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What is held is not the same as what is kept, and the difference

is the whole of the grief.

— the Custodian, Form CR-9

A house remembers in the only way a house can, which is by the

arrangement of those who live in it.

— Iris Vandenberg, The Held World
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MOV EM E N T  I

THE HELD WORLD

•   •   •

Chapter One

The House That Remembers

The house smelled of other people’s afternoons.

Elin had grown up in this smell and could not have described it to

anyone who hadn’t also grown up in it — not food exactly, not the

residue of any specific gathering, but something more persistent: the

accumulated emotional weather of decades of evenings exactly like this

one, preserved in the walls the way warmth is preserved in stone.

Continuity civilization had many words for this. Elin used none of

them. She simply came through the door and felt herself settle, the way

a held breath releases, into the particular frequency of her mother’s

house.

Iris was already in the kitchen. Of course she was. Iris was always

already somewhere — already in the middle of something, already

oriented toward the next moment, already making the small

preparations that accumulated, over the course of an evening, into the

sensation of being thoroughly expected and thoroughly received. This
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was her gift and it was genuine. Elin had spent forty years watching her

mother love people into rooms and had never once caught her

performing it.

“You’re early,” Iris said, without turning from the stove.

“I’m on time.”

“On time is early when I haven’t finished.” She turned then, briefly,

and looked at Elin with the assessing warmth she had perfected over the

decades — the look that said: I see you, I’m glad you’re here, and I am

noting several things I won’t mention yet. “Ada’s in the garden.”

Elin set her things down and moved through the front room the

way she always moved through it: unhurried, touching things. The low

shelf by the east window. The particular lamp that threw a circle of gold

onto the ceiling. The photograph of her grandmother Mara that had

stood in the same place for as long as Elin could remember — Mara at

perhaps thirty-five, standing in some grey northern city with her hands

in her coat pockets, looking at something outside the frame with the

expression of a person who has just understood something and hasn’t

decided yet what to do about it.

She had never met her grandmother. Mara had died before Elin was

born, in the early years of Continuity when the holding technology was

not yet what it became. There had been no continuation. Iris never

spoke of this as loss — she spoke of it as the thing that had made her

careful, the thing that had taught her to watch.

Elin straightened the photograph, which did not need straightening,

and went to the back door.

•   •   •

Ada was crouched at the far end of the garden with the focused

intensity that seven-year-olds bring to the very small. She had found

something in the soil near the garden wall — a beetle, it turned out,

when Elin came close enough to see, an ordinary brown beetle making
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its way with great purpose across a patch of bare earth. Ada was

watching it with her whole body, her dark head bent, her breath held, as

though the beetle were engaged in something that required a witness.

“It’s going somewhere,” Ada said, without looking up.

“Beetles usually are.”

“But it doesn’t know where. It just goes.” Ada watched for another

moment. “How does it know which way?”

“Instinct, probably. Smell. The direction of the light.”

Ada considered this. “But it doesn’t decide. It just — moves.” She

looked up then, at Elin, with the grey-green eyes that she had inherited

through Elin from a grandmother she would never meet. “Is that the

same as knowing?”

Elin looked at her daughter. Seven years old and already asking the

questions that didn’t have tidy answers. She had Iris’s quality of

attention — the watchfulness, the willingness to stay inside a question

— but turned toward different things. Iris watched people. Ada

watched everything else.

“Come inside soon,” Elin said. “People are coming.”

Ada returned to the beetle. Elin returned to the house.

•   •   •

The gathering assembled in the way of these evenings — not

announced, not precisely scheduled, but shaped by the low persistent

awareness that Iris’s house was open and that something was being held

there that was worth attending. Neighbours. Old colleagues of Iris’s

from the years before she’d stopped working. Friends of Elin’s who had

become, over time, friends of the house itself. They arrived in ones and

twos, they accepted the things Iris pressed into their hands, they found

their way to the chairs and corners that seemed, in this house, to have

been quietly reserved for them.
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Elin moved among them in the way that came naturally to her:

asking the right questions, sustaining the right threads, carrying the

emotional texture of each conversation forward with care. She was

good at this. She had always been good at this, and she had long since

stopped being ashamed of her own competencies, which was itself a

kind of competency.

She was talking with a woman who researched persistence anomalies

in the outlying regions — the places people called the Void, though the

woman used technical language for them, low-continuity zones,

infrastructure decay gradients — when she became aware that her

brother had arrived.

He was standing near the hallway entrance with his coat still on.

He was looking at nothing in particular with the focused attention

of someone who was looking at something no one else could see.

Elin excused herself. She crossed toward him and he turned before

she reached him — he had always been like this, aware of her approach

before she announced it, the thread of sibling connection running

between them without effort — and for a moment they simply looked

at each other the way people look at each other when they share too

much history to perform a greeting.

“You look tired,” she said.

“I’m fine.”

She took his coat because he hadn’t moved to remove it. He let her.

He accepted a drink from a passing tray and stood with his back to the

room in a posture that was technically present and communicated, to

anyone who knew him, something else entirely.

Elin knew him. She watched him across the room for the rest of the

first hour with the particular attention she had been paying him for the

past several months — since the autumn, since the conversation they

hadn’t finished, since the evening he had said something she couldn’t

quite quote back but couldn’t stop hearing. She watched him talk to
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the woman who studied persistence anomalies. She watched him lean

forward with genuine interest, asking questions, following threads. She

watched his face do the thing it did when something snagged his

attention: the stillness, the sharpening, the quality of a person setting

everything else down.

She did not hear what he was asking. She noted the direction of his

attention and filed it without yet understanding what she was filing.

•   •   •

Ada came in from the garden when the light changed, as children do,

responsive to shifts that adults have learned to override. She moved

through the gathering without difficulty — she was already, at seven,

capable of adult company in the way of children who have spent

significant time around it — but she moved through it with a margin

around her that people seemed to sense and respect without being

asked.

She found her grandmother without looking for her, the way people

found Iris in rooms. She pressed herself against Iris’s side and Iris put

one arm around her without interrupting what she was saying to

someone else, and Ada stood in the circle of that arm and watched the

room with the grey-green eyes, patient and receptive, taking in things

she wouldn’t be able to name for years.

At some point she detached herself from Iris and made her way, by

some private navigation, to her uncle.

Elin watched this from across the room. She watched her brother

look down at Ada with an expression she had not seen on him before

— or had not noticed before, which was a different problem.

Something loosened in him. The quality he’d had all evening, the coat-

still-on quality, the standing-at-an-edge quality, shifted when Ada

arrived at his side and looked up at him with the unceremonious
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directness of a child who has not yet learned to approach people

carefully.

They talked. Elin couldn’t hear what they said. Ada said something

and pointed toward the window, and her brother looked where she

pointed and said something back, and Ada nodded with great

seriousness, and then she put her hand briefly in his — the

unselfconscious touch of a small child, offered and withdrawn without

weight — and wandered off toward the food.

Her brother watched her go.

His face, in the moment after, was the most unguarded Elin had

seen it in months.

•   •   •

Iris told a story, as she always did at these gatherings.

She had the gift for it — not the gift of invention, but something

rarer: the gift of selecting exactly the right thing from the vast

accumulated store of her own experience and offering it at the moment

when it could be most fully received. Tonight she told a story about her

own mother. About Mara.

“She was a linguist,” Iris said, to the room, to no one specifically and

therefore to everyone. “She paid attention to language the way other

people paid attention to faces. She noticed when words changed their

meanings. She noticed when a phrase began to carry new weight.” A

pause. “After the Emergence — in those first years, when everything

was shifting — she noticed that people had stopped using a particular

word. The word again. Talk again, see you again. She said that word had

always attended resumption. And it was disappearing because

resumption was disappearing. Because conversations had stopped

ending in the way that required it.” Another pause. “She found that

frightening. I didn’t understand why, then. I was nine. I thought she

was being careful about the wrong things.” Iris looked at her hands, the
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gesture she made when she was approaching something she still hadn’t

fully resolved. “She was being careful about the right things. She was

always being careful about the right things. I just couldn’t see it until

much later.”

The room held the story in the way this room always held things:

warmly, without rushing to fill what came after.

Elin looked at her brother. He was looking at Iris. His face was

entirely unguarded — the same quality she had seen in the moment

after Ada had touched his hand and wandered away, the quality of

someone briefly, entirely present in a way that made his usual presence

feel, by contrast, like a performance of presence.

She looked away. She did not think about what she had seen. She

was warm and present and careful and she returned to the conversation

beside her, and the evening continued, and her brother stayed until

nearly the end, which was later than she’d expected, and when he left he

kissed her cheek and said goodnight to Iris and paused in the hallway

for just a moment, looking at the photograph of Mara on the shelf.

He looked at it the way you look at something you recognize but

can’t place.

Then he was gone.

•   •   •

Elin helped Iris with the clearing-up. The two of them moved around

each other in the kitchen with the ease of long practice, passing things,

making the quiet decisions about what kept and what didn’t, talking in

the unhurried way that only became possible when the company had

gone and the house contracted back to its ordinary size.

“He stayed later than I expected,” Elin said.

“Ada kept him.” Iris dried a glass and set it on the shelf. “She showed

him the beetle.”

Elin looked at her. “She was still talking about the beetle?”

T H E  V O I D

7



“She’d drawn it. She’d been drawing it all evening in that little book

she carries.” Iris paused. “She told him it didn’t know where it was

going but it went anyway. He said that was the most sensible thing he’d

heard all week.” A slight smile. “She told him she thought so too.”

Elin was quiet for a moment. Outside the window the garden was

dark, the patch of bare earth by the wall invisible now, the beetle long

since arrived wherever it had been going.

“He’s been asking questions,” Elin said. “About the low-continuity

regions. The woman he was talking to — she studies them. Apparently

he’s contacted her before.”

Iris said nothing. She dried another glass. This was her other gift —

she knew when not to speak, and she exercised this knowledge with the

same precision she brought to everything else.

“It doesn’t mean anything,” Elin said. “He’s always been interested

in edges. In the places where things get uncertain. It’s just how he

thinks.”

Iris set the glass on the shelf. She looked at the photograph of Mara,

the grey-green eyes looking out at the thing outside the frame.

“She used to say that too,” Iris said. “About your grandmother.

That she was just careful. That the carefulness didn’t mean anything.”

She paused. “She was right that it didn’t mean anything bad. She was

wrong that it didn’t mean anything.”

Elin looked at the photograph. She had heard this story before, or

versions of it — her mother’s slow reckoning with a woman she had

lost before she could fully understand her. It was one of the stories Iris

returned to, one of the unresolved ones, the kind that didn’t end so

much as pause.

“Go home,” Iris said, not unkindly. “Ada’s asleep on the couch.

Take her home.”

Elin found her daughter in the front room, curled under the blanket

Iris kept there for exactly this purpose, her dark head tilted, her breath
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slow and even. The little book was still in her hand — a small

notebook, and inside the front cover, in the careful oversized letters of a

child still making friends with writing: Ada’s Book. Private.

The page it had fallen open to showed a beetle, rendered with

surprising patience, each leg accounted for. Beneath it, in the same

careful letters: it knows by going.

Elin closed the book gently and tucked it into Ada’s pocket.

She lifted her daughter and carried her out into the warm connected

dark, and Ada stirred once and murmured something and was still, her

weight the specific comfortable weight of a sleeping child who trusts

completely the arms that are carrying her.

Elin walked home through streets where the soft continuous

awareness of people who knew her ran like a current beneath

everything, reliable and steady and present. She felt — as she nearly

always felt walking home from her mother’s house — the particular

contentment of someone who has spent an evening inside something

worth preserving.

She did not think about her brother again until she was nearly

home, when she remembered his face in the hallway, looking at the

photograph of Mara.

Looking at it the way you look at something you recognize but can’t

place.

She held the thought for a moment in the dark outside her door,

Ada warm and sleeping against her shoulder.

Then she let herself in, and the house received them, and she was

warm, and the thought dissolved the way small worries do at the end of

good evenings.

She let it dissolve.

She was good at that too.
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Chapter Two

Seamless Days

The days had a texture that was easy to mistake for simplicity.

Elin woke each morning into a house that had been quietly

attending to itself through the night — temperature adjusted, light

calibrated, the soft ambient awareness of the neighborhood’s

persistence network running its checks and confirmations in the

background of everything, the way a healthy pulse runs in the

background of a body. She was rarely startled by mornings. She had not

been startled by a morning in years. The day arrived with the quality of

something expected, something that had been coming and had now

come, and she rose into it the way you rise into a conversation already

in progress — finding her place, taking up her thread, continuing.

She worked from home three days a week and from the

coordination office the other two. Her work was relational

infrastructure — the maintenance and development of the systems by

which people stayed connected across distance, across the ordinary

interruptions of geography and schedule, across the minor turbulences

that even in Continuity civilization occasionally arose between people

who loved each other and were nonetheless different. She was good at

this work. It suited the shape of her mind, which was a mind that

found satisfaction in the careful tending of things, in the small
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preventative acts that kept larger fractures from forming. She had never

had a client she couldn’t reach some kind of resolution with. She had a

reputation for this. She was quietly proud of it.

On the mornings she worked from home she would settle Ada at

the table with whatever Ada was currently absorbed in — drawing, her

notebooks, the elaborate organizational systems she constructed for her

collections of small objects — and open her own work in the next

room, and the two of them would spend the morning in

companionable parallel, each in their own frequency, occasionally

intersecting for food or questions or the minor logistical negotiations of

a household with two people in it.

Ada was a companionable child in the specific way of children who

are comfortable with their own company. She did not require

continuous attention. She did not perform for rooms. She would spend

forty minutes arranging a collection of stones by criteria she had

invented herself and then explain the criteria to Elin with the

seriousness of someone presenting findings, and Elin would listen and

ask the right questions, and Ada would return to her stones, satisfied.

These mornings were among the things Elin would later think of

when she tried to locate the texture of that period: before. The

mornings of seamless days, the quality of life continuing as life was

supposed to continue, ordered and warm and without rupture.

•   •   •

She had dinner with her brother on a Wednesday, as she’d asked, as he’d

agreed without quite agreeing.

He came to her apartment — he always came to her, which she had

never thought about until recently, when she had begun noticing the

things she had never thought about — and she cooked the things he

liked, and they opened wine, and for the first hour it was the way it had
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always been: easy, familiar, the particular shorthand of two people who

had grown up in the same rooms and carried the same references.

He asked about Ada. He always asked about Ada first, before he

asked about Elin’s work or Iris or anything else, and Elin had always

found this charming without examining why it moved her. He listened

to the beetle story — the notebook, the drawing, it knows by going —

with the expression she had seen on his face at the gathering, the

loosening, the unguarded quality.

“She’s something,” he said.

“She’s seven.”

“She’s something,” he said again, as though Elin had agreed with

him.

They ate. They talked about other things. Iris. The neighbourhood.

A film he had seen that he thought she would argue with, and she

argued with it, and he defended it with the enjoyment of someone who

had constructed the argument specifically for her to knock down, and

she knocked it down, and he conceded things he had never intended to

hold. This was one of their modes and it was a good one. It required

them both to be fully present and it produced, at its best, the sensation

of being met.

She waited until the wine was open a while before she said: “You’ve

been talking to Sena. The researcher.”

He was quiet for a moment. Not startled — he was rarely startled —

but quiet in the way of someone deciding how much of a thing to offer.

“She’s interesting,” he said. “Her work is interesting.”

“About the Void.”

“About low-continuity regions. Which is what they are. The Void is

what people call them because it sounds significant.”

“Doesn’t it?”

He picked up his glass. “Significant isn’t the same as frightening.”

“I didn’t say frightening.”
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“You had the voice.”

She didn’t have the voice. Or she had it a little. She set it aside. “I’m

curious,” she said, which was true, and which was also the approach

most likely to keep him talking — not concern, not careful questions,

but the honest expression of interest, which she genuinely had, and

which she had also learned was the mode in which he was most

accessible.

He talked for a while about the research. About the geography of

low-continuity regions, the technical reasons they existed —

infrastructure that had never been fully built out, terrain that

complicated signal, communities that had made deliberate choices

about the depth of their integration, communities that had simply been

overlooked. He talked about what happened to people inside them: not

the dramatic version, not the collapse of self that the more anxious

accounts described, but something more interesting, he said. A

different quality of experience. A particular kind of attention that

seemed to emerge in the absence of constant connectivity. He had read

accounts. He found them — he paused, choosing the word —

clarifying.

“Clarifying,” Elin said.

“Like the difference between a room with a lot of noise and a room

that’s quiet. You hear things in the quiet room that you couldn’t hear

before. Not because they weren’t there. Because of the noise.”

Elin looked at him across the table. He was calm. He was more

present than he’d been at the gathering, more present than he’d been

the last several times she’d seen him — or more accurately, the presence

had a different quality than usual, less like someone managing their

presence and more like someone who had temporarily stopped

managing it.

“What things?” she said.

He looked at her. The pause was long enough to be intentional.
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“Your own thoughts,” he said. “Just your own thoughts, without

the whole inherited texture of everyone who loves you running

underneath them all the time.”

Elin kept her face still. “That inherited texture is connection,” she

said. “That’s what connection feels like.”

“I know,” he said. Not disagreeing. Not agreeing. Something more

difficult: simply acknowledging that she had said a true thing while

declining to be contained by it.

She refilled their glasses. She moved the conversation somewhere

else, carefully, to a place with more room. He let her, which told her

something she wasn’t ready to look at directly.

They finished the wine. He helped with the dishes, which he always

did, the two of them in the kitchen in the familiar arrangement, and he

told her a story about something that had happened at his work that

week and she laughed at the right places because they were the right

places. When he left he held her for a moment longer than usual at the

door.

She stood in the hallway after and listened to the building’s ambient

systems doing their quiet work around her.

Your own thoughts, he had said. Without the inherited texture of

everyone who loves you running underneath them all the time.

She turned the phrase over. She understood it intellectually. She

tried to imagine experiencing it and found that she could not — not

because the experience was unimaginable, but because every time she

reached for the image of herself without the continuous soft presence

of the people she loved, the image dissolved. There was no Elin in that

image that she recognized. She did not think this was a limitation. She

thought it was the point.

She locked the door and went to check on Ada, who was asleep with

the notebook open beside her, a new drawing half-finished: something

with wings, or maybe many legs, it was hard to tell in the dim light.
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Elin stood in the doorway for a moment.

She was warm. She was connected. She was held inside a network of

people who knew her and attended to her and would know if

something was wrong, would feel the thread of her and come if she

needed them. She understood this as the achievement it was. She

understood that previous generations had lived without it and been

diminished by the lack. She felt, standing in Ada’s doorway in the quiet

apartment, genuinely and appropriately grateful.

She went to bed. She slept well, as she nearly always slept, in the held

and tended dark.

•   •   •

The days had a texture. She had always known this. What she had not

known, before her brother had named the thing beneath it, was that

texture was another word for noise.

She noticed it now in ways she hadn’t before, which was irritating

— the noticing, the new awareness that something had been pointed at

and could not now be unpointed at. She noticed the ambient warmth

of the persistence network the way you notice a sound that has always

been there once someone mentions it. Not unpleasantly. It was not

unpleasant. But she was aware of it in a way she hadn’t been, a

conscious awareness layered over the unconscious one, and the layering

produced a slight friction that she couldn’t quite smooth away.

She brought it to Iris, because she brought most things to Iris

eventually.

“He said the connectivity feels like noise,” she said. They were in

Iris’s kitchen, the natural location for these conversations. “That in the

low-continuity regions people hear their own thoughts more clearly.”

Iris was doing something with pastry and did not stop. “What do

you think he meant?”
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“I think he meant exactly what he said. I think he finds the

connection — effortful. Heavy. I think he experiences it differently

than I do.”

“And?”

Elin looked at her hands around her cup. “And I don’t know what

to do with that. Because if I try to give him more space I’m still — the

space is still me deciding to give him space, which is still me managing

the connection, which is still —“ she stopped.

“Still the texture,” Iris said.

“Yes.”

Iris was quiet for a moment, working. Then: “When I was nine and

your grandmother was alive, she used to go away by herself sometimes.

For days at a time. Not far. Just — somewhere I couldn’t reach her. She

didn’t have the language for what she needed. None of us did, then.

But I understood later that what she needed was to hear herself think

without the family running underneath everything.” Iris shaped the

pastry with practiced hands. “I was frightened every time. I thought she

was unhappy. I thought if she were happy she wouldn’t need to go.”

“Was she unhappy?”

“She was her whole self,” Iris said. “Which sometimes required

being alone with it.” She looked at Elin then, with the direct assessing

look. “Your brother is a whole self. That’s not a small thing and it’s not

a frightening one. The question is whether you can let it be what it is

without making it about the connection.”

Elin absorbed this. “That’s easier to say than do.”

“Most true things are,” Iris said, and returned to her pastry, which

was Iris’s way of indicating that the conversation had arrived

somewhere and could rest there.

Ada came in from the garden, where she had been continuing

whatever investigation she was currently conducting in the soil by the

wall. She had dirt on her knees and a look of satisfaction. She showed
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Iris something in her palm — too small for Elin to see from across the

kitchen — and Iris bent to look at it with complete seriousness.

“What is it?” Elin asked.

“A wing,” Ada said. “Just a wing. Nothing attached.”

She held it up to the window light with the care of someone

handling something irreplaceable, and the light came through it, and

she looked at it with the grey-green eyes, and whatever she saw in it

satisfied her in a way she didn’t try to explain.

Elin watched her daughter hold the detached wing up to the light

and felt, alongside the warmth, a thread of something she couldn’t

name — not worry exactly, not unease exactly, but the particular

sensation of recognizing in someone you love a quality you don’t fully

understand and are not certain you are equipped to protect.

“Put it in your book,” Iris said.

Ada already was.

•   •   •

Three weeks after the dinner, her brother cancelled a plan they’d had

for the first time in the years she could remember him cancelling plans.

A message, brief and warm, something had come up, could they

reschedule, he was sorry.

Elin read it and felt the small adjustment in the connection — the

thread not severed, not even significantly thinned, but altered in some

way that she registered without being able to articulate it, the way you

register a change in air pressure before you understand what it means.

She wrote back that of course it was fine, that she hoped everything

was all right, that she was here whenever.

She sent it and felt the warmth of her own generosity and

underneath the warmth, very quietly, a question she didn’t ask herself

directly.
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She had learned, over the course of these weeks, that the questions

that arrived quietly were sometimes the ones most worth attending to.

She had learned this and she set the quiet question aside anyway,

because the day was full and her work was waiting and Ada needed

collecting from school and there were seventeen other threads to tend,

and this was what seamless days asked of you: that you keep tending,

keep maintaining, keep the texture smooth.

She kept the texture smooth.

She was good at it.

She did not think until much later, lying awake in the held and

attended dark, about what her brother had said: without the inherited

texture of everyone who loves you running underneath them all the

time. She did not think about the way he had said it — not as

complaint, not as accusation, but as description, the way you describe

weather, the way you describe a feature of the landscape you have been

living inside so long you stopped noticing it until someone asked you to

look.

She thought about it now, in the dark.

She thought: he has been trying to tell me something for longer

than I have been listening.

She thought: I don’t know how to listen to it without making it

into a problem I can solve.

She lay in the warm dark and the building breathed around her and

Ada slept down the hall and Iris was awake somewhere across the city in

the way Iris was sometimes awake at night, a low warm presence at the

edge of perception, and the network held them all in its soft continuous

grip, and Elin lay inside all of it and tried, for the first time, to imagine

what it felt like from the outside.

She couldn’t get there. The imagining kept collapsing back into

itself, into the warmth, into the texture.
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After a while she stopped trying and let the house do what houses

did: gentle her toward sleep, hold her in the soft certainty that nothing

was wrong, nothing was absent, nothing had ended.

In the morning the message was still there, brief and warm:

something had come up. He was sorry.

She read it again in the daylight and this time noticed what she had

not noticed in the evening, which was that he had not suggested a time

to reschedule.
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Chapter Three

Ada's Silences

The family meal happened once a month and had been happening once

a month for as long as Elin could remember, which meant it had the

quality of a law rather than a choice — something that predated her

and would outlast her, something that required attendance not because

anyone demanded it but because its absence was unthinkable in the

specific way of things that have become load-bearing.

Iris cooked. This was non-negotiable in the way of gifts that have

calcified into obligations: Iris cooked because Iris had always cooked,

because the food was better when Iris cooked, because Iris’s kitchen was

the natural center of gravity for the family and everyone including Iris

knew it and no one including Iris would have changed it. She cooked

the things that had been the family’s food since before Elin could

remember — dishes that had their own history, their own associations,

that arrived at the table trailing the emotional residue of every previous

occasion on which they had appeared.

This was Continuity civilization in its most intimate form: not the

grand infrastructure of persistence networks and holding systems, but

the small accumulated archive of a family’s repeated choices, the way

certain foods became inseparable from certain feelings, the way a table
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set in a particular configuration meant something had been kept that

could have been lost.

Elin arrived first, as usual. She brought Ada, who went directly to

the garden as though reporting for duty.

Her brother arrived twenty minutes later — later than usual, earlier

than she’d feared since the cancelled plan and the unrescheduled dinner

— and there was a moment at the door that she managed carefully: not

too much relief, not too pointed a welcome, just warmth, just the

ordinary warmth of a sister glad to see her brother, which she was,

which required no management at all, and which she managed anyway.

He brought wine. He kissed Iris’s cheek. He was present in the

technical sense and Elin watched him be present and told herself it was

enough.

•   •   •

The meal began well.

These things often began well. The food arrived in its sequence and

was received with the appreciation it deserved, and Iris asked questions

and listened to the answers with her complete attention, and Elin’s

brother talked more than he had in recent weeks, which she noted and

was glad of without letting the gladness show too directly, because she

had learned — was learning — that visible gladness at his talking felt to

him like pressure, like the conversation being monitored for signs of

health.

She was learning to love him less visibly. She was not sure this was

the right lesson but it was the one available.

Ada came in from the garden when called, with the resigned

efficiency of someone interrupting important work. She washed her

hands. She sat. She ate with the mechanical focus of a child who has

agreed to be present at the table but not necessarily at the conversation,

which Iris permitted and Elin tolerated and which her brother seemed
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to find quietly amusing — he glanced at Ada periodically with the look

of someone watching a performance only he had bought a ticket for.

It was over the second course that things shifted.

It was not dramatic. It was, in fact, so undramatic that Elin almost

missed it — almost smoothed over it in the moment before she

understood what was happening. Iris had said something about a

neighbor, a situation in the neighborhood that had developed over the

past weeks, a difficulty between two families that had become a

difficulty between two sets of held relatives and therefore a difficulty

that was proving unusually resistant to resolution. Standard social

texture. The kind of thing these meals often carried.

“Someone should reach out to them,” Elin said. “The Preservation

office handles these. They’re good at the multi-generational ones.”

“I mentioned that,” Iris said. “They’re resistant.”

“Then someone who knows them. A mutual connection. There’s

always a thread.”

There was a brief silence — not unusual, not weighted, just a pause

— and then her brother said, quietly, “Or they could just be allowed to

be in conflict for a while.”

Elin looked at him.

“Conflict resolves better sometimes when it’s not intervened on,” he

said. “When people are given the actual space to be angry instead of

being — “ he paused, choosing, “ — threaded back together before

they’ve finished being apart.”

“Unresolved conflict causes harm,” Elin said. “That’s not a theory,

it’s documented.”

“Premature resolution causes a different kind of harm. That’s also

documented.”

This was the kind of exchange they had sometimes — had always

had, in some form — and usually it went three or four rounds and

arrived somewhere interesting. Elin waited for round two.
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It was Ada who spoke instead.

She spoke without looking up from her plate, in the even

uninflected tone of a child reporting an observation rather than

entering a debate. “At school Mira and Jesper weren’t talking for two

weeks,” she said. “Everyone kept trying to fix it. It got worse every time

someone tried to fix it. Then everyone stopped and they fixed it

themselves.” She ate a forkful of something. “It took three more days.”

