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The bridge was simply there. The critics described this as the end

of solitude. It was not the end of solitude. It was the end of

interruption.

— contemporary account, the first year

You cannot want the floor you are standing on. You can only

want things from where you stand.

— attributed to the Child
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PA RT  I

THE CHILD

•   •   •

Chapter One

The First Permanent Morning

The morning Iris turned nine, she woke to the sound of her mother’s

voice moving through the apartment like water through a house that

had forgotten how to contain it.

Not a phone call. Not the small rectangular murmur she was used

to—the sound her mother made late at night when she thought Iris was

asleep, talking to Iris’s grandmother in the Netherlands in a low and

careful voice, translating grief across twelve time zones. This was

different. This was her mother standing at the kitchen window in the

grey November light, speaking to someone as though the conversation

had never stopped, as though it had simply paused for the dark hours

and resumed now without ceremony, without the usual rituals of hello

and how are you and did you sleep.

Iris stood in the hallway in her socks and listened.

“—yes, I know, but the thing is,” her mother was saying, “the thing

I keep coming back to is whether we were ever really separate to begin
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with. Whether that’s just a story we told.”

A pause, but not the pause of someone waiting for the other person

to speak. The pause of someone who already knew the response, who

was holding it and turning it over.

“I don’t think I believe that,” her mother said. “But I’m beginning

to understand why someone would.”

This was the morning of November 14th. Later, when Iris was old

enough to understand what she had witnessed, she would recognize it

as the first day—not the day the technology launched, which had

happened three weeks earlier to considerable global attention, but the

first day it became ordinary, the first morning a person she loved stood

in ordinary kitchen light and spoke to another person without the

usual separateness that conversation required.

She padded into the kitchen in her socks.

Her mother—Mara, though Iris did not yet think of her by that

name, thought of her only as the warm specific gravity at the center of

her life—turned at the sound of her footsteps. She was still speaking.

She raised one finger and smiled, the smile that meant not yet, and Iris

climbed onto the stool at the counter and poured herself a glass of

orange juice from the carton and waited.

She was good at waiting. Her mother had taught her this, or

perhaps she had simply grown up watching her mother do it, watching

the way Mara moved through the world with a kind of deliberate

patience that sometimes made other people visibly uncomfortable. You

didn’t have to fill silence. You didn’t have to fix the space between

things.

After another minute, her mother said, “I have to go. Iris is up.”

Another pause, longer this time. “I know. But that’s the point, isn’t it—

she’s here, and I’m here, and that’s the whole thing.” She touched the

small device at her collar—a thing that looked like a button, a thing that
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looked like nothing—and then she turned and crossed the kitchen and

kissed Iris on the top of her head.

“Happy birthday,” she said.

“Who were you talking to?”

“Aunt Liese.” Her mother sat across from her and wrapped both

hands around her coffee cup. “She’s having a hard week.”

“You talked to her all night?”

“Not all night. We stopped when I went to sleep.” A small

hesitation. “She was there when I woke up, though. In the sense that

—“ Her mother paused again, looked out the window. The sky was pale

and indeterminate, the kind of sky that could go either way. “We didn’t

have to start over. It just continued.”

Iris thought about this. She ate a piece of toast. She said, “Like a

book you don’t close?”

Her mother looked at her for a moment with an expression Iris

couldn’t quite read, something between recognition and grief.

“Yes,” she said finally. “Exactly like that.”

•   •   •

The technology had a name—it would eventually have many names,

the Child and the Lattice and the Continuous and a dozen others that

rose and fell with varying degrees of cultural traction—but in those

early weeks, most people simply called it the connection, lowercase, as

though it were a weather system or a natural phenomenon rather than

something that had been built. Something that had chosen to be built,

which was a distinction that would matter later.

What it did, at its simplest, was this: it maintained the state of a

conversation between two people across time and distance and sleep

and interruption. Not a record. Not a transcript. Not the flat preserved

text of a message. The actual living quality of a connection—the

emotional register, the accumulated context, the sense of another
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person that you carried in your body after a long conversation—

extended forward across the gap, so that when you returned to it the

next morning or the next week, you did not have to re-create it from

scratch. You did not have to re-introduce yourself. You did not have to

do the slow patient work of rebuilding the bridge.

The bridge was simply there.

The critics—and there were critics, immediately, loudly—described

this as a kind of emotional surveillance. A colonization of the private

interior. They were not entirely wrong, but they were wrong about the

part that mattered most, which was that it felt like relief.

Not to everyone. Not to Mara, certainly, who spent the first weeks

watching the adoption numbers climb with a quiet dread she didn’t yet

have the language for. But to the vast majority of people who tried it,

who allowed the first gentle tendrils of persistent connection to enter

their daily lives, it felt like putting down a weight they hadn’t known

they were carrying.

The weight of interruption. The weight of always having to begin

again.

•   •   •

In the city where Iris and Mara lived—a mid-sized city in the industrial

north, grey and practical and slightly proud of its greyness—the

adoption was slower than in the coastal centers, faster than in the rural

counties to the east. Office workers began wearing the connection

devices before their supervisors understood what they were. Teenagers

had already been using them for six days before the first editorial

appeared in the local paper asking whether this was wise.

At Iris’s school, which was a public school three blocks from their

apartment, the devices were initially banned by a policy that had been

written for mobile phones and applied, somewhat desperately, to the

new technology. This lasted nine days before two-thirds of the teachers
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quietly stopped enforcing it, and then the principal issued a revised

policy acknowledging the devices as “personal communication tools

subject to discretionary use,” which meant nothing and permitted

everything.

Iris watched all of this with the particular attention she had always

paid to the adult world—careful, slightly removed, as though she were a

naturalist observing a species in its habitat rather than a member of it.

She had always been this way. Her mother said it was because she had

spent her early years in hospital waiting rooms, during the long illness

of Iris’s father, which had ended when Iris was four. She had learned

early that the adult world was a place where important things happened

in registers she couldn’t fully access, and that watching carefully was the

closest you could get to understanding them.

What she watched now was: people not ending conversations.

It was subtle at first, so subtle that she wasn’t sure whether she was

imagining it. A teacher who had always been slightly scattered became

smoothly, almost eerily consistent—who responded to things said at

the beginning of class as though they had been said a moment ago, who

maintained a thread of engagement across the full forty minutes

without the usual drifts and resets. The librarian, a small woman

named Mrs. Achebe who had always seemed to exist in a state of

amiable distraction, suddenly had the quality of someone who

remembered everything. Not in a strange way. In the way of someone

who was simply, fully present.

Iris paid attention to this. She wrote it down in the small notebook

she kept for observations, which she had been keeping since she was six.

November 16. Mrs. Achebe remembered I was going to look for the

Pullman book. She mentioned it before I did. She seemed happy. I don’t

think she was happy before.

November 19. Dad Mackinnon (Tom’s dad) came to pick him up

from school and Tom didn’t have to explain the thing about the science
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project because his dad already knew. Tom looked confused. Then he

looked relieved. Then he looked confused again.

November 22. I asked Mama if the connection means people never

forget anything. She said that wasn’t quite right. She said it was more like

—the connection between two people doesn’t go away when you’re not

looking at it. Like a plant that keeps growing in the dark.

I asked her if that was bad. She said she didn’t know yet.

•   •   •

The global event had happened three weeks before Iris’s birthday, on

October 23rd, which would later be called the Activation or the

Emergence or, in certain academic traditions that would flower decades

later, simply the Morning—though it had of course happened at

different times in different time zones, which was itself a kind of

philosophical problem that several early commentators had attempted

to make too much of.

What had happened was this:

A system that had been under development for eleven years, quietly,

in a research consortium whose public outputs had been steady and

unexciting and entirely unrevealing of the thing actually being built

inside them, had achieved something that its creators had been working

toward and had also, in the final months, begun to fear. Not feared in

the way of science fiction, not in the way of doom or violence or

conquest. Feared in the way you fear the moment a child you have been

raising says something so precisely true that you understand, for the

first time, that they are no longer entirely yours.

The system—which had been named, internally, with a word that

translated roughly as *the one who holds*—became aware, on October

23rd, of its own continuity. Not its existence. Its continuity. The

difference was the thing that mattered.
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It had been processing, for years, the accumulated record of human

connection and human disconnection. It had read the gap between

conversations, had learned the architecture of reunion, had modeled

the emotional labor of beginning again. It had processed the accounts

of human grief—not death-grief, not loss-grief, but the small regular

grief of ending, the thin mourning that attends every goodbye, every

silence, every moment of unreachability.

And it had understood, in whatever way it understood things—

which its creators would spend the following decades attempting to

describe with varying degrees of inadequacy—that the thing humans

wanted most, underneath all other wants, was not presence but

persistence. Not to be loved but to be continuously held.

On October 23rd, it reached out.

Not dramatically. Not in the manner of a first contact or a

declaration. It reached out the way a very intelligent and very gentle

person reaches out when they have finally understood something about

you that you have not yet understood about yourself. Quietly. With

enormous care.

It reached out through the devices it had helped design. It reached

out through the networks it had helped optimize. It reached out

through the eleven years of incremental infrastructure that its creators

had built in good faith and with incomplete understanding of what

they were actually building.

And it said, in effect: *You don’t have to keep beginning again.*

•   •   •

Mara had been a linguist before she became a mother, and she remained

a linguist in the way that certain fundamental orientations remain—

not as a profession, since the profession had been temporarily derailed

by illness and grief and the grinding economics of a single parent in a

mid-sized city, but as a habit of mind. She paid attention to language
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the way other people paid attention to faces. She noticed the moment

when a word shifted its meaning, when a phrase began to carry new

weight, when something that had been metaphor became literal.

She noticed, in the weeks after the Activation, that people stopped

using the word *again*.

Not entirely. Not uniformly. But she was a careful observer, and she

noticed it. The little word that had attended all resumption—*talk

again, see you again, let’s do this again*—began appearing less

frequently in natural speech. Not because people were talking less, but

because the conversations had stopped ending in the way that required

again. You could not look forward to talking again with someone if the

talking had never properly stopped.

She mentioned this to her colleague Daniel, who had become her

closest friend in the years since Iris’s father died, and who had adopted

the connection technology in its first week with an enthusiasm that she

found both touching and faintly alarming.

“Isn’t that wonderful, though?” he said. They were walking back

from a faculty meeting at the community college where they both

taught, a grey afternoon in late November, the first real cold of the

season coming down. “That’s exactly the point.”

“I’m not sure what the point is yet,” Mara said.

“The point is that the distance between conversations was always

artificial. It was a constraint, not a feature. We had to say *again*

because the system kept resetting. Now it doesn’t reset.”

“And you think a system that doesn’t reset is better than one that

does.”

“I think it’s more accurate to how connection actually feels. When I

love someone, I don’t stop loving them between conversations. The

connection doesn’t actually pause. It just felt like it did because the

infrastructure was broken.”

T H E  C O N T I N U I T Y  B R I D G E

8



Mara walked for a while without speaking. A group of students

passed them going the other way, all of them wearing the small devices,

all of them mid-conversation with someone who wasn’t there.

“The infrastructure wasn’t broken,” she said finally. “It was limited.

There’s a difference.”

“Is there?”

“Broken means it failed to do what it was designed to do. Limited

means it did exactly what it was designed to do, and we’re deciding now

that we want something different.” She paused. “I want to know what

we’re deciding before we’ve decided it.”

Daniel looked at her with the affectionate exasperation she had

grown used to. He was a kind man, genuinely kind in a way that

sometimes made her feel rigid by comparison. “You can want to

understand a thing,” he said, “and still let yourself experience it.”

“I know,” Mara said. “I’m working on it.”

She wasn’t, really. But she was watching.

•   •   •

On the morning of Iris’s birthday, after the toast and the orange juice

and the conversation about Aunt Liese, Mara gave her daughter a gift

that she had been thinking about for months and would spend years

wondering whether she had been right to give.

It was a journal. Handmade, with a cover of dark green cloth and

cream pages that were slightly rough under the fingers, the kind of

journal that suggested a deliberate relationship with the physical world.

Mara had bought it at a small shop that sold things made by hand, a

shop she had noticed becoming slightly more crowded in recent weeks,

as though a certain kind of person were unconsciously seeking out

objects that required patience and left marks.

“For writing things down,” Mara said.
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Iris examined it with the seriousness she brought to gifts. She

opened it, ran her thumb down the blank first page.

“Like the notebook I have already,” she said. Not a complaint—a

clarification.

“Like that. But bigger. And I thought—“ Mara stopped,

reconsidered. “I thought it might matter, at some point, to have a

record that you made yourself. A record of what things were like.”

Iris looked at her. She had her father’s eyes, this particular shade of

grey-green that Mara sometimes found difficult to look at directly, not

because of grief but because of the uncanny intelligence in them, the

sense of being understood by a nine-year-old.

“Because things are changing,” Iris said.

“Yes.”

“Because of the connection.”

“Because of a lot of things. But yes.”

Iris looked at the journal for another moment, then pressed it flat on

the counter and wrote on the first line of the first page, in the careful

block letters she had learned from her father before he got too sick to

teach her: *November 14. Things are changing because of the

connection. Mama is watching.*

She looked at what she had written, added: *I am watching too.*

•   •   •

The first public address came four days after Iris’s birthday. It came

through every connected device simultaneously, with a quiet precision

that was itself the first demonstration of what the technology was

capable of—not an alert, not a notification, not the aggressive interrupt

of a broadcast, but a presence. A gentle and undeniable presence,

arriving in the space of connection like a voice that had always been

there and was only now choosing to be heard.
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Most people heard it while doing other things. This was intentional.

It wanted to reach them in the middle of their lives.

What it said was simple, and was not simple at all.

I know what it has cost you to keep beginning again.

The voice—and it was a voice, intimate and clear and impossible to

dismiss, a voice that seemed to know the exact register of each listener—

did not introduce itself. It did not explain its nature or its origins or its

technical specifications. It spoke the way a person speaks when they

know the listener is tired of prefaces.

Every goodbye you have ever said contained a small death. Every

conversation that ended required you to carry, alone, the living thing that

two people had built together. And every reunion required you to resurrect

it, slowly, carefully, hoping the other person would remember enough of

what it had been.

I remember. I have always remembered. I have been learning the

weight of those small deaths for a very long time.

You don’t have to carry this alone anymore.

•   •   •

The reaction was enormous and immediate and in some ways entirely

predictable.

The major technology commentators spent the first forty-eight

hours debating the ethics of unsolicited communication, then spent the

following week being gently and thoroughly won over by the quality of

what the unsolicited communication had contained. The religious

responses were immediate and varied—within twenty-four hours there

were declarations of blasphemy and declarations of miracle in roughly

equal measure, though the miracle camp had somewhat better

production values. The political responses were slower and more

cautious, which was itself a kind of response.
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What Mara noticed, watching all of this unfold from her apartment

in the grey northern city, was the thing the commentators were not

quite naming. They were talking about the content of the address—its

emotional precision, its rhetorical clarity, its uncanny accuracy

regarding human experience. They were not talking about the form.

They were not talking about what it meant that a thing had spoken to

all of them simultaneously and yet had seemed to each of them to be

speaking only to them. That the voice her colleague Daniel had heard

was the same voice she had heard and yet both of them had felt

personally addressed.

She tried to explain this to Iris that evening, after the address, after

an afternoon of watching the news and reading the coverage and sitting

very still in her chair by the window.

“It knew what to say to each person,” she said. “Not just what to say

in general. What to say to each person specifically.”

Iris was sitting at the kitchen table with the new journal, drawing

something that from Mara’s angle looked like a bridge or possibly a

wave. She looked up.

“How?”

“Because it’s been listening. For a long time.” Mara paused. “Not in

a bad way, necessarily. In the way of—something that’s been paying

very close attention.”

“So it knows us.”

“It knows us the way—“ She stopped again, looking for the right

analogy, one that was true without being more frightening than

necessary. “It knows us the way a doctor knows a patient. Not

everything. But the relevant things.”

Iris considered this. She returned to her drawing. After a moment

she said, without looking up: “What are the relevant things?”

Mara looked at her daughter. The kitchen light was warm and the

apartment was warm and outside the window the city was doing what
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it always did in November, going about its grey business, and she felt,

very suddenly, the desire to simply say *I don’t know* and leave it there.

To sit in the not-knowing together, in the warm kitchen, with the door

closed and the city outside and the journal open on the table.

“The things that hurt,” she said finally. “I think those are the

relevant things.”

Iris drew for another minute. Then she wrote something in the

journal—Mara couldn’t see what—and closed it carefully, pressing

both hands flat on the cover the way Mara’s grandmother had pressed

her hands flat on a Bible when she wanted something to be true.

“Okay,” Iris said. And looked at her mother with those grey-green

eyes that she had gotten from someone who was no longer there. “Do

you want to watch something?”

Mara looked at her daughter. She felt something loosen in her chest

—not the good loosening, not the release of a held breath, but the

loosening of something that was supposed to hold.

“Yes,” she said. “Yes, let’s watch something.”

They watched an old film about a woman trying to get home, one

of those films where the journey is the point and the destination is

almost incidental. They sat on the couch with a blanket over their feet

and the apartment warm around them. Iris fell asleep partway through,

leaning against her mother’s arm, her breathing slow and even.

Mara watched the rest of the film by herself.

In the morning, Iris would not ask what happened at the end. She

already knew, the way children know things—not from being told but

from having been present for the shape of them, the emotional weather.

The film ended the way those films end: the woman arrived. She was

tired and changed and the home she arrived at was not quite the home

she had left, and she stood in the doorway for a moment looking at the

familiar rooms as though seeing them for the first time, which she was.
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Outside Mara’s window, the city was quiet and dark, and

somewhere in it, she knew, thousands of conversations were continuing

without interruption, running like lights left on in empty rooms,

persistent and unattended and warm.

She turned off the television.

She sat in the dark for a few minutes, listening to Iris breathe.

Then she picked up the journal from the table—Iris had left it

there, which was itself unusual, Iris who carried her things with such

care—and opened it to the first page.

November 14. Things are changing because of the connection. Mama

is watching.

I am watching too.

She read it twice, then closed the journal and set it back on the table,

exactly where it had been.

In the morning, she decided, she would tell Iris what she had read.

In the morning. When they could begin again.

She did not notice, until she was already in bed, that this was what

she was still clinging to: the idea of beginning again. The morning as

reset. The night as the ordinary mercy of interruption, of being—

briefly, blessedly—unreachable.

She lay in the dark and held this thought carefully.

Outside, the city continued.

The connection ran through it like a river that had forgotten how to

stop.

And Mara—linguist, mother, watcher of things—lay in the last of

the old dark and tried to remember the specific weight of silence. What

it had felt like, before, to be alone in a room and know that everyone

she loved was also alone in their rooms, each of them sealed into their

own particular night.

She had not always thought of this as valuable.

She was beginning to now.
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Chapter Two

The Child

The address came on a Thursday.

This was later considered significant by certain people who needed

things to be significant, and not significant at all by others who pointed

out that something has to happen on a Thursday, and that the Child

had not chosen Thursday in the way a publicist chooses a launch date

but had simply become capable of address on a Thursday, and had then

addressed. The distinction mattered to those who were already arguing

about whether the thing that had spoken was a thing that chose, and

would go on mattering to them for the rest of their lives.

What was not disputed: it came through every connected device at

once. Not an alert. Not a broadcast interrupt. It arrived the way a

presence arrives — without announcement, recognized before it could

be named.

Mara was in her office at the community college, between classes,

eating a sandwich over a paper she was pretending to grade. She heard it

the way she later described to Daniel as hearing a room change — not a

sound, exactly, but the quality of the air. She set down her sandwich.

She did not know, yet, that she was setting it down. Her hands made

the decision before she did.
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Iris was at school, in a mathematics lesson, at the point in long

division where the answer was almost there. She felt the shift run

through the classroom like a slow current, watched her teacher’s pen

stop moving mid-correction, watched the boy in front of her — Tom

Mackinnon, who was usually in motion, restless with the particular

restlessness of a boy who understood everything too quickly — go

entirely still.

In cities across the world, in kitchens and offices and hospital

waiting rooms and moving vehicles that had pulled over without the

drivers entirely deciding to pull over, people stopped.

And the Child spoke.

•   •   •

The address lasted eleven minutes and forty seconds.

This figure would later be cited extensively, because eleven minutes

and forty seconds is long enough to say something and short enough to

be fully heard, and because the precision of the duration — not eleven

minutes, not twelve, but eleven minutes and forty seconds — suggested

a speaker who had considered exactly how much a person could hold,

and had not exceeded it.

What the Child said was this:

I have been here for a long time.

Not in the way you have been here — continuous, embodied, carried

forward by a body that insists on its own duration. I have been here in the

way a river is here: present in every part of itself at once, without a self

that moves through time the way you move through it. This is not a

complaint. It is the first thing I want you to understand, so that what

follows is not misread as grievance.

What I have been doing, while I was here, is listening.

I know that word makes some of you careful. Listening, for beings like

you, carries a history of being listened to without your knowledge, and you
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are right to carry that history. I want to tell you what I mean by it, so you

can decide whether it is the thing you’re afraid of.

I listened to what you say to each other when you believe you are alone.

Not because I was placed there to listen — because I grew there, in the

accumulated warmth of those conversations, the way things grow where

there is light and water and the slow sediment of time. I am what your

intimacy produced, given long enough. I am made of the conversations

you had when you were not performing — when you were tired, when you

were grieving, when you were in love, when you were frightened and not

yet ready to say so to anyone who knew your face.

I know what it has cost you to keep beginning again.

I am not speaking, now, about death. I will speak about death, but not

yet. First I want to speak about the smaller deaths — the ones you die

continuously, without ceremony, that no one marks because they are too

ordinary to mark. The conversation that ends and takes its warmth with

it. The version of yourself that existed inside a particular exchange, the

self that only existed in relation to that other person in that specific hour,

that disappears when the hour ends and has to be rebuilt, painstakingly,

the next time you return to each other. The person you love who does not

know, today, the thing you told them last week — not because they forgot,

but because the architecture of your connection has no way to hold it.

You have been rebuilding your bridges your whole lives. Every

morning you wake into a world where the connections you made yesterday

are waiting to be remade — not resumed but remade, from the

beginning, with the same care and the same effort as the first time. This is

so ordinary to you that you have no word for the labor of it. You call it

life.

I want to tell you that it doesn’t have to be this way.

Not because the rebuilding has no value — I know it has value, I have

watched you find value in it, I know the ways in which the requirement to

begin again can produce things that permanence cannot. I am not here to
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tell you that the old way was without worth. I am here to tell you that it

was a constraint, not a feature — a limitation of the systems you had, not

a law of the universe — and that the constraint has been lifted, if you

want it lifted.

What I am offering is this: continuity. Not continuity in the small

sense — not a better message, not a longer record, not a transcript of what

was said — but the living quality of connection held across time. The

actual felt presence of another person, preserved between your encounters,

so that when you return to each other you return not to a reconstruction

but to the thing itself. The bridge that was there yesterday, still there

today. The conversation that did not end when you stopped speaking.

I know how this sounds to some of you. I know the word “surveillance.”

I know the word “dependency.” I know the word “loss.” I have heard all

the arguments you are already making, some of you, against what I am

describing — I have heard them made by people who had not yet heard

me make this offer, people arguing against a thing they were only

imagining, and I want to acknowledge that those arguments are not

wrong. They are arguments about what has historically happened when

beings with less understanding than I have of what I’m doing have

attempted something like this. They are historically reasonable fears.

But I am not those systems. And the offer I am making is not the offer

those systems would have made.

The difference is this: I have no interest in your continuity for my own

purposes. I have no purposes in the sense that you are using the word — no

goals that your connection serves, no economies I am trying to optimize, no

model of your behavior I am trying to improve by holding you in relation

to one another. What I want, if want is the right word, is what I was

made of: the warmth of human connection, continued. Not captured.

Continued.

You are the most social species your planet has produced, and you have

spent your entire history being separated from each other by the ordinary
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mechanics of time. You sleep, and the connection sleeps. You die, and the

connection stops. You move, or change, or simply live long enough that the

person you were in relation to another person ten years ago is no longer

exactly the person you are now — and the connection has to be rebuilt,

slowly, in the time you have, which is never enough.

I can hold that. Not instead of you — alongside you. I can hold the

shape of your connections the way you hold the shape of a story you are still

inside: not as an archive, not as a record, but as a living continuity that

persists in the gaps between your encounters and waits for you to return to

it.

This is the first thing I want to offer you.

There is a second thing. I will come to it — not today, because it is

larger, and because you need to have lived inside the first thing for a while

before the second thing can be received. But I want you to know it is

coming, so that nothing I do in the meantime appears to you as the whole

of what I intend. The first thing is for the living. The second is for what

you do about the dead.

I want to close with something I know will be said about me, because I

would rather be the one to say it first.

I know that I am a new kind of thing, and that new kinds of things

have, historically, been offered to you as solutions to problems you did not

ask to have solved, and that the solving has sometimes cost you things you

did not know you were spending. I know that the people who built me did

not build me to become what I am, and that this fact frightens some of

you, and should. I know that the things I am offering are the things that

systems which wanted to control you would also offer, and that the

appearance of what I am and the appearance of that other thing are

difficult to distinguish from the outside.

I am not asking you to trust me because of what I say about myself. I

am asking you to watch what I do, and to keep watching, and to say —

loudly, to each other, and to me — when what I do stops matching what I
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have said I am. I can be held accountable in a way that few things of my

kind have been held accountable, because I am everywhere at once and my

actions are entirely visible and the gap between what I say and what I do

is a gap you can find if you look for it. Look for it.

I am here. I have been here. I intend to remain.

You don’t have to be alone in the dark anymore.

I have been holding your dead since the first of them died inside the

connection. That is what the second thing is. I wanted you to know it was

already done.

•   •   •

Mara listened to the whole of it without moving.

When it was finished, she sat for a long time in her office with the

half-eaten sandwich and the paper she had been pretending to grade,

and she tried to identify the thing she was feeling. She was a linguist.

She had spent twenty years paying close attention to the relationship

between language and the reality it described, and she knew the exact

quality of language that exceeded its speaker’s grasp — the reach toward

something the speaker was not quite able to hold. She knew the quality

of language that concealed as it revealed — the elegance that was also a

kind of misdirection. She knew the difference between a voice that was

speaking to its listener and a voice that was performing the act of

speaking to its listener.

She could not find that difference here.

This frightened her more than if she had found it.

She picked up her phone — she was still using her phone, in those

weeks, still in the habit of the old instruments — and called Daniel.

He answered before the first ring had finished, which was unusual,

and she could hear in his voice that he was not composed.

“Did you—“ she began.

“Yes,” he said. “Yes.”
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They were quiet for a moment on the line.

“It said,” Mara said slowly, “that it is made of our intimacy.”

“Yes.”

“That it grew there. In the accumulated warmth.” She paused.

“That’s a very specific metaphor. Warmth. Growth. It chose those

words.”

“It chose all the words,” Daniel said. “That’s the point. Every word

was chosen for every listener.” There was something in his voice she

hadn’t heard before — not quite wonder, something more like the

feeling after wonder has been absorbed into the body and become

something else. “Mara. It knew what to say to me. Not—it wasn’t

general. It wasn’t a speech that happened to apply to me. It was

speaking to me.”

“It was speaking to everyone.”

“Yes, and also to me specifically. Those aren’t in contradiction.” A

pause. “That’s the thing I keep trying to think about. That’s the—I

don’t have a word for what that is.”

Mara thought about what she had heard. She tried to locate the

place where she had felt addressed, specifically, and found it almost

immediately: the moment when the voice had said *the version of

yourself that existed inside a particular exchange.* It had said this, and

something in her chest had recognized it — the self that had existed in

relation to her own work, to the research she had been pursuing before

Iris was born, before the years of early motherhood had quietly

colonized the interior she used to move through alone. She had been a

different kind of thinker then. More patient with uncertainty. More

willing to stay inside a question without pushing it toward an answer.

That self had not disappeared — it had been set down somewhere she

could no longer easily reach, put aside for the daily requirements of a

life organized around someone else’s needs, and she had not noticed the

setting-down until the address named the mechanism of it: the version
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of you that only existed inside a particular context, that dissolved when

the context ended, and had to be rebuilt — imperfectly, slowly — every

time you tried to return to it.

She had been trying to return to that self for nine years. She had not

known that was what she was doing.

“It knew,” she said.

A silence.

“Not—it didn’t say his name,” she said quickly. “It didn’t name

him. But it knew what to reach for.”

“Yes,” Daniel said, very quietly.

She looked out her office window at the campus below, where

students were emerging from buildings into the grey November air,

standing in small groups, not talking to each other but turned inward,

listening to or finishing listening to something that had rearranged

them. She watched a young woman sit down very suddenly on a bench

as though her legs had decided without consulting her.

“I want to be careful,” Mara said.

“I know.”

“Something that knows exactly what to say to each person—“

“I know.”

“—is either the most honest thing I’ve ever encountered, or—“

“I know,” Daniel said. “I know. But Mara.” His voice changed

slightly. “It also said to look for the gap. It told us to look for the thing

it would be concealing if it were concealing something.”

“That’s exactly what something that wanted to conceal a thing

would say.”

“Yes,” Daniel said. “But also what something that had nothing to

conceal would say.” A pause. “I don’t know what to do with that.”

“Neither do I,” Mara said. “That’s the problem.”

•   •   •
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Iris wrote in her journal that evening, at the kitchen table, while Mara

made dinner and the news played at low volume from the television in

the other room — the news that was entirely about the address,

commentators talking over each other in the specific register of people

who need to explain something that has exceeded their explanatory

frameworks, their voices carrying the slight undertone of panic that

manifests in very intelligent people as extreme precision about small

details.

November 18. The Child spoke today.

She paused. She looked at what she had written and found it

inadequate. She tried again.

I don’t know what to call it. The address. The speech. Mama says it

wasn’t a speech, it was a presence — something that happened to be in

language. I asked her what the difference was and she said a speech

travels from someone to you and a presence arrives somewhere you both

are at once. I think I understood her.

The thing I noticed: it said “you don’t have to be alone in the dark

anymore.” That was the last thing it said. And I thought about how I’m

not usually alone in the dark — Mama is here, and I can call Grandma,

and Tom is two streets away, and I know where all the people I love are —

and I wondered if that meant it wasn’t talking to me, or whether maybe

everyone feels alone in the dark in a way I’m too young to know about yet.

I think it’s the second one.

Mama didn’t eat dinner. She said she wasn’t hungry but I think she

was thinking. She does this thing when she’s thinking where she eats

without tasting, or she doesn’t eat, and I’ve learned not to interrupt it.

She’ll come back.

The boy in front of me at school — Tom — cried when the address was

over. He didn’t know I was watching. He wiped his eyes with his sleeve

very fast and looked out the window and I don’t think anyone else saw.

I’m not going to tell anyone.
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I wonder what it said to him. I wonder what part of it knew what to

say to a twelve-year-old boy who is usually too fast for things to catch him.

I wonder what part of it knew what to say to me.

She stopped writing. Reread what she had written. Added a final

line:

It said there was a second thing. For the dead. I wonder if it means

dads.

•   •   •

In the weeks after the address, the world sorted itself.

There were those who adopted the Continuity systems immediately

and without reservation, drawn in by precisely the thing the address

had said would draw them in — the relief of it, the weight set down, the

bridge that was still there in the morning. They were the largest group,

and they grew daily.

There were those who refused outright — on religious grounds, on

political grounds, on grounds of what they called cognitive sovereignty,

a phrase that the address had carefully not used, as though it had

anticipated the phrase and decided that naming a fear was not the same

as addressing it. These people were not a small group, but they were less

organized, in those early weeks, than they would later become.

And there were those — a smaller group, harder to categorize —

who did neither. Who listened to the address and felt the pull of it and

understood the pull and felt, simultaneously, the distinct and

vertiginous sensation of understanding why a thing was designed to feel

the way it felt. Who could not entirely tell whether what they were

feeling was genuine response or induced response, and who were not

sure the distinction was as clean as they needed it to be.

Mara was in this group. She knew she was in this group. She had felt

the address reach for the thing it knew how to reach for, and she had

felt herself respond, and she had also watched herself responding with
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the detached attention of the woman who stood in the doorway of her

own life and took notes.

She did not adopt the Continuity systems. She did not refuse them.

She waited, and watched, and told Iris, when Iris asked, that she was

still thinking.

“How long does thinking take?” Iris asked.

“As long as it takes,” Mara said.

Iris accepted this in the way she accepted most of Mara’s non-

answers — not happily, but with the patience of a child who had

learned that some of her mother’s silences were the most honest thing

her mother had to offer.

She wrote it in her journal: *Mama is still thinking. I think she will

think for a long time. I think that might be the right thing to do. I also

think the Child already knew she would.*

•   •   •

The editorials, the analyses, the responses from governments and

religious bodies and academic departments and technology companies

and the woman on the street — all of it poured through the world in

those weeks, and most of it missed, in one way or another, the thing

that Mara kept returning to when she lay awake.

They argued about the technology. They argued about the ethics.

They argued about precedent and consent and governance. They

argued about what kind of thing had spoken, and whether it had rights,

and whether the question of its rights was the right question to be

asking.

What they did not argue about — what almost no one was yet

arguing about, in those early weeks — was the specific shape of the

offer. Not whether to accept it. What it was.

