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Chapter One—It’s a Small, Small World




It’s basically impossible to find the right time to tell your father you’re fleeing the country, and believe me I’ve tried. My pop has been so preoccupied lately that I kept putting it off, but this morning after an epic toaster strudel debacle—goddamn toaster has always been out to get me—I finally crack and tell him we Need To Have A Talk.

My dad blinks and adjusts his tie, a menswear atrocity I perpetrated on him when I was a pre-teen in my very first sewing class: white stars on an inky background, a design choice I made because it’s patterned after the Milky Way. Well. That’s what the salesperson told me when I bought the fabric. My pop was more than happy to give me a two-hour multimedia presentation about the correct formation of the galaxy after unwrapping it one Christmas morning. He used to hope I’d follow in his nerdy footsteps, but to be fair he does support most of my creative efforts; he wears that tie even though it looks like it was sewn together by a half-blind toddler on uppers.

“What?” he repeats, his brown eyes a little wild behind his Coke-bottle lenses. My pop is a double-doctorate-holding, sweater-vest-wearing Stanford researcher who specializes in the hydrology of glacierized systems, in Greenland specifically. It sounds complicated, but basically it just means he likes ice. A lot. And even though he doesn’t teach, he’s somehow perfected the art of looking like an absent-minded professor. It’s particularly acute this morning, his balding pate shiny in California’s aggressive sun, thin wisps of gray-brown hair slightly on end, his narrow mouth puckered. I sometimes wonder where I really came from; both my parents were tall, lean, dark-haired, brown-eyed geniuses. How I ended up a five-foot-two strawberry blonde ungenius is a scientific mystery for the ages.

I sip some Red Bull and try to clear out the haze of my let’s have just one more Screaming Viking hangover from last night. When I’ve summoned enough energy to be enthusiastic, I repeat, “Toronto!” while trying to infuse my voice with a convincing, and slightly manipulative, undertone. I’ve been working on hypnotizing my pop for a while now. I know this sounds bad, but in a family like mine, conducting experiments on loved ones—especially without them figuring out you’re doing it—is as normal as apple pie. As long as you present the results with the appropriate documentation. And pie.

“But why would you go all the way up there? I’m sorry, I’m having a bit of a hard time here, Lou,” he says, using my middle name, something he’s done ever since I was born. Really, what was the point in giving me a perfectly good name—Camilla, after his mother—he never uses? “I don’t like the thought of this,” he adds, as sunlight hits his wearable-tech Smartwatch at exactly the right angle, his whole world trapped in its 2x2 screen. Notifications for e-mail, instant messages, and today’s weather report for Nuuk, Greenland glide over its face. It’s powered by converting his body heat and the occasional sweat droplet—not that my dad could find the campus gym by leveraging both GPS and RFID technology—into energy.

“I don’t really care for the thought of you being harvested by your wristwatch, either, Pop,” I say with a grin. “But I believe in letting you have the freedom to live your life the way you want. Isn’t that what family’s all about?” I resist the urge to bat my lashes. No point in laying it on too thick.

Yet.

He wipes his glasses off on his sweater-vest before doing that mumbling thing where he runs through his thoughts to find the tail end of the idea he’s trying to express. If you’re mindful of the fact he’s considered one of the most prominent researchers in his field—like, in the world—you’ll understand this is no mean task. “You have a job here,” he says.

“Actually, here, I have an unpaid internship.” I swing my bare feet over the edge of his desk. His eyes settle on them like they’re the key to a potential scientific breakthrough. “This is how my life goes these days, Pop: After interning all day, I go to my second job in a teeny-tiny office with no air conditioning, where I input data so the company I work for can sell stuff no one needs. Then, on the weekends, I volunteer at the California Water Project. I’m saving the planet!”

“And the planet and I thank you, honey.” He draws his eyes away from my feet and beams; mentioning my volunteer work always helps soften him up.

“I need a change, Pop,” I say. “I want to see what life is like in a big city. I want to go to school. I want to travel. I want an adventure.”

“Berkeley and Stanford are only an hour away. San Francisco is just over there.” He pushes his glasses up the bridge of his nose and gestures vaguely at there. “We could go on a trip together after this research cycle is over. Get all this out of your system.”

