and handed the books back to Kaujari, who was now seated at his desk.

“Thank you,” Kaujari gushed, setting the three books aside, and he leaned forward and opened his mouth to speak, but Folklory spoke first.

“Take a look at the first one,” Folklory said. “To make sure I signed it right.”

Robert Folklory and Vee Kaujari were in the same field, roughly, had the same understanding of the fine points of the human mind’s workings, but Folklory was at a decided advantage at the moment. He knew, because he had watched it happen in real time, how the mind shivers and readjusts under certain kinds of stress. Muggers know of the mechanism without needing to comprehend the science behind it, and it’s why their crimes sometimes begin with an act of otherwise senseless violence—because the violence makes the victim more cooperative. The initial punch didn’t have to be physical, Folklory knew. This would be an entirely impalpable assault.

He watched Kaujari open the book’s front cover. He watched the man read, comprehend, blink slowly, go pale.

He looked up, staring with disoriented eyes into Folklory’s.

Folklory waited, surprisingly untempted to speak. Anything he said would give Kaujari a foothold, something to reply to. Better to let the man flail for a moment before he was forced to conjure his own words unaided. What he chose to say under those conditions would be telling.

“You . . .” Kaujari at last managed to stammer, “knew her?”

“I did.”

“She wasn’t suppose to tell, she promise,” Kaujari protested, resorting to the first defense of rogues throughout history, and the world over: I’m innocent because you weren’t supposed to find out.

Still, Folklory held his peace while Kaujari fumbled in his mind to the next station of guilt: consequences.

“What you want, sir?” he said feebly.

“She jumped off the Brooklyn Bridge,” Folklory said.

Kaujari hit the back of his Corinthian leather chair as though blown into it, his eyes wide, his mouth open in shock and fear, but he went quickly from there to damage control.

“I did straight work on her,” he said, voice rising in panic. “You see all my paperworks, I do by the book everytimes, always. If she jumps, it’s all on her.”

“What did you do to her?” Folklory asked.

Kaujari put his hands on his desk before him, seemed to be struggling to regain his composure, and he tapped his temple cryptically before he scowled.

“Nothing that make a girl jump off a bridge, I tell you that,” he said, leaning forward, his confidence growing now that he had something specific to respond to.

“You didn’t sign your work properly,” Folklory said, adding with a hint of bitterness, “Kilroy was here.”

“It was all there,” Kaujari protested. “Studio name, address, license number.”

“Maybe,” Folklory conceded, wishing he’d continued to scroll through the meaningless phrase until he’d found something of substance. “But it was buried. Why?”

Kaujari sighed, leaned back, folded his arms, and Folklory guessed he was trying to figure out how much to share. But Kaujari seemed to have a sudden new thought, and he leaned forward.

“You were there for the post-mortem?” he asked. “You . . . you couldn’t have found it. Not after . . . I know for facts it break down five minute!”

“She didn’t die,” Folklory said.

Kaujari seemed truly gladdened by the news, almost euphoric.

“I hope she get better,” he said, nodding.

“What was the intervention for?” Folklory asked.

“Not depression,” he said, eyes narrowing defensively. “You can’t pin that on my.”

“Okay, what then?”

“Intelligence,” he said, tapping his temple again. “Got dam she was dumb.”

“Who designed the intervention?” Folklory demanded. “None of that is remotely proven.”

“It all speculative,” Kaujari said, “but I bring together a lot of research for it. I tell her might not work, no guarantee, she say do it anyway.”

“What did you charge?” Folklory asked.

“Nothing,” Kaujari said, shaking his head.

“Why did you do it?”

“Trade,” Kaujari said. “Let’s say it that.”

“She was a sex worker,” Folklory noted. “So was she—”

“No, no, nothing like that!” Kaujari exclaimed, raising his hands defensively. “I don’t even know what she do, really.”

Folklory considered abandoning the line of questioning. There was something sordid going on, but that’s not what he was here to investigate. He needed to confirm that Bianca had had an intervention, and what it was for.

But still, it might matter.

“You said it was a trade,” Folklory said. “What else did she have to trade but sex?”

“Just that,” Kaujari said, still being evasive, but dropping the kinds of clues Folklory could piece together. Honestly, he enjoyed this kind of thing. His grandfather had been a detective, and they said it could run in the bloodline.

“So if it wasn’t you,” Folklory said slowly, “enjoying her services . . . who was it? Someone in your family? Do you have a son?”

Kaujari looked out the window for a long moment.

“America,” he said, “it breaks you if you not strong. I come here. I’m strong where it counts. Start a bowling alley. Do construction. Make apartments. Now . . . this. But he was born here. I raise him by the only rule I know, he wants different rule, he goes out . . .” Kaujari held out his hands, as though holding a stick in them which he broke while making a sound with his mouth, “and America break him. He won’t study, I bail him out, he can’t get job, I bail him out, and then . . . that girl.”

“He engaged her services,” Folklory said, as though trying to put things delicately, “and refused to pay her.”

“So then she shows up, right,” Kaujari said, nodding and smiling, as though grateful he could share this with an understanding soul. “She show up with guy like you never seen. Gangsta.” Kaujari gestured down his body. “Chains. The rings. Bathrobe, with slippers.”

Folklory nodded grimly.

“They say, now you make it good however you can, for your son,” Kaujari recalled, “and I tell them, I do that . . . girl, I make you smart. How’s that? Smart?”

“She say yes, I do that thing . . .”

“Did it work?”

“I don’t know,” Kaujari said, shrugging. “She walk out, that guy come to get her, she leave, ignore all my follow up. I call, text, no reply! I been worried. Now I find out why. She jump off bridge.”

“She tried to kill herself Friday,” Folklory said. “When was the procedure?”

“Toward end of April.”

“So she ignored you for more than six weeks before she jumped.”

Kaujari shrugged and nodded.

“That guy come by too,” he said. “He asking me, where the girl, where Bianca? He think I do something to her, so I say, you last one who sees her, maybe I ask you that, maybe police ask you that, I don’t know where she got, but if you see her send her to me, for the follow up. He says yeah, sad like, so she ditches him too. He not so tough . . . bathrobe. Maybe she did get smart?”

“Would your son know where she might be?”

“Phlaw,” Kaujari said. “I send him packing. He back in Slovenia now, his uncle kicking his sorry ass all day to make coasters.”

“Coasters?”

“You know,” Kaujari said, making a circle with his hands, “what you set your glasses on?”

“Oh, right,” Folklory said. “Can you send me your interventional manifest?”

“You really want to see it?” Kaujari said, smiling broadly, his fears vanished from earlier in the meeting.

“I’m curious,” Folklory said. “I’ve talked to her a few times. And there’s a chance it worked.”

“What did she say?” Kaujari demanded excitedly.

“She was in a coma, so it wasn’t a normal conversation,” Folklory said. “We talked over Metascan. But she was curious. She seemed to understand some higher-end concepts. Or was trying to understand them.”

Kaujari positively glowed, until Folklory spoke again.

“And then she tried to kill herself,” he said. “And that’s with no history of attempts, no known mental disorders. So that might be on you.”

“She signed the waivers, the forms,” Kaujari said. “I did all warnings, and she said do it.”

Folklory scowled at the man.

“That doesn’t make it right,” he said. “If she’d paid you, you’d at least owe her a refund. And those forms are on very thin ice in the courts lately.”

Kaujari didn’t disagree, just stared through his glasses.

“And I don’t like how you signed your work,” Folklory added. “It was done to be deceptive. I could file a complaint with the state tomorrow morning, and you could lose—”

“It was done by Bianca’s request,” Kaujari said. “She didn’t want no one to know.”

“Know what?” Folklory said, and suddenly he was back in the girl’s hospital room, reading the only clue he had—Kilroy was here—and getting in return a panic so severe the nurses had to come running.

“She didn’t want no one to know she got a smarts boost,” Kaujari said. “She’s already smartest girl in the room. She tell you that.”

“Why did she want intelligence then?” Folklory demanded.

“I tell her it make you even smarter,” Kaujari said, laughing before he added, “I didn’t say what I could have said, all you gots is goulash up there and I gonna give you two brain cells to rub against each other for first time of your life.”

Kaujari stopped laughing, looked down somberly. “But maybe she know, you know, how dumb she was? I think my son know. Or he know now he was being so dumb.”

“Would you do that intervention on your son?” Folklory asked.

“No, that not what he need,” Kaujari said. “He need hard kick in his ass, which now he getting. He’s smart. Just don’t give a fuck.”

“Any idea why she did it?” Folklory asked. “Why she jumped?”

Kaujari shook his head. “Not even the sliver of a guess,” he replied. “But . . .”

“Yeah?”

“Nothing.”

“What were you gonna say?” Folklory asked.

“It’s in the manifest I send you, you find it there,” Kaujari said.

“Tell me now.”

“I’ll try to say the right words,” Kaujari offered. “Raw intelligence. That what they call it. Not emotional. Not emotional intelligence. That a side effect. You can see more, with smarts . . . not always a good thing. You see things that hurt you feelings now, and it hurt so bad make you stay up at night and cry tears in you ear, you know?”

“Makes sense,” Folklory said. “But that’s not the only risk with that intervention.”

Kaujari nodded soberly. Installing intelligence was one of the more dangerous projects. Sometimes it did real damage. Usually it accomplished nothing; human stupidity was well-represented throughout the brain’s infrastructure. By design, of course. Evolution favored it.

“And it almost killed her,” Folklory added.

“If that what it was,” Kaujari countered. “You ask her why she try killing herself, right?”

“Yes, she was evasive. But that doesn’t mean you’re in the clear.”

“Wait,” Kaujari said, and where there was elation in his face before, and pride, concern, defensiveness, now it had all been replaced by a visceral horror. “Wait . . . you gonna help her sue me? Is that what this about?”

“No,” Folklory said.

“For a cut?” Kaujari asked.

“No,” Folklory repeated, raising his hands. “In the unlikely event the lawsuit worked, I don’t need the money. But more importantly, that’s not what Bianca needs right now. Her overall well-being is my concern. I’m trying to keep her out of the Falcone place.”

“What Falcone want with her?” Kaujari asked, still looking deeply suspicious.

“Who knows?” Folklory said with a shrug. “They’re interested in suicides. They don’t know about your intervention, though. I’d tell them if I thought it would help her, but that’s hard to say.”

“You just here helping Bianca, okay?” Kaujari said hopefully.

“Yes, that’s the main thing,” Folklory replied, but he leaned forward, planning his elbows on his thighs and looking solemnly at the man. “But I’m not completely satisfied with the way you do business. I don’t like your signature.”

“It was a one-off,” Kaujari said with a wave, no indication of regret in the gesture. “I was only protecting her. She didn’t want no one to know.”

“Why do you think that was?”

“Most of them private,” Kaujari said. “But in her case . . . shit, you know what she tell me?”

“No, what?”

“That when she get even smarter, she gonna go on Wall Street and kick everyone’s ass. That’s what she say. I gonna kick they’s ass, they not even seen me coming, I eat their dinner for my breakfast, I . . . well, you see my meaning. She just dumb as goulash in pot three day.”

“If it worked, what would be different?” Folklory asked.

“I give her full battery,” Kaujari said. “Memory, curiosity boost, some frontal lobe shit. She was gonna be my star. Major endorsement.”

“She didn’t want anyone to know,” Folklory noted.

“Yeah, but I was gonna change her mind,” Kaujari said. “If she get smart the right way, she stop hiding about it. And I pay her, of course. She win.”

“Yes, but she reacted very strongly when I found the signature,” Folklory said. “So if she’s any smarter, it didn’t affect her sense of discretion. Or maybe there’s something else going on.”

“What you think?”

“No idea. She tried to kill herself. No one knows why, and she’s not talking.”

“I hope you help her,” Kaujari said, spreading his arms magnanimously. “She dumb, but I kinda like her. That guy she show up with, not so much. But there’s a sweet girl in there. Dumb, but sweet.”

Folklory laughed. “Why Killjoy?”

“Easier saying than Kaujari.”

“Why ‘Kilroy was here’?”

“Rhyme with Killjoy.”

“You sign all your work that way?”

“Not that many times, but sometimes. My great grandfather was Partisan. Fought Hitler. He finds it everywhere. In caves, on trains, in the toilet. He keeps a few of them, for souvenir. One on a board. Like, board made from wood. It still in our family. I have it now.”

Folklory got up to leave, shook Kaujari’s hand.

“We good, right?” the man said hopefully.

“We’re done for today,” Folklory said. “I can’t promise you won’t hear from me again. Or Bianca. Or the police, if she tries to kill herself again. And if she succeeds next time, you may be in for a hell of a Nantucket sleigh ride.”

Kaujari grimaced, crossed his arms and stared at his desk, his limited supply of English no longer sufficient to express his feelings.

Back on the street, Folklory hustled through a light rain back to the train station and found himself preoccupied—not by his unsatisfying exchange with Kaujari, but by something else, something Bianca’s mother had said.

She had never married Bianca’s father, she’d told Folklory, adding quite unnecessarily, “So it’s nothing you can look up.”

Why had she said it? Was the childlike woman taunting Folklory, daring him, challenging him? Or was it, far more likely (and strangely common, according to Ultra Micron Array Analysis), a message directed to someone else, and/or a message meant ultimately for her own consumption, the kind of thing people needed to hear themselves say out loud, to reinforce the meaning and their compliance with it?

On the train, Folklory glanced restlessly at his phone, glanced out the window at the beauty and ugliness of the metropolis when they were above ground, and worked without sufficient clues at the mystery.

Bianca was hiding something.

Beatrice was also hiding something.

He had things to write, a lecture to prepare. It was time to be done with this.

And that might have been it. But three weeks later, while Robert Folklory was on his laptop in his garden, researching neuronal interventions in traumatic memory recall, his phone rang.

“Robert?”

“Yeah?”

“Patrice Markowicz, Davenport General.”

“Hey, Patrice. How’s Bianca? I still think—”

“She’s gone.”

“What?”

“Bianca Silvestri’s gone.”




Chapter 8: A Search, and a Find

“Gone?” Folklory echoed. “As in, gone to Falcone? I thought she had another week left in the coma.”

“Two days,” Patrice said. “We were going to do the transfer to Falcone on Friday, but—”

“So they got her?” Folklory said.

“They were supposed to get her,” Patrice replied. “They missed.”

“I’m confused.”

“Well, basically,” Patrice said, drawing in a breath, “she escaped.”

“I’m still lost,” Folklory said. “She was in a coma.”

“We’re in the process of piecing it together,” Patrice said, “but working theory is she figured out how to get her meds turned off, and she came to and walked out.”

“Holy . . .” Folklory said slowly. “Okay. Thanks for the heads up.”

“Any ideas?”

“About what?”

“How she got out, where—”

“I’ve got nothing. I haven’t talked to her since the day after she jumped, and I almost killed her, as you recall. Oh, and I talked to her mom, nothing there either.”

“Wait, you talked to her mother?”

“Yeah, Beatrice Silvestri. You sent me her address, and I followed up. She couldn’t help me, though. And I met with the guy who did her intervention.”

“Who did her intervention?”

“Killjoy, in the city. He said he gave her intelligence. And it seems to have worked.”

“I would have loved to have been told all this,” Patrice said with obvious disappointment.

“The only reason you asked me to get involved was to keep her out of Falcone,” Folklory shot back. “Nothing I’ve learned helped with that. In fact, the intervention would probably make her more interesting to them.”

“That could be, but—”

“Why are you trying so hard to find her?” Folklory asked. “She got away. Falcone doesn’t get her. Happy ending all around.”

“First of all, she’s at risk of trying to kill herself again,” Patrice said. “And now she’s a fugitive. Can’t buy a car, get a job, show her face. So her life’s gonna suck, and then she’ll get found anyway and go straight to Falcone, if not somewhere worse. But if we can get to her first, we still might be able to make a case for keeping her free.”

Folklory’s next words came edged with bitterness. “You know what? Maybe she belongs at Falcone. Maybe what they’ll dig up on her will actually do someone else some good. I’m—”

“Hey, Robert?”

“Yeah?”

“Before you hang up on me . . . any practical advice? Anything? Just as someone who knew her? I’ve called her mom, she says she knows nothing. Someone’s watching her place, but no sign of her there. You’re one of the few people who have talked to her, maybe you could—”

“How’d she get away?” Folklory asked. “Maybe start there.”