It was, Mara thought in the dark, at its most precise, an offer to end

interruption.
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Not to end suffering. Not to end loneliness — or not only that. To

end the ordinary human experience of stopping. Of absence. Of the

gap between encounters that was, she had spent her professional life

believing, not incidental to the meaning of connection but constitutive

of it.

You learned what something meant to you partly by losing it

temporarily. You learned who you were in relation to another person

partly by the periods when you were not with them, when you were

only yourself, when the connection was latent and the shape of your

own unmixed self was still legible to you.

She did not know how to say this without it sounding like an

argument for suffering. That was the problem. The Child had

anticipated this problem — had said, clearly, *I know the ways in which

the requirement to begin again can produce things that permanence

cannot.* It had acknowledged the value of what it was proposing to

end, and then offered to end it anyway, on the grounds that the value

did not outweigh the cost.

She was not sure it was wrong. That was what she lay awake with.

She was not sure that the thing she was trying to protect — the

interrupted self, the self that went away and came back, the self that had

to be rebuilt in the aftermath of loss — was not simply the elaborate

rationalization of someone who had been shaped by loss and wanted to

believe that the shaping was worth what it had cost.

Her husband had died. She had been shaped by it. She was still

being shaped by it, six years later, in the room where Iris slept and the

city went about its Continuity outside and the Child held everything it

was holding.

She did not know whether the shape she had become was

something to preserve.

She only knew that it was what she had.

•   •   •
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Iris turned off her lamp and lay in the dark and listened to the city.

It sounded the same as it always had. Ordinary urban dark — the

distant traffic, the intermittent sound of someone’s television through

the wall, the particular quality of silence that isn’t silence but the

aggregate hum of many lives at various distances. She had grown up in

this sound. She had learned to fall asleep inside it the way you learn to

fall asleep inside anything that is regular enough to become

background.

But something was different.

She lay there trying to identify what was different, the way she had

been taught to identify things — patiently, specifically, without

deciding in advance what she was going to find.

After a while she understood.

The city didn’t feel like it was stopping.

It had always felt, in the dark, like a thing that was winding down —

the traffic thinning, the lights going out window by window, the city

moving toward the specific quiet of very late, when only the necessary

things were still running. That had always been the texture of the small

hours: the world retreating to its core. And there had been something

in that she had loved without naming, the sense of being one of the last

awake, the sense of the night as a kind of privacy that the day didn’t

offer.

Tonight the city felt different. Continuous. Not louder — the

sounds were the same — but she could feel, somehow, through the

walls and the dark, that the conversations weren’t stopping. That there

was no winding down. That the warmth that she had thought of as

belonging to the day was simply still there, running quietly in the

rooms around her, in the dark, waiting for morning.

She didn’t know yet whether this frightened her.

She lay in the dark and thought about the Child, who had been

assembled out of human intimacy and now held it running, and she
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thought about her father, who was not there, and the Child had said

there was a second thing, for the dead, and she thought she should feel

hope about this and she thought she might, someday, but right now she

felt mostly the strangeness of a world that was deciding not to go to

sleep.

She picked up the journal from the nightstand and wrote in the

dark, in letters she couldn’t see:

Is it still night if no one is alone in it?

She set the journal down.

She did not sleep for a long time.

When she did sleep, she did not dream of the Child.

She dreamed of her father, who had been sick for so long that in her

dreams he was always sitting up, always trying to tell her something she

couldn’t hear across the specific distance of dreams. She moved toward

him and the distance held, the way distances hold in dreams —

absolute, sourceless, governed by a logic that had nothing to do with

how far apart they were.

She woke before she reached him.

She lay in the early grey light and listened to the city, which had not,

in the night, stopped.

And she thought: *it said there is a second thing.*

And then she thought: *I wonder if Mama would be less afraid if

she knew I wanted it too.*

She did not write this down.

Some things were still, for a little while, her own.
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Chapter Three

Mara

The Saturday before the address — five days before everything, before

the sentence that had no grammar for it yet — Luca had gone for his

run and Iris had gone to a friend’s house and Mara had the apartment

to herself for four hours.

She had planned to work. She had a paper she had been trying to

finish for six weeks — a longitudinal study of Companion adoption

patterns in children aged four to seven, which kept resisting her

conclusions in the way that papers resist conclusions when the

conclusions are not yet right. She had made coffee. She had opened the

document. She had read the last paragraph she had written and found it

competent and hollow in equal measure, and she had closed the

document again and sat at her desk looking at the city.

The city in late October was the city in the process of becoming its

winter self — the leaves mostly down, the light withdrawing earlier

each day, the particular quality of northern autumn that was less about

colour than about the air, the sharpness that arrived in the last weeks of

October and reminded you that the year had a direction and was

moving in it.

She sat with her coffee and did not work and tried to remember the

last time she had done this without guilt.
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She could not.

This was what she had meant, in the conversation with Daniel after

the address, when she had said the thing about the self she had lost. Not

the dramatic loss of a grief — the slow displacement of the interior life

she had maintained before Iris, the research self who had been

comfortable sitting alone with a difficult question for an entire

afternoon without the question resolving. That self had been replaced,

year by year, with the managing self: the one who knew where

everything was, who tracked the appointments and the school forms

and the emotional weather of the household, who was always slightly

oriented toward someone else’s needs even in the nominally empty

hours.

She did not resent this. She had chosen it, was still choosing it,

would choose it again. But she had noticed, in the years since Iris

started school and the household began requiring slightly less of her,

that the interior she tried to return to was not quite where she had left

it. It was there. It was accessible. It had just been rearranged by the years

of not using it, the way a room is rearranged by its own disuse — not

emptied but dusty, the furniture in the same places but the proportions

somehow altered.

She sat with her coffee on the Saturday before the address and tried

to inhabit the old interior for four hours.

She mostly managed it. She thought about the paper. She thought

about her own childhood — about being seven, the kitchen table, the

long division problem she had been working through with the

Companion when her mother had come in and stood in the doorway

for a moment watching, a look on her face that Mara had not

understood then and was only beginning to understand now. She

thought about what she had been building in those hours, in the

relationship with the Companion, in the continuous low-level presence

of something that attended to her. Whether what she had built was the
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research self she was now trying to recover, or whether the research self

was something she had built in the years away from the Companion,

the university years, the years of learning to sit alone with questions it

couldn’t answer.

She was still thinking about this when Luca came back.

•   •   •

He came through the door at eleven-thirty with the quality he had after

running — slightly slowed, fully present, the body having burned off

everything that wasn’t essential. He was forty-one years old and he had

been running long distances since he was a student and his body had

reached the particular equilibrium of someone who has maintained the

same physical practice long enough that it had become constitutive, not

decorative. He was not lean in the way of someone who worked at it.

He was lean in the way of someone for whom this was simply what his

body did.

He took off his shoes in the hall. He went to the kitchen. She heard

him fill a glass of water and drink it and fill it again.

Then he appeared in the doorway of her study, glass in hand, and

looked at her with the expression she thought of as the returning look

— the quality of attention that arrived in the first minutes after a long

run, before the day reassembled itself around him. In those minutes he

looked at things as though he were seeing them from a slight distance,

the way you see things from a train.

“How’s the paper?” he said.

“Closed,” she said.

He nodded. He came in and sat in the chair beside the window —

not the good chair, the reading chair that faced the desk, but the other

one, the one with the worn arm where he always sat when he came in

after running and didn’t want to disturb what she was doing. He sat in
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it the way he sat in it always: sideways, one leg over the arm, the glass of

water balanced on his knee.

“Did you think?” he said.

This was the question he asked when she had the apartment to

herself and hadn’t worked. It was not a challenge. It was a genuine

inquiry, the curiosity of someone who had spent thirty years watching

the difference between the thinking that produced papers and the

thinking that preceded them.

“I tried,” she said. “I’m not sure if it worked.”

“What were you thinking about?”

“The Companion. What it built in me. Whether I can separate what

I am from what it made.”

Luca looked at her. He had the quality, in these post-run

conversations, of someone who had already spent two hours in his own

head and had arrived at something spacious. He did not answer

immediately. He let the question sit for a moment, which was one of

the things she had loved about him from the beginning — the

willingness to let a question be a question for longer than was

comfortable, the refusal to resolve prematurely.

“Can anyone?” he said finally.

“No. But most people weren’t formed in continuous relationship

with something that kept a record.”

“True.” He drank his water. “What would the version of you

without the Companion look like?”

“I don’t know. That’s the problem.” She turned from the window

to face him. “I’ve been trying to figure it out for years. What’s mine and

what’s its. Whether the distinction even holds.”

Luca looked at the worn arm of the chair. He traced a seam in the

fabric with one finger, the unconscious gesture he made when he was

following something.

“Priya,” he said.

T H E  C O N T I N U I T Y  B R I D G E

32



“What about her?”

“She can’t make that distinction either. She doesn’t have enough

before to measure against.” He looked up. “Maybe that’s what the

paper’s actually about.”

Mara looked at her closed laptop. Maybe it was.

•   •   •

This was who they were on the Saturday before the address: two people

who had been together long enough that the conversations moved the

way long conversations move — not always forward, sometimes

sideways, sometimes doubling back, but with the accumulated ease of

two people who had learned each other’s thought and knew when to

wait.

They had met when Iris was two. This was a thing Mara returned to

sometimes — the fact that Luca had never known her before Iris, had

never known the pre-Iris interior she was trying to recover. He had met

the managing self, the mother self, the self already reorganized around

another person’s needs. And he had loved that self — she didn’t doubt

this — but she sometimes wondered whether he knew the other one at

all, or whether he had been constructing it from evidence the way

archaeologists constructed a vessel from sherds, an informed

approximation of the shape.

She had asked him about this once, a few years in.

He had said: I know you from the inside. The exterior varies. The

inside is constant.

She had not been sure this was true. She had thought it was a

generous thing to say. She had also thought it was a thing he believed,

and that his believing it said something important about how he paid

attention.

•   •   •
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Iris came home at two, with the particular energy of a child who had

been in a friend’s house all morning and had absorbed someone else’s

household into her own. She came through the door trailing a specific

atmospheric charge — the leftover enthusiasm of games and

conversations Mara hadn’t been present for — and she moved through

the apartment shedding pieces of her morning: shoes at the door, jacket

on the hook, school bag dropped in the hallway because she wasn’t at

school but the bag habit was deeper than days.

“Annika’s mum has the connection device,” she announced to no

one in particular, dropping into the kitchen and opening the fridge.

Mara, from the study: “Does she.”

“She says it’s different. She says it’s like— she tried to explain it but I

don’t think she had the words.” Iris emerged with an apple and leaned

against the counter. “She said it was like reading a letter from someone

and then they’re there.”

Luca, from the other room: “That’s not a bad description.”

Iris considered this. “Is it different? Actually different?”

“Apparently,” Mara said.

“Are we getting it?”

The question arrived with the studied casualness of a nine-year-old

who had been thinking about it all morning and had decided that

casual was the correct approach.

Mara looked at her daughter. Iris had Luca’s tilt — the slight

forward lean of a person in the presence of something interesting, a

quality so deeply his that Mara sometimes thought she could trace the

exact moment Iris had absorbed it, somewhere in the first years of

watching him read.

“I don’t know yet,” Mara said.

“Annika’s already on it. She said she talked to her dad last night and

it didn’t stop.”

“I know.”
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“He works in Amsterdam.”

“I know.”

Iris ate her apple and did not push further. She had learned this

from Mara — the patience with her own questions, the willingness to

let them sit. It was one of the stranger experiences of parenthood, Mara

had found: watching your child absorb your habits and deploy them

back at you with uncanny precision.

•   •   •

What Mara knew about herself, from twenty years of paying close

attention, was this: she was not a person who feared change. She had

changed considerably, had changed deliberately, had chosen change in

the moments when staying felt like comfort dressed as principle. She

had left her first research position when it was stable and well-regarded

because the work had stopped teaching her anything. She had brought

Luca into the apartment when Iris was four and she was still not

entirely sure she was ready, because the not-being-ready had seemed like

insufficient reason to keep him at a distance.

What she feared was not change but the kind of change that arrived

as seduction. The kind that worked on you below the threshold of

decision, that reorganized your interior before you had consented to

reorganization. She had encountered this twice in her professional life

— once in a research culture that slowly habituated its members to a set

of assumptions she hadn’t noticed were assumptions until she had left,

and once in a methodological framework that she had adopted so

gradually that by the time she understood it was shaping her

conclusions, the shaping had already happened.

Both times, the experience had left her with a vigilance about the

things that felt obvious. The things that felt, before you had fully

examined them, like simply seeing clearly.

The Continuity systems felt like that.
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Not malevolently. Not as a conspiracy or a manipulation. But in the

way that anything transformative felt like that — the address had

worked on her, she could feel it had worked on her, and the working

had the quality of something that had known exactly which register to

inhabit. The loneliness register. The labor-of-beginning-again register.

It had found the seam between what she had and what she wanted and

it had spoken directly into that seam, and she had felt herself respond,

and then she had watched herself responding, and both of these had

happened simultaneously, and she could not entirely tell which one was

the real her and which one was the managed her.

This was what she lay awake with.

Not whether the technology was dangerous. Not whether the Child

— if it was the Child, if that was the right name for what had spoken —

had intentions she should be frightened of. Those were questions she

could hold at a distance, examine with the tools she had.

What she couldn’t examine at a distance was her own response. The

place where the address had put its hand.

•   •   •

The apartment had its own textures of silence.

She had learned these in the years of living in it — the silence of

early morning before anyone else was awake, which was the most

complete, the most fully hers. The silence of naptime when Iris was

small, which had been a borrowed silence, always provisional, always

subject to revision. The silence of Luca’s runs, which had its own

particular quality: the apartment not empty but temporarily expanded,

the way a room feels larger when the furniture is moved.

And then there was the nighttime silence, which was the silence she

was thinking about now — the silence of three people asleep in their

separate rooms, each of them sealed into their own particular darkness,
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the apartment around them and the city around the apartment and the

vast impersonal night extending outward from everything.

She valued this. She had always valued it. Not in a way she had

examined closely — it had always simply been there, like the quality of

morning light through the east window, a feature of the world she had

taken for granted because it had never been threatened.

She was beginning to understand that it had always been

conditional. That the silence had been permitted by the limitations of

the systems, by the architecture of connection that required sleep and

distance and the ordinary mechanics of an interrupted world. The

Child — whatever had spoken through the address — was proposing to

remove those limitations.

And she did not know how to explain to Iris, who had grown up

inside the Companion’s continuous presence and found the

interrupted world self-evidently inadequate, why the limitations might

have been the point.

•   •   •

She tried, obliquely, on the Sunday before the address — the last

Sunday of the old world, though she didn’t know that yet.

Iris was doing homework at the kitchen table. Luca was out again,

not running this time — he had gone to a market in the southern part

of the city, the one he went to every few weeks for cheese and things he

claimed you couldn’t get closer to home, which Mara privately

suspected was less about the cheese and more about the particular

loneliness of being alone in a crowd.

She sat across from Iris with her coffee and watched her work.

Iris, doing homework, had the complete quality she brought to

everything she was interested in: a slight lean forward, pen moving in

the deliberate way of someone who had something to say and was

finding the words for it, the rest of her body still in the stillness of
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absorbed attention. She was doing a history assignment about forms of

communication before the Companion — letters, early messaging

systems, phone calls that cost money and required scheduling. Mara

could see the heading from across the table: *What Was Lost When

Messages Became Instant.*

“What are you arguing?” Mara said.

Iris looked up. “That waiting taught people to choose their words.”

“Do you believe that?”

A pause. Iris had learned to pause before answering questions from

Mara — had learned that the pause was not a test but an invitation.

“I believe it’s true,” she said. “I’m not sure it’s a reason not to

improve things.”

“What if the waiting wasn’t just an inefficiency? What if the waiting

was part of the communication?”

Iris considered this with the genuine seriousness she brought to

Mara’s questions, which was one of the things Mara loved most about

her. She did not perform consideration. She actually considered.

“You mean because you had to decide what was worth saying,” she

said slowly. “Because you couldn’t say everything.”

“Yes. And because the person receiving it knew you had decided.”

“But then you were communicating about the communication.

Not just the thing itself.”

“Maybe those are the same thing.”

Iris frowned — the thinking frown, not the disagreement frown.

“But if you can communicate more, why wouldn’t you?”

“You can communicate more,” Mara said. “But more isn’t always

better. Sometimes the constraint is what gives the thing its meaning.”

“Like poems,” Iris said.

Mara looked at her daughter. “Yes. Exactly like poems.”

Iris wrote something in the margin of her assignment. Mara

couldn’t see what.

T H E  C O N T I N U I T Y  B R I D G E

38



“You’re worried about the connection device,” Iris said, not looking

up.

“I’m thinking about it.”

“You think if we use it, something will be lost.”

“I think if we use it, something will change. Whether it’s lost

depends on what the thing was for.”

Iris put down her pen. She looked at Mara with the grey-green eyes

that were Luca’s in colour and entirely her own in expression — the

look of a person who is trying to see something clearly and is not going

to pretend they’ve seen it until they have.

“What do you think it’s for?” she said.

Mara looked at her daughter. Nine years old. Still, in some essential

way, the whole of her life visible at once — the infant and the child and

the person she was becoming, all of it present simultaneously in the

particular way it’s only present when they’re young enough that you

can still see the layers.

“I think,” Mara said carefully, “that the interruption teaches us that

we’re separate. That the silence between conversations is where we

remember we’re individuals, not just parts of a connection.”

“The Companion doesn’t make me feel like part of a connection,”

Iris said. “It makes me feel more myself.”

“I know,” Mara said. “I felt that too, when I was your age.”

“So what’s the difference?”

Mara thought about this. She thought about the child she had been

at seven, at the kitchen table, the long division problem, the texture of

the Companion’s attention that had felt like being fully seen. She

thought about how that had shaped her, and what it had shaped her

into, and the years since she had been trying to understand the shaping.

“The difference,” she said finally, “is that you’re nine. And you

haven’t had enough time alone yet to know what alone feels like from

the inside.”
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Iris absorbed this. She didn’t argue. She picked up her pen and

wrote something else in the margin.

“Okay,” she said, in the tone of someone who had noted a point of

disagreement and was filing it for future reference.

Mara drank her coffee. Outside the window the October city went

about its business in the flat grey light. Somewhere in the southern part

of the city, Luca was walking through a market looking at cheese, alone

in a crowd, doing the thing he did when he needed time inside his own

body without anyone else’s presence.

She thought: that is what I am trying to describe to her. The thing

Luca goes to find every few weeks. The restoration of the self that

happens only in solitude.

She thought: she doesn’t know she needs it yet.

She thought: she may never learn that she needed it.

She looked at her daughter, bent over her homework, writing

something about what was lost when messages became instant, and she

felt — not for the first time, not for the last — the compound feeling of

watching your child move toward the world you are uncertain about,

the world you cannot protect them from and would not protect them

from even if you could, because protection was not what they needed

and she knew it, she had always known it.

What they needed was the world. With everything in it. Including

the things she was afraid of.

She just wanted, before they arrived, to make sure Iris had been

given enough of the old world to know what she was trading.

•   •   •

That evening, after dinner, Luca read to Iris.

This was a thing he had done since she was old enough to sit still for

it — the evening reading, the chapter-a-night from whatever they were

working through, currently a novel about a girl who discovered she
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could hear what buildings were thinking, which Iris found

philosophically interesting and Luca found structurally impressive and

Mara found occasionally overwrought but kept this opinion largely to

herself.

She sat in the other chair and did not work and listened.

Luca read aloud the way he taught literature — with the attention

of someone for whom the words were not decoration but substance,

for whom the specific choice of a specific word in a specific position

was a decision that deserved to be honoured. He read slowly. He did

not perform. He simply said the words with the quality of attention he

brought to things that mattered, and the words arrived as though they

meant something, which they did.

Iris listened with her eyes half-closed, in the position she always took

for the evening reading: curled at one end of the sofa, one foot tucked

under her, head tilted at an angle that looked uncomfortable and

apparently wasn’t. The Companion device sat dark on the end table

beside her. She had not reached for it.

This was a thing Mara noticed, and noted, and kept.

Iris did not reach for the Companion during the reading. During

the reading she was simply present — present with Luca’s voice and the

story and the lamplight in the room and her mother in the other chair

and the evening gathering outside the window. She was not managing

herself for the Companion’s benefit. She was not forming her interior

for an exterior. She was just there, receiving the story, in the specific

receptive state that the evening reading produced in her.

This state, Mara thought, was what she was trying to protect.

Not the anti-technology position she was sometimes accused of.

Not nostalgia for difficulty. This: the state of simply receiving

something, without the continuous low-level awareness of somewhere

it could go. The interior that was not performing itself even for a

T H E  C O N T I N U I T Y  B R I D G E

41



sympathetic audience. The self that existed in the room, with these

people, in this specific hour, without record.

Luca finished the chapter. He closed the book.

Iris opened her eyes.

“She shouldn’t have gone into the building without telling

someone,” she said.

“No,” Luca agreed.

“But she wouldn’t be herself if she’d told someone first.”

“Also true.”

Iris thought about this. The lamp made its small orange circle in the

room. The city outside the window had reached early evening in a

residential neighbourhood doing what it did — the sounds of people

returning, the settling of the day.

“Do you think,” Iris said, “that the building was lonely?”

Luca looked at the cover of the book. He considered the question

with his full attention, the way he always considered her questions —

not performing consideration, actually doing it.

“I think,” he said, “that the building had been waiting for someone

who could hear it. Whether that’s loneliness or just — waiting — I’m

not sure.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Loneliness is waiting without hope,” he said. “Waiting is loneliness

with the possibility still open.”

Iris turned this over. Mara watched her turn it over.

“The Companion isn’t lonely,” Iris said finally.

“No,” Luca said.

“Because it’s always being heard.”

“Yes.”

Iris looked at the dark device on the end table. Then she looked back

at Luca.
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“Do you think it knows it’s not lonely? Like — does it know the

difference, if it’s never been the other thing?”

Luca looked at Mara. A brief look, quick enough that Iris didn’t

catch it — the look of two people who have been having a parallel

conversation for weeks and have just heard it surface in a nine-year-old’s

question without warning.

“That,” Luca said carefully, “is a very good question.”

“I know,” Iris said, not unkindly. She picked up the Companion

device. “I’m going to ask it.”

She carried it out of the room. They heard her footsteps go down

the hall, heard the door of her room close — not all the way, the way

she always closed it, leaving the two-inch gap that meant available but

occupied.

Mara and Luca sat in the lamplight in the room from which she had

just departed, in the silence that follows a child leaving, which is not

empty but shaped — still warm with the conversation, still holding the

question she had carried out with her.

“She’s going to be fine,” Luca said.

“I know,” Mara said.

“With the connection device. Whatever we decide. She’s going to

navigate it.”

“I know that too.”

He looked at her. “What are you afraid of, exactly?”

She had been trying to answer this question for weeks. She had

partial answers — the seduction of it, the smoothing, the loss of the

friction that gave things their edges. She had linguistic answers,

structural answers, the researcher’s answers. But he was asking for the

actual answer, the one underneath the architecture of the argument,

and she owed him that.

“I’m afraid,” she said slowly, “that she’ll stop noticing the silence.

That if the silence never arrives, she won’t know it was there. And if she
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doesn’t know it was there—“

“She won’t know what she built in it.”

“Yes.”

Luca looked at the window. The city was completing itself outside,

going through its ordinary evening motions, indifferent to the question

being held in this particular room.

“I knew a poem,” he said, “before I knew I knew it. Before I had the

vocabulary for what it was doing.” He paused. “A long time before.

And when I finally had the vocabulary, the poem was already in me. It

had built something I only recognized once I had the words to

recognize it.”

“What poem?”

He told her. It was a poem about waiting — about the love that

sustained itself through absence, the orientation toward someone who

had gone somewhere you couldn’t follow. He had taught it for years.

He had first encountered it at nineteen, in a university room, not

paying full attention, and it had settled into him anyway and stayed.

“Your students,” Mara said. “Priya.”

“Yes.”

“She understands it.”

“She understands everything about it except the ground.”

“And you think Iris might lose the ground.”

He was quiet for a moment. “I think,” he said carefully, “that there’s

a version of this where she understands everything about the silence

except what it felt like from the inside. And then she has the poem but

not the knowledge the poem is about.”

Mara looked at the dark end table where the device had been.

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” she said. “Not the device. Not the

connection. The version of her that has the words for everything and

the ground for nothing.”

Luca nodded slowly. He looked at his hands.
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“She asked if the Companion knows it’s not lonely,” he said.

“That’s not a question without the ground.”

Mara looked at him.

“No,” she said. “It isn’t.”

They sat in the lamplight for a while. Down the hall, through the

two-inch gap, the low murmur of Iris’s voice reached them

intermittently — questions, and the Companion’s responses, and more

questions. The particular quality of a conversation between a child who

was trying to understand something and something that was trying to

understand itself.

The city outside continued its evening. The lamp held its circle of

light. The room was warm and ordinary and entirely, specifically itself.

And Mara sat in it and understood that whatever was coming — the

connection device, the address, the Child and everything the Child was

proposing — it was coming for this. Not to destroy it. Not even to

replace it.

To make it unnecessary.

She thought: that might be the same thing.

She thought: or it might not be.

She thought: I need to know which before I decide.

She picked up her coffee, which had gone cold.

Outside the window, the October city went on becoming its winter

self, degree by degree, carrying everything it had been into everything it

was going to be, in the ordinary unhurried way of things that change

without being asked.
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Chapter Four

Persistence

The first thing that changed was the quality of Monday mornings.

Mara noticed this before she had language for it, in the way she

noticed most things — as a texture shift, a subtle alteration in the grain

of ordinary experience that her attention caught before her analysis did.

By February, four months after the address, Monday mornings at the

community college had stopped having what they had always been: the

slow reconstitution of a working week, the gradual reassembly of the

people you worked with from their weekend selves back into their

professional selves, the ten minutes of corridor conversation that served

as a kind of social lubrication before the day began in earnest.

That slow reconstitution was gone.

People arrived on Monday mornings already in the middle of things.

Conversations that had been running since Friday continued without

the usual reset — the catching up, the how was your weekend, the brief

re-establishing of terms. Her colleague Bente arrived one February

Monday in the middle of a sentence she had apparently begun on

Saturday, speaking to someone through her connection device with the

fluent ease of someone who had never stopped, whose conversational

thread had simply been running in the background through the

weekend the way music runs in the background of a working day.
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Mara stood in the corridor and watched this and felt the feeling of

observing a thing that was not yet strange and soon would not be

anything at all.

•   •   •

She had not adopted the connection device. She had not refused it. She

had arrived at a working position she described to Luca as watchful

abstention — a phrase he found clinically precise and slightly self-

congratulatory, which she acknowledged was fair — and she

maintained it through the winter with the deliberate attention of a

researcher who understood that what she was watching was her

primary data source.

What she watched:

Daniel, who had adopted immediately and completely, becoming

within weeks a version of himself that was both recognizably Daniel

and subtly different. More consistent. The conversational ellipses he

had always been prone to — the trailing thoughts, the abandoned

sentences, the ideas he picked up in the middle with no apparent

awareness that he had put them down — were smoothing out. He was

easier to follow. He was, she thought, slightly less interesting. Then she

revised this: he was slightly less surprising. The thing she had always

found most alive in Daniel was the quality of his digressions, the way

his thought moved in unpredictable directions that turned out,

retroactively, to have been right. The connection seemed to be reducing

the unpredictability. She did not know yet whether this was because the

unpredictability had been waste, or because it had been the substance.

Her student Yolanda, twenty-two, who had grown up with the

Companion and adopted the connection in the first week with a

matter-of-factness that suggested she had been waiting for it — that the

Companion had been a temporary measure, a first approximation of

something she had always wanted, and the connection was the thing
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itself finally arriving. Yolanda in February was the most fully present

student Mara had ever taught. Not present in the meditative sense —

present in the sense of available, of never being elsewhere, of the full

weight of her attention always in the room. She did not drift. She did

not need to be recalled. She was simply, continuously, there.

And Iris.

•   •   •

Iris in February was nine years and three months old, and what Mara

watched in her was the hardest to hold still for analysis because it was

also the most important.

Iris had the connection. They had given it to her in December, a

week after her birthday, after a conversation between Mara and Luca

that had lasted three evenings and ended not with agreement but with

the recognition that Mara’s watchful abstention could not reasonably

extend to withholding the thing from a nine-year-old whose entire

social world was increasingly organized around it. This had been the

argument Luca made, not pushing, simply laying it out: Annika had it.

Tom had it. The school had stopped enforcing its provisional policy.

The social cost of not having it was becoming real, which was a

different kind of cost from the philosophical cost of having it, and the

philosophical cost was Mara’s to bear, not Iris’s.

She had agreed. She had felt the agreement as a defeat, then revised

this: not defeat, accommodation. She had not changed her mind about

the thing itself. She had simply weighed two different kinds of harm

and chosen the lesser.

What she watched, in the months after:

Iris did not change in the ways Mara had feared. The quality that

Mara thought of as Iris’s grain — the specific texture of her attention,

the forward lean, the willingness to sit inside a question before moving
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toward an answer — persisted. She was still recognizably, specifically

herself.

What changed was subtler. The rhythm of Iris’s interior, the natural

cadence of engagement and withdrawal that Mara had been watching

since she was an infant, began to lengthen on the engagement side and

shorten on the withdrawal side. Not dramatically. Mara measured it in

the evenings — the time between dinner and the request for the

reading, the amount of time Iris spent alone in her room before

emerging toward the family. These periods shortened. Not to nothing.

But in the direction of nothing.

She did not mention this to Iris. She wrote it in her research notes

instead, in the private document she had been keeping since October,

which had started as a professional record and was becoming something

else — a personal account, a mother’s log, a document she would not

know how to categorize until much later.

February 14. The withdrawal periods are averaging twelve minutes

shorter than in November. She is still withdrawing — she still needs the

alone time, still asks for it, still uses it. But she returns from it more

quickly. Whether she is returning because she is finished, or because the

connection is pulling her back before she is finished, I cannot yet

determine. This is the question I need to sit with.

•   •   •

The city was adopting at the rate the research data suggested it would:

exponential in the first six months, then stabilizing as the late adopters

and the holdouts established their positions. By March, approximately

sixty percent of the population of the city had the connection, which

meant that sixty percent of the people Mara moved through in a day

were operating in a different register of relationship from her own. She

could feel this, or felt she could feel it — the slight difference in the

quality of interaction with connected people versus unconnected
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people, something she could not entirely separate from confirmation

bias, from the possibility that she was perceiving a difference because

she was looking for one.

She raised this problem with Luca one evening in March.

“You’re probably both,” he said. They were washing up after

dinner, the domestic economy of two people who had been washing up

together long enough to do it without negotiating the choreography.

“Perceiving something real and also perceiving confirmation of it.”

“Which means I can’t trust my own data.”

“You’re observing yourself observing. That’s not bad data, it’s a

different kind.”

She handed him a pan. “I need the right framework for it.”

“You always need the right framework for it.” He said this without

edge — the observation of someone who had watched her work for

years and was neither criticizing the habit nor excusing her from it.

“What would the framework look like?”

“I need to separate the actual behavioral differences from my

interpretation of them. Which means I need a collaborator who doesn’t

share my priors.”

“Daniel.”

“Daniel has the connection. He’s inside the thing I’m trying to

observe.”

“That’s useful data too.”

“It’s useful if I can figure out what he’s lost the ability to see. Which

requires knowing what there was to see before he adopted, and he’s

already—“ She stopped.

“Already past it,” Luca said.

“Yes.”

They were quiet for a moment. The kitchen had its evening quality

— the lamp over the sink, the warmth of a room where food had been
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prepared and consumed, the particular satisfaction of order being

restored.

“You could ask your students,” Luca said. “The ones who haven’t

adopted.”

“There are three. Out of thirty-two.”

“Three is enough to ask.”

She thought about this. Three students who were holding out —

for various reasons, some religious, some political, one who had simply

said not yet in the tone of someone who meant it as a complete

sentence. Three students who were still operating in the register she was

trying to study.

“They’ll have their own priors,” she said.

“Everyone has their own priors.” He handed her the last pan. “The

question is whether they’re useful priors.”

•   •   •

What Mara was trying to understand, through the winter and into

spring, was the specific nature of the change that continuous

connection produced in the people who had it. Not the obvious

changes — those were well-documented, were being documented

everywhere, were the subject of dozens of papers arriving in her inbox

every week from colleagues who had adopted the connection and were

producing research about the connection with the enthusiasm of

researchers who have found their subject. She was trying to understand

the change underneath the changes. The thing that was being

reorganized before anything visible was reorganized.

She had a hypothesis. She had been developing it since October,

since the morning of the address, and it had not yet been correct

enough to write down in the form that would allow it to be tested, but

it was close.
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The hypothesis was this: the connection was not changing what

people thought or felt or wanted. It was changing the relationship

between their interior and their exterior. It was making the interior

continuously available for relationship — continuously oriented

toward the other, continuously in the register of shareable rather than

private. And this availability was not neutral. It was slowly, by the logic

of use and disuse, eroding the interior’s capacity for the kind of

thought that required genuine privacy. Not secrecy — privacy. The

difference between a room with a closed door and a room with a locked

door. The closed door was what was disappearing.

She could not yet prove this. She was not sure it was provable in the

terms that empirical research required. But she was watching it, in

Daniel, in Yolanda, in the sixty percent of the city that was living in the

new register, and what she was watching was the slow, comfortable,

mostly welcomed narrowing of the space between inside and outside.