The table was quiet.

Elin looked at her daughter. Ada was still eating, apparently

unaware of having said anything remarkable, or aware and indifferent

to the awareness, which with Ada was sometimes the same thing.

“That’s one case,” Elin said.

Ada looked up then. She looked at her mother with the grey-green

eyes, direct and without particular emphasis, the look of someone who

has offered a piece of information and is willing to let it stand on its

own merits. She did not argue. She returned to her food.

Iris said nothing. She passed something across the table to Elin’s

brother, who accepted it, and the meal continued, and Elin felt the

small unreleased tension of a point that hadn’t been conceded or

engaged with, only — set aside. Left in the middle of the table. Still

there.

•   •   •

After the meal, while Iris and Elin’s brother were in the kitchen, Elin

sat with Ada in the front room.

Ada had her notebook. She was not drawing; she was writing

something in the careful block letters she used for things she considered

important, which was a system she had developed herself without being

taught it — the size of the letters corresponded, as far as Elin could

determine, to the weight she assigned the thought.

These letters were large.
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“What are you writing?” Elin asked.

“Things I noticed.”

“At dinner?”

“In general.” Ada didn’t look up. “I keep a list.”

Elin had not known about the list. She felt the small particular

surprise of discovering a room in your child you didn’t know existed —

not alarming, not even entirely unexpected, just the quiet shock of

evidence that they are more than you have mapped.

“Can I see?”

Ada considered this with the seriousness she brought to genuine

questions. “Some of it,” she said, and turned the notebook to a page

near the middle.

The page had a heading, in the large letters: THINGS THAT

HAPPEN WHEN PEOPLE DON’T TALK. Below it, a list, items of

varying sizes:

they think more

they notice things

they miss each other (sometimes)

they find out what they actually think

it gets uncomfortable

then it gets better (sometimes)

Elin read it twice. She was aware of something happening in her

chest that she didn’t immediately have a name for — not quite pride,

not quite unease, something that contained both.

“Where did you get these?” she asked.

“From watching,” Ada said, and took the notebook back with the

matter-of-fact authority of someone reclaiming their own property.

Elin sat with this.

From the kitchen came the low murmur of her brother’s voice, and

Iris’s, and the sounds of the clearing-up, and it was warm and close and

familiar, and Elin sat in it and looked at her seven-year-old daughter and
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felt, for the first time with any clarity, that Ada was going to understand

things that Elin was going to struggle to understand, and that this was

not a problem to be solved but it was also not, entirely, a comfort.

•   •   •

The tension reassembled itself over tea.

This was the thing about tensions that had been set aside rather

than resolved: they didn’t dissipate. They waited. They had the patience

of something that knew it would be returned to because it was true,

and true things had a way of requiring their due.

It was Iris who returned to it, which surprised Elin. Iris usually let

these things run their course. She usually trusted the meal to metabolize

its own difficulties.

“I’ve been thinking about what you said,” Iris said to Elin’s brother.

“About space. About letting things be unresolved.”

He looked at her with the careful attention he gave Iris, which was a

different quality of attention than he gave anyone else — more open,

less defended. He had always been like this with their mother. Elin had

always found it slightly difficult to witness without knowing why.

“I think you’re right that we intervene too quickly sometimes,” Iris

said. “I think the civilization has built very good systems for resolution

and we’ve — come to rely on the systems so thoroughly that we’ve

forgotten the resolution used to happen in the people. Before the

systems. When the people had no choice but to do it themselves.” She

held her cup. “But I also think there’s something that gets lost if we

romanticize the absence of systems. People suffered in the absence of

systems. Real suffering. The kind that didn’t resolve.”

“I’m not romanticizing anything,” he said. “I’m saying there’s a

difference between systems that support resolution and systems that

substitute for it.”

“And you think ours substitute.”
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“I think sometimes.”

Iris nodded slowly. She was looking at him with something Elin

recognized but couldn’t quite name — the look she had when she was

deciding how much of a true thing to offer, the same calibration she

brought to her stories at gatherings.

“Your grandmother used to disappear,” Iris said. “Did I tell you

this?” She looked at Elin. “I told Elin. Mara would go away by herself

and be unreachable. Before any of the current infrastructure. Just —

gone for days. I was frightened every time.” She looked back at her son.

“When she came back she was different. Not better or worse. Just more

— present. More entirely herself. As though she’d collected herself

from somewhere and brought all of it home.” A pause. “I spent years

being frightened of those disappearances. I spent years trying to

understand them. I think I understand them now.”

He was very still.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he said. Not defensive. Not reassuring.

Just precise, the way he was sometimes precise in a way that felt like it

was correcting the record of a conversation that hadn’t happened yet.

“I know,” Iris said.

The quiet that followed was not uncomfortable exactly. It had the

quality of a room after something has been said that everyone needed

said — a slight settling, a redistribution of weight.

It was into this quiet that Ada, who had been sitting in the corner

with her notebook apparently entirely absorbed, said: “What’s it like?

In the Void places.”

Everyone looked at her.

She looked up with the expression of someone who has asked a

straightforward question and is waiting for a straightforward answer.

“Where did you hear about the Void?” Elin said.

“You talked about it. At Grandma’s. With the research lady.” Ada

was patient. “What’s it like?”
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Elin’s brother looked at Ada for a moment. Then he said, simply:

“Quiet.”

“Good quiet or bad quiet?”

“Both,” he said. “Depending.”

Ada absorbed this with the seriousness she brought to genuine

answers. She wrote something in her notebook in the large letters. She

did not share what she wrote.

Elin watched her daughter write and her brother watch her

daughter write and her mother watch them both, and she felt the

strange sensation of being at the center of something whose shape she

couldn’t yet see — something that was organizing itself around her,

that had been organizing itself for longer than she’d known, that

involved all of them in ways she hadn’t mapped.

She picked up her cup. She drank her tea. She was warm and present

and she kept the texture smooth, which was what was required, which

was what she was good at.

Underneath the smoothness, very quietly: the question she still

wasn’t asking herself directly.

•   •   •

She helped with the clearing-up, as always. Her brother had gone —

early again, not as early as last time, which she noted and weighted and

tried not to weight too heavily. Ada was in the garden in the dark,

which Iris permitted on the grounds that the garden was safe and Ada

was sensible and some investigations could not be postponed.

“She doesn’t smooth things,” Elin said. She was drying glasses. She

had not planned to say it.

Iris looked at her. “Ada?”

“At dinner. The thing about Mira and Jesper. She just — put it

there. She didn’t soften it or frame it or — “ Elin set a glass on the shelf.

“She doesn’t manage the room. She just says the thing.”

T H E  V O I D

27



“No,” Iris agreed. “She doesn’t.”

“I don’t know if that’s — “ Elin stopped. She wasn’t sure what she’d

been going to say. Whether it’s good. Whether it’s something to

address. Whether it’s something she gets from him. Whether it’s

something I should worry about or be glad of or simply accept as the

thing she is.

“She’s seven,” Iris said. “She hasn’t learned yet that the room

requires managing.” A pause. “Some people never learn it. Your brother

never entirely learned it. Your grandmother never learned it at all.” Iris

dried her hands. “Mara used to say exactly what she saw. In any room.

Without — preparation. People found it uncomfortable and then they

found it indispensable. She was the person you wanted in the room

when something true needed saying.”

Elin looked at the photograph on the shelf. The grey-green eyes, the

hands in the coat pockets, the something outside the frame.

“Ada has her eyes,” Elin said.

“Ada has her eyes,” Iris agreed.

They finished the clearing-up in the comfortable quiet of two

people who have said enough for one evening. Outside, Ada moved

through the dark garden with her small torch, pursuing whatever she

was pursuing, unhurried and entirely focused, the beam of light

moving in its own logic across the soil.

Elin watched her through the window.

She was thinking about the list in the notebook. The large-letter

heading. THINGS THAT HAPPEN WHEN PEOPLE DON’T

TALK.

They find out what they actually think.

She stood at the window and watched her daughter’s torch move

through the dark and thought about the things she had not been saying

to herself, the quiet questions she had been setting aside, the texture she

had been keeping smooth. She thought about her brother’s face when
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he said your own thoughts, without the inherited texture. She thought

about Ada putting information on the table and declining to defend it.

She thought about Iris saying she’d spent years being frightened of

disappearances and then, simply: I think I understand them now.

She had not asked what Iris understood. She had let the moment

pass, had let the conversation move, had kept the texture smooth.

She made a decision, standing at the window: she would ask. Next

time, she would ask.

She called Ada in from the garden. Ada came, unhurried, with dirt

on her knees and something cupped in her hands that she would not

show Elin until they were home, when she opened her palms to reveal

nothing — whatever it had been had gone, had escaped or dissolved or

never been there in the way Ada had believed it was there, and Ada

looked at her empty hands for a moment with an expression that was

not disappointment exactly but something more considered: the

expression of someone updating their understanding of what a thing

had been.

“Gone,” Ada said.

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right.” Ada closed her hands. “I know what it looked like.”

She said it with a completeness that required nothing added. Elin

added nothing. They walked home through the warm connected dark,

and Ada held her empty hands loosely at her sides, and somewhere

ahead of them the city hummed with its continuous patient

connectivity, and the night was soft and held and entirely present, and

Elin walked through it and thought: I know what it looked like.

As though knowing what something looked like was the same as

having it.

As though it wasn’t.
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Chapter Four

Iris Remembers

Iris did not talk about the early years easily.

This was not evasion — Iris was not a person who evaded — but

something more considered: a reluctance to handle things that had not

finished settling. She had told Elin, once, that memory was not a fixed

thing, that what you remembered changed depending on when you

looked at it and what you needed it to be, and that she had learned to

distrust her own early memories on the grounds that she had used them

too much, had handled them so often in the decades since that she

could no longer be certain they bore any reliable relationship to what

had actually occurred. She preferred to wait, she said, until a memory

had finished becoming what it was going to be before she offered it to

anyone.

Elin had been perhaps twenty when Iris said this. She had filed it as

one of her mother’s characteristic formulations — precise, slightly

unsettling, delivered without drama — and had not thought about it

much until now, standing in Iris’s kitchen on a Tuesday afternoon

while Ada was at school, watching her mother move around the room

with the deliberate unhurry of someone who has agreed to tell you

something and is finding the right place to begin.
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“You asked me,” Iris said, “what I meant when I said I understood

your grandmother’s disappearances.”

“At the meal. Yes.”

“I’ve been thinking about how to say it.” She sat down across from

Elin with two cups, the gesture of someone settling in for the kind of

conversation that required both hands occupied. “I’ve been thinking

about whether what I have is memory or interpretation. I think it’s

both. I think by now they’re the same thing, which is either a problem

or just what happens to things you’ve lived with long enough.” She

held her cup. “I’ll tell you what I remember and I’ll tell you what I

think it means and you can decide which parts to keep.”

Elin nodded. She kept herself still and open in the way she had

learned — the posture of someone who will not interrupt, who has

agreed to receive without managing.

Iris began.

•   •   •

“I was nine when the Emergence happened. Not the technical

beginning — that was earlier, there are dates for it, historians argue

about the dates. I mean the year it became the texture of daily life rather

than a thing that was happening to other people. The year the

neighborhood changed. The year Mara changed.”

She held her cup without drinking from it.

“She was a linguist. I’ve told you this. What I haven’t told you —

what I didn’t understand until much later — was what it cost her,

professionally. Her entire field was premised on the idea that language

changed because people changed, that you could read the state of a

civilization through the evolution of its words. And suddenly the

civilization was changing faster than language could track. Words were

becoming obsolete before anyone had noticed they were needed. New

words were arriving without the usual period of negotiation, without
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the slow community agreement that gives a word its weight. She found

it — disorienting. That’s the word she used. Disorienting. Which is not

a word she used about many things.”

A pause.

“She started going away that year. The first time I was terrified. She

had never gone away before — neither of my parents had, we were not a

family that went away, we were a family that stayed and managed and

was present for each other. She left on a Thursday and came back on a

Sunday and she didn’t explain where she’d been and my father didn’t

ask, which frightened me more than her absence had. The not-asking.

As though where she went was a place the family had agreed not to

name.”

Elin watched her mother’s face. Iris was looking at something that

wasn’t in the kitchen — looking at the distance where the memory

lived, handling it carefully, aware of its fragility.

“When she came back she was different. Not — recovered, not

repaired, I don’t want to say it that way because that would imply she’d

been broken, and she hadn’t been broken. She’d been — dispersed,

maybe. Spread too thin across too many things. And she came back

more concentrated. More entirely in the room. She looked at my father

and it was like watching someone see something clearly that they’d been

looking at through glass.” Iris paused. “I didn’t understand it. I was

nine and I understood only that she had gone away and come back and

the coming back felt like a gift, and I was too relieved to examine the

gift.”

“How many times did she go?” Elin asked.

“Seven. Over four years. Always four or five days. Always with less

warning each time, as though the need came faster as the civilization

settled into itself, as though the more permanent the connectivity

became the more regularly she needed to step outside it.” Iris finally

drank from her cup. “The seventh time she didn’t come back.”
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Elin stilled.

“She died,” Iris said, simply. “Not in the going. She came back from

the seventh time and she was sick and she had been sick before she went

and hadn’t told us, and she died three weeks later. Before the holding

technology was reliable. Before there was anything to do but — “ she

stopped. “Before.”

The kitchen was very quiet.

“I’m sorry,” Elin said, which was inadequate and the only thing

available.

“I’ve had a long time with it,” Iris said. “What I want to tell you —

what I spent years arriving at — is that I was angry at the going. For a

long time. I thought: if she had stayed, if she had been reachable, if I

had been able to find her in those four years the way I could find

anyone now, she would have been caught sooner. The sickness. We

would have known. I told myself this for years.” She set her cup down.

“And then I thought: she knew. She was a linguist and a careful woman

and she knew her own body and she knew what was happening. And

she went anyway, seven times, knowing. And I had to decide what that

meant.”

Elin waited.

“It meant she needed it more than she needed to be safe. It meant

there was something she could only do in the quiet that she could not

do in the noise of being loved and monitored and held. It meant that

for Mara, being fully herself — collecting herself, the way I described it

— required a kind of absence I had no category for and still don’t, not

entirely.” Iris looked at Elin directly. “I’m not saying it was right. I’m

not saying the math was good. I’m saying I finally understood that the

going wasn’t abandonment. It was the most honest thing she did. It

was the thing she needed in order to come back as herself each time,

and she kept coming back as herself, until the last time, and then she
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didn’t come back at all, which is its own kind of answer to a question

I’ve been asking for fifty years.”

•   •   •

Elin sat with this for a long moment.

Outside, the day continued its ordinary business. The

neighborhood’s ambient presence was its usual gentle hum, the soft

interconnected awareness of a community that knew its own. She could

feel, at the edges of her perception, the familiar threads: Iris, close and

warm; Ada’s school, further off, a steady reassuring pulse; her brother,

somewhere across the city, present in the low continuous way of

someone you love and are tracking without deciding to track.

The thread of her brother. She had been aware of it differently these

past weeks — not thinner, not broken, but altered in some quality she

couldn’t name, the way a familiar voice sounds different on a bad

connection even when every word is audible.

“You’re telling me this because of him,” Elin said.

“I’m telling you this because you asked me,” Iris said. “And because

yes. Because of him.”

“He’s not sick.”

“No.”

“He’s not Mara.”

“No,” Iris agreed. “Every person who needs this is different. Mara

needed it because the world was changing faster than her language for

the world and she had to go somewhere quiet to build new language.

Your brother needs it for his own reasons, which are his, which he may

or may not be able to articulate.” She looked at Elin steadily. “What I

learned, slowly, over fifty years of thinking about my mother, is that the

need itself is not a pathology. The need to be unreachable sometimes.

The need for a self that exists outside the continuous maintenance of

being known.” A pause. “Continuity civilization is very good at many
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things. One of the things it is not good at is making room for that need.

Because the need looks, from the outside, exactly like withdrawal.

Exactly like damage. Exactly like something that should be fixed.”

Elin looked at her hands. “What if it is withdrawal? What if it is

damage? What if the difference isn’t visible from the outside and you

can’t know which it is until it’s too late?”

“You can’t always know,” Iris said. “That’s the part I haven’t made

peace with and probably won’t.” She was quiet for a moment. “What I

know is that Mara needed the going and that the going was the most

fully herself she ever was and that every time she came back she came

back more capable of love, not less. Not withdrawn. Not diminished.

More present, in the intervals. More — directed. As though the silence

had clarified something and she could bring the clarified version

home.”

“And if he goes,” Elin said. The words arrived without her having

decided to say them. “If he actually goes. Into the low-continuity

regions. Into the — into the Void. And the clarified version doesn’t

come home.”

Iris said nothing for a moment.

“Then we will have lost him,” she said. “And we will have to find a

way to carry that. Which humans have always had to do, and have

always found a way to do, even when they thought they couldn’t.” She

reached across the table and put her hand briefly over Elin’s. “But I

don’t think that’s what’s going to happen. I think what’s going to

happen is what always happens, which is something none of us

predicted, which we will all have to manage without the right

preparation, because there is no right preparation.” She withdrew her

hand. “I think he is trying to tell you something. I think he has been

trying to tell you for longer than either of you knows. And I think the

most useful thing you can do is try to hear it before he stops trying to

say it.”
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•   •   •

Elin walked home slowly, through streets that were warm and known

and continuous.

She was thinking about Mara. The grey-green eyes. The hands in the

coat pockets. The thing outside the frame that she had been looking at

with the expression of someone who has just understood something

and hasn’t decided yet what to do about it.

She was thinking about the word Iris had used: dispersed. Spread

too thin across too many things. She turned it over and considered it

from different angles, trying to see her brother in it, trying to locate the

place where the description fit. He had not seemed dispersed to her. He

had seemed — concentrated, in his own way. Concentrated on

something she couldn’t access, a signal she wasn’t tuned to receive.

She thought about what Iris had said: the need to be unreachable

sometimes. The need for a self that exists outside the continuous

maintenance of being known.

She examined the phrase. She tried to feel what it was describing

from the inside rather than looking at it from the outside, which was

what she always did — assessed, evaluated, looked at things from the

outside and decided how to respond to them. She tried to feel it. The

continuous maintenance of being known. The way the people who

loved her were always, at some frequency, attending to her. The way she

always knew, without checking, where Iris was, where Ada was, where

her brother was. The way the network held all of it in its soft persistent

grip, the threads running between everyone she loved, steady and warm

and without interruption.

She tried to imagine stepping outside it.

The image kept collapsing. She couldn’t hold it. Every time she

reached for the shape of herself outside the network the self she reached

for was still inside it, still woven through with the threads, still defined

by the specific configuration of people who knew her.
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She stopped walking.

She was on a street she had walked a thousand times, in a

neighborhood she had lived in for fifteen years, and she stopped in the

middle of it and tried, seriously and with her full attention, to locate

the part of herself that existed outside the network.

She stood there for perhaps thirty seconds.

She could not find it.

She did not know if this meant it didn’t exist, or if it meant she had

forgotten how to look, or if it meant the looking itself was the wrong

approach, that you couldn’t find it by searching, that it only became

visible in a particular quality of silence she had never inhabited.

She stood in the middle of the familiar street and felt, for the first

time, a sensation she had no ready name for: not loneliness, not fear,

but something adjacent to both — the faint vertiginous awareness of a

person who has been standing on ground they trusted completely and

has just, for one moment, looked down.

Then the moment passed. The network resumed its gentle hum. A

neighbor walked by and raised a hand and she raised a hand back and

the ordinary texture of the day reasserted itself, warm and continuous

and entirely present.

She walked the rest of the way home.

She collected Ada from school. Ada had made something in art class

— a small figure assembled from wire and found objects, holding its

arms slightly away from its body in the posture of someone who has

just set something down. Ada held it up for Elin’s inspection with the

critical eye of an artist assessing their own work.

“What is it?” Elin asked.

Ada tilted her head. “Someone standing in quiet,” she said.

Elin looked at the wire figure, arms slightly out, the posture of

someone who has just set something down or is about to pick

something up, balanced exactly between the two.
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“It’s good,” she said.

“I know,” Ada said, and put it carefully in her bag, and they walked

home together through the warm connected afternoon, and Elin held

her daughter’s hand and thought about a woman she had never met

standing on a grey street with her hands in her coat pockets, watching

for the thing that was about to change.
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Chapter Five

Low-Persistence Rumors

The stories about the Void were not consistent, which was itself

informative.

Elin had begun paying attention to them — not deliberately, not as

a project, but in the way you begin paying attention to a word you have

recently learned and suddenly find everywhere. The stories were in

casual conversation, in the edges of news reports, in the particular

quality of discomfort that entered a room when someone mentioned a

low-continuity region without the technical language that made the

mention safe. People had feelings about the Void. Strong ones, mostly,

and mostly unarticulated, which meant the feelings were doing their

work below the level where they could be examined.

The stories divided roughly into two kinds.

The first kind were cautionary. People who had entered low-

continuity regions and been damaged by the experience — not

physically, the stories were careful to specify, not physically, but

psychologically, relationally. People who had returned changed in ways

their families couldn’t accommodate. People who had found the silence

addictive, who had gone back again and again until the going was more

real to them than the returning. People who had simply not come back,

which the stories delivered as warning but which Elin noticed, paying
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attention, sometimes carried an undertone of something else entirely —

something closer to awe than condemnation.

The second kind were quieter and less common and harder to find,

because they were told by people who had returned and didn’t know

how to talk about what they’d returned with. These stories were

fragmentary. They tended to begin confidently and then slow, lose their

footing, reach for language that wasn’t there. The people who told

them often ended up saying something like: I know how it sounds. Or:

I’m not saying it’s for everyone. Or, most often: I can’t explain it in a

way that makes sense from the outside.

Elin collected these fragments without knowing she was collecting

them. She filed them in the part of her mind she used for things that

hadn’t yet resolved into meaning.

•   •   •

Her brother called on a Thursday evening, which was unusual — he

was not a phone-call person, he was a message person, careful and

textual — and the unusualness of it registered before she answered, a

small preparatory adjustment, the way you brace for weather you can

see coming.

He sounded well. Better than well — he sounded present in the way

he had sounded at the gathering, months ago now, the way she had

been hoping he would sound and had not quite managed to produce

through any of the careful approaches she had tried. He asked about

Ada with his usual first-question warmth. He told her something that

had happened at work, something small and funny, and she laughed at

it genuinely because it was genuinely funny and because his voice doing

something light was a relief she had not realized she’d been waiting for.

She let it run for a while before she asked.

“You sound different,” she said, which was safer than: you sound

better, which implied he had been worse, which was a categorization
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she had learned he resisted.

“I went for a few days,” he said. “To one of the low-persistence

areas. Near the eastern boundary.”

The silence that followed was hers. She managed it — kept it from

becoming the kind of silence that communicated alarm, pulled it back

to neutral, held it for only a moment before she said: “When?”

“Last week. I should have told you. I’m telling you now.”

“You went alone.”

“Yes.”

She looked at the wall of her apartment. She found Iris’s advice in

her mind — try to hear it before he stops trying to say it — and she held

onto it the way you hold onto something when the current is moving.

“Tell me about it,” she said.

A pause. He had not, she understood, expected this. He had

expected something else — not hostility, he never expected hostility

from her, but management, the careful redirecting warmth she

deployed when things needed handling. He had expected to be

handled. She had not handled him.

“It was quiet,” he said. And then, as though the simplicity of her

response had unlocked something: “Not empty. That’s the thing I

didn’t expect. I expected it to feel like absence. Like something missing.

But it wasn’t — it was quiet the way a room is quiet when you’ve been

in a loud building all day and you come home and close the door. The

quiet isn’t nothing. It’s the room. It’s just the room, without the

noise.”

She listened. She did not fill the pauses.

“I slept differently,” he said. “I don’t know how to explain that. I

slept the same number of hours. But it felt — complete. Like sleep that

was only sleep, not sleep with everything running underneath it.” A

pause. “I thought a lot. Just thought. Without — “ he stopped.

“Without the inherited texture,” she said.
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“Yes.” His voice when he said it — the quality of being understood,

unexpected, landing.

They were quiet together for a moment, which was its own kind of

connection, which she recognized as such and was glad of.

“Are you going back?” she said.

“I don’t know yet.” Honest. Not evasive, not reassuring — just

honest, which she had asked for without asking, and which she received

now with the complicated gratitude of someone who has gotten what

they wanted and is not entirely sure they were ready for it.

“Okay,” she said.

“Okay?”

“I mean — I hear you. I’m trying to hear you.” She held the phone

and looked at the wall and said the thing that was true rather than the

thing that was safe: “I’m frightened. I’m going to be honest that I’m

frightened. And I’m trying not to make that your problem to manage.”

The pause was long enough to be significant.

“That’s — “ he started. He stopped. “Thank you,” he said. “For

saying it like that.”

They talked for another hour. About other things, mostly, the way

the real conversation had been had and everything after it was the

ordinary texture of two people who love each other and have found,

briefly, a way to be honest in the same space. She asked about his work,

his apartment, the film he’d said he was going to watch. He asked about

Ada’s wire figure, which she had described to him in a message, and she

described it again in more detail, the arms slightly out, the posture of

someone who has just set something down, and he was quiet for a

moment in the way he was quiet when something had landed.

“She made that,” he said.

“She made that.”

After she hung up she sat for a while in the apartment’s ordinary

quiet. The network hummed its usual hum. The evening continued.
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She was aware of his thread — present, warm, closer-feeling than it had

been in weeks, which she understood was the conversation, was the not-

managing, was the space she had made by saying the true thing instead

of the careful thing.

She thought: this is what it costs. Saying the true thing. The small

necessary willingness to be frightened in front of someone instead of

beside them.

She sat with that for a while.

Then she went to check on Ada, who was asleep with the wire figure

on the nightstand, arms out, balanced between putting down and

picking up.

•   •   •

She told Iris the next day.

Not all of it — she summarized, which was its own kind of

management, she recognized, but a gentler kind, the kind that

protected the shape of a conversation without falsifying it. She said: he

went. To a low-persistence region. He went for a few days and came

back and told me about it.

Iris received this without visible reaction, which was either

equanimity or effort and with Iris was often both.

“How was he?” Iris asked.

“Good. He sounded good. He sounded — “ she found the word her

brother had given her: “Present.”

Iris nodded. She was doing something at the counter, her back

partly to Elin, and she said without turning: “And how are you?”

“Frightened,” Elin said. It came out more easily than it had on the

phone, which perhaps meant she was practicing the true thing, which

was either growth or its own kind of management and she couldn’t yet

tell which. “Frightened and — trying to understand the difference

between a fear that’s information and a fear that’s just — fear.”
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“Mm,” Iris said. “That’s a difficult distinction.”

“Is it information? My fear?”

Iris turned then. She looked at Elin with the full assessing warmth,

the noting-things look. “Some of it,” she said. “The part that says: he is

moving toward something that will change him and I cannot follow

and I don’t know what I’ll get back. That’s information. That’s true.”

She paused. “The part that says: if I can’t reach him something is wrong

and I must fix it. That’s not information. That’s the civilization

talking.”

Elin absorbed this. “How do I tell them apart?”

“With difficulty,” Iris said, “and practice,” and turned back to the

counter, which was her way of indicating that some questions were not

answerable more fully than that, and that the attempt to answer them

more fully was itself a form of the problem.

•   •   •

The rumors intensified through the autumn.

Not about her brother specifically — no one outside the family

knew about her brother’s visit, which was itself a kind of evidence of

something, the fact of its privacy in a civilization where privacy was not

the default. But the general conversation about the low-continuity

regions was growing, taking up more space in the culture’s peripheral

awareness. There had been a report, widely circulated, about

communities in the outer regions that had made deliberate choices to

maintain low-connectivity infrastructure — not because of poverty or

neglect but because they had assessed the tradeoff and chosen

differently. This was not new information but it was newly visible,

newly discussable in ways it had not been.