“We’re pretty sure she got to one of the nurses, but we’re still trying to narrow it down.”

“How’d she do that?”

“Everyone’s been doing Metascan with her, and we think she persuaded someone to swap out her IV bag, and she—”

“Wait,” Folklory said. “So she comes to. She’s gotta unplug from everything. Didn’t someone notice her vitals going blank?”

“Shift change at 11,” Patrice said darkly. “Takes about 20 minutes. She was waiting.”

“Wooo,” Folklory said. “You’ve checked the cameras, right?”

“Yeah, we’ve got cameras in the lobby and near the elevators, caught a few people who could have been her, but she must have gotten clothes from somewhere, a hat.”

“Look for a guy in a bathrobe,” Folklory offered.

“Huh?”

“Kind of joking here, but she’s been seen with a guy who dressed that way. Apparently considered a fashion statement in the circles where she used to run.”

“Right,” Patrice said doubtfully.

“Wait, wait, I might have something,” Folklory said.

“What?”

“Find her father,” he replied. “There might be something going on there.”

“Father’s unidentified, we already checked that.”

“Yeah, Beatrice was very evasive there,” Folklory said. “But I’m talking about DNA. Track that. I’m sure you got a sample?”

“Like, you think she’ll leave a trail of DNA to her dad?”

“No,” Folklory said. “Give her DNA to all the services, like the cops do. If they find someone related, they let you know.”

“We’re not cops,” Patrice said.

“Tell them you are,” Folklory said. “Lie.”

“I don’t even know where to start with that.”

“Look up Generations,” he said. “That’s one of them. Get her DNA read here in town, upload the file, wait. Maybe you’ll get something back.”

“Okay, maybe,” Patrice said. “That’s better than nothing. So, thanks for that.”

“Glad to help.”

~ ~ ~

Folklory was at a coffee shop three mornings later when Patrice called again.

“Hey.”

“Robert, I’ve got some names,” she said.

“Of what?”

“Of Bianca’s relatives. They’re in Spokane.”

“Damn. Who are they?”

“Well, I have one name,” Patrice said. “Earlene Hutto. Maybe cousin once removed, or second cousin. I have her phone number. You want me to text it to you?”

“Have you called her?” Folklory asked, sitting up.

“I thought you’d want to do the honors.”

“Okay, send it over,” Folklory said. “But as before, no promises.”

“You’re my hero.”

“Yup.”

Patrice hung up and Folklory stared at his phone, took a deep breath when the number rolled in, and he leaned back, took another sip of coffee, tapped the number.

“Hello?”

“Earlene Hutto?”

“Speakin.’”

“My name’s Robert Folklory, I’m calling from New York City, and I’m trying to track down someone who might have been related to you.”

“Uh huh?”

“I don’t have a name, only that he lived in or around New York City maybe 25 years ago or so, and maybe he was in his 20s or 30s.”

“Wait, what? Who are you?”

“Robert Folklory.”

“Who are you asking for?”

“I don’t know his name. I wonder if you do. He was born, guessing maybe 50 or 60 years ago, and he ended up in New York City. Or New York state, at least. We’re trying to track him down as part of a project. He might have some relatives here we need to identify. And he might be related to you. Possibly served in Iraq, might have died.”

“Oh, I don’t know about all that, now.”

“Would you have any guesses, though? About who it might be?”

“No. No idea. The only family I got out there are the Burrisses.”

“Burrisses?”

“Around Albany and such. Papa said they’re family, but I never seen ‘em.”

“Do you know what they did?”

“Candy shop in Altamont is what he said. Hey, I gotta go.”

“Thank you.”

The line went dead, but Folklory had enough to go on to keep at the chase. A search of Altamont businesses turned up three candy shops, and the woman at the third one said they’d bought the business from Sheldon Burriss. She didn’t know his number but thought he was Catholic. The secretary at St. Mary’s in Altamont was surprisingly helpful when Folklory told her he was trying to connect with Mr. Burriss’s relative, giving him the man’s home phone number. Folklory dialed it immediately.

“Hello?” answered a young woman.

“Hi, I’m hoping you can help me with something,” Folklory said cautiously. “I’m trying to find someone who might be related to Sheldon Burriss, and who might have been in the New York City area about 25 years ago.”

“Uncle Paul?” the woman said.

“Paul Burriss?” Folklory said. “Is that his name?”

“Well, Paul, yeah. No one’s seen him in, like, a minute.”

“Did he serve in the military? Maybe was . . . lost . . . in Iraq?"

“I don’t think so.”

Folklory heard an older man’s voice, drawing nearer. “Who’s that?” was faintly audible.

“Someone calling about Uncle Paul.”

“Give me the phone,” said the man, and Folklory heard a thud and the rumbles of a phone changing hands.

“Who’s this?” the man barked.

“Robert Folklory.”

“What ya want?”

“I was trying to track someone down. Paul Burriss, maybe. Was he in New York, somewhere near the city, about 25 years ago?”

“Paul?”

“I think that’s his name.”

“What business of it is yours?”

“I’m just trying to get some information about him,” Folklory said. “I might know—”

“Is he alive?” the man hissed. He was whispering now, the echo suggesting his hand was over the phone’s receiver.

“I don’t know,” Folklory said. “I lost track of him 25—”

Folklory went silent when he heard the voice of an older woman, the echo suggesting she’d just entered the room, her words too quiet to be understood.

“It’s no one,” the man shouted.

“Someone thinks he found Uncle Paul,” said the younger woman, speaking in the background, her voice clear.

The older woman’s shriek poured from the phone in Folklory’s hand, followed by high-pitched weeping. Folklory, desperate to understand the drama being played out at the home in Altamont, chanced pressing his phone against his ear, listening.

More shouts, the voice of the young woman asking, “Momma, what is it?”, the voice of the older man trying to comfort the older woman. Folklory could make out the words “okay,” and “He can’t come around here, you know that.”

“That bastard!” the woman shouted.

“Momma!” the young woman said with reproach, her tone that of someone hearing a parent curse.

Another thud, and the line went dead. He’d been hung up on.

Folklory looked up from his coffee, expecting that the dozen other patrons of the little shop in the Hamptons would be staring at him. The intensity of the emotions he’d triggered had created the illusion that the family had been here with him. But no, it had all happened on his mobile phone, and everyone sitting closest to him were sporting buds in their ears. He set his phone down with relief and pondered what had just happened.

Paul Burriss.

It was a name. But was it Bianca’s father? Maybe, but Folklory had doubts. The young woman didn’t think Paul Burriss had ever served in the military, much less died in Iraq.

It wasn’t just any name, though. For the people at the other end of the phone, it was a name connected with something terrible.

Folklory opened a new document on his laptop and typed in everything he could recall hearing. Exact words could be vital to understanding:

Young woman, maybe the daughter, speaking to the older woman: Someone thinks he found Uncle Paul

Older woman: screaming

Young woman: Momma, what is it?

Older man, maybe the young woman’s father, speaking to older woman: He can’t come around here, you know that.”

Older woman: That bastard!

Young woman: “Momma!”

Folklory stared at the brief dialogue, parsing, guessing, speculating, dialed Patrice.

“Hey, Robert!” she said brightly.

“Any sign of Bianca?” he said.

“Not at all,” Patrice replied. “Not that we’re looking for her. Where would we start?”

“I might have found her father. Or something.”

“Tell me.”

“The lady in Spokane you found said she had distant family in Altamont, near Albany. I found them. The girl who answered mentioned Uncle Paul, then someone else, maybe her dad, got on the phone, then I guess it was the mom who walked in, and when the daughter said ‘Uncle Paul’ she went ballistic. I heard her say ‘bastard,’ I heard the dad say, wait, uh, ‘He can’t come around here.’”

“Bianca’s dad’s name is Paul?”

“Paul Burriss,” Folklory said. “Two Rs, two Esses. And here’s a story I came up with, if you want to hear it.”

“Shoot.”

“He’s uh, he’s Sheldon Burriss’s brother. Sheldon Burriss lives in Altamont. Something terrible happened between Paul and his brother’s family. Especially his wife. But they didn’t tell their daughter. And then Paul heads to New York City, meets Beatrice, they have an affair, Bianca results.”

“And then he goes to Iraq and dies,” Patrice said.

“Not sure about that,” Folklory said. “The niece didn’t seem to think he’d been in the military.”

“Hmm.”

“So admittedly, all this might be a rabbit hole,” Folklory said. “Wrong DNA, wrong family, wrong guy.”

“Interesting drama, though,” Patrice said.

“Yup,” Folklory agreed. “So now it’s your turn. Paul Burriss. If you want to keep digging into this, that’s your lead. Maybe there’s a military record there, something somewhere in New York.”

“And then . . .” Patrice said, “where do you see things going if we track him down?”

Folklory laughed before he replied.

“Good question,” he said. “But I’m operating on knowledge for knowledge’s sake. If you turn anything up, we can figure out what to do with it then.”

“Should I call Beatrice and just ask her?” Patrice asked uncertainly.

“Ball’s in your court, but I’m thinking not,” Folklory said. “I feel like she’s hiding something. I don’t think she wants us to know about the dad. So if we start asking before we know what we’re talking about, she’s going to shut down.”

“Makes sense.”

“Element of surprise,” he added.

“Yeah.”

“Good luck.”

“Thanks.”

Over the next few days, Folklory made a few half-hearted attempts at finding Paul Burriss. This wasn’t his specialty, and he turned up nothing. Or not nothing, really. Dozens of Paul Burrisses, all over the country, some born a year ago, some natives of the Midwest and still living there, a 15-year-old in Flatbush.

Patrice had no more luck. Two days after their conversation, on a rainy Saturday morning, she texted, “Dead end. No Paul Burriss ever existed that matches the description.”

He looked at his phone, scowled, set it back on the secretary in the sitting room. He’d poured a lot of time into the worst kind of case: compelling, interesting, but ultimately hopeless. He couldn’t help the girl because she didn’t want to be helped. And he’d learned nothing, either, about anything, which was rare. Maybe he’d take a break from trying to help people, study people, keep them out of Falcone’s institute.

He returned his attention to the article on his laptop, heard a noise in the background that sounded like thunder, ignored it again, realized someone was tapping on his door.

Another one of those damned faces people kept sending him, he thought, feeling instant sympathy for whatever poor delivery person had to work in this weather.

He left the sitting room, crossed the foyer, pulled open his grand front door, and found not a package in the arms of a courier, but an unburdened, bedraggled, black-haired female, squinting up at him through wet lashes, a half-smile on her beautiful face.

“Robert?” she said.

“Uh . . . yeah?”

“You probably don’t remember me,” she said, her voice rich with Bronx vinegar. “But I’m Bianca. We met at the hospital. Can I come in?”




Chapter 9: Bianca Gets a Tour

Folklory, eyes wide, stared at the girl as he backed up and allowed her into his home.

“People are looking for you,” he said quietly, shutting the door behind her.

“Keep talking,” she said, crossing her arms, her eyes suddenly as wet as her hair.

She was plainly dressed, in the kind of castoff things you find at thrift stores: yellow sweatpants, brown sweatshirt with blue stitching at the seams, black sneakers. But underneath was the body of the girl from the hospital, her curves as apparent as they’d been beneath her gown and blankets.

“What am I supposed to say?” he asked. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“This is weird,” she said, pressing the heel of her right hand against each of her eyes. “Can I see your house?”

“Bianca,” he said, staring hard at the girl, finding her appearance a distraction but not an insurmountable one. It was her eyes that moved him most. Cat’s eyes, green and almond-shaped and looking out at him with a subtle mix of playfulness and curiosity. There was an intelligence in them that he was certain had not suddenly appeared after the intervention. Dumb as she might have been—or might still be—her looks had arranged themselves otherwise.

There was still a slight swelling around her left eye, but her olive skin was unblemished, her nose assertive but not overlarge, her mouth a straight, serious line until she smiled slightly and passed her fingers through her thick black hair, which dropped to her shoulders except in front, where it had been cut—presumably by her nurses—into a jagged bang line.

“I need to know why you’re here,” Folklory said finally.

“Can we just sit down, then?” she asked, and she shuffled nervously, her wet sneakers making waffle patterns on the foyer’s slate floor. “I’m crazy-tired and my shin hurts like fuck.”

Folklory turned, motioned her to follow him into the sitting room, and he returned to his chair before the secretary while she limped into the room, favoring her right leg, and dropped heavily onto the loveseat. She leaned forward, rested her face in her hands briefly, looked up at him, eyes squinting beneath her bangs.

“When you’re in a coma, you can cry, but no tears come out,” she said. “I hated that.”

“You cried?” Folklory said.

“So did you,” Bianca said.

“I did,” Folklory confessed, suddenly deeply embarrassed about getting emotional when he first looked upon Bianca’s crumpled form. “Completely unprofessional.”

“It broke me,” she said.

“I’m sorry.”

“No, it broke me open,” she added. “Like an egg. There was a time in my life where I didn’t hear Robert Folklory cry, and then a second time after I heard him cry. Two parts of my life. Different parts.”

“You were in a legally mandated coma,” Folklory said, determined not to let this girl get the better of him again. “You should still be in one.”

“I got out, though,” she said, not proudly, not victoriously, just stating a fact.

“How?”

“I can’t say,” she replied.

“Why?”

“To not go to Falcone.”

“You really don’t want to go?”

“No, especially after they told me I couldn’t read your books there.”

“Who told you that?”

“I don’t know, one of the people. They actually looked into it for me and said no, it would corrupt the research. No Robert Folklory.”

“Why did you jump off the bridge?” Folklory asked, because he’d decided it was time to go ahead and upset her, get her mad at him so it would be easier to have her picked up and taken away.

She just stared at him blankly.

“You’re not going to answer me then?”

She shrugged, shoulders rising to her ears, dropping.

“Okay, I’m taking that as a no,” Folklory said. “And I’ll tell you again, like I said at the hospital, that knowing why you did it could keep you out of the Falcone Institute.”

Blank stare.

“You got very upset the last time we talked,” he said, cautiously preparing to revisit the details of that moment, to provoke her the same way he had before, because that would settle things. She wouldn’t go into cardiac arrest, he was certain, just scream at him and maybe leave, or maybe dare him to call the authorities, which he would.

“I remember that,” she said.

“The nurses kicked me out.”

“Yup,” Bianca said. “Kilroy was here.”

“You’re not upset about that now?” Folklory said with disappointment. “Because you were very upset then.”

“I’m not upset,” she said. “I was just surprised.”

“I talked to Kaujari,” he said. “He told me what happened.”

“Oh yeah, his son,” Bianca said, not revealing any disturbance at all. She was smiling in fact.

“He’s back in Slovenia,” Folklory said.

“What’s he doing there?”

“Making coasters,” Folklory said, picking up the marble coaster from his secretary. “Kaujari told me he tried to give you intelligence.”

Bianca leaned back, laced her fingers together across her belly, looked down, looked up at Folklory, grimaced, her eyes wet.

“It’s been happening every day,” she said.

“What?”

“Sorry, I’m having a thing,” she said. “One of my new things.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Especially since I left the hospital. I’m looking at something, or thinking about something, and I remember . . . it’s like a fork in the road, two at the same time . . . I remember what I would have done, or would be thinking, and then I see what makes actual sense. I’d see a guy on the train, and think, ‘Ooh, he’s a bad boy, it would be so spanking with him,’ and then another part is just, like . . . ‘No.’ But it’s not like that, it’s not like I’m fighting with myself. I look at him and I instantly see all the fuckups he’s capable of, that he’d make me a part of. So it’s just . . . No. No way. Never.”

“Better romantic common sense,” Folklory offered.

“Better everything,” Bianca said. “Like today. I saw an ad at the station for Bhingh, and I remembered what I would have thought, that I should—"

“Bhingh?”

“An alternative currency,” Bianca said. “I was so into those. And I lost so much money, you would shit. And the ad, this poster, it was kicking, and I would have looked it up, and bought it, and this time . . . it’s just these new ideas . . . ‘Binky, what do you think’s—‘”

“Binky?”

“That’s what I call myself. ‘Binky, what do you think’s gonna happen? The same thing. Duh.”

“Your mom called them cripple currencies.”

It was a strategic observation, and Folklory watched the girl’s face carefully. He didn’t have her on Metascan, wasn’t looking at her mind through the Cube, but there was still much you could tell about someone’s thoughts if you knew what to look for.