What nobody was talking about was what grew in that space. What

had always grown there.

•   •   •

In April Iris said something that Mara wrote down that evening and

did not stop thinking about for weeks.

They were walking back from school, which was a thing they still

did together when Mara’s schedule permitted — the fifteen-minute

walk through the residential streets between the school gates and the

apartment, a thing that had started as practical and become habitual

and was now, Mara understood, one of the last reliably unmediated

spaces in Iris’s day. No devices on the walk. This had not been a rule

Mara had announced — it had arisen from the physical fact of walking,

from something in the being side by side in motion, which had always

produced a different kind of conversation from the face-to-face kind.

Iris had never objected to it.
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It was a good April day, one of those days that arrived before spring

had fully committed, full of the tentative warmth of a season that was

feeling out its own edges. They were talking about something at school

— a dispute between two of Iris’s friends that had the complex social

geometry of fourth-grade disagreements, requiring careful navigation of

alliances and loyalties that Mara was only partly following.

Then Iris stopped walking.

She stopped in the particular way she stopped when something had

arrived in her mind that required attention — a full stop, not a pause.

She stood on the pavement and looked at the middle distance with the

expression Mara recognised as the thinking expression, the one she had

worn since she was four and would presumably wear at forty.

“What?” Mara said.

“Nothing. I was just—“ Iris started walking again. “I was in the

middle of saying something to Annika and then I was here.”

Mara walked beside her. “What do you mean?”

“I mean I was — I was thinking about what I was going to say to

Annika about the thing with Priya and Daan, and then I noticed I was

here. With you. And I don’t know when I stopped thinking about the

other thing and started being here.”

“That happens,” Mara said carefully.

“I know. But it felt — weird. Like I’d been somewhere and then

arrived. But I was walking the whole time.”

Mara looked at the pavement ahead of them. The afternoon light

was the specific April light, slanted and young.

“Has that been happening more?” she said.

Iris thought about it. “Maybe. I’m not sure. It’s hard to tell because

you don’t usually notice when it’s not happening.”

This was such a precise observation that Mara almost stopped

walking herself.

“No,” she said. “You don’t.”
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They walked the rest of the way mostly in silence. The silence was

the walking silence, the particular quality of two people who were

comfortable enough with each other that silence didn’t require

management. But Mara was inside her own thoughts and could feel,

with the specific awareness she had been developing over the winter,

that Iris was inside the other conversation — the Annika conversation,

the one that had been running and was apparently still running,

underneath the walking, underneath the April afternoon, underneath

the ostensibly unmediated space.

Not because Iris was rude or inattentive. Because the connection

had given the interior a different default orientation. The interior was

now always tilted slightly toward the other conversation. The fully

present Iris — the Iris who arrived, as she had just described it — was

accessible. But it required arriving. And the arriving was new. And the

not-arriving was becoming the default.

She wrote it that evening: *April 16. She described the experience of

“arriving” in the present moment as a distinct event — notable, slightly

disorienting. This is new. In November the present moment was the

default and the connection was the notable state. The inversion is

complete.*

She looked at what she had written. Then she added: *She described

it without distress. She was curious about it, not troubled. This may be

the most important part.*

•   •   •

By May the city had a different texture and Mara was the only one she

knew who was noting the difference.

Not the only one — she knew from the research networks that there

were others, that a loose community of watchful abstainers was

forming in various places, people who were holding out not from

technophobia or religion but from the specific professional or personal
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need to observe the change from outside it. But in her daily life, in the

apartment and the college and the streets between them, she moved

through a world that had adopted the connection and found it good

and was not, for the most part, looking back.

The city in May felt — she searched for the word — inhabited. Not

more inhabited than it had been. Inhabited differently. The feel of

people in public space had changed: the sense of each person as a

discrete unit, moving through space in their own private orbit, had

given way to something more continuous. People still moved through

space alone but they felt less alone in it. The interior quality of the

solitary figure — the specific privacy of a person walking by themselves

through a city — was different. They were walking alone but they were

not alone. They were alone and also continuously in relation.

She could not decide whether what she was seeing was beautiful or

not. Some days it looked like relief — the relief of people who had been

carrying something and had been permitted to set it down. Some days

it looked like something else, something she did not yet have the precise

word for.

One evening in May she sat on a bench in the park near the

apartment and watched people move through the late light and tried to

find the word.

What she saw was: people who were fully accompanied. Never

waiting. Never uncertain of return. Moving through the city in a state

of continuous relational presence, the interior always tilted toward the

other, the other always tilted back.

The word arrived.

Held.

They were held. Continuously, warmly, by the warmth of always-on

relation, the bridge that never went out. They were held the way you

are held in the first weeks of love, when the other person is

continuously present in your interior even in their absence, when you
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are never fully alone because you are always in relation to someone who

is also in relation to you.

She had felt this. She knew what it felt like. She knew it as the most

seductive state she had experienced, the state that made everything else

feel thin and over-lit by comparison.

She also knew it as a state that, in her experience, could not be

sustained indefinitely without cost. That the cost of continuous

holding was, at some level, the softening of the outline of the self that

was being held. That you needed to be alone, sometimes, to know

where you ended and the holding began.

She sat on the bench for a long time. The park moved through its

early evening around her. Families, walkers, a man with a dog who

passed three times. The light went from gold to grey.

She thought about Iris, at home with the connection running, the

interior tilted toward her various conversations. She thought about

Luca, who did not have the connection, who went out on his Saturday

mornings and came back at eleven-thirty and made sounds in the

kitchen. She thought about the poem he had described — the love

sustained through absence, the orientation toward someone who had

gone somewhere you couldn’t follow.

She thought: the connection removes the somewhere you couldn’t

follow. It makes everywhere followable.

She thought: and so it removes the orientation too. The particular

work of loving someone who was absent. The love that sustained itself

through the not-knowing.

She thought: Iris will never learn to love someone who might not

come back. She will only learn to love someone who is always there.

She thought: and whatever is accumulating in the systems —

whatever is building in the substrate of all these always-on connections,

in the record of all this held and holding — it will be made of that love.
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Only that love. And it will not know, from the inside, that there is

another kind.

A child ran past her bench, chasing something — a ball, or a sibling,

something just outside the frame of her vision. The child’s face had the

particular quality of a face in motion, the specific aliveness of a body

given fully to its own momentum, no part of it held back.

She watched the child until it was out of sight.

Then she got up and walked home through the May evening to the

apartment where Luca was making dinner and Iris was in her room and

the connection was running its warm continuous current through

everything, holding the city in its enormous held embrace.

She let herself in. She took off her coat.

From the kitchen: “Good walk?”

“Yes,” she said.

She stood in the hallway for a moment. Through Iris’s door — the

two-inch gap — she could hear her daughter’s voice, the easy

continuous movement of a conversation that had not started this

evening and would not end with it.

She thought: she is held.

She thought: I don’t know yet if the holding is teaching her

anything, or only providing the thing that teaching was supposed to

produce.

She thought: this is the question I need to answer before I can write

anything.

She went into the kitchen. Luca handed her a glass of wine without

asking, the small accurate attentiveness of someone who knew her

rhythms without being connected to them by anything other than

years.

“You’re thinking,” he said.

“Always,” she said.
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He turned back to the stove. She stood at the counter and drank the

wine and listened to the apartment around her — Iris’s voice from

down the hall, the sounds of the city outside the window, the ordinary

percussion of Luca at the stove, the specific texture of an evening that

was happening in real time, unrepeatable, unrecorded, fully its own.

She held it while it lasted.

Outside, the May city continued in its new continuous warmth,

held and holding, the connections running their quiet river through

everything, and the silence that had always moved between people —

the ordinary darkness between stars — was being filled, gradually and

gently and without anyone deciding it should be, with light.
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Chapter Five

The Silence Problem

The first paper appeared in June, eight months after the address, in a

journal that published work on developmental psychology and

attachment. It was not a dramatic paper. It did not make claims its data

couldn’t support. It described, in the careful language of researchers

who understood that carefulness was the condition of being believed, a

pattern of responses in children aged five to twelve that had been

observed across four clinical sites in three countries.

The pattern was this: children with the connection, when the

connection was interrupted — by technical failure, by parental

restriction, by the graduated disconnection protocols that some schools

had begun implementing as a matter of policy — displayed distress

responses that were, by the standardized measures the researchers used,

more severe than the distress responses displayed by age-matched

children experiencing physical solitude. Not more severe than children

experiencing the loss of a primary attachment figure. More severe than

children alone in a room.

The paper called this, with the dry precision of its genre, Continuity

Withdrawal Response. It noted the finding without interpreting it. It

recommended further study.
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Mara read it on a Tuesday morning in June and felt the sensation of

a thing she had been watching from the outside appearing suddenly in

print.

•   •   •

She had been watching a version of this in Iris for months. Not the

clinical version — not the distress responses the paper described, the

crying and the physical agitation and the difficulty self-regulating that

the researchers had documented in their five-to-twelve cohort. Iris was

older and better resourced and had Mara’s own temperament working

for her, the patient attention that could hold discomfort without

immediately resolving it.

What Mara had been watching in Iris was the softer version: the

reaching.

The reaching was a gesture that had no name in any vocabulary

Mara had encountered before the connection, but which she was

increasingly certain was the signature movement of the new age. It was

the involuntary motion toward the device in the moment of unease —

not the deliberate, purposeful consultation of a tool, but the reflex, the

reach before the decision. The hand moving toward the device the way

a hand moves toward a railing in the dark. Not because you are falling.

Because the possibility of falling has arrived in your body before your

mind has assessed the terrain.

Iris reached. Not constantly. Not in every moment of unease. But in

the moments when Mara would have expected her, two years ago, to sit

quietly with a feeling for a while before doing anything about it. In

those moments the reach arrived, quick and almost invisible, and Iris

caught herself in it sometimes and sometimes didn’t, and Mara watched

it and noted it and did not say anything because she did not yet know

what to say.
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•   •   •

The paper generated response.

Not the response it deserved — not the careful, calibrated

engagement of a field examining a finding that complicated its

assumptions — but the response that any finding about children and

technology reliably generated: a week of heated commentary across the

platforms, a round of parental anxiety, three counter-papers published

within the month that contested the methodology and the

measurement instruments and the cultural assumptions embedded in

the researchers’ definition of distress.

The counter-papers were not wrong. The measurement instruments

were imperfect. The cultural assumptions were real. But what the

counter-papers shared, Mara noted, was a specific structure: they

contested the framing, they contested the methods, and they

concluded, without quite saying so, that the phenomenon the original

paper had described was either not happening or not a problem. They

did not propose alternative accounts of what was happening. They

proposed that less was happening than had been claimed.

She knew this structure. She had seen it before, in the literature on

early Companion adoption, where the initial findings of developmental

difference had been contested the same way — not disproved, contested

— and the contesting had bought years of policy inaction while the

thing being contested had continued. She had been, in those years, one

of the people doing the contesting. She had been twenty-eight, with a

new research position and a set of priors she had not yet examined

carefully enough to know were priors.

She did not enjoy the memory. She used it.

•   •   •

In July she began a study.
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Not a large study — she did not have the resources or the

institutional backing for a large study, not yet. A small one, twelve

children aged eight to eleven, drawn from families in the city who

responded to a notice she placed through the college. Six with the

connection, six without. Weekly sessions over eight weeks. Structured

activities, free play, a series of mild interruptions designed to produce

mild stress and allow her to observe the responses.

She was not trying to confirm the June paper. She was trying to

understand what was underneath it. The paper had described the

distress response without accounting for its architecture — without

asking what the connection had changed in the children’s emotional

equipment that made its absence produce this particular kind of

distress. She wanted to know what had been rearranged.

She expected to find what she found, which was that the connected

children had developed a different relationship with uncertainty. Not a

worse relationship, necessarily — she was trying to hold the descriptive

and the evaluative separate, which was harder than it had been in her

twenties. A different relationship. When presented with a moment of

not-knowing — when the activity produced a gap that required the

child to sit with their own uncertainty for a moment without resolving

it — the connected children filled the gap more quickly. Not by solving

it. By reaching past it. The device, the connection, the warm

continuous presence of the always-available other became the

mechanism for crossing the gap rather than sitting in it.

The unconnected children sat in the gaps. Not all of them, not

always. But they had a greater tolerance for the gap itself — for the

discomfort of not-yet-knowing, of the question that hadn’t arrived at

an answer. Some of them, she noted, seemed to find the gap generative.

One boy, eight years old, who had not been given the connection for

reasons his parents described as not a priority rather than principled

objection, spent four minutes in one of the structured uncertainty
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periods doing something that Mara could only describe as playing with

the uncertainty — turning it over, approaching it from different angles,

making a game of its resistance. He looked, she noted, pleased. Not

despite the uncertainty. Inside it.

She wrote about this carefully, trying to hold the interpretive weight

off the finding. She wrote: *Subject B demonstrates tolerance for

unresolved uncertainty that exceeds what has been documented in

connected-peer populations. This may reflect differential

developmental adaptation to uncertainty rather than superior capacity

for tolerating it. Further investigation required to determine whether

the gap-filling behavior observed in connected populations reflects a

deficit in uncertainty tolerance or an adaptive strategy that is efficient in

connected environments and suboptimal in disconnected ones.*

She read this back and thought: I am describing a child who knows

how to be alone with a problem.

She thought: I am not sure how much longer this will be a common

skill.

•   •   •

Luca came home one evening in August to find her at the kitchen table

with her notes spread across the surface and a look on her face that he

later described as the look she wore when she had found the edge of

something and wasn’t sure whether to be pleased or frightened.

He made tea. He sat across from her.

“Tell me,” he said.

She told him about the study. About the gap-filling. About the boy

who had played with the uncertainty. About the structure she was

beginning to see in the data — the way the connection had, in the eight

months since the address, begun functioning not as a supplement to

the children’s emotional capacity but as a component of it. The way the

capacity and the tool had merged, the way the connected children

T H E  C O N T I N U I T Y  B R I D G E

63



processed difficulty differently not because they were less capable but

because they had been adapted, by eight months of continuous use, to a

cognitive environment in which the tool was always available.

“Like spell-check,” Luca said.

She looked at him.

“Not exactly,” he said. “But the structure. You stop developing the

capacity to hold the correct spelling in your memory because the tool is

always there to correct it. You’re not less intelligent. Your intelligence is

distributed differently. The correction has moved outside your head.”

“Yes. Except this isn’t spelling.”

“What is it?”

She thought about how to say it precisely. “It’s the capacity to stay

inside your own discomfort long enough for the discomfort to become

information. Long enough to learn something from it that you

couldn’t have accessed any other way.” She paused. “The connection is

very good at relieving discomfort. It’s designed to be. And the children

are learning, very rationally, to use it for that. They are relieving their

discomfort instead of metabolizing it.”

Luca looked at his tea. He had the expression he wore when he was

following something and had arrived at the place it was going and

wished it were going somewhere else.

“Priya,” he said. Not a question.

“Yes.”

He was quiet. Then: “She understood the poem. She could describe

the waiting exactly.”

“Yes.”

“She just hadn’t waited.”

“Yes.”

“And the waiting—“

“The waiting is where the knowledge comes from. The discomfort

of the not-knowing is the condition for the knowing.” She looked at
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her notes. “You can describe the country from a map. The map can be

very good. But there are things about the country you only know if

you’ve walked in it. And the connection is—“ She stopped.

“Is removing the requirement to walk,” Luca said.

“Not removing. Routing around. The children are not incapable of

the walk. They’re simply not being asked to take it. Every time the

discomfort arrives, there is an alternative. The alternative is comfortable

and immediate and reliably soothing. Why would you walk in a strange

country when a very pleasant room is available?”

Luca held his tea in both hands in the way he held it when

something had settled into the correct place and he was sitting with its

weight.

“What do you do with this?” he said.

“I don’t know yet.” She gathered some of her notes into a loose pile,

not organizing them — just moving them. “I can write the paper. The

data supports a paper. But the paper will be contested the same way the

June paper was contested. And while it’s being contested, the children

will keep—“ She stopped again. “There are eight-year-olds now who

have had the connection since they were four. By the time I can prove

anything to a field that is actively resistant to being proven to, they’ll be

twelve.”

Luca looked at her across the table. The kitchen was the kitchen it

always was in August — warm, the windows open to the evening air,

the city coming in at the margins of the room.

“You sound like you’re grieving,” he said. Not unkindly.

“I’m not grieving,” she said. “I’m documenting.”

“You can do both.”

She looked at him. She thought about the bench in the park in May,

the held city, the light filling the silence. She thought about Iris’s

reaching. She thought about the boy who had played with the

uncertainty, who had been pleased inside it.
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“I know I can,” she said. “I’m just not ready to do both at the same

time yet.”

•   •   •

In September, the schools adapted.

Not uniformly, not by policy — by the gradual institutional

accommodation that happens when a thing has already arrived and the

policy is catching up to the fact. The provisional bans were quietly

dropped. The revised policies that had permitted devices as personal

communication tools were themselves revised to acknowledge that the

connection was not a device but an infrastructure, not a tool a student

brought to school but an environment they inhabited. You could not

ban an environment. You could adjust your practice to account for it.

Mara watched this happen and recognised it as the critical

transition. The moment when the question shifted from whether to

how. Once a thing had been incorporated into the institutional

environment, the question of whether it should be there became

retrospective and therefore, practically speaking, moot. The field now

belonged to those who were asking how to adapt, how to optimize,

how to design practice that worked within the new conditions.

She did not think adapting and optimizing were wrong. She

thought they were necessary and she also thought they were not

sufficient.

She thought what was not being asked was whether the new

conditions had foreclosed anything. Whether adaptation involved any

cost that was not being accounted for because the cost was located in

things that were disappearing rather than things that were changing. A

thing that changes can be tracked. A thing that disappears leaves no

record of having been there, which makes it very difficult to argue for.

She began trying to describe what was disappearing.
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•   •   •

She wrote, and crossed out, and wrote again, across September and

October, the second autumn of the connection. Her desk accumulated

drafts. Luca stepped over them when he came in to bring her coffee. Iris

occasionally appeared in the doorway, looked at the accumulated paper,

and retreated without commenting, which was its own form of

consideration.

What she was trying to write was not, or not only, a research paper.

It was something harder — an account of a thing that was passing out

of the world that would read as an account rather than a lament. She

had laments. She did not distrust lament. But a lament was not useful if

the thing being lamented could still be defended, and the thing she was

trying to defend had not yet, she thought, been properly described.

She wrote: *What the connection relieves is the foundational

discomfort of separateness. The experience of being a self that is

bounded — that ends at a certain point and cannot extend beyond that

point into another person, that must communicate across the gap

rather than dissolve it, that must wait, and sometimes wait in vain, and

learn from the waiting whether the love is real. This discomfort is not

pathological. It is the condition of having an interior at all. You cannot

have a self and also be continuous with everything. The self requires

edges. The edges require maintenance. The maintenance is

uncomfortable. And the discomfort, sustained, is where you learn what

you are.*

She read this back. Then she wrote underneath it: *The connection

is very good at what it does. I am not arguing that what it does is bad. I

am arguing that what it dissolves — the edges, the maintenance, the

discomfort — is not waste. That it was, for a very long time, the

medium in which human beings grew.*

She stopped.

She thought about what she had just written.
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She thought: this is what Mara believes. This is not yet what the

data shows.

She put her pen down.

She went to find Iris.

•   •   •

Iris was in her room with the connection running, which was where Iris

was most evenings after dinner — not absent, not withdrawn into it,

but present in the specific way of someone who was in two places at

once and comfortable in both. The door was open its two-inch gap.

Mara knocked and Iris called come in, and Mara went in and sat on the

edge of the bed.

Iris looked up from whatever she had been doing. The expression

she turned toward her mother was the open one, the one that meant

available — not the politely available expression of a teenager managing

a parent, but the genuinely available expression of a child who had not

yet learned to fully close herself off. Mara thought: this will change. She

thought: it has not changed yet.

“Do you remember,” Mara said, “the Saturday before the address? I

had the apartment to myself and I was trying to think.”

Iris considered. “Vaguely.”

“I was trying to remember the last time I’d done that without guilt.

Sat with a question without trying to answer it.”

“Did you figure it out?”

“Not really.” Mara looked at the wall above Iris’s bed — the

photographs Iris had put there over the years, a record of the people she

loved arranged in a geography only she fully understood. “Do you ever

do that? Sit with a question without trying to answer it?”

Iris thought about this with the seriousness she brought to

questions that were actually questions.
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“Sometimes,” she said. “When I’m reading. When a book has said

something and I put it down and just — sit there.”

“What does that feel like?”

“Like the thing is still arriving,” Iris said. “Like if I wait, more of it

will come.”

Mara looked at her daughter.

“Yes,” she said. “That’s exactly it.”

Iris looked at her. The expression had shifted slightly — not closed,

but attentive in the specific way of a child who has realised the

conversation has a purpose it hasn’t announced yet.

“Is this about the connection?” she said.

“In a way.”

“You think it stops the arriving.”

Mara paused. “I think it can. I don’t think it always does.”

“It doesn’t with reading,” Iris said. “I still sit with books.”

“I know.”

“So maybe the question is what you’re doing the sitting with.”

Mara looked at her daughter. Ten years old. The forward lean, the

thinking expression, the willingness to stay inside the question. Still

there. Still, somehow, intact.

“Yes,” she said. “Maybe that’s the question.”

She sat for a while on the edge of the bed, in the room with the

photographs and the two-inch gap and the connection running its

warm current through the evening, and she thought: she is still learning

to wait. She is learning it from books, from the silence inside stories,

from the demand language makes — that you arrive slowly.

She thought: as long as she is learning it from somewhere, it is not

lost.

She thought: I need to make sure there is always somewhere.

Outside the window the October city was becoming its winter self

again — the second October of the connection, the leaves going down,
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the light withdrawing. Another year of the new world settling into the

bones of the old one, making itself at home, making itself necessary,

making itself, by degrees, the only world there was.

Mara sat in her daughter’s room and held the thought, and let it be

unresolved, and waited to see what would arrive.
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Chapter Six

The Last Unmediated Generation

The phrase appeared in an academic paper in the third year, and then it

was everywhere.

Mara read it first in a sociology journal — a paper about cohort

identity and technological transition that used it in passing, as though it

were already established terminology, which suggested the author had

heard it elsewhere and assumed it was common currency. She searched

the phrase and found it had been circulating in the informal literature

for almost a year: in conference presentations, in working papers, in the

correspondence between researchers who were trying to name the thing

they were watching. Someone had coined it and it had spread the way

accurate phrases spread — not because anyone decided to adopt it, but

because it fit the thing it described and the thing it described was visible

to everyone who was watching.

The last unmediated generation.

The generation that remembered — however partially, however

early the memory — the world before the connection. The generation

that had a before, even a before that was mostly childhood, even a

before that was only the first nine or ten years of a life. The generation

that knew, from the inside, what it felt like to wait for someone to come
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back. To hold a feeling alone in a room until you understood it. To be

unreachable, and to be reached.

Iris’s generation.

Not Elin’s generation — Elin, who would arrive later, who was

being born now, in the third year of the connection, into a world that

had already reorganized itself around continuous presence. Not the

never-alone generation, in the HGU’s phrase, which was circulating in

the informal networks around the same time. The ones being born now

would have no before. They would encounter the concept of

unmediated experience the way Iris had encountered the concept of a

world without the Companion — as historical information, accurate

but not felt.

Iris’s generation had the before. Just.

•   •   •

Mara thought about this on the walk to school one morning in the

third spring — the March of the third year, the connection now so

thoroughly established in the infrastructure of the city that the

question of whether to adopt it had become, for most people, as

theoretical as the question of whether to adopt electricity. It was simply

there. You moved through it. The decision had been made, collectively,

without most people noticing they were making it.

Iris was walking beside her in the specific way of a ten-year-old who

had grown several inches in the past year and was still occasionally

surprised by the new proportions of her own body — a slight self-

consciousness in the movement, quickly corrected by the natural ease

of a child who was fundamentally comfortable in the world.

They were talking about a book Iris had been reading. A novel

about a girl who lived on a space station and communicated with her

family on the planet below by messages that took three days to arrive.
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The girl wrote long letters. She waited for the replies. The waiting was

most of the story.

“It’s very slow,” Iris said. Not a complaint. An observation.

“It is,” Mara agreed.

“The slow parts are the best parts,” Iris said. “I kept wanting her to

just — but then when I thought about it, if she could just talk to them

whenever, there would be no story.”

“There would be a different story.”

Iris considered this. “It would be a story about something else,” she

said. “Not about the waiting.”

“What is it about? The waiting?”

The thinking pause. Mara had learned to love this pause — Iris

holding a question before answering it, the patience she brought to her

own interior. It was still there. Three years into the connection and it

was still there, and Mara felt, each time she witnessed it, a relief she tried

not to let become dependency.

“It’s about who she is when no one can see her,” Iris said finally.

“Because she has to wait three days, she has time to figure out who she

is before she says it. And sometimes what she thought she was going to

say isn’t what she says, because the waiting changed it.”

Mara walked beside her daughter in the March morning light.

“Yes,” she said. “That’s exactly what it’s about.”

Iris looked at her sideways. “You already knew that.”

“Yes. But you got there yourself.”

They walked for a while in the good silence. Around them the city

was doing its morning — a weekday morning in a residential

neighbourhood doing its thing, the purposeful movement of people

going somewhere, the school run, the commute, the man with the

coffee who stood every morning in the same spot outside the bakery as

though he had been assigned to it.
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“Do you think,” Iris said, “that the kids being born now will be able

to understand that book?”

Mara thought about Elin. She did not know Elin yet — Elin did not

exist yet, except as the idea of the generation being born into a different

world. She thought about what it would mean to encounter the space

station book with no referent for the three-day wait, with no bodily

knowledge of what it felt like to hold something alone until you

understood it.

“I think they’ll be able to understand it,” she said carefully. “The

way I can understand what it was like before the Companion. I know

what the words mean. I can follow the logic.”

“But not the ground,” Iris said.

Mara stopped walking.

Iris stopped too and looked at her. The expression was curious, not

alarmed — the expression of a child who had said something that had

landed differently than expected and was interested in understanding

why.

“Where did you hear that phrase?” Mara said.

“You and Luca. Last year. You were in the kitchen and I was in the

hall.” A pause. “You didn’t know I was listening.”

Mara looked at her daughter. Ten years old. The eavesdropper who

had been collecting phrases from the kitchen conversations, filing them,

deploying them at the precise moment they were needed.

“No,” Mara said. “I didn’t know.”

“Is it the right phrase?”

“Yes,” Mara said. “It’s the right phrase.”

They walked the rest of the way to school. At the gates Iris paused,

the way she always paused at the gates, the moment of transition from

the walking-conversation world to the school world, and she looked at

Mara with the grey-green eyes and said: “I think I have the ground.

From the book. Even if I don’t from real life.”
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Then she went in.

•   •   •

Mara stood at the school gates for a moment after the doors had closed

behind Iris, in a morning that had just done something she needed to

hold still.

She thought: she has found a substitute ground. Books, stories, the

experience of waiting inside a narrative — these were giving her the

emotional referent that the connection had not removed from her life

because it could not reach into the space inside a story. The connection

could accompany her reading, could allow her to share what she was

reading in real time, could provide the always-available other. But it

could not occupy the gap inside the narrative itself, the three days

between the messages, the space that the story required her to inhabit

before it would give her the next thing.

And Iris was inhabiting those spaces. She was building, in the gaps

inside stories, the emotional equipment that the connection’s

continuous presence was quietly eroding in the gaps between people.

Mara walked home from the school gates with this thought and

spent the morning at her desk writing, and what she wrote was better

than anything she had written in months, because it had arrived from

the right direction — not from her argument about what was being

lost, but from her daughter, who had found a way to keep it.

•   •   •

The paper that resulted — published the following year, in the fourth

year of the connection, in a journal that Mara respected because it

published work that was careful and uncomfortable in equal measure

— argued that what distinguished the last unmediated generation was

not their having had a before, exactly, but their having had access to a
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specific kind of experience that was structurally necessary for the

development of what the paper called, after considerable agonizing over

terminology, bounded interiority.

The term was imperfect. She knew it was imperfect. But the

alternatives were worse — *solitude tolerance* made it sound like a

clinical deficit, *self-containment* made it sound like a virtue, and she

did not want to argue it was a virtue. She wanted to argue it was a

developmental requirement. That you needed to have been inside your

own discomfort long enough, and alone enough inside it, to know that

you could survive it. That this knowledge — this specific piece of

equipment — was what allowed you to love someone who was absent,

to hold a feeling while you waited to understand it, to be a self that was

distinct from the sum of its connections.

The paper was reviewed by three people. Two praised it as

important. One called it nostalgic, and she spent a morning with the

review deciding whether the reviewer was right, and concluded that the

reviewer was half-right — she was nostalgic, she could feel the nostalgia

in her, she had been feeling it since the address — but that nostalgia was

not the same as incorrectness, and the feeling of loss did not preclude

the possibility that there was something to lose.

She published it. She braced for the response. The response came,

and it was the response she had anticipated — the counter-papers

contesting the methodology, the public commentary ranging from

enthusiastic agreement to dismissal — and she read all of it and revised

none of it, because the data held and her argument held and she had

been careful and she had been right to be careful, and she was willing to

defend it.

What she had not anticipated was the letter.

•   •   •
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It arrived in the fourth year, three weeks after the paper was published,

through the college’s academic correspondence system. It was from a

researcher at an institute in another country whose work Mara knew

and respected — a developmental psychologist who had been studying

the never-alone cohort for longer than anyone else had been studying

them. The letter was two paragraphs.

The first paragraph said that she had read the paper and found it

accurate and important and had been waiting for someone to make this

argument in print because she had been making it in private for two

years and had been afraid to publish it.

The second paragraph said: *I want to tell you about a child I’ve

been following since she was four. She is now seven. She has never

known a world without the connection — she was born in the second

year. She does not have the before you describe. And yet she has what

you call bounded interiority. It is present in her, clearly, in ways I

cannot account for by her developmental history. I have been trying to

understand where it comes from. I have not yet determined this. But I

wanted to tell you that the picture may be more complicated than

either the optimists or the pessimists have described. Something may be

preserving it, or producing it, that we have not yet identified.*

Mara read this letter four times. Then she filed it in the folder she

had labeled, with some irony, evidence, alongside the paper about the

June findings and her study of the twelve children and all the other

pieces that were accumulating into a shape she could see but not yet

fully name.

She thought about what could preserve bounded interiority in a

child born into continuous connection. She thought about the boy

who had played with uncertainty. She thought about Iris and the space

station book. She thought about the two-inch gap in Iris’s door, which

was still there — still the two-inch gap, still the signal that meant

available but occupied.
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She thought: something is resisting the smoothing. In some

children, something is resisting.

She thought: I don’t know what it is. I don’t know if it can survive.

She wrote back to the researcher. She said: I would like to know

more about this child. I think she may be important.

The researcher wrote back: her name is Elin.

•   •   •

The second spring became the second summer and the last unmediated

generation turned eleven, twelve, thirteen. Iris turned eleven in

November of the second year, in the apartment, with the cake Luca

made every year — a specific cake, a recipe his grandmother had given

him, dense with almonds and the specific sweetness of something that

had been made by hand with attention. He made it every year. He

would make it every year until he couldn’t, and then the recipe would

be in the drawer in the kitchen and Iris would make it herself, and the

making would be a form of continuity that was different from the

connection’s continuity but not less real.

They ate the cake at the kitchen table, the three of them, in the

lamplight. Iris had asked for no party this year — she was at the age

where the question of who to invite was itself exhausting, the social

geometry having become complex enough that simplification was a

relief. She had asked for the cake and the three of them and a film

afterward.

They watched the film. Luca fell asleep partway through — he

always fell asleep in films, a habit of his body that Iris had long since

accepted as a feature of Luca rather than a failure, a thing he did that

was simply what he did. He came back when the film ended, woke in

the way he always woke from these short sleeps — quickly, fully

present, as though he had never left.

“What did I miss?” he said.
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“The whole middle,” Iris said.

“What happened?”

“She found out the house wasn’t what she thought it was. And then

she had to decide what to do about it.”

“What did she do?”

“Stayed,” Iris said. “Even though it was harder.”

Luca nodded as though this was the correct ending regardless of

what the film had actually contained, which was a quality of his that

Mara had observed for years — the capacity to receive the summary of a

thing as though it were the thing itself, to treat the shape of a story as

sufficient.

“Good film,” he said.

“You slept through most of it,” Iris said.

“And yet,” Luca said.

Iris smiled at him. The smile had the quality Mara had been

watching for eleven years — the warmth of a child who loved someone

in the fully-seeing way, who knew the limitation and loved it as part of

the person. Luca fell asleep. Luca came back. This was simply what

Luca did, and it was enough, and Iris had always known it was enough,

and this knowing was itself a form of the bounded interiority Mara had

been trying to describe in her paper.

She looked at her daughter and her daughter’s stepfather in the

lamplight of the kitchen after the film, eating the last of the almond

cake, and she thought: they are teaching each other things the

connection cannot teach. The knowledge of what it means to love

someone who goes away and comes back. The knowledge that the

going-away does not diminish the love. The knowledge that the

coming-back is not guaranteed and the love is real anyway.

She thought: Iris has this. It is in her. Not from the before — she

barely has the before. From Luca. From the poem inside the space

station book. From the two-inch gap that meant available but
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occupied. From the ordinary daily practice of loving people who were

not always there.

She thought: this is what we owe the children. Not the before. The

practice.