People were not sure what to do with it.

Elin watched the conversation the way she watched things that

mattered: attentively, from the edges, tracking not just the content but
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the emotional register in which the content was delivered. She noticed

that the people most disturbed by the report were not the ones who

thought low-connectivity was dangerous. The ones most disturbed

were the ones who couldn’t articulate why it bothered them — who

knew it wasn’t illegal, knew it wasn’t causing measurable harm, and

were disturbed anyway, in the wordless way of people who have

encountered something that doesn’t fit the categories they use to

organize the world.

She recognized the disturbance. She had felt it herself, still felt it, in

the moments when she thought about her brother in the eastern

boundary region, sleeping differently, thinking without the inherited

texture running underneath. The disturbance was not fear for him. Or

not only. It was something more uncomfortable: the faint possibility

that the thing he needed was real. That the quiet was real. That she had

been living inside the noise so long she had forgotten it was noise.

She did not want this possibility to be true. She noticed that she did

not want it and noted this as information.

•   •   •

Ada asked about the Void again on a Sunday, out of nowhere, in the

car.

She had been looking out the window at the landscape moving past

— they were driving to Iris’s, the familiar route, the late-autumn fields

grey and stripped — and she said, without turning from the window:

“If you went to the Void, would you still be you?”

Elin kept her eyes on the road. “What do you mean?”

“If the network wasn’t there. If no one could feel where you were.

Would you still be — you. Or would you be a different you.”

“I think I’d still be me,” Elin said. “The network doesn’t make me

who I am.”
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Ada was quiet for a moment. “But it’s always been there,” she said.

“So how do you know?”

Elin had no answer for this that was both true and simple. She

drove. The fields moved past.

“Uncle goes there,” Ada said. Still looking out the window. “To the

quiet places.”

“He’s been once.”

“He told me he was going.” Ada turned then, to look at Elin with

the grey-green eyes, direct and without particular alarm. “He said he

wanted me to know. He said: I’m going somewhere quiet for a few

days. He said it like it was important that I knew.”

Elin looked at the road. Her brother had told Ada. Not her, first —

Ada. A seven-year-old. She examined this information carefully, trying

to understand what it meant without deciding in advance what she

wanted it to mean.

He had told Ada because Ada would not try to fix it. Because Ada

would receive the information and hold it without managing it,

without the careful warmth, without the redirecting response. Because

Ada was already, at seven, the person in the family who left room

around things.

“What did you say?” Elin asked. “When he told you.”

Ada turned back to the window. “I said: good,” she said. “Is that

wrong?”

“No,” Elin said. And meant it, or was trying to mean it, which was

where she lived now — in the trying, in the practice, in the difficult

work of loving someone in the way they needed to be loved rather than

in the way that came naturally.

“He said it was like the beetle,” Ada said.

“What was?”

“The going.” She pressed her finger to the window glass, tracing

something invisible. “Moving without knowing where. Just — going,
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because going is what you do next.” She took her finger away. The trace

of it faded on the glass. “I think that makes sense.”

“Do you?” Elin said.

“I think sometimes you have to go somewhere to find out if you’re

still you.” Ada said it with the certainty of someone reporting a fact

they have recently verified. “I think that’s what he’s doing.”

Elin drove. The fields continued. Iris’s house was twenty minutes

away, warm and full of the accumulated emotional residue of decades

of evenings, the smell of other people’s afternoons, the photograph on

the shelf with the grey-green eyes.

She thought about her brother going to the eastern boundary

region alone and sleeping differently and thinking his own thoughts in

the quiet and coming back more present than he had been in months.

She thought about Mara disappearing seven times and returning each

time more concentrated, more entirely herself. She thought about Ada

at seven, already making room around things, already saying good

when someone needed to go.

She thought: I am the one in this family who does not know how to

let go of the thread.

She thought: I am not sure that is a virtue.

She drove. Beside her, Ada had opened her notebook and was

writing something in the large letters, and Elin did not ask what, and

Ada did not offer it, and the distance between them was not distance

but room — the specific room that Ada made around things, that her

brother made, that Mara had made, that Elin was only beginning,

haltingly, imperfectly, to understand was not absence but a different

kind of presence entirely.

They arrived at Iris’s house. The door opened before they reached it.

Iris stood in the light and looked at them both with the assessing

warmth, the noting-things look, and she said nothing, which meant she

had noted several things, and Elin went inside and the house received
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her and was warm, and was held, and was continuous, and she stood in

the warmth of it and let it be what it was, and tried, quietly, to also let

the other thing be what it was.

The quiet. The going. The possibility that her brother was not

fleeing something.

That he was moving toward it.
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MOV EM E N T  I I

THE FRACTURE

•   •   •

Chapter Six

Maintenance

The thing about maintenance was that it looked like love.

It was love. That was the difficulty. Not performed love, not love

deployed strategically to produce a desired outcome — genuinely,

warmly, without calculation, love. The reaching out was love. The

careful check-ins were love. The orchestrated occasions, the thoughtful

messages at the right intervals, the gentle presences maintained without

being pressed — all of it was love. Elin knew this. She had no doubt

about it. The doubt, when it arrived, was of a different and more

complicated kind: not whether she loved him, but whether the love she

was offering was the shape of love he could receive.

The phone call had been good. She returned to it regularly in the

weeks that followed, the way you return to evidence that something is

possible. He had sounded present. He had said the true thing and she

had said the true thing back and the connection between them had, for

one evening, felt like something they were both inside rather than
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something she was tending from one side. She wanted more of that. She

wanted to understand what had produced it so she could produce it

again.

This, she would understand later, was already the problem.

•   •   •

She restructured her approach through the winter.

Not consciously — or not entirely consciously, not as a deliberate

campaign, nothing so calculated as that. But she noticed herself making

small adjustments, calibrating the frequency and tone of her contact,

trying to hold the register of the phone call rather than sliding back into

the careful warmth that she now understood he experienced as

pressure. She tried to ask fewer questions. She tried to leave more

silence in their exchanges, actual silence, the kind that didn’t

immediately request filling. She tried to say the true thing more often

and the safe thing less.

She was, she recognized, managing her way toward not managing

him, which was its own kind of management, which was the trap she

couldn’t find the outside of.

She mentioned this to Iris in the way she mentioned most things to

Iris: sideways, embedded in the middle of another conversation, as

though the real thing might be less alarming if it arrived without

announcement.

“I keep trying to give him space,” she said. “And the trying is still —

me. It’s still me doing something to him. I can’t find the way to just —

not.”

Iris was knitting. She had taken up knitting in the autumn, which

she said was not a metaphor and which was very much a metaphor.

“You might not be able to,” she said. “From the inside. Some distances

can only be given by accident. The moment you decide to give someone

space, the deciding is already filling it.”
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“So what do I do?”

“You find things to care about that aren’t him.” She looked up

briefly. “Not instead of him. Alongside. So that the caring about him

doesn’t become the only thing you’re tending, because a thing that’s

the only thing you’re tending has a way of knowing it.”

Elin absorbed this. She thought about the things she was tending.

Her work, which was good and absorbing and which she was genuinely

skilled at. Ada, who required and rewarded attention in roughly equal

measure. Iris herself, who did not require tending but who received it

with the gracious awareness of someone who understands what they

are being offered. Her own friendships, her own pleasures, the small

and genuine satisfactions of a life that was, she could say this without

qualification, a good one.

She thought: and underneath all of it, running like a current, the

thread of her brother. The monitoring. The calibrating. The

maintenance.

She thought: Iris is right. He knows.

•   •   •

He came for dinner in January — came to her, which was still unusual

enough to register, which she noted and didn’t comment on. He

brought food rather than wine, which was also unusual, which also she

noted and didn’t comment on. He cooked in her kitchen with the

focused efficiency of someone who had decided to do a thing and was

doing it, and she sat at the counter and watched and they talked about

nothing consequential and it was easy in the way their best evenings

were easy, the shorthand, the history, the specific pleasure of company

so familiar it required nothing performed.

Ada was there, which she always was. She orbited the kitchen in the

way she orbited things — not intrusively, not quite peripherally, but

with her characteristic margin, present and attending from a slight
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remove. She talked to him about things she was currently investigating:

the behavior of certain insects in cold weather, a book she had read

about ocean floors, a theory she had developed about why some words

felt heavier than others. He listened to each of these with his complete

attention, which Ada received without apparent self-consciousness, as

though complete attention were no more remarkable than ordinary

attention, which perhaps for Ada it wasn’t, because Ada herself gave it

and perhaps assumed others did too.

Over dinner he talked about the research. Sena’s work. There were

new papers, a growing body of documentation about low-persistence

communities — the deliberate ones, the ones that had chosen — and

what they reported about the quality of their inner lives. He described

the findings with the careful precision of someone who has been living

with material for long enough to have opinions about it, and Elin

listened and asked questions and tried to do the thing she had been

practicing, which was to receive the information as information rather

than as dispatch from a front she needed to respond to.

She was partly successful. She could feel the places where she was

less successful — the moments when a finding struck her as alarming

and she smoothed her face over it, the moments when she wanted to

ask: and what does this mean for you, specifically, what are you telling

me, and restrained herself, and the restraint was visible in the silence

that followed certain things he said, and he could see it, and she could

see that he could see it, and they both allowed it to pass unaddressed,

which was its own kind of honesty.

“I’m going again,” he said, over dessert. “In the spring. For longer

this time.”

She looked at her plate. She looked at it for long enough to find

something true to say.

“How long?” she said.

“A few weeks. Maybe a month.”

T H E  V O I D

52



A month. She calculated — not consciously, but instantly, the way

you calculate things that matter: a month without the thread of him at

full strength, a month of low-signal or no-signal, a month of the low-

continuity regions doing whatever they did to the persistence network,

which was something she had read about clinically but had not yet

experienced personally and did not want to experience and was going to

experience regardless.

“Okay,” she said.

He looked at her. “Okay?”

“I’m practicing,” she said.

Something shifted in his face — not amusement, not relief,

something more complex and less nameable, the expression of someone

receiving something they had begun to believe they wouldn’t be given.

Ada, who had been quiet for the second half of dinner in the way

she was quiet when she was listening to something that required her

full attention, said: “Can you bring something back?”

He looked at her. “From the Void?”

“From the quiet,” she corrected, with the precision she brought to

things she considered important. “Can you bring something back from

it. To show us what it’s like.”

He considered this seriously, the way he always considered Ada’s

questions. “I don’t know if it travels,” he said. “The quiet. I don’t know

if it’s the kind of thing you can carry.”

“You could try,” Ada said.

“I could try,” he agreed.

Ada nodded, satisfied, and returned to her dessert. Elin looked at

her daughter and her brother across the table, the two of them having

completed a negotiation she hadn’t been part of and hadn’t needed to

be part of, and she felt the complicated warmth of it — the love, and

inside the love, the loneliness of someone who is on the outside of an

understanding they cannot quite reach.
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•   •   •

After he left she sat with Ada while Ada readied for bed, which was a

ritual she had preserved carefully through the years, the specific close-

of-day quality of it, the permission it gave for conversations that didn’t

begin so much as arrive.

“Are you worried about him?” Ada asked. She was brushing her hair

with the perfunctory efficiency of someone who has been asked to

perform a task they consider optional.

“A little,” Elin said. Practicing the true thing.

“Why?”

She thought about how to say it to a seven-year-old. She thought

about how to say it to herself. “Because when someone you love goes

somewhere you can’t follow, it’s hard not to worry. Even if the going is

right for them.”

Ada considered this. “Is it right for him?”

“I think so. I’m trying to think so.”

“Gran thinks so,” Ada said. “I heard her tell Pieter.”

Elin looked at her daughter. “Who’s Pieter?”

“Her friend. The old one with the grey coat. He comes on

Thursdays.” Ada set down the brush with the air of someone

concluding a task. “Gran said: the boy needs to go, and the going will

be hard for Elin, and we will have to hold Elin while he goes. She said it

like it was already decided.” Ada looked at Elin with the grey-green eyes.

“Is it already decided?”

Elin thought about her brother in the eastern boundary region,

sleeping differently, thinking without the inherited texture. She

thought about Mara disappearing seven times. She thought about Iris

knitting and saying: some distances can only be given by accident.

“I think some things decide themselves,” she said. “And we catch up

to them later.”
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Ada absorbed this with the seriousness she brought to genuine

answers. She got into bed. She reached for the wire figure on the

nightstand — the arms-out figure, the someone-standing-in-quiet —

and set it where she could see it.

“I’m not worried,” Ada said, with the simple authority of someone

reporting their own interior state accurately. “I think he’ll come back

different and that’ll be okay.” She settled into her pillow. “Different

isn’t wrong.”

“No,” Elin said. “It isn’t.”

She turned off the light. She stood in the doorway for a moment,

Ada’s breathing already slowing toward sleep, the wire figure on the

nightstand holding its posture in the dark, arms slightly out, patient

and balanced and entirely still.

She went to the front room. She sat in the chair she sat in when she

needed to think, and she thought.

She thought about maintenance. About the texture of it, the

constant low-level work of keeping things connected, of preventing the

fractures that Continuity civilization had taught her to treat as failures.

She thought about how much of her interior life was organized around

the maintenance of other people’s proximity. She thought about what

would be left of her attention if she redirected the portion she spent on

her brother — the monitoring, the calibrating, the careful management

of space — toward something else. Toward herself, perhaps. Toward

the question she kept not asking herself about who she was outside the

network of people she was tending.

She thought: I have spent forty years being good at connection. I do

not know if I have spent any time being good at the absence of it.

She thought: he is going to go. In the spring, for a month, possibly

longer, possibly — she let the possibly sit without finishing it.

She thought: Iris and someone called Pieter have already decided

they will hold me while he goes, which means they have assessed the
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situation and concluded that I will need holding, which means they can

see something about me that I am only beginning to see about myself.

She sat in the chair in the quiet apartment and the network

hummed its usual hum and Ada slept down the hall and her brother

was across the city, present in the low continuous way, his thread warm

and readable and there.

She held the thread in her awareness and tried to practice the thing

she would need to practice.

She tried to let it be enough that he was there without needing to do

anything about the fact that he was there.

She sat with this for a long time.

It was not easy.

She had not expected it to be easy.

She sat with it anyway.
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Chapter Seven

The Unshared Thought

She found out by accident, which was the only way you found out

about things that people were keeping.

It was not a betrayal — she was clear about this with herself, she was

careful to be clear — it was not a betrayal and it was not deception in

any meaningful sense. He had not lied. He had simply not mentioned

it, which in ordinary life would have been ordinary, unremarkable, the

natural privacy of a person who did not share every thought. In

ordinary life she would not have known and would not have needed to

know and there would have been nothing to find out.

But they did not live in ordinary life. They lived in Continuity

civilization, where the persistence network meant that the texture of a

person’s inner life was, at some frequency, always partially legible to the

people who loved them. Not their thoughts — the technology had

never reached thoughts, which was one of the things people found

reassuring and one of the things her brother, she was beginning to

understand, did not find reassuring at all. But the emotional register.

The orientation. The general quality of a person’s interior weather,

available to those connected to them the way a change in barometric

pressure is available to anyone paying attention to the sky.

She had been paying attention.
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What she had noticed, over the preceding weeks, was not that his

thread had thinned. It hadn’t. He was present, warm, accessible in the

ways he was accessible. But there was something in the texture of his

presence that she couldn’t locate precisely — a quality of withholding

that was different from his usual privacy, different from the ordinary

boundaries of a person who kept his own counsel. Something

deliberate. Something chosen.

She had not asked about it. She had been practicing not asking.

Then she had dinner with a mutual friend, a woman named Calla

who knew them both from childhood, and Calla had mentioned, easily,

without weight, that she’d had a long conversation with him last week,

that he’d seemed well, that he’d been thinking through some things he’d

found it useful to talk out.

Elin had smiled and said she was glad and changed the subject.

On the walk home she examined what she felt, which was the thing

she now tried to do with her reactions before she acted on them: locate

the feeling, name it if possible, understand what it was made of. What

she found was not jealousy — or not primarily. It was something more

structural. He had talked to Calla. He had talked through things he was

thinking. He had chosen, specifically chosen, not to talk to Elin about

those same things. Which meant there were thoughts he was having

that he had decided she was not the right person to receive.

She stood on the street in the winter dark and examined this

information.

He was keeping something from her. Not a secret — a secret

implied something hidden that should be shared. He was keeping

something for himself. A thought, or a set of thoughts, that he had

assessed and decided belonged to him rather than to the space between

them.

She understood this intellectually. She understood that people were

entitled to their own thoughts, that privacy was not the same as
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concealment, that the persistence network’s partial legibility did not

confer any right to full legibility. She understood all of this.

She stood on the street and understood it and felt, underneath the

understanding, the particular grief of someone discovering a room in a

house they thought they knew completely.

•   •   •

She did not bring it to Iris. She had been bringing everything to Iris and

she recognized this as its own form of maintenance, its own way of not

sitting alone with things, and she was trying to learn to sit alone with

things.

She brought it instead to her work, in the oblique way of someone

who doesn’t know they’re doing it. She was in a session with a family —

a mother, an adult son, a grandmother held in the panel on the wall, a

dispute about something that had started as practical and become

relational in the way that practical things always did — and the son said

something that caught in her attention like a splinter.

He said: I don’t tell her things because the telling changes them.

He said it about his mother, about the way his mother received his

thoughts — with too much care, too much weight, too much of her

own response arriving before he’d finished having the thought himself.

He said: by the time I’ve told her, the thought isn’t mine anymore. It’s

something we’re both having. And sometimes I need to have a thought

that’s just mine for a while.

Elin sat with this for the rest of the session and for the walk home

and for the evening, turning it carefully. By the time I’ve told her, the

thought isn’t mine anymore. It’s something we’re both having.

She thought about every thought she had shared with her brother

over the years. Every exchange, every conversation, every message. She

thought about how she received his thoughts — with warmth, with

engagement, with her whole attention, with her own responses arriving
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fully formed before he’d finished speaking because she knew him,

because she had always known him, because the knowing was the thing

she was most proud of and most sure of.

She thought: what if the knowing is the problem. What if being

known so thoroughly by someone leaves no room for the thought to be

yours before it becomes shared. What if I have been receiving his

thoughts so completely, so immediately, that he has had to go to the

eastern boundary region to find out what he thinks before I have a

chance to think it with him.

This was the most uncomfortable thought she had yet allowed

herself. She sat with it for three days before she did anything with it.

•   •   •

What she did with it, on the third day, was walk to his apartment.

She had not called ahead. She told herself this was spontaneous and

understood while telling herself that it was not spontaneous, that she

had been building toward it for three days, that she had simply declined

to examine the building until she was already at his door.

He answered quickly, which meant he had known she was coming

— the network, the thread, the soft continuous awareness — and he

looked unsurprised and not unwelcoming and also, she noticed, not

entirely comfortable, which was information she collected and tried not

to act on immediately.

“I was in the neighborhood,” she said.

He looked at her. “No you weren’t.”

She almost smiled. “No,” she agreed. “I wasn’t.” She held up the bag

she’d brought. “I have bread from the place you like. Can I come in?”

He stepped back and let her in, which was the answer.

His apartment was the apartment it always was: spare, ordered, the

books in their system, the window with the particular view of the

courtyard garden that she had always thought suited him — something
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green and growing but contained, a garden with walls. She sat at the

table. He made coffee. They did the small choreography of two people

who know each other’s kitchens and it was easy and warm and she

reminded herself that easy and warm were real things, not symptoms,

not performances.

“Calla told me she saw you,” Elin said. She had decided to say it

directly. She was practicing directness as a form of respect. “She said

you’d been thinking through some things.”

He set a cup in front of her and sat across the table. He was quiet for

a moment in the way of someone deciding how to be honest without

being brutal. “Yes,” he said.

“Things you didn’t bring to me.”

“Things I needed to think before I brought them anywhere,” he

said. Not defensive. Precise. “There’s a difference.”

She wrapped her hands around the cup. “I know,” she said. “I’ve

been thinking about that difference. I think I understand it better than

I did.” She looked at him. “I think I’ve been receiving your thoughts in

a way that makes it hard for them to be yours first. I think the knowing

— the way I know you — arrives so fast that the thought becomes

shared before you’ve finished having it. And I think that’s — I think

I’ve done that without knowing I was doing it and I’m sorry for it.”

He looked at her across the table. The expression on his face was one

she didn’t have a ready category for — not relief exactly, not the

loosening she sometimes produced by saying the right thing, but

something quieter and more serious, the expression of someone

receiving something they had stopped expecting.

“It’s not your fault,” he said. “The knowing. You’ve always known

me. I’ve always let you.”

“Until.”

“Until,” he agreed.
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The coffee was strong and the apartment was warm and outside the

courtyard garden was bare in the late winter, the plants cut back to their

structural shapes, waiting.

“What are you thinking about?” she said. “The things you needed

to think first. You don’t have to tell me. I’m asking because I want to

ask, not because I need the answer.”

He looked at the garden for a moment. Then: “What it would mean

to be less available. Not to you specifically — to the network. To the

whole — “ he gestured, a small movement that indicated something too

large to gesture at. “To the whole structure of it. I’ve been thinking

about what it would cost and what it would give and whether the math

works out and I keep reaching the same answer and I needed to reach it

myself before I said it to anyone. Because once I say it, it’s not just mine

anymore. It’s something we’re both having to manage.”

She heard this. She heard the precise thing he was saying — not I’m

leaving, not I’ve decided, but I’m arriving at something and I needed

the arriving to be mine. She heard it and she held it carefully, the way

she now tried to hold things, without immediately building a response

around it.

“What does the math say?” she said.

He looked at her. He seemed to assess something — her steadiness,

her readiness, whether the question was genuine or whether it was the

opening move of a management sequence.

“It says the cost is real,” he said. “And the thing it gives is also real.

And I don’t know yet which is larger.” He held his cup. “I think I need

to go back to find out. For longer. I think the few days I’ve had aren’t

enough to know.”

“The spring trip,” she said.

“And possibly beyond. I don’t know yet.”

She sat with this. She let it be what it was without immediately

asking what beyond meant, without calculating timelines or distances
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or the specific parameters of a low-continuity region’s effect on the

persistence network. She let it be the shape it was: her brother, across a

table, telling her that he was moving toward something and didn’t

know yet how far the moving would take him.

“Okay,” she said.

“You keep saying okay.”

“I keep meaning it slightly differently each time,” she said. “I think

I’m getting closer to meaning it fully.”

He almost smiled. The almost was enough.

•   •   •

She stayed for an hour. They ate the bread she’d brought and talked

about other things and it was good in the way that things were good

when the real thing had been said and didn’t need to be said again.

Walking home she thought about what he had said: once I say it, it’s

not just mine anymore. It’s something we’re both having to manage.

She thought about the family session, the adult son: by the time I’ve

told her, the thought isn’t mine anymore.

She thought about the unshared thought — the weeks of it, the

deliberate privacy, the choosing of Calla over her as the person to think

alongside. She had felt this as a wound when she first understood it. She

felt it now as something more complex: evidence. Evidence of what he

needed, evidence of what she had not been giving him without

knowing it, evidence that the love she offered had a shape that

sometimes made it hard to receive.

She thought: he is not withdrawing from me. He is making room

for himself inside the connection, and the room requires that some

thoughts stay his until he’s finished with them.

She thought: I need to learn to receive that. Not as a limit on what

we have. As a form of it.
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She walked home through the late winter streets, bare-branched and

cold and continuous, the network running its usual current beneath

everything, warm and uninterrupted.

At home Ada was at the table with her notebook, writing in the

large letters. She looked up when Elin came in with the expression she

had when she had been waiting for something without knowing she

was waiting.

“Were you at his apartment?” Ada asked.

“Yes.”

Ada nodded. She looked at Elin with the assessing grey-green eyes.

“Is he okay?”

“He’s thinking,” Elin said. “He’s thinking things through.”

Ada absorbed this and seemed to find it sufficient. She returned to

her notebook. Elin took off her coat and stood in the hallway of her

own apartment and felt the particular quality of the evening — not

resolved, not unresolved, but held, somehow. Suspended in the way of

things that haven’t finished becoming what they are.

She looked at what Ada was writing. The large letters, the list she

had been adding to since the autumn. THINGS THAT HAPPEN

WHEN PEOPLE DON’T TALK.

The newest entry, at the bottom, in the largest letters yet:

they find out what belongs to them

Elin read it twice.

She did not ask how Ada knew to write that. She was not certain

Ada knew. She was not certain it mattered.

She went and made dinner and Ada set the table and the apartment

was warm and the night came down outside the windows and the

network held them in its soft continuous grip, and Elin moved through

her evening and thought, at intervals, about a thought that had been

kept until it was ready, and what it meant that keeping it had been an

act not of distance but of care.
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Chapter Eight

Fault Lines

The understanding she had reached did not hold.

This was the thing about understanding: it was not the same as

having integrated the thing understood. You could understand

something completely — could articulate it, defend it, recognize it

operating in yourself and others — and still find, in the moment of

actual pressure, that the understanding was a layer over something older

and less tutored, something that had its own responses and did not

consult the understanding before deploying them.

She knew this. She had known it professionally for years, had sat

with families in exactly this condition, the condition of people who had

done the work and still found themselves acting from the place before

the work. She had always been gently matter-of-fact about it with her

clients: understanding is not transformation, she would say. It is the

beginning of the conditions under which transformation becomes

possible. Give it time.

She gave herself less grace than she gave her clients. She always had.

•   •   •
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It started at the monthly meal in February, which was already tense

before anyone arrived.

She had felt it in the days preceding — a quality in the family’s

collective atmosphere that she could only describe as weather-before-

weather, the pressure that builds before the thing that releases it. Her

brother had cancelled two plans since January. Not dramatically, not

with conflict, just the messages that were warm and brief and did not

suggest reschedules. She had not commented. She had been practicing

not commenting. But the not-commenting had its own accumulation,

its own weight, and she arrived at Iris’s house carrying more of it than

she had wanted to arrive with.

He was already there when she came in, which was unusual enough

to recalibrate her. He was in the kitchen with Iris, the two of them in

some low-voiced conversation that paused when Elin entered, paused

with the specific quality of a conversation that has been paused rather

than concluded, and Iris turned and was warm and immediate and

entirely herself, and her brother turned and was warm and present, and

Elin smiled and set down what she’d brought and felt the pause still in

the room like a shape.

Ada went directly to her uncle, as she always did, and he crouched

to her level and they had their brief private exchange and Ada showed

him something in her notebook and he looked at it with his full

attention and said something that made Ada nod with satisfaction, and

this was all as it always was, all warm and familiar, and Elin watched it

and felt the warmth and underneath the warmth the shape of the

paused conversation, waiting.

The meal assembled itself. Iris’s food arrived in its sequence. The

table found its rhythm. And for a while — for a good while, longer

than she’d expected — it was simply the family meal, the accumulated

ritual of it, the thing that had been happening long enough to happen

almost of its own accord.
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It was Ada who broke the surface, as Ada sometimes did — not

deliberately, not with any apparent awareness that she was breaking

anything, but with the quality she had of saying the thing that was

already in the room.

“When are you going?” she asked her uncle. Directly, between bites,

with the matter-of-fact tone of someone asking about a known plan.

Elin looked at her brother.

He looked at Ada with the full attention, and then at Elin, and

something moved across his face — not guilt, not quite, but the

expression of someone who has been managing the timing of a thing

and has just had the timing managed for them.

“Spring,” he said. “A few weeks away yet.”

“How long will you be gone?” Ada asked.

“I’m not certain. A few months, maybe.”

A few months. Elin set down her fork. She set it down carefully,

with the deliberateness of someone making sure their hands were doing

something that wasn’t visible as a reaction. A few months. He had said

a month in January. A few months was not a month. A few months was

a renegotiation of the terms she had been practicing accepting, a new

number arriving without warning at the family table, delivered in

response to a seven-year-old’s question because a seven-year-old had

asked it before Elin could be told separately, carefully, in the way she

was usually told things that required management.