“You talked to my mom?” she asked, looking at Folklory with not just surprise, but a sudden, distinct fear.

“Yes, a few days after I talked to you,” Folklory said. “I went to her place to ask about you.”

“What did she tell you?” Bianca asked, her voice shaking, her face betraying a fight-or-flight level of neuronal agitation.

“You haven’t seen her?” Folklory asked, doing his best not to reveal his own thinking, that Bianca was terrified of something, and her mother was somehow involved.

“I, I . . . no way,” she said, laughing nervously. “That’s the first place they’d look for me.”

“Where have you been?” Folklory asked. “You left the hospital three days ago.”

“The library,” she replied. “What did she say about me?”

“That she cried,” Folklory said. “That she didn’t know why you did it. Why did you do it?”

Bianca smiled and leaned back, her comfort restored as she returned to familiar territory. She would rather be asked why she’d tried to kill herself than hear about her mother, a fact that by itself was significant.

“You were at the public library?” he said. “The whole time?”

“Not at night,” she said. “But there are places where you can go.”

“Where?” he asked, because it might be important.

“Where do you think?” she asked.

“I really wouldn’t be able to guess,” he said.

“No, I mean, you know what I was doing, right?”

“You mean, your profession?”

“Profession,” she said with a chuckle. “Yeah. What was my profession?”

It was the way she asked it that struck Folklory. She leaned forward, smiled slightly, opened her eyes at him as though daring him to say it . . . Terrified one moment, strangely alluring the next.

“Sex worker,” he said. “But I don’t know what kind.”

“I wasn’t a fuck-me whore, I was a see-me whore,” she said with a sharp laugh. “Guys pay for that.”

“Synthetic reproduction,” Folklory said. “It’s always—”

“What?”

“Sorry, a term of art,” Folklory said. “It’s a—”

“Oh, from your book.”

“In my book,” Folklory said. “Not from my book. Did you read it?”

“They only had two copies at the library, and they were both checked out.”

“I’ve got some copies here,” he said. “You’re welcome to one.”

“I’d like that,” she said, brightening. “But you’ll have to explain it to me. Half the words I probably won’t know. I can barely read your Wikipedia article.”

“I can try to explain it, sure,” Folklory said doubtfully, fairly certain their time together was going to end soon. And forever. “What did you do with Kaujari’s son?”

“He wanted to pretend I was his girlfriend, so I was spending the day with him for 10 hours over the PC like, for a week, and he paid for the first day but then his credit card broke and he said he was good for it so I kept doing it and totaling up the hours and it was sort of cute—”

Bianca went silent and leaned forward, eyes closed, one hand gently stroking her right knee, the one with the hairline fractures, while she passed through a torment created entirely within her own mind.

For close to a minute, she sat in emotional exile, sniffing, passing fingertips against her closed eyes, moving her mouth quietly, no sound coming out. Finally she breathed in, huffed out, looked at Folklory with a tortured smile.

“We cooked together,” she said. “We put our cameras in our kitchens like we were in the same place, and we cooked together and talked about cooking and just chit-chatted and read together and watched TV, and half the time I had clothes on like a real girlfriend, and he was so . . . so lonely.”

Bianca lost herself again, briefly, before she looked up.

“It’s weird, you know? Sometimes . . . sometimes, when I remember something that didn’t hurt then, it hurts now. Because I can, I don’t know, it’s like I can see through it. It’s like looking at a picture, and before, you just saw the picture, of people like, and then it turns your brain out and now you see inside the picture, and what everyone’s thinking, and feeling . . . and feeling . . . and you feel the same thing, and it just, just, it takes your breath away. And that’s why you cried. That’s why you cried. You didn’t just see a girl there. You saw inside me. You saw past the picture. That was just . . . life-changing. My life changed. Cuz I got it. And I knew I got it. And it’s happening to me now too.”

Folklory fought a new wash of emotion. Crying now wouldn’t help with this deeply difficult conversation.

“I looked at Killjoy’s notes,” he said. “What he did was surprisingly simple, but it seems like it was valid.”

“What did he do?”

“I don’t get all of it,” Folklory said. “It’s not my field. But my best understanding, in layman’s terms, a big part of it, was that he flipped the switch that enables third degree speculation.”

Bianca responded with a blank stare, so Folklory continued. “Humans are smart enough to know the first result of many things we can do, and maybe the result of that result. But most minds don’t go past that. We don’t want to know. We don’t need to know. The brain doesn’t let us know. But you had the facility. Not everyone does. And Killjoy just hooked it up.”

“Yeah, that’s happening,” Bianca said. “I can feel it.”

“That’s the easiest thing he did to understand,” Folklory continued. “But there were others. You made it here. How’d you find my address?”

“I asked a librarian,” she said. “Your name’s on the deed for this place.”

“Of course. But knowing who to ask is another sign of intelligence. Where did you stay at night?”

Folklory was second-guessing every question. He should be calling the authorities, not making small talk. But then, the girl in his sitting room might represent a breakthrough, a successful new mission in the war on stupidity. Falcone might get her for years. Folklory deserved at least a few more minutes with her.

“I didn’t have a brothel to go stay at,” she said. "In case you were wondering. Or a client where I could spend the night. So it was one of the shelters. Not great sleep, though. I was in a room with other women, and they sleep worse than the men. They scream a lot in their sleep. What are you writing now?” she asked, nodding at his laptop.

“I was researching when you got here,” he said, and he closed his laptop symbolically and looked at the girl. “I wasn’t writing.” He paused. “Bianca, we’ve got a problem.”

“What problem?”

“You’re basically a fugitive. You’re wanted, and I need to call someone and get you where you’re legally supposed to go.”

“Don’t,” she said simply.

“Well, I—”

“No,” she said, “I mean, you don’t have to. I looked it up.”

“Looked what up?”

“The law,” she said. “The librarian helped me. It’s all on their computers. There’s a kickass loophole.”

“A kickass loophole,” he echoed, and Bianca nodded with heartbreaking earnestness.

“Tell me more,” he said.

“I’m disputing it,” she said. “Or I’m going to dispute it. That means I get a hearing. I want a hearing.”

“You have to have grounds for a dispute,” Folklory said.

“I do have grounds,” she said.

“What grounds?”

“You.”

“Me?”

“Yes. You’re a star in your field, and you can say you need to conduct an individual study before you can, um, endorse or whatever, me going to that place.”

“I’m not qualified,” Folklory said flatly.

“Yes you are,” she said. “You have those books.”

“It’s almost all writing about other people’s research,” he said.

“You know how to use those things,” she persisted, voice growing mildly panicked. “Those things that could read my mind.”

“So do the nurses there,” he said with a laugh. “Including whatever nurse you somehow cajoled into—”

“Cajoled?” Bianca interrupted.

“Persuaded, convinced,” Folklory said.

“Oh, right. I thought . . . never mind.”

“Bianca,” Folklory said, leaning back and sighing, eyes aimed at the floor, “on the rare occasion disputes work, they’re issued by law enforcement as part of a criminal case . . . or a federal agency, with a compelling need for—”

“Or a bunch of other people, I know,” Bianca interrupted. “You can be one.”

“I’m not even sure where I’d start,” Folklory said.

“There’s an online form you can fill out,” Bianca said. “So you just fill it out.”

“But what . . . what would I find that would keep you out of Falcone?” Folklory asked. “You’re just buying yourself 30 days.”

“Exactly,” Bianca said, nodding.

“But then you’d still go in,” he said.

“We have 30 days to keep me out,” she said.

“We?” Folklory said.

“You want to, right? You hate Falcone, right? And all those people?”

“No. I don’t hate anyone. I just don’t agree with their methods. I want—”

“You hate their methods then,” she said.

“Okay.”

“So keeping me out hurts their methods.”

Folklory laughed. The dumb girl was still dumb in some ways, but she was coming up with everything she, in her limited capacity, could imagine, and he couldn’t help but admire her determination. Of course, it was her freedom on the line.

Could he save her? Probably not. But could he try without significant risk to himself? Probably not. She was a sex worker. The optics were terrible. The ethics probably weren’t much better. But he grabbed his laptop, opened it and set it on his lap.

“You’re going to?” Bianca asked.

“I’m going to humor you, briefly,” Folklory said. “Let me have a look at the form. There’s a good chance it’s not going to do what you think it does.”

“Can I read something while you do it?”

Folklory gestured vaguely at the row of books lined up across the top of the secretary, squeezed between a set of marble bookends, Aristotle’s face on one, Bentham’s on the other—another gift of faces from someone he couldn’t remember.

Bianca picked up the first book in the row, inspected the dust jacket, set it down, picked up the second, and she was reaching for the third before Folklory noticed the aimlessness of her search and reached up for the thickest book in the array.

“Start with this,” he said. “Introduction to modern philosophy.”

“Did you write it?”

“No,” he said with a chuckle, “but I know some of the people who did. Ultra Micron Array Analysis has rendered most of it irrelevant, but it’s a great place to start. You’ll find the building blocks there.”

Bianca took it and limped back to the loveseat.

“It always hurts?” he asked.

“Now and then,” she replied without looking up, turning to the book’s introduction. “When I walk too far, or when I’m stressed.”

“Why is it hurting now?”

“Stress.”

“How did you get here?”

“Zip.”

“How did you pay for it?”

“Boyfriend’s account.”

Folklory looked up, studied the girl blankly. The answer annoyed him for some reason. She looked up as well, two pairs of eyes studying each other, communicating wordlessly.

“I’m not abusing it,” she blurted. “He said I could use it whenever I needed, to get around, to get to him. He’s rich, so I could probably use it every day, but seriously, I’ve done maybe four trips the last year.”

“Did you think about asking him to take you in?” Folklory asked.

“Take me in?” Bianca said. “What? No. I haven’t seen him in a year and a half. I mean, we were sort of together for a while.” She raised her hands over her chest, made a heart with her fingers, pulled them apart, extended her lower lip. “And then, we parted. As friends. But he couldn’t take, you know, me. The old me.”

“That’s how you think of it? Old Bianca, new Bianca?”

“I do,” she said. “Can you fill out that form for me please?”

For the next hour, Bianca read from the modern philosophy book, one slow page after the other, putting her finger over the hard words, looking up things in the glossary, the picture of someone punching admirably well above their academic weight. Meanwhile, Folklory worked at his laptop, typing sometimes, shuffling through website pages sometimes, laughing now and then.

Whenever he laughed, Bianca looked up, but she never asked him what was funny, probably because she didn’t want to slow him down.

“Before I hit send,” he said, setting his laptop on the secretary and glancing out the window at the clearing sky, “let’s take a walk.”

“You’re done?” Bianca asked hopefully.

“I think so, but this is not something one does lightly,” he said. “As soon as I hit that button, all hell’s going to break loose.”




Chapter 10: Bianca Gets Dressed

Folklory stood, Bianca rose as well, more slowly, wincing.

“Ideally, you’d be on crutches,” he said, moving past the girl and to the door into the foyer. “Or still in the coma.”

“They told me at the hospital it would heal faster once I started walking on it.”

“Unless it breaks,” he retorted.

“It’s almost all healed. They X-rayed it Monday.”

“And gave you the diagnosis?”

“I heard them talking.”

“The ballroom,” Folklory announced, leading the way into a large space with a high ceiling, curved stairs to the left leading to a second-floor gallery, rows of whimsical faces staring out between artwork that was alternately landscapes and abstracts.

“More faces,” Bianca said.

“People send them to me.”

“Why?”

“It started as a joke,” he said. “But I like them.”

“Do you have parties?”

“I’ve had a few.”

“Are you married?”

“No,” he said. “I was though. Twice.”

“Do you have a girlfriend?”

“I seem to be between them at the moment.”

“What’s the problem?” Bianca asked.

“Uh, with what?” Folklory asked back.

“You should have a girlfriend,” Bianca said. “I knew so many losers who had them, and you’re way better than them.”

“That’s nice of you to say,” Folklory said, struck by the girl’s artlessness. Was that another artifact of her new intelligence, or something that had always been there?

Folklory pulled open the French doors at the ballroom’s far end, escorted Bianca onto a veranda edged by a white stone balustrade, and the two gazed out at the sloping mowed lawn, the two-story, blue stucco guest house to the left, the carriage house on the right, the gazebo directly ahead, and the edge of his little woods.

“This is crazy nice,” she said. “Don’t you want someone?”

“Yes,” he said. “The right someone.”

“What would they be like?” she asked.

“I’m old enough that I’ve given up making checklists,” he said. “Sometimes a woman seems perfect on paper, and then we meet and . . . something’s off.”

“Is that your forest? Can we go there?”

“There are stairs over here,” he said, turning to the right, back to the house, where a narrow flight of stone steps led the short distance down to the yard.

“You’re too picky,” she said, putting both feet on each step to descend.

“A lover’s like another country,” Folklory replied, not sure how he felt about having his life critiqued by a girl who had, so far, not done herself any favors in the romance department. “You have to learn all the rules, new ways of looking at things, a new language almost . . . and there are a lot of countries I don’t want to go to anymore.”

“Does she need to be like you, or different from you?” Bianca asked, leading the way, gingerly, over the wet grass and the brick path where her wet sneaker prints marked every limping step to the gazebo.

“A little of both, I think,” he said.

“Why did you get divorced?”

Folklory followed the girl up the steps to the gazebo, taking a seat opposite her, smiling indulgently.

“Which time?”

“Both times.”

“I’m sure you aren’t expecting full answers.”

“Short answers, then,” she said. “I need to know about you. I want you to be a man.”

“A man,” Folklory said, uncertain where the conversation was headed.

“Instead of what you’ve been, in my head,” she said. “Which is impossible.”

“What do you mean?”

“I told you,” she said. “When I heard you cry for me. A total stranger. And then you talked to me. And then you said what you said. It was like you were exactly what I needed. And I didn’t know how you could do that. It was like you knew me, like you always knew me, and I turned you into this god.”

Folklory laughed. “In that case, I’m glad you’re here. I hope your disillusionment isn’t coming too fast.”

“You still seem like God,” she said. “This seems like heaven.” She looked up at the angelic face hanging from the post to her right. “Is that one of your exes?”

“No,” he said, regarding the carved white marble. “Just another gift. Rumor is it looked down from a baptismal alcove. Okay, let me tell you about my divorces. It’s probably therapeutic . . . for you . . . So, when people started to buy my books and pay attention to me, it changed my relationship with my first wife. And then—”

“You had an affair,” Bianca said.

“We both did,” Folklory said. “For different reasons in the end. But my first book—my first book that anyone bought—was the original reason. It makes you a different person. Success like that. It makes both of you different people. And if I . . . if both of us had been more mature, I think we could have made it through. Or, I don’t know. Maybe not. There were always things there, but you ignore them while you focus on your dreams. And then dreams happen, and you . . .”

His voice trailed off, because there was a pain there he didn’t want to pull out right now.

“Second divorce?” Bianca said.

Folklory chuckled before he answered. There was a softness to her tone, an innocent curiosity. She just wanted to know. There was no reply he could give that would offend her, he realized, given what she did for a living. And she was asking because—or so it felt to him—because she cared, because she wanted to understand him, because the travails of a fellow human being meant something to her. Her sweetness was disarming. Amusing. Endearing.

“The books again,” Folklory said.

“Go on.”

“She said she loved me because of my books,” Folklory said with a bitter snort. “Quickest path to a man’s heart. At least she read them. But turns out the money and fame meant more to her. Her appreciation of the concepts was surface deep. And money and fame get old . . . and my book-writing soul wasn’t enough to make up for it.”

“Book-writing soul,” Bianca repeated reverently. “Is that what you are?”

“Please don’t quote me on that,” he said, leaning back in his chair and laughing hard. “I actively avoid anything that smacks of the spiritual. So I’m speaking metaphorically. I asked questions I couldn’t find acceptable answers to, so I tried to build my own answers, and coming up with answers other people liked to read turned out to be a strength. And it felt good. It feels good. It feels like it came from what you could call a soul. My deepest place.”

Bianca fixed her eyes on his, smiled rapturously.

“Do you remember what you said to me at the hospital?” she asked. “Because I’m having a flashback.”

“Mostly I asked questions,” he said.

“No, about the people who wrote shitty reviews about me,” she said. “You told me it came from a separate individual, a separate place in the brain. That’s what you said. They’re insecure and mad. They’re wanting to hurt me, to show their power over me, as a power, um, um . . .”

“Proxy?”