“Pop,” I say, as gently as I can. “Your research cycle is never going to be over. And I am never ever going to get into Stanford. Here’s the thing. I wasn’t ready to do an undergrad degree after I finished high school, but now I am. I really really am.” I give him my best how right you were look. I follow this—if I’m honest about it—with a bit of lash-batting.

He taps some tobacco into his pipe and lights it before sucking on it like it’s a giant— but deadly—pacifier, a reminder that intellectual brilliance does not make one perfect. “It’s August. How are you going to get into school for the 2017 academic year?”

This is the part that’s a little hard to explain: the shiny new passport in my bedside table, my student visa carefully attached. I like thinking about the passport, a book that hasn’t been written in yet. “I got the acceptance a while back.” May fifteenth, to be honest. The Red Bull jitters around my stomach while I try to collect my thoughts. I don’t actually want to leave my father; I wish I could be the kind of daughter who always puts her parents first, but the idea of getting out of this teeny-tiny town has been growing inside me ever since we got here. It’s so loud now I can’t hear anything else.

“Hmmm.”

“You won’t even be here in a few years, Pop. You’ll be in Toronto, working on your melt-pattern project. This way, I can scope out the city, you know, find places we can go for brunch together. You love brunch!”

“Lou…” His eyes rest on the prodigious library lining the walls of his study. “Your job could become full time at any moment. You could—”

“They’re not going to bring me on full time. Like, in a million, trillion years. They told me.”

A month ago.

“Please don’t exaggerate, honey, especially numerically. It’s so—”

“Kind of missing the point, Pop.” I try to ignore the hangover headache encroaching on my right eyeball. “They’re happy to keep me on as an intern, though, so I can work sixteen-hour days and go nowhere with my life. That’s not what you want for me, is it? I’m twenty-two. Where am I going to be five years from now?”

And then his shoulders slowly roll forward and come to rest in a slump. He looks defeated, and for the first time, old. I mean, he was old already, but now he looks really old.

Maybe one more year. Maybe I can hang on just a little longer. I don’t actually know what my dad will do without me; I mean, this is a man who spends Friday nights blaring the vocal stylings of Greenland’s Rasmus Lyberth, drinking twelve-year-old scotch, and muttering about ice cores. But we’re not living here; we’re hiding in this tiny, quiet town. And I want to make some noise.

“You’d need a lot of sweaters, Lou.”

A smile takes hold of my mouth. “Actually, Pop, the average summer temperature in Toronto is 80. Which is 27 Celsius.”

He laughs; this is the same thing he and my mom told me the spring I was thirteen and they were prepping for a summer of research at U of T. I didn’t want to go, and threw a tantrum he still mentions at Thanksgiving—specifically how he’s thankful the tantrum of 2004 has not yet repeated itself.

I tap a few keys on his ever-present iBook, and a multimedia presentation springs to life on the one wall of the den he keeps blank for precisely this reason. A perky multicultural montage of Torontonians slides by: couples on patios, a zoo penguin tripping one of his cohorts—the little scamp—the city skyline at night, happy people eating poutine, a gravy-and-cheese-laden, french-fried work of art. I’ve scrubbed any images of blender drinks, nightlife, hot guys, or nude beaches.

“It would be an adventure,” I say. “A quest, like Lord of the Rings. Hey, it’s playing at the rerun theater. Do you want to go see it together this weekend?”

“I’d love to,” he says, smiling. There’s a beat. He looks out the window, his head tilted to the side, his eyes resting on the eastern fox squirrel romping in the tree outside. When he turns back around and spots me, he flinches. “Oh, hi, honey. What were we talking about…yes…Stanford is the best,” he says. “And I’ll help you. I—”

“I want to do it on my own. And you’ve helped me enough already.” Too much, maybe.

“Lou…”

I try that hypnotizing thing again. “U of T is where stem cells were discovered. And insulin. People love that insulin stuff! And it’s our home too, Pop. You still have the house there, you still—”

I stop talking when he sighs. My family used to be a traveling nerd circus; my mom was a geophysicist, and one university or another always wanted to squeeze one of my parents’ brains. They dragged me from colleges to universities and once, notably, a monastery where they made spectacular beer. I’m not from anywhere, really. When we moved to Toronto that summer, my parents thought they might make it their permanent home. There was funding for their research, there was a small brown house, there were all kinds of things waiting for us. But six months later she was dead, and then he and I bounced around from one scholastic institution to another until we ended up here a few years ago: in a tiny town you’ve never heard of, an hour’s drive from Stanford, a seven-minute walk to the nearest neighbor, and a galaxy away from anything exciting.