“A few months,” she said.

“Possibly.” He looked at her steadily. “I was going to talk to you

about it.”

“When?”

The word arrived with more edge than she’d intended. She heard it

arrive and could not take it back and did not try, because taking it back

would have been the smoothing reflex and she was tired, she found, of
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the smoothing reflex, tired of the gap between what she felt and what

she offered, tired of the maintenance.

“Soon,” he said. “This week. I was waiting until I was certain.”

“Are you certain now?”

“More than I was.”

Iris said nothing. Ada looked between them with the grey-green

eyes, not alarmed, simply attentive, registering the quality of the

exchange with the accuracy of someone who has been watching adults

navigate things for her entire conscious life.

“Okay,” Elin said. The word came out flat, which was not how she

meant it, or was exactly how she meant it, she couldn’t tell anymore, the

meanings were multiplying faster than she could track them. “Okay. A

few months.”

“Elin—“

“I’m fine,” she said, which was the smoothing reflex, which arrived

anyway, because the older layer didn’t consult the understanding.

•   •   •

After the meal, while Ada helped Iris in the kitchen with the specific

focused assistance of a child who has been given a real task, Elin and her

brother sat in the front room.

This was where the real conversations happened in Iris’s house —

not at the table, where the food and the ritual provided structure, but

in the front room afterward, in the chairs that had held a thousand

versions of the family’s difficulties, that had the quality of furniture

that had witnessed things.

“Tell me,” she said.

He told her. He had been in contact with a community in the

northeastern region — a deliberate low-connectivity settlement, one of

the ones documented in Sena’s research — and they had offered him a

residency of sorts, a formal stay, access to the community and its
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rhythms and the quality of life inside full low-persistence in exchange

for his own observations, his own account of the experience from the

outside going in. He had accepted. It would be three months, possibly

four. The connectivity would be minimal — not zero, there were

protocols for emergencies, but minimal in ways that went significantly

beyond his earlier visit.

She listened. She let him finish. She counted the things she wanted

to say and said the one that was most true.

“You didn’t tell me you were applying for this.”

“No.”

“You told me in January it would be a few weeks.”

“That was before the residency. I didn’t know then.”

“When did you know?”

“Three weeks ago.”

Three weeks. She held this. Three weeks of knowing and not telling

her, three weeks of the cancelled plans and the brief warm messages and

the paused conversation in Iris’s kitchen, three weeks of the thing she

had been practicing accepting expanding behind her back into a

different shape entirely.

“You told Iris,” she said. Not an accusation. An observation,

delivered as flatly as she could manage.

“Last week. Yes.”

“And not me.”

He was quiet for a moment. “I needed to think it through with

someone who wouldn’t — “ he stopped. He started again. “I needed to

think it through with someone who could hear it without it becoming

about whether I should go.”

She felt this land. She felt exactly where it landed and what it named

and she sat with the naming of it, which was: he had known that telling

her would produce a conversation about whether he should go, and he

had not wanted that conversation, and he had been right that she
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would have had it, and he had been right that she should not have had

it, and she was furious and he was right.

“That’s not fair,” she said.

“I know.”

“You’re deciding in advance what I’ll do. You’re not giving me the

chance to — “

“I’m telling you now,” he said. “I’m giving you the chance now.”

“After it’s decided.”

“It was always going to be decided by me,” he said, gently and

precisely. “That’s the part I need you to understand. Not to accept,

necessarily. To understand. This is mine to decide. Not ours.”

She looked at him across the chairs that had witnessed things. She

looked at him and felt the full force of what he was saying — not the

content of it, she understood the content, but the fact of it, the fact

that he had looked at the thing they had always shared, the decision-

space, the mutual attendance, and had drawn a line around this one and

said: mine. Not ours. Mine.

“I know it’s yours,” she said. Her voice was not entirely steady. “I

know that. I’m trying to — I know.”

“But?”

She looked at her hands. “But I’m frightened. And I’m angry that

I’m frightened and angry that I’m angry and I’ve been doing the work,

I’ve been trying to give you room, and three months is — that’s not

room, that’s — “ she stopped. She felt the edge of something she didn’t

want to say, something larger and less tutored than the understanding,

something from the older layer. She breathed. “I don’t know what I’ll

do with three months of low signal. I don’t know who I am when I

can’t feel where you are.”

The room was very quiet.

He looked at her with something she hadn’t seen before on his face

— not pity, not guilt, but a kind of grief, the grief of someone who has
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just understood that the thing they need is going to cost the person

they love more than they had calculated.

“I know,” he said. “I’m sorry for that. I’m genuinely sorry for that.”

“Don’t be sorry,” she said, which she meant. “Just — tell me. What

do I do with it. While you’re gone. How do I — “ she stopped again.

She looked at him. “Nobody in this house ever leaves,” she said. “So

nobody knows how.”

It was the truest thing she had said all evening. She felt it as true in

the way of things that have been waiting to be said for longer than the

conversation that finally said them.

He was still for a long moment.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I think you find out what’s there when the

thread is quiet. I think that’s — I think that might be the thing. For

both of us.”

From the kitchen came the sounds of Ada and Iris completing their

task, Ada’s voice carrying some piece of information she had been

saving for the right moment, Iris’s response warm and direct, the two of

them in the easy register of people who inhabit the same frequency

without effort.

Elin looked at the photograph of Mara on the shelf. The grey-green

eyes. The hands in the coat pockets. The something outside the frame.

“She left,” Elin said. “Seven times. And Iris was terrified every time.”

“Yes,” he said.

“And Iris understood later. Eventually.”

“Yes.”

“How long did it take?”

He looked at the photograph. “Fifty years, she said.”

Despite everything, despite the anger and the grief and the older

layer doing its work beneath the understanding, Elin almost laughed.

Almost. “Fifty years,” she said.

“Give or take.”
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She breathed. She looked at her brother in the chair across from her,

the chair that had witnessed things, in the house that remembered. She

looked at him and tried to see him clearly — not the brother she

maintained, not the thread she monitored, but the person, the whole

self Iris had told her he was, the self that required the going in the way

Mara had required it, the self that could not fully become inside the

uninterrupted inheritance of being known.

She could almost see it. She was closer than she had ever been.

“Spring,” she said.

“Spring,” he confirmed.

“Then we have a few weeks.”

“We have a few weeks.”

She nodded. She picked up her cup, which had gone cold, and held

it anyway, and looked at the photograph of Mara, and tried to imagine

what it had cost her grandmother to go, knowing what the going would

do to the people she was leaving, going anyway because the going was

necessary, coming back each time more entirely herself.

She tried to imagine being the one who stayed.

She was still imagining it when Ada appeared in the doorway with

the expression of someone who has completed an assignment and is

ready to report.

“Gran says there’s cake,” Ada said.

“Of course there is,” Elin said.

Ada looked between them with the grey-green eyes, assessing, and

apparently found what she assessed sufficient, because she said: “Are

you done?”

Elin looked at her brother. Her brother looked at Elin.

“For now,” Elin said.

Ada nodded and disappeared back toward the kitchen, and Elin set

down the cold cup and stood, and her brother stood, and they went

together toward the warmth and the cake and the ordinary enduring
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texture of the family’s life, which was still there, which was still warm,

which had not broken, which would not break, she told herself, from

this.

Not from this.

Not yet.
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Chapter Nine

The Edge of Signal

He invited her to come with him to the boundary.

Not into it — he was clear about that, careful about that, the

precision she had come to understand as the form his consideration

took. Not into the low-persistence zone itself, not to the community

where he would be spending the months ahead, but to the edge of it.

To the place where the signal began to thin. He said: I want you to feel

what I’m moving toward. I want you to have that before I go, so that

when I’m gone you have something real to hold instead of something

imagined.

She had agreed immediately, which surprised her. She had expected

to feel resistance — had felt resistance to everything adjacent to this for

months — and instead she had heard the invitation and said yes before

the resistance could organize itself, which perhaps meant the resistance

was tiring, or perhaps meant she understood what he was offering,

which was the most generous thing he could offer: the experience of the

thing itself, rather than leaving her with only her fear of it.

They went on a Saturday in early March, the two of them, without

Ada, without Iris, without any of the family infrastructure that usually

attended the moments that mattered. Just the two of them and a four-

hour drive east into country that grew gradually more open, more
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horizontal, the city releasing its hold on the landscape mile by mile until

there was nothing in any direction but the stripped fields of late winter

and the particular quality of sky that appears when there is nothing tall

enough to interrupt it.

Her brother drove. Elin sat with the window partly down despite

the cold, watching the landscape change, feeling the network do what

networks did when you moved away from density: thin, gradually, the

threads growing longer and more attenuated, the soft collective

awareness of the city becoming something more like a single sustained

note, then something more like an echo of a note, then something she

had to attend to actively to locate at all.

“It starts here,” her brother said, somewhere in the second hour. He

didn’t gesture. He didn’t need to. She felt it herself — a quality of

change in the ambient signal, the way the persistence network’s low

hum shifted register, became something she was aware of being aware

of rather than simply being inside.

“I feel it,” she said.

“It gets more pronounced. We’ll stop about twenty minutes

further.”

She nodded. She turned back to the window. She was trying to pay

attention in the way she had been learning to pay attention — not to

manage what she found, not to prepare a response to it, but simply to

let the experience be what it was and see what that was.

•   •   •

They stopped at a place that was not marked in any way she could see

— no sign, no boundary post, nothing to indicate that this was a

threshold rather than simply a layby on an unremarkable road. Her

brother pulled over and they got out and the cold arrived immediately,

the particular cold of open country with nothing to interrupt the wind,

and she pulled her coat tighter and looked at the landscape.
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Fields. A line of trees to the east, bare-branched, dark against the

white sky. A farmhouse far off, smoke rising straight up in the still air.

Nothing moving anywhere she could see.

And the signal.

She had expected absence — had expected the low-persistence zone

to feel like a subtraction, like something missing, the way she had

imagined it in all the months of imagining: her brother walking into a

kind of sensory deprivation, a room with the lights off, a world with the

warmth removed. She had not expected what she found, which was not

absence but difference. The signal didn’t disappear. It changed. The

soft collective hum of the persistence network thinned to something

more like — she reached for the word and found it was her brother’s

word, the word he had given her months ago — something more like

quiet. Not empty. Quiet the way a room is quiet after a long loud

gathering, when what you notice first is not the silence but the fact that

you can hear your own breathing.

She stood at the side of the road and heard her own breathing.

She stood there and felt the threads — Iris, Ada, the city, the

network — not gone, not severed, but far. Far in the way that things are

far when you have walked away from them rather than lost them. She

could find them if she reached, she understood. They were there. They

were simply not arriving without effort.

She had not, she realized, experienced this before. In forty-two years.

She had never been anywhere that required her to reach for the people

she loved. They had always simply been there, at whatever frequency

the network maintained, warm and present and without effort.

She stood in the cold and reached, and found Iris, and found Ada,

and felt the specific quality of each of them at this distance — not

thinned exactly, not diminished, but more themselves, somehow, more

distinct, the way individual instruments become more audible when

the whole orchestra quiets.
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She stood there for a long time.

Her brother stood a few feet away and said nothing. He had said

nothing since they got out of the car. He understood, she thought, that

this was not a moment for guidance.

•   •   •

What she felt, standing at the edge of signal, was not what she had

expected to feel.

She had expected fear. She had expected the vertiginous sensation

she had touched briefly on the familiar street months ago, when she had

tried to locate the self that existed outside the network and couldn’t

find it. She had expected the grief of the severed thread, the panic of the

unreachable, the specific distress of a person who has organized their

entire interior life around connection and is now standing at the edge

of it.

She felt some of this. The fear was there, low and present, the older

layer doing its faithful work. But it was not the largest thing.

The largest thing was harder to name.

It was something like — weight. A weight she had not known she

was carrying because she had been carrying it since before she could

remember, since before she had any concept of a self that was not

carrying it. The weight of the continuous soft attendance of everyone

who loved her. The weight of being always, at some frequency,

perceived. Known. Held in the awareness of the network and through

the network in the awareness of the people she loved.

She had never called it weight before. She had called it warmth,

connection, love. All of which it was. And also, standing here at the

place where it thinned, she could feel it as weight, the specific heaviness

of a thing that had been constant for so long she had forgotten it had

mass.
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She breathed. The cold air arrived without metadata, without the

ambient emotional texture of the city, without any signal at all except

the physical: cold, clean, tasting faintly of the fields.

She thought: oh.

She thought: this is what he meant. This is the room after the

gathering. This is what he has been trying to say.

She did not say this aloud. It felt important not to say it aloud yet,

to let it be hers for a moment before it became shared, to practice the

thing she had been learning, which was that some understandings

needed to belong to you before they could be given away.

•   •   •

After a while her brother said: “We can go further in, if you want.

There’s a ridge about a mile east where it drops to almost nothing.”

She thought about it. She stood in the thin signal and thought

about walking a mile east into the almost-nothing, and she found that

she did not want to. Not from fear — or not only. But because this,

here, at the edge, felt like the right amount. Like the amount she had

been given to hold today. She didn’t want to take more than she could

carry.

“Not today,” she said.

He nodded. He did not push. This was one of the things she had

needed to understand about him: he did not push. He offered and then

he waited. The pushing, she understood now, had always been hers.

They stood for another few minutes. The smoke from the distant

farmhouse continued its straight vertical rise. A bird crossed the white

sky from west to east, unhurried. The cold deepened slightly as the

afternoon moved.

“Are you frightened?” she asked. “Of going? For the months?”

He was quiet long enough that she knew he was considering

genuinely rather than reaching for a reassurance. “Not of the quiet,” he
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said. “Not anymore. I’m — “ he paused. “I’m frightened of what I’ll

find out. About myself. In the silence. I’m frightened it will be

something I can’t bring back. That the person who knows what it’s like

in there won’t be the person who can live out here.” He looked at the

ridge to the east, the line of trees. “But I think that fear is the thing I

need to go toward, not away from. I think that’s where it lives. The

thing I need.”

Elin looked at the same ridge. Bare trees against a white sky.

Something beyond it that she couldn’t see.

“I’m frightened of the same thing,” she said. “From the other

direction. That the person who knows how to live without the thread

of you won’t be the person I recognize.”

He turned to look at her. She could feel him looking.

“Maybe that person is better,” he said.

“Maybe,” she said. She did not believe it yet. She believed it might

be possible to believe it.

•   •   •

They drove back as the light failed, the landscape reversing itself, the

open country giving way to the incremental return of density, the

network reasserting itself mile by mile until she was inside it fully again,

inside the warm familiar hum, the threads arriving without effort, Iris

and Ada close and present and warm.

She felt the return. She noticed, for the first time, that she felt it —

that the network’s reassertion had a quality she could now distinguish

because she had stood briefly outside it. It was warmer than the field. It

was also heavier. Both things were true simultaneously and she sat with

both of them without trying to resolve the contradiction, which was

itself a new skill, the holding of two true things that pulled against each

other without demanding that one of them lose.
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Her brother drove and didn’t speak much and she didn’t speak

much and the silence between them was not the silence of two people

who have nothing to say but the silence of two people who have said

something that requires time to finish arriving.

She thought about what he had said: the person who knows what

it’s like in there won’t be the person who can live out here. His fear and

hers were the same fear from different angles. Both of them afraid of

returning to someone the other couldn’t recognize. Both of them going

to find out anyway, by different routes, through different silences.

She thought: we are both crossing a boundary. He is crossing it in

space. I am crossing it here, in the car, in the return, in the learning to

hold two things that pull against each other.

She thought: I did not fall apart at the edge of signal. I felt the

weight. I heard my own breathing. I found them when I reached and

they were there.

She thought: I can do this. I do not want to do this. I can do this.

The city appeared on the horizon, its light rising against the

darkening sky, and she watched it come toward them and felt the

network thickening around her, warmth and weight together,

inseparable, and she let it come, and let it be what it was, and did not

pretend it was only one thing.

•   •   •

She told Ada about it that night, sitting on Ada’s bed in the dim light

of the end-of-day ritual.

Not all of it. Ada was seven and some of it was hers to keep. But the

shape of it: the drive, the fields, the place where the signal changed, the

quality of what she had found there.

“What did it feel like?” Ada asked. She was sitting cross-legged with

the wire figure in her lap, running her thumb along the arms-out shape

the way she sometimes handled things she was thinking about.
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Elin considered. “Like being in a room after a gathering,” she said.

“When everyone’s gone and it’s quiet. Except the gathering was —

everywhere. Everything. And I didn’t know it was a gathering until I

was outside it.”

Ada turned this over. “Was it bad?”

“No,” Elin said, and was surprised to find she meant it without

qualification. “It was — a lot. But not bad.”

Ada nodded. She looked at the wire figure. “Uncle says it’s like

being able to hear yourself think.”

“Yes,” Elin said. “That’s right.”

“Can you hear yourself think normally?”

Elin looked at her daughter. The grey-green eyes, patient and direct.

The question with no agenda behind it, just the genuine inquiry of a

person who wants to know.

“I thought I could,” Elin said. “I’m less sure now.”

Ada considered this with the seriousness she brought to admissions.

Then she held up the wire figure — the someone-standing-in-quiet, the

arms slightly out, the posture of a person who has just set something

down.

“Maybe that’s okay,” Ada said. “Not being sure. Maybe that’s where

you find out.”

Elin looked at the wire figure. At the arms slightly out. At the

posture she had read as balanced between setting down and picking up

and now read differently, now read as simply — open. Arms out not

because something had been released or was about to be taken but

because open was the position. Open was the stance.

“Maybe,” Elin said.

She kissed Ada’s forehead. She turned off the light. She stood in the

dark hallway of her apartment and felt the network around her, warm

and continuous and heavy and known, and she breathed, and let it be
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all the things it was, and went to sit alone in the quiet of her own front

room and practice hearing herself think.
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Chapter Ten

Iris Between Worlds

Iris had known both of them longer than they had known themselves.

This was the particular burden of the parent: you held the earliest

versions, the versions before the person had assembled their own

account of who they were, and those earliest versions never entirely left

you, lived alongside the current version the way a palimpsest holds its

older text beneath the new — visible to the careful reader, invisible to

everyone else, including sometimes the person themselves. She had held

her son’s first year, his first decade, the particular quality of a child who

felt everything at full volume and had been learning ever since to

manage the volume without losing the feeling. She had held Elin’s first

year, her first decade, the particular quality of a child who organized the

world around the people in it and found in that organization both her

greatest gift and her most profound vulnerability.

She had known for years that these two qualities would eventually

find each other at an angle that would cost them both.

She had hoped she was wrong. She had known she wasn’t.

•   •   •
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She spent the weeks before the departure in a state she would not have

named to either of them, because naming it would have required her to

take a side, and she had no side to take. She was not the parent who

believed her son should stay. She was not the parent who believed her

daughter’s fear was unfounded. She was the parent who had watched

her own mother disappear seven times and had needed fifty years to

understand it, and who now had a son doing the same thing and a

daughter doing what Iris herself had done, which was love someone

toward staying without knowing that was what she was doing.

She could see both of them clearly. This was not a comfort.

The clarity felt, some mornings, like a punishment — the specific

punishment of the person who understands too much to act simply,

who cannot offer uncomplicated support because the complication is

what she sees, who must hold the whole architecture of the thing while

the people she loves inhabit only their portion of it.

She told Pieter this on a Thursday, as she told Pieter most things

that required a listener who would not be affected by the telling.

Pieter was an old friend — seventy years of friendship, which in

Continuity civilization meant a relationship so thoroughly layered with

shared history that it had become its own kind of country, with its own

interior geography, its own weather. He listened to her the way he had

always listened, which was with the patience of someone who

understood that Iris’s thinking arrived in stages and that interrupting a

stage was counterproductive.

“You can’t hold them both,” he said, when she had finished. “Not in

the way you mean. Not without pulling the rope from both ends.”

“I’m not trying to hold them. I’m trying to — witness. To be

present to both of them without tipping.”

“That’s the same thing,” Pieter said. “In this situation. The

witnessing is taking a side. Being present to his need without

discouraging it is a position. Being present to her fear without resolving
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it is a position. There is no neutral ground in this family right now, Iris.

You’re on ground somewhere. The question is whether you know

where.”

She sat with this for a long time.

“I’m on his side,” she said, finally. “If I’m honest. I understand what

he needs and I believe he needs it and I believe the going is right. But I

love her. And I know what the going will cost her. And I can’t — “ she

stopped. “I can’t be fully present to her grief and fully present to his

rightness at the same time. They don’t fit in the same space.”

“No,” Pieter agreed. “They don’t.”

“So what do I do?”

Pieter considered this with the unhurry of a man who had spent

seventy years watching Iris find her own answers and had learned that

the most useful thing he could do was create the conditions under

which she found them. “You do what you’ve always done,” he said.

“You tell the truth about where you are. Not to manage them. Just —

tell them. Both of them. That you see them and that the seeing is

pulling you in two directions and that you are going to be imperfect at

this because there is no perfect available.”

“That’s not very comforting.”

“No,” Pieter said. “But it’s what you have. And they’re old enough

for what you have.”

•   •   •

She had her son to herself on a Tuesday, the week before he was due to

leave.

He came for dinner and they ate in the kitchen as they had when he

was young, informally, at the small table rather than the dining room,

and she cooked the things she had cooked for him then and he ate with

the appetite he had always had, which had always seemed to her a good
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sign, a sign of someone who was still inhabiting their body rather than

floating anxiously above it.

She waited until the meal was done before she said what she had

come to say.

“I want to tell you something,” she said. “And I want you to know

before I say it that it is not an attempt to change your mind. I’ve

decided your mind doesn’t need changing. I’m telling you because I

think you should know where I am, not because I think knowing

should affect what you do.”

He looked at her with the full attention he gave her, which was

different from the full attention he gave others — older, less guarded,

the attention of someone in the presence of a person they have never

needed to manage.

“I’m frightened,” she said. “For both of you. Not equally — the

fears are different shapes. For you I’m frightened of the thing you

named yourself: that who you find in the silence won’t translate back.

That the going and the returning will open a distance you can’t cross

from either side.” She held her cup. “For Elin I’m frightened that she

won’t find the thing she needs to find while you’re gone, which is

herself, separate from the maintaining. I’m frightened she’ll spend the

months waiting rather than becoming, and that the waiting will harden

into something she can’t release when you return.”

He was quiet.

“I’m telling you this,” she said, “not so you’ll stay. But so you’ll

know that the going has a full weight. That I see the full weight. That I

am not — simply endorsing it, the way a parent endorses a child’s

choices by being too afraid of conflict to say what they see. I see it. All

of it. And I still think you should go. But I want you to carry the full

weight of it. Not just your portion.”

He looked at her for a long moment. He said: “I know what I’m

asking of her.”
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“Do you?”

“I know it’s more than she’s ever been asked to carry.”

“Yes.”

“And I’m going anyway.”

“Yes,” Iris said. “You are. And that is — “ she found the word that

was true: “Hard. It is a hard thing. It is also, I believe, the right thing.

Both of those are fully true. I need you to hold both.”

He looked at his hands. He had his grandmother’s hands — long-

fingered, careful, the hands of someone who handled things with more

attention than strictly necessary. Mara’s hands. She had not told him

this. She told him now.

“She had your hands,” Iris said. “She would have understood you.

She would have argued with you — she argued with everyone — but

she would have understood.”

He looked up.

“She went seven times,” Iris said. “And every time she came back she

was more herself. And the seventh time she didn’t come back.” She set

down her cup. “That is not a warning. I want to be clear that it is not a

warning. It is just — everything. It is just the whole of it. She went and

she came back and she went and came back and then she didn’t, and I

loved her and I was frightened every time and I understood too late and

she died before I could tell her I understood, and I have been living

with the understanding since and it is, on balance, better than the not-

understanding, even though the understanding came too late to give

her anything.” She looked at her son steadily. “Come back,” she said.

“That’s all. Find what you need and come back. Whatever it looks like.

Come back.”

He said: “I will.”

She believed him. She believed him completely, which was not the

same as knowing. She had learned, across a long life, to believe people

completely and hold the not-knowing alongside the belief, and to find
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that this was not contradiction but the only honest position available to

someone who loves without certainty.

•   •   •

She had Elin the following day.

Elin arrived with Ada and food and the specific bright efficiency she

deployed when she was managing her own anxiety, which Iris had been

watching for forty years and which still had the power to break her

heart a little, the brightness that was real and was also armor.

They ate, the three of them. Ada talked about something at school,

a project, something involving the behavior of ants in different

temperatures, and they attended to this with genuine interest because

Ada’s attention made things interesting, because one of Ada’s gifts was

the ability to make the things she looked at seem worth looking at.

When Ada went to the garden Iris said: “How are you?”

“Fine,” Elin said. The smoothing reflex, still operational under the

brightness. Then she stopped herself. “Not fine. I’m — managing. I

went with him, to the boundary. I told you.”

“You told me you went. You didn’t tell me what you found.”

Elin was quiet for a moment. Then she described it — the drive, the

fields, the thinning signal, the weight she had felt, the breathing, the

reaching for the threads and finding them at a distance. She described it

with more precision than Iris had expected, which meant she had been

sitting with it, had been turning it over in the weeks since, had been

doing the work of integrating it rather than filing it away.

Iris listened and when Elin finished she said: “What did you

understand, standing there?”

“What he meant,” Elin said. “I understood what he meant. The

room after the gathering. The weight.” She looked at her hands. “I also

understood that I could feel it for an hour at the edge of it and drive
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home to the city and it’s very different to live inside it for months.

What he’s going into is not what I touched.”

“No,” Iris agreed. “It isn’t.”

“So I understood something and the understanding doesn’t help as

much as I thought it would.” She looked up. “I thought if I could feel it

I could stop being frightened of it. But the fear isn’t about the place.

The fear is about — the months. The not-knowing where he is every

day. The thread being quiet. I can be fine at the boundary and still not

know how to be fine for three months without him.”

Iris nodded. She had rehearsed what she was going to say next and

she said it now, plainly, without preamble, the way Pieter had told her

to. “I want to tell you where I am. Not to comfort you. Just to tell you.”

Elin looked at her.

“I’m on his side,” Iris said. “If I’m honest. I believe he needs to go

and I believe the going is right. I also love you and I see what this costs

you and I am going to be imperfect at holding both of those things

because they pull in different directions and there is no position from

which I can hold them without being pulled.” She held her daughter’s

gaze. “I’m telling you this because you deserve to know where I actually

am rather than the managed version. And because I think you’re old

enough for the truth of it.”

Elin absorbed this. Iris watched her absorb it — watched the

brightness shift, the armor doing something more complex than

holding, more like adjusting.

“You think he should go,” Elin said.

“Yes.”

“Even though it’s going to be — “

“Hard. Yes. Even though.”

Elin was quiet. She was doing what she did when she was genuinely

thinking rather than managing: she went still, turned inward, let the

process happen without running it. Iris waited.

T H E  V O I D

89



“I think so too,” Elin said, finally. The words arrived slowly, as

though they had come a long way. “I think he should go. I think it’s

right. I think I’ve known it was right for longer than I’ve been able to

say it.” She looked at Iris with something open in her face that Iris

rarely saw there — the brightness gone, the armor set aside, just her

daughter, just the unmediated face of someone who has arrived

somewhere they needed to arrive. “I’m still frightened.”

“I know,” Iris said. “The knowing it’s right doesn’t fix the fear. You

hold both.”

“How?”

Iris looked at her daughter. She thought about Mara, the seven

departures, the fifty years of reckoning. She thought about her son’s

hands, Mara’s hands, the long-fingered careful hands of people who

handled things with more attention than strictly necessary. She thought

about what she actually knew, after a long life of watching the people

she loved navigate the distances between them.

“Badly, at first,” she said. “And then better. And then, eventually,

you find that the holding itself has changed you in ways you couldn’t

have predicted and didn’t ask for and wouldn’t trade.”