“Yes, power proxy. Because I’m in a superior power place, like above them, and that makes them mad, and . . . do you remember it now?”

“Yes,” Folklory said, nodding. “I’m sure I used more words than that. And it was just a theory, so take it with a grain of salt. But I remember making that point, and that you asked me to repeat it. You’ve shortened it admirably though. Which you couldn’t do unless you understood it. So . . . kudos.”

“Do you think I’m smart?” she asked.

“There’s all kinds of smart,” Folklory said.

“You’re dodging the question,” she said sadly. “Because you think I’m dumb.”

“No,” Folklory said sincerely. “That’s not it. One of the worst things we do is define intelligence as one thing. But I’m finding you to be smart in some of my favorite ways.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, voice lilting with obvious delight.

“You’re curious,” he said. “And when you learn something that satisfies your curiosity, you remember it. That’s where most human progress comes from.”

“I think I can walk again,” Bianca said, standing slowly, right hand on the back of the chair to hold herself up. “Is there anything else to see?”

“There are some interesting things in the woods,” he said. “We’re going to get our shoes muddy though.”

“I don’t care,” she said, following him down from the gazebo and along the brick path that led to a cut in the woods.

A few steps past the tree line, the bricks yielded to a worn dirt path of mud and sand, and 10 feet deeper into the forest, on the right, a small gardener’s shed presided over blackened railroad ties that marked off a 20-square-foot space where clumps of short greenery grew in neat rows.

“That’s the garden,” he said, pointing. “I’m trying to grow tomatoes and roses. Business and pleasure, like the ideal life.”

“Roses have thorns, though,” Bianca noted.

“Exactly,” he said. “Pain.”

“What do you mean?”

“And then, what I call the Greek ruins,” he said, winding along the path to a large clearing where three white, fluted columns stood 15 feet tall, another four lay toppled around them upon white paving stones and, at the far end of the space, an ornate marble altar huddled in spiritual ancientness.

“Oooh,” Bianca said with visceral reverence, stepping forward. “Has it always been here?”

“I don’t know if it was original to the house or not,” he replied.

“No, I mean, is it from way back? Thousands of years?”

The question was so off Folklory had to process it first before he could answer, and he fought the urge to laugh. Did she actually think the Shinnecock tribes built stone columns before the arrival of the Europeans? Okay, maybe she did. It didn’t mean she was dumb, though, just uninformed. Either she hadn’t been taught basic world history, or she’d skipped class on those days.

“It’s a replica of a Classical Grecian temple,” he said. “It’s meant to look ancient, but it’s not more than 100 years old. Oh, and the bronze mask has only been there a few months. I leaned it there.”

Bianca knelt by the first fallen column, pressed her hands against it.

“It’s cold,” she said. “Like stone.”

“Limestone,” he said.

“It’s like a church,” she said, rising with a grunt, favoring her right leg as she made her way to the simple stone altar. “Is this where they did sacrifices?”

“I’m not sure it was ever used,” Folklory deadpanned.

“Animals, I bet, or maybe humans,” Bianca said, and she pressed her belly against the fixture and raised her arms, her sweatshirt rising enough to expose her narrow waist, the dents over her kidneys.

“Holy, holy, holy bejesus,” she intoned.

Folklory was staring at the back of the girl’s head and trying to figure out how to take her when she turned to him.

“Who lives in the other house?”

“The guest house? No one right now. But both my exes spent some time there, though.”

“They wanted their privacy?”

“Let’s call it a jumping off point,” Folklory said. “From me.”

“Could I stay there?”

“If you stay at all,” he replied. “That would probably make the most sense.”

“Can I see it?”

“Sure,” Folklory said, turning, waiting for her to limp back with him out of the forest, and they crossed the yard together to the front door of the little dwelling.

“My housekeeper stays here too, sometimes,” he said, punching in the code at the front door, “in the winter, and when the weather’s too turbulent for driving home.”

“This is really nice,” she said, crossing the threshold ahead of him, stepping into a modestly-appointed living room, with a TV, comfortable couches, an easy chair, two lamps, a kitchen and small dining room off to the right, a narrow flight of stairs to the left. “Where’s the bedroom?”

“There are three upstairs,” he said. She took the first few steps quickly, slowing and wincing when the pain struck again.

“Ow,” she said at the next step, and every one thereafter. “Ow. Ow. Fuck. Ow. Do you have girls’ clothes?”

“There might be clothes in some of the closets,” he said, following her. “I think both exes left things they didn’t want. So it’s not going to be much.”

“I haven’t been that picky, as you can probably tell,” she said, gesturing to her clothes with a flourish Folklory found endearing. Something about the way she rotated her forearms, bent her wrists, extended her index fingers.

“Where did you get them?” he asked.

“At the hospital.”

“Someone left them for you?”

Bianca turned and held up a finger against her lips, but she was smiling, and she turned back and pushed open the door to the first bedroom on the right, stepped around the bed to the closet, pulled the door wide, and began rifling through the dozen hanging garments there like she was shopping in a hurry. And then, without warning, she grabbed her sweatshirt by the hem and pulled it over her head, exposing her perfect, braless back to Folklory, her shoulders rounded and every rib defined, angling inward toward her waist. Moving quickly, never turning toward Folklory to show him her breasts, she reached for a sundress in yellow and blue pastels, raised it over her head and pulled it down, and only then did she turn, while she adjusted the dress at her hips, around her bust, against her thighs, staring blankly out the window like an animal thinking small thoughts while it changed skins. But when she was done, she turned her dark eyes toward Folklory as though aware again that he was there.

“This is better,” she said, reaching under her dress to grab the hem of her sweatpants, pushing them down, pulling them over her sneakers and tossing them onto the bed with her sweatshirt, and Folklory saw her knees for the first time since their meeting in the hospital, tan and perfect, the right one a little swollen at the kneecap.

“I don’t want to know who your confederates were,” Folklory said. “But your escape deserves some regard.”

Bianca stared at him, waiting for him to continue.

“You got to someone, a nurse I’m assuming. You convinced them to help you. Through Metascan no less. You got them to hide some clothing, and turn off your coma IV. And then you somehow carried out your part of the plan, during a shift change, on a bum knee, and didn’t get caught, and didn’t get seen. And you had the resources to get into the city, and then to find me. There’s ingenuity there, at multiple levels.”

“Who used to wear this dress?” Bianca asked, turning to the window, peering out.

“Those are Sherry’s things,” he said, gesturing toward the closet, “but I don’t remember seeing that on her.”

“Do you think they left any underwear?”

“Feel free to check,” he said with a wave toward the chest of drawers.

Bianca pulled open each drawer, starting at the top, finding nothing but pillows, blankets, and scarves there.

“What’s a confederate?” she asked.

“Your co-conspirator,” Folklory said. “Your accomplice. Your partner in crime.”

“Are you going to send that form in?”

“It’s in the main house,” he said.

“I know. Are you going to do it?”

“I want to,” he said. “I really do. But this is going to cut a life-size hole through my life.”

“Can I look for panties?” she said, heading to the bedroom door.

He didn’t tell her no, so she pinballed her way down the hall, pulling open and shutting the bathroom door, the door to the linen closet, the cabinet where the phone used to sit before she found the next bedroom, stormed in, went first to the closet, found nothing of interest there, headed to the dresser.

“Can this be my room?” she asked when Folklory appeared, pressing his shoulder against the jamb.

“You haven’t seen the third one yet,” he said.

“I like this one,” she said, pausing at the window to look at the imposing roofline of a mansion a quarter mile away, the rest of the structure hidden by trees. “Whose place is that?”

“The Bartons,” he said. “Publishing.”

Bianca bent toward the mirror over the dresser. “I didn’t know I looked this bad,” she said, making a show of touching up her hair with her fingertips. “You could have said something.”

Folklory played through a few responses in his mind, about how he found her looks breathtaking, about how her presence brought his property to life for the first time in almost a year, since his second wife rolled her things to the road and someone he didn’t know picked her up. He’d written her a check the night before, and that was the end of it. She could have fought him and gotten a lot more, probably. He’d always appreciated that. He could have asked Bianca to try on another dress, facing him this time, so he could see that side of her. But the picture of her bare back was probably enough. Probably too much. So he set all that aside and said what was most important.

“Tell me you understand why this is hard for me,” he said.

Bianca, finding nothing of interest in the upper drawers, dropped to her knees.

“Ow, damn, damn, damn!” she said, rolling to her bottom, hugging her right leg and kissing her kneecap. In this position, her dress rose all the way to her hip, confirming that she was sans panties and that there were no tan lines. Was she naturally olive-skinned all over? Did she use a tanning bed? Or sunbathe nude somewhere?

“You forget about it, you know?” she said, looking up at him. “And then you do something dumb and it’s just like, wham.”

“Does kissing help?” he asked.

“It doesn’t not help,” she replied, giving her knee one more kiss before she rubbed it gently and laughed at herself. “That’s so one of the things I got from my mother.”

Bianca looked at her knee, focused only on it.

“It’s happening,” she said. “Wow.”

Folklory waited for the girl to elaborate but for a long pause, she simply stared at her swollen knee and breathed in and out, and when she finally looked back up at him, her eyes were creased with tragedy and wet with tears.




Chapter 11: Bianca Gets a Hold

Folklory went to the bed and sat, struck by nothing so much as Bianca’s vulnerability. Maybe she’d been a streetwise sex worker hanging out with bathrobed thugs, and engineering her escape from a coma, but right now she was just another girl going through something too painful for words, passing her knuckle under her eyes, her jaw quivering.

“Killjoy,” she said. “I’m not sure he did me any favors. I think it was revenge, really.”

“Tell me more,” Folklory said. “If you can.”

“I can,” she said, dropping her leg down gently beside the other one, putting both hands against her thigh as though she needed to subdue it, like an animal. “I want to tell you. I’m glad you want to know.”

“Of course,” Folklory assured. “Just to be clear, though, I didn’t see anything that looked like revenge in Kaujari’s notes. He shouldn’t have done it, but it looks clean to me.”

“I was sort of joking,” she said. “It’s just that it’s like . . . okay, a new layer of thinking. That’s how I think of it. You know?”

“I do,” he said. “Most of us discover it in middle school, try it out for a few years, and turn it off before we get to college.”

Bianca stared at him blankly before she spoke again.

“Okay, yeah. So I think about something that I thought about 100 times, but this time I’m seeing it a different way. Dumb way, smart way, take your pick. You know, like I said earlier. And now this time, just now, my mom.”

Bianca waved her hand in front of her eyes as though willing herself not to succumb to emotion again.

“My mom . . . she’s sort of a kid, right? You met her? She’s like a kid?”

“Like a kid, yeah,” Folklory agreed. “Sometimes that can be deceiving, people put—”

“What do you mean?” Bianca said with a sudden, startling sharpness.

Where had that come from?

“Oh, just you never know. People are more than their exteriors.”

“You mean just generally then.”

“Yes.”

“Okay. Right. So my mom, she said kisses healed injuries. Like, for real. Like, you could skip the doctor for real. And I believed it all. Sort of. Like maybe not as much as her, but I always kissed. I’ve been kissing this fucking knee, like, daily since I got conscious. Or not conscious, since I was already that. But where I could move and shit. And so we’re talking, right now I mean, and I’m thinking about it, and I’m just like . . . no. It’s not real. It’s shit my mom said. And that’s been happening. Stuff. I’m looking at something, thinking about something. You know, like I said, about boys. But about Mom too. It feels like a dream sometimes. I think about how things were growing up, what she said, and now I can see it. See through it. You know? But not just see through it, you know? I can see her. Like how innocent she is. Because you wouldn’t say the shit she says unless you were so innocent, you know?”

Bianca made a fist and pressed it against her mouth.

“I don’t know how to put it,” she said, voice breaking. “I was never that great with words. But is it—”

“I get it,” Folklory said. “Everything you said.”

“But it hurts,” she said. “It’s not always good. I think about Mom, and, a lot of guilt. Like she . . . you know, I . . .”

Bianca’s voice trailed off, the flow of words shutting off like someone had turned a valve.

It wasn’t strong emotion this time, Folklory suspected. There were no tears, none of the other signs of her unique expression of angst. No, she was about to say too much, and she knew it, and now she was looking up at him with a sort of fear that she was trying to disguise, unconvincingly, as something else.

“Anyway,” she said, looking away, “so that’s what happens. And it happened just now.”

What are you hiding, Bianca Silvestri? Something about your mother?

“You need to be studied,” Folklory said, because he truly believed it and he wanted to change the subject anyway. “You need, someone needs to . . . not Falcone, it doesn’t need to be done there . . . and I’m not even sure they would do it properly there, because their focus with you might be on other things. But a formal study, where the things you say, like what you just said, can be part of formal findings. Coded. Quantified.”

“So you could do that,” Bianca said.

“I’m not qualified,” Folklory said.

“You’re a super scientist,” she protested. “You wrote those books. You—”

“I’m not even a sort-of scientist,” he said. "I’m a writer, mainly. A philosopher, depending on how you define that. A communicator. I know how to use a Metascan and a Cube.”

“You’re really good at that,” she said. “You could use those on me again.”

Folklory looked down at the beautiful, troubled girl with enough pain that she looked away again, returned to her original purpose and pulled open the dresser’s bottom drawer, where old women’s magazines and an inexplicable pair of combat boots shared space with an unopened 3-pack of black panties.

“Bingo,” she said, pulling them out victoriously. “I knew there was a reason I liked this room.”

She tore the pack open, straightened her legs before her, leaned forward to pull a pair over her feet and up her legs, leaning back and hiking up her dress and, quite possibly, exposing herself, but Folklory wasn’t sure because he forced himself to look away.

“Oh my god, you don’t know how good that feels,” Bianca said, rising carefully on her left knee to adjust the undergarment and then her dress. “I’ve been totally commando for three days.”

“They didn’t leave you underwear?” he asked.

“No, they didn’t think of it,” she said.

“Well, you’ve got three pairs now,” he said. “That should be enough.”

“What do you mean?”

Folklory hunched forward, elbows on his thighs, and looked down at the girl. “This is temporary, right? A few days?”

“That hold you were going to file was for a month.”

“I didn’t say I was going to file it,” Folklory countered. “But even if I did, you’d have . . . you couldn’t . . .”

“Why not?”

“Well, first of all, I’m going to Switzerland Wednesday.”

“What are you doing there?”

“A talk at a conference.”

“I could go,” she said.

Folklory laughed despite himself. Naivety and curiosity. Intelligence in some of its forms, and stupidity in others. It was starting to feel like a rollercoaster with this girl. But then, no intervention comes in evenly. Addicts for whom the craving is cut will still go to the same places where they bought their drugs, and resort to other vices—donuts, for example, or porn—when they would have been drinking or inhaling something. Former paranoid schizophrenics continued to ask strange, pointed questions, trying to feed a conspiracy-hungry belly that had been exorcised. Bianca was displaying remarkable insight, a new sensitivity that left her speechless, and enough forethought to escape both a mandated coma and a hospital that was supposed to be keeping her. But . . . go with me to Switzerland? He didn’t know where to start.

“No,” he said simply.

“Don’t you want to study me?” Bianca said, her voice rising plaintively.

“I’m not qualified,” he said. “I told you that.”

“Wait,” Bianca said, and with great effort and the flying about of the lower half of her dress, she rolled over onto her good knee, pushed herself up with a grunt, said “Shit” once for unknown reasons, and was at last standing, bending slightly so she could look eye-to-eye at Robert Folklory.

“I’m smart, okay?” she said, not sounding quite certain.

“Yes,” he said. “You’re demonstrating some of the hallmarks of certain kinds of intelligence.”

“And I was dumb before. Okay?”

“I don’t have any evidence of that, other than what you’ve told me,” he replied.

“What if I could give you evidence?” she said. “I was like . . . when I think about it . . . so so dumb. I mean, my stories. You wouldn’t believe it. The shit I fell for. The money I shitted out because someone said they had a thing.”

“Bianca, I—”

“You could write about me,” she said. “I would let you. I would open up my life to you.”

The flaw in Bianca’s plan struck Folklory with grim solidity, and he grimaced as he said his next words.

“The most important thing that happened to you after your intervention was your decision to jump off the Brooklyn Bridge,” he said. “And if you won’t tell me why you did it, I can’t write about your case.”

“What if you could get me to tell you?” Bianca asked. “If you used your methods?”

“I already tried,” Folklory said. “I almost killed you.”