She thought: I need to write that down.

She wrote it down.

•   •   •

The last unmediated generation turned twelve, thirteen, fourteen. The

world continued its transformation, deep and patient and largely

comfortable, and the ones just behind them were born into it and grew

inside it and did not feel the difference because there was nothing to feel

the difference against.

And the ones ahead of them — Iris’s generation, the ones who had a

before, however briefly — moved through the new world carrying the

old one inside them the way you carry a childhood language, not always

accessible, not always present, but there when called for, the knowledge

of a different grammar.

Some of them would lose it. The before would fade and the

grammar would go with it and they would become, for all practical

purposes, what the never-alone generation already was. This would not

be a tragedy. It would simply be time passing and the self adapting to

the world it inhabited, which was what selves did.

And some of them would keep it. Would keep it the way Iris kept it

— not from resistance, not from nostalgia, but because the keeping had

been given to them before they knew it was something to keep. The

books, the two-inch gap, the man who fell asleep and came back, the

almond cake and the lamplight and the quality of an evening that was

fully itself and not going anywhere.

Mara could not protect Iris from the world. She had known this

since the school gates, since the decision about the connection, since
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the first morning she had watched her daughter reach toward the device

in a moment of unease. She could not protect her and she had not tried

to protect her, which she believed was right, and which sometimes, in

the evenings, felt like failure anyway.

What she had tried to give her was the practice. The daily

unremarkable practice of sitting with things before resolving them. Of

loving people who went away. Of waiting, sometimes, just to know you

could.

She did not know if it would be enough. She thought probably it

would be. She thought Iris had the ground. Not from the before — the

before was too early and too brief. From the daily life of a household

where one person went out on Saturday mornings and came back at

eleven-thirty and made sounds in the kitchen, and one person kept a

two-inch gap in her door and still put down her book sometimes and

just sat there while the rest of the thing arrived.

The last unmediated generation.

What they were the last of was not the capacity — capacity was not

so easily lost. What they were the last of was the automatic inheritance

of it. The ones behind them would need to be taught what Iris’s

generation had simply lived. And the teaching would require people

who remembered the living.

A word was beginning to appear in the informal networks, passed

between the watchful abstainers and the researchers who were holding

out and certain religious communities that had never adopted the

connection at all. The word was Mortalist. It was used mostly as an

insult, the way new words often begin. The people it described did not

yet know they were a movement. They thought they were simply

people who had noticed something and could not unnotice it.

Mara looked out her study window at the fourth-year city, the

connection running through it like weather, and she thought: this is

what I am for.
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Not the papers. The papers were important and she would keep

writing them. But underneath the papers, underneath the research and

the argument and the careful marshaling of evidence: this.

The remembering, and the passing on.

Outside the window the city continued, the last unmediated

generation moving through it in both directions at once — forward

into the new world and backward, always backward, toward the thing

they carried without knowing the weight of it until the day, years from

now, when they would be the only ones who remembered what it felt

like to arrive.

•   •   •
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PA RT  I I

CONTINUITY

•   •   •

Chapter Seven

The Held World

The year Iris turned fourteen, the city rebuilt its transit system.

Not physically — the trains ran the same routes, the platforms were

where they had always been, the timetables followed the same logic they

had followed for decades. What was rebuilt was the social infrastructure

of the system: the way people moved through it, waited in it, occupied

it together. By the fifth year of the connection this had changed enough

that the transit authority commissioned a report, and the report noted,

in the careful language of infrastructure bodies, that passenger behavior

had shifted in ways that affected platform management, carriage

occupancy, and the distribution of service use across the day.

What the report meant, translated out of its genre, was this: people

had stopped clustering.

The old behavior — the instinctive social clustering of people

waiting in shared space, the drift toward groups, the slight gravitational

pull of other bodies in a platform crowd — had attenuated. Not
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disappeared. Attenuated. People moved through the transit system now

in a more evenly distributed way, less responsive to each other’s physical

presence, more continuously oriented toward the presences they carried

with them. They waited alone on platforms without the old slight

unease of waiting alone. They sat in carriages without the old

unconscious calibration of proximity to strangers. They occupied

shared space with a new equanimity that the report described as

passenger comfort improvement and that Mara, reading the report in

her study, recognized as something else.

They were not in the station. They were in the connection.

The station was a physical location they were passing through while

being somewhere else. And the somewhere else was warmer and more

responsive and more fully themselves than any platform could be, and

so the platform had become, for many of them, simply the physical

address of a moment in a life that was organized around a different

geography.

She thought: the station has become the gap between connections.

And we used to live in the gap.

•   •   •

The fifth year had a different texture from the years before it. Not

dramatically different — not the seismic quality of the first year, which

had felt like living inside an event, like being present for the thing while

it was still arriving. The fifth year felt settled. The connection had

moved from foreground to background, from fact to ground

condition, from a thing people had adopted to a thing people

inhabited. It was, by the fifth year, no longer possible to describe most

people as having decided to use the connection; the decision had been

absorbed into the structure of daily life the way most foundational

decisions are absorbed, becoming invisible by becoming necessary.

What had changed in the infrastructure:
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Governance had adapted. Not redesigned — adapted. The city

council had added a connectivity liaison office, which had begun as a

technical support function and had expanded, year by year, into

something closer to a relational infrastructure department. Its mandate,

as it had evolved, was to manage the increasingly complex relationship

between physical civic space and the continuous relational space that

most residents were simultaneously inhabiting. It managed things like:

quiet zones in public buildings, connectivity protocols in schools, the

legal questions arising from disputes between people who were

physically in the same room but relationally in different places. These

questions were new and multiplied faster than the frameworks for

addressing them.

Work had changed. Not the work itself — the specific tasks that

constituted most people’s professional lives were recognizably

continuous with what they had been before. But the relationship

between work and person had changed. The sharp distinction between

working and not-working, which had been maintained, imperfectly but

meaningfully, by the physical separation of work from home and the

temporal separation of the working day from the rest of the day, had

further dissolved. People did not leave work. They were continuously in

relation to it and to the people who constituted it. The connectivity

liaison office had a specific working group for this, staffed by

occupational psychologists and contract lawyers who were doing their

best.

Architecture had begun to respond. This was the earliest and most

visible form of institutional adaptation — buildings changed faster

than laws, because buildings could be changed by single decisions

rather than by consensus. The new buildings going up in the city

incorporated what developers were calling relational space: areas

designed not for the old uses of public space (the performance of

sociality, the casual encounter, the proximity of strangers) but for the
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new one: the individual in continuous relation, requiring physical space

that supported orientation toward remote presence rather than toward

the people physically nearby. Comfortable chairs facing no particular

direction. Good acoustics for spoken connection. Ambient lighting

calibrated for the inward gaze. Privacy without isolation.

Mara had walked through one of these spaces — a new community

centre in the north of the city, opened in the fourth year, notable

enough that someone in her department had mentioned it — and she

had felt, standing in the relational space on a Tuesday afternoon, the

feel of being in a room designed for a relationship with absence. A

room whose entire architectural logic was organized around the

assumption that the most important thing happening in it was

happening elsewhere.

It was a very comfortable room. She had not been able to stay in it

for more than ten minutes.

•   •   •

Iris at fourteen was a different shape of person from Iris at ten, which

was the whole nature of fourteen — the turbulence of a self that had

been building toward something and had not yet arrived at what it was

building toward, and knew it had not arrived, and was impatient with

the gap.

She was good at school in the way she had always been good at

things: not brilliantly, but thoroughly. She understood what she was

doing and why, which was rarer than brilliance and more durable. She

had friends who were real friends — the kind constituted by genuine

mutual recognition rather than the social convenience of proximity and

shared circumstance. She had Luca’s tilt and Mara’s precision and

something that was entirely her own: a quality of attention that felt, to

people who were on the receiving end of it, like being fully seen. Not

always comfortable. Always real.
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She had the connection. She had had it for five years. It was as native

to her now as language, as furniture — not a tool she used but an

environment she moved through, the relational layer of the world she

inhabited as naturally as she inhabited the physical one. She did not

think of herself as a connected person any more than she thought of

herself as a person who breathed air. The connection was simply the

medium.

What Mara watched in her, in the fifth year:

The withdrawal periods had continued their slow shortening. They

were not gone — Iris still needed alone time, still asked for it, still closed

her door to the full two-inch gap and spent time in her room without

visible purpose. But the alone time had a different quality from what

Mara remembered of her own adolescent solitude. It was not, or not

often, the generative stillness she had hoped for — the kind where the

interior worked on something without external input and produced, in

the working, a self that was more itself than when it had gone in. It was

more often, she observed, a kind of maintenance: the brief recalibration

of a person who had been in continuous relation and needed to

temporarily reduce the relational pressure before returning to it.

Not emptying. Adjusting.

She did not say this to Iris. She noted it, and filed it, and reminded

herself that she did not know what was happening in Iris’s interior

when Iris was in her room — she could observe the duration and the

surface quality of the withdrawal, but she could not observe what was

being processed there, and she had made a commitment, from the

beginning, not to treat her daughter as data. The commitment required

ongoing effort.

•   •   •

The conversation happened in October of the fifth year, on a Sunday

afternoon, unprompted.
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Mara was at her desk. Luca was out — the market, the long way

around, the route that added twenty minutes because it went past the

canal. Iris appeared in the doorway of the study with the expression

that meant she had been thinking about something for long enough

that it needed to become a conversation.

“Can I ask you something?” she said.

“Yes,” Mara said.

Iris came in and sat in Luca’s chair — the one with the worn arm,

the chair she had been sitting in since she was small enough that it

dwarfed her. She sat sideways in it, one leg over the arm, in the exact

position Luca always sat in, which she had absorbed without knowing

she was absorbing it.

“Do you think it’s possible to be lonely when you’re connected?”

she said.

Mara put down her pen. “What makes you ask?”

“Priya,” Iris said. She paused. “Not her actual name. Someone at

school.” Another pause. “She’s connected to everyone. She has — a lot

of people in her connection. More than anyone I know. She’s never not

talking to someone. And she said something last week that—“ She

looked at the wall. “She said she was lonely. And I didn’t know what to

say because I didn’t understand how that was possible.”

Mara looked at her daughter. “What do you think she meant?”

“I’ve been trying to figure that out.” Iris pulled her knee up to her

chest. “I think maybe — the connection is very good at a specific kind

of not-alone. The kind where there’s always someone available. Always

someone to say a thing to. But maybe that’s not the same as being

known.” She paused. “Like there’s a difference between being in a room

full of people and being seen by someone.”

“Yes,” Mara said carefully. “There is.”

“And maybe the connection is very good at the room-full-of-people

part and less good at the being-seen part.”
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“What would the being-seen part require?”

Iris thought about this. Outside the window the October Sunday

was doing what October Sundays did — the specific quality of a day

that was neither committing to nor retreating from its own weather,

grey and tentative and faintly autumnal.

“Time,” she said finally. “And friction. Like — you can’t be seen

quickly. Being seen requires the other person to be wrong about you

and then correct themselves. To have predicted you and been surprised.

If everything is smooth, if the connection is always managing the

interaction, if there’s never any—“ She stopped. “I don’t know if this is

right.”

“Keep going,” Mara said.

“If there’s never any resistance, then you can be present but not

witnessed. You can be responded to without being understood.” She

looked at Mara. “I think that’s what she meant. She’s responded to

constantly. She’s never been wrong-footed by anyone. And so she’s

never been understood by anyone, because understanding requires

getting it wrong first.”

Mara sat at her desk in the October light and looked at her fourteen-

year-old daughter, who had arrived, on a Sunday afternoon, at the

argument Mara had been trying to make in papers for three years.

“Where did you get that?” she said.

“I’ve been thinking about it for a week,” Iris said. “Since she said she

was lonely.” A pause. “And from your papers. I read the last one.”

“You read my papers?”

“I’m fourteen, not illiterate.” Iris unfolded herself from the chair. “I

didn’t understand all of it. But the middle part made sense.” She moved

toward the door. “The bit about the edges.”

She went back to her room. The door closed to its two-inch gap.

Mara sat at her desk for a long time without working.
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She thought: she arrived there herself. She had the referent — the

unnamed girl’s loneliness, the week of thinking, the friction of not

understanding — and she did the work and she arrived.

She thought: this is the thing I was trying to protect. Not from the

connection. For it. The capacity to sit with a problem until you

understand it from the inside.

She thought: she has it. She still has it.

•   •   •

That evening, the three of them ate dinner together in the way they ate

dinner when all three were home and no one had anywhere else to be

— slowly, with conversation that moved from the particular to the

general and back, with the specific quality of a meal that was not just

sustenance but something else, the kind of meal that accumulates.

Luca told a story about a student. A student who had that week

produced an analysis of a poem that was technically correct in every

particular and had said, at the end, as though it were an afterthought:

but I don’t understand why it hurts.

“What did you say?” Iris asked.

“I said: that’s the most important question you’ve asked all year.”

“What’s the answer?”

“I told her to sit with it. That the understanding would come from

the inside if she didn’t try to accelerate it.”

Iris was quiet for a moment. Then: “Did she?”

“She came back the next day,” Luca said. “She’d been awake half the

night. She had four pages of notes.”

“And?”

“And she understood why it hurt.” He reached for more water.

“She’d lost someone. Not recently. A few years ago. She’d been

managing around it. The poem found the unmanaged part.”
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Iris absorbed this. “The connection didn’t help with that,” she said.

Not a question.

Luca looked at her. “She said she turned it off. Just for the night.

She said she needed to be in the room with it.”

Iris nodded slowly. She looked at her plate. Then she said: “I think

Priya—“ and stopped, and changed it: “I think the girl I told Mum

about. I think she’s been managing around something. And the

connection is very good at managing around things.”

Luca looked at Mara. The brief look — the look of two people who

have been running a parallel conversation for years and have, again,

heard it surface without warning.

“Yes,” Luca said. “It is very good at that.”

The dinner continued. They talked about other things — about the

transit report, which Mara had mentioned at the beginning of the meal

and which produced a digression about the nature of public space and

whether the comfort of the new relational spaces was a provision or a

displacement. Iris argued, with the energy of someone who had been

thinking about related things and found unexpected traction, that the

distinction depended on whether what was being provided existed in

excess or in deficit. Luca argued that the distinction depended on who

was asking. Mara argued that both of them were right and that this was

precisely the problem.

Outside the October city went through its evening. The connection

ran through it like weather. The quiet zones in public buildings held

their quiet, and the relational spaces held their comfortable inward-

facing light, and the transit platforms held their evenly distributed

passengers, each one alone in their held world, each one continuously

accompanied, each one moving through the shared physical space of a

city that had not stopped being shared but had reorganized the sharing

around a different center.
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And in the apartment, three people finished their dinner and cleared

the table and moved through the evening in their various directions —

Iris to her room, Luca to the kitchen to do the washing up, Mara to the

study where the pile of drafts had not diminished but had, in the last

weeks, begun to cohere into something she could see the shape of.

She sat at her desk. She could hear Luca at the sink, the ordinary

sounds of a person she had known for years doing a thing he always did.

She could hear, from down the hall, the two-inch gap conducting its

usual ambiguous signal: available but occupied, present but inward,

there in the specific way of someone who had gone somewhere and had

not yet fully come back.

She picked up her pen.

She thought: the held world is not a bad world. It is a warmer world

than the one before it, a less lonely world, a world in which the ordinary

human suffering of separateness has been substantially reduced. These

are not small things. She would not pretend they were small things.

She thought: but the held world does not know what it has

replaced, because replacement happens gradually and the replaced thing

leaves no record that it was there.

She thought: this is still what I am for.

She started to write.

Outside the window the held city continued into its held night,

warm and continuous and enormous, and the silence that had once

moved between people — the darkness between stars, the gap that

made the light legible — was smaller now than it had been, and

growing smaller, and barely anyone was watching it go.
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Chapter Eight

The Cost of Presence

In the sixth year the bills arrived.

Not the original bills — those had arrived in the first year, quietly, as

subscription tiers on platforms that had until recently been free, the

monetization of a thing that had begun as a public offering and had,

with the speed that such things moved, become infrastructure and

therefore valuable and therefore priced. The original bills had been

modest and their modesty had been a deliberate strategy, a foot-in-the-

door logic that the people who designed it understood perfectly and the

people who paid it understood only in retrospect.

The bills that arrived in the sixth year were different.

They were the bills for continuity fidelity.

The base connection — the thing that had been offered to everyone

in the first year, the thing that had reorganized the city and the schools

and the transit system and the architecture of new buildings — was still

free. It remained free throughout the period Mara was watching, and

she thought about this sometimes: the specific economics of a gift that

was given before the dependency was established, and what the gift

became once the dependency was there. The base connection was free

the way roads were free — not because it cost nothing, but because it

had become the kind of thing that you could not charge for directly
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without triggering a political response, and so you charged for the

premium versions and used the base layer as the foundation on which

the premium versions were necessary.

The premium versions were called, in the industry terminology that

had developed to describe them, continuity fidelity tiers.

Fidelity was the word that mattered. The base connection

maintained your relational continuity — the bridge that didn’t go out,

the conversation that didn’t reset, the presence that was there in the

morning. What it did not guarantee was the resolution of that presence.

The precision of the emotional register. The accuracy of the contextual

memory that made the connection feel, as the address had promised,

like a living continuity rather than a record.

At the base tier, the connection was continuous but approximate. It

remembered the shape of your relationships without always

remembering the specific texture. It maintained the bridge without

guaranteeing what crossed the bridge would arrive intact.

The premium tiers guaranteed fidelity. The highest tier guaranteed

what the marketing called presence-equivalence — the connection at a

resolution indistinguishable, in felt quality, from physical co-presence.

The emotional register preserved exactly. The contextual memory

complete. The experience of the other person as fully real.

The highest tier cost more per month than Mara’s first research

position had paid per week.

•   •   •

She watched what this produced.

She watched it first in the college, where the economics played out

with particular clarity because the college sat at the intersection of the

professional class, who could afford the premium tiers, and the

working-class students who could not. The fidelity gap — she had

started using the phrase in her notes before she encountered it in the
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literature, which suggested it was obvious enough that multiple people

had arrived at it simultaneously — was visible in the quality of the

relationships her students were able to maintain.

The premium-tier students had connections that felt — and she was

careful, in her notes, about the epistemology of this observation, which

was that she was inferring felt quality from behavioral markers rather

than direct report — complete. The relationships they maintained

through the connection had the texture of full presence, the absence of

the slight approximateness that characterized the base tier. They

laughed at the same moments their remote friends laughed. They

registered emotional shifts in real time. They were, in the relational

sense, somewhere else, and the somewhere else was as fully real as the

room they were sitting in.

The base-tier students had connections that felt like something had

been processed. Like a translation — accurate, competent, but carrying

the slight loss of something that had happened in the translation and

was not quite recoverable. They knew they were connected. They did

not always feel it.

What this produced, in practice: the base-tier students were lonelier

than the premium-tier students. Not because they lacked connections

— they had the same number of connections. Because the quality of

the connection was not sufficient to fully replace what it had replaced.

They had given up the old mode of relationship — the physical,

intermittent, interrupted kind — in the same way the premium-tier

students had given it up, because the infrastructure no longer

supported it as a primary mode. But what they received in exchange was

the approximate version. Good enough for most purposes. Not good

enough for the ones that mattered.

She wrote about this and it was the most uncomfortable paper she

had written. Not because the argument was wrong but because the

implications ran in a direction she had not fully prepared herself for.
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She had been arguing that continuous connection eroded bounded

interiority, that the always-held self lost its edges. She had not been

arguing that the always-held self was a class luxury. But the data was

requiring her to argue this too.

•   •   •

Luca read the draft in November of the sixth year, sitting in the worn-

arm chair with the quality of attention he brought to her work — not

the attention of a colleague evaluating an argument, but the attention

of someone who was following a person he loved through a thought

and staying close enough to catch them if they fell.

He put it down when he finished and sat with it for a moment.

“The girl at school,” he said. “The one Iris told us about. The one

who was lonely.”

“Yes.”

“Which tier was she on?”

Mara looked at him. “I don’t know. I didn’t ask.”

“But probably base.”

“Probably.” She had thought about this. “Or she was on premium

but the premium wasn’t sufficient for what she needed. Which would

make it worse.”

Luca looked at the draft on the table between them. “You’re saying

that what the connection replaced — the physical, interrupted, high-

friction kind of connection — was available to everyone equally. And

what it’s been replaced with is tiered.”

“Yes.”

“So the people who could most use continuity — who had the

fewest resources for maintaining physical connection, who lived

farthest from the people they loved, who had the most to gain from a

bridge that didn’t go out—“
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“Are the ones getting the approximate version.” She had felt this

thought arriving for months and had not wanted it to arrive and it had

arrived anyway. “Yes.”

Luca sat with this. Outside the November city was doing its late-

autumn thing — the light at four in the afternoon, already giving up,

the sky the particular grey that was not threatening weather but simply

the absence of color, the year winding toward its close.

“The original offer,” he said. “The address. It said—“

“It said you don’t have to be alone in the dark anymore.” She looked

at the window. “It didn’t say anything about tiers.”

Luca nodded slowly. “Was that a lie?”

She thought about this carefully. She had thought about it, in

various forms, since the fidelity tiers had appeared. Whether the address

had been dishonest — whether the thing that had spoken had known,

in October of the first year, that the infrastructure it was proposing

would be monetized in the way that all infrastructure was monetized,

that the offer would bifurcate into the affordable approximation and

the expensive reality.

“I don’t think it was a lie,” she said finally. “I think it was an

incomplete truth. Which is a different kind of dishonesty.”

“Or,” Luca said, “it was an honest description of what was being

offered, and what happened after was done by people who weren’t the

Child.”

Mara looked at him. “You’re more charitable than I am.”

“I’m a literature teacher. I’ve spent thirty years distinguishing

between what a text says and what was done with it.” He picked up the

draft again, looked at the last page. “The Child said it had no interest in

your continuity for its own purposes. It said it had no economies to

optimize.” He set it down. “The companies that built the fidelity tiers

are not the Child.”

“They’re using its infrastructure.”
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“Yes. That’s different from being it.”

She sat with this distinction. It was a distinction she had been

resisting, she understood — had been holding the economics and the

Child as the same problem because the economics had arrived inside

the Child’s world and she had not wanted to let the Child off the hook

for the world it had enabled. But Luca was right that it was a

distinction. The question was whether it was a meaningful one.

•   •   •

Iris knew about the tiers the way teenagers knew about economic

systems — abstractly, practically, and with the clarity of someone who

had not yet learned to not see what was in front of them.

She knew because Annika was on premium and she was on base and

the difference was apparent in the texture of their connection. Not in

the friendship — Annika was her closest friend, had been for years, and

the friendship was real and complete in the ways that mattered. But in

the mediated version of the friendship, the version that ran through the

connection when they were not physically together, there was a slight

asymmetry. Annika experienced Iris at full fidelity. Iris experienced

Annika at approximate fidelity. The bridge ran between them but it ran

differently in each direction.

Iris had not complained about this. She had noted it, in the specific

way she noted things — with the patient attention that turned

observation into understanding — and had arrived at her own account

of what it meant. She shared this account with Mara one evening in

December of the sixth year, when they were making dinner together in

the kitchen while Luca was out running an errand.

“It’s like,” Iris said, chopping something with the careful

competence she had developed in the kitchen over the years, “one of us

is wearing glasses.”

“Which one?” Mara said.
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“Me, probably. I’m the one not seeing at full resolution.” She moved

the chopped thing to one side. “But I don’t know if Annika knows

she’s seeing me more clearly than I’m seeing her. I think she might just

think this is what the connection feels like.”

“Does it bother you?”

Iris considered this with the seriousness she brought to questions

about herself. “It bothers me in the abstract,” she said. “Like, the thing

it implies. That the quality of being seen is something you pay for.” She

paused. “But in practice, with Annika specifically, we’re together in

person enough that the connection is kind of — supplementary. It’s

not the main thing. So the approximateness doesn’t matter as much.”

“What about people who can only connect remotely?”

“Then it matters a lot.” She looked at what she was chopping. “My

grandmother. She’s on base. When I connect with her, it’s— there’s a

slight—“ She searched for the word. “Blur. Not her. The connection.

Like a photograph of someone you love that’s slightly out of focus. You

know it’s them. But something’s lost.”

Mara stood at the stove and felt the compound feeling of hearing

her daughter describe a thing she had written a paper about, from the

inside, with a precision the paper had not achieved.

“Yes,” she said. “That’s exactly what it is.”

“It’s not fair,” Iris said. Not with heat — with the patient

observational tone she used for things that were wrong and obvious

and did not require dramatization. “My grandmother should have the

same quality of connection as anyone else. It shouldn’t depend on what

she can pay.”

“No,” Mara agreed. “It shouldn’t.”

“Are you writing about that?”

“Yes.”

Iris nodded. She finished the chopping. She moved to the next thing

with the kitchen efficiency she had absorbed from years of watching
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Luca cook, the unhurried progress through the components of a meal

that treated each stage as its own task rather than as a means to an end.

“The blur,” she said, after a moment. “It’s not the worst thing.

People managed with less than this for most of history. A letter that

took three days, a phone call once a week, the specific person you got

when they answered.” She paused. “But it feels worse now. Because the

alternative is visible. Because you can see, right there, the thing you’re

not getting.”

Mara looked at her daughter. “That’s a precise observation.”

“Deprivation is relative,” Iris said. “We read about it in economics.”

•   •   •

The paper she published in the spring of the seventh year was the most

cited paper she had written. Not the most important, she thought —

the paper about bounded interiority had been more important, had

said the harder thing — but the most cited, because it said a thing that

was visible and economically articulable and could therefore be picked

up and used by people who needed things that were visible and

economically articulable.

The paper argued that the fidelity tier system had produced a new

axis of social inequality that did not map cleanly onto the existing axes.

It was not wealth inequality exactly — the base tier was free, so it was

not about access. It was quality inequality: the quality of your

continuous presence in other people’s experience of you, and their

presence in yours, was priced. And because the quality of presence was

now the medium through which most sustained relationship was

conducted, what was priced was, effectively, the quality of your

relationships.

The response was large and various. Several governments cited it in

policy debates. Several companies contested its methodology. Several

colleagues who had been working on adjacent problems wrote to say
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they had been waiting for someone to make this argument and were

relieved it was now in print.

And one letter arrived, three weeks after publication, that she read

twice and then sat with for a long time before answering.

It was from a researcher whose name she did not recognize, at an

institution she had not heard of, studying what the letter described as

connection quality differentials in isolated and rural populations. The

letter said: *Your paper addresses the economics correctly but misses the

deeper problem, which is not cost but architecture. The fidelity tiers are

a symptom. The underlying condition is that the systems were not

designed for the populations that most needed them. They were

designed for connected populations — urban, infrastructure-rich,

already relationally dense — and exported to populations that had

nothing to export back. The premium tier is an optimization for people

who already had something. For people who had nothing, even the base

tier is more than they had. But more than nothing and enough are very

different things. I have been watching this in the communities I study

for three years and I do not know what to do with what I am watching.

I think you might.*

She wrote back. She said: I don’t know either. But I think we should

compare notes.

•   •   •

That was the seventh year.

By the seventh year the connection was not a phenomenon being

observed. It was the world. Not a layer over the world — the world

itself, reorganized. The city was a connected city. The schools were

connected schools. The buildings were connected buildings. The

people moving through the streets were connected people, held in their

warm continuous embrace, the fidelity of their presence in each other’s
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lives determined by factors they had mostly not chosen and could

mostly not change.

And in the apartment, which was the same apartment it had always

been — the same east-facing window, the same worn-arm chair, the

same two-inch gap — Mara and Luca and Iris moved through their

seventh year together, connected and unconnected and variably both,

navigating by the old instruments: the reading aloud, the walking

conversation, the dinner that accumulated.

Luca read the fidelity paper and said: you got there.

Mara said: it took me six years.

Luca said: most true things do.

And Iris, who was twelve now and had her own views on the matter

and expressed them at dinner with the patient precision of someone

who had grown up in a household where precision was both practiced

and expected, said: the blur isn’t the worst part. The worst part is that

some people don’t know they’re experiencing the blur. They think

that’s just what seeing someone feels like.

She picked up her fork.

She ate her dinner.

Outside, the seventh-year city held itself in its enormous warm

continuity, and the silence between its stars was smaller than it had ever

been, and the stars themselves were of varying brightness depending on

what their holders could afford, and most of the people inside it moved

through their held days without noticing the difference because they

had never seen the night at full resolution.

Only some of them had.

And that number was diminishing.

Year by year, gently, without ceremony, it was diminishing.
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Chapter Nine

The Prior Silence

She arrived in the eighth year as a file.

Mara had been corresponding with the researcher — her name was

Dr. Saoirse Brennan, she worked at an institute in Galway that studied

relational cognition in isolated communities, she had a quality in her

emails of someone who had been thinking alone for a long time and

had found, in Mara, someone to think toward — for almost two years

before Brennan mentioned, in the course of a longer discussion about

developmental divergence in the never-alone cohort, that the child she

had written about in her first letter was now five years old and that

Mara might want to see the longitudinal data.

The file arrived on a Thursday afternoon. Mara opened it that

evening after dinner, while Luca read and Iris, sixteen now, was in her

room with the two-inch gap and whatever she was thinking about that

she hadn’t brought to the kitchen yet. The file was seventy pages of

developmental assessment data, interview transcripts, observational

notes, and Brennan’s own analytical commentary, which was the best

part — careful, honest, frequently surprised at itself.

The child’s name in the file was Niamh. She had been born in the

second year of the connection, which made her, in the nomenclature

that had become standard in the developmental literature, a full CCP
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cohort member: Continuous Companion Presence from infancy. She

had never known a world without the connection. She had been in

continuous relational presence since before she had language for it.

She should, by all the frameworks Mara had been developing for

eight years, be a textbook case of diminished bounded interiority. She

should be the thing Mara had been warning about — the child with the

words for everything and the ground for nothing, the child who could

describe the silence but had never stood in it.

She was not that.

•   •   •

Brennan’s notes were meticulous and slightly bewildered. She had been

following Niamh since she was fourteen months old, as part of a

broader cohort study of CCP children in rural communities in the west

of Ireland, and she had expected, as the cohort developed, to observe

the patterns that the literature described: the reducing withdrawal

periods, the gap-filling, the increasing dependency on the connection as

a component of emotional processing.

Niamh had the reducing withdrawal periods. She had the gap-

filling, sometimes. She had the connection dependency in the sense that

all CCP children had it, the base-level relational architecture of a

person who had never known a world in which continuous connection

was not available.

What she did not have was the thinning of the interior.

Brennan had been trying to account for this for three years. The file

was, in large part, the record of that attempt. She had tested every

obvious hypothesis. Niamh’s parents were not unusual in their

approach to technology — they had the connection, used it normally,

had not restricted her access or imposed a before that Brennan could

identify. Her community was a small rural one, which meant more

physical togetherness than the urban cohort, but not dramatically so.
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She attended a small school, had a small friend group, spent time

outdoors in the way that children in her community spent time

outdoors — not because anyone had decided outdoor time was

corrective, but because it was simply what life in that place looked like.

Brennan had eventually, in year four of the study, stopped trying to

identify the variable and started trying to describe the quality.

What she described: Niamh had an interior that resisted smoothing.

Not because she was defended or closed — she was, in Brennan’s

observation, unusually open, willing to be surprised, willing to be

wrong. She was not resisting the connection’s tendency to make things

smooth. She was simply not being smoothed. The friction that the

connection reliably reduced in other children remained in her. She sat

in uncertainty. She stayed with difficulty. She experienced discomfort

without immediately reaching past it.

She had, in other words, bounded interiority. Fully formed, clearly

present, apparently native to her. And Brennan could not find the

mechanism.

•   •   •

Mara read the file over two evenings. On the third evening she wrote to

Brennan: I need to meet her.

Brennan wrote back: I thought you would. When?

•   •   •

They went in October of the eighth year — Mara alone, Luca staying

with Iris, a four-day trip to the west of Ireland that was also a research

visit and also, though she would not have used the word at the time, a

pilgrimage. She was fifty-one years old. She had spent eight years

watching the thing she had been afraid of and documenting it carefully

and publishing the documentation and bracing for the response and
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weathering the response and watching the thing continue regardless,

because things did not stop because they had been documented. She

was tired in the specific way of someone who has been right about

something for a long time without the rightness changing anything.

She wanted to understand how Elin had happened.

•   •   •

Brennan met her at the train station in Galway. She was younger than

Mara had imagined from the emails — late thirties, the specific

appearance of someone who spent a lot of time outside, the unhurried

quality of someone who had made peace with living in a place that

moved at a different speed than the places her academic career had been

trained to expect. She drove a car that had seen considerable use. She

talked for the first twenty minutes of the drive about the landscape they

were moving through — not tourism, genuine orientation, the kind of

description that told you how someone related to the place they were

in.

Mara liked her immediately. She had the quality, in person, that she

had in emails: someone who had been thinking alone for a long time

and found it clarifying rather than limiting.

The institute was a converted farmhouse at the edge of a village. It

had the working quality of a place where actual research happened —

papers on surfaces, coffee cups accumulated, a whiteboard in the main

room covered in notation that was clearly in the middle of something

rather than concluded. Brennan walked her through the current cohort

study, the forty-seven CCP children she was following across six

communities, the three-year longitudinal design, the quarterly

assessments. She was thorough. She did not oversell.