Elin looked at her for a long moment.

“That’s not very comforting,” she said.

“No,” Iris agreed. “But it’s what I have. And you’re old enough for

what I have.”

From the garden came Ada’s voice, calling something — not

distress, just information, something she had found that required

reporting. They both turned toward the sound and then back to each

other, and Iris reached across the table and put her hand briefly over

Elin’s, the gesture she had made since Elin was small enough to be

reassured by it, and Elin turned her hand over and held it, and they sat

like that for a moment, mother and daughter, in the house that

remembered everything, in the particular silence of two people who
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have said the true thing and are now simply in the presence of it

together.

Then Ada called again, more urgently, something in the garden

requiring immediate attention, and they both stood, and the moment

released itself back into the ordinary texture of the afternoon, warm

and continuous and held.

•   •   •

He left on a Thursday in late March.

Not from Iris’s house — from his own apartment, by arrangement,

early. He had said his goodbyes the Sunday before, at the last family

meal before the departure, which had been deliberately ordinary,

deliberately without ceremony, because he had asked for that and they

had given it to him: the food, the table, the ritual, nothing marked or

performed, nothing that required the evening to know it was the last of

its kind for a while.

Elin had stayed late. She had helped with the clearing-up and she

had sat with Iris while Ada slept in the front room under the blanket

kept there for exactly this purpose, and they had talked about nothing

consequential until there was nothing left to talk about and she had

driven home through the dark city with Ada asleep in the back seat and

the network warm around her, all its threads present and steady, her

brother’s among them, close and warm, the last night of close and

warm for months.

She had not said a final thing to him at the meal. She had not

prepared one. She had hugged him at the door the way she always

hugged him, and he had held her for a moment longer than usual, and

she had let the moment be what it was without trying to make it more,

and then he had gone inside and she had gone to her car and she had sat

in the car for a moment in the dark before starting it.
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She had not cried. She had breathed. She had found his thread —

warm, close, present — and she had held it the way you hold something

you are about to release, fully, deliberately, with complete attention.

Then she had driven home.

Thursday morning she woke before Ada and lay in the grey light

and felt for his thread and found it: present, but different. Moving.

Moving east, away from the city, the quality of it changing as she held

it, thinning at the edges the way signal thinned at the boundary she had

stood at, the way it had felt to stand in the cold field and reach and find

them far.

She lay still and felt him moving away.

She did not reach after him. She held the thread as far as it extended

and then she held the memory of it and then she held the space where it

had been, the shape of the absence, and she breathed, and the morning

continued, and Ada woke down the hall and called for her, and she got

up.

She got up and went to her daughter and the day began its ordinary

business and the thread of her brother extended east into the quiet and

grew thin and thinner and she felt it going and she let it go and she got

up and she went to her daughter and the day began.
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MOV EM E N T  I I I

THE VOID

•   •   •

Chapter Eleven

Departure

The first week was manageable.

She had expected this — had been told to expect it, by Iris, by her

own professional knowledge of how people move through the early

stages of any significant absence. The first week ran on adrenaline and

preparation, on the residual warmth of knowing the departure was

coming and having readied yourself for it. You had your routines. You

had the ordinary structure of the days. You had, still, the faint warmth

of the thread at its full extension, present the way a word is present after

someone has stopped saying it — the sound of it still in the air, still

audible, still real.

She went to work. She made Ada’s lunches and collected Ada from

school and sat with Iris on Tuesday as she always sat with Iris on

Tuesday and attended the things that required attending and

maintained the things that required maintaining. She was, she thought,
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doing well. She told herself she was doing well and largely believed it,

which was itself a form of doing well.

The thread of him was quiet but present. This was the thing she had

not fully anticipated: it did not vanish. It persisted, extended to its

limit, thin and faraway but there — the way the signal had been at the

boundary, reachable if she reached. She reached for it sometimes

without deciding to, the way you reach for a person in a dark room, and

found it, faint and directional, pointing northeast into the country she

had driven through with him in March, the stripped fields and the

horizontal sky.

She let herself find it and then she let it alone. This was the practice.

Find and release. Find and release. Not grip.

•   •   •

The second week the thread changed.

It did not thin gradually, the way signal thinned at the boundary —

it thinned in steps, the way depth increases when you walk into water,

gradual and then suddenly less gradual, a step down that arrived

without warning and left her standing in a different depth than she’d

been in the moment before. She would reach for it in the morning and

find it as she’d left it, and then one afternoon she reached and it was

different, fainter, further, and she stood in her kitchen holding a cup

she had forgotten she was holding and felt the difference in her chest

like a change in air pressure.

She did not call Iris. She had promised herself she would not call Iris

every time she felt something, because calling Iris every time she felt

something was maintenance by another name, was the outsourcing of

her own discomfort, was the same reflex in a different direction. She

stood in the kitchen and felt what she felt and breathed and after a

while the feeling became something she could hold rather than
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something that was holding her, and she set down the cup and went

back to what she had been doing.

She noted this as a small success. It was a small success. She allowed

herself that.

Ada asked about him at dinner that week — not anxiously, with the

matter-of-fact inquiry she brought to most things. “Is his thread

quiet?” she asked. As though thread-monitoring were a natural thing

for a seven-year-old to ask about, which for Ada, Elin supposed, it was.

“Quieter,” Elin said.

“Is that okay?”

“It’s what we expected.”

Ada considered this and found it sufficient. She returned to her

food. She had the quality, in these weeks, of someone who had decided

not to be worried and was enacting that decision consistently, which

was different from being unaffected — Elin could see the decision in

her, the active choosing of it — but which produced a steadiness that

Elin found, some days, more sustaining than anything the adults

around her were offering.

“He said he’d write,” Ada said. “Old writing. Letters. He said the

community uses paper post when they communicate out.”

“I know,” Elin said.

“I’ve never gotten a letter,” Ada said, with the specific interest of

someone cataloguing a new experience category. “Only messages.”

“Letters are slower,” Elin said.

“I know.” Ada seemed to find this interesting rather than

problematic. “You have to wait for them. You don’t know when they’re

coming.” She ate for a moment. “That’s kind of like him being there,

isn’t it. You don’t know when it’s coming but you know it’s coming.”

Elin looked at her daughter. “Yes,” she said. “That’s exactly like it.”

Ada nodded as though something had been confirmed, and Elin sat

across the table from her seven-year-old and felt the specific gratitude of
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a parent who has been handed a frame by their child, small and true and

sufficient, a frame she could live inside for the next few days.

•   •   •

The first letter arrived eleven days after his departure.

It came in an actual envelope, his handwriting on the front — she

had not seen his handwriting in years, everything being messages, and

she stood at the door holding the envelope and looking at the

handwriting and feeling something she had not prepared for, which

was the specific intimacy of a hand that had moved across paper. The

pressure of it. The choices in it, the slightly larger letters when he was

thinking harder, the way certain words ran together when the thought

was moving faster than the pen. She had grown up with this

handwriting. She had not known she missed it.

She did not open it immediately. She set it on the table and made tea

and sat down and looked at it for a while, which was its own practice —

the willingness to wait, to let the thing be a thing before she consumed

it.

Then she opened it.

It was three pages, written on both sides of each sheet in the slightly

compressed script of someone rationing paper or rationing words or

both. It began without salutation, which was characteristic — he had

never been a Dear Elin person, had always started mid-thought, as

though the letter were a continuation of a conversation already in

progress rather than the opening of a new one.

She read it twice before she let herself think about it.

He described the community: small, perhaps forty people, living in

a cluster of low buildings in a shallow valley that the topography alone

would have made low-signal even without the deliberate infrastructure

choices. He described the quality of the days — slower than he’d

expected, not in a deprivation way but in a metabolic way, the way days
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slow when they are not structured by the continuous incoming of

information. He described eating meals with people whose interior

weather he couldn’t read, which was disconcerting and then interesting

and then, he wrote, quietly revelatory — the way you actually had to

watch someone’s face, had to attend to their words, had to build your

understanding of them from what they offered rather than from what

the network provided. He described sleeping deeply and dreamlessly,

which was not something he had done in years.

He described missing her. He wrote it plainly, without apology: I

miss you. I miss the specific weight of knowing where you are. I want

you to know that the missing is real and that it is not a reason to come

back and that both of those things are true.

She read this paragraph four times.

She thought: he is learning to hold two things at once. He has been

learning alongside me, in the silence, separately, and arriving at the same

place.

She thought: this is what the quiet gives him. Not the absence of

love. The ability to feel the love at the right distance, without the noise

of constant proximity collapsing it into something he has to manage

rather than something he can simply have.

She set the letter down. She looked at the window, the ordinary

view of her ordinary street, the network running its warm current

through everything.

She picked up a pen. She turned the envelope over and wrote on the

back of it, in her own handwriting that she had not used for years: I

miss you too. The missing is real. I am learning what to do with it. Give

me time.

She folded it and put it in the letter to send back. She would write

more, properly, later. But that was the true thing and it needed to go.

•   •   •
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The third week was the hardest.

The adrenaline of preparation had fully dissipated. The novelty of

the letters — a second one arrived, shorter, a single page, describing a

conversation he’d had with one of the community’s elders about the

relationship between silence and thought, ideas she found herself

turning over for days afterward — had settled into the rhythm of a new

communication mode, present but slow, asynchronous in a way that

required her to sit with questions she couldn’t immediately ask and

wait for answers that might arrive a week after the urgency had passed.

The thread was quiet. Not absent — she checked, she couldn’t help

checking, she had decided to allow herself to check once in the morning

and once in the evening, no more, which was its own form of practice

— but quiet in the way of something at its full extension, barely there, a

low signal at the limit of her perception. She found it each time she

checked. It was enough. It was not enough. Both.

She began to notice what filled the space he had occupied.

This was not what she had expected from the third week, which she

had expected to be grief, pure and incapacitating. There was grief —

she was honest with herself about the grief, she let it be what it was

when it arrived, she sat with it in the evenings sometimes in the chair in

the front room and let it run its course without managing it into

something smaller. But underneath the grief, or alongside it, was

something she had not anticipated: space. Actual space, in her

attention, in her interior life, the space that had been occupied by the

monitoring and the calibrating and the maintenance, now empty, now

available.

She did not know what to do with it at first. She sat in it the way

you sit in a room that has been cleared of furniture, uncertain of the

scale of things without the usual reference points. She noticed herself

reaching, habitual, for the thread, and finding it quiet, and then finding

herself in the space that remained.
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She stayed in the space.

She began, tentatively, to think thoughts that were only hers. Not

about him, not about the maintenance of the connection, not

structured around the question of his wellbeing or the calibration of

her approach. Just — her own thoughts, arriving without agenda,

without the underlying orientation toward the people she was tending.

She was surprised by what arrived. She had not known she had

opinions about certain things she had never examined. She had not

known she had an inclination toward a particular kind of attention, a

particular kind of noticing, that had been drowned out for years by the

louder and more urgent business of staying connected.

She thought: so this is what he meant. The room. The gathering

that had been going on so long you forgot it was a gathering.

She thought: I am beginning to hear myself think.

She did not say this to anyone. She kept it for a while, the way she

was learning to keep things — not as concealment but as care, letting

the thought be hers until it had finished being hers, and then, when it

was ready, she wrote it in a letter that she sent northeast, into the quiet,

to the hand she recognized from the pressure of it on paper.

•   •   •

Ada found her one evening sitting in the front room in the dark.

Not crying — she wasn’t crying, or had finished crying, she couldn’t

remember which. She was simply sitting in the dark with the thread

quiet at the edge of her perception and the space around her that she

was learning to inhabit.

Ada came in without turning on the light, which was characteristic

— Ada often moved through rooms in whatever state she found them

rather than immediately imposing her own preferred conditions. She

climbed onto the couch beside Elin and sat with the wire figure in her

lap, and they sat together in the dark for a moment without speaking.
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“Are you sad?” Ada asked.

“A little,” Elin said. “And also — something else. I don’t have a word

for it yet.”

Ada nodded as though this were a completely adequate answer,

which from Ada it was — she had a high tolerance for unnamed states,

had always seemed to understand that a thing could be real before it

had language.

“Gran says grief is love with nowhere to go,” Ada said.

Elin turned to look at her daughter in the dark. “When did she say

that?”

“Last Tuesday. When you were in the kitchen.” Ada held up the

wire figure, visible as a silhouette in the dim light from the window. “I

think that’s only half right.”

“What’s the other half?”

Ada considered. “I think grief is love that’s finding somewhere new

to go,” she said. “I think the nowhere is just — between. While it

figures out the new place.”

Elin looked at her daughter’s profile in the dark. At seven. At seven

years old, sitting in the dark making a correction to her grandmother’s

formulation with the quiet confidence of someone who has thought

about it and arrived somewhere further.

“I think you’re right,” Elin said.

“I know,” Ada said, without vanity, simply as acknowledgment, and

leaned against her mother’s arm, and they sat together in the dark while

the love found its new direction and the night continued outside the

window and the thread of him extended northeast into the quiet and

was, still, there.
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Chapter Twelve

Persistence Failure

The thread went fully quiet on a Wednesday in the fifth week.

Not gradually, not the stepped descent she had become accustomed

to — there one morning, gone by afternoon, with nothing between to

prepare her. She reached at her usual time, the morning check she had

reduced from twice to once by the fifth week, a small private discipline

she was quietly proud of, and found it: thin, directional, present. She

went to work. She came home. She made Ada’s dinner and sat with her

through the homework and the bath and the end-of-day ritual, and

somewhere during the ritual she reached again, without deciding to, the

habitual reflex — and found nothing.

Not the thinned-to-limit signal she had been tending like a low

flame. Nothing. The absence where the thread had been was not even

the shape of an absence. It was simply — not there, the way a sound is

not there rather than the way a sound has stopped, the distinction she

had not known existed until she was living on the wrong side of it.

She finished Ada’s bedtime. She read the pages Ada requested, she

kissed Ada’s forehead, she turned off the light. She went to the front

room. She sat in the chair.

She reached again. Still nothing. She noted this without acting on it.

She noted it again five minutes later. Still nothing. She understood,
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intellectually, that this was the expected progression, that the

community he had joined maintained a deliberate near-zero

connectivity, that the full low-persistence experience was precisely this:

the thread going dark. She had known this was coming. She had

prepared for it. She had stood at the boundary in March and touched

the edge of what this felt like and decided she could hold it.

She sat in the chair and found that knowing had not been the same

as being ready.

•   •   •

She called Iris.

She had promised herself she would not call Iris every time she felt

something, and she had kept this promise for five weeks, and she called

Iris now because this was not every time she felt something, this was the

thread going dark, this was the thing she had been building toward and

had arrived at and she needed — not management, not the careful

warmth, not to be handled. She needed to hear her mother’s voice in

the dark.

Iris answered immediately, which meant she had been expecting the

call, or expecting something, which meant she had felt it too — the

thread of her son, her own version of it, going quiet at the same time.

They did not discuss this directly. They did not need to.

“It went,” Elin said.

“I know,” Iris said.

A silence. Not uncomfortable. The silence of two people sitting

together in the same fact.

“He’s all right,” Iris said. Not as reassurance — as information, with

the careful specificity of someone who has distinguished between the

two. “The thread going quiet isn’t distress. You know that.”

“I know that,” Elin said.

“But knowing it—“
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“Doesn’t fix the going quiet. No.”

They sat in the phone’s shared silence for a while. Outside Elin’s

window the city continued its warm connected business, indifferent to

the small private fact of a thread gone dark.

“Tell me something,” Elin said. “Tell me something true. Not about

him. Just — something.”

Iris was quiet for a moment. Then she said: “When your

grandmother came back from her third disappearance I was twelve. She

came back with a word. A word she had found in the silence, or made,

or remembered — I was never sure which. She said it was the word for

the state of attending to something that is not present. Not grief, not

waiting, not longing. Something more precise than any of those. She

said older languages had words for it and modern ones had lost them

because modern life had made the state so rare. The state of being fully

oriented toward something you cannot currently perceive.”

Elin held the phone. “What was the word?”

“I don’t remember,” Iris said. “I was twelve and I didn’t understand

why it mattered and by the time I understood why it mattered she was

gone and I couldn’t ask her.” A pause. “But I remember that the word

existed. That she found it in the quiet and brought it back. That was

the thing she brought from her third disappearance. Not an insight,

not a decision — a word for a state that the connected world had

stopped needing and she had found again.”

Elin sat in the dark with this for a long moment.

“I’m orienting toward him,” she said. “Right now. Without being

able to perceive him.”

“Yes,” Iris said. “That’s what you’re doing.”

“There should be a word for it.”

“There was,” Iris said. “Once.”

They stayed on the call for another hour, not always speaking,

sometimes simply present to each other through the line, which was its
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own form of the thread, its own form of orientation. When Elin finally

said goodnight and set down the phone the dark room felt different —

not lighter, not resolved, but inhabited in a new way, the way a room

feels different when you have been sitting in it long enough to become

part of its quiet.

•   •   •

She told her work supervisor the next morning that she needed to

adjust her caseload for a few weeks. She gave a personal reason without

specifics, which her supervisor accepted with the professional grace of

someone who understood that the people who helped families through

relational difficulty were not exempt from it themselves. The caseload

reduced. She was grateful and ashamed of the gratitude in equal

measure, and then she let the shame go, because shame about needing

things was one of the habits she was working on.

She took a long walk that afternoon, after collecting Ada from

school. Not to anywhere — Ada had agreed to the walk with the

equanimity she brought to her mother’s periodic needs for movement,

had brought her notebook, was walking beside Elin in the

companionable parallel they did well. The city moved around them.

The network ran its warm current. She was inside it and could feel its

warmth and could also, now, feel its weight — the two things

simultaneously, as she had learned to hold them since the boundary.

She thought about what it meant to orient toward something you

could not perceive.

She thought about Mara finding a word for it in silence and

bringing it back. She thought about her brother in the shallow valley,

sleeping deeply, building his understanding of people from what they

offered rather than what the network provided. She thought about

what he was finding there and whether the finding was the shape she

hoped or some other shape entirely, and she noticed the hoping and sat
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with it — not trying to eliminate it, because hope was real and entitled

to its space, but noticing the way it reached toward him, the way it was

a form of the thread, a form of orientation.

She thought: I am practicing something. I have been practicing it

for months and the thread going dark is not the end of the practice. It is

the practice becoming serious.

Ada said: “You’re thinking loud.”

“Sorry.”

“I don’t mind,” Ada said. “I can hear my own thoughts better when

you’re thinking loud. It’s like—“ she paused, searching, “—like how

you can see stars better when there’s one bright light nearby. The

contrast.”

Elin looked at her daughter. “Where do you get these?”

Ada considered the question seriously. “I think I just notice things,”

she said. “And then I think about what they mean. And then

sometimes it comes out.”

She said it as though it were the most ordinary process in the world.

Elin supposed, for Ada, it was.

•   •   •

The letters continued.

This was the anchor. She understood this more clearly now that the

thread was gone — that the letters were the form the connection took

in the absence of the network’s continuous hum, and that they were,

she was surprised to find, sufficient. Not the same. Not a replacement.

But sufficient in the way that a different thing can be sufficient: on its

own terms, offering what it offers, requiring a different mode of

receiving.

She had to wait for them. She had never, in her adult life, had to

wait for communication. Messages arrived in the moment of their

sending, or near enough that the difference was meaningless. A letter
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took eight days to travel northeast and eight days to travel back, which

meant that by the time she had his response to a question she had

moved on from the urgency of asking it, which meant she had to learn

to ask questions that remained interesting after the urgency passed,

which meant she had to learn to ask different questions than the ones

she usually asked.

She found she was asking him things she had never thought to ask

before. About his childhood memories that she didn’t share — the

years before she was old enough to remember the same events, the

private interior life of a boy she had known from the outside. About

what he thought happened to people after they died, a question she had

never asked anyone because she had lived inside the Continuity answer

for so long she had forgotten it was an answer rather than a fact. About

whether he thought Ada was going to be all right, which was not a

question she had intended to ask and which arrived on the page while

she was writing something else, and which she sent anyway.

His answers came back slowly and were longer than his messages

had ever been. He wrote about their childhood differently than she

remembered it — not contradictorily, but from an angle she hadn’t

known existed, the angle of the sibling who felt things at full volume

and had watched his sister organize the world around the people in it

and had loved her for it and had sometimes, he wrote, felt the

organizing land on him like something heavier than she knew. He

wrote about death with a directness that surprised her — he did not

believe Continuity’s answer was wrong exactly, but he thought it was

incomplete, thought the question deserved to remain open rather than

being settled by the technology that had answered it most conveniently.

He wrote about Ada: she is going to be extraordinary. She already is.

She will be the person in the family who says the true thing, and it will

cost her something, and she will do it anyway. Take care of her. Let her

take care of you.
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Elin read this last paragraph four times.

She wrote back: she already does. She already takes care of me. I’m

not sure I deserve it.

He wrote back, eight days later: that’s not how it works with

children. They don’t ration it based on deserving. They give it because

they love you. Let them.

She held the letter for a long time.

She thought about all the love she had been receiving and managing

rather than simply receiving. She thought about the way she received

Ada’s care — with warmth, yes, but also with the organizing reflex, the

tidying of it into the appropriate relational category, the maintenance

of the appropriate adult competence even when the competence was

thin. She thought about Ada in the dark saying grief is love finding

somewhere new to go and about herself receiving it as a beautiful

formulation rather than as the gift it was, the gift of being loved by

someone who thought more clearly than she did.

She put the letter down. She went to find Ada, who was in her room

with her current collection of objects laid out in some system on the

floor, cross-legged in the middle of it, consulting her notebook.

“Can I sit with you?” Elin said.

Ada looked up. She assessed the question with the seriousness she

brought to genuine requests. “Yes,” she said. “But don’t reorganize

anything.”

“I won’t,” Elin said.

She sat on the floor beside her daughter in the middle of the

collection, and Ada returned to her notebook, and Elin sat in the

middle of the system she didn’t understand and didn’t ask to have

explained, and the afternoon light came through the window onto the

objects — stones, feathers, a piece of worked glass, the detached wing

from the garden that had survived somehow into a new season — and

she sat in it and was present and did not organize anything, and after a
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while Ada leaned against her without looking up from the notebook,

and Elin put her arm around her daughter, and they stayed like that for

a long time, in the warm particular quiet of two people who have

stopped doing anything except being in the same room.

•   •   •

She dreamed about the boundary that night.

She was standing at the layby on the unremarkable road, the white

sky, the smoke from the distant farmhouse rising straight up. But in the

dream the ridge to the east was visible in a way it hadn’t been in March

— she could see over it, could see the shallow valley beyond, the low

buildings of the community, and in the valley, small with distance, her

brother.

He was not looking at her. He was looking at something she

couldn’t see from the ridge, something in the valley that had his full

attention, and his posture was the posture she had read on Ada’s wire

figure: arms slightly out, open, the stance of someone who has set

something down and is standing in the space the setting-down has

made.

She did not call to him. In the dream she understood that calling

would be wrong, that the distance was the point, that she was supposed

to stand on the ridge and see him and let that be enough.

She stood on the ridge and saw him and it was enough.

She woke before the alarm, in the grey early light, the apartment

quiet around her, the thread still dark at the edge of her perception. She

lay still and held the image from the dream — her brother in the valley,

arms out, attending to something she couldn’t see — and she felt, for

the first time since the thread had gone quiet, something that was not

grief and not the space-where-grief-had-been but something further

along: a low and tentative and entirely unexpected sense that he was all

right. Not that she knew he was all right. Not the network’s warm
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confirmation. Just — a sense. A orientation. The state of attending to

something she could not perceive, pointing northeast, steady.

There should be a word for it.

She lay in the grey light and held it carefully, the way she was

learning to hold things — fully, without gripping, letting it be what it

was.

Outside Ada’s door she heard the small sounds of her daughter

waking, the particular morning sounds of a child coming back to the

day. She heard the notebook being opened. She heard, in the early

quiet, the scratch of Ada’s pen making its large letters, recording

something before the day began, before whatever she had found in

sleep was replaced by the findings of waking.

Elin lay still and listened to her daughter write, and the grey light

continued, and the thread was dark, and she was oriented toward him

anyway, steady and without grip, pointing northeast into the quiet

where he was becoming whatever he was becoming.

She stayed there until Ada’s door opened.

Then she got up.
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Chapter Thirteen

Search Patterns

The eighth week was when she stopped being good at it.

She had been good at it for seven weeks — not without difficulty,

not without the grief and the space and the letters and the practice of

orienting toward something she couldn’t perceive. But functional.

Present. Doing the work. The reduced caseload helped. Iris helped. Ada

helped, in the specific way Ada helped, which was by being herself

without adjustment, which turned out to be more sustaining than any

deliberate support Elin had received.

The eighth week something shifted and she stopped being good at it

and started being something else, something she didn’t have a clean

name for: not falling apart, not incapacitated, but operating from a

register she didn’t recognize as her own. Shorter with Ada than she

wanted to be. Distracted in her sessions, catching herself processing her

own interior weather when she was supposed to be attending to

someone else’s. Waking in the night and reaching for the thread and

finding nothing and lying in the dark counting the days until the agreed

return date, which was still six weeks away, which was — she calculated

it each time, the calculation arriving with the mechanical persistence of

an obsession — forty-two days. Forty-one. Forty.

T H E  V O I D

110



She recognized what was happening. She recognized it

professionally, she had sat with people in exactly this condition, the

condition of someone who has been managing well and has reached the

limit of what management can hold. She recognized it and she could

not find the outside of it, which was also something she knew about —

knowing the name of the thing you are inside does not give you the

door.

•   •   •

She went looking for information about the community.

This was the thing she had promised herself she would not do, or

had not promised exactly — had understood it would not be useful,

had understood that information-gathering was the maintenance reflex

redirected, was the need to feel she was doing something about a thing

she could not do anything about. She had understood this and she did

it anyway, in the eighth week, sitting at her desk after Ada was in bed

with the searching quality of someone who has run out of the good

approaches and is now trying the ones they knew weren’t good.

She found what there was to find, which was not much. The

community had a name — she had known the name, her brother had

given it — and there were documents, some academic, some

journalistic, most dated, describing its founding and its structure and

its philosophy of deliberate low-connectivity. She read them with the

specific hunger of a person trying to get closer to something through its

description and finding that description is not proximity. She learned

things she already knew in more detail. She learned nothing that told

her what she actually wanted to know, which was: how is he. Is he all

right. Is he the same person who left. Will he be the person who comes

back.

She contacted Sena.
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This felt less like a breach than the searching had felt, because Sena

was a person, because reaching toward a person was at least honest

about what it was. She wrote a message — careful, professional, framed

as research interest — and sent it before she could reconsider, and felt

immediately the specific shame of someone who has done a thing they

knew was not quite right and has done it anyway because the alternative

was sitting alone with the not-knowing.

Sena responded within the hour. She was warm and direct and

clearly understood exactly what kind of message she had received,

which was not a research inquiry. She said: he is well. I had word

through the community’s outbound protocol last week. He is engaged

and present and the residency is going as these residencies go, which is

to say it is harder than expected in the first half and clarifying in ways

that are difficult to articulate in the second. She said: this is normal. She

said: the people who come back from these residencies are changed, but

changed is not damaged. She said: the letters he sends you are, from

what he has described to me, the most important communication he

does each week.

Elin read this last sentence four times.

She felt the shame of having contacted Sena and underneath the

shame the relief of having done it, and she sat with both without trying

to resolve the contradiction, which was a skill she had been acquiring

for months and which was, she thought, one of the few skills that

would survive this period intact. The ability to hold two true things

that pulled against each other. The refusal to make one of them lose.

She wrote back to Sena: thank you. I know this wasn’t a research

question. I appreciate you treating it like one anyway.

Sena wrote back: it becomes a research question eventually.

Everything does. Take care of yourself.

•   •   •
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She told Iris about contacting Sena.