“That was then, though,” Bianca countered.

“Will you tell me why you tried to kill yourself?”

“I might.”

Folklory looked at her with a mix of suspicion and wide-eyed surprise, but he decided to keep humoring the girl.

“Until you tell me, I don’t even know if I have a book worth writing.”

“Why does it matter why I did it?”

Dumb Bianca again.

“Because if you did it because, because, just speculating here, because your newfound intelligence made you aware of and hopeless about all the misery in the world, that’s one book. If you jumped because the intervention made you hallucinate someone telling you to jump, that’s a completely different book.”

“It wasn’t either of those,” Bianca said.

“Why then?”

Bianca turned to the window, looked across the canopy of elms and pines toward the distant mansion.

“I feel like you’re pushing me away,” she said.

“I feel like you have no real idea of what’s going on.”

“You cared about me once.”

“I wanted to help you. I wanted to keep you out of Falcone. You wouldn’t let me help. I still care. But I can’t help you if you won’t be honest with me.”

“Put that hold on me,” she said. “Study me for 30 days. If you don’t think it’s worth a book, let them have me then.”

“I’m already writing a book,” he said. “Under contract. Due in 11 months. So anything I did with you would—”

“What’s it about?”

“Love.”

“Love what?”

“Love. Just that.”

“Like, boy-girl love?” she said, turning away from the window to stare at him. “That kind of love?”

“Well, anyone and anyone. Romantic. Romantic love.”

“What do you know about that?” she asked, voice rising an octave.

Folklory chuckled, gracefully ignoring the slight.

“Apparently, enough to get a book contract and a decent advance,” he said.

“It’s going to be from your science? Metascanning?”

“Not my science,” he said. “I just put things together so some people can understand it.”

“I’m sorry,” Bianca said, stepping away from the window and heading to the door. “I just don’t see it. Can I keep looking around? Love is such bullshit.”

“I’ll show you a draft copy,” he said drily, rising from the bed and following the girl into the hall. “Once it’s done.”

She made her way down to the end of the hall, stepping into the last bedroom, frowning while she explored the closet.

“Is this where the housekeeper stays?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“She’s not my size anyway. Or my style. You think about sex too much and don’t do it enough.”

Folklory studied the girl’s back. What did she say? Right after her comment about the housekeeper’s clothes? Something about sex?

“What?” he queried.

She turned, regarded him with an undefinable expression. Who that is stupid could make such a face? Intelligent, ironic, a little disappointed. But still, achingly beautiful.

“Why did you say all hell would break loose if you turned in that hold for me?” she asked.

“Let me count the ways,” Folklory quipped. “First of all, you’re supposed to be going to Falcone. They want you now. So I’m . . . I have a history there.”

“What history?”

“Long story,” Folklory said. “The kinds of fights that can only happen between two Ph.D.s. Research goals, methodologies, some personal stuff.”

“So you could get revenge on him.”

Folklory laughed. Dumb Bianca strikes again.

“That’s not how you get revenge in our world,” he said. “And really, it opens me up to revenge from him. If you want to think of it that way.”

“Hey, can I pee, and then you can tell me all about it?”

“You want to go back to the main house?”

“Yeah,” Bianca said, crossing the hall to the bathroom, not bothering to shut the door, not trying to urinate quietly. “Do you have any food over there?”

“I do,” he said, rising from the bed and heading to the stairs. “Frozen stuff and leftovers, you can take your pick. Walk over when you’re ready.”

They reconvened at the breakfast nook 15 minutes later, Folklory with his laptop and a plate of leftover lasagna, Bianca with a microwaved Indian meal and an apple she’d found and sliced up to share with him.

“Okay,” she said. “What’s gonna happen if you turn in the hold?”

“I guess we’re about to find out.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, frozen.

“It’s done,” he said with a quick glance at his laptop. “Looks like it went through. While you were getting your food together.”

“Why?” she asked, unable to say more, eyes suddenly wet, voice breaking.

“I looked at the big picture,” he said somberly. “As soon as they got you, I’d be regretting it, and every day after that. No logic outweighs that.”

Bianca pushed her chair back and, with a strange formality, stood, staggered slightly to Folklory, bent to kiss the top of his head.

“Thirty days,” he warned. “In the end, there will probably be nothing to thank me for.”

Instead of returning to her seat, she continued standing beside him, rubbing the hair on the top of his head slowly, absently, her mind obviously elsewhere.

“You think they’re going to kill you?” she asked.

“I believe I’m doing the right thing,” he said. “So if I have to die, I’m dying for the right reason.”

She returned to the chair, staring at her meal.

“Not literally,” he said. “You understand that, right? Professionally. A professional death. Or part of a death.”

“Are we going to Geneva?” she asked.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“I’m going to Geneva. You’re staying here.”

“Why?”

“Because you don’t have a passport.”

“I do.”

“Where is it?”

“It’s at my place.”

“Where is that?”

“Flatbush.”

“Where in Flatbush?”

“So we’re going?” Bianca asked.

“I’m going. You’re not going.”

“Then why did you ask where my passport was?”

Folklory stopped, stared at the girl.

“Is that a question you would have asked me,” he said, “before your intervention?”

“What do you mean?”

“There’s some higher-order logic there,” he said. “Theory of mind. Psychological dynamics.”

“I might have said that before, I don’t know,” Bianca said. “Or maybe not. Maybe that’s one of the things you could study.”

Folklory held up his hands as though trying to stop this, trying to stop Bianca’s brain itself.

“Wait,” he said. “Wait. Just for academic purposes, let’s talk about this. Realistically. Logistically.”

“Logistically?” Bianca asked.

“Do you know what that means?”

“It comes from logic?”

Folklory nodded indulgently. “Close enough. It’s the basic idea of getting things where they need to be. Like getting you to Switzerland in three days. Even if we somehow get your passport, which I have serious misgivings about, then we have to get you on a plane. To Switzerland. And you have nothing. You—”

“I don’t have nothing,” Bianca said softly.

Folklory gestured at the girl’s body, accoutered entirely in borrowed clothing.

“I have money,” she said. “Cash. About sixty.”

“Sixty?”

“Thousand.”

“Please tell me it’s not in crypto.”

“No, it’s in cash.”

“Where?”

“My place in Flatbush.”

“Why do you have 60,000 dollars in cash?”

“About 60. Or 35 or 80. I don’t know.”

“How did this happen?” Folklory asked, leaning forward as though anticipating the climax of a movie.

“It’s what I did,” she said. “When I’d get a lot of money in a good week, I’d get to the bank and take out a couple of thousand, to invest.”

“Invest in what?”

“In my own money.”

“Your own money?”

“Yeah. Like it would just be mine, to hang on to.”

“You know that’s not really investing, right?” he asked.

“I sort of do now,” she said. “I still don’t get money that much. But when I had it there, I didn’t lose it. So that seemed better than what I usually did with it.”

“Where did you put it?”

“A few places,” Bianca replied earnestly, as though this answer redeemed her. “Not just one.”

“So, under the mattress, in the freezer, behind the potted plant?”

“Stuff like that, yeah.”

Folklory shook his head. “Would you do that today?”

Bianca blinked with surprise, getting that wistful, confused look.

“Why?” she asked.

“Why what?” he replied.

“I mean, why would I do that?”

“That’s what I’m asking you,” Folklory said.

“I don’t know,” Bianca said. “I had a reason. I must have. But I’m not remembering it now.”

“I think you didn’t have a good reason. That’s why you’re not remembering it.”

She nodded but said nothing.

“Have you been to your place since you left the hospital?”

“Nowhere near it,” she said. “I knew they were looking for me.”

“Do you think anyone else has been by?”

“No,” she said. “I hope not. It was a total mess.”

“A total mess?” Folklory echoed. “What happened?”

“What do you mean?”

“Why was it a total mess? What happened?”

“Oh, yeah. No, it was always like that.”

“Okay. So if we went by, you’d probably be able to find your passport? Your cash?”

“Probably, yeah. Would you take me to Geneva if I did?”

“No. You finding those things are the least of our worries. I—”

Folklory’s phone chimed and he pulled it out of his pocket, looked at the screen, frowned.

“Well, that was fast,” he said, tapping it, putting it on speaker and setting it on the table. “Hey, Patrice.”

“Where is she, Mr. Folklory?” Patrice demanded.

“Right here with me,” he replied. “She showed up this morning. Bianca, this is Patrice Markowicz. She’s a social worker at the hospital. She’s the one that brought me into your case.”

“I know Patrice,” Bianca said. “We were talking on the Metascan. Hi, Patrice.”

“What are you doing there?” Patrice demanded.

“Having lunch.”

“You’re at his home?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Why what?” Bianca replied. “Why am I having lunch? ‘Cuz, you know, hunger?”

“No, why are you at his home? Where have you been? Why did you leave the hospital?"

“I didn’t want—” Bianca began.

“How long have you been there?” Patrice interrupted.

“I got here this morning. Like he said.”

“How was this arranged?” Patrice asked.

“It wasn’t arranged, Patrice,” Folklory said. “She showed up. She’s been living at the library. She found my address. I wasn’t expecting her.”

“Robert,” Patrice said icily. “This is not how you do this.”

“Do what?”

“I know you wanted to keep her out of Falcone,” Patrice said with the same icy tone. “But this is not how it’s done. That hold form was a mistake.”

“How is it done then?” Folklory asked.

“I was working on it,” Patrice said. “I was going to keep her out of Falcone altogether.”

“No one told me,” Folklory protested. “Why didn’t you—”

“I hadn’t turned anything in yet. But I was working on it. And your hold doesn’t help.”

“So you were going to try some things,” Folklory said dismissively. “Speculatively. I did a sure thing. She’s free for another 30 days.”

“Maybe,” Patrice said. “But it doesn’t look good.”

“What doesn’t look good?”

“You, and her. I know you’ve been single for a while, but—”

“NO!” Folklory thundered, silencing the woman. “Do not go there, Patrice. I have a valid interest in her. She’s had an intervention that needs to be documented. There are artifacts here, that—”

“And you think you’re qualified?”

“As qualified as Falcone,” Folklory said. “They just want her for her suicide. And because she’s pretty.”

“Is that why you want her?”

Folklory grimaced, looked up at Bianca, looked out the window, breathed in, face going red.

“So tell me, Patrice, how this would be going down if she was plain?”

“It’s completely inappropriate,” she replied. “You know—”

“You wouldn’t be accusing me of anything if she were ordinary, right?”

“I’m not accusing you.”

“Yes, you are accusing me. You mentioned my divorce. There’s only one reason you would go there.”

“That’s not—”

“It is,” Folklory said. “She was born pretty, okay? And if that means I can’t help her, study her, work with her, because everyone’s going to assume ulterior motives . . . if we’re going to throw her to the wolves because she’s too pretty to help . . . if that’s what our society, our culture does to people because of things they have no control over . . . then what does that say about us?”

“Falcone is not the wolves,” Patrice said. “They’re a respected, accredited research institute.”

“Neither one of us wants her to go there. And frankly, I can’t believe you’ve decided to collude with—”

“I follow the law,” Patrice barked, “or I lose my license.”

“Fine,” Folklory said. “I don’t have that to worry about. I had an opportunity to keep her out of a place she doesn’t want to go, and I took it. You should be glad.”

“Falcone is trying to get it reversed.”

“They know?”

“Yes, they called me,” Patrice said. “That’s why I called you. They are very upset. You’re probably going to hear from them.”

“Damien Falcone can kiss my ass.”

“Well that’s professional,” Patrice said. “Anyway, I’m just letting you know you need to have her ready.”

“Ready for what?”

“For them to come pick her up.”

“What do you mean pick her up? Pick her up from my house? They can’t do that. They won’t—”

“If they get an order, they can.”

“She won’t be here,” Folklory said.

“Where will she be?”

“Switzerland.”

“What are you talking—”

“Bye, Patrice,” Folklory said. “Thanks for all you have done.”

Folklory tapped the call closed, looked into Bianca’s ecstatic eyes.

“All hell has broken loose,” he said. “Kind of like I predicted. And this is not a good thing. Finish your lunch, we’re going to Flatbush.”




Chapter 12: Dinner in Geneva

“What does cossetted mean?” Bianca asked.

“Where did you come across that word?” Folklory asked.

“Your book.”

“Ah,” he said. “Where? I don’t remember writing it.”

“At the start.”

“Hmm,” he said. “Generally it means overly protected, spoiled, given an easy life.”

“Okay,” she said, nodding.

“How far into it are you?”

“About 10 pages.”

“What do you think so far?”

“You seemed pissed,” Bianca said. “I mean, it’s good. I sort of get it so far. But . . . anger.”

“Guilty as charged,” he said with a laugh.

“Why?”

“I can’t say for sure,” he confessed. “I felt like it was important, I felt like someone had to go first, and I was expecting to be either ignored or ridiculed—and I wasn’t sure which was worse. And then . . . people annoy me sometimes. Their certainty. The inability to consider new things.”

“You were getting divorced then,” Bianca noted. “Or about to be.”

“Good point,” he said. “Damn good point. If I had it to do over again, I might have toned it down a little. How do you like the wine?”

“It’s okay,” she said, taking another sip.

“You can’t buy it in America, and I consider it one of the best cabs in the world. I always take a few bottles back with me.”

“Yeah, it’s good,” she agreed unconvincingly. This was a new pleasure for her, obviously, something she would either abandon or add to her repertoire, in her own time.

The sun had almost set over Geneva, and they sat facing each other at a table on the edge of the Cotillion Hotel’s rooftop bar. Below them shimmered the waters of Lake Geneva. Far to the south, the gray-white peaks of the Alps glowed in the last of the day’s light.

“Dr. Folklory!” someone shouted from the door of the top floor restaurant.

Folklory turned, smiled, stood, accepted a hug from a tall German man, was introduced to an African woman and a male American college student. The format of the de rigueur 10-minute exchange included agreement that Folklory’s presentation was enlightening and well-received, questions from the African about further reading, a few words from the American about his studies and professional aspirations, the signing of a book pulled hastily from a computer bag, and finally the turning of the German to look at the dark-haired, dark-eyed girl slowly sipping wine, at which point Folklory introduced her as both a friend and object of study, and she stood with her wine and smiled nervously.

“And what is the study?” the German asked, for such questions—terribly rude in any other context—were acceptable within the etiquette in these circles.

She looked at Folklory and he nodded to her. This was her question to answer.

“I got an intervention,” she said, looking at the German’s chest, raising her glass to her lips. “Intelligence.”

“Intelligence,” he repeated a little suspiciously. “General? Linguistic? Spatial?”

“Forethought, planning, some other areas,” Folklory said. “Done by a New York firm, a lot of theory but the results seem, anecdotally at least, valid so far, and very interesting.”

“Oh, that must be so strange!” the African woman exclaimed.

Bianca seemed to appreciate the comment, offering a sincere grin. “It has been,” she said. “Sometimes I’ll just stop in my tracks, you know, and remember how I would have done something, and how I would do it now. And it’s night and day.”

“Have you ruled out self-suggestion?” the German man inquired.

“No,” Folklory conceded, “and I’m not sure I ever will. I need 1,000 more Biancas before we’ll get anywhere close to statistical reliability.”

“I look forward to the book, if you write it,” he said. “But let us leave you to your wine.”

More hugs, handshakes, kind words, and the trio went to the other end of the roof to admire the view, pointing as lights emerged, in the city and on the distant mountains.

The two sat, Folklory retrieved his wine and smiled.

“A constant hazard at these things,” he said. “Thanks for playing along.”

“They liked your speech,” Bianca noted.

“They claimed to, at least. I’m sorry you couldn’t be there.”

“I’ll watch it when the stream comes out,” she said. “And it’s okay if people want to keep talking to you. I think it’s cool.”

“Far better than the alternative.”

“What’s the alternative?” she asked.

Folklory turned to stare at the horizon.

“In some communities in my field,” he said, “I’m afraid I’m on my way to persona non grata status. But it hasn’t—”

“Persona non grata?”

“Sorry. Outcast. Untouchable. Pariah. Disgraced.”

“Oh. ‘Cuz of me.”

“I honestly thought they were going to disinvite me from speaking. So either they don’t care that I’ve taken you under my wing, or the conference organizers haven’t heard about it yet.”

“But if they did, I could talk to them,” Bianca said. “You’ve done nothing but help me.”