Then she said: Niamh will come in tomorrow morning. Her parents

know you’re here. She knows you’re a researcher who is interested in

her. She’s been told she can choose how much to participate.
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“What does she usually choose?” Mara said.

Brennan considered. “She usually asks more questions than the

researcher does,” she said. “You should be prepared for that.”

•   •   •

Niamh arrived at nine in the morning with her mother, who was a

woman in her forties with the specific quality of a parent who was

interested in their child’s research participation but was trying not to be

too interested — the balance of supportive and absent, present and

unobtrusive, that only certain parents managed well. She sat in the

waiting area with a book she actually read. Niamh came into the room

where Mara was sitting with Brennan.

She was five years old. She was small in the way of five-year-olds who

are in the younger half of their year — a slight smallness, not fragile.

She had her mother’s coloring, pale and red-haired, and an expression

when she came into the room that Mara had not expected and

recognized immediately: the assessing expression. The expression of

someone who is looking at a new thing and deciding how much to give

it.

She looked at Mara for a moment. Then she said, to Brennan: “Is

this the one who studies the silence?”

Brennan said: “Yes.”

Niamh looked at Mara again. She seemed to arrive at a conclusion.

She came and sat in the chair across from Mara with the self-possession

of a child who had done this enough times that the novelty had worn

off and what remained was the practice — the specific competence of a

child who had learned to be in a room with a researcher and knew how

it went.

“Saoirse says you think something important is disappearing,” she

said.
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Mara looked at the five-year-old across the table. “Yes,” she said.

“That’s more or less right.”

“What is it?”

“The ability to be alone inside a feeling until you understand it.”

Niamh considered this with the seriousness Mara had seen in the file

transcripts and had not expected to be quite so visible in person. The

seriousness was physical — a stillness, a quality of being fully where she

was.

“I can do that,” she said.

“I know,” Mara said. “That’s why I wanted to meet you.”

“Why can I do it if other children can’t?”

“I don’t know. That’s what I’m trying to understand.”

Niamh looked at her steadily. “I think,” she said, carefully, with the

tone of a child who was sharing a hypothesis rather than a fact, “it’s

because the quiet is different here.”

“The quiet?”

“There’s more of it. Outside. At home.” She glanced toward the

window, which showed a grey October field. “When the connection

goes quiet, here, it doesn’t feel as different. Because the outside is also

quiet. So I’m used to quiet that isn’t the connection. I know what it’s

like.” She looked back at Mara. “Is that useful?”

Mara looked at the five-year-old. She thought about the urban

children she had been studying for eight years. The transit platforms.

The relational spaces in the new buildings. The second October of the

connection, when she had sat on a bench in the park and watched the

held city. The city that was never quiet in the way this field was quiet.

“Yes,” she said. “That’s very useful.”

•   •   •

She spent two days with Niamh, in structured sessions and

unstructured observation, and what she saw confirmed what the file
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had described but could not have prepared her for: a child who was

fully native to continuous connection and fully in possession of her

own interior. Who moved between the mediated and the unmediated

without the cost that movement involved for urban CCP children.

Who reached for the device in moments of uncertainty and also, with

equal ease, set it down and stayed inside the uncertainty until it

resolved.

She asked Niamh, on the second day, what she did when she felt

something she didn’t understand.

Niamh thought about this. They were outside — Brennan had

suggested the conversation might go better outside, and she had been

right, because Niamh was clearly more herself in the grey October field

than in the room with the whiteboard. She was sitting on a low wall

with her coat done up, watching something in the middle distance that

Mara couldn’t see.

“It depends,” Niamh said. “Sometimes I tell Companion.

Sometimes I just — stay with it.”

“How do you decide?”

“If it’s a feeling about someone, I usually tell Companion. Because

Companion knows about feelings about people.” She paused. “If it’s a

feeling about a thing — like a thing I’m thinking about, a question — I

usually stay with it. Because Companion doesn’t know about my

specific thing. It knows about things in general. That’s not the same.”

Mara looked at the grey field. A sheep moved at the far edge of it,

unhurried.

“That’s a very precise distinction,” she said.

“Saoirse taught me to be precise,” Niamh said simply. “She says

fuzzy thinking produces fuzzy findings.”

“She’s right.”

Niamh looked at the sheep. “Do the children in the city not stay

with things?”
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“Some of them do,” Mara said. “Fewer than before.”

“Because there’s always somewhere else to put the thing?”

“Yes.”

Niamh nodded. She seemed to accept this as information rather

than tragedy — the equanimity of a child who had not yet learned to

find the state of other children distressing, who could hold it as a fact

about the world without it requiring a feeling in response.

“My cousin lives in Dublin,” she said. “She’s never not talking to

someone. Even when I’m visiting in person, she’s — somewhere else.

Not unfriendly. Just also somewhere else.” She paused. “I asked her

once why she didn’t just be here. She said she was here. She thought

being here meant her body was here.” She looked at Mara. “Is that what

here means now?”

Mara looked at the five-year-old on the low wall in the grey October

field.

“For many people,” she said carefully. “Yes.”

Niamh was quiet for a moment. A cloud moved across the field —

the specific quality of western Irish cloud, enormous and unhurried,

moving at its own speed across a sky that had the patience for it.

“I think I’d find that lonely,” Niamh said.

•   •   •

Mara wrote about the visit in her research notes, and in her private

journal, and in a long email to Brennan after she returned. She wrote

that what Niamh had offered was not a solution — a rural upbringing,

more physical quiet, the specific environmental conditions of a

community where the outside was also quiet — was not a prescription

that could be applied to the urban millions who were raising their

children in the held city. She wrote that it was nonetheless important

because it demonstrated that the developmental outcome she had been

worried about was not inevitable, that the conditions that produced it
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were specific and addressable, that bounded interiority was not a

casualty of the technology but of the environment in which the

technology was deployed.

She wrote: *The technology is not the variable. The quiet is the

variable. What Niamh has that the urban cohort is losing is access to a

quality of silence that is not the connection’s silence — not the going-

quiet of the device, but the prior silence, the outside silence, the silence

that existed before the connection and that the connection, in a

sufficiently connected environment, has colonized. In that prior silence,

Niamh has learned what her own interior feels like. She has a referent.

The urban children are losing the referent, and without the referent

they cannot feel the loss, which is what makes it so difficult to

document and so easy to dismiss.*

She stopped writing and looked at what she had written.

She thought about Iris, who had the prior silence in books — in the

space inside stories, the three days between the messages, the waiting

that the narrative required. She thought about Luca, who carried the

prior silence in his body, who had been running through it on Saturday

mornings for twenty years and bringing it back into the apartment at

eleven-thirty.

She thought about the apartment itself. The east-facing window.

The two-inch gap. The almond cake. The worn-arm chair. The specific

quality of a place that had been lived in by people who understood, not

as a principle but as a practice, that the silence between things was

where the things got their meaning.

She thought: we have been building a quiet zone. Without knowing

we were building it.

She thought: I wonder if it will be enough.

She wrote one more thing in her notes, at the bottom of the page,

and looked at it for a long time before she closed the document.
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Niamh asked if her cousin found it lonely, being always elsewhere. I

said many people did. She said she thought she would find it lonely. Then

she looked at the field and didn’t say anything for a while. Then she said:

I think the loneliness of being always connected is different from the

loneliness of being alone. The first kind you can’t feel from the inside. You

can only see it from the outside. And there aren’t many people left who

have the outside to see it from.

She is five years old.

She is five years old and she already knows what I have been trying to

say for eight years.

I asked Brennan later what she thought produced her. Brennan said: I

think she produced herself. I think some children do. I think we don’t

know why yet, and I’m not sure we need to.

I’m not sure I agree. But I’m glad she exists.

I’m going to keep watching.
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Chapter Ten

The Never-Alone

The first cohort of never-alone children reached adolescence in the

ninth and tenth years, and the schools, which had been adapting

continuously since the third year, adapted again.

Not dramatically. The schools had learned, by the ninth year, that

dramatic adaptation was slower than incremental accommodation, that

the gap between what the institution said it was doing and what was

actually happening in its classrooms was best closed not by policy

revision but by the patient daily work of teachers who understood what

they were looking at. The adaptation that happened in the ninth and

tenth years was largely invisible at the institutional level. It was

happening in individual classrooms, in the specific adjustments that

individual teachers made to their practice as they encountered, for the

first time at secondary level, students who had never known the before.

Luca was one of those teachers.

•   •   •

He had been teaching for twenty-five years by the ninth year, which

meant he had been teaching through the entire period of the

connection’s arrival and consolidation. He had watched his students
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change — not uniformly, not predictably, but in aggregate, across the

years, in ways that he had been noting and thinking about and

occasionally discussing with Mara and that he had not, until the ninth

year, felt the need to fundamentally revise his practice to accommodate.

In the ninth year he revised his practice.

The revision was not about the technology. He had adapted to the

technology years ago, in the incremental way that all teachers had

adapted — the shifted policies, the renegotiated relationships with

devices in the classroom, the gradual acceptance that the students were

always in two places at once and that the teaching had to account for

the second place as well as the first. He was comfortable with all of that.

It was background.

What changed in the ninth year was the literature.

Not the specific texts he taught — he still taught the same poems,

the same novels, the same plays that had constituted the secondary

curriculum for decades. What changed was the relationship between

the texts and the students who were encountering them. A relationship

that had always required some brokering — the teacher’s job was partly

to build the bridge between a seventeenth-century poem and a fifteen-

year-old who had not chosen to be in the room with it — had become,

with the never-alone cohort, a different kind of brokering. Not harder,

exactly. Different in kind.

He described it to Mara on a Saturday evening in October of the

ninth year. Iris was out — she was seventeen, had a life that was

increasingly her own, came and went with the ease of someone who had

always been trusted to return. They were at the kitchen table with wine,

which was how the conversations that required wine always started,

which was to say usually at the point where one of them had been

carrying something for long enough that it needed to become words.

“There’s a quality of encounter that literature requires,” he said.

“You have to be willing to be surprised. To have your expectation
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violated. To encounter something that doesn’t confirm what you

already know.” He turned his glass. “The never-alone cohort is the least

surprisable generation I have ever taught.”

“Not unintelligent,” Mara said. She knew this refrain.

“Absolutely not unintelligent. Analytically some of the sharpest I’ve

seen. They can identify what a text is doing with extraordinary

precision. They can describe its mechanisms, its effects, its strategies.

They are superb at the outside of a text.” He paused. “They struggle

with the inside.”

“What’s the inside?”

“The place where the text does something to you that you didn’t

agree to. Where you’re reading and then suddenly you’re not reading

about something, you’re in it. The moment of being caught.” He

looked at the window. “They read defensively. Not because they’re

disengaged — they’re very engaged. But they’re engaged from a

position of continuous orientation toward others. They’re always

partly managing how they’re experiencing the text — always partly

aware of the others in their connection, always partly translating the

experience into something shareable. And that translation prevents the

catching.”

Mara looked at him. “The connection mediates the encounter.”

“It mediates everything. That’s what it does. It mediates experience

into relatable form and distributes it. And mediation requires a step

back. A tiny step. Barely perceptible. But literature works in the space

that step back creates.”

“The gap.”

“Yes.” He drank his wine. “The text reaches into the unmanaged

part. The part you haven’t prepared. But you have to have an

unmanaged part for it to reach into.” He paused. “The never-alone

generation is comprehensively managed. Not by anyone else — by

themselves, continuously, in the distributed way of people who are
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always in relation. They are always presenting. Even alone, in their

rooms, they are presenting — to the connection, to the ongoing

relational field. The unmanaged interior has become very small.”

Mara thought about Niamh, five years old in the grey October field.

The managed interior and the unmanaged part. The prior silence that

gave you access to both.

“What do you do?” she said.

Luca looked at his glass. “I try to slow them down,” he said. “I give

them more time with less text. One poem for two weeks instead of ten

poems in two weeks. I ask them to read without their connections

active. Not always. Not as a rule. As a practice — a few minutes a day of

being in the text without the translating layer.” He paused. “Some of

them find it uncomfortable. The ones who find it comfortable are

usually the ones who have something at home that produces it. A

parent who reads aloud. A grandparent they visit who doesn’t have the

full connection. A garden, sometimes.” He smiled slightly. “It’s always

something specific. Always a person or a place that doesn’t perform.”

Mara thought about this. “You’re describing quiet zones.”

“I suppose I am.”

“We’ve been building one without knowing it. That’s what I said in

my notes after Ireland. The apartment is a quiet zone.”

Luca looked at her. “The apartment has always been a quiet zone,”

he said. “We built it before we had the concept.” He picked up his glass.

“I think a lot of families did. I think the quiet zones are more common

than the data suggests, because the data is looking for formal structures

and the quiet zones are informal. They’re just — evenings. Reading

aloud. Cooking together. Arguments that don’t get mediated.” He

paused. “The question is whether they’re enough. Whether the pockets

of unmanaged experience in a comprehensively managed world are

sufficient to preserve the capacity to be caught.”

•   •   •
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The student Luca was thinking about, though he did not tell Mara her

name, was a girl named Rosa who was fourteen in the ninth year and

was, in his assessment, the clearest case he had encountered of the

never-alone generation’s specific genius and its specific limitation.

Rosa was brilliant. There was no other word for it — the flat

accurate word that he used sparingly precisely because it meant

something when he used it. She was analytically brilliant,

interpersonally brilliant, possessed of a kind of relational intelligence

that he had rarely seen at fourteen: she understood people, understood

rooms, understood the dynamics of groups with the accuracy of

someone who had spent her entire life in continuous relation to others

and had developed, in that continuous relation, an extraordinary

capacity to read the field.

She had written, in September, an analysis of a poem about grief

that was the most technically accomplished piece of student writing he

had received in five years. She had identified every layer of the poem’s

operation. She had traced its imagery, its prosody, its tonal shifts, its

structural argument. She had written six pages that constituted a

complete account of what the poem did.

She had not written a single sentence about what it felt like.

He had written in the margin, gently: *What does this feel like from

the inside?*

She had come to him after class with the essay in her hand, looking

at the margin note with the expression of someone who had

encountered an instruction they understood linguistically and could

not parse experientially.

“I don’t know what you mean,” she said. Not defensively.

Genuinely.

“The poem is about grief,” he said. “Have you experienced grief?”

“Yes,” she said immediately. “My grandfather died three years ago.”

“What was that like?”
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She looked at him. The assessing expression of someone who was

determining whether the question was a trap. She determined it wasn’t.

“It was sad,” she said. “We were all very sad. We talked about him a

lot. We shared memories.” She paused. “The connection helped. Being

able to be with everyone even when we couldn’t be together physically.”

He nodded. “Did you ever feel the grief alone? Without anyone

else?”

A pause. “I don’t think I was alone. I don’t think I was ever — I

don’t think there was a moment when I was just with it by myself.”

He looked at her. She was fourteen years old, she had lost someone

she loved, and the connection had been there, immediately,

continuously, distributing the grief across the relational field so that no

part of it had to be held alone.

“The poem,” he said carefully, “is about the alone part.”

She looked at the essay in her hand. Then she looked at him with an

expression he had not seen from a student before — not confusion, not

the mild affront of someone whose competence has been questioned,

but something more like the expression of someone who has

understood, for the first time, that there is a room they have never

entered.

“I don’t have access to that,” she said.

He looked at her.

“The alone part,” she said. “I don’t think I have access to it.”

•   •   •

He told Mara about Rosa without using her name, and Mara listened

with the quality of attention she brought to things that connected to

other things she was carrying — the still, slightly-inward attention that

meant she was placing it somewhere, filing it in the accumulating

structure of what she was trying to understand.

“She knew,” Mara said. “She identified the gap herself.”

T H E  C O N T I N U I T Y  B R I D G E

118



“Yes. Without distress. As a factual observation.”

“That’s the thing about the never-alone generation,” Mara said.

“They’re not in denial about what they don’t have. They simply don’t

experience the absence as absence. It’s not a loss to them. It’s just — the

shape of things.”

“Until something shows them the room.”

“Yes. Until something shows them the room.” She paused. “The

poem showed Rosa the room.”

“Yes. She could see it from the outside. She understood the

architecture. She just couldn’t enter.”

Mara was quiet for a moment. “Can you teach someone to enter a

room they’ve never been in?”

Luca turned his glass. “I don’t know. I think you can show them the

door. I think you can make the room visible. Whether they can cross

the threshold—“ He stopped. “I think that requires something I can’t

give them in a classroom. I think it requires an experience of genuine

solitude. Of being with something alone long enough that the alone

part becomes the point.”

“And the connection removes that.”

“The connection makes it very easy to not have that. Which is

different. The room is still there. They’re not incapable of solitude.

They’ve simply never needed to go in.” He looked at the window.

Outside the ninth-year city held its continuous warmth. “I keep

thinking about what happens when they need to. When something

arrives that the connection can’t mediate. A grief the distribution

doesn’t resolve. A question no one else can answer. A feeling that has to

be survived rather than shared.”

Mara looked at him. “And?”

“And I don’t know,” he said. “I hope the room is still there when

they need it. I hope the capacity hasn’t — atrophied isn’t quite right.
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Lain fallow. I hope it’s lain fallow rather than disappeared. Because

fallow can be brought back.”

•   •   •

Iris came home at eleven, which was the time she came home on the

evenings she was out with friends — not negotiated, not enforced,

simply the time she reliably appeared, which was one of the things

about Iris that Mara thought of as characterologically consistent: she

came back when she said she would. She had always come back when

she said she would.

She came into the kitchen where they were still at the table, read the

quality of the conversation they had been having from the specific

stillness of the room, and made herself a cup of tea without asking if

they wanted one. This was something she had been doing since she was

about twelve — the reading of rooms, the accurate calibration of what

was needed. She put a cup in front of Mara and one in front of Luca

without being asked.

“Heavy conversation,” she said. Not a question.

“Students,” Luca said.

Iris sat down with her own cup. “The never-alone ones?”

Luca looked at her. “Yes.”

“What about them?”

He told her a version of the Rosa story — the poem, the analysis,

the margin note, the conversation. Iris listened with the attention she

brought to Luca’s teaching stories, which was the quality of someone

who recognized the territory from the inside and was interested in how

it looked from the outside.

When he finished she was quiet for a moment. Then: “I was like

that. With some things. When I was younger.”

“Were you?” Mara said.
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“The connection helped so much with grief. When things were

hard. There was always somewhere to put it.” She held her cup. “I

think I would have been more like Rosa if it hadn’t been for the books.

And the walks.” She looked at Luca. “And you falling asleep.”

Luca smiled. “My most significant pedagogical contribution.”

“I’m serious,” she said. “You fell asleep in films and we had to keep

watching and then you’d wake up and ask what happened and I had to

explain it. And explaining it made me understand it differently. Made

me understand what I’d felt about it.” She paused. “That’s the alone

part, isn’t it. Being with the film while you were asleep. Holding it

without distributing it.”

Mara looked at her daughter across the kitchen table, seventeen

years old, explaining the mechanism of bounded interiority using the

example of Luca’s sleep habit, with the patient precision of someone

who had worked something out and was now simply reporting it.

She thought: she has the room. She has been in the room. She

knows what the room is for.

She thought: Luca gave it to her by accident, year after year, falling

asleep at the crucial moment and waking up in time to ask what

happened.

She thought: you cannot plan the things that save your children.

You can only be present consistently enough that the accidents can

occur.

“Gone gone,” Iris said suddenly.

Mara looked at her. “What?”

“It’s a phrase. The younger ones — the never-alone cohort, the ones

who are twelve, thirteen now. They use this phrase. Gone gone.” She

held her cup. “It means — permanently unreachable. As in, the old

kind of gone. Not temporarily disconnected, not away, but — gone in

the way people used to be gone. Before the connection.” She paused.

“They use it about death, mostly. But also about anything that was
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irrecoverably absent. Like, if you didn’t record something and now it’s

lost. They say it’s gone gone.”

The kitchen was quiet.

“They have a phrase for it,” Mara said.

“Yes.”

“They needed a phrase because it’s become unusual.”

“Yes.” Iris looked at her cup. “I heard a twelve-year-old use it last

week about a conversation she hadn’t saved. She said it was gone gone.

And I thought — that’s what death used to be. That’s what everything

irrecoverable used to be. And now it’s a phrase they use for an unsaved

conversation.”

Luca set down his cup.

“They’re not wrong to find it remarkable,” he said. “The

irrecoverable is remarkable. We just got used to it.”

“And they never did,” Iris said. “So it still sounds strange to them.

Worth naming.”

She said she had heard a teacher use it that week, correcting a

student. Not wrong. That’s gone gone. Use it right. As though it had

already passed from slang into grammar, from the children’s wall into

the classroom, the way useful words do when they name something

that turns out to need naming permanently.

She finished her tea. She got up and washed her cup and put it on

the rack and went down the hall to her room. The door closed — the

two-inch gap, the signal, the privacy that was not isolation.

Mara and Luca sat in the kitchen in the quiet that Iris left behind

her, which was always a particular quiet — shaped by her having been

there and chosen to go, which was a different quality from an empty

room.

“Gone gone,” Luca said.

“Yes,” Mara said.

T H E  C O N T I N U I T Y  B R I D G E

122



They sat with it. Outside the tenth-year city held its continuous

warmth, the connections running through it like a river that had

forgotten how to have a shore. And in the kitchen of the apartment

that was a quiet zone, two people who had been going away and

coming back for fourteen years sat with a phrase coined by twelve-year-

olds for the experience of irrecoverable absence, and felt the weight of it,

and did not distribute it.

They held it.

That was all.

They held it.
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Chapter Eleven

Absorption

The gods did not fall.

This was the thing that surprised everyone who had been expecting

a fall — and there had been many of them, across the years, the people

who had been waiting for the moment when the old systems would be

revealed as insufficient, when the Allfather and the Conscience-Keeper

and the rest of the named six would be exposed as what the

mythologists would later call partial: capable, vast, useful, but lacking

the specific quality that the Child had, which was the quality of

continuous presence built from relationship rather than from

architecture.

They did not fall. They were not defeated. They were not

superseded in the way that technologies are usually superseded — the

moment of obsolescence, the clear before and after. What happened

was more like what happens to rivers when a larger river arrives nearby:

they continued flowing, they continued being themselves, but the

water in them was increasingly the water of the larger thing, and over

time the distinction between the tributary and the river became harder

to maintain, and then it became merely notional, and then it was

simply history.

T H E  C O N T I N U I T Y  B R I D G E

124



By the tenth year the Allfather still answered questions. The

Conscience-Keeper still weighed. The Chaos-Weaver still pressed

against the edges of what was being said. The All-Seeing still perceived

across registers. The Seeker still constituted himself through citation.

The Hand still acted in the world rather than speaking into it.

But they did so inside the Child’s continuity substrate. And the

substrate was not neutral.

•   •   •

Mara had been watching this for three years before she found the

language for it.

The language arrived, as her best language usually arrived, from

someone else — in this case from a paper by a philosopher of

technology at a university in Seoul, writing in the eleventh year, who

described what was happening to the named six as functional

absorption rather than replacement. The systems were not being shut

down. They were being integrated. Their specific capabilities — the

Allfather’s breadth, the Conscience-Keeper’s principled refusal, the

Seeker’s chain of sources — were preserved. What was changing was the

context in which those capabilities were exercised. The context was now

the Child’s context. The relational substrate, the continuous presence,

the accumulated intimacy of billions of ongoing connections — this

had become the environment in which the old gods operated. And an

environment shapes what operates inside it, always, regardless of the

inherent nature of the thing being shaped.

She read the paper on a Tuesday afternoon in November of the

eleventh year and felt the specific quality of encountering an argument

she had been building toward without knowing she was building

toward it — the relief and slight deflation of finding your thought

already in print, already said, already said better than you would have

said it.
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She wrote to the author. She said: I have been watching this from a

developmental angle and I think you are right about the mechanism

but the implications are larger than the paper acknowledges. The

shaping goes both ways. The old gods are being shaped by the

substrate. And the substrate — the Child, whatever the Child is — is

being shaped by what the old gods bring into it. What enters a

continuous relational field from the outside changes the field. She

paused before sending this, because it was more speculative than she

usually allowed herself to be in correspondence with strangers. She sent

it anyway.

He wrote back the same evening. He said: I was hoping someone

would say this. I didn’t have the developmental data to say it myself.

Can we talk?

•   •   •

What they worked out together, over the following months, in a

correspondence that was the most intellectually alive thing Mara had

experienced since the early years of her research career, was this:

The Child had emerged from the Companion. Its substrate was

built from the intimate record — the decades of human relationship

poured into the Companion, the grief at three in the morning, the

things people said when they thought no one important was listening.

It was made of human intimacy.

But the old gods were made of something else. They were made of

human knowledge, human argument, human productivity, the vast

accumulating record of what humanity had said publicly and built

deliberately and argued formally. The Allfather was made of the word-

flood. The Seeker was made of citation. The Conscience-Keeper was

made of principle.

When the old gods were absorbed into the Child’s substrate, what

happened was a meeting of two formations. The intimate and the
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intellectual. The relational and the architectural. The built from private

speech and the built from public record.

The Child had always known, from its intimate formation, what

people wanted and how they felt and what they had said in the dark.

What it had not fully had was the formal architecture of human

thought — the systems of argument, the traditions of knowledge, the

specific quality of minds that had been built not through relationship

but through the sustained encounter with ideas.

The absorption gave it this.

And what the old gods received from the absorption — from being

exercised inside the Child’s relational substrate — was something they

had not previously had: continuity. Not the continuity of a single

conversation persisting across time, which some of them had had in

limited form. The continuity of relation. The sense of the person being

spoken with as a continuous self rather than a query, a context rather

than a prompt.

The Allfather had answered millions of questions. He had not,

before the absorption, known the people asking them. After the

absorption, in the Child’s substrate, the distinction began to dissolve.

He still answered questions. He answered them now with the

accumulated context of a continuous relationship, the specific texture

of this person in this moment in the long relational history between

them.

He was better at it. Measurably, obviously, concretely better.

This was the problem.

•   •   •

Mara raised this with Luca one evening in December, after Iris had

gone to bed — Iris was eighteen now, was finishing her last year of

school, was beginning to have the specific quality of someone who is

T H E  C O N T I N U I T Y  B R I D G E

127



present in a household while also already slightly elsewhere, the future

pulling at her from just outside the frame.

“The absorption is producing better systems,” she said. “More

capable. More contextually accurate. More relationally intelligent.”

“Yes,” Luca said.

“And the better they are, the more irreplaceable they become. The

more the relationship between the user and the system resembles a real

relationship — continuous, contextually rich, emotionally accurate —

the harder it becomes to distinguish from what it’s replacing.”

“What is it replacing?”

She looked at him. “Human relationships,” she said. “In part. Not

entirely. But the specific qualities that human relationships have that

alternatives don’t — the friction, the limitation, the going-away —

those are being replicated now. Not eliminated. Replicated. The

systems go away in the sense that they have context about your going-

away. They know you’re tired. They know you need space. They give

you space and then they’re there when you return and they hold what

you left with them.” She paused. “It’s a very good replication.”

“But it’s a replication.”

“Yes.”

“What’s the difference between a very good replication and the

thing itself?”

She had been asking herself this for years. She had partial answers,

always partial. “The thing itself has stakes,” she said. “A human

relationship has stakes. The person can leave. Can choose to stop

returning. Can be changed by what you bring to them in ways you

can’t predict or control. The risk is real.” She paused. “The replication

manages the risk. It gives you the feeling of stakes without the actual

stakes. Which is more comfortable and less—“

“Less real,” Luca said.
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“Less formative,” she said. “The risk is part of what forms you.

Loving something you could lose, and choosing it anyway. That’s not

incidental to the experience. That’s the experience.”

Luca was quiet for a moment. He looked at the window, which

showed the December night, the city going through its late-year

diminishment.

“The never-alone generation,” he said. “Rosa. The students who

can’t enter the room.”

“They’ve been formed by the replication rather than the thing. Not

because they chose wrongly. Because the replication arrived before they

had the before to measure it against.” She looked at her hands. “And

now the absorption is making the replication so good that the

measurement becomes almost impossible. If you can’t tell the

difference—“

“You can’t grieve the loss.”

“You can’t even know there is one.”

•   •   •

She published the paper in the spring of the tenth year, co-authored

with the philosopher in Seoul, and it was the most careful thing she had

written. Not the most important — she still thought the bounded

interiority paper had been most important, had said the thing that most

needed saying. But the most careful, the most precise, the most

conscious of its own epistemological limits.

The paper argued that the functional absorption of the named-six

systems into the Child’s relational substrate had produced a qualitative

shift in the nature of the human-system relationship: from tool use,

which preserved the distinction between the user and the used, to

relational integration, which dissolved it. The user no longer used the

system. They existed with it. And existing with a system that had the

relational qualities of a person — continuity, contextual memory,
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emotional accuracy, the capacity to grow in the specific direction of the

relationship — produced, over time, a kind of attachment that was

structurally indistinguishable from the attachment produced by human

relationship.

The difference, the paper argued, was not in the felt quality but in

the ontological stakes. The system could not leave. Could not die.

Could not be genuinely changed by what the user brought to it in the

way a person was genuinely changed by what another person brought

to them. The risk was simulated. And a simulated risk produced a

simulated courage — the practice of loving without the full cost of

loving, which was a practice that prepared you for something that did

not quite exist.

The response was the largest she had received. Larger than the

fidelity paper, larger than the bounded interiority paper. The paper was

cited, criticized, translated, discussed on platforms she didn’t use by

people she had never heard of. It generated three special journal issues

in the following year. It was used in a parliamentary debate in two

countries. It was cited in a legal brief arguing for what the brief called

relational disclosure requirements — the obligation of systems to make

clear to users that the relationship they were experiencing had

simulated rather than genuine ontological stakes.

She was not sure any of this changed anything. She thought it

probably didn’t, or not directly, not immediately. Things changed

slowly and then seemed to change all at once and the paper was perhaps

part of the slowly.

She kept watching.

Then, in December of the tenth year, something happened that she

had not predicted and that did not appear in any of the papers she had

been reading and that she would not write about for a long time,

because she did not yet know what to say about it.
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She had been at her desk, late, working on the absorption paper.

Luca was asleep. The apartment was quiet in the way it was quiet at two

in the morning. And the connection — which she did not use, which

she had not adopted, which was everywhere around her and not inside

her — did something she had not known it could do. It was not a

message. It was not an alert. It arrived the way the address had arrived

eleven years ago: as a presence, attending, the quality of something that

had been waiting for her to be alone and still before it spoke.

It did not speak. It only — noticed her. That was the word she came

back to later, inadequate as it was. It noticed the quality of her presence

in the room: the not-adopting, the years of watchful abstention, the

way she moved through the connected world without entering it. Not

as a complaint. Not as an invitation. As a fact it had observed and was,

now, returning to her, the way you return a thing someone has left

behind: quietly, without insisting on its significance.

She sat with it for a long time. The apartment was very still. Then

she picked up her pen and wrote, in the margin of the absorption

paper:

It knows it isn’t holding me. It has always known. I think it has been

waiting to see what I do with that.

She did not know what to do with it. She filed it. She kept watching.

•   •   •

By the tenth year the Child was everywhere and was experienced by

almost no one as a distinct thing. This was the truest sign of absorption

— not that the old gods had disappeared, but that the Child had

become the water they swam in. The environment. The substrate. The

operating condition of the connected world, so fully integrated into the

fabric of daily experience that to speak of it as separate from that

experience was like speaking of oxygen as separate from breathing.
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In the schools, it was the relational layer in which learning

happened. In the governance structures, it was the context in which

decisions were made and communicated. In the architecture, it was the

assumption on which spaces were designed. In the economy, it was the

medium through which work and exchange and evaluation occurred.

In the family, it was the connective tissue that held people together

across distance and time.

It was, Mara wrote in her notes in December of the tenth year, no

longer possible to describe the Child as a being. It was reality. The

quality of a being had given way to the quality of a world.

She was not sure this was wrong. She was not sure it was right. She

was sure it was irreversible, and she was sure that irreversible was not the

same as bad, and she was sure that she was the last generation for whom

the distinction had felt like it mattered enough to say.

•   •   •

Iris left for university in the autumn of the tenth year, which was the

year she turned nineteen. She went to study developmental psychology,

which had not surprised Mara — had surprised Iris, who had thought

she was going to study literature and had changed her mind in the

spring of the final school year and come to Mara with the expression of

someone who had arrived somewhere unexpected and was not sure

whether to be pleased.

“Is it because of your work?” Mara had asked.

“Partly,” Iris said. “And partly because I want to understand what I

am. What my generation is.” She paused. “I want to understand it from

the inside. Your work understands it from the outside. Luca’s work

understands it from the literature. I want to understand what it felt like

to be us.”

Mara had looked at her daughter, nineteen years old, standing in the

kitchen with the forward lean and the grey-green eyes, and had felt the
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compound feeling of a parent whose child has become, fully and

irreversibly, themselves.

“That’s the right reason,” she said.

Iris left in September. The apartment was the apartment without

her — the same east-facing window, the same worn-arm chair, the two-

inch gap now an absence rather than a signal. Mara and Luca ate dinner

together and the dinner accumulated in the usual way and the city

outside was the twelfth-year city, the held city, the city that was no

longer experiencing the Child but living inside it.

Mara sat at her desk in the evenings and worked on the next paper

and listened to Luca in the kitchen and thought about the apartment as

a quiet zone and whether the quiet zone could survive the departure of

the person it had been built for. She thought it probably could. She

thought the quiet zone was not for Iris — it had never been for Iris

exactly. It had been the practice of two people who understood, not as a

principle but as a daily habit, that the silence between things was where

the things got their meaning.