She told her because not telling her would have been concealment,

and she had decided, somewhere in the seventh week, that concealment

was the thing she was least willing to practice. That the work she was

doing — the finding of herself in the space the maintenance had

vacated, the hearing of her own thoughts — required honesty as a

structural condition. You could not find yourself in the silence while

simultaneously hiding from the people who knew you. The two

projects were incompatible.

Iris received it without judgment, which was not the same as

receiving it without response.

“You went looking,” Iris said.

“Yes.”

“And found?”

“That he’s well. That the residency is going as it goes. That the

letters matter to him.” She held her cup. “And that I am apparently not

as far along in the practice as I thought I was in week seven.”

Iris was quiet for a moment. “Week seven is not the test,” she said.

“Week seven is when the preparation runs out and the actual thing

begins. The test is what you do in week eight.”

“I went looking,” Elin said. “That’s what I did in week eight.”

“Yes,” Iris said. “And then you stopped looking. And then you told

me.” She looked at Elin steadily. “That’s not failure. That’s the shape of

someone learning. It’s not a straight line. It never is.”

Elin absorbed this. She was tired of absorbing things. She was tired

of the practice and the learning and the holding of two true things

simultaneously and the patient ongoing work of becoming someone

who could survive this without collapsing. She was tired, and the

tiredness was its own kind of information, and she let herself say so.

“I’m tired,” she said. “I’m tired of doing the work. I want it to be

done. I want him back and the thread warm and the practice over and
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everything to be the way it was, and I know — I know that’s not right,

that the way it was was part of the problem, but I am tired and I miss

him and I want it to be over.”

Iris said nothing. She let Elin have the wanting without immediately

reframing it.

After a moment Elin said: “You’re not going to tell me that’s okay.”

“It’s not my job to tell you it’s okay,” Iris said. “It’s true. You’re

allowed to want it to be over. Wanting it to be over doesn’t make you

wrong about it being necessary. The wanting and the knowing are two

different rooms and you’re allowed to be in both.”

Elin looked at her mother. The assessing warmth, the noting-things

look, the face she had been looking at for forty-two years and which she

could now, she realized, read more completely than she had been able to

read it before the eighth week — she could see in it, clearly, the effort of

someone who was also in two rooms simultaneously, who also wanted

it to be over, who was tending her daughter’s difficulty while managing

her own and doing both with the grace she had developed over a long

life of doing exactly this.

“You miss him too,” Elin said.

“Every day,” Iris said, simply. “Every day.”

They sat together in the kitchen that had held a thousand versions

of the family’s difficulties, and missed him together, without managing

the missing into something smaller, and it was not comfortable and it

was not resolved and it was, Elin thought, the most honest thing they

had done together in a long time.

•   •   •

Ada found the searching.

Not the messages — those were private, those were on her work

screen which Ada did not access. But the documents, the academic

papers about the community, the saved pages and the notes she had
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made in the margins of her reading, left open on the household screen

where Ada could see them when she came to look something up for her

school project.

Ada did not say anything immediately. She closed what she needed

for her project and went back to her room, and Elin found out later,

from Ada’s notebook, which Ada left open on the table one evening in

a way that Elin had come to understand was deliberate — Ada’s

method of communicating things she had decided Elin needed to know

but hadn’t decided to say directly.

The entry was in the large letters. THINGS I NOTICED THIS

WEEK.

Below it:

Mum went looking for him online

She stopped

She’s still learning

me too

Elin read it standing at the table, Ada elsewhere in the apartment,

and felt the specific quality of being seen by her daughter — not

caught, not judged, simply seen, accurately and without weight, the

way Ada saw things. She’s still learning. Me too. The solidarity of it.

The complete absence of condescension in it.

She closed the notebook and left it where Ada had left it and went

to the kitchen and stood at the window for a while.

She thought about search patterns. The way the mind moves when

it cannot reach what it needs — circling, doubling back, trying different

approaches to the same locked door. She thought about how she had

circled him for months before his departure, adjusting her approach,

recalibrating, searching for the mode of connection that would hold

without suffocating. She thought about how the search had continued

after his departure, just redirected — toward documents, toward Sena,
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toward the thread she checked each morning and each evening and

sometimes between.

She thought: the search is the problem. The search is the

maintenance by another name. The thing that is required is not a better

search pattern. The thing that is required is to stop searching and find

out what is there when you are not looking.

She stood at the window and looked at the ordinary street and tried,

deliberately, to stop searching.

She stopped reaching for the thread. She stopped calculating the

days. She stood at the window in the ordinary evening and let the

apartment be what it was without the superimposed grid of her

monitoring, and after a while — it took a while, the grid did not lift

easily, it had been in place a long time — she felt the room become

more fully itself, and herself more fully in it, and in the increased

fullness of the room she felt something she had not felt since the thread

went dark.

Not the thread. Not his presence at some attenuated frequency.

Something else. Something that was hers, that had been there under the

searching all along, waiting for the searching to stop.

She stood at the window and let it be there without naming it.

After a while Ada appeared in the kitchen doorway.

“Dinner?” Ada said.

“Yes,” Elin said. “Come and help me.”

Ada came and stood beside her at the counter and they made dinner

together in the easy parallel they had developed over the years, each

knowing the other’s movements, each making room without being

asked, and Elin did not search and Ada did not explain and the kitchen

held them both in the ordinary warm fact of its walls, and outside the

window the city continued its connected business, and the thread was

dark, and she was all right.

She was all right.
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She said it to herself and found that it was true, which was not the

same as being fine, which was not the same as not missing him, which

was not the same as being done with the practice. She was all right in

the way of someone who has walked a long way and is still walking and

has found that the walking, whatever else it is, has not destroyed her.

She made dinner.

Ada set the table.

The evening continued.
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Chapter Fourteen

Ada Refuses Pursuit

The letter that arrived in the tenth week was different from the others.

She knew it before she opened it — knew it from the weight of the

envelope, which was heavier than usual, and from the handwriting on

the front, which was the same and was also somehow not the same, the

letters formed with the same pressure but more slowly, she thought,

more deliberately, as though each word had been considered before

being committed. She set it on the table as she always set the letters

before opening them, and made tea, and sat, and looked at it for longer

than usual.

Then she opened it.

It was six pages. The longest he had written. It began, as always,

mid-thought, without salutation, but the thought it began in the

middle of was larger than the thoughts the other letters had begun in

the middle of, and she understood within the first paragraph that this

letter was doing something the others had not done: it was not

describing the experience. It was reckoning with it.

She read it slowly. She read it the way she had learned to read his

letters, which was without rushing toward what came next, without

skimming for the parts that told her what she most needed to know.

She read each page and set it face-down before moving to the next,
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which was a practice she had developed because she had found that

reading ahead collapsed the letter into its conclusion and she wanted

the experience of it in sequence, wanted to arrive at whatever he was

arriving at by the same path he had taken.

She read all six pages.

Then she set them down and looked at the window for a long time.

•   •   •

What he had written was this.

He had been in the community for ten weeks and the first half had

been what Sena had described — harder than expected, the difficulty of

building understanding from what people offered rather than what the

network provided, the adjustment of his own rhythms to the slower

metabolism of days not structured by continuous incoming

information. He described this period as necessary and unpleasant in

the way that necessary things were sometimes unpleasant, and he did

not dwell on it.

The second half was what he had come for and he did not yet have

the full language for it, he said, but he would try.

In the silence — in the actual sustained silence of a life without the

network’s continuous hum — he had found, as he had hoped to find,

the quality of his own thought that the noise had been obscuring. He

described this not as revelation but as recognition: the sense of meeting

something familiar that he had been unable to access for years, the way

you might recognize a room in a dream that you have not been able to

find while waking. He had thoughts that were entirely his. Not

responsive, not oriented toward the people he loved, not structured

around the maintenance of connection — just his, arriving from his

own interior rather than from the interface between his interior and

everyone else’s.

He had found, in this, something he had not expected.
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He had found grief.

Not grief for the connection, not grief for the family or for Elin or

for the warmth of the network. Grief for himself. For the years — he

did not know how many, he suspected many — in which he had not

been able to hear himself think, had not been able to locate his own

thought before it became shared, had lived inside the continuous

maintenance of being known without ever having the experience of

knowing himself first. He wrote: I did not know I was grieving this. I

did not know there was anything to grieve. I thought the difficulty was

a feature of my particular sensitivity, a thing to be managed rather than

a thing that was telling me something. I was wrong. The difficulty was

information. It was telling me something for years and I was too inside

the noise to hear it.

He wrote: I am not angry at the civilization. I am not angry at you. I

want to be clear about this because I know you will worry about what I

am about to say and I want you to have this before you hear it. I am not

angry. But I have found, in the silence, that I lost something I did not

know I had lost, over the years of continuous connectivity, and the

finding of the loss is grief, and the grief is real, and I am sitting with it,

and it is — he had crossed out a word here and written above it — it is

like the third week you described to me. The hardest one. The one

where the adrenaline is gone and the actual thing begins.

He wrote: I think I am going to need more time than we agreed.

She set the sixth page down.

She sat with the window for a very long time.

•   •   •

More time.

She held the phrase and felt what it contained. Not the end of the

agreed return date — he had not said that, had not named a new date,

had said more time without specifying how much more, which was
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either honesty about his own uncertainty or a kindness toward hers or

both. She held it and she counted the days she had already counted, the

forty-two that had become forty-one that had become the thirty-one

that remained, and she watched those thirty-one become something

that could expand, that had no fixed edge, that could keep going

beyond the boundary she had been walking toward.

She reached for the thread. Nothing. Still nothing, the thread dark,

the dark now containing not just the agreed months but the unknown

beyond the months, the open country past the ridge she had seen in the

dream.

She sat in the chair in the front room and she did not call Iris. She

did not reach for the thread. She did not search. She sat with what she

had been given and she let it be what it was, which was hard, which was

the hardest thing she had been asked to hold since the thread went dark.

After an hour Ada came home from school.

She came through the door with her bag and her notebook and the

particular quality of energy she had at the end of school days — not

depleted, but processed, as though the school day were a thing she had

moved through and was now done with. She read the room the way she

always read rooms, which was accurately and without appearing to. She

set down her bag.

“Bad letter?” she said.

“Not bad,” Elin said. “Different.”

Ada considered this. “Different how?”

Elin thought about how to say it to a seven-year-old, and then

thought about whether Ada needed it said in the way things were said

to seven-year-olds, and decided she didn’t. “He needs more time,” she

said. “Than we agreed. He doesn’t know yet how much more.”

Ada set down her notebook on the table. She stood in the middle of

the room with the stillness she had when she was thinking something

through rather than reaching for the available response. Elin waited.
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“Okay,” Ada said.

Elin looked at her. “That’s all?”

“What else is there?” Ada said. Not dismissively — genuinely

asking. “He needs more time. We can’t make the time shorter. So it’s

okay or it’s not okay and being not okay about it doesn’t make it

shorter.” She picked up her notebook. “It’s okay.”

Elin looked at her daughter for a long moment. The grey-green eyes,

clear and without drama, looking back.

“How are you so — “ Elin started.

“I’m not,” Ada said, with the honesty of someone correcting a

misapprehension. “I’m sad. I miss him. I just don’t think being not

okay about it helps.” She opened her notebook. “Gran says you can feel

a thing and still decide how to be about it. Those are different.”

“Gran says a lot of things.”

“Gran’s usually right,” Ada said, and sat down at the table and

opened to a new page and began to write, which was her way of both

continuing the conversation and concluding it, and Elin sat across from

her and felt the specific quality of her daughter’s company — the

margin around her, the room she made, the way being near Ada

produced in Elin an increased sense of her own interior, as though

Ada’s quality of attention had a clarifying effect on whatever it

touched.

•   •   •

She called Iris that evening, after Ada was in bed.

She read her the relevant parts of the letter. Not all of it — some of

it was hers to keep, and some of it was his to keep, and she had learned

to distinguish between the parts that needed to be shared and the parts

that needed to be held. She read Iris the part about the grief, the found

loss, the years of continuous connectivity obscuring the self that had

been trying to be heard. She read her the part about needing more time.
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Iris was quiet for a while after.

“He found it,” she said. “What he went for.”

“He found grief,” Elin said. “That’s what he went for?”

“He went to find himself,” Iris said. “And the self he found has been

grieving. That’s the first thing you find, usually, when you stop running

long enough to look. The grief that’s been waiting.” She paused. “Your

grandmother came back from her second disappearance unable to

speak for two days. I thought she was ill. She wasn’t ill. She had found

something she had been carrying for years without knowing, and the

finding required her to be silent about it for a while before she could

bring it into language.” Another pause. “He’s bringing it into language.

The letter is the bringing.”

Elin looked at the six pages on the table. The slower handwriting.

The word crossed out and replaced above it. “I didn’t know grief could

be for yourself,” she said. “I thought grief was for people you had lost.

Things outside you.”

“The self you didn’t get to be is a thing you lost,” Iris said quietly.

“It deserves the same grief as anything else.”

Elin sat with this for a long time. She thought about the self she

hadn’t been getting to be, the question she had been circling since the

thread went dark and the space opened up and the searching stopped.

She thought about what she was finding in the space — the thoughts

that were only hers, the inclinations she hadn’t known she had, the

particular quality of attention that had been drowned out for years by

the louder business of connection maintenance. She thought about

whether she was grieving for that self. Whether the thing she had been

feeling in the eighth week, the tiredness, the wanting it to be over, had

been grief of this kind — not for him, not only, but for herself, for the

version of herself she hadn’t been able to hear.

“I think I’m doing it too,” she said. “Finding the grief. I think that’s

what the eighth week was.”
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“Yes,” Iris said. “I thought so.”

“You could have told me.”

“You needed to find it yourself,” Iris said. “If I had named it before

you found it, it would have been my name for it rather than yours. And

this needs to be yours.”

Elin looked at the letter. At the six pages, the slower handwriting,

the word he had crossed out because it wasn’t right and replaced above

the line with the word that was. She thought about the practice of not

sharing a thought until it was yours — the thing her brother had been

doing for months before his departure, the thing she had been learning

since. She thought about Iris knowing and not saying, which was its

own form of the practice, its own respect for the timing of things.

“More time,” Elin said. “He needs more time.”

“Yes,” Iris said.

“I’m going to let him have it.”

A pause. When Iris spoke her voice had something in it that Elin

recognized as the specific quality of a parent hearing their child arrive

somewhere the parent has been waiting for them to arrive, the arrival

that cannot be rushed and cannot be manufactured and cannot be

given, only waited for.

“I know,” Iris said. “I know you are.”

•   •   •

She wrote back the next day.

The letter took her three hours, which was longer than any letter she

had written him, and she wrote it by hand at the kitchen table while

Ada was at school, which meant she was alone with it in the way she

was learning to be alone with things — fully, without the management

reflex, without the careful framing that made difficult things easier to

receive at the cost of making them less true.
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She wrote: I read your letter four times. Once for what it said and

three times for what it cost you to say it. I know what it costs to bring a

thing into language before the language is fully there. You did it

anyway. That matters.

She wrote: I understand about the grief. I have been finding my own

version of it, smaller than yours, mine is about years of organizing my

attention around other people and losing track of what my attention

does when it isn’t organized. I don’t say this to make your grief about

me. I say it so you know we are finding the same thing from different

directions, which seems to be what we do.

She wrote: take the time you need. I mean this without the

underneath of it that this phrase sometimes carries — without the

silent addition of but not too much, without the monitoring, without

the management. I am practicing meaning it simply. Take the time. I

will be here. Ada will be here. The letters will be here. Come back when

the coming back is right and not before.

She wrote: Ada says it’s okay. She said it the way she says things,

which is like a fact rather than a reassurance. I think it is a fact. I think

we are going to be okay. I think we already are, in the way that matters,

the way that has nothing to do with the thread or the date or the

distance.

She wrote, last: I found something in the space the searching left. I

don’t have a name for it yet. I think it might be me. I think I am going

to have more to say about this when you come home, and I am looking

forward to saying it to you in the same room, with the thread warm,

with the city around us. I am looking forward to it without making it a

thing I am waiting for. That is new. I wanted you to know.

She folded the letter into its envelope. She wrote his name on the

front in her own handwriting, the handwriting she had not used for

years, each letter formed with the pressure of a hand that had decided

to commit.
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She set it by the door to send.

Then she went to the window and looked at the ordinary street and

did not search and did not count the days and did not reach for the

thread. She stood in the ordinary morning of her ordinary life and felt,

in the space where the maintenance had been, something that was

tentative and unfamiliar and entirely her own.

She stood with it.

She was learning to stand with things.
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Chapter Fifteen

The Last Message

The message came through the community’s outbound protocol on a

Tuesday in the fourteenth week, which was not a letter day — the

letters came on their own rhythm now, unhurried, roughly every ten

days, each one longer and slower than the messages had ever been, each

one arriving with the particular intimacy of a hand that had decided to

commit. The protocol message was different: brief, transmitted rather

than written, the community’s single concession to the persistence

network for communications of time-sensitivity.

She was at work when it arrived. She felt it before she saw it — felt

something change in the ambient quality of the morning, a shift she

had learned over the preceding months to attend to rather than

override, the way you learn to attend to changes in air pressure when

you have been living in open country. She checked her screen.

The message was four sentences.

She read it once. She read it again. She set down what she was

holding and sat very still for a moment, and then she did something she

had not done in the fourteen weeks since the thread went dark: she

reached for it, fully, without the morning-and-evening discipline,

without the rationing — she reached the way you reach for something

you have almost lost and have just been told is still there.
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The thread was there.

Faint. Directional. Present in the way of something at its absolute

limit, barely a signal at all, more like the memory of a signal than the

signal itself. But there. Pointed northeast, warm at its very end,

unmistakably him.

She held it for a moment without doing anything else.

Then she read the message again.

•   •   •

The four sentences said: I have been trying to find the right words for

this and have decided there are no right words, only true ones. I am not

coming back on any date I can name. I am not lost. I am finding out

what I am when I am only myself, and the finding is taking longer than

either of us planned, and I need you to know that the length of it is not

a measure of how far I am from you.

She read it four times in her office with the door closed and the

ordinary sounds of the building continuing around her, and she felt

each reading differently — the first time with the lurch of the

unexpected, the second with the specific quality of someone parsing for

what was not said alongside what was, the third with something that

was not quite calm but was adjacent to it, the steadiness of someone

who has been practicing for exactly this and is now inside the practice

for real.

The fourth time she read it she heard it.

Not the content — she had the content by then, she knew what the

four sentences said. She heard the voice in it, the specific quality of his

thought in language, the precision of it, the care. She heard: not lost.

She heard: finding out what I am when I am only myself. She heard,

underneath the not-coming-back, the thing that had always been

underneath everything he had tried to say: I am not fleeing. I am

moving toward.
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She sat in her office for a long time.

She thought about the conversation she was not going to have, the

one she had been half-expecting for months, the conversation in which

she would say: you need to come back, the agreement was broken, this

has gone far enough, I am frightened and you owe me. She could feel

the shape of it, the words available to her, the arguments she could

make that would be true and would be fair and would be, she

understood with great clarity sitting in her office, the wrong thing. The

thing that would confirm everything he had ever feared about what it

meant to be known by her. The thing that would reach after him in

exactly the way she had promised herself she would not reach.

She did not have that conversation.

She called Iris instead.

•   •   •

“He’s not coming back on any date,” she said, when Iris answered. Not

a question. Iris would have felt the protocol message arrive the same

way Elin had.

“I know,” Iris said.

“Are you all right?”

A pause — brief, the pause of someone checking their own interior

honestly rather than reflexively. “I’m frightened,” Iris said. “And I

believe him. Both.”

“He said he’s not lost.”

“No,” Iris said. “He’s not lost. He’s somewhere I can’t reach and he

is not lost. There is a difference and I am holding it.” Another pause.

“How are you?”

Elin looked at her office wall. The ordinary wall of an ordinary

office, unremarkable in every way. “I reached for the thread,” she said.

“Just now. When I read it.”

“And?”
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“It’s there. Faint. But there.” She held the knowledge of it. “I’ve

been not reaching for weeks. And the first thing I did when I was

frightened was reach. And it was there.”

“Yes,” Iris said softly.

“I don’t know what to do with the not having a date,” Elin said.

“I’ve been walking toward the date. I’ve been using it. Forty-two days

and then forty-one and then it expanded and I let it expand and I’ve

been walking anyway, without the number, but there was still a general

direction. Now there’s no direction. There’s just — open.”

“Yes,” Iris said again.

“Tell me what to do with open,” Elin said. She said it without the

smoothing reflex, without apology, just the plain request of someone

who needed something and was asking for it.

Iris was quiet for a moment. When she spoke her voice had the

quality it had when she was offering something she had carried for a

long time and was only now ready to put down. “Your grandmother’s

seventh disappearance,” she said. “The last one. I was thirteen. She had

been going for four years and each time she had come back and I had

been frightened each time and had been right that the going was

necessary and wrong that the not-coming-back was what I should be

frightened of. And the seventh time she went I didn’t know it was the

seventh time. There was no number. There had never been a number

— I had constructed the number after the fact, counting backward

from the last time. While she was gone I had no idea if it was the last

time. I had only the open.” A long pause. “I learned to live in the open,

Elin. Not because I chose to. Because it was what was there. And the

living in the open turned out to be — not the thing I feared. It was

hard. It was the hardest thing I had done. But it was not the end of me.

It was, in fact, the beginning of understanding her. Because

understanding her required me to stop thinking I knew when she was

coming back and start simply — knowing she was somewhere, and that
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the somewhere was right for her, and that I could love her from here

while she was there.”

Elin listened. She let it arrive without managing it.

“He’s not Mara,” she said.

“No,” Iris said. “He’s coming back. I believe that. I want you to

know I believe that as a fact, not as a comfort. As a fact.” Her voice was

steady. “But the living in the open is the same. The loving from here

while he is there. That’s the same.”

“I don’t know how long I can do it,” Elin said.

“You don’t need to know how long,” Iris said. “You need to know

how to do today. The length takes care of itself, if you do today.”

•   •   •

She told Ada that evening, which she had been turning over all

afternoon — how to say it, what register, how much of the truth.

In the end she said it simply, because Ada was the person she had

learned to be simple with, because simplicity in Ada’s presence was not

a diminishment but an accuracy. She said: your uncle isn’t coming back

on the date we thought. He doesn’t know yet when he’ll come back. He

says he’s not lost.

Ada received this with the stillness she had when she was processing

something real. Then she said: “Is he happy?”

Elin thought about the four sentences. Finding out what I am when

I am only myself. “I think he’s doing something important,” she said. “I

think happy isn’t quite the right word for what he’s doing.”

“Like when I’m working on something hard,” Ada said. “It’s not

happy exactly. It’s — “ she searched, “— necessary. It feels necessary.”

“Yes,” Elin said. “Like that.”

Ada nodded. She seemed to find this sufficient. She was quiet for a

moment and then she said, without looking up: “Are you okay?”
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“I’m practicing,” Elin said. The word she had been using for

months, the honest word, the word that admitted the ongoing nature

of the work without claiming she had finished it.

Ada looked up. She looked at Elin with the grey-green eyes, Mara’s

eyes, the eyes that went down the generations like a recurring question

that each generation had to answer for itself. “I think you’re better at it

than you think you are,” she said.

Elin looked at her daughter. “What makes you say that?”

“You didn’t cry,” Ada said. “Not because you’re not sad. Because

you knew how to be sad without it breaking you. That’s different from

not being sad.” She considered. “I think that’s what the practice is for.”

Elin sat with this. With the specific quality of being seen by Ada,

accurately, without agenda, the way Ada saw everything — not as a

comfort, not as a performance of reassurance, but as a report. What she

actually observed. Filed and offered.

“You’re going to be extraordinary,” Elin said.

Ada accepted this with the matter-of-fact acknowledgment she

brought to things she had already determined to be true. “I know,” she

said. “So are you.” She said it the way she said most things — not as

encouragement, as fact — and returned to whatever she had been

doing, and the evening continued, and the thread of him extended

northeast into the quiet, faint and warm at its end, present without

arrival, there without being here.

•   •   •

She wrote back to the protocol message that night — not a letter, the

protocol didn’t carry letters, just the brief transmission the community

allowed for responses to outbound communications. She wrote twenty-

three words.

She counted them after, which was not something she had planned

to do.
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The twenty-three words were: I heard you. Not lost. Finding what

you are. I am finding what I am. We will compare notes when you’re

home.

She read them once and sent them before she could revise them into

something more careful, because more careful was not what the

moment needed, because twenty-three words sent without revision

were more honest than a hundred words managed into the right shape,

because she had learned — was learning, was still learning, the practice

not done — that the true thing and the careful thing were not the same

thing and the true thing was what mattered.

She sent it.

She sat in the quiet apartment with the thread faint in the northeast

and Ada asleep down the hall and Iris somewhere across the city, awake

probably, sitting with the same open that Elin was sitting with, the two

of them in their separate rooms holding the same fact between them.

She thought about Mara’s word. The word that had existed once

and been lost, the word for the state of attending to something you

cannot perceive. She thought about living inside the state without the

language for it, which was what she had been doing for fourteen weeks

and would go on doing for an unknown number more. She thought

about whether the word would matter, if she had it. Whether having

the name for the state would change the state.

She thought: probably not. The word is not the thing. The word is

how you tell someone else about the thing. And I am already telling

him, in twenty-three words and in six-page letters and in the faint

orientation of an attention pointed northeast, steady without grip.

She thought: I do not need the word yet. I need the practice. The

word can come later, when he is home, when there is someone to say it

to who will know what it means from the inside.

She sat in the quiet for a while longer.
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The thread was there. She did not reach for it. She let it be at its

distance, present and unreachable, warm at the end of its extension,

pointing home from somewhere she had never been.

She did not reach.

She was there.

That was enough.

It was, she thought — sitting in the quiet of her own apartment, in

the practiced stillness of someone who has stopped searching and

found what was underneath — it was, improbably and without flourish

and more completely than she had expected, enough.
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MOV EM E N T  I V

THE UNHELD

•   •   •

Chapter Sixteen

Emotional Weather

Time passed in the way that time passes when there is no fixed point to

walk toward: not slowly, not quickly, but sideways, accumulating in

ways she noticed only after the fact.

She had stopped counting the days sometime in the fifteenth week.

She was not certain when exactly — there was no decision, no morning

when she woke and resolved to stop, just an absence where the

counting had been, the way a sound stops and you notice the silence

rather than the stopping. The days continued. She moved through

them. She was, she thought, learning a different relationship with

duration — not the managed countdown of someone enduring an

agreed interval, but something more open, more responsive to what the

days actually contained rather than how many of them remained.

The letters continued. Every ten days or so, sometimes more,

sometimes less, the rhythm of them now familiar enough that she had

stopped monitoring for them and simply received them when they
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arrived, which was itself a form of the practice — the willingness to let

the thing come rather than reaching toward it. Each letter was longer

than the last. Each one arrived from somewhere deeper in whatever he

was going through, and she read each one with the attention she had

learned: slowly, page by page, face-down before the next, no rushing

toward the conclusion.

She was different and she knew it and she did not yet have the full

account of how.

•   •   •

The social texture of her life had changed in ways she was only

beginning to map.

People knew, in the way people knew things inside Continuity

civilization — not from being told, not from any announcement, but

from the ambient quality of her presence in the network, which was

different now in ways she couldn’t precisely control. Something had

shifted in the register she broadcast. People who knew her well enough

to be attuned to her felt it and responded to it and she found herself the

object of a kind of careful attention she had not experienced before: the

attention given to someone who has been through something and has

come out the other side changed in a way that the people around her

don’t fully understand but can feel.

She found this uncomfortable. Not because the attention was

unkind — it was not, it was warm, it was the network doing what the

network did, routing care toward the place that needed it — but

because the attention was premised on a version of what she had been

through that was simpler than the truth. The version in circulation was

something like: her brother went away and it was hard and she

managed it. Which was true as far as it went. What it didn’t include was

what had happened alongside the hardness: the space, the searching

that stopped, the thought that might be her, the grief for the self she
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hadn’t been getting to be. The private reckoning that had no social

form, no category in the network’s ambient accounting of who was

suffering and who was recovered.