“That’s just what they’d expect you to say,” Folklory laughed. “We’ve made it through. We can spend the next two days celebrating.”

“Here?” she asked.

“You want to go somewhere else?” he asked.

“We could go to the mountains,” she proposed. “There are some sweet places there.”

“Well, I need to stick around,” Folklory said. “Something they expect from the keynote speakers.”

“We could celebrate here,” Bianca proposed. “We could go swimming.”

It wasn’t the first time she’d mentioned availing themselves of the charms of the pool, one floor below and with its own grand views of the city. But Folklory had resisted, for several good reasons. First, if word of his scandalous hold on the sex worker hadn’t gotten out, swimming with her was the best way to advertise it to anyone from the conference also taking a dip. But Folklory’s hesitation hadn’t been just reputational. For the 48 hours after their arrival in Geneva, he’d been tense to the point of distraction as he recovered from jetlag and made final preparations to his address. So he’d spent most of his time locked up his room while Bianca, operating out of the adjoining suite, explored the city, shopped, did a restaurant tour, drank coffee Americano, and read his books and articles as best she could.

“I think I might be up for the pool,” he said. “I hope it’s not cold.”

“I felt it while you were doing your speech,” she said. “Bathwater. And I bought a new bikini today. Or the bottoms, anyway. That’s all they sold.”

Folklory tried to look at the girl with strictly academic interest, and he knew he was failing. There was a body under her white tank top and gray yoga pants that men had paid in aggregate upwards of a million dollars to see. How many orgasms had she provoked? he wondered. If he had that number, he could divide a million dollars by it and arrive at the market price of a masturbatory orgasm inspired by online-only interactions with a very attractive, dark-haired girl. And with that number arrived at, he could estimate the neuronal impact of that kind of orgasm.

The better the orgasm—the better the feeling itself, the lingering memories thereof, the sense of personal efficacy, self-actualization, and all the other things people want with their orgasms—the more people would pay for it. A new field of economics was still in its infancy that tracked dollars spent for the enjoyment of good neuronal events and the avoidance of their opposite. Initial research indicated some surprisingly proportionate relationships between a dollar and the number of pleasurable action potentials achieved.

And here Bianca had been, almost a week in his presence, living in his guest house, sleeping beside him in a first-class airline bed, sharing a hotel suite with him, dining with him, and charging him nothing. She’d even paid for her own airline ticket. And he’d seen no more of her than her bare back when she changed out of her sweatshirt. She’d provoked orgasms she didn’t know about of course, the ordinary kind, just a few minutes of rubbing and imagining before he went to sleep. It was the only kind he’d had for at least a year, maybe more. Would she give him more fuel for his end-of-day exercise? Would she swim topless with him? It was legal here, but would she? And what would he do if she did? How could he not—

“What did he mean by self-suggestion?” Bianca asked.

“What?” Folklory said. “Oh, sorry. He shouldn’t have said that in front of you.”

“Okay,” Bianca said, turning her head and looking at him sideways, one of her impossibly endearing habits. “That just makes me want to know more.”

“Neuronal placebo effect,” Folklory said. “Tell someone you’re going to intervene in a certain way, put them on a table and pretend you’re doing things, and in anywhere from 25 to 73 percent of cases, depending on the intervention type, they’ll exhibit traits of the intervention.”

“So I might be acting?” Bianca asked, her tone admirably empty of affront or insecurity.

“Not acting,” Folklory said. “You really believe it was done, and what you’re doing is sincere. Human behavior is incredibly malleable. It can change permanently, dramatically better, or dramatically worse, in literally a matter of seconds.”

“What do you think?” she asked, the first hint of distress in her eyes. “Am I faking it?”

“I think it’s real,” he said. “The reactions I’ve seen would be hard to counterfeit. Hard as they are to watch, we’ve all seen—all of us in the field have seen—the videos of people who have had placebo interventions. For intelligence, it’s nothing like you. It’s just . . . painful.”

“How do they act?”

Folklory winced.

“They will start saying words they’ve heard but don’t know the meanings of,” he said. “They’ll start throwing out theories about things that only make them seem dumber. Their interactions with loved ones will take on this grating affect—we call it pontificator syndrome—where they work toward the same petty goals they’ve always had, but cloak it in . . .” Folklory raised his hand and looked up like a stained-glass saint being martyred, continuing, “You see, I was perogatively for you taking Jimmy to Cub Scouts, so the inducements would pertain to him, but you destabilized everything.”

“I haven’t done that, have I?” Bianca asked.

“You have not,” Folklory said. “But it doesn’t matter. You are who you are. The people who got placebos, after the affectations wore off, sometimes returned to their normal conditions, and sometimes applied themselves and became different people. Better people. But I like who you are, intervention or not. I have since I met you. Whether you’re better or the same Bianca as always.”

The girl beamed and sipped her wine, and Folklory fought the same urge to cry he’d suffered in the hospital room in those first moments. Because every reference to Bianca’s post-intervention character had to skirt the elephant in the room: Bianca Silvestri had tried to kill herself, she refused to say why, and she could at any time do it again. Even drinking one of his favorite wines with a beautiful girl on a rooftop bar in a beautiful European city was tinged with darkness. If she decided to tilt over the rail and plunge 15 stories to the street below, there would be nothing he could do to stop her.

His phone vibrated, he pulled it out of his pocket, read the text: “Robert, this is Patrice, please don’t block this number. I think I found Bianca’s dad. We need to talk.”




Chapter 13: To the Pool

Folklory frowned, put the phone back in his pocket, looked at Bianca and then at his wine, half of it left. He picked it up, looked toward the alps, invisible now in the blackness of night.

“Who was that?” she asked.

“Oh, just a, an associate,” he lied.

“You kind of made that face you make,” she said. “When you don’t like something.”

“I didn’t know I made that face,” Folklory said, because he wanted to change the subject to that.

“You do, you get all . . .” the girl began, her voice trailing off as she adopted a stern, worried visage that was a passable impression of the professor except that his manly distress on her pretty girl’s face was so hilariously impossible he couldn’t help but laugh, happily, all the darkness between them briefly forgotten.

They ordered dinner, dining slowly while Bianca treated him to another accounting of her love life—she’d provided a few summaries, but now she had the time to be thorough, and he had the bandwidth to listen and ask good questions.

A sex worker dates and has sex just like anyone else, he’d learned. In fact, their real relationships might be a little more mundane than average. She’d spent time with a wealthy older man who loved showing her off and could be good in the bedroom when he wasn’t too tired, but he was often tired, and it was either that or his growing impatience with her lack of common sense that ended the relationship (that wasn’t clear to Folklory). The boy in the bathrobe was a friend with benefits, not a criminal but skating on the edge of the law with pharmaceuticals, and he’d helped her threaten Kaujari for the money his son owed, and despite his help she actually never wanted to see him again. There were some married men she liked because they couldn’t be too demanding, and a few clients who’d convinced her to let them meet in person, which never went well.

They finished their meal, interrupted a few more times by admirers who either hadn’t heard of the scandal back in the States, or didn’t care, and the couple returned to their rooms with an official plan to swim, and Folklory settled on running shorts and a t-shirt. He was just finished changing when the girl knocked on his door, and he grabbed a towel and answered the knock and was startled to find Bianca standing in the hall in nothing but her own towel, draped around her neck and just covering her bare breasts, and a green, red and yellow flowered-print bottom, the kind with the string through the top of the fabric in front, hoisting it up between her legs like the precarious things people sometimes wear in jungle movies.

“I bought it today at Copacabana,” she said, turning so he could see that it had been cut narrowly in back, not a thong but not exactly covering the majority of her rear either.

How much would you pay for this, Robert Folklory? How would your dollars align with this pleasure alone? And what about the other things she might do for you, now, tonight? But what about the far greater pleasures you might reap in the unlikely event you can actually do something with her story and your research thereof? What would the money earned from selling her story mean to your quality of life? What about the added prestige? The next all-expenses-paid trip to Europe to deliver a presentation on her case? Does one take the immediate pleasure at the possible expense of the dubious later ones? Or hold off? Or pursue both? What would that be worth?

By the time they reached the elevator, Folklory’s neuronal dynamics and general physiology had cut through untold thousands of years of philosophy, morality, ethics, culture, religion and propriety to render its own opinion of things, and he hit the up button and shifted his towel to his other hand, holding it in front of himself to hide what was happening underneath his shorts. Did Bianca notice? He couldn’t tell.

“I have some dinner ideas for tomorrow if you’ll let me take you out,” she said casually.

“Tell me what you’ve found.”

“There’s Italian, local, American,” she said. “Really close by, but I had to write them down. My memory isn’t any better than it ever was. But if—”

“Memory is useless,” Folklory interrupted. The elevator opened and he let her walk out first and the images of her bare back and her near-bare behind were routed simultaneously to two places, one having to do with arousal and one examining the situation rationally. In the meantime, his lecture continued, albeit a little haltingly. “The computer . . . can, uh, memorize for us, better than we ever could. But computers can’t generate new ideas. They, uh, they haven’t figured out how to identify even the simpler problems.”

Folklory was still lecturing as they reached the empty pool room and headed for the water, and he waited until most of him was submerged before he tossed his towel onto a nearby deck chair, and Bianca did the same and turned toward him and treated him at last to a view of her bare breasts, high and young and dark-nippled, certainly one of the features that aided her online career, but serving only to propel Folklory to another circle of angst.

“I told you it was warm,” she said, smiling and backing away from him, and he followed her toward the deeper water, struggling to keep his eyes on her face, stopping when she stopped, freezing when she returned to him, stood before him, put one hand on his shoulder and reached down into the water with the other, groped within his shorts, wrapped her hand around his erection.

“This is your last chance to say no,” she said with the slightest giggle, and one part of Folklory’s mind had no idea what was going on, and the other knew exactly what she was going to do. It was the acrobatics, in the end, that surprised him most, the way she freed his penis from his shorts with one hand, used the other on his shoulder to draw herself upward and against him, released his erection only long enough to pull her bottoms aside, and dropped down on him, swallowing him with her lower half, her expression of determination yielding instantly to quiet shock, her eyes wide as she stared into his, her lower jaw thrust forward, her breath raspy.

And then, with a quick, almost violent kiss from her, it was over. She wriggled off of him, lay on her back and swam away like that, breasts high, nipples firm, arms cartwheeling slowly until she reached the far end of the pool, where she turned and swam back to him, the breaststroke this time.

He watched her, lost in an ocean of sensations, of urgent physical longing, of the unfading memories of her vagina’s soft grip, of how her body looked when she swam, and all that mattered was that he get inside her again.

Soon. Now.

She stopped, found the bottom of the pool with her feet, stood before him, her nipples extending impressively, as though waiting to feed him.

“Are you going to swim?” she asked.

“No,” he said, struggling to say the word, his throat closing. “I need you.”

“Yeah,” she said with a matching huskiness. “But we can’t do it here.”

“We just did,” he croaked.

“That was like,” Bianca said a little uncertainly, “a sample, or something.”

Folklory turned, exited the pool, pulled up his shorts to hide the tip of his penis, but couldn’t help the long, diagonal ridge that pointed to his right hip. He dried off quickly, Bianca doing the same beside him, and they said nothing as they walked with lingering dampness back to the elevator. As soon as the door closed, he was upon her, not sexually, not rapaciously, but romantically as far as that was possible, considering he was pressing his covered erection against her belly, and she was pressing her bare breasts against his chest, but they were kissing with their mouths wide open, because this is quite possibly what both of them most wanted to do with each other since she’d first heard him weeping over her at the hospital.

Kissing.

And then the rest.




Chapter 14: In the Air

For the next two days, Robert and Bianca comported themselves after the fashion of new lovers, seeing to their obligations (he as a conference celebrity, she in steady communication with her mother and making her way slowly through his book) while every free moment was spent in a communion both physical and, to the extent that neurons could be fooled into seeing spirits in things, spiritual.

Only during meals did they come up for metaphorical air, smiling madly at each other and discussing everything from his ideas and her take on them, to the ways they had most recently coupled, to the world at large; and all the terrible things were set aside.

But they were terrible things, and ignoring them would not make them go away. Folklory’s hold on the girl would be ending in a few weeks, if not sooner, and she’d be whisked away to a prison, not for punishment but for research, but a prison all the same. Or she might opt for suicide again, and succeed this time. But none of the more difficult things were spoken of until they were back in the air, London to La Guardia, first class, Bianca’s nose pressed to the window because the world, even at 10,000 feet and climbing, looked new and strange and wondrous to her and her new mind.

“Who texted you,” she began 15 minutes after takeoff, eyes still on the green land below, “while we were at dinner the other night?”

Folklory had been waiting for this, expecting it.

“You mean, the night we went to the pool?” he asked, because “went to the pool” was the phrase they had chosen by unspoken agreement (a habit common among lovers) to encapsulate the event that had changed everything between them.

“Yes.”

“Patrice,” he said quietly.

“I thought you blocked her.”

“I did. She got a new number.”

“What did she want?”

“She found your father.”

“What’s his . . . name?” Bianca asked with a breaking voice, tearing her eyes from the window to stare into his, and he marveled anew at the beauty that seemed to have been designed solely for him.

“I don’t know.”

“She didn’t tell you?”

“I didn’t ask.”

“You don’t want to know?” Bianca queried, sounding, if anything, relieved.

“I texted her back to not text me anymore, to send an email.”

“Did she email you?”

“Yes.”

“What did she say?” Bianca asked, looking slightly puzzled.

“I haven’t opened it yet.”

“Do you want to open it?”

“No,” he replied. “But at some point . . . I’ll have to.”

“Open it now,” Bianca urged with the tone common to lovers who must push their partners to painful things. “But there’s no way she found him.”

Folklory sighed, reached into the laptop bag at his feet, drew forth the machine, opened it slowly, found the aircraft’s wi-fi, breathed in, opened his email, found the note from Patrice. Bianca had turned away, her face in the window again, her shoulders heartbreakingly slumped, and Folklory knew that this is how the end would begin, that he would have loved and lost, that he would always remember Bianca, comatose in her hospital bed, bedraggled at his front door, limping to his Greek ruins, living her best life and seducing him—over and over again—in Geneva.

“Robert,” the email began, “I did a little more digging. You called the right family, but the name was wrong. It’s not Paul Burriss. He’s not related to Sheldon Burriss. He’s related to Sheldon’s wife, Mary Burriss. Formerly Mary Whitaker. Bianca’s father is Paul Whitaker. Paul Whitaker was arrested in New York City around the time of Bianca’s conception, just petty larceny, but he’s got a long criminal history, was charged with raping his sister—Mary Whitaker—the year before, but after she went public, the charges were dropped. So just speculating here, but is there a chance Bianca is the product of rape? Could that be why . . .”

Folklory could read no further. He closed his laptop, closed his eyes, and his shoulders shook with tragedy, because now he understood the girl sitting beside him, the vague angst that had propelled her off the bridge crystalized now, distilled down to a very specific kind of pain. She’d gotten her intelligence, and she’d used it to find her father—who wouldn’t?—and immediately realized her mother was lying about her father, that her sweet, childlike mother had been raped, and gotten pregnant, and raised the child with all the love she could while the girl served as a constant reminder of the worst day of her life.

Folklory felt the hand on his forearm, a squeeze, a pat.

“I’m so sorry,” he whispered into his hands. “I’m so, so sorry.”

“What?” Bianca whispered back, her own voice breaking.

“I’m sorry for asking,” he said. “I just . . . wanted to help you.”

“What did she say?” Bianca whispered.

“She found your father,” Folklory said.

“No she didn’t,” Bianca said back, her voice hard and cold.

“Paul Whitaker,” Folklory gasped.

The hand tightened around his forearm, her breath coming in pants, and he looked at her and saw through his tears that she was terrified, that the name was like a terrible, cruel spell. Terrified. Not heartbroken.

“It’s okay,” he said, turning to her, taking her hand in his. “It’s not your fault. People . . . we come into the world all kinds of ways. You—”

“What else did she say?” Bianca asked, pulling away, clasping her hands across her belly, staring forward.

Folklory looked at her, finding her reaction not beyond the realm of possibility, but not something he’d expected, either. The wall was back. The wall that had been crumbling since she’d shown up in the rain at his front door was between them again. Pain will do that. He understood.

“That’s all I could read,” Folklory said. “Is there more? I mean, do you think there’s more?”

She nodded stiffly without looking at him, lower jaw shaking, her body sinking into the seat as though being absorbed by it.