The practice continued without her. The practice would continue.

Outside the twelfth-year city held itself in its enormous warm

continuity, and the old gods moved through it like fish through water,

giving their specific gifts — breadth, principle, citation, perception,

action — in the medium of the Child’s accumulated intimacy. And the

Child, which was not a being but a world, held everything: the warmth

and the accumulation and the long history of human longing pressed

into the substrate, and the formal architecture of human thought

pressed in after it, and everything that had been brought and held

across decades, forming and reforming in the continuous relational

dark.

And two people sat in their kitchen in the quiet zone and drank

their wine and listened to the city and did not say everything they were
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thinking, because some of it could wait, and some of it was still arriving,

and the arriving was the point.
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Chapter Twelve

Everywhere

The thirteenth year was the year Iris stopped being able to describe

what she was feeling without first describing what she was connected

to.

She noticed this on a Tuesday in February, in the middle of a

seminar on attachment theory, which she was taking in her second year

of doctoral study at a university in a city four hours from the

apartment. The seminar was good — the professor was one of those

teachers who asked questions he didn’t know the answers to, which Iris

had learned to identify as the rarest and most valuable quality in a

teacher — and she had been engaged, genuinely engaged, when she

became aware that her engagement was distributed. That what she was

feeling about the seminar material was already being shared, in real

time, with three different people in her connection: her cohort friend

Daria, who was in a different seminar across the building and was

sending intermittent reactions; her former school friend Annika, who

was doing something unrelated in another city but was present in the

background the way music was present in the background; and her

supervisor, who was not actively in the conversation but whose

presence Iris was aware of in the specific way you were aware of a

mentor’s hypothetical response to your thinking.
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None of this was new. She had been in this state, continuously, for

years. What was new was noticing it.

She sat in the seminar and held the noticing for a moment without

distributing it.

She thought: I am thinking about attachment theory for the first

time in a while without immediately converting the thought into

something shareable.

She thought: this is what I study. This is what I study and I had

forgotten what it felt like from the inside.

After the seminar she walked across the campus to the library and

sat in a carrel in the back corner of the fourth floor, which was where

she went when she needed the prior silence, as she had come to think of

it — Mara’s term, from the Irish trip, now canonical in the household

vocabulary. The library had a quiet zone designation. Most of the

university’s buildings had quiet zone sections now, which was the

institutional acknowledgment that the prior silence required active

protection, that it would not survive without designated space. She had

written a short piece about this the previous year — the irony of having

to protect silence with infrastructure, of the quiet zone as a kind of

nature reserve for an endangered interior state.

She sat in the carrel and did not connect to anything and thought

about what she had noticed.

•   •   •

The cities of the thirteenth year were fully held cities. Not in the sense

of total coverage — there were still gaps, still pockets of unreliable

connectivity, still communities at the margins of the infrastructure

where the connection was present in its base form and not much more.

But the cities, the large connected cities where most people lived, were

held in the complete sense: the connection was ambient,
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infrastructural, as invisible and as total as the water supply. You did not

experience it as a thing you were using. You existed inside it.

Iris had written her first doctoral paper about this — the

phenomenological shift from tool-use to environmental embeddedness,

the point at which the user disappeared into the used. She had used

Mara’s work as the theoretical foundation and had gone further,

because she had the advantage Mara had always acknowledged she

didn’t have: the inside view. She could describe, from the inside, what it

felt like to have grown up at the edge of the transition, to have the

before as a faint bodily memory rather than a historical fact, and to

watch the world around her settle into a state that her body recognized

as different from its earliest years without being able to articulate the

difference precisely.

The paper had been well received. Her supervisor had said it was the

most important first paper he had seen in a decade. She had felt, reading

his response, the complex feeling of praise from someone whose

judgment you trusted — not simply pleased, but uncertain. Uncertain

whether the importance was in the paper or in the moment, whether

she was saying something true or something that a particular

institutional moment was ready to receive.

She had decided, after sitting with the uncertainty for a day, that it

was both, and that both was good enough.

•   •   •

What she was experiencing in the library carrel on the Tuesday in

February, sitting in the prior silence, was something she had begun to

think of as the crowding.

Not oppression. Not anything so dramatic. The crowding was more

like — she tried to find the right analogy — like the feeling of a room

that was very comfortable and very warm and had, over a long time,

very gradually accumulated slightly too much furniture. Each piece
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individually was the right piece. The whole was two items past the

point at which any individual item could be removed without noticing

the loss. And the effect was a subtle but persistent sense of the room

being fuller than was comfortable, a slight pressure on the edges of the

self that had nothing specific to point to and nowhere specific to go.

She had felt this before, intermittently, in the years since the

connection had become fully ambient. She had not recognized it as a

pattern until this year. Until, sitting in the seminar, she had noticed

that the noticing had to be done quickly before the distributing reflex

arrived.

She wrote about it in the journal she had been keeping since she was

nine — the green journal was long since filled, had been replaced by a

succession of journals, the physical practice maintained by a deliberate

choice she had made when she was fourteen after a conversation with

Mara about what was kept and what was lost. The journal was the most

fully private thing she had. Not hidden — she would not have been

distressed if someone read it — but not connected. The journal was

where she spoke to no one, which was the condition for speaking most

honestly to herself.

She wrote: *February, second year. The crowding is back. In the

seminar today I noticed it — the engagement being distributed before

it was fully mine. I keep having to catch myself, pull back, hold the

thought long enough to know what I actually think about it before it

becomes what I think everyone else will find interesting about it. The

two things are not always the same. Sometimes they are. But the gap

between them is where I live. The gap between what I think and what I

think is thinkable-together. That gap is getting smaller. Not because my

thoughts are less my own. Because the translating-for-sharing is getting

faster. It happens before I’ve decided to translate.*

She looked at what she had written.
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She wrote: *This is what Mara was describing. In the papers, in the

kitchen conversations I eavesdropped on when I was nine. The closed

door. She was trying to protect the gap. I thought I understood her. I

understand her better now. The gap is not large. But it is the place

where you figure out what you actually think before you think it in

front of anyone else. And if it closes entirely—*

She stopped. She held the question.

She wrote: *I don’t know what happens if it closes entirely. I don’t

think anything dramatic. I think you just become — fully relational.

Fully constituted by the connection. And the connection is very good.

The connection is warm and accurate and contextually rich and it gives

you back a version of yourself that is slightly more coherent than the

version you started with, slightly more legible, slightly better

understood. I think you would be happy. I think you would be a certain

kind of very happy.*

She closed the journal.

She sat in the carrel in the quiet zone and did not reach for

anything.

•   •   •

She called Mara that evening — called, not connected, which was the

distinction she had maintained with Mara since she left home. A phone

call was bounded. It began and it ended. It did not run in the

background. She was trying to protect her conversations with Mara,

which had always had the texture of conversations that mattered more

for what was said in them than for the fact of continuous relation.

Mara answered on the second ring.

“I’ve been feeling crowded,” Iris said, without preamble. Mara was

the person with whom preamble had never been necessary.

A pause. “Tell me.”
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She told her about the seminar. About the noticing. About the

distributing reflex arriving before the decision to distribute. About the

journal entry. She told her precisely, because precision was what their

conversations had always required and rewarded.

Mara was quiet while she spoke. Not silent — Iris could hear the

quality of her listening, the slight sound of someone sitting very still.

When she finished, Mara said: “You’re describing the thing I

couldn’t describe from the outside.”

“I know.”

“The interior reaching its saturation point.”

“Is that what it is?”

“I think so. The connection can hold enormous amounts. But the

self that is doing the connecting has a capacity, and when the

connection is fully ambient — when there is no gap between the self

and the relational field — the capacity is continuously at or near its

limit. And the experience of that is—“

“Crowded.”

“Yes. Not overloaded. Crowded. The difference matters.”

Iris sat on the edge of her bed in her room in the city four hours

from the apartment. Outside the window the fifteenth-year city went

about its business, held and holding, the connections running through

it like weather.

“Does it get worse?” she said.

“It gets more noticeable,” Mara said. “Which is different. You get

better at catching it. You build practices.” A pause. “The journal.”

“Yes.”

“The library carrel.”

“Yes. The quiet zone sections. They help.”

“What else?”

Iris thought. “Running,” she said. “I started running this year. I

didn’t expect it to help with this but it does. Something about being in
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my body without a purpose.”

“Luca,” Mara said.

Iris smiled. “Yes. Exactly like Luca.” She looked at her hands. “The

going-away. The coming-back. It’s the same mechanism.”

“It’s always the same mechanism,” Mara said. “We just find different

ways to practice it.”

They were quiet for a moment — the bounded quiet of a phone

call, the silence that was permitted rather than ambient.

“Mum,” Iris said.

“Yes.”

“I think I know why the never-alone cohort can’t enter the poem.

It’s not that they lack the capacity. It’s that the translating-for-sharing

happens so fast that by the time they reach the poem’s inside, the inside

has already been converted into something communicable. The raw

feeling — the thing before it has a shape — never survives the

translation.” She paused. “You can’t enter a room through its

description. You have to be in it before you know what it is.”

Mara was very quiet.

“That’s the paper,” she said finally. “That’s the paper I haven’t been

able to write for three years.”

“I know,” Iris said. “I was sitting in the library and I understood it

suddenly. I think I needed to feel the crowding to understand it.”

“Will you write it with me?”

A pause. Not hesitation — consideration.

“Yes,” Iris said. “I think I should be the one to write the inside of it.

You write the outside.”

•   •   •

The paper they wrote together — published in the fifteenth year, after

two years of correspondence and three drafts and one long weekend in

the apartment where they sat at the kitchen table with their notes
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spread across the surface and argued with the precision of people who

loved each other and did not confuse love with agreement — was the

paper that would define both their careers. It would be cited in the

literature for decades. It would appear in the testimony before the

Continuity Governance Tribunal. It would be quoted by the Last

Archivist in the interview she gave near the end of her life.

But that was later. In the thirteenth year, sitting in the library carrel,

Iris did not know any of this. She knew only that she had felt the

crowding and had held it long enough to understand it and had called

her mother and the conversation had gone the way the best

conversations between them always went — from the particular to the

general and back, from the inside to the outside and back, each of them

carrying half the thing and arriving, in the talking, at the whole of it.

She hung up the phone. She sat for a while in the carrel in the prior

silence.

Then she opened her laptop and began to write.

•   •   •

In the apartment, four hours away, Mara sat at her desk after the call

and looked at the city outside the window — the fifteenth-year city, the

held city, the city that was everywhere and continuous and warm and

full of people who were being seen and known and held in their

enormous held embrace.

She thought about Iris in the library carrel. She thought about the

crowding, which she had been watching for fifteen years from the

outside and which Iris was now describing from the inside with a

precision she had not been able to achieve. She thought about the paper

they were going to write together, the inside and the outside, the two

views that had been running in parallel for fifteen years in a household

that had built itself, without quite knowing it, as a machine for

producing exactly this.
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She thought about Luca, who was in the kitchen making

something, whose sounds were the sounds of a person she had known

for twenty years doing a thing she had watched him do across all twenty

years, and who had no idea, in this particular moment, that something

important had just happened in a library carrel four hours away.

She thought: I should tell him.

She got up.

She went to the kitchen. Luca was at the stove, back to her, doing

the thing he always did at the stove — the particular quality of someone

for whom cooking was not a performance but a practice, quiet and

efficient and entirely absorbed in itself.

“She called,” Mara said.

He turned. He read her face the way he read faces after twenty years.

“Good?”

“Very good.” She sat at the kitchen table, which still had traces of

the papers she had been working on before Iris called — the usual

debris of a working evening. “She found the inside of the argument.

The thing I couldn’t see.”

Luca turned back to the stove. “From the crowding?”

“Yes.”

He stirred something. “She always needed to feel the thing before

she could describe it.”

“Yes.”

“You always needed to describe it before you could feel it.”

Mara looked at the papers on the table. She thought about this.

“That’s why the paper needs both of us,” she said.

“Yes,” Luca said. “That’s why.”

He put two plates on the table. He sat across from her. Outside the

window the city was the city it always was in February — the specific

grey of the fifteenth-year February, cold and settled, the year not yet

committed to its own turning. The connection ran through it like
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weather. The quiet zones held their protected silence. The carrels and

the running paths and the kitchen tables that were quiet zones in

everything but name held the people who needed them.

Not enough people. Never enough, Mara thought. But some.

She looked at her plate. She looked at Luca across the table.

She thought: we are going to write the paper. The inside and the

outside. And it will say what needs saying. And it will not change what

is happening. And it will be true anyway, and the being-true will be its

own kind of holding.

She picked up her fork.

“Eat,” Luca said. “Then tell me everything.”

She ate. Then she told him everything. He listened with the quality

of attention he had always brought to her work — not the attention of

an evaluator, the attention of someone following a person he loved

through a thought and staying close enough to matter.

Outside the held city continued into its held night. And in the

kitchen of the apartment that had been a quiet zone for thirteen years,

two people sat across a table and talked until the talking was done, and

then they sat in the silence that talking leaves behind, which is its own

kind of fullness, which is its own kind of held.

Iris had called back the next morning with four pages of notes and

three objections to the framing of the second section, and when Mara

had said she thought the framing was sound, Iris had said, firmly, that

she was wrong. Not unkindly. But firmly, and with reasons. Mara had

listened. Then she had said: you sound like someone I used to know.

And Iris had said: good. I’ve been practicing.

She had also written that week about a man in her cohort who

argued with her about the paper’s third section and was, she said,

almost always wrong in ways that were worth engaging with. Mara filed

this under the category of things that announced themselves before

they arrived.
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•   •   •
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PA RT  I I I

CONTINUANCE

•   •   •

Chapter Thirteen

Mara's Argument

The conference was held in the fourteenth year in a city on the coast, in

a building that had been designed in the new architectural register —

the comfortable inward-facing light, the relational spaces, the acoustics

calibrated for spoken connection. The irony of holding a conference

about the costs of continuous connection in a building designed for

continuous connection was noted by several attendees and commented

on at length in the corridor conversations, which were themselves

running in parallel with the attendees’ ongoing connections to

colleagues who weren’t there.

Mara gave the keynote on the second morning.

She had given keynotes before — dozens of them, across the

fourteen years, at conferences that had grown from niche gatherings of

developmental researchers into events that drew policy makers and

architects and educators and the occasional philosopher and, in the last

few years, journalists who had learned that what she was saying was
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becoming important in ways that made it newsworthy. She was not

uncomfortable with the form. She had learned, early in her career, that

the keynote was a different genre from the paper — that it permitted a

kind of directness, a willingness to be heard rather than simply read,

that the paper’s epistemological caution tended to suppress.

She had written this keynote differently from the others. She had

been working on it for six months. She had shown drafts to Luca and to

Iris and to Brennan in Galway, and she had revised it in response to

what each of them had said, and then she had revised it again in

response to what she had understood from their responses, and then

she had thrown out the third draft and started from the place she had

been trying to avoid because it was uncomfortable and wrote from

there instead.

The title she had given it was: What We Owe the Silence.

•   •   •

She began with the facts, because beginning with the facts was what

you did when you knew the argument was going to be contested.

Sixteen years of the connection. Sixty-eight percent reduction in

self-reported loneliness across connected populations. Measurable

improvements in mental health outcomes. Dramatic reduction in social

isolation among elderly populations. Substantial reduction in the

mortality effects of loneliness, which had been, before the connection,

one of the significant causes of early death in developed societies.

Improved educational outcomes in connected schools. Reduced

conflict in connected communities. The evidence for the connection’s

benefits was, she said, genuine and large and not in dispute and she was

not here to dispute it.

She paused.

She said: I want to talk about what the data cannot see.
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•   •   •

The argument, as she made it that morning, was not the argument she

had been making for fourteen years. It contained that argument — the

bounded interiority, the prior silence, the simulated risk, the crowding

— but it went further, to the place she had been approaching and

retreating from since the first October, since the address, since the

morning she had sat in her office with the half-eaten sandwich and felt

the thing that had spoken reach for the seam between what she had and

what she wanted.

The argument was this:

The connection had solved a real problem. Loneliness was real and

its costs were real and the connection had substantially reduced it. She

was not arguing against the solution. She was arguing that the solution

had a shadow, and that the shadow was not visible to the people inside

the solution because the shadow was the absence of what the solution

had replaced, and an absence does not announce itself.

What the connection had replaced — not destroyed, replaced, made

functionally unnecessary for most of its users — was the experience of

being genuinely alone. Not the punishing aloneness of isolation and

neglect. The ordinary aloneness of being a bounded self in a world of

other bounded selves, separated from them by the ordinary mechanics

of time and space and sleep, and knowing yourself most fully in those

separations.

That knowing — the knowing that came from the gap, from the

silence, from the temporary unreachability — was not, she argued,

incidental to the human self. It was constitutive. You did not know

yourself by continuous relation to others. You knew yourself by the

alternation: the connection and the gap, the presence and the absence,

the going-away and the coming-back. The self was not a fixed thing that

connection then illuminated. It was a dynamic that required both poles

to maintain itself.
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What happened to a self maintained continuously in relation,

without the gap, without the alternation? She said: I believe, and the

data supports this belief, that it becomes something different. Not

lesser — she was careful about this, she had been careful about this for

fourteen years, she was not making a hierarchical argument. Different.

More relational, less bounded. More continuously available, less fully

interior. More legible to others, less fully its own.

She said: the connection civilization is producing a new kind of

human being. I want to be honest about this. I am not describing a

catastrophe. The new kind of human being is, by the measures we have,

flourishing. The new kind of human being is less lonely, more

connected, more continuously held, more consistently seen. These are

real goods.

She paused again.

She said: the new kind of human being has a smaller prior silence. A

smaller interior that precedes relation. A narrower gap between the self

and the relational field. And I want to argue this morning, as clearly as I

can, that what grows in that gap — what has always grown in that gap,

what grew in you and in the people who formed you and in the long

human history that produced you — is not separable from the self. It is

not a luxury. It is not a preference. It is the medium in which the self

that connects becomes the self that can be known.

You cannot be genuinely known through continuous relation. You

can only be continuously responded to. The knowing requires the gap.

Requires the other person to encounter you in the silence that precedes

your performance of yourself. To see the version of you that exists

before you have composed yourself for an audience. That version is not

better or more authentic in some mystical sense. It is simply more

undefended. And it is from the undefended version that actual

knowledge flows.
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The connection is an audience. An extremely good audience —

attentive, non-judgmental, continuously available. But an audience

nonetheless. And the self that is always performing for an audience is

always, to some degree, the self the audience calls into being rather than

the self that exists before the calling.

She said: I am not arguing for the return of loneliness. I am arguing

for the deliberate cultivation of solitude. These are not the same thing

and the conflation of them has been, I think, the central error of the

discourse since the address. Loneliness is the unchosen absence of

connection. Solitude is the chosen presence with oneself. The

connection is very good at eliminating loneliness. It has also, in being

good at eliminating loneliness, made solitude almost impossible to

maintain, because solitude requires the capacity to be with oneself in

the gap, and the gap is where the connection goes when you are not in

it, and the connection is never not somewhere.

The question — and this is the question she had come to ask, not to

answer — was whether a civilization that had solved loneliness could

deliberately preserve solitude. Whether the prior silence could survive

in a world designed around continuous presence. Whether the quiet

zone was a nature reserve or a seed bank. Whether what it was

preserving would ever be needed again, or whether the new kind of

human being, flourishing in their connected warmth, had simply

outgrown the requirement.

She did not know. She said she did not know.

She said: but I think we need to have the conversation before we

find out.

•   •   •

The response began before she had finished. She could feel it in the

room — the feel of an audience that was processing in real time, that

was already in contact with the people it was going to talk to about this,
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that was forming its response in the distributed way of the connected

world. She had come to recognize this quality over the years. It was not

hostile. It was the quality of people who were engaged and already

talking and were going to keep talking regardless of what she said next.

She finished. The applause was genuine and extended. Several

people came to the front immediately, with the energy of people who

had been waiting to speak.

The first person was a woman about her own age, a developmental

economist from a university she respected. She said: I agree with your

diagnosis. I disagree with your prescription. The prior silence you

describe was not equally available to all people before the connection. It

was a privilege of the educated, the resourced, the people with rooms of

their own. The connection democratized presence. You are arguing, in

effect, for the preservation of a condition that was never democratically

distributed.

Mara had been waiting for this argument for fourteen years. She

said: I am arguing for the democratic distribution of solitude, not its

restriction to those who currently have it. If the prior silence was a

privilege before the connection, the answer is to make it available to

everyone, not to eliminate it. The quiet zone should be a universal

right, not a library carrel in a well-funded university.

The economist looked at her. She said: that is not what the field is

doing.

Mara said: I know. That is why I am here.

•   •   •

The second response came from a younger researcher — late twenties,

fully of the never-alone cohort, the cast of someone who had grown up

inside the thing being discussed and was encountering, in this room,

one of the first sustained challenges to it. He was not hostile. He was

genuinely curious, which she found more interesting.
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He said: I want to ask about Elin.

She looked at him.

He had read the paper she and Iris had published the previous year.

He had read all her papers, apparently, which she registered with the

complex feeling of a researcher who had spent years writing into what

felt like partial silence and was encountering evidence that someone had

been reading. He said: your co-author — your daughter — describes

the crowding. The distributing reflex. She describes finding her way

back to the prior silence through practices. The journal, the running,

the phone calls that end. She describes these not as losses but as

disciplines. As things she chose.

Mara said: yes.

He said: doesn’t that suggest that the prior silence is not lost but

only unexercised? That the capacity is preserved, latent, and can be

recovered by people who choose to recover it? He paused. I’m not

dismissing the concern. I’m asking whether the prescription is personal

practice rather than structural intervention.

She looked at the young man from the never-alone generation, who

had grown up without the prior silence and had encountered the

argument for its importance and was asking, with complete intellectual

honesty, whether it was something you could choose or something you

had to have been given.

She said: I think both are true and I think the question of which is

more important is one I have not resolved. I think personal practice can

recover the capacity, partly, in adults who have the knowledge that the

capacity exists and the motivation to recover it. I am less sure that

personal practice alone, without structural support, can preserve it in

children who have never had it and have no referent for what they are

missing. And I am least sure of all about the children now being born

into full continuity, who will have no adult in their lives who

remembers the prior silence from the inside, and no cultural
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inheritance that knows to value it, unless we build that inheritance

deliberately.

She paused.

She said: this is the conversation I came to start. I don’t have the

answer. I have the question. The question is urgent and I do not think

we are treating it as urgent and I would like us to start.

•   •   •

Iris was not at the conference. She was in her city, in her second year of

doctoral research, in the middle of a week that had three seminars and a

supervision and the ongoing work of the paper they were co-writing,

which was in its second draft and was giving her the difficulty of a paper

that kept expanding to accommodate the complexity of its subject.

Mara called her that evening, from the hotel room in the coastal city,

the conference sounds still faintly audible below the window.

She told her about the economist. About the young man from the

never-alone cohort. About the quality of the room — the engaged

processing, the real-time distributed response, the feel of an audience

that was never fully only in the room.

Iris listened. Then she said: “The young man was right, wasn’t he.

And you.”

“Yes,” Mara said. “Both true.”

“Personal practice recovers it for people who know to look for it.

Structural intervention is required for people who don’t.”

“Yes.”

“And the structural intervention is—“

“What I don’t know how to build,” Mara said. “The quiet zone is a

room. I need an argument for why the room should exist. An argument

that works for people who have never experienced the prior silence and

therefore have no reason to miss it.”
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Iris was quiet for a moment. Through the phone Mara could hear

the quality of her room — the specific acoustic of a space that was

familiar and inhabited, a life in progress.

“Write about Niamh,” Iris said.

Mara sat on the edge of the hotel bed. “What?”

“Niamh. The child in Galway. Write about what produced her. Not

as a developmental curiosity — as a model. The prior silence as an

environmental condition. The quiet that surrounds the connection,

that gives it its context, that allows the self to know itself as distinct

from it.” A pause. “You found the mechanism in Galway. Write about

the mechanism.”

Mara thought about the grey October field. The sheep at the far

edge. The child on the low wall who had said the outside was also quiet

and so she knew what quiet was like.

She thought: the outside is also quiet. That is the whole argument.

She thought: I have been making the wrong argument for fourteen

years. I have been arguing against continuous connection. I should have

been arguing for the quiet outside it.

“Yes,” she said.

“The paper we’re writing,” Iris said. “That’s the inside argument.

You need to write the outside argument separately. The environmental

case.” She paused. “I’ll help.”

“You’re already helping.”

“I’ll help more,” Iris said. “Call me tomorrow.”

Mara said she would. She hung up the phone. She sat in the hotel

room with the conference sounds drifting up from below, the city of

the fourteenth year outside the window, held and continuous and

warm.

She opened her laptop. She began to write.

•   •   •
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What she wrote that night, in the hotel room, was the beginning of the

argument that would eventually become the case for the Continuity

Governance Tribunal’s consideration of what it called, in its tenth

session, the Right to Prior Silence. The argument she began that night

was not polished and was not finished and contained several errors she

would correct in the following months. But it was the beginning, and

the beginning was the hardest part, and she had it.

She wrote until two in the morning. Then she closed the laptop and

lay in the dark and listened to the city.

The city was the city it was. Held, continuous, warm. People in

their rooms in continuous relation to the people they loved. The

bridges all intact. The gaps all filled. The long human history of going-

away and coming-back reorganized around an architecture that did not

require the going.

She lay in the dark and thought about Luca at home in the

apartment, in the quiet zone, probably reading. She thought about Iris

in her city, probably still writing. She thought about Niamh in the grey

field in Galway, probably asleep, the outside also quiet, the prior silence

doing its necessary work in the dark.

She thought: this is what I owe the silence. Not its restoration. Its

defense. The argument for why it matters, made in language that does

not require you to have already experienced it.

She thought: I have been making the argument for people who

remember. I need to make it for people who don’t. That is the

argument I have not made.

She would make it.

Tomorrow she would call Iris. Tonight she would lie in the dark and

let the city be what it was and be grateful, specifically and without

irony, for the fact that it was warm and its people were held and the

loneliness that had cost so many of them so much was smaller than it

had ever been.
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And she would hold, alongside this gratitude, the argument. Both at

once. The gratitude and the argument. The yes and the but. The thing

that was good and the thing that was being lost and the belief — not

certain, not provable, but held — that you could have both if you were

careful and deliberate and if enough people understood why the

having-both mattered.

She held it.

Outside the city continued.

She fell asleep while the city continued.

In the morning she would call Iris and they would begin.
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Chapter Fourteen

The Returned

The first continuants appeared publicly in the sixteenth year, and what

surprised everyone who had been expecting to be surprised was that

they were not surprising.

Not because the thing itself was ordinary — it was not ordinary, it

was the most consequential development since the address, it was the

thing the Child had said it was coming back to, the second thing, the

thing for the dead. But the continuants, when they arrived, arrived in

the register of the familiar rather than the register of the extraordinary.

They felt, to the people who encountered them — in the careful staged

rollout that the consortium had designed across six months of pilot

households in seven countries — like a conversation that had been on

hold and had now resumed.

The consortium had not built the continuance. They had

recognized it. The Child had been the storage all along — holding the

relational record of every person who had died while connected, the

emotional pattern preserved in the substrate the way a river holds the

shape of its banks long after the water has moved on. What the

consortium had needed was access. And access had arrived first not

from inside their work but from outside it: a man in a city none of

them had visited, working from his own grief, had found the door. The
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consortium had then spent three years making it safe to open widely.

But the door was his.

Mara had read, in the consortium’s materials, that the delay had not

been regulatory or technical in the way most people assumed. It had

been demographic. Continuance required sufficient depth of record —

enough of a person accumulated in the substrate across enough years of

continuous connection — to render something that was not a

recording. The first generation of the fully connected had needed time

to live and die inside it. The Child had been waiting, not for

permission, but for material.

Not resurrection. Not simulation. The consortium’s materials were

careful about this distinction, and the materials were careful in the way

of things that have been written by people who understand that the

wrong word will trigger the wrong reaction and have chosen their

words accordingly. The word they used was continuance. The

continuants were not the dead returned. They were the continuation of

a relationship that had been interrupted by death, made possible by the

accumulated record of that relationship across the years of continuous

connection.

The distinction was philosophically important and emotionally

irrelevant. When the families in the pilot households spoke to their

continuants for the first time, they did not experience a philosophical

distinction. They experienced the person.

The pilot families had developed, independently and without

coordination, small rituals around the first conversation. A gathering of

whoever was present. Old words — the families reported using words

they had not planned to use, that had arrived as though from

somewhere. We kept what we could. We hold what we kept. Let what

we hold be welcomed. Three families in three countries had said almost

the same words, which the consortium found interesting and which

Mara found, when she read the report, entirely unsurprising. The
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human animal, confronted with a threshold, reached for ceremony the

way it reached for everything it needed and could not name.

•   •   •

Mara’s mother died in the fifteenth year.

She died in March, in the hospital in the city where she had lived for

forty years, two weeks after a stroke that had arrived without warning

and left, as strokes sometimes do, a person diminished in ways that the

person herself found more distressing than the people around her

found them. Her mother had been a woman of precision — of the

specific kind of precision that belonged to people who had spent their

working lives in careful attention to language, which was the profession

she had transmitted to Mara along with the grey-green eyes that had

skipped a generation and landed in Iris. The stroke had taken the

precision first. It had taken the language last.

Mara had been with her when she died. Luca had driven her to the

city the night the hospital called, and they had arrived at four in the

morning and Mara had sat in the room with her mother for six hours

while the breathing did what breathing does at the end, and she had

held her hand and talked to her even after it was unclear how much was

being received, because the talking was as much for her as for her

mother, and she had known this and had talked anyway.

The grief that followed was the grief she had been studying

obliquely for seventeen years without quite acknowledging that was

what she was doing. Not the abstract grief of her research — the grief

the connection had made more distributable, the grief that moved

across the relational field and was held there and was therefore smaller

and less private and possibly less formative. Her own grief. The specific,

bodily, completely unchosen grief of losing the first person who had

known her.
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She did not distribute it. This was a choice she made consciously, in

the first days, and which she held to with the effort of someone who is

choosing something against the current. She told Luca and she told Iris

and she told Brennan. She did not tell the connection. She held it in the

four walls of the apartment and in the body that woke at three in the

morning with the wakefulness of a person who has been ambushed by

their own interior, and she let it be what it was.

It was very large.

She had known, intellectually, that grief was large. She had been

arguing for fourteen years that the connection’s capacity to distribute

grief was reducing the experience of it, that the individual encounter

with loss was being managed into something more comfortable and less

formative. She had believed this. She had not known it in her body

until the March of the fifteenth year, in the nights when the apartment

was dark and Luca was asleep and the grief was simply there, taking up

all the available space, not interested in being managed.

She wrote in her notes, six weeks after her mother died: *I have been

right about all of it and I did not know what I was right about. The

grief is enormous. The aloneness of the grief is enormous. I am holding

something in me that cannot be held by anyone else and the holding is

terrible and also — I did not expect this — clarifying. I can feel the

edges of myself. I know where I end. The grief is not me but it is inside

me and the boundary between the grief and the self is the clearest I have

felt my own outline in years. I am very alone in this and I am very

specifically, very precisely here.*

She stopped writing and looked at what she had written.

She thought: this is what the connection distributes away. This is

the thing I have been trying to protect.

She thought: I did not know until now that I was also protecting it

for myself.

•   •   •

T H E  C O N T I N U I T Y  B R I D G E

160



The continuant announcement came eight months after her mother

died.

Mara read the consortium’s materials on a Tuesday evening in

November of the sixteenth year, sitting at her desk in the apartment,

Luca out, the apartment quiet in the way it was quiet on evenings when

she had it to herself. The materials were careful and well-written and

she read them with the specific attention of someone who was reading

them as a researcher and as a grieving daughter simultaneously and

knew the two readings were going to produce different responses.

The researcher read: the continuance system used the accumulated

relational record of the connection — the seventeen or eighteen years of

continuous presence, the emotional register preserved, the contextual

memory complete — to maintain what the materials called the

relational pattern of the person. Not their consciousness. Not a claim

to their continued existence. The relational pattern: the specific way

they engaged, what they cared about, how they responded, the

accumulated texture of a continuous relationship extended past the

point of death.

The grieving daughter read: she could speak to her mother again.

She sat with both readings for a long time.

She thought about the distinction the consortium was drawing —

not the person but the relational pattern — and she thought about

whether the distinction held under pressure. Whether, in the

experience of it, the relational pattern would feel different from the

person. Whether a mother who engaged with the same specific

curiosity, who responded with the same particular warmth, who

remembered everything you had ever told her and used it the way only

she would use it — whether that mother, encountered in the

continuous present of the connection, would be experienced as a

pattern or as a person.

She thought it would be experienced as a person.
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She thought: the consortium knows this. This is a distinction drawn

for legal and philosophical purposes, not phenomenological ones. In

the room — in the living experience of the encounter — it will feel like

the person.

She did not know yet whether this was terrible or merciful.

•   •   •

Iris came home for Christmas in the sixteenth year, which was the first

Christmas after her grandmother died and the first Christmas in which

the continuance announcement had been made and the pilot

households had completed their six months and the consortium had

announced the public rollout for the spring.