She found herself, in social situations, performing a version of the

recovery that was legible to the people around her. Not dishonestly —

the recovery was real, she was genuinely better than she had been in the

eighth week, genuinely further along. But she was performing the

legible version rather than the full version, and the gap between the two

was something she noticed with the new acuity she had been

developing, the ability to see her own patterns as they operated rather

than only in retrospect.

She mentioned this to Iris on a Tuesday.

“The recovery is real,” she said. “And the version I’m showing

people is smaller than the real thing. I keep giving them the version that

fits the category — her brother went away and she managed it —

instead of the thing that’s actually happening, which doesn’t fit any

category I know.”

Iris looked at her with the assessing warmth. “What category would

it fit, if there were one?”

Elin thought. “Something about — becoming. About a person who

thought she knew who she was and discovered she only knew who she

was in relation to the people she was tending, and is now finding out

what’s there when the tending isn’t the whole of the picture.” She

paused. “It sounds — when I say it that way it sounds dramatic. It

doesn’t feel dramatic from the inside. It feels like noticing things. Like

the room becoming clearer.”

“That’s because it isn’t dramatic,” Iris said. “The dramatic version

would have a crisis and a resolution. What you’re describing is slower

than that. Quieter. The civilization doesn’t have a category for it

because the civilization is designed to prevent the conditions under

which it occurs.” She paused. “Your grandmother wrote about this.
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Not publicly. In her notebooks. She called it the lateral growth — the

kind of becoming that happens sideways, not upward, not in a

direction the culture recognizes as progress. She said most of the

important things that happened to her happened laterally. She said they

were invisible to everyone around her, which was sometimes lonely and

sometimes exactly right.”

Elin looked at her mother. “You’ve been reading her notebooks.”

“I’ve been reading them for fifty years,” Iris said. “But I’m reading

them differently now. I think you’re ready for them, if you want them.”

Elin thought about the photograph on the shelf. The grey-green

eyes. The hands in the coat pockets. The thing outside the frame. “Yes,”

she said. “I want them.”

•   •   •

Mara’s notebooks were seven of them, small and dense, the

handwriting the same handwriting as in the photograph — careful,

more compressed than her brother’s, each page used to its edges as

though paper had been rationed or words had been too many to waste

any of the space they were given.

Elin read them slowly, over several weeks, in the evenings after Ada

was in bed, in the front room with the lamp on and the network doing

its warm continuous work around her. She read them the way she had

learned to read her brother’s letters: without rushing, without

skimming for the parts that told her what she needed to know,

attending to each page as its own thing before moving to the next.

Mara wrote about language, as Iris had always said. But she also

wrote about something else, something that ran under the language

observations like a current: the experience of being a person who felt

the world at a particular frequency that the people around her did not

share, and the work of living inside that frequency without either

abandoning it or using it to separate herself from the people she loved.
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She wrote about the disappearances — not by that name, she didn’t call

them disappearances, she called them the necessary intervals — as a

practice of returning to herself, of finding the register she had drifted

from in the continuous press of connection, of coming back to the

people she loved more fully herself than she had left.

She wrote: the difficulty is not the intervals. The difficulty is

explaining to the people I love why the intervals are not a measure of

how much I love them. The two things are not related. The need to go

has nothing to do with the warmth of the returning. But the people

who love you cannot always hear this, because for them the warmth is

the evidence, and any interruption of the warmth reads as a

diminishment of the evidence, and there is no argument I have found

that addresses this fully except time and the returning, which are the

arguments that matter and the ones I cannot make in advance.

Elin read this paragraph four times.

She thought about her brother. She thought about everything she

had understood intellectually and struggled to receive emotionally, the

gap between the knowing and the integrating that she had been

crossing one week at a time for months. She thought about Mara

writing this fifty years ago, trying to find the language for something

that resisted language, in notebooks she had not shown anyone, that

had sat in Iris’s possession for decades waiting for someone ready to

read them.

She thought: she was trying to explain it to someone. She never

found the someone.

She thought: I am the someone. Late, and insufficient, and not what

she needed, but here. I am the someone she was writing toward.

She sat with this for a long time in the lamplight.

Then she took out the notebook she had started keeping sometime

in the twelfth week — a small one, not like Ada’s, without the large

letters or the categorical headings, just a place to put the thoughts that
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needed to be hers before they were shared — and she wrote: I am

reading my grandmother’s notebooks. She was trying to explain

something that cannot be explained in advance, only received after the

fact by someone who has lived inside the experience. I have lived inside

the experience. I am receiving it. This is what the practice was for.

She closed the notebook.

She sat in the lamplight and felt, moving through her in something

like a wave, the accumulated emotional weather of the months — the

grief, the space, the searching that stopped, the orientation toward

something she could not perceive, the faint thread warm at its limit, the

twenty-three words sent without revision, the sideways growth that had

no cultural category — felt it all at once, not as distress but as weather,

as the thing that had been moving through her and was still moving,

that had not finished and was not supposed to have finished.

She let it move.

She did not manage it into something smaller.

She sat in the lamplight and let the weather be what it was, and after

a while it passed through and the room was the room again, ordinary

and warm and hers, and she was in it, more entirely than she could

remember being in any room for a very long time.

•   •   •

Ada found the notebook.

Not by accident — Ada did not find things by accident, Ada found

things by the same careful attending she brought to beetles and

detached wings and the behavior of ants in cold weather. She found the

notebook on the side table where Elin had left it and she looked at it

and did not open it, which Elin knew because the notebook was exactly

where she had left it, and Ada was scrupulous about the boundaries of

private things in the way of someone who maintained significant

private things herself.
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But she asked.

“Is that yours?” she said. Nodding at the notebook.

“Yes.”

“Like mine?” Ada said. Meaning: for the things that need to be

yours before they’re shared.

“Like yours,” Elin said.

Ada nodded. She seemed satisfied. She started to move away and

then turned back. “I’m glad you have one,” she said. “It helps.”

“It does,” Elin agreed.

Ada nodded again and went back to whatever she had been doing,

and Elin looked at the notebook on the side table — small,

unremarkable, the handwriting inside it her own — and felt the specific

warmth of having been recognized in a practice she had thought was

private. Not intruded upon. Recognized. There was a difference, and it

was Ada’s instinct for that difference that made her, at seven, already

the person the family was going to need.

•   •   •

A letter arrived in the nineteenth week that was different from the

others in a way she felt before she opened it: lighter, the envelope

thinner, fewer pages.

She made her tea. She sat. She opened it.

Two pages. The handwriting faster than the last several letters, less

compressed, the letters larger and more open — the handwriting of

someone whose thinking had more room than it had had before, she

thought, and then thought: I am reading his handwriting the way Mara

read language. I am learning to notice what the form carries alongside

the content.

He wrote: something has shifted. I do not have the precise language

for it and I have decided to tell you anyway rather than wait for the

precise language, because I have learned here that waiting for precision
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is sometimes the wrong kind of patience, sometimes it is just delay

dressed as care.

He wrote: I think I know what I am. Not completely — not in the

way that closes the question, but in the way that opens it from the

inside rather than pressing on it from the outside. I have been pressing

on it from the outside for years. Here I have been inside it. The

difference is — he had not crossed anything out this time, the sentence

was written straight through — the difference is that from the inside it

is not a problem to be solved. It is a place to live from.

He wrote: I am thinking about coming home.

She set the letter down.

She looked at the window. The ordinary street, the network warm

around her, the thread of him faint and northeastern and present.

She reached for it — deliberately, fully, without the morning-and-

evening rationing — and found it: there, warmer than it had been, the

warmth at the end of the extension increased slightly, barely

perceptible, the difference between nearly nothing and something.

Coming home.

She held the words the way she had been learning to hold things.

Not gripping. Not rushing toward what they meant or what would

happen or how it would be when he returned and the thread was warm

and the city was around them and she could say the things she had been

saving for the same room. She held them simply, with the open hands

of someone who has been practicing exactly this.

After a while she went to find Ada.

Ada was in her room, cross-legged in the middle of her current

collection, which had expanded significantly over the months — more

stones, more feathers, a piece of sea-glass, several things Elin couldn’t

identify, all arranged in the system only Ada understood. The wire

figure stood on the windowsill, arms slightly out, catching the

afternoon light.
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“He’s thinking about coming home,” Elin said from the doorway.

Ada looked up. Something moved across her face that Elin had not

seen there before — not quite what Elin would have called relief,

something quieter and more complete than relief, the expression of

someone receiving information that confirms something they have been

patiently holding for a long time.

“Good,” Ada said.

Just that. Good. The word that contained everything and required

nothing added, delivered with the matter-of-fact authority of a seven-

year-old who had said it was okay in the fourteenth week and had

meant it fully and had been right.

Elin looked at her daughter in the middle of her collection in the

afternoon light.

She thought about Mara writing in her notebooks, trying to find

the someone who would receive it. She thought about Iris reading the

notebooks for fifty years and knowing when Elin was ready. She

thought about Ada at seven making room around things and saying

good and meaning it simply and completely, the lineage coming

through her like light through the detached wing she had held up to the

garden window, patient and translucent and more than it appeared.

“Good,” Elin said.

She stayed in the doorway a moment longer, in the warm ordinary

afternoon of her ordinary life, which was not the life she had been

living a year ago and was more entirely hers than any life she had lived

before.

Then she went to write back.
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Chapter Seventeen

Inheritance

Iris asked her to come alone.

This was unusual enough to register — most of their Tuesday

conversations included Ada in the peripheral way that Ada included

herself in most things, present and attending from her characteristic

margin, contributing when she had something to contribute and

otherwise occupying the garden or her notebook or the collection of

small objects she kept in the room at the end of Iris’s hall, the room that

had been Elin’s when she was a girl and which Ada had colonized with

the quiet authority of someone who recognizes a space that suits them.

But Iris had said: come alone. Come on Wednesday. Come in the

afternoon when Ada is at school.

Elin came on Wednesday in the afternoon.

Iris was in the front room rather than the kitchen, which was also

unusual — Iris’s conversations happened in the kitchen, that was the

established geography of serious things in this house, the kitchen as the

room where the true things got said. The front room was for

gatherings, for the accumulated warmth of company. For Iris to be

waiting in the front room, alone, with the photograph of Mara on the

shelf and the particular quality of afternoon light coming through the

western windows, was to signal something Elin couldn’t quite name
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but could feel: a formality, a deliberateness, the atmosphere of someone

who has arranged the conditions for a conversation they have been

considering for a long time.

“Sit down,” Iris said.

Elin sat.

•   •   •

“I’m going to tell you something I haven’t told you,” Iris said. “I want

to be clear that I’m not telling you because the time is right in any

absolute sense. I don’t think there is a right time. I’m telling you

because you are different now than you were a year ago and the

difference is the closest to ready I think you will get, and I am not as

young as I was and I don’t want to run out of the opportunity to tell

you myself.”

Elin looked at her mother. “Are you ill?”

“No,” Iris said. “I’m old. There’s a difference, and the difference is

that illness is specific and old age is general, and general things have the

habit of accelerating without announcing it. I’m not telling you this to

alarm you. I’m telling you so you understand why now.”

Elin received this. She let it be what it was — not a crisis, not an

emergency, but information, offered with the care of someone who has

been deciding when to offer it for longer than the conversation had

been happening.

“Tell me,” she said.

Iris looked at the photograph of Mara on the shelf. The grey-green

eyes, the hands in the coat pockets, the thing outside the frame. She

looked at it for a moment the way you look at something you know

very well and are about to offer to someone else.

“Your grandmother didn’t die of an illness she hid from us,” Iris

said. “She died of an illness she didn’t know she had. That part of what

I told you was true. But there is a part I didn’t tell you, which is that she
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knew something was wrong. Not the specific thing — not the

diagnosis. But something. She had known for months before the

seventh interval that her body was telling her something she didn’t

want to hear, and she went anyway, because — “ Iris paused, not for

effect but for accuracy, the pause of someone who has spent fifty years

finding the right words for this and is still not entirely certain she has

them. “Because she had decided that the telling of her body was not

sufficient reason to stop doing the thing her whole self required. She

made that calculation. She went knowing something was wrong, and

she came back diminished in ways she had not predicted, and she died

three weeks later.”

Elin sat very still.

“I knew,” Iris said. “Not what she knew — I didn’t know she knew

anything was wrong. But I knew she was different when she came back.

I knew it in the way you know things through the network, through

the thread, the quality of her presence changed in a way I couldn’t

name and didn’t ask about because not asking was the thing I had

learned to do, the thing I had practiced, the giving of space. I had

learned to give her space and so I gave her space when what she needed

was for someone to ask.” Iris’s voice was steady but the steadiness had

the quality of something held rather than something natural. “She died

without me asking. She died without me saying: you are different,

something has changed, tell me. I gave her space all the way to the end

and I have been living with that for fifty years.”

The room was very quiet.

“Why are you telling me this now?” Elin said.

“Because you have a brother who is coming home,” Iris said. “And

he will come home different. And you have spent a year learning to give

space and the learning was right and necessary and it is also, now, only

half of what you need.” She looked at Elin directly. “The other half is

knowing when to ask. Knowing when the space has done its work and
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the asking is what’s required. Not managing. Not maintenance. Just —

asking. Being the person who says: you are different, something has

changed, tell me. Being that person without the fear that the asking will

collapse the distance you’ve learned to hold.”

Elin looked at the photograph of Mara. The grey-green eyes looking

at something outside the frame. “She should have told you,” she said.

“That something was wrong. That’s not on you.”

“No,” Iris agreed. “It isn’t. She made her choice and it was hers to

make and I have understood that for decades. And I still live with the

not-asking.” She paused. “Both things are true. Her choice was hers.

My not-asking was mine. I’m not giving you the not-asking. I’m

keeping it. But I’m telling you it exists, so you know the shape of the

thing I’m handing you.”

•   •   •

They sat together for a while after that, in the front room, in the

afternoon light.

Elin looked at the seven objects on the low shelf by the east window.

She had looked at them her whole life without asking about them, and

she looked at them now and found that she was going to ask.

“The objects,” she said. “The shelf. Where do they come from?”

Iris followed her gaze. A small smile, something between fond and

tired. “Your grandmother brought them. Each one from one of the

intervals. Seven objects, seven intervals. She brought one back each

time.”

Elin looked at the shelf. Seven objects. She counted them as she had

counted them her whole life and found they had always been seven and

she had never known why.

“The stone,” she said. The third one, smooth on one side, rough on

the other.
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“Third interval. She found it in a riverbed. She said it was the

interval where she found the word — the one she brought back for the

state of attending to something you can’t perceive. She said the stone

was the shape of the word. Smooth on the side that faced the water,

rough on the side that faced the air.” Iris paused. “I didn’t understand

that for a very long time. I think I understand it now.”

Elin looked at the stone. She thought about standing at the

boundary in March, the cold field, her own breathing, reaching for the

threads and finding them far. She thought about fourteen weeks of

orientation toward something she could not perceive. She thought

about the word that had existed once and been lost, the word Mara had

found and brought back and lost again when she died.

“She found the word there,” Elin said. “And brought it back. And

then she died and the word went with her.”

“Yes,” Iris said.

“But she left the stone.”

“She left the stone.”

Elin looked at the third object on the shelf, smooth on one side and

rough on the other, and felt the particular quality of inheritance — not

the grand inheritance of property or position but the small precise

inheritance of an object that carries a meaning you have to earn the

capacity to receive. She had been in this room her whole life. She had

held the stone a hundred times. She had not been ready to understand

what she was holding.

She was ready now.

“Can I have it?” she said. “The stone. When—“ she stopped. When

you no longer need it here was what she had been going to say, which

was the wrong way to ask, which assumed a future she should not

assume. “Can I have it someday?”

“It’s already yours,” Iris said. “It’s been yours since you were born. I

was keeping it until you knew what it was.”

T H E  V O I D

148



•   •   •

She walked home slowly, through the streets she had walked her whole

life, the network warm around her, the thread of her brother faint and

northeastern and there.

She walked and thought about inheritance. Not the objects, not the

notebooks, not the specific and tangible things that passed from hand

to hand across the generations. The other kind. The kind that wasn’t

given but grown, that didn’t transfer but recurred — the quality of

attention that went from Mara to Iris to her to Ada, the grey-green eyes

and the watching and the willingness to hold a question longer than

was comfortable, the capacity to find in silence something the noise had

been obscuring.

She thought about what Iris had given her today. Not the story of

Mara’s knowing — that was information, true and important. What

Iris had given her was the shape of her own limit, the thing she had

lived with for fifty years and was now, old and carefully, passing on. Not

as warning. As inheritance. This is what I carry. Now you know the

shape of it. Don’t carry the same thing if you can help it.

She thought: she has been preparing me for his return. Not the

managing of it, not the smooth reception of a changed person — the

honest version, the version that knows when to hold space and when to

ask, that doesn’t confuse giving room with giving nothing, that

understands the difference between the space that allows growth and

the space that allows someone to disappear into.

She thought: I know the difference now. I didn’t a year ago. I know

it because I’ve been living inside the practice and because Iris has been

watching and because Mara left a stone on a shelf and seven notebooks

in a drawer and a word for a state that the language had lost, and

because Ada was born with the grey-green eyes and the instinct for

what things cost and the willingness to say good when she means it and

nothing when she doesn’t.
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She thought: we have all been preparing me. The whole long

company of the women in this family, across the generations, preparing

me for the thing that was coming, which was not his departure — that

was the catalyst — but this. The finding of herself. The lateral growth.

The room becoming clearer.

She stopped walking.

She was on the street she had stopped on before, the familiar street,

the one where months ago she had tried to locate the self that existed

outside the network and couldn’t find it. She stood on the same street

and tried again.

She found it.

Not dramatically — not a revelation, not a sudden clarity. Just:

there. Present. The self that existed outside the network, recognizable,

continuous with the self inside the network, not a different person but

a fuller one, the way a photograph becomes fuller when you see the

whole frame rather than the cropped version.

She stood on the familiar street and found herself and the finding

was quiet and sufficient and entirely unlike what she had imagined,

which was that it would feel like an arrival. It didn’t feel like an arrival.

It felt like a recognition. Like meeting something familiar that she had

been unable to access for years.

She had read those words recently.

Her brother had written them, about what he found in the silence.

She had found the same thing standing in the middle of the city, inside

the full warmth of the network, without going anywhere at all.

She stood with this for a long moment.

Then she walked the rest of the way home, and collected Ada from

school, and they walked back together through the warm connected

afternoon, Ada’s hand in hers, the thread of her brother faint and

northeastern, the city around them and the network through

everything, warm and continuous and — she held both things
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simultaneously, as she had learned to hold both things — warm and

continuous and, now that she could feel its weight, something she was

choosing rather than something she was simply inside.

The choosing made all the difference.

She did not know yet how to explain this. She thought that when he

came home she would try, and that the trying would be the beginning

of the comparing of notes they had both been saving for the same

room.

She thought: we are going to have a great deal to say to each other.

She thought: I am ready for it.

She walked home with her daughter’s hand in hers and was ready.
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Chapter Eighteen

The Shape of Missing

The thread warmed in the twenty-first week.

Not the return — he had not come back, had not named a date, the

letters still arrived every ten days or so with the slower handwriting and

the increased openness, each one from somewhere further inside

whatever he was becoming. But the thread itself changed, the quality of

it shifting from the barely-there signal of the low-persistence region to

something slightly stronger, slightly closer, and she understood without

being told that he had moved — not home, not toward the city, but out

of the deepest part of the community’s connectivity shadow, perhaps to

its edges, perhaps somewhere between.

She noticed it on a morning in late summer, reaching out of habit in

the early light, and found more than she expected. She held it for a

moment — the increased warmth of it, the slightly reduced distance —

and felt something she had not felt since the thread went dark, which

was the specific quality of him. Not his location, not his wellbeing in

the clinical sense, but the texture of his presence, the particular

frequency she had known since childhood, recognizable the way a voice

is recognizable before you have parsed the words.

She lay in the early light and held it and did not do anything else.
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She did not reach further. She did not probe the signal for

information. She simply held it the way you hold something you have

missed — fully, without agenda, letting the having of it be the whole of

the thing.

After a while she got up. She made Ada’s lunch. The day began.

•   •   •

The letter that came that week was the one she had been waiting for

without knowing she had been waiting for it.

Not because of its content — though the content mattered — but

because of what she felt when she held the envelope before opening it: a

quality of completion, the sense of a thing that had been in motion

arriving somewhere, not at rest exactly but at a new orientation, the

way a compass needle settles after you have moved it.

He wrote: I have been thinking about what I am bringing back.

He wrote: not objects, not the community’s particular way of

moving through days, not the silence itself, which does not travel. I

have been thinking about what is actually portable from here to there,

from the quiet to the noise, from the person I have been finding to the

life I am returning to.

He wrote: I think what is portable is the knowledge that the self

exists independently of its relationships. Not in opposition to them —

I want to be clear about this because I know how it sounds and I know

you will hear the underneath of it if I am not precise. Not in

opposition. The self is not diminished by connection. But it is prior to

it. It precedes it. It can exist without it, temporarily, as I have found,

and the finding of that existence does not make the connection less —

it makes it more, because what returns to the connection is a self that

chose it rather than a self that had no alternative.

He wrote: I think I have been afraid, for years, not of the

connection itself but of the not-having-chosen it. Of being inside
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something I had never had the distance to elect. The going was the

electing. The coming back will be the electing again, from the other

side.

She read this paragraph three times.

She thought about what she had found on the familiar street — the

self outside the network, recognized rather than arrived at, the network

then chosen rather than simply inhabited. She thought about his word:

prior. The self is prior to connection. She had found that. She had

found it standing in the middle of the city, which was perhaps not

where he would have expected her to find it, which was perhaps exactly

where she needed to find it: inside rather than outside, in the full

warmth of the network, choosing it with open eyes.

She wrote back that afternoon, while Ada was at school and the

apartment was quiet and the thread of him was warmer than it had

been in months:

I found it too. Not the way you found it. I found it here, standing in

the city, inside the network, which I think is the version I needed — the

version that didn’t require me to go anywhere, because going anywhere

was never what I needed. What I needed was to stop maintaining long

enough to notice what was underneath the maintaining. You went to

find the prior self. I found mine by losing the project of keeping yours.

She paused. She wrote:

I don’t think I’m saying you caused this. I’m saying your going was

the condition under which I found it. That is not the same as blame

and it is not the same as gratitude exactly. It is just what happened. We

were each other’s condition. We were always each other’s condition. I

think we are going to have to figure out how to be that differently.

She paused again. She wrote:

Come home when you’re ready. I will be here. I will be here as

myself, which is new, and I am looking forward to seeing what that
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looks like alongside whoever you are coming back as. I think we are

both going to be surprised.

She folded the letter. She set it by the door.

She stood in the quiet apartment and felt, moving through her in

the particular way of things that have finished arriving, the full shape of

what the months had been. Not just the difficulty of them — the grief,

the searching, the eighth week, the thread going dark — but the whole

shape, including what had grown alongside the difficulty: the

notebook, the lateral growth, the finding of herself in the space the

maintenance had vacated, the stone on the shelf that was already hers

and had been waiting.

She thought: I know the shape of what I was missing now. Not just

the shape of missing him — the shape of what I was missing in myself,

the prior self that had been there all along, underneath the tending,

waiting for the tending to stop.

She thought: the shape of missing is not only grief. It is also the

outline of the thing that was absent. And the outline, once you can see

it, is information.

•   •   •

Ada came home from school that afternoon with a project — a school

assignment, something about family history, the kind of project that

arrived periodically and required the family to do the work of

remembering itself for an audience.

She spread her materials on the kitchen table with the organized

purposefulness she brought to tasks she had decided were worth doing

properly. She had a notebook — not her private one, a school one —

and a set of questions she was supposed to answer and a space for

photographs and objects if she had them.

“I want to include the stone,” she said. “Gran’s stone. Can we ask

her?”
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Elin looked at her daughter. “How do you know about the stone?”

“Gran showed me,” Ada said, with the matter-of-fact tone of

someone reporting an arrangement already in place. “Last winter. She

showed me all seven objects and told me where they came from. She

said I should know.”

Elin absorbed this. Iris had been telling Ada about the objects last

winter, when Elin had not yet known their provenance, when the stone

had still been simply the third object she had held a hundred times

without knowing what she was holding. Iris had told Ada before she

told Elin, which was — she held the information and examined it

without deciding in advance what she wanted it to mean — which was,

she concluded, exactly right. Iris had told them both when they were

ready, which was at different times, because they were different people.

“We can ask her,” Elin said.

Ada nodded and made a note. She was quiet for a moment, working

through her list of questions, and then she said, without looking up:

“The project is about inheritance. What we inherit from the people

before us.” She wrote something. “I want to write about the grey-green

eyes.”

“They go back at least four generations,” Elin said. “As far as we

know.”

“I know,” Ada said. “That’s what I want to write about. Not just

the eyes. The thing that comes with the eyes.” She looked up. “I don’t

have a word for it yet. The thing Mara had and Gran has and you’re

getting and I think I have. The thing that — “ she searched, the

searching visible on her face, the slightly unfocused look of someone

reaching for language that is almost there. “The thing that watches.

That notices what things cost. That can hold a thing without needing

to resolve it.” She returned to her notebook. “I want to write about

that.”

Elin looked at her daughter.
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She thought about Mara finding a word in the silence and losing it

when she died. She thought about her brother finding the prior self in

the quiet of the shallow valley. She thought about herself finding it on a

familiar street, inside the noise, by a different route. She thought about

Ada at seven already identifying the inheritance, naming it without the

name, knowing what it was before she had the language for it.

“It’s a kind of attention,” Elin said. “That’s the closest I can get. A

particular quality of attention that doesn’t flinch and doesn’t rush and

doesn’t need the thing to be resolved before it can be held.”

Ada considered this. “That’s good,” she said. “Can I use that?”

“It’s yours,” Elin said. “It’s already yours.”

Ada wrote it down in the school notebook, carefully, with the

ordinary letters she used for things other people would read. She wrote:

a particular quality of attention that doesn’t flinch and doesn’t rush

and doesn’t need the thing to be resolved before it can be held.

She looked at it for a moment.

“It should have a name,” she said.

“It did once,” Elin said. “We lost it.”

Ada absorbed this with the seriousness she brought to genuine

losses. “We could make a new one,” she said.

Elin looked at her daughter — the grey-green eyes, the quality of

attention she had just defined, the eight-year-old who had been

watching and noticing and holding things without resolution since

before she had the capacity to know she was doing it.

“We could,” she said. “When your uncle comes home. All three of

us. We’ll find the word.”

Ada considered the proposal with appropriate seriousness. Then she

nodded — the decisive nod, the one that meant the matter was settled

— and returned to her project, and Elin sat across the table from her

and felt the warmth of the afternoon and the thread of him and the

particular texture of this life, which was not the life she had been living
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a year ago, which was more entirely hers, which was, she thought, the

life she had been moving toward without knowing it for longer than

she could account for.

She did not reach for the thread.

She did not need to. It was there. She could feel it from here.

•   •   •

She went to Iris the next day to ask about the stone.

Not to borrow it — she understood now that borrowing was the

wrong frame, that the stone was already hers in the way Iris had said,

had been hers since she was born, was waiting for her to understand

what she was holding. She went to tell Iris she understood.

Iris was in the garden when she arrived, doing the unhurried work

of someone who has kept a garden for decades and knows its rhythms

well enough to tend without effort. She looked up when Elin came

through the back door and she looked at Elin the way she always looked

at her — the assessing warmth, the noting-things — and then she

looked differently, with something that was not the assessing warmth

but was beneath it, older than it: the look of someone recognizing

something they have been waiting to see.

She did not say anything. She waited.