He opened his laptop, the rest of Patrice’s email waiting for him:

So just speculating here, but is there a chance Bianca decided she is the product of rape? Could that be why she tried to kill herself? Robert, I’m sure you agree with me that she needs therapy, soon, immediately. I don’t know what your plans are with her, and I’m not judging you anymore. I’m sorry if I came across that way before. But she needs help, and I know you know how to get it for her. And really, Falcone might be the best thing for her.

I’ll let you decide what to tell her. That’s your call, but I looked up her father, to see if I could get closure for Bianca, because that can be very important for victims. And she is a victim. I looked everywhere, to see if he ever served any time, got a job, got arrested again, enlisted, died, and there’s nothing anywhere in America. Or Canada, I looked there too. That petty larceny charge was the last thing. Like he dropped off the face of the earth.

Robert, I’m in Bianca’s court. I always have been. I know you are too, in your own way. I shouldn’t have suggested what I did. I’ll always regret that. You showed up to help, and you did your best, and I trust you. And if you ever want to speak to me again, let me know how she’s doing, or how you’re doing, I’d love to hear from you.

Best,

Patrice

Folklory closed his laptop again, put it back in the bag, grimaced and dropped his head to his chest, the picture of a man bereft.

“What else did she say?” Bianca asked.

Folklory breathed in, raised his head, looked at the girl. “Just that she looked him up, and couldn’t find him anywhere. She wanted to find him, to give you closure, but—”

“That’s it?” Bianca asked, her voice surprisingly clear. Almost relieved.

“Yes,” he said. “He never got arrested again, got a job, joined the military.”

“Okay,” she said. Folklory studied her. She was almost smiling, and she reached out, and now it was her turn to take his hand in both of hers. “Hey, sorry for the, you know . . . it’s hard.”

“It’s a normal reaction,” Folklory said.

“What is?” she asked.

“To the trauma . . . of a parent. I’m sure, once you figured out . . . what he’d done to your mom. And then you . . . but it’s . . . there’s therapy for that. It’s not your fault. I’m not, I’m not a therapist, but I can get you help . . . I really . . . I’m so sorry.”

She laughed, smiled.

“Bobby Bobby Bobby,” she said, whispering her pet name for him, “I’m fine. Don’t worry about me. I’m more worried about you.”

“Okay,” he said, breathing out heavily. “I want to . . . so you’re better? You worked through it? On your own?”

“Yes,” she said with an earnest nod. “I’m good.”

Folklory sensed a presence beside him, looked up with still-wet eyes at the attendant, and she looked at both of them with an unlikely sort of understanding, given what was passing between the lovers was barely comprehensible to them.

“What can I get you to drink?” she asked.

They ordered two neat bourbons, because this airline served one of Folklory’s favorites, and they drank and whispered about what they’d do when they landed, and how Falcone might be dealt with, and Folklory retrieved his laptop and Bianca pulled out the book he’d written, and they worked at their things beside each other for an hour while Bianca turned the pages with trembling fingers and Folklory’s mind spun and poked and twisted, because it wasn’t adding up. Huge pieces of the puzzle were missing.

It might have been better if he’d left it alone. But he couldn’t. Part curiosity, it was, but also love. Whether she succeeded next time in ending her life, or went to Falcone, she would be dead to him. And he wanted her to live.

A question. It started with a question. He struggled with whether or not to ask it for a long time.

“Did you ever see his face?” he finally whispered.

“What?” she asked, looking up from the book, apparently startled.

“Did you ever see your father’s face?”

“No. I didn’t want to. I don’t know where I would have found it. Why?”

That was a new puzzle piece. Enough to go on. A theory was emerging, adding up. The gray, faceless, featureless blob in the Cube, standing behind Bianca in her memory of the jump. Her mother’s strange words about Bianca’s father. Her . . . everything.

For 15 minutes, Folklory sat with a new, terrible knowledge, trying to decide what to say, how to say it. Finally, he spoke.

“Do know where the body is?”

Bianca did not answer him, did not indicate any awareness at all, but she dropped his book to the floor between her feet and raised her hands to her mouth and froze, eyes wet and wide with unspeakable fear, and when she turned to him, it was with an expression of betrayal, as if he’d just jabbed a knife between her ribs, but as he watched, her face transformed from terror to rage to a desperate coldness, and when she spoke, it was with the voice of a girl he’d never met.

“I won’t miss next time,” she said quietly, deliberately. “If they find out . . . if they ever try to take her . . . I’m done. I’m so, so, fucking done.”

“You’re talking about suicide?” he said with exquisite quietness.

“Of course.”

“Is there still a chance they’ll find it?”

The question seemed to surprise her. “Yes.”

“You know where it is?”

“Yes.”

“Can we get to it?”

Bianca looked at him suspiciously, eyebrows raised.

“Why?” she mouthed.

“To move it.”

The girl seemed to close in on herself, just her, alone in the universe, just Bianca Silvestri and no one else, working through unknowable things. After a long moment as a gasping lump of person, she slid forward in her seat, stood, stepped over Folklory’s knees with one hand over her mouth, limping urgently to the bathroom. Her gait had become almost normal over the last few days. Walking miles through Geneva had proved a tonic for her, but now the pain was back. Maybe it was the altitude. Folklory watched her until she shut the door to the restroom just behind the cockpit, and he guessed she needed to vomit, and he guessed at the reasons and waited and imagined a dozen horrible things happening in her mind right now or that might happen next.

She spent a long time in the restroom, and when she emerged and tugged her skirt straight and nodded to him blankly, she gave the impression that all of her had been purged, both the contents of her belly and every emotion among her neurons, and her eyes remained impassively fixed on his as she returned to her seat, and she slipped past him and sat heavily and leaned forward and worked her mouth for a long moment before she spoke.

“I don’t want to do it,” she said.

“Sometimes, the only way through a terrible past is through it.”

“I know, I know,” Bianca whispered urgently. “I have to. I know.”

“I’ll be there,” he said. “I’ll help.”

“You’d do that for me?” she asked.

“Of course.”

“You know how to do this?”

“No idea,” he confessed.

“Okay.”

“Don’t search anything on the internet,” he said, his mouth near her ear, his voice whisper thin. “Don’t write down anything. Don’t buy anything. And don’t say anything. Especially to your mom.”

“I think my mom knows I know,” she said.

“I got that impression too,” Folklory said. “She was very evasive when I talked to her. About what you and she talked about the night you had dinner with her, right before you jumped.”

“I asked her, point blank, if my father raped her, and she just got hysterical and cried, and I knew it was true and then, and what she did about it, and . . . yeah, that’s what settled it for me.”

She looked at the ceiling, her expression dazed.

“This is why you had that reaction,” he said, “in the hospital room?”

“Yes,” she said, laughing. “When you said Kilroy was here . . . I knew that’s what they’d written. They told me. So I thought you could just read everything. And you were going to read about what my mom did, and start reading it to me.”

“Metascan doesn’t work that way.”

“I know that now,” Bianca said, and she leaned back, passed the back of her hand against each of her eyes, gave him a broken smile, rested one hand in his, and almost laughed.

“When are you going to stop being a god?” she asked.

“When you stop believing in them,” he replied.




Chapter 15: Into the Basement

For at least the last 10 years, gentrification had been making its way slowly through St. Wallace, just north of the Bronx, but now the pace was picking up, and the forces of a certain kind of utopia were about to swallow three non-descript blocks of condemned rowhouses.

Soon there would be demolishing, the carting away of rubble, the excavation of old basements and the carting away of all that too, to make room for new foundations, a new residential tower, an office building and a retail center.

Sometimes excavations turned up unexpected things, and suddenly a man trained to operate heavy machinery became the first line of inquiry in a new investigation in paleontology, anthropology, history. Coins might be found, an ancient sword, old bones. Or newer bones. Newer bones would also have to be looked at, but not by historians.

Surveyors had their role in things too, and early on a Tuesday morning, as things were still getting measured and planned out, a white van pulled up, the kind one could rent from a general purpose shop in Newark, for example, and two surveyors got out in matching blue coveralls, orange vests, blue hats with the brims pulled low. The bigger surveyor was a man who hadn’t shaved in close to a week. The smaller surveyor was either a smaller man or maybe a woman, the loose-fitting clothes making it hard to be sure from a distance, the face mostly hidden by the hat. The hair on this smaller one might have been short, or it might have been black, long, thick and lustrous, but if it were the latter, it had all been shoved into that hat.

They set up a pair of tripods, as surveyors often do, about 100 feet from each other, one on the sidewalk, one in the alley behind a block of empty, forgotten rowhouses.

They didn’t talk at all, just looked at each other through two little scopes, wrote down some things, looked at their phones, seemed to be tapping things into them, but an inspection of their phones would have shown that the devices weren’t working, didn’t have batteries, quite possibly weren’t even real phones.

A small truck passed by. A police car. Two motorcycles. But there is never much traffic on land that is between productive uses.

The surveyors, done with that part of the project, departed somewhat from regular surveying work, but still, who was watching? Who would care? They went back to their van and pulled out a small cart, pushed it up the alley, stopping at the back door of the third rowhouse. The bigger of the two tried the door handle, found it locked, pulled out a smallish sledgehammer—not standard surveyor equipment, but there you have it—and he used it to pound on the door. On the third strike, it gave way, opening with a creak.

The two grabbed flashlights and other things from their cart and, in another departure from the usual methods of surveyors, they entered the abandoned dwelling, and the smaller one led the way through the small kitchen and to the basement stairs.

Only then did they begin speaking freely, if a little hushed, making clear their identities. They weren’t surveyors at all, really.

“It’s different from what I remember,” Bianca said, descending the rickety stairs. “Like, I saw it all in a movie, you know, but I’m here, and it’s strange.”

“You were probably less than half your current height,” Folklory said. “That would have some impact too.”

“What if it’s gone?” Bianca said hopefully. “Maybe mom came 10 years ago and took it away.”

“That would surprise me,” Folklory said less hopefully, because after she and her daughter had moved away, others had moved in.

At the bottom of the stairs, Bianca turned right, crossing the basement’s gray concrete floor, stepping over a hose, half a plastic doll house, a slipper, stopping at the far wall, and she breathed in slowly, with a subdued horror.

“Still here,” she said, shining her flashlight onto a rectangle of newer concrete in a slightly different shade of gray, about two by three feet. They’d lived here until she was four, but her mind had clung to the vivid memory of being forbidden from playing anywhere near this part of the basement, and subjected to severe admonishment the one time her mother saw her standing on the place itself. It proved a vital memory once she had the intelligence to add it to the other things she remembered or could find out: the torment her mother seemed to suffer at times, the woman’s arrested development, which also spoke of trauma, the DNA test and follow up research that uncovered her father’s family in Albany, and from there to the awful man himself, and the AI search for the face of the man her mother had always told her was her father, who had supposedly died in Iraq but was still very much alive, working in Minnesota for state government, and with no possible involvement in Bianca’s conception.

What should one do when one finds out, after decades of blissful ignorance, that 1). one was conceived through the rape of one’s mother, 2). one’s mother killed the rapist at some undetermined point after the rape, probably because the fool came back to what seemed like an easy repeat victim (or something, that part was unknown and would remain so); 3). one’s mother had left the body in a place where it could be found at any time, then tested for DNA, dated, matched with residential histories and 4). one’s sweet, innocent, childlike mother would then be sent to prison for murder, where she would probably die from either natural causes or a broken heart? Were one to use one’s new intellectual faculties to reach these conclusions sans the prerequisite emotional faculties, a jump off the Brooklyn Bridge might be as good a choice as any other.

Folklory handed his flashlight to Bianka, put on goggles and began swinging the sledgehammer, and Bianca, whose emotional powers were catching up quickly to the cognitive ones, held both lights steady and betrayed no emotion as her father’s grave was desecrated.

The concrete was an inch thick in the middle, and Folklory’s work quickly broke through to the mostly hollow space below. Three more strikes and the aperture was big enough to shine a light through, and Bianca did so, and gasped.

“It’s just bones,” she said.

“Completely decomposed.”

“I thought . . . oh god, I thought we were going to find his whole fucking body.”

“Looks like enough oxygen got in to break the soft parts down,” Folklory said, adding with slightly reverence tone, “Here he lies. I’m sorry it had to be this way.”

“That’s okay,” she said, reaching into her pocket to retrieve a pair of rubber gloves, pulling them on with pair of snaps, bending and reaching into the hole. The first bones were small, ribs and vertebrae, and Folklory held out an old canvas bag while she deposited the remains in it without ceremony. She’d had eight days to prepare for this, and what began as a vomit-inducing horror concluded as simply another job.

Bigger bones came next, longer bones. A tibia, an ulna, a femur, the skull. She simply worked at it, piece by piece, every trace of the corpse cleaned out. There were no signs of violence, not that she was looking for them. But the path of a bullet would have stood out, especially in the ribs or the skull. Bianca had speculated from the start that the man had been given (or demanded) a drink, it had been laced with something that knocked him out, and a pillow to the face had finished the job. How she’d done it would never be known. How she’d broken this neat hole into the concrete of the basement would also never be known. Maybe she knew someone with a saw, or a jackhammer. Told him it was for plumbing maybe.

Every trace had to be removed, and Bianca was thorough as the supply of bones dwindled, shining her lights into the corners of the little tomb, finding something in the dirt, retrieving it, peering anew.

“Okay, done I think,” she said. Folklory knelt to offer his opinion, agreed, sealed the canvas bag, and they hustled upstairs, well aware that the authorities might show up at any moment, ask what they were doing, ask to see what was in the bag. But their luck held out. They loaded everything onto the cart, loaded it, rolled it back to the van, tossed everything in and drove away.

The bag itself was a clever contrivance, a small tag tied to the end that read, in a suitably archaic, handwritten script, “CAUTION: Human Remains. Property of McLemore Hospital, Department of Research & Instruction. April 1952.”

Were anyone to find this bag, even while it was still in the possession of Robert Folklory and Bianca Silvestri, they would be at a loss to uncover a deeper plot, especially after Folklory told the story he’d concocted about going through the possessions of a recently-deceased physician colleague named Dr. Marshall Katz (the man, his recent death, and Folklory’s relationship with him would all be true, in fact) and finding this bag and some other things and deciding to dispose of them. Helping things along, there had been a McLemore Hospital, in Philadelphia, that had closed in the 1970s.

Folklory never had to tell his story, however. No authorities confronted them on their drive. They were not stopped on their way back to Newark, nor accosted during a brief side trip to a construction site where three large bins, the kind brought in and hauled off by flatbed truck, sat by the side of the road, full of both construction debris and the refuse of several opportunistic residents who didn’t want to drive the greater distance to the dump. Only Folklory exited the truck this time and, as before, hid in plain sight. Still in his orange vest, he drew forth three orange traffic cones, set them around the van, its lights flashing in the early dusk. Meanwhile Bianca headed to the back of the van, shoved the canvas bag containing her father’s remains into a larger black plastic bag—pre-stuffed with fast food wrappers, a Long Island telephone book, an empty tuna tin—and Folklory heaved the entire assemblage into the nearest trash bin, put away the cones, and departed at a moderate speed.

In the unlikely event someone pawed through the trash there, even the most astute public servant would have had to delve through layer upon layer of lost threads to identify the person who once dwelled around those bones.

Folklory and Bianca had, at that moment, completed the second chapter of the perfect crime (if crime it was), and as he headed back to the van rental company in Newark, the couple’s relief was palpable, and Bianca, as might be expected, wept at first, bent over in the passenger seat with her face in her hands while Folklory drove with his own pair of wet eyes and intermittently rested his hand on her back.

“Okay,” she said, done for now with overwhelming emotion, and she sat up, leaned back, dropped her shoulders with relief. “Now let’s talk about Falcone.”

“They’ve given up,” Folklory said. “Like I told you last week.”

“No, I’m ready for the real story now,” she said.

“That’s the real story,” he replied. “You think I was lying?”

“No, I think you were trying to protect me ‘til we got this done. It’s not lying.”

“It’s the truth though,” Foklory insisted. “They issued the waiver five days ago. I offered to show it to you.”

“There really is a waiver?” Bianca asked. “From them?”

“Yes. You thought I made it all up?”

“Yes.”

“What about the waiver? How would I make that up?”

“I was afraid you rigged some bullshit thing up on your laptop while I was still freaking out, and I didn’t want to see it and know it was fake.”