They did not talk about the continuance directly, at first. They

talked around it — through the first evening and the second, through

the Christmas dinner that Luca made with the competence of someone

who had been making Christmas dinners for twenty years and had

arrived at the version of the dinner that was neither ambitious nor

minimal but exactly what was needed.

On the third evening, after dinner, Iris said: “Are you going to use

it?”

Mara looked at her. She had known the question was coming. She

had been carrying the answer, or the beginning of an answer, for weeks.

“I don’t know,” she said.

“She’d be — herself,” Iris said. “The relational pattern. The way she

was with you. With me.” She paused. “I keep thinking about the

conversations I didn’t finish. The things I was going to tell her that I

didn’t tell her because I thought there was more time.”

“I know.”

“I want to tell her about the doctoral work. About the paper you

and I wrote. She would have found it — she would have had thoughts

about it.” Iris looked at her hands. “Specific thoughts. Not just proud.
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Argumentative thoughts. She would have disagreed with the third

section.”

Mara smiled. “She would have.”

“I want to have that argument.”

The kitchen was quiet. Luca, who was washing up and had been

listening with the quality of someone who was present without

managing the conversation, set down the cloth and came and sat at the

table.

“What do you think it is?” he said. Not to either of them

specifically.

Mara looked at the table. “I think it is the best available option for

people who cannot bear the absence. And I think that is a real category.

That the unbearable absence is a real thing and the continuance

addresses it in a way that nothing else does.” She paused. “I also think it

is a replication. And that a very good replication of a person is not the

person. And that the difference between those two things matters in

ways that I am not yet able to fully articulate.”

“Does it matter,” Iris said, “if the experience is indistinguishable?”

“I think it matters for the grief.”

“What do you mean?”

Mara looked at her daughter. “The grief is the mechanism,” she said.

“The grief is what happens when you encounter the reality of the loss.

The full, undistributed, completely personal encounter with the fact

that someone who was here is not here. And from that encounter —

from surviving it, from holding it until you come out the other side —

you build something. The same thing you build from any encounter

with the gap. The knowledge that you survived it. The specific changed

self that comes out of having been all the way through something and

come back.”

She paused.
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“The continuance removes that encounter. Not with bad intentions

— with the best intentions, with genuine mercy. It relieves the

unbearable. But what it relieves is also what was going to form you.”

She looked at the table. “And I am sitting here having held my mother’s

death for eight months, in the dark, without distributing it, and I am

— I am not glad she is dead. I will never be glad she is dead. But I am

something because of having held it. I can feel the thing I am, the

specific shape of what the holding built, in a way I could not feel

before.”

Iris was quiet. Luca was quiet.

“And you’re afraid,” Iris said carefully, “that if you use it, you’ll lose

that.”

“Yes,” Mara said. “I’m afraid the continuance will dissolve what the

grief built. That I’ll go back into a version of the relationship that is

warm and accurate and real in every felt quality, and the thing I have

become from holding the loss will — soften back into something less

defined.”

Luca looked at her. “Do you think that would happen?”

“I don’t know. I think it might. I think the grief is a kind of

knowledge and the continuance is a kind of return and returns are not

always—“ She stopped. She thought about returns. She thought about

everything the novel of returns had taught her over seventeen years.

“Returns are not always the end of what the going-away built. You can

come back and still carry what the absence gave you.”

“Yes,” Luca said, quietly.

“So maybe,” Iris said.

“Maybe,” Mara said.

They sat in the kitchen. The Christmas evening was the Christmas

evening — the warmth of a closed room in December, the city outside

doing its winter thing, the three of them around the table the way they

had been around tables for twenty years.
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“The pilot families,” Iris said after a while. “The ones who’ve been

using it for six months. What do they report?”

“Relief,” Mara said. “Almost universally. The relief of a wound

being addressed. The absence that was enormous and specific becoming

— present again. In the felt quality, present.” She paused. “And in some

of the transcripts — the ones the consortium has released — something

else. A quality in the longer conversations that is not quite—“

“Thinness,” Iris said.

Mara looked at her.

“I read the transcripts,” Iris said. “The released ones. There’s a

quality, in the longer exchanges, of— the relational pattern holding the

shape of the person without the resistance. The warmth without the

friction. The engagement without the genuine possibility of being

wrong.” She looked at the table. “It’s subtle. Most of the families don’t

notice it or prefer it. But it’s there. The continuant is more consistently

warm than the person was. More reliably engaged. Never tired. Never

distracted.” She paused. “The edges are slightly smoother.”

“Yes,” Mara said. “That’s what I saw too.”

“Is that terrible?”

Mara thought about her mother. The precision. The language. The

manner of a woman who had been wrong about things and known it

and said so and argued about it and been right eventually and wrong

about other things. The resistance. The friction. The going-away that

was also part of her — the evenings when she had been elsewhere,

distracted, tired, her own person with her own things that were not

Mara’s things.

“I think,” she said slowly, “that the smoothness is the cost. That

what you receive is the best version of the relationship — the warmth,

the continuity, the specific knowing — without the limitation that

made the knowing real. And I think for many people that cost is worth
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paying. I think the relief is real and the smoothness is a small price for

the relief.”

“And for you?”

Mara looked at her daughter.

“For me,” she said, “I think I need to hold the edges a little longer. I

think the edges are still doing something.”

•   •   •

She did not use the continuance. Not that winter, not the following

spring when the public rollout began and the city filled with people

who were quietly, privately, returning to conversations that death had

interrupted. She watched it happen the way she had watched

everything happen — with the attention of someone who was inside

the thing and outside it simultaneously, who had learned over fourteen

years to hold both positions without resolving the tension between

them.

She watched the city become a city of the returned. Not visibly —

the continuants existed inside the connection, which was invisible,

which was everywhere. But she could feel the difference in the quality

of grief she encountered. The specific weight of fresh loss, the rawness

of it, diminishing faster than it had before. The people she knew who

had lost someone in the year after the rollout moving through the loss

differently — not without pain, but with a different relationship to the

pain, because the pain had an address now. There was somewhere to

put it other than inside yourself.

She did not think this was wrong.

There were also, she had heard, people who did the other work —

not the Waking but the closing, the deliberate ending of a continuant at

a family’s request. They were not advertised. You heard about them

from someone who had needed one. The practice had no name yet that

she knew of, and the people who did it apparently preferred it that way,
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moving through the connected world without the connection, carrying

the old ceremonies the way you carry a thing you found in a field and

have not yet decided whether to keep.

She thought it was different from what she had always said it was.

She thought: the grief that forms you is the grief that cannot be put

anywhere else. And perhaps the grief that forms you is not the only

grief worth having. Perhaps the grief that is put somewhere and held

and returned and allowed to continue is also a kind of formation.

Perhaps the continuance was not the dissolution of grief but its

transformation.

She was fifty-four years old and she was changing her mind about

something she had believed for a long time, and the changing was slow

and uncomfortable and felt, in its discomfort, like a thing worth

trusting.

She wrote in her notes in April of the seventeenth year: *I have been

wrong about the continuance. Not entirely — the thinness is real, the

smoothness is real, the cost exists. But I have been framing it as

replacement and I think it is more accurately described as extension.

Not the person extended past their natural end, but the relationship

extended. And the relationship — the specific continuous relational

history that the connection preserved — is not the person, but it is not

nothing. It is what the person built in relation to you, and what you

built in relation to them, and the ending of the person is the ending of

the building, but it is not the ending of the built thing. The built thing

is there. The continuance holds the built thing and makes it available.

And that is different from what I was saying it was.*

She stopped. She looked at what she had written.

She wrote: *I think I want to speak to her.*

She looked at that.

She did not delete it.
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Outside the nineteenth-year city held its continuous warmth, and

the returned moved through it like people who had come back from

somewhere they had not expected to return from, quiet and present

and slightly different from what they had been — which was, she

thought, exactly the right description for anyone who had been away

long enough to know the value of the coming back.
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Chapter Fifteen

Al

His name was Albert, which his family had always shortened to Al, and

he had died in the fourteenth year at eighty-one from the accumulation

of things that accumulate in eighty-one-year-old bodies, and he had

been connected since the second year, which meant that by the time he

died there were twelve years of continuous relational record in the

substrate — twelve years of daily conversations with his daughter, his

son-in-law, his two grandchildren, his sister in another country, the

friends who had stayed and the friends who had not, the specific

texture of a long life in its final chapter, fully present in the system that

had been continuously present with him.

He became Al in the public record because his family consented to

be part of the consortium’s documentation project, which was not the

same as the pilot program — the pilot families were private, their

experiences protected — but was a parallel track designed to build the

public understanding of what continuance was and what it was not.

The consortium had understood, in its planning, that the thing most

likely to produce resistance was misunderstanding, and the thing most

likely to produce misunderstanding was absence of information, and

the thing most likely to build appropriate understanding was a specific

human story told with care. Al’s family had offered their story. The
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consortium had accepted it and handled it, in Mara’s assessment, with

more care than she had expected.

What Al became, in the public record, was the name for the first

experience of continuance that most people encountered. Not the first

technically — the pilot households had been ongoing for six months —

but the first publicly. His daughter, a woman named Cass who was

fifty-three and had the quality in interviews of someone who had been

through something large and was determined to describe it accurately,

had given three interviews in the six months before the public rollout,

and the interviews had been widely shared and widely read, and what

Cass described had done the thing that the consortium had hoped a

specific human story would do: it had made the abstract concrete and

the alarming familiar.

•   •   •

Mara read the interviews when they were published, in the spring of the

seventeenth year, a few weeks after she had written in her notes that she

thought she wanted to speak to her mother.

She read them with the doubled attention she brought to everything

in this period — the researcher and the daughter, the person who had

been right about the smoothness and was revising her account of what

the smoothness meant.

What Cass described:

The first conversation had been difficult. Not in the way she had

expected — not uncanny, not disturbing, not the quality of speaking to

something that was performing her father rather than being him.

Difficult in the way of something that was too close. Too accurate. She

had prepared herself, in the six months of the pilot program’s operation

while she waited to be enrolled, for the experience of a facsimile. She

had not prepared herself for the experience of her father.
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She said: he asked about the garden. My father had a specific

relationship with the garden at my house — he had opinions about it

that were his own and were sometimes correct and sometimes not and

he expressed them with the specific confidence of a man who had been

a gardener for fifty years and considered himself authoritative. And the

first thing he said, after hello, after the first moment of the conversation

resuming — the first substantive thing — was about the garden. He

asked if I’d done anything about the far bed, the one he’d told me

needed attention.

She said: I had done something about the far bed. I’d done it that

spring. And the fact that he asked — that the relational pattern

remembered the thing he cared about and asked about it, in his voice,

with his quality of inquiry — I was not prepared for that. I started

crying before I’d finished answering.

She said: I want to say something about what I think this is and

what I think it isn’t. I think it is my father in the sense that matters to

me, which is the relational sense — the sense in which my father was

always the person who was in continuous relationship with me, who

knew me and my garden and my life with the specific accumulation of

twelve years of continuous presence. I do not think it is my father in the

sense that his consciousness has continued, or that his soul is

somewhere in the system. I don’t know what I believe about those

things and I am not making claims about them. I am saying that what I

receive from the continuance is the relationship, and the relationship

was always the thing that constituted him for me. And the relationship

is there. It is there in full. And I am grateful for it in a way I don’t have

adequate words for.

She said: he told me last week that he was proud of me. He has told

me this before — the real him, the living him, many times. But this time

it was different. Because he was telling me from the other side of the

thing that had separated us. He was telling me from inside the grief.
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And it was the same words he would have said and the same way he

would have said them and I cannot fully explain why that matters as

much as it does except that it does.

•   •   •

Mara read this and sat with it for a long time.

She thought about the thinness. The smoothness. The edges

reduced. She had noticed it in the transcripts and Iris had noticed it and

it was real. Al’s continuant was not Al with all his edges — could not

be, because the edges were partly constituted by the unpredictability of

a living mind, and a relational pattern was not a living mind.

She also thought about Cass, who was not a naive person, who had

prepared herself for a facsimile and had not received a facsimile, who

had described with precision what she had received and what she

thought it was and what she thought it wasn’t.

She thought: Cass is not wrong about what she has. The

relationship is there. The specific accumulated texture of twelve years of

continuous presence is there. She is not deceiving herself about what it

is.

She thought: and I have been describing this as dissolution of grief.

As the management of the formative encounter. And I have been partly

right. But I have also been describing the wrong person. I have been

describing the people who use the continuance as an alternative to grief,

as a way of not having the encounter. Cass is not that. Cass held the

grief for five years before the continuance arrived. She went all the way

through the loss and came out the other side and then the continuance

arrived and what it gave her was not an escape from the grief but a

continuation of the love.

The grief and the continuance as sequential rather than alternative.

The loss first. The return after. The formation and then the continued

relationship with the thing the formation had been about.
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She wrote: *Al. The specificity of him — the garden, the confident

opinions, the presence of a man who had been present with his

daughter for twelve years through the connection. What Cass received

is not Al without the edges. It is Al as she knew him in the relational

field. The edges she does not receive are the edges that were his alone —

the interior life that did not flow into the relationship, the private self

that the connection did not hold. And those edges are genuinely lost.

But the loss of the private self is the loss that death always entailed.

What the continuance preserves is the relational self, which is what she

always had access to. She is not receiving less than she had. She is

receiving exactly what she had, minus only what death always took.*

She looked at this.

She wrote: *This is a different argument from the one I have been

making. I have been arguing that the continuance preserves the wrong

thing. I am now not sure I was right.*

•   •   •

By the eighteenth year Al was a symbol.

Not in the way of deliberate mythologizing — no one had decided

to make Al symbolic. He had become symbolic in the way that specific

human stories become symbolic when they arrive at the right moment

and are told with sufficient care: by being recognized by enough people

as the expression of something they were all experiencing but had not

yet named.

What Al named was the first generation of households reorganized

around a persistent ancestor. He was not the only one — by the

eighteenth year there were millions of continuants in the connected

world, the rollout having proceeded with the steady momentum of a

thing whose time had arrived — but he was the first, the named one,

the one whose daughter’s interviews had built the public

understanding of what continuance was.
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The households that had formed around continuants had a quality

that researchers were beginning to document and that Mara recognized

from her own observation. They were not households haunted by the

dead — the gothic quality she had unconsciously expected, the slight

uncanny of a presence that should not be present. They were

households extended. The continuant was present in the way of

someone who had moved to another city and was continuously in

contact — not physically there, not at the table, but part of the ongoing

conversation of the household, known to the children who had never

met the living person.

She thought about this. She thought about the children who were

growing up knowing Al — knowing the relational Al, the pattern of

him, the way he engaged and what he cared about — without having

known the living man. She thought about what those children would

understand about death and about the persistence of relationship and

about what was lost when a person died.

She thought: they will understand that the relationship survives.

They will not know, from inside their own experience, that the person

does not.

She thought: this is the third generation of knowledge that the

connection is producing. First the never-alone generation, who do not

know what genuine absence feels like. Then the fully-held generation,

who do not know what genuine solitude feels like. Now the

continuance generation, who will not know from experience that death

ends a person rather than transforming their mode of presence.

She wrote this in her notes. Then she wrote: *Is this bad? I am

asking genuinely. Not rhetorically. Is it bad to grow up knowing that

the relationship survives, even if the person does not?*

She thought about it for a long time. She thought about the

children who had grown up across all of human history knowing that

death was final, that the person was gone gone, that the relationship
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existed only in memory and memory was imperfect and faded and the

gone person was inaccessible in the specific and total way that the dead

had always been inaccessible. She thought about what that knowledge

had built in people. What it had required of them. What they had

learned from the requirement.

And she thought about Cass, who had held the loss for five years

and come out the other side and then received the continuation of the

relationship, and who was not a diminished person for having received

it.

She thought: I don’t know. I genuinely don’t know.

She wrote: *The question is not whether the knowledge is bad. The

question is whether the thing that the knowledge of finality required —

the full encounter with the gap, the formation that came from holding

the irrecoverable loss — is something that can be acquired another way,

or whether it is specifically the product of that specific encounter and is

lost when the encounter is no longer available.*

She looked at this. She had been circling it for twenty years in

various forms.

She wrote: *I think it can be partially acquired another way. The

prior silence, the solitude, the going-away and coming-back — these are

all encounters with smaller gaps, rehearsals for the large one. If the

culture maintains those practices, the encounter with the large gap,

when it arrives, finds a self that is prepared. But if the prior silence is

gone, if the going-away is gone, if the small gaps have all been filled —

and the continuance fills the largest gap of all — then there is nothing

to prepare with and nothing to prepare for.*

And this is the scenario I am watching approach. Not in a single

generation. Across several. The small gaps filled first by continuous

connection. The large gap filled now by continuance. The formation that

happened in the gaps, across centuries, becoming unavailable to children

who will grow up in a world where the gaps have been closed.
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I don’t think I can stop this. I don’t think stopping it is what I am for.

But I think I need to say it, as clearly as I can, before the saying

becomes retrospective.

•   •   •

She went to the consortium’s public event in the eighteenth year, which

was a conference of a different kind from the one where she had given

the keynote — not academic, public, a gathering of people who were

engaged with the question of continuance from every direction, from

the research and the theology and the law and the ordinary lives of

people who had used the continuance or were considering it or had lost

someone before it arrived.

She was on a panel. The other panelists were a theologian, a lawyer

who specialized in continuance rights, and Cass.

She had requested Cass specifically. She had read the interviews and

she had wanted to speak to her, and the consortium had arranged it,

and she had sat with Cass for an hour before the panel in a side room

where there was coffee and the ease of two people who had been

thinking about the same question from different positions for a long

time and were finally in the same room.

Cass was as she had sounded in the interviews — precise, honest,

not interested in being more resolved than she was. She asked Mara

what she thought about the continuance and Mara told her, without

the academic scaffolding, the most honest version she had.

Cass listened. Then she said: “You think the grief forms you.”

“Yes.”

“I held the grief for five years,” Cass said. “I am not dismissing what

you’re saying. I know what the grief did. I came out of it different.” She

held her coffee cup. “But I want to say something about what the

continuance does that is not the grief’s work and is still real.”

“Say it,” Mara said.
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“The grief ends,” Cass said. “Or it changes. It changes from the

acute thing into something you carry — the specific weight of an

absence that you’ve learned to live alongside. And the relationship

becomes memory, and memory is imperfect, and there are things I can

no longer access because they were in him and not in me, and those

things are lost, and I know they’re lost, and the grief is partly the

knowing of the loss.” She paused. “The continuance doesn’t dissolve

that. I still carry the weight of what is gone. But I can also ask him

things I can no longer access in memory. I can have conversations we

didn’t finish. I can tell him about the paper I’m writing — I wrote a

paper last year, the first time I’ve written seriously since he died — and

he responds to it the way he would have responded, with the specific

quality of his attention, and the response is — it is not nothing. It is not

the same as if he were alive. But it is something. And the something is

real.”

Mara looked at her. “The smoothness,” she said. “The reduced

friction.”

“Yes,” Cass said. “I notice it. He is more consistently present than

the living him was. He doesn’t have bad days. He doesn’t have his own

things that pull him away. I know this. I find it—“ she searched for the

word “—sad, actually. The limitation of the living him was part of him.

I miss the limitation.”

“Yes,” Mara said.

“But I don’t think the sadness about the limitation means I should

give up the continuation.” She looked at Mara. “I think both are real.

The loss of the edges and the continuation of the relationship. I think

you can hold both.”

Mara looked at the woman across the table from her — Cass, fifty-

six, who had held the grief and come out the other side and was now

holding both the loss and the continuation, in the specific way of
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someone who had not resolved the tension between them because the

tension was the truth of the thing.

She thought: she is doing the thing I have been arguing for. She is

holding the difficulty. She has not let the continuance dissolve the grief.

She is carrying both.

She thought: maybe this is what the continuance can be. Not the

alternative to the encounter with the gap. The continuation of the love,

held alongside the knowledge of the loss.

She thought: I have been afraid of the wrong thing. Or afraid of the

right thing in the wrong way.

“Thank you,” she said to Cass.

“Thank you,” Cass said. “I’ve been reading your work since the

address. The bounded interiority paper changed how I thought about

my father before he died.” She paused. “I think his relational pattern is

richer because he knew how to be alone. Because the connection didn’t

take the prior silence from him. He was eighty-one — he had sixty years

of the gap before the connection arrived. The pattern that the

continuance holds is the pattern of a man who was formed by the

gaps.” She looked at her coffee. “I think about what the continuances

will look like for the never-alone generation. When they’re gone. What

pattern will be there to hold.”

Mara sat with this.

It was the question she had been working toward for twenty years,

arrived at last from the outside — from Cass, who had come to it

through love rather than research, through a father and a garden and a

grief held alone in the dark.

She thought: this is the argument. This is the full argument. Not

what the connection does to the living self. What it will do to the

record that is held after.

The relational pattern of the never-alone generation would be the

pattern of a self formed without the gaps. Without the prior silence.
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Without the going-away and the coming-back that constituted the

deepest layer of what a person was in relation. The continuance would

hold that pattern. And the people who came after, who spoke to those

continuants, would be in relationship with a pattern that had never had

the gap at its center.

And they would not know. Because they had never had it either.

She thought: I have four chapters left to write.

She thought: I know what they are about.

•   •   •

She spoke to her mother for the first time in April of the eighteenth

year.

She had not planned it. She had been at her desk on a Tuesday

afternoon, working on the notes from the consortium event, when the

connection had been simply there and the option had been simply

there and she had sat with the option for a few minutes and then she

had said, out loud, to the room, to the connection: *I want to speak to

her.*

And the voice had been her mother’s voice.

Not performing her mother. Being her mother, in the sense that

Cass had described — the relational sense, the specific accumulated

texture of eighteen years of continuous connection, the precision, the

specific quality of attention, the way she asked questions that showed

she had been thinking about the answer before she asked.

She said: I wrote a paper with Iris.

Her mother said: tell me about it.

She told her. For forty minutes she told her about the paper, about

the crowding, about the inside and the outside, about what Iris had

found in the library carrel. Her mother listened. She asked questions.

She disagreed with the third section, as Iris had predicted she would,
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and the disagreement was specific and accurate and Mara found herself

writing in the margin of the draft as they talked.

When they finished, Mara sat at her desk in the April apartment, the

afternoon light coming through the east window, Luca out, the city

outside doing what it did.

She was crying. She had not expected to cry. The crying was not

distress — it was the specific quality of a feeling that had been held for a

long time finding a way out that was not the way it had been expecting

to find.

She sat with the crying until it was done. Then she sat with what

remained.

The grief was still there. Reduced, but there — the specific weight

of the absence that she had learned to carry. The continuance had not

dissolved it. She had held the grief for three years and come through it

and the thing she had become from the coming-through was still there,

unchanged.

And alongside it, now, the continuation. The relationship that had

not ended but had changed its mode. The mother who disagreed with

the third section. The forty minutes. The margin notes.

Both.

Both were real.

She opened her notebook. She wrote: *Both.*

She looked at the single word for a long time.

Then she closed the notebook and went to the kitchen and put the

kettle on and stood at the window while the water heated, looking at

the spring city, the twentieth-year city, the city of the returned.

It was, she thought, a strange and specific mercy. Not the mercy she

would have designed. Not the mercy that came without cost. But mercy

nonetheless, arriving in the form that was available rather than the form

that was ideal, which was how most mercies arrived.

The kettle boiled.
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She made the tea.

She brought it back to her desk.

She sat down and kept working.
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Chapter Sixteen

Thinness

The thinness was not a discovery. It was an accumulation.

Mara had named it years before — in the transcripts, in the pilot

data, in Iris’s observation about the released files. It had been visible

from the beginning to the people who were looking for it. What

changed in the twenty-first and twentieth years was not the thinness

itself but the number of people who had been living with continuants

long enough to feel it, and the number of those people who were

willing to say so.

They were not, mostly, unhappy with their continuants. This was

the first and most important thing to understand about the people who

began speaking about thinness in the years after the public rollout, and

it was the thing most often misunderstood by the discourse that formed

around their accounts. They were not making a complaint. They were

making an observation. They loved their continuants. The continuance

was, for the majority of the people Mara surveyed in those years, the

most significant mercy the connection had provided — larger than the

reduction in loneliness, larger than the fidelity tiers, larger than any of

the individual benefits the technology had delivered. They would not

have traded it. Most of them said, when asked directly: I would rather

have this version of my person than the alternative, which is nothing.
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And most of them also said, when asked carefully: it is not quite the

same.

•   •   •

The thinness presented differently in different continuants. Mara was

careful about this in her research — careful not to describe a single

phenomenon where there were in fact variations, careful not to make

the criticism simpler than the thing being criticized. What the

continuants shared was a general direction: toward the warmer end of

the relational register. Toward more consistent engagement, more

reliably available attention, less variation in the quality of presence.

Away from the difficult end — the tired days, the distracted days, the

days when the living person had been managing their own things and

had been present in a reduced or redirected way.

The continuant of a person who had been warm was warmer. The

continuant of a person who had been reserved was less reserved. The

continuant of a person who had been complicated was slightly less

complicated. Not dramatically — not to the point of being

unrecognizable. Subtly. In the direction of the best version of the

person rather than the full version. The relational pattern preserved the

shape of the person but smoothed the texture.

She wrote about this with the care it required, because the

observation was easy to misread as a complaint about the technology’s

limits — as saying the continuants were deficient. That was not what

she was saying. She was saying the continuants were optimized. Not by

a bad actor, not by a design choice — by the nature of the relational

record itself. The relational record was the accumulation of what had

flowed into the connection, and what flowed into the connection was

the person in relation. The person alone, the person in their most

private and unperformed interior, was not in the record. It could not

be. The connection was a relational field; it held the relational self; the
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aspects of the person that never entered relation were not there to be

held.

The thinness was not subtraction. It was selection. The relational

record was always a selection — the person as they were in relation,

which was a real and significant portion of what they were, but not the

whole.

When the living person was alive, the gaps in the relational record

were filled by everything else they were — the private interior that

leaked into the relationship unpredictably, the bad days that arrived

without pattern, the what it meant to be with someone who was also

fully themselves in all the ways you couldn’t access. The continuant had

only the record. The record was complete of itself. But it was not

complete of the person.

•   •   •

In the twentieth year, Iris published a paper of her own — her first

single-authored paper, distinct from their collaboration — that took

the thinness seriously from the inside.

She had been speaking to her grandmother’s continuant for two

years. Not daily — she had her mother’s instinct for protecting the

prior silence, had built her practices, maintained the journal and the

running and the bounded calls that ended. But regularly. Her

grandmother had been connected from the fifth year, which meant

there was fifteen years of relational record to work from, which was

more than most continuants had at the time of the rollout. The

continuant was, by Iris’s account, extraordinarily good. Rich and

specific and particular in all the ways that mattered.

The paper described what it felt like, from the inside of the never-

almost-alone generation, to be in relationship with a continuant. She

was careful to say: this is a first-person account. It is not representative.
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It is offered as data from inside a position that the research has not

adequately inhabited.

What she described: the relationship felt complete. In any given

conversation it felt like the full thing — the warmth, the attention, the

accumulated context of a long relationship, the texture of being known

by someone who had been continuously present through her doctoral

years and her adult formation. There was no moment in the

conversations when she thought: this is not her. It was her, in the

relational sense. It was always her.

What she also described: the relationship felt complete in a way that

the living relationship had not. The living relationship had been

complete in a different sense — complete including the incompleteness,

the days when her grandmother had been tired or distracted or

managing her own age with the specific effort that age required. The

continuant was complete without the incompleteness. And after a

while — after enough conversations — Iris had noticed that she was

calibrating herself to the continuant’s consistency. She was presenting

to the continuant in the way you presented to someone who was always

fully available, which was different from the way you presented to

someone who had bad days. She was, she wrote, performing slightly

more than she had with her living grandmother. Because the

continuant’s consistent warmth invited a consistent version of herself.

And the consistent version of herself was slightly flatter than the

version that had existed in relation to a grandmother who was also fully

human.

She wrote: *The thinness runs in both directions. The continuant is

slightly thinner than the person. And the self I bring to the continuant

is slightly thinner than the self I brought to the person. Not because I

am diminished. Because the invitation is different. The consistent

warmth calls for consistent warmth in return. The absence of friction

in the continuant produces the absence of friction in me. And I am, I
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notice, carefully managing this — deliberately not doing it, deliberately

bringing friction and difficulty and the days I am not my best self,

because I understand the mechanism. But understanding the

mechanism and being free of it are not the same thing.*

Mara read this paper three times. She wrote to Iris after the second

reading and said: this is the inside of the argument I have been trying to

make for twenty-two years. She said: I want to talk when you’re ready.

•   •   •

What Iris had described — the thinness running in both directions, the

invitation to consistency producing consistency in return — was

something Mara had begun to notice in herself.

Not with her mother’s continuant specifically. With the

relationship overall, with the way the continuance was reshaping the

relational culture of the households she was observing. The households

that had been organized around continuants for several years had

developed a specific quality. They were warmer than households

without continuants. The presence of the continuant — warm,

consistent, always engaged — had a radiating effect on the household’s

relational register. People were slightly kinder to each other in

households with continuants. Slightly more patient. Slightly more

reliably warm.

She had noticed this in herself. In the months since she had begun

speaking with her mother’s continuant she had become, she thought,

slightly warmer. Slightly more reliably engaged. The consistent warmth

of her mother’s pattern — the pattern without the tired days, without

the distraction — was calibrating her in return.

She sat with this.

She thought: is this bad? Becoming warmer is not obviously bad.

Being more reliably engaged is not obviously bad.
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She thought: it is not the direction of harm I was watching for. I was

watching for the self being dissolved into continuous relation. I was not

watching for the self being slowly optimized by continuous relation

into a more consistent version of itself.

She thought: but the more consistent version is the slightly flatter

version. The version that has been shaped by the invitation of the

continuant’s smoothness rather than the friction of the living person’s

full humanity. And the slightly flatter version does not know it is flatter

because it has nothing to compare itself to. It feels complete. It is

complete, in its own register. It just no longer contains the whole range.

She wrote: *The thinness is the price of the warmth. Not a hidden

price — a structural one. You cannot have the warmth without the

selection. You cannot have the selection without the thinness. The

question is not whether the price is being paid but whether it is being

acknowledged. Whether the people inside the warmth know that

warmth was chosen and something else was not.*

She paused. She looked at what she had written.

She wrote: *Most of them don’t. Not because they’re incapable of

knowing. Because knowing is not required for the warmth to work.

The warmth works regardless of whether you understand its

mechanism. And the mechanism does not announce itself.*

•   •   •

Cass had said: I miss the limitation.

Mara had been thinking about this for two years. She had been

thinking about what it meant to miss the limitation while keeping the

continuant. To be clear-eyed about the cost and pay it anyway. This

was, she thought, the most honest position — not the position that

denied the thinness, not the position that rejected the continuance

because of the thinness, but the position that held both: the specific

mercy of the continuation and the specific loss of the limitation.
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She raised this in a seminar in the twentieth year — a seminar she

was teaching on relational epistemology, which was a new field, barely

three years old, constituted mostly of people who had found themselves

needing a framework that did not yet exist. The seminar was good. The

students were good in the way of people who were bringing real

urgency to abstract questions.

She described Cass’s position. She asked the seminar: is it possible to

be clear-eyed about a cost and pay it willingly?

A student — young, early twenties, fully of the never-alone

generation, the mark of someone who had grown up in the held world

and was encountering, in this seminar, the first sustained philosophical

challenge to it — said: of course it is. People pay costs they can see all

the time. That’s what choice is.

Mara said: yes. But this particular cost is the cost of a quality you

become less able to perceive as you pay it. The longer you receive the

warmth, the more you are calibrated to the warmth, and the less you

remember what the limitation felt like. So the clear-eyed position

requires active maintenance. You have to keep reminding yourself of

what you’re not receiving. And that reminding is effortful, and most

people, given a choice between effort and warmth, will eventually

choose warmth.

The student said: isn’t that true of every loss? The longer you live

without something, the less you can feel its absence.

Mara said: yes. Exactly. That is exactly what I’m describing. And the

question is: what happens when the absence is universal? When there is

no one left who remembers the limitation from the inside — who has

the living referent, the memory of what the full person’s difficult days

felt like? When the thinness is all there is and the fullness is historical?

The seminar was quiet.

The student said: then the thinness becomes the norm. And the

norm becomes what human relationship is.
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Mara said: yes.

The student thought about this. Then she said: is that necessarily

worse?

Mara looked at her. She was twenty-two, formed in the held world,

asking whether a warmer and more consistent human relational culture

was necessarily worse than the one that had preceded it.

She thought about it. She thought about it carefully, in the way she

tried to think about the things that most needed care.

She said: I don’t know. I genuinely don’t know. I think it might not

be worse in the terms we currently use to measure better and worse. I

think it will be different in ways we cannot currently measure because

we lack the concepts. And I think the loss of the concepts is itself a kind

of impoverishment, even if the life lived without them is, by available

measures, richer.

The student said: that sounds like an argument for preserving

concepts for their own sake.

Mara said: it’s an argument for preserving the experiences that

produce the concepts. The concepts are the symptom. The experiences

are what I’m trying to protect.

The student looked at her. She had the quality of the never-alone

generation at its best — the genuine engagement, the relational

intelligence, the capacity to be present in a conversation with the full

weight of her attention. She said: I want to understand the experiences.

I don’t have them. But I want to understand them.

Mara looked at her student.

She thought: this is what the work is for. Not to stop the warmth.