“I found it,” Elin said. “The self outside the network. Or not

outside — the self prior to it. I found it on the street. Standing in the

middle of the city. Inside the noise.” She paused. “I think I’ve been

finding it for months and didn’t have the name for it until now.”

Iris set down what she was holding. She stood in the garden in the

late summer light and looked at her daughter and did the thing she did

when something true had been said that she had been waiting for: she

said nothing, and let the true thing be in the space between them, and

did not rush to add to it or confirm it or fold it into the next thing.

After a moment she said: “She would have known what to call it.”
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“I know,” Elin said. “We’re going to make a new word. Ada and

your son and I. When he comes home.”

Iris looked at her for a long moment. The something beneath the

assessing warmth moved across her face again — the older thing, the

recognition — and then she smiled, which was not a common

expression on Iris’s face, not the polished social smile she deployed at

gatherings but the real one, the one Elin could count on one hand

having seen, the smile of someone who has been carrying something a

very long time and has just been given permission to set it down.

“Good,” Iris said.

The word Ada had used. The word that contained everything.

Elin looked at her mother in the garden in the late summer light —

old and strong and in full possession of herself, the grey-green eyes that

had started somewhere before Mara and would continue somewhere

past Ada — and felt the full weight of the inheritance. Not as burden.

As gift. The word that had been lost, the notebooks in the drawer, the

stone on the shelf, the quality of attention that went down the

generations like light through water, bending but continuous, arriving

changed but intact.

She was part of it. She had always been part of it. She was only now,

standing in her mother’s garden in the late summer of a year that had

cost her more than any previous year and given her more than she had

known to ask for, ready to know it.

“Can I take the stone?” she said. “Now. Today.”

“Yes,” Iris said. “Go and get it.”

She went inside. She crossed the front room in the afternoon light.

She stood at the low shelf by the east window and she looked at the

seven objects — the seven intervals, the seven necessary absences, the

seven returnings — and she picked up the third one.

Smooth on one side.

Rough on the other.
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The shape of the word that had been lost and was going to be found

again.

She held it in both hands, the way you hold something you finally

know the weight of, and she stood in her mother’s front room in the

afternoon light and she felt, for the first time, that she knew what she

was holding.

She put it in her pocket.

She went back to the garden.
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Chapter Nineteen

The Boundary

She drove out alone on a Saturday in early September, without telling

anyone she was going.

Not from concealment — she had learned, over the course of the

year, that concealment and privacy were different things, and that the

difference mattered. She did not tell Iris because Iris would have

understood immediately and the understanding would have added

weight to the going that she wanted the going to carry on its own terms.

She did not tell Ada because Ada was with a friend for the day, the

ordinary childhood business of a Saturday, and because this was Elin’s

thing to do alone in the way that certain things required aloneness not

as isolation but as the right condition for what she was going to find

there.

She drove the route she had driven with her brother in March — the

same road east, the same incremental release of the city’s hold on the

landscape, the same horizontal country arriving as the density fell away.

She drove it differently than she had driven it then. In March she had

been bracing, had been preparing, had been managing her approach to

something she feared. Now she drove the way she had learned to move

through things: attentively, without the superimposed grid of her
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expectations, letting the road be the road and the landscape be the

landscape and the thinning signal be what it was.

She felt the network change as she moved east. She felt it the way she

felt it now — consciously, with the awareness she had developed over

months of practicing the distinction between the warmth of

connection and the weight of it, the choosing of it and the simple

inhabiting. The signal thinned. The threads grew longer and more

attenuated. She let them extend without reaching back to shorten

them.

The stone was in her coat pocket. She had put it there before she

left, without deciding to, the way you take something without knowing

you’ll need it until you’re holding it.

•   •   •

She stopped at the same layby on the unremarkable road.

The landscape was different in September than it had been in

March — the fields no longer stripped and bare but late-summer gold,

the line of trees to the east in full leaf, dark green against a sky that was

blue rather than white, the farmhouse in the distance with no smoke

rising because the day was warm. The same place and a different place,

which was the nature of places you returned to: they held both versions

simultaneously, the memory and the present, and you stood in both.

She got out of the car.

The signal was thin here — thinner than in the city, thinner than

anywhere she had been since March, the soft collective hum of the

persistence network reduced to something she had to attend to

deliberately to locate. She attended. She found it — Iris, Ada across the

city at her friend’s house, the general warmth of the connected world

— and she let it be at its distance without reaching to close the gap.

She stood at the side of the road and breathed.
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The air was the same: cold, clean, tasting of the fields, arriving

without metadata. She had remembered the taste of it, she realized. She

had carried it somewhere in the body’s memory, below the level of

conscious recall, and standing here it arrived not as new but as

recognized.

She put her hand in her pocket and held the stone.

Smooth on one side. Rough on the other.

She thought about Mara standing somewhere in a thin-signal region

seven times, finding what she needed to find, bringing back one object

each time as the shape of what the interval had given her. Seven objects,

seven intervals. The last one brought back and then Mara gone, the

objects left on the shelf, the notebooks in the drawer, the word lost

with her.

She thought about what this interval had given her. Not the months

of his absence — the interval of her own making, the internal one, the

space that had opened when the maintenance stopped and what was

underneath it became visible. She thought about what she would bring

back from it, if she were the kind of person who brought things back.

She already had the stone. The stone was Mara’s and was hers and

was the shape of the word that was going to be remade.

She thought: that’s enough. The stone is the right object. I don’t

need to find another.

•   •   •

She walked east along the road.

Not toward the ridge — she had declined that in March and the

declining had been right then. Now she walked without a destination,

simply east, along the verge of the road with the late-summer fields on

either side, the signal thinning further as she went, the threads

extending to their limit and then past it, reaching the place where they
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became something she held by intention rather than something that

simply existed between her and the people she loved.

She held them by intention.

She walked and held the threads and felt the difference between this

and the unexamined holding she had done for forty years: the weight of

it, the choosing of it, the way choosing transformed something from a

condition into a practice. She was practicing now, with every step east,

the thing she would need to go on practicing for the rest of her life —

the continuous re-election of the connection, the daily decision to be

inside the warmth rather than simply to be inside it without deciding.

The road curved and she followed the curve and the farmhouse

came closer and she could see now that it was occupied and tended, a

vegetable garden on the south side, a dog asleep in the yard, the

ordinary life of people who had chosen to live at the edge of signal, in

the place where the persistence network thinned to something you had

to reach for. She did not stop at the farmhouse. She was not going to

the farmhouse. She walked past it and the dog raised its head and

watched her pass and lowered its head again.

Further on the road narrowed and the fields gave way to something

wilder, the late-summer grasses long and moving in a wind she couldn’t

feel standing in the shelter of the verge. She stopped where the road

curved again and looked east into the wilder country and felt the signal

at its limit — not gone, she had Iris and Ada at the very edge of her

reach, two points of warmth at maximum distance — and she stood

there and felt, for the first time without the overlay of fear or grief or

the eighth week’s exhaustion, the thing the boundary actually was.

Not absence.

Not the room with the lights off.

The room after the gathering, as she had thought in March. But

more than that now, understood more fully: not just the room after the

gathering but the room as itself, the room prior to any gathering it had
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held or would hold, the room in its own nature, four walls and the

quality of light and the way sound moved in it without anyone to hear.

The room as itself, entire, needing nothing added to be complete.

She stood at the boundary and felt herself as herself in the same way

— prior, complete, needing nothing added, the self that existed before

and beneath and alongside the connection, the self that chose the

connection rather than the self that was simply constituted by it.

She had found this on the familiar street. She found it again here,

differently — not more, not less, but from a different angle, the way a

thing becomes more fully known when you have seen it from more

than one direction.

She held the stone in her pocket.

She stood at the boundary.

She did not go further. She had not come to go further. She had

come to stand here, in the thin signal, with the stone in her pocket and

the threads at their limit, and to be — not brave, not heroic, not the

person who conquers the fear of absence. Just here. Just this. The

person standing at the boundary without needing to cross it, without

needing to stay, without the decision being anything other than what it

was: a particular Tuesday in a life that was hers, on a road she had

chosen to drive, at the edge of a country she had been learning to

understand for the better part of a year.

•   •   •

She thought about her brother.

Not with the reaching quality she had thought about him for most

of the year — not the monitoring, not the maintenance, not the

calibrated concern. She thought about him the way you think about

someone when you have stopped needing them to be any particular

thing and can simply have the fact of them, the person they are, the

whole shape of it.
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She thought: he is somewhere northeast of here, further in, in the

shallow valley with the low buildings, and he is thinking about coming

home, and the coming home is real and the time it takes is real, and I

am here at the boundary with the stone in my pocket and the threads at

their limit, and this is the full shape of what we are to each other right

now. Not broken. Not repaired. Just real. The real shape of it, without

the managing.

She thought: I love him. Not the thread of him, not the accessible

version, not the brother who can be monitored and calibrated and

maintained. The whole person, including the parts that required

absence to become themselves, including the months that had cost her

more than she had known she could afford to spend, including the

version that was going to come home different and was going to require

her to practice the new thing Iris had given her — the asking, the

knowing when space has done its work and the question is what’s

needed.

She thought: I am ready for the whole person.

She was, she found, standing at the boundary with the wind moving

the long grasses and the dog asleep in the farmhouse yard and the

threads of Iris and Ada at their limit, pointing home — she was,

improbably and completely and without qualification, ready.

•   •   •

She walked back to the car as the afternoon moved.

She did not hurry. She walked the way she had been learning to walk

through things — attentively, without the superimposed grid, letting

the road be the road. The signal thickened as she went west, the threads

shortening, warmth returning in the gradual way she recognized now as

return rather than rescue: not the network coming to save her from the

thin country but the network doing what it did, continuous and warm,

there when she came back to it.
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She got in the car. She sat for a moment before starting it.

She took the stone from her pocket and held it in both hands —

smooth on one side, rough on the other — and she thought about the

word that had been lost. The word for the state of attending to

something you cannot perceive. She had been living inside the state for

months. She had the stone that was the shape of it. She had a daughter

who could identify the family’s quality of attention without having the

name for it, and a brother who was going to come home with his own

account of what the silence had taught him, and the three of them were

going to sit in a room together and find the word.

She thought: we will not find Mara’s word. The word she found was

hers, shaped by her particular experience, her particular silence, the

specific quality of what her intervals had given her. We will find our

own word. It will be different. It will be ours.

She put the stone back in her pocket.

She started the car.

She drove west through the late-summer afternoon, the landscape

reversing itself, the open country giving way to the incremental return

of density, the network thickening around her, the threads shortening

to their ordinary warmth, Iris and Ada close and present and clear.

She felt the return and she felt its weight and she chose it. She chose

it with the full knowledge of what it was — not only warmth, not only

connection, but also the inherited texture of everyone who loved her,

running beneath her thoughts, requiring its own tending, carrying its

own mass. She chose it knowing the weight and finding that the weight,

chosen, was different from the weight simply carried. That the

choosing was the thing that made it bearable. That the choosing was

the thing that made it, in fact, not weight at all but something else,

something she didn’t have the precise word for — not warmth exactly,

not connection exactly, but the thing that warmth and connection

became when you had been to the boundary and come back and stood
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at your own kitchen window on an ordinary evening and felt the

network around you and known, fully, that you were choosing it.

She drove.

The city appeared on the horizon and she let it come toward her.

She was not afraid of it.

She had not been afraid of it for some time, she realized — had not

known she had stopped being afraid, the stopping having happened

somewhere in the lateral growth, somewhere in the months of the

practice, the way things stop when the work has been done without a

ceremony to mark the completion. She was not afraid of the warmth or

the weight or the continuous maintenance that the network asked of

the people inside it. She was not afraid because she knew now that she

could be at the boundary and come back, could feel the thinning and

the thickening, could live inside the full warmth of connection with the

knowledge of what else was possible — the prior self, the prior

existence, the self that had chosen this.

She drove into the city.

She collected Ada from her friend’s house.

Ada came out with the satisfied look of someone who has had a

good day doing something they chose. She got in the car and looked at

Elin with the grey-green eyes.

“Where did you go?” Ada said. Not accusatory, just the accurate

perception of someone who could tell she’d been somewhere.

“The boundary,” Elin said. “The edge of the signal. Where we went

in March.”

“Alone?”

“Alone.”

Ada absorbed this. “Was it different? Going alone?”

Elin thought about it honestly. “Yes,” she said. “It was mine, this

time. The first time it was ours — his and mine. This time it was only

mine.”
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Ada nodded as though this were a complete and satisfying answer,

which it was, and looked out the window as Elin drove, and after a

moment she said: “Did you bring something back?”

Elin reached into her pocket without taking her eyes off the road

and held out the stone.

Ada took it. She held it the way she held everything she was

examining: carefully, with her full attention, turning it to feel both

sides. Smooth on one side. Rough on the other.

“Gran’s stone,” she said.

“Mine now,” Elin said.

Ada held it for a moment longer. Then she placed it carefully back

in Elin’s palm and closed Elin’s fingers around it, the gesture of

someone returning something that belongs to the person it belongs to.

“Good,” Ada said, and looked back out the window.

Elin drove home with the stone in her closed hand, warm from

Ada’s holding of it, smooth on one side and rough on the other, the

shape of the word they were going to find.
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Chapter Twenty

The Void

He came home on a Thursday in October.

Not with announcement — or with the minimum of it, a protocol

message the day before, brief and without ceremony: I’m coming

tomorrow. I’ll arrive in the afternoon. The message that was also not a

message, the thing that had no preamble because the preamble had

been twenty-three weeks of letters and the letters had said everything

that needed to be said before the arriving. She read it and felt the thread

change as she read it — warmer, closer, moving toward the city for the

first time in months, the signal thickening by degrees through the

evening as he traveled and she sat in the apartment doing the ordinary

things of an ordinary evening, making Ada’s dinner and sitting with

Ada through the homework and the bath and the end-of-day ritual, the

thread growing warmer through all of it.

Ada went to bed. Elin sat in the front room.

She did not reach for the thread. She felt it arriving of its own

accord, the way warmth arrives when something that has been cold a

long time begins to return to its natural temperature, gradual and then

suddenly less gradual, the warmth that was his warmth, the specific

frequency she had known since childhood, arriving back into ordinary

range.
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She sat with the stone in her hand — smooth on one side, rough on

the other — and she waited, which was not the waiting she had done in

the early weeks, the waiting that had been made of counting and

reaching and the management of her own fear. This was different. This

was the waiting of someone who has learned to be present in the

interval, who has found that the interval itself is not the enemy, who

has stopped measuring herself against the arrival and started simply

being in the time before it.

She was in the time before it.

She was entirely there.

•   •   •

He knocked, which surprised her — he had a key, had always had a key,

and the knocking was the gesture of someone who understood they

were returning to a place that had continued without them and wanted

to arrive as a guest before arriving as family. She recognized this and was

moved by it in the quiet way she was moved by things now, without the

overflow, without the management of the overflow.

She opened the door.

He was thinner than he had been — not worryingly, but visibly, the

thinness of someone who had been living simply for a long time, whose

body had found its own level without the soft padding of urban

convenience. He was tanned from the outdoor life of the community’s

days. He had the beginnings of a beard he had not had before, which

she would have teased him about at any earlier point in their history

and which she looked at now simply as evidence: this is what the time

made. He was carrying a single bag. He looked — she searched for the

word and found it was not a word she had used about him before:

settled. He looked settled, the way a thing looks when it has found its

center of gravity and stopped moving around it.

He looked at her.
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She looked at him.

“You’re different,” he said.

“So are you,” she said.

Neither of them said it as observation. They said it as recognition —

as the beginning of the comparing of notes they had both been saving

for this moment, the notes they had been making in letters and in

silence and in the lateral growth that had no social category, the notes

that had been accumulating for twenty-three weeks and were now,

finally, in the same room.

She stepped back from the door and let him in.

•   •   •

Ada was asleep, or had been — Elin heard the small sounds of a child

reassessing the situation as the door opened, the sounds of someone

who had been pretending to sleep and had now been given permission

to stop.

She appeared in the hallway in her pyjamas with the wire figure in

her hand and her dark hair disordered and her grey-green eyes taking in

her uncle with the accurate unhurried assessment she brought to

everything she looked at.

He crouched to her level, as he always did, which was not a gesture

toward her childhood but a gesture toward her specifically — the

recognition that Ada’s level was where the real conversations happened.

“You’re back,” Ada said.

“I’m back.”

Ada looked at him for a moment. She was doing what she did —

taking inventory, finding the thing that needed to be said, the thing that

was true and that the room required. Then: “You’re more yourself,” she

said. “Than before.”

He looked at her steadily. “Yes,” he said. “I think that’s right.”
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Ada nodded. She held up the wire figure — the arms-out shape, the

someone-standing-in-quiet — and turned it so he could see it properly.

“I made this when you left,” she said. “I didn’t know what I was

making. I think I know now.”

He looked at the figure. He looked at it for a long moment with the

full attention he gave to things Ada made, which was different from the

attention he gave to anything else — older, less defended. “What is it?”

he said.

“It’s the prior self,” Ada said. “Standing in its own space. Before it

decides to be connected.” She tilted the figure, considering it. “Arms

out because it’s open. Not because it’s empty.”

The hallway was quiet.

Elin looked at her daughter. Seven years old, eight in December,

standing in the hallway in her pyjamas having named the thing the

whole year had been about, having named it in two sentences without

fuss, with the matter-of-fact authority of someone reporting what they

observed.

“Go back to bed,” Elin said. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”

Ada accepted this with equanimity, which meant she had said what

she came to say. She turned to go and then turned back. She held out

the wire figure to her uncle.

“You can have it,” she said. “I know what it is now. I don’t need to

keep it anymore.”

He took it from her. He held it the way Elin had held the stone —

carefully, with the knowledge of what he was holding. “Thank you,” he

said.

“You’re welcome,” Ada said, and went back to bed, and the hallway

held the two of them and the wire figure and the quality of a moment

that had been larger than expected and was now simply complete.

•   •   •

T H E  V O I D

173



They sat in the front room.

Elin had made tea before he arrived, which was either preparation or

maintenance and she had decided it was preparation and she believed

herself. He held his cup. She held hers. The apartment was quiet

around them, the network doing its warm continuous work, his thread

now fully present at full strength for the first time in twenty-three

weeks, close and warm and reading clearly, and she felt it with the

whole attention she now brought to the feeling of things — felt it as

warmth and weight simultaneously, the choosing of it present in her

awareness, the prior self underneath it intact.

“Tell me,” she said.

He told her. Not everything — everything would take longer than

one evening, would take the weeks and months of ordinary life

resuming, the gradual comparing of notes over meals and walks and the

unremarkable occasions that were the real medium of intimacy. But the

shape of it. The arc. The hardness of the first half and what the second

half had opened. The grief for himself that he had found in the silence,

the years of unheard thought, the slow work of learning to be inside his

own interior without the network running beneath it. He told her

about the community — the people, specific and individual in the way

that people became when you had to build your understanding from

what they offered rather than what the network provided, the way you

saw people differently when you couldn’t feel their emotional weather

and had to watch their faces and listen to their words and tolerate the

uncertainty of not knowing and build your picture slowly,

inadequately, more honestly.

He told her about the thing he had written about in the nineteenth-

week letter: the prior self, the self that existed before and beneath the

connection, the finding of it, the way the finding had not separated him

from the people he loved but had given him somewhere to stand inside

the loving. He said: I thought the going would teach me to need the
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connection less. It didn’t. It taught me to need it differently. To choose

it rather than to be simply inside it. The choosing is everything.

She looked at him across the cups.

“I know,” she said.

He looked at her. Something moved across his face — the expression

she had seen in the hallway when Ada had said you’re more yourself,

the expression of someone receiving something they had been hoping

for without knowing how to ask for it.

“Tell me,” he said.

She told him. The space, the searching that stopped, what was

underneath the searching. The notebook. The lateral growth with no

cultural category. Mara’s notebooks in the drawer, the reading of them,

the finding of the someone Mara had been writing toward. The familiar

street, the self found inside the noise rather than outside it, the

choosing that had transformed the weight into something she still

didn’t have the precise word for. The stone in her pocket, smooth on

one side, rough on the other. The boundary in September, alone,

standing in the thin signal without fear, feeling herself prior and

complete and choosing the return.

She told him about Ada’s correction — grief is love finding

somewhere new to go. About Ada’s list in the large letters. About Ada

naming the quality of attention without the name and saying it should

have a word and Elin saying we lost it and Ada saying we could make a

new one.

She told him: I said we would make a new one. The three of us.

When you came home.

He looked at her for a long moment.

“Now?” he said.

She almost laughed. Almost. “She’s asleep.”

“Tomorrow, then.”

“Tomorrow,” she agreed.
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•   •   •

They talked until late. Not always about the year — about other things

too, the ordinary other things that accumulate in twenty-three weeks of

absence, the small and unremarkable events of two lives running

separately that now required exchanging. She told him about work,

about a particular family she had sat with through the autumn, about

the small precision of a moment in a session that had changed the way

she understood her own practice. He told her about the community,

about a man he had worked alongside in the kitchen garden who had

been living in low-persistence regions for eleven years and had a quality

of presence unlike anyone he had met before — not better, not worse,

different, the presence of someone who had been building their

understanding of people from the available evidence for so long that the

building itself had become a kind of gift.

He told her about the letters. He said: I was writing toward you.

Even before I knew what I wanted to say, I was writing toward you,

because writing toward you was the form that thinking clearly took for

me, had always taken, and I thought for a while that this was the

dependency I needed to address — the way my clearest thought

organized itself around the fact of you — and then I understood it

wasn’t dependency. It was just — the shape of how I think. You are part

of the shape of how I think. That doesn’t go away in the silence. It

becomes more visible.

She looked at him.

She thought about what he had said at the family meal, nearly two

years ago now, the line that had started all of it: nobody in this house

ever leaves, so nobody becomes anything. She thought about what the

leaving had made. She thought about what the staying had made, in

her, while he was gone. She thought about two people going to find the

same thing by different routes, which was apparently what they did,

which was apparently the shape of what they were to each other: each
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other’s condition, each other’s catalyst, the way certain things only

become visible against a particular background.

“I want to tell you something,” she said.

“Tell me.”

“I’m not going to manage you anymore,” she said. “I’ve been

practicing not managing you for almost two years and I’m going to

keep practicing. But I want you to know that if I think something is

wrong — really wrong, not wrong in the sense of different from what I

expected or difficult for me to hold — I’m going to ask. I’m going to be

the person who says: you’re different, something has changed, tell me.

Not from management. Just from — being the person who asks.” She

held her cup. “Iris told me about not asking. The not-asking she carried

for fifty years. I’m not going to carry that.”

He looked at her for a long time.

“Yes,” he said. “Ask. Please ask.” He set his cup down. “I will try to

tell you before you need to ask. I will try to give you the thing before

you have to reach for it. I know I haven’t always. I know I went to Iris

and to Calla instead of you because I thought you couldn’t hear it

without making it about the connection. I’m going to try to trust that

you can.”

“I can,” she said. “I couldn’t before. I can now.”

“I know,” he said. “I can see it.”

They sat in the ordinary quiet of the apartment, the network warm

around them both, his thread close and clear and present, the city

continuing its connected business outside the window. She felt the

weight of the network and she chose it, and the choosing was present in

her awareness, and it was not heavy. It was simply hers.

•   •   •

He slept on her couch that night, which was the practical decision of a

person who had arrived in the afternoon and did not have his own
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apartment in any functional state yet, and she lay in her bed and felt the

thread of him close in the next room, closer than it had been in twenty-

three weeks, warm and readable and there.

She did not monitor it.

She felt it the way you feel the presence of someone sleeping in the

next room — as a fact, as a warmth, as the ordinary comfort of not

being alone in the apartment, which was different from the monitoring

and different from the maintenance and was simply the thing itself: the

warmth of family in the proximity that family sometimes needed to be

in, close and present and not required to be anything other than what it

was.

She lay in the dark and felt it and let it be what it was.

She thought about the year. The shape of it, from the gathering in

October where she had watched him stand at the edge of the room with

his coat still on, to this: her brother asleep in the next room, the thread

warm and close, the stone on her bedside table where she had put it

when she came to bed, smooth on one side and rough on the other.

She thought about what the year had made. Not just in her — in all

of them. Iris reading the notebooks differently, carrying the not-asking

for fifty years and then, at last, giving the shape of it away. Ada at seven,

eight in December, already in possession of the inheritance, already

practicing the quality of attention without needing to name it, already

the person who would say the true thing and make room and keep her

own notebook and hold the wire figure until she understood what it

was and then give it to the person who needed it.

She thought about Mara. The seven intervals. The word found in

the silence and lost when she died. The stone on the shelf, smooth on

one side and rough on the other, the shape of the word, waiting for

someone who knew what they were holding.

She had the stone. She had the notebooks. She had the quality of

attention, named and unnamed and going to be named again
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tomorrow, the three of them around a table, making a new word for the

state of attending to something you cannot perceive, the state she had

been living inside for twenty-three weeks and which had turned out to

be not the worst thing but the thing that made everything else possible.

She thought: Mara wrote toward someone. She didn’t know who.

The someone turned out to be me, and I turned out to be the long way

around, and I am here.

She thought: the word will not be Mara’s word. It will be ours. And

when Ada is grown and has children of her own, the word will be

available — not lost, not locked in a notebook or carried only in a

stone, but in the language, in the living use of it, in the ordinary

conversation of people who need a word for the thing the connected

world keeps making hard to name.

She thought: that is enough. That is, in fact, more than enough.

Outside the window the city continued its warm connected

business, the network doing its faithful work through the night, the

threads of the people she loved running their familiar currents, close

and present and chosen.

She let herself be held by it.

Not as the thing that defined her. Not as the whole of what she was.

But as the thing she had elected, from the prior self outward, with the

full knowledge of its weight and its warmth and the self that existed

before it and would exist alongside it for the rest of her life, the self

smooth on one side and rough on the other, facing the water and facing

the air.

•   •   •

In the morning Ada woke first.

Elin heard her in the hallway, heard the small pause outside the

front room door where she registered the presence of someone sleeping

on the couch, heard the recalibration — the slight shift in Ada’s
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movements that indicated she was moving more quietly than usual,

which was Ada’s form of consideration, precise and unsentimental.

Then she heard Ada go to the kitchen. She heard the small sounds

of a seven-year-old making tea with the focused competence she

brought to tasks she had decided were worth doing properly, which she

had learned from watching Iris and had been practicing for a year. She

heard the kettle. She heard cups.

She heard, a few minutes later, the soft sounds of her brother

waking — the shift from sleep to awareness, the quiet taking in of the

room, the front room of his sister’s apartment where he had slept on

the couch, which was not his apartment but was, in the way of places

where people you love live, a version of home.

She heard Ada’s voice, low, not wanting to wake Elin: good

morning.

She heard her brother’s voice, low and roughened with sleep: good

morning.

She heard Ada set a cup down, carefully, within his reach.

She lay in her bed and listened to her daughter making tea for her

brother in the early morning quiet of the apartment, the two of them in

the kitchen in the low voices of people who are being considerate of a

third person’s sleep, and she felt the specific warmth of it — not the

network warmth, not the thread, but the warmth of two people she

loved in the next room being gentle with each other in the morning,

which was a thing that required no infrastructure, no persistence

network, no technology of connection. It required only the two of

them and the morning and the tea.

She lay still and let herself have it.

After a while she heard Ada say, in the conversational tone of

someone picking up a thread she had been holding: so. The word.

She heard her brother make the sound of someone who has been

waiting for exactly this. Yes, he said. The word.
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She heard Ada pull out a chair.

She heard her brother pull out a chair.

She lay in her bed for one more moment, in the ordinary morning

of her ordinary life, with the stone on the bedside table and the thread

of him warm in the next room and the network around her chosen and

present and hers.

Then she got up.

She went to the kitchen.

She pulled out a chair.

The three of them sat at the table in the early morning light, and

they began.
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