“No,” Folklory said. “They’re done. It’s over.”

“Why?”

“They lost interest.”

“Why?”

“I said a magic spell,” Folklory said sadly.

“What magic spell?”

“I’d like to leave it at that,” he said. “I told them some things, off the record, and it’s better you don’t know what I said. For your own safety.”

“Okay, whatever,” she said, and she looked out the passenger window for a half mile before anyone spoke again.

“Was it wrong,” she began, “what I did in the pool?”

“Why are you asking that?” Folklory said, although the answer was obvious. They had in the last two hours crossed into a new relationship realm, two huge clouds that had been hovering over them from the start thoroughly dispatched. Where would they go now? To lesser issues, of course, which could build on things, or end a budding relationship now that it had weathered its darkest storms.

“I’ve just been thinking about it,” she said. “And it was sort of, you know . . . if you’d done it to me, it would have been total rape.”

“It’s nice of you to ask,” Folklory said. “But I never felt violated. I think the timing was right.”

“But do you want to know why I did it?” Bianca asked.

“Hmm,” Folklory replied, because wasn’t the answer obvious? Or no, maybe it wasn’t. He found himself revisiting that moment, being mounted by the girl with almost no warning, dismounted just as quickly. It wasn’t about arousal, not immediately. What was it? “Okay, I’ll bite. Why did you do it?”

“Ooma,” she said.

“Ooma?” he echoed.

“You know, ooma, from your book.”

“How’s it spelled?”

“U-M-A-A.”

“Oh, of course. The official pronunciation is you-MAY-uh. But how . . .”

“You-MAY-uh,” Bianca said. “Okay, that then. I wanted to get you out of it. You-MAY-uh.”

“You’re going to have to explain.”

“It’s like I said before. You think about sex too much and don’t do it enough. Or, wait . . .” Bianca laughed to herself. “You do it enough now. But when we met, you didn’t. You definitely do it enough now.”

“I’m glad you think so,” Folklory said, gratified.

“And so . . . I didn’t want you to think about it. I just wanted to . . . get you. While your guard was down. And it seems like it worked.”

Folklory breathed in, paused to make sure he didn’t miss the exit, returned to the subject.

“You intervened,” he said with a tone of unguarded admiration. “Non-invasively. It worked. I haven’t gotten stuck in . . . so yeah, my last wife. I did think about it. We’d talk about it afterwards. Too much. Neuronally. A complete turnoff, although I don’t think either of us knew it at the time. Sometimes you have to forget the neurons, and just enjoy them. And you’re . . . Bianca . . . you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

“Oooh,” she said, her meaning unclear but precious nonetheless.




Epilogue

Bianca Silvestri spotted Robert Folklory amidst a gaggle of admirers and made her way, a glass of white wine in hand, toward the hors d'oeuvre table. These events made her nervous, particularly this one, the annual conference of the Neuronal Preference Utilitarian Society.

She wanted to be here. She had to be here. But the possibility of embarrassing her lover lingered like a ghost around her.

“Hi,” said a vaguely familiar woman, appearing at the table beside Bianca, the woman’s silky white dress a vivid counterpoint to Bianca’s navy sheath.

“Hi,” Bianca said, studying the female. She was pretty, blonde, and looked intelligent. She probably held a Ph.D. She probably knew more than Bianca could ever learn, no matter how many books Bianca read (and she had read a few).

“You must be Robert’s new girl,” the woman said.

“Oh, you know him?” Bianca said, that same Bronx vinegar in her voice.

“You don’t have to know Robert personally to know who you are,” the woman said. “But yes. I was his wife.”

“Oh, you’re Sherry!” Bianca exclaimed, suddenly far less frightened, and she set down her drink and offered her hand, and the woman took it firmly. “I’d hug you if it I wasn’t worried about destroying our dresses.”

The woman laughed, her demeanor changing altogether. “So he hasn’t taught you to hate me.”

“Not at all,” Bianca said, eyes clouding ever so briefly. “He said it was painful for both of you, but you parted on friendly terms. And I’ll be eternally grateful for the clothes you left.”

“I didn’t know I’d left anything.”

“A dress, some panties,” Bianca said. “I had nothing when I got to his door.”

“Quite a story,” Sherry said, because everyone in the field knew the story, and most decided not to hold it against the scholar. Or the girl, of course.

“I enjoyed your article,” Bianca said.

“Which one?”

“Last month, in Axon. I understood maybe a third of it. Robert said that was impressive. Of me, I mean. Your article was impressive too, though.”

Bianca laughed with easy, self-deprecating charm.

“You had an intervention,” Sherry said, because for this community, that was the most interesting thing about the girl.

“I did, I guess,” Bianca said. “But the more me and Robert look into it, the more impossible it gets to prove it. I can tell you I feel it. I felt it from day one. But IQ tests don’t tell you that much. There’s still a lot we don’t know.”

“You landed a wonderful man,” Sherry said.

“He landed me first,” Bianca said. “By accident.”

A man in a tuxedo, black shirt and blue tie began hovering, he caught Sherry’s eye and she smiled.

“Damien!” she shouted, turning to hug him.

“Hello, Sherry, great to see you,” he said, pulling back and peering curiously at Bianca.

“This is Bianca, Robert’s new girl,” Sherry said. “I was just talking to her. Bianca, this is Damian Falcone.”

“Oh, hi,” Bianca said, intimidated again, and she shook the man’s hand lightly and retrieved her drink.

“You might already have heard my name,” he said.

“I did.”

“The Falcone Institute.”

“I’ve heard of it.”

“I had hoped I could work with you there.”

“Yup.”

Sherry waved a hand at someone who might have been completely imaginary, touched Falcone’s shoulder lightly and beamed at Bianca. “Let me go network, so sweet to finally meet you.”

“Mmm,” Bianca agreed, and the two women leaned toward each other and cautiously touched cheeks, because anything more could have spoiled the effect. “I’ll tell Robert you said hi.”

“You do that,” Sherry said, shimmering away. “Damien, give me a call next week, I have some ideas.”

Falcone grunted and watched the woman for a moment before he turned his attention back to Bianca.

“The door’s still open,” he said.

“Nope.”

“We’ve changed things up considerably in the last year. A lot of it was inspired by your case.”

“So I’ve heard,” Bianca said. “Robert’s been very happy about that. But you should have known it was wrong before Robert made a fool of you.”

“We no longer incarcerate unless we have to,” Falcone said, even though Bianca already knew all of this. “We’re returning people to their lives, whenever we can do it safely and there’s not a criminal sentence. We reunited a mom with her children last week. I was there. It was beautiful.”

“That’s great. What was her name?”

“Tommie, confidentially. Attempted suicide. Just like you.”

“I’m glad she lived,” Bianca said sincerely.

“Are you glad you lived?” Falcone asked.

Of course she was. Every day, Bianca woke up grateful for what she had, for Robert and his beautiful home and the garden that was her special project and the chance to learn amazing things at the feet of a great teacher, and getting As and Bs at the local college where she was trying to decide what to major in.

But Bianca was on her guard with this man. He had tried to imprison her, and he would never be her friend. And he could probably still hurt her, somehow.

“I guess,” she lied.

“The world is an awfully hard place though, isn’t it?” Falcone asked, staring carefully at her.

“It is,” she agreed. She turned. Robert, from 50 feet away, and still enmeshed in a post-address gaggle, locked eyes with her, raised his eyebrows and offered a half-smile, and she understood.

It’s okay, Bianca. Talk to him. I can’t wait to hear what he said.

“I hope you’ve found yourself,” Falcone intoned.

“Well . . . I never really lost myself,” Bianca said.

“Robert can be difficult at times, of course,” Falcone persisted. “He and I go way back.”

“He told me about you. And yeah . . . he does get stressed out on deadlines. And before big presentations.”

“There were times, though,” Falcone continued cautiously, drawing closer, “when I wasn’t sure he really cared.”

“Cared about you?” Bianca said, utterly lost. Was Falcone hinting at something homosexual? Had Robert and he been an item? It wasn’t a deal-breaker. She didn’t care, really. But he should have told her.

“No, not me,” Falcone said with an artificial chuckle. “But others. Those around him.”

“Okay, yeah,” Bianca said. “I haven’t seen that side of him.”

“You’ve been with him a year?” Falcone asked.

“Yeah,” Bianca said, confirming what everyone in the field already knew, deciding to clarify the details a little, for her own amusement. “I’ve been with him from the moment I heard him in my hospital room. He’s been with me since we fucked a month later.”

“No breakups?” Falcone asked suspiciously, sticking to his line of questioning.

“Not that I’ve been aware of,” Bianca said. “And I’d probably be the first to know.”

Falcone looked hard at the girl. She replied by raising her wine, her nerves settled, the wine good.

“You never were,” he said bitterly.

“Never what?” she asked

“You never were,” he said again, then his face brightened as he looked over Bianca’s shoulder.

“Robert, my good man!”

“Damien, how the hell are you?” Folklory shouted back, and the two men embraced like old friends. “Great to see you, old sport.”

After the men separated, Falcone looked at Bianca.

“So why haven’t you introduced me to your new girl yet?”

“It looks like you beat me to it,” Folklory said. “But let’s make it official. Bianca Silvestri, Damien Falcone.”

“Very nice to meet you,” Bianca said, her tone and expression puzzled.

“Yes, she was telling me a little about her history,” Falcone said. “All of it interesting.”

“Truly one of the most fascinating people I’ve ever met,” Folklory said. “And I’m saying that professionally.”

“I believe you’ve got a book in the works about her, don’t you?”

“When I get done with everything else,” Folklory said. “We’ll probably write it together.”

“I would have loved to have done my own research, as you know,” Falcone said. “Still would.”

“When you stop caging and chaining people like lab rats,” Folklory said with a smile, “maybe she’ll cooperate.”

“Yes, for the most important research in the world, we did have to ask people to make a few sacrifices. But I’m sure you know we’ve made some changes.”

“Nothing like professional humiliation to prompt reform,” Folklory asserted with a smile.

Falcone turned his gaze back to Bianca, eyeing her with deep sympathy. “I can only imagine the sacrifices you’ve had to make for him. But for Robert’s part, there’s no humiliation where it’s biologically impossible, no matter how justified it might be in another’s mind.”

“Between an absence of shame and an absence of humanity,” Folklory said, “different people feel different things.”

“I sent you a face in October,” Falcone said. “Did you get it?”

“Oh, the hydra?”

“The very one.”

“I gave it to Bianca, she—”

“That came from you, Dr. Falcone?” Bianca exclaimed. “I put it out by the temple. It’s these old columns and—”

“I’ve seen them,” Falcone interrupted.

“I love it,” she said. “Where did you get it?”

“Curiosity shop in Seville. They couldn’t tell me where it came from, but as soon as I saw it, I thought of Robert. Cost me a small fortune to ship.”

“Am I always on your mind, Damien?” Folklory asked.

“No. But certain stimuli conjure you—not always pleasantly.”

Folklory laughed, pressed his palm against his heart, dropped his head briefly in a quick bow, and offered his hand.

“Always a pleasure, Dr. Falcone,” he said, and after a two-handed handshake, Falcone was off to his next conversation.

Folklory turned to Bianca, raising his eyebrows the cute way he did sometimes, its meaning depending on the context but most of the time clear to Bianca—question, surprise, warning etc. “I’m glad you got to meet him at last.” He said, and he pulled the cocktail napkin out from under his gin and tonic and wiped his perspiring forehead.

“I always thought you were going to kill each other if you ever met again,” Bianca said.

“Oh, we were both doing our best,” Folklory laughed. “Blows were landed, none of them fatal unfortunately. What was he asking you about?”

“I don’t know,” Bianca said. “The usual stuff, I guess.”

“Specifically?” Folklory persisted.

“Well,” Bianca said, “he seemed to think we’d broken up. Is there a new rumor maybe?”

“What else?” Folklory asked with another wipe across his forehead.

“Uh . . . oh yeah, was I happy I didn’t die.”

“Go on.”

“Because . . . because the world is such a bad place. Oh, and he was getting digs in at you. Like maybe he was jealous of you?”

“What kind of digs?”

“That you, okay, like you didn’t care about me enough or something. And I—”

“Completely inappropriate,” Folklory muttered, scowling. “Absolutely unprofessional.”

“I defended you, Babe,” Bianca said. “It’s not a big deal.”

“He was performing an instrument on you,” Folklory said. “Without your informed consent.”

Bianca smiled, raised her hand as though hailing a cab, her habit when Folklory’s words went over her head.

“Sorry,” he said. “I need to tell you—”

“Can I take your picture?” one of the event photographers begged. Folklory’s scowl vanished, he turned and wrapped his hand around Bianca’s shoulder, she passed her arm around his waist, and the couple beamed with true, companionate joy. Another round of admirers showed up to speak to Folklory, but most of them exchanged a few words with Bianca as well, and a tipsy graduate student got both of them to autograph the book Folklory had written.

“Okay, tell me,” Bianca said in the lull between interruptions.

“I told him to take you,” Folklory said. “I called him when we got back home from Geneva. The next day. I made a direct call, told him his institute would be the best thing . . . for everyone.”

“Okay,” Bianca said, nodding in befuddlement.

“I lied about you,” Folklory said. “Blatant, humiliating, shameful lies.”

“Go on,” Bianca said, sipping her wine and looking up expectantly at her lover.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Pure consequentialism.”

Bianca shrugged.

“Sorry, this is hard for me,” Folklory said, eyes beginning to water as he looked warily around him, not wanting to be accosted by more admirers at what was for him a deeply difficult moment.

“I told him you accused me of trying to kill you,” Folklory began, speaking quickly, “I said I had to put you in another hotel because you kept banging on my door, you thought I was colluding with him, you kept threatening to jump off the roof . . . the roof where we had dinner, the night of the pool, because he demanded details. I told him you were planning to launch a business on the Brooklyn Bridge to keep other people from jumping, and you’d charge a fee and make millions.”

Folklory paused, winced under Bianca’s withering glare. But the floodgates had been opened.

“I told him you were demanding that I buy you a llama when we got home. That the shoes I bought you in Geneva triggered a night of rage, because you suspected I’d bought something more expensive for Sherry.”

“I just met her,” Bianca said.

“Yes, I noticed.”

“She was very nice. She said nice things about you.”

“The way all divorces should go.”

“What else did you tell Falcone?”

“I told him . . . well, that was it, mainly. Those kinds of stories. I’m sorry. I can’t justify it philosophically, so I’ve just set it aside and stopped thinking about it, and I really hoped it would never come up. And . . . I’m sorry.”

“A llama?” Bianca said. “Seriously? A llama?”

“I had to make a strong case,” Folklory said.

“For what, exactly?” Bianca said, not looking quite affronted, but aggressively inquisitive.

“For borderline. With shades of bipolar. They travel together, you know.”

“Okay,” Bianca said slowly, crossing her left arm under her breasts, sipping her wine with her right. “Alrighty then.”

“They don’t take borderlines,” Folklory said. “I told Damien to take you, I told him the stories, I said he needed to research you and do an intervention to see if you could be fixed, and he . . . as you know . . . he dropped you.”

“Because I’m borderline.”

“You’re not borderline. But I wanted him to think you were. So he’d give up.”

“Well, it worked,” Bianca said.

“I could have tried a hundred other things,” Folklory said. “I had barely begun to explore the legal avenues for keeping you out of his clutches. Most of his patients lacked the resources I was ready to devote to saving you. But then, he called me, just man to man, so to speak, and I panicked. I was . . . you know this . . . I was completely smitten. I still am. I’m sorry. I was ready to do anything.”

“Wait,” Bianca said. “You’re sorry for lying about me to that clown?”

“Yes,” Folklory confessed. “In the end, maybe I didn’t need to. They were already moving away from an involuntary model. We could have just waited him out, maybe. And now . . . he knows I was lying.”

“How does he know that?”

“He was conducting . . . when you were talking to him, before I showed up . . . he was conducting a borderline field assessment. And he came up empty. You didn’t answer anything the way you should have. He had no business doing that. But then, maybe I’m glad he did. He knows I won. You won. Not cleanly, but in the end . . . we won.”

“A llama,” Bianca said again, this time with a smile. “That’s just . . . so fucked up.”

“I know,” Folklory agreed, a slight smile on his own face, the first hints of hope.

“We have to put that in the book,” she said.

“You’re ready to write it?”

“Yeah,” she said. “With you.”
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