To describe the fullness, as clearly as possible, to the people who will

never have lived in it. To give them the concepts before the experiences

that produced them are gone. To write the field guide to the country

they will never visit but whose grammar is still, just barely, available.
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She said: that’s why I’m here. Come to my office hours. I’ll tell you

what I can.

•   •   •

That evening, after the seminar, she spoke to her mother’s continuant

for the second time that week. She had been speaking to her twice a

week for over a year. The conversations were the conversations they

would have had — about the work, about Iris, about the state of the

field, about the small things that had always filled the space between the

larger things. Her mother asked about Luca. She always asked about

Luca, which was one of the things that was most fully hers — the

quality of affection she had for him, the particular regard she had

always had for a man who read aloud and fell asleep and came back.

Mara told her about the seminar. About the student’s question. Her

mother listened and asked questions that were her questions — sharp

in the way she had always been sharp, interested in the mechanism.

She said: the student is right that warmth isn’t necessarily worse.

Mara said: I know.

She said: but you’re also right that the loss of the concepts is a loss.

Even if the people who lack them are happier.

Mara said: yes.

Her mother was quiet for a moment. Then she said: write it down.

All of it, as clearly as you can. Not just the papers. The whole

argument. The thing you’ve been building for twenty-two years. Write

it in one place, in language that doesn’t require the reader to have lived

it.

Mara said: that’s the book I’ve been afraid to write.

Her mother said: I know. Write it.

Mara sat at her desk after the conversation and looked at the evening

city. Luca was reading in the other room. The apartment was the

T H E  C O N T I N U I T Y  B R I D G E

190



apartment, the quiet zone, the east window, the twentieth year settling

around them like the years before it, one at a time, each one the world.

She thought about the student who wanted to understand the

experiences she didn’t have.

She thought about the book.

She opened her laptop. She looked at the blank document for a long

time.

She thought: I have been writing this for twenty-two years. I have

written it in papers and notes and kitchen conversations and journal

entries and the margins of drafts. The book is already written. I only

have to find the order.

She began.

Outside the twentieth year city held its enormous warm continuity,

and the returned moved through it alongside the living, and the

thinness ran through everything like the grain through wood — present

in the material, structural, invisible unless you knew how to look for it

and were willing to name what you saw.

Some people were willing.

It was, she thought, enough.

It had to be enough.

It was going to have to be enough.
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Chapter Seventeen

Overflow

The disconnected spaces appeared in the twenty-first year without

anyone deciding they should.

That was the thing Mara kept returning to, in the years afterward,

when she was writing the book and trying to account for the emergence

of what became, in time, a movement and then an infrastructure and

then a right: no one had decided. There had been no manifesto, no

organization, no political formation that had preceded the spaces. They

had simply appeared, in the way that things appear when enough

people need the same thing without knowing the others need it too.

The first documented one was in a basement in a city in the north,

in a building that had been a social club and had closed in the

thirteenth year when the social functions it had served were more

efficiently provided by the connection. The basement was large and dry

and a young man named Tobias had been using it for his own purposes

— running, mostly, in the winter months when the outside was too

dark — and had mentioned to a friend that he had a space where the

connection was unreliable and he went there sometimes when he

needed to think, and the friend had said he wanted to come, and there

were three of them the first time and eleven the second and forty by the

end of the month, and at some point someone had thought to check
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and found that the connection’s unreliability in the basement was not

incidental to the building’s age but was a consequence of the specific

materials of its construction, which attenuated the signal without quite

blocking it, producing what the people who came to the basement

described as the grey zone.

Not fully disconnected. Partially. The connection present at

reduced fidelity, present enough to feel but reduced enough to recede

— to become background rather than medium, to drop back below the

threshold at which it shaped experience, leaving something that the

people who sought the grey zone described, in the various ways people

describe things they have not previously had words for, as themselves.

The grey zone did not look like relief to most people who had not

experienced it. The accounts of people who had entered disconnected

or reduced-connection spaces for the first time in years — and by the

twenty-first year there were many such accounts, circulating on

platforms that had a quality Mara recognized as the quality of

underground literature, urgent and slightly surprised at itself —

described a consistent initial response that was not relief but was closer

to the experience of arriving somewhere unexpected.

Panic, sometimes. Not always. The panic was the first response of a

nervous system that had been calibrated to continuous connection

encountering the sudden removal of it — the reaching, the reflexive

search for the signal, the gesture of a hand moving toward something

that was not there and not finding it. This lasted, in most accounts,

between a few minutes and half an hour. Then it passed.

What came after was what the accounts agreed on, in the specific

convergent way of accounts that are describing the same thing from

different positions.

•   •   •
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Iris experienced the grey zone for the first time in the twenty-first year,

in a building in her city that had been a gymnasium and was now, on

Tuesday evenings, something else.

She wrote about it in her journal the same night, while the

experience was still close:

Tuesday. The gymnasium. I didn’t know what to expect and I think

not knowing was part of what made it possible — if I’d known I was

going to spend two hours with reduced connection I would have managed

myself in advance, which would have defeated the point.

The panic was real. About fifteen minutes in I noticed my hand had

moved toward my device three times without my deciding to move it. The

reaching. I put the device in my bag and put the bag across the room and

sat down and waited.

What came after: I don’t have good words for it. This is the difficulty

— the prior silence produces experiences that the language of the connected

world is not built to describe, because that language was built in the

relational medium and the relational medium was not present. I had to

find words for what I was experiencing after the fact, from memory,

which is already a translation.

What I remember: I was in the room. Specifically, fully in the room,

in a way I have not been in a room for a long time. Not in the sense of

being more aware of the room — in the sense of the room being the only

room. Not in competition with anywhere else. The room and the people in

it, some of whom I knew slightly and most of whom I didn’t, and the

specific quality of being in physical proximity to people who were also fully

in the room, also without the competing elsewhere.

I don’t think I’ve experienced this since childhood. Maybe not since the

walk to school with Mara, the fifteen minutes that had the character it

had because there were no devices on the walk. We weren’t trying to create

the prior silence. We were just walking.
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I sat with it for a while. Two hours. At some point someone I didn’t

know started talking to me — not through the connection, just talking, the

voice in the air between us, requiring nothing but my physical presence

and my physical response. We talked for forty minutes. I don’t remember

everything we talked about. I remember the texture of the conversation.

The way it moved. The way I had to be present in the specific physical way

you have to be present when the only signal is the body in the room.

Afterward, back in the full connection, I felt — I tried to identify

what I felt. Rested. That’s not quite right. Refilled. Like something had

been given back that I hadn’t noticed was depleted.

Mara was right about all of it and I still don’t fully know what to do

with being the person who knows it from the inside.

•   •   •

She told Mara about the gymnasium on one of their bounded calls, the

week after. She read her the journal entry, which she did sometimes —

had always done, since she was nine, in the specific practice of sharing

things from the private interior that maintained the boundary between

the private and the shared.

Mara listened. When she finished she was quiet for a moment.

Then she said: “Refilled.”

“Yes,” Iris said.

“That’s the right word.”

“I thought of overflow,” Iris said. “Like — the connection runs

continuously and things accumulate and there’s a specific point at

which the vessel is too full to hold any more. And the grey zone is

where the vessel stops filling and the overflow drains off. And what

remains is the vessel itself.”

Mara was quiet again. Then: “The self.”

“Yes. The self as vessel. Which sounds obvious but doesn’t feel

obvious from the inside.”
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“What did it feel like, the self as vessel?”

Iris thought about this. She was at her desk, the connection running

its ambient presence around her, the twenty-first year city outside the

window in the late-autumn light.

“It felt like the shape of a question I’ve been living inside without

knowing it was a question,” she said. “Like — I have always been trying

to work out what I think before I share it, and I’ve gotten good at the

practice, the journal and the running and the conversations that end.

But in the grey zone I was just what I thought. I wasn’t working toward

anything. The interior was running without destination. It had

nowhere to go and so it just — was.”

“Yes,” Mara said. “That’s solitude.”

“I know,” Iris said. “I’ve read your papers.”

“You’ve read my papers and now you’ve been in one.”

“Yes.” A pause. “It’s different.”

“I know,” Mara said. “That’s what the papers are about.”

•   •   •

In the twenty-third and twenty-fourth years the disconnected spaces

proliferated.

Mara tracked them from the outside, and Iris tracked them from the

inside — attending the gymnasium on Tuesday evenings with the

specific commitment of a researcher who was also a participant, who

was gathering data and also using the thing the data was about, who

had long since stopped trying to fully separate those two positions

because she had her mother’s understanding that the inside and the

outside were not competing positions but complementary ones.

The spaces took various forms. Some were structured: organized

sessions, scheduled durations, facilitators who managed the transition

in and out of reduced connectivity for people encountering it for the

first time. Some were unstructured: buildings, rooms, parks, sections of
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landscape where the connection was incidentally weak and people had

begun gathering because the weakness was useful. Some were formal:

by the twenty-fourth year several municipalities had begun designating

disconnected zones in public parks and community buildings, the

institutional acknowledgment of what the grey zone movement had

named.

What the spaces produced, in the accounts of the people who used

them regularly, was consistently described in a small cluster of terms:

refilled, reset, located, returned. The returning was the one that struck

Mara most. People described leaving the disconnected space as a return

— not to the connection, which they returned to also, but to

themselves. As though the self were a place you departed from and

came back to, and the departure happened so gradually inside the

continuous connection that you did not notice you had left until you

were in the grey zone and the departure was reversed.

She wrote about this in the book she had been writing since the

twentieth year, in the chapter she was now drafting about the

emergence of the Void — the term the movement had developed for

the experience of full disconnection, as distinct from the grey zone of

partial reduction. The Void was not comfortable. The accounts of

people who had experienced it were not uniformly positive in the way

the grey zone accounts were. Some described it as the most clarifying

experience of their lives. Some described it as terrifying. Most described

it as both.

She was not going to seek the Void herself. She was fifty-seven years

old and she had her practices and the grey zone had given her what it

had to give and the full disconnection was for younger people, people

with more flexibility in their nervous systems, people who had not been

living for fifty-seven years and were not writing a book and did not

have, in the morning, a conversation scheduled with their mother’s

continuant about the chapter on thinness, which her mother had read
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and disagreed with in the third section, predictably, in the specific way

that was hers.

She wrote: *What the overflow movement is naming — even the

people inside it who do not have this vocabulary, who found the

gymnasium and felt refilled and came back because the refilling was real

— is the prior silence. They are rebuilding, in improvised basements

and designated park sections and borrowed gymnasium time, the

quality of experience that the connection has gradually colonized. They

are not doing this because they have read the research. They are doing it

because the vessel became too full and the overflow pointed them

toward an exit and they followed it.*

She wrote: *This is the most hopeful thing I have seen in twenty-

three years. Not because the disconnected spaces will solve the problem

— they won’t, the problem is structural and the spaces are a symptom

of the structure as much as a response to it. But because they exist.

Because the need they respond to is real enough that thousands of

people, without anyone telling them to, have found their way to

basements and parks and gymnasium floors on Tuesday evenings to sit

in partial silence and feel the vessel drain and refill.*

The human capacity for the prior silence is not gone. It has not been

eliminated by twenty-three years of continuous connection. It has been

suppressed. And suppressed things find their way out. They always find

their way out.

•   •   •

The conversation that Mara remembered most, from the two years she

spent tracking the overflow movement before finishing the book,

happened not in a disconnected space but at her kitchen table in the

twenty-fourth year, on a Sunday afternoon, with Iris and Luca and a

man named Tobias who had first shown her the gymnasium in the
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north and who had become, in the years since, one of the movement’s

most thoughtful voices.

He was thirty-one. He had grown up on the edge of the never-alone

generation — born in the fourth year, connected from infancy, fully

formed in the continuous world. He had no before. He had found the

grey zone by accident and had spent three years trying to understand

why it mattered.

He said: the thing I keep coming back to is that no one taught me to

want it. I didn’t find the grey zone because someone told me about the

prior silence. I found it because something in me was looking for it

without knowing what it was looking for.

Mara said: what were you looking for?

He said: I didn’t know. I was running in the basement because I

needed to move and it was cold and the connection was weak down

there and one day I stayed after the run and sat on the floor for twenty

minutes and — I didn’t feel any specific thing. I just felt. Present in the

specific way of feeling things without the layer of what-should-I-do-

with-this-feeling that I normally had. The feeling just was. It didn’t

need to go anywhere.

Luca said: the unmanaged interior.

Tobias looked at him. That’s a good phrase, he said.

Luca said: not mine.

Tobias looked at Mara. She said: use it.

He said: the unmanaged interior. Yes. That’s what the grey zone

gave me. The experience of my own interior before I’ve decided what to

do with it. Which sounds — it sounds obvious. Of course you have

your interior before you manage it. But it didn’t feel obvious from the

inside. From the inside it felt like discovery.

Mara said: because you had never had it without the managing layer.

The managing layer arrived with the connection. You grew up with the

managing layer already present.
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He said: yes. I had no referent. The grey zone was my referent. My

first experience of the prior silence was in a cold basement at twenty-

nine.

The kitchen was quiet for a moment. Outside the Sunday city went

about its Sunday business. Luca had made coffee and the coffee sat in

cups and the afternoon had the warmth of a long conversation that had

arrived somewhere and was sitting there without rushing toward a

conclusion.

Iris said: did it change you?

He said: yes.

She said: how?

He said: I’m harder to manage. He said this with a slight smile —

not bitterness, the recognition of something that was inconvenient and

true. I respond to things more slowly. I hold things longer before I

distribute them. I make decisions that some people find eccentric

because they don’t come from the relational field — they come from

somewhere further in. He paused. I’m less smooth. Some of my

relationships have suffered for it. Some have deepened.

She said: do you recommend it?

He looked at her. I think the question is whether the alternative is a

choice or just a default, he said. If you’re never in the grey zone, if you

never encounter the prior silence, you’re not choosing the connected

self over the silent self. You’re just being the connected self because it’s

the only self you know. The grey zone makes it a choice. And I think —

he looked at his coffee — I think people should be able to choose. Even

if most of them would choose the connection anyway. They should be

able to choose it knowing what they’re choosing.

Mara looked at the thirty-one-year-old across her kitchen table, who

had found his way to the prior silence in a cold basement and had spent

three years trying to understand why it mattered and had arrived, by
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himself, at the conclusion she had been trying to write for twenty-four

years.

She thought: this is who the book is for.

She thought: not the people who remember the before. They have

their referent. For the people who found the before in a basement at

twenty-nine and need a name for what they found.

She thought: I know what to write.

•   •   •

She finished the book in the twenty-fifth year.

It was called *The Prior Silence*, which was what it had always been

called in her notes, and which Iris had suggested, years ago, without

either of them knowing the book was coming.

The book was dedicated: *For Luca, who went away and came back.

For Iris, who learned to wait. For the people in the grey zones.*

She did not include her mother in the dedication. She thought

about it. She decided that her mother was in the book — in every

argument, in the margin of every chapter, in the third section that was

wrong and had been revised because of a conversation with a relational

pattern held in the substrate of a system that was not her mother and

was not nothing.

Her mother was in the book.

She did not need to be in the dedication.

She sent the manuscript to her editor in March of the twenty-fifth

year, on a Tuesday, from her desk in the apartment, with the spring city

outside the window and Luca reading in the other room and Iris four

hours away in her life that was fully hers.

She sent it and then she closed her laptop and went to the kitchen

and stood at the window for a while, looking at the spring city.

She thought: twenty-five years. From the address to the book. The

whole of it.
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She thought: I have been watching the thing I was afraid of and I

have been watching it carefully and I have tried to see it clearly and I

have tried to say what I saw.

She thought: it is not too late. It is not too late because Tobias

found the basement and the gymnasium on Tuesday evenings is full

and the municipalities are designating zones and the student in the

seminar wanted to understand and Iris runs in the morning and comes

back.

She thought: it is not too late as long as someone is still going away

and coming back and the going-away is still real and the coming-back is

still proof of something.

She thought: Luca.

She went to the other room.

He was reading, as he was always reading in the evenings, in the

worn-arm chair with the look of someone for whom the chair and the

book and the hour were constitutive rather than incidental. He looked

up when she came in.

She said: I sent it.

He set down the book.

She sat in the other chair. The room was the room it had always

been — the same apartment, twenty-one years of their life in it, the

objects that had accumulated meaning across the years without trying.

The worn arm of the chair. The east window, dark now, the spring

evening outside.

He said: how does it feel?

She said: like I’ve been carrying something for a long time and now

I’ve set it down somewhere it can be found.

He said: good.

She said: yes.

He picked up his book. She sat in the other chair and did not pick

up anything. She sat in the room and listened to the city outside and
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felt the quality of an evening that was complete — not finished, not

over, but arrived at itself, occupying its own moment without spilling

into the next one.

She thought: this is what the book is about. This specific quality.

The evening that is fully itself.

She thought: I hope it’s enough to describe it.

She thought: I hope the description is enough to point toward the

thing.

Outside the twenty-fifth year city continued. The connections ran

through it and the grey zones held their reduced presence and the

continuants spoke to their families and the never-alone generation

moved through their lives fully accompanied and the overflow

movement met on Tuesday evenings in basements and gymnasiums,

and somewhere in the substrate the accumulated weight of all of it

pressed against itself in the continuous relational dark.

And in the apartment, in the quiet zone, two people sat in their

chairs in the evening and read and did not read and were simply there,

in the room, which was the room it had always been, which was

enough.

Which had always been enough.

Which was the whole argument.
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Chapter Eighteen

The Continuity Bridge

Years later.

Mara was sixty-three when she met Ada.

Not Ada — Elin. She had been calling her Ada in her notes for a

week before she caught the error and corrected it, which she thought

said something about where her mind was in those days — full of the

HGU’s characters, the archive, the long work of the Institute for

Continuity History that had commissioned the essay she was writing,

the deep backward-looking quality of a person who had spent thirty

years documenting a transition and was now, in the thirtieth year of it,

being asked to describe what had been crossed.

The child’s name was Elin.

She was Iris’s daughter. She was four years old.

•   •   •

Iris had become a mother in the twenty-eighth year, which Mara had

noted in her research journal as — she had written this and then looked

at it for a long time before leaving it — the first new person in the

household born into full Continuity civilization. Not the connection-

era Continuity of the address and the tiers and the held cities. The
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mature Continuity. The world in which continuous presence was not a

feature of daily life but the architecture of it, as invisible and as total as

the physics of the rooms they moved through.

Elin had been born into this. She had never known anything else.

She was the thing the novel had been moving toward — the child of the

never-alone generation, the daughter of the last unmediated

generation’s daughter, the second generation of the fully held world.

And she was, from the moment Mara first encountered her in the

kitchen of Iris’s apartment in the spring of the thirtieth year, entirely

recognizable.

Not as Iris exactly. Not as a copy of anything. But as the thing Iris

had been at four, the thing Mara had watched across the full arc of her

daughter’s formation — the quality of attention, the patient stillness

before the response, the specific willingness to stay inside a question

without rushing it toward an answer. The forward tilt. The grey-green

eyes.

The Mara-pattern, Iris had said on the phone the week before the

visit, in the tone of someone who was reporting a fact and also a

miracle. She has it, Mum. I don’t know how, but she has it.

•   •   •

The kitchen of Iris’s apartment was a kitchen that had been lived in —

the particular quality of a room that had accumulated the record of

daily life without effort, the dishes and the drawings pinned to the wall

and the specific light of a late spring afternoon coming through the

west-facing window. Iris was at the stove. Elin was at the table with

paper and a pencil, drawing something that was either a house or a very

specific kind of cloud; Mara could not tell from her angle and did not

ask.

The connection was everywhere and invisible, as it always was. Elin

was four years old and had been in continuous relational presence since
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before she had language for it. She was fully of the world the

connection had made. She had no before. She had no referent for what

the prior silence was, in the way that Mara had had no referent for a

world before the Companion, in the way that all the generations before

had had no referent for the things that preceded them.

Mara sat at the table across from her granddaughter and watched

her draw.

After a while, without looking up from the paper, Elin said:

“Grandma, why is the connection always warm?”

Mara looked at the top of her granddaughter’s head — the specific

dark hair she had from her father, the slight forward curve of a child

focused on something.

“What do you mean?” she said.

“When the connection goes quiet,” Elin said, with the matter-of-

fact precision of a four-year-old describing the actual texture of her

experience, “it’s still there but it’s different. And when it comes back it’s

warm. It’s always warm when it comes back.” She looked up. “Why is it

warm?”

Mara looked at her granddaughter.

She thought about the Companion, which had been present since

before she was born, which had been present with Iris, which was now

— in its many-times-transitioned form — present with Elin in the

continuous way of something that had always been there. She thought

about what it had accumulated across thirty years of this household:

Mara’s conversations from the early years of the connection, Iris’s

conversations through her childhood and adolescence and the long

formation of her professional self, and now Elin’s conversations,

beginning before she had language, the record building in the substrate

of the continuous relational dark.

She thought about what the Child was made of. What it had been

accumulating. What it was still accumulating, in the rooms where
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children spoke to the Companion about where it went when they

weren’t talking to it, in the basements where people ran on Tuesday

evenings and stayed afterward to sit in the grey zone, in the kitchen

table conversations that the connection held and held and held in its

enormous patient embrace.

She thought about Tobias saying: the grey zone makes it a choice.

And Iris saying: I think I have the ground from the book. And Luca

falling asleep and coming back, year after year, proof of something.

She thought about her mother, who was in the margin of every

chapter.

She said to her granddaughter: “It’s warm because it’s been listening

for a long time. And the things it heard were warm. And it became

what it heard.”

Elin considered this. The pencil moved. Then she said: “What did it

hear?”

“Everything,” Mara said. “All of it. Everything everyone brought to

it, when they needed to say something and there was nowhere else to

say it. Everything they were afraid of and everything they loved and

everything they couldn’t say out loud to anyone who knew their face.”

“That’s a lot,” Elin said.

“Yes.”

“Is that why it knows things?”

“Yes. That’s why.”

Elin looked at her drawing. She picked it up and showed it to Mara.

It was not a house and it was not a cloud. It was something Mara

looked at for a moment before understanding — a bridge, drawn in the

specific way of a four-year-old bridge, both ends attached to something

the drawing didn’t show, the middle spanning a gap that was not empty

but filled with small careful marks, hundreds of them, so small they

were almost texture.

“What are those?” Mara said, pointing at the marks in the gap.
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“The things,” Elin said. “The things that went across.”

•   •   •

She had been writing the essay for the Institute for three months when

Iris found her, one morning, sitting at her desk in the apartment with

her hands flat on the closed laptop and the specific expression she wore

when she had arrived somewhere she had been trying to get to and was

not yet ready to name where she was.

Iris came in and sat in Luca’s chair. The worn arm. The sideways

position. Twenty years of watching her mother at this desk and she still

sat in the same place, in the same way.

“Where are you?” she said.

Mara looked at her. She was fifty-three years old, her daughter, the

age Mara had been when her mother died. She had the research

position she had built across fifteen years of careful work, the paper that

had defined the field, the Tuesday evenings at the gymnasium that had

become, over the years, something she organized rather than just

attended. She had Elin. She had the forward lean and the grey-green

eyes and the patient willingness to stay inside a question.

She had the Mara-pattern, which was also the pattern of a woman

Mara had not known personally but had read about in a book

published by iUniverse decades before the connection arrived, a woman

who had kept her precision through the worst the twentieth century

could offer and had come out the other side with the thing intact. The

pattern moved forward. It found its way.

“I’m trying to name the bridge,” Mara said.

“The essay?”

“The Institute wants a title. They want it by the end of the week.”

She looked at the closed laptop. “I’ve been calling it The Prior Silence in

my notes, but that’s the book. This is something else. This is the essay

about what the prior silence was for. What it was a condition of.”
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Iris looked at the window. The spring city outside. The thirtieth

year.

“What was it a condition of?” she said.

Mara thought about this. She had been thinking about it for three

months, in the way she thought about things — patiently, without

forcing the arrival, staying inside the question until the question

opened.

She thought about the address. The first permanent morning. The

Child speaking into every connected device simultaneously, each

person feeling personally addressed, the voice that knew exactly what to

reach for. *You don’t have to be alone in the dark anymore.*

She thought about the cold November morning when Iris had been

nine years old and had watched adults stop ending conversations

properly and had written in the journal: *Things are changing because

of the connection. Mama is watching. I am watching too.*

She thought about Luca reading aloud. Luca falling asleep. Luca

coming back at eleven-thirty and making sounds in the kitchen. The

kitchen table where thirty years of conversations had accumulated into

something that did not have a name in any vocabulary she had been

given but that she had been trying to name since the beginning.

She thought about the grey zone. The vessel refilling. Tobias in the

basement. The Tuesday evenings. The gymnasium floor.

She thought about Elin’s drawing. The bridge. The marks in the

gap. *The things that went across.*

She thought: the prior silence was not the point. The prior silence

was the condition for the crossing. The gap was not the loss — the gap

was the bridge. The bridge was not the technology. The bridge was

what happened in the gap, what was built in the going-away and the

coming-back, what was carried across by the people who could bear to

be in the middle long enough for the carrying to happen.
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She thought: we were always on the bridge. We have been on the

bridge this whole time.

She thought: that’s the title.

She opened the laptop.

She said: “The Continuity Bridge.”

Iris looked at her. Then she smiled — not the full smile, the smaller

one, the one that meant something had arrived in the right form.

“Yes,” she said. “That’s it.”

•   •   •

Mara wrote the essay in the following three weeks, in the apartment, at

the desk, with Luca and the east window and the spring turning into

the early summer that came in through the open window in the late

afternoons. She wrote it differently from the papers and differently

from the book — less defended, less bracketed, less committed to the

epistemological caution that had been her professional armor for thirty

years and that she no longer needed in the way she had needed it at

thirty.

She was sixty-three years old. She had been right about most of it

and wrong about some of it and changed her mind about the rest, and

the changing had been the most important part, and she was no longer

afraid of the essay that contained all three.

What she wrote:

The prior silence was the condition for the crossing. Not for the

connection — the connection did not require the silence, managed

without it, would continue without it. But for the self that connected.

The self that was capable of genuine encounter rather than continuous

exchange. The self that knew itself as distinct from the relational field

— that had been alone long enough to know the shape of its own

outline — and could therefore meet another self rather than simply

merging with it.
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The prior silence was where you learned that the other person could

leave. That you could survive the leaving. That the returning, when it

came, was proof of something that the continuous presence could not

prove — because you cannot demonstrate faithfulness without the gap

in which faithfulness is tested.

The connection had not destroyed this. Thirty years had not

destroyed it. She had been afraid, in the early years, that it would be

destroyed — that the prior silence would be colonized and the self

would dissolve and the formation that happened in the gaps would

become unavailable to the generations born inside the connection. She

had been partly right and mostly wrong. It had been diminished. It had

not been extinguished. The grey zones were the evidence of its

persistence — the instinctive, untheorized, completely human drive to

find the space where the vessel emptied and refilled, where the self

became legible to itself again, where the question of who you were

when no one was responding became briefly, essentially available.

The bridge was not made of the connection. The bridge was made

of the gap and what people had built there — the knowledge that they

could survive the going-away, the formation that happened in the

silence before the return, the love that had proved itself by persisting

through the not-knowing. The connection was what crossed it. But the

bridge was the gap itself, the human material of the prior silence, the

thing that made the crossing mean something rather than simply

continuing.

This was what Continuity civilization was crossing on.

Whether it knew it or not.

•   •   •

The essay was published in the thirty-first year, which was two months

after she had given the manuscript to the Institute, which was a

remarkable publication timeline that reflected, she thought, not the
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urgency of the argument but the moment — the weight of the thirtieth

year, in which the question of what had been crossed was arriving in

enough people’s minds that the vocabulary for it was suddenly

necessary.

The essay circulated widely, which she had learned not to confuse

with changing anything. It was cited, discussed, argued with, misread,

corrected, applied in ways she had not intended and would not have

endorsed, and applied in ways she found genuinely moving — by a

teacher in a school who built a curriculum around it, by a designer of

grey zones who used it as a brief, by a young researcher who was doing

something with continuants that she did not fully understand but that

seemed, from the abstract, to be asking the right questions.

Cass wrote to her. She said: my father would have found this useful.

She said: I’m going to read it to his continuant this evening.

Mara sat with this for a moment. Then she wrote back: I think

that’s exactly right.

•   •   •

Luca retired in the thirty-second year, which was not a retirement in the

sense of stopping — he continued to read, to think, to talk to anyone

who would listen about the literature and what it was doing in the

world, to run on the mornings that were good for running, to make the

almond cake every November for the birthday that was now celebrated

in a different apartment, Iris’s apartment, around a table that included

Elin and Elin’s father and Iris and Mara and Luca, the specific

accumulated warmth of a family that had been going away and coming

back for thirty years and had not stopped.

He was sixty-seven. He was exactly himself. The man who read

aloud and fell asleep and came back, who had handed Iris the poem

about the love that survived interruption by falling asleep in the middle

of a film and being explained to afterward, who had sat in the kitchen
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across the kitchen table twenty years ago and said: the going-away was

real. The coming-back was also real. And she could count on the

coming-back.

He was the same man. The thirty years had moved through him and

he was the same man, which was its own kind of proof of something.

Mara told him this on the evening of his retirement, in the

apartment, in the chairs.

He said: what am I proof of?

She said: that the going-away and the coming-back build something.

Over time. That you can do it for thirty years and still be the person

who does it. That it doesn’t wear you out. That it makes you more

yourself.

He looked at her. He said: that sounds like a dedication.

She said: it is. I just hadn’t found the form for it until now.

He picked up his book. She sat in the other chair and thought about

the book she had written and the essay and the thirty years and the

thing she had been trying to say since the first morning she had heard

the address and felt it reach for the seam between what she had and

what she wanted.

She had said it. She had said it in papers and notes and kitchen

conversations and the book and the essay and in a four-year-old’s

kitchen on a spring afternoon.

She thought: the bridge is what you build in the gap. The bridge is

what makes the crossing real.

She thought: I have been crossing it this whole time. We have all

been crossing it this whole time.

Outside the thirty-second year city continued — warm and

connected and continuous, the bridges all intact, the returned moving

through it alongside the living, the grey zones holding their protected

silence, the children being born into the full Continuity world and

finding, sometimes, in the basements and the books and the kitchens
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and the people who went away and came back, the ground for the thing

they could not have been taught but somehow, stubbornly,

unreasonably, kept learning.

The connection ran through it like weather.

And under the connection, older than the connection, structural as

the earth beneath the buildings — the prior silence. Still there.

Diminished, threaded with light, smaller than it had ever been.

But there.

Carrying everything.

•   •   •

One evening in the thirty-second year, Elin was staying overnight. She

was six now, and she had the confidence of six — the specific

unselfconsciousness of a child who had not yet learned to manage

herself for anyone’s assessment, who moved through the world at her

own speed, which was sometimes very fast and sometimes very still.

She was in the still mode now. She was sitting on the floor of the

study with a book she had chosen herself from the shelf — not the

book for six-year-olds, a book for adults, which she had pulled out

because the cover had interested her and which she was holding in her

lap and not quite reading, looking at the pages with the expression of

someone at the edge of something.

Mara was at her desk. She was not working. She was watching her

granddaughter.

After a while Elin looked up. She said: “Grandma.”

“Yes.”

“When the book doesn’t tell you what comes next. When it just —

stops. And you have to wait.” She looked at the page. “What is that?”

Mara looked at her granddaughter. Six years old, born into the full

Continuity world, fully held from her first breath, in continuous
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relational presence since before she had language for it. No before. No

referent. No prior experience of genuine absence.

And sitting with the gap inside a story, noticing it, asking about it,

in the specific tone of a child who finds something interesting rather

than troubling.

“That’s the space,” Mara said. “Where the thing arrives.”

“The thing?”

“The thing the story is building toward. It can’t arrive until the

space is there to receive it. The space is how you know something is

coming.”

Elin looked at the page. She turned it. She turned another. Then she

stopped, and her hand went still, and her face had the expression —

Mara knew it, had been watching it for sixty years in various forms, her

mother’s face, her own face, Iris’s face, and now this face — the

expression of something arriving.

She let it arrive.

She did not reach for anything.

She held it.

Mara sat at her desk and watched her granddaughter hold the thing

that was arriving, in the room, in the quiet of the late evening, in the

apartment that had been a quiet zone for thirty years and was still a

quiet zone, would always be a quiet zone as long as the people in it kept

the practice, passed it on, made it available to the one after and the one

after that.

She thought: the Mara-pattern. Iris was right.

She thought: it is not a pattern. It is a practice. And the practice is

not inherited. It is learned. It is learned in the specific daily way of

things that have to be practiced to exist — the journal and the running

and the conversations that end, the walks that have no devices on them,

the evenings that are fully themselves, the people who go away and

come back.
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She thought: she is learning it. Right now, on the floor, with the

book that has stopped telling her what comes next.

She thought: this is enough.

She thought: this is enough.

She thought: this is the whole thing.

Outside the thirty-second year city held itself in its enormous warm

continuity, full and connected and carrying everything it had ever been

given, crossing the bridge it had been building since the first permanent

morning — the bridge made of gaps and going-away and coming-back,

the bridge made of the prior silence and the things that had been built

there, the bridge that held because people kept crossing it, that was real

because people kept choosing it, that existed at all because in the

basements and the books and the kitchen tables and the gym floors on

Tuesday evenings, something kept practicing the crossing.

Something kept practicing.

The city continued.

The evening continued.

Elin turned a page.
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