“You can’t go back to that summer, Lou,” he says. “Mommy’s gone.”

And then my breath catches in my throat. It’s hard for me to put into words why I want to flee the country to figure myself out, but I know I can’t stay here. If I don’t leave now, I’ll die in a town with no art, no theatre, and four bars—one where you can drink for free if you show the bouncer your tattoos. Whatever I’m looking for out of life, whoever I’m going to be, I can’t find it here.

My multimedia presentation is still looping in the background, and I hit a button which launches a musical interlude. It’s a Small World After All, my pop mouths at me, beaming. He sure does love that song. After a moment, he exhales a lungful of smoke. “I’m worried about you partying too much. You’d have to promise to settle down a little. Grow some roots.”

“Of course,” I say smoothly, making sure my eyes don’t wander to the left, the creative, lying part of the brain. “And anyway, it’s really all the same biosphere, Pop. The same ecosystem. So it’s not so different after all.”

Now my lashes are batting like they’re on steroids, and my dad is laughing that way he does, leaned forward, smiling crazy big, eyes shut. And then he shrugs, his hands outstretched in an I give up gesture.

So that’s how I outmaneuvered a man armed with two PhDs and a sweater-vest and ended up in Canada. How being there made me a criminal is a whole other story.














Chapter Two—Nuts to That



THREE YEARS LATER


The morning has not started well. While I was still sleeping, my phone began vibrating with urgent texts from work. Our CEO’s specific words were: Feel free to break the sound barrier on your way in. If I were my dad I’d probably respond with a comment about the scientific unlikelihood of that happening. At least in a car. Instead, I rush through my shower, stubbing my left big toe so hard it starts molting into a garish sunset-purple while I hop on the other foot and mutter profanities, shit taking on a prominent role. While stuffing my legs into pants, I check my cell again; another semi-panicked message awaits me. Skipping breakfast seems like the best course of action.

I slalom like an Olympian around the packing boxes littering the house on my way out, fling my briefcase on the passenger seat of my Escalade, and stow a Red Bull in easy reach. When I start the car, the radio clicks on, the announcer sounding cerebral but trustworthy: “—Toronto police chief Monica Blaire admits the force is on edge after the recent death of a rookie officer, who was shot in an apparent ambush and bled to death on a sidewalk in front of a downtown office building last Friday night. The assailant in this case is still at large. Toronto has raised the terror alert status as a result, and—” 

The news lately has been jammed with stories about Anju Schwartz, a fresh-faced recruit one week out of the academy, a former beauty contestant whose picture, before her death, was featured in all the city’s police recruiting ads. #WeLoveUAnju has broken trending records.

I didn’t even know Toronto had a terror alert status.

My fingers find a music station, and I drive across East York until I hit Broadview Avenue and turn up the volume so the car is almost vibrating. After going south past the Danforth, Broadview becomes strangled with all manner of vehicles: motorcycles, cars, e-bikes, Vespas, and three streetcars all bunched up together, full of sardined transit riders. I’m trapped behind all of it in my Escalade. The Escalade is a phase I’m going through, one I don’t tell my pop about. I’m not a great driver, and it makes me feel safe, surrounded by all that engineering expertise and metal. Especially with the way people in Toronto drive, which is alternately polite and terrifying. Plus, the car belongs to a friend of mine and I’m just borrowing it. I’m not really destroying the planet if I don’t actually own it, I tell myself.

I’m still east of the downtown core, and the city’s profile is visible to the west over the Don Valley—a combination of Victorian and Edwardian-era buildings, sleek new restaurants, and the clunky high-rise condo and office towers that hang over the city. Toronto can be gritty, exquisite, unbearable, perfect. It can be all of those things in the exact same moment. From this angle it’s all trees and traffic, sunshine-streaked and full of possibility. 

As we all crawl along I can’t help but flinch when I glance out my passenger’s side window; the car beside me, a shiny blue bubble, is one of the new self-driving cars, and the driver’s seat is occupied by a tiny tot with perky cornrows and a private school uniform. She looks ten. I try not to shudder as the self-driving car scans me, assessing its surroundings, calculating threats, plotting its next move. I do not like to be plotted against.

Eventually I turn onto Queen’s Quay, en route to our office in the East Bayfront. Stopped at another set of lights, I notice the only other traffic on this stretch of the road is a California Almond truck. This is what’s nice about working in this area: It’s not as crowded as the downtown core. I also like walking over to Sugar Beach at lunch and sitting in the little makeshift sandbox lot. Reminds me of a teeny-tiny California.

As the light turns and I hit the gas, my eyes fall on the truck. It’s a hulking green monstrosity from a So-Cal company with a mascot named Rupert, a popular brand which has positioned itself as hip, healthy, and organic. It’s good branding. I have a contact at California Almond, a girl I met in an online class who’s into skydiving, pornography, and not-quite-legal Internet searches on potential boyfriends. Ruth once discovered that the SWM in search of an LTR she’d been on two dates with was named in an outstanding warrant for scamming little old ladies out of their pensions in Florida, and promptly had him arrested. Apparently they don’t take kindly to those sort of shenanigans down there. She loves working at California Almond, has a nice corner office and everything. 

But every time my pop sees one of their commercials, he starts ranting about how much of California’s water is funneled into the almond harvest. “Almost fifteen percent, Lou!” he always yells, his voice sounding a little bit crazy. They’re so pricey that a wave of almond truck heists has hit California over the last few years, he tells me. Of course, it’s impossible to drive five blocks with him without learning something scientific or rarefied. Or both. I love my dad and all, but when I have kids I’m not going to force them to listen to diatribes about impending doom on the way to preschool. I’d rather start the day with a hearty breakfast and a vague Have a nice day, y’all. It’s hard to have a nice day when your dad is obsessed with the end times. My mom used to temper his climate-change-will-lead-to-Armageddon enthusiasm, but since she died, he’s gotten worse.

Traffic starts to slow down, and then a large, tinted-window SUV zips in front of the truck before the next set of lights turns red. Another SUV tucks in between me and the truck and I have to jam on the brakes to avoid hitting it, the air filling with metallic shrieks. I pull into the left lane, behind two other SUVs, and grumble under my breath, shit making another appearance in my day. While we’re stopped at the light, which is taking 753 years to turn, I glance down at my console to flip radio stations. When I look up, there’s a man in the road, out of his car. He looks thirty-ish, his brown hair spilling over his coat collar under a Sinatra-style hat, sunglasses blotting out his features. He squares his shoulders and knocks on the driver’s door. I wonder if there’s been an accident, if the almond truck rear-ended the car in front of him. I mean, it’s odd, someone standing in the road like that, don’t get me wrong, but I’ve seen stranger. Like the time I was on the New York subway and saw a guy wearing a full-length crocheted pink and green bodysuit, like he was a cotton-candy doily come to life. No one batted an eye.

So maybe that’s why I plug my iPod into a jack and start searching for a song that’ll help wake me up a little. But when I’m finished there are two more men in the road, one short, one tall, their faces shielded by ski masks, and the tall one has a gun—amotherfuckinggun!—pointed at the driver’s door. Low in my stomach, there’s a cold squeeze of terror.

And then everything goes all slow-motion cartoon-freaky.

Sinatra-hat guy pulls the driver out of the truck with two sharp, aggressive tugs. The California Almond driver is older and beer-belly plump, a Jays baseball cap on his head, his shirttails not quite tucked in. He isn’t arguing. My hands are glued to my steering wheel as I watch them, my heartbeat clanging in my chest. I can feel the bulge of Red Bull at the back of my throat and it occurs to me I might be about to throw up on my lap. 

Short guy—his movements quick and irritated—pulls the driver around the front of the truck, the older man stumbling as he’s yanked along. Something jolts in my stomach when I see that rough movement. 

What are they going to do to that man? What are they going to do with that gun? Who is going to eat all those almonds?

I swallow once, and then again. “Phone,” I say, my voice a strangled whisper.

“Phone,” MereDITH, my on-board computer, announces, so loud it sounds like she’s screaming. I’ve never really liked her.

A noise like the Fourth of July erupts from the far side of the truck, where the California Almond driver is with that man, that man with that big gun. My shoulders jerk so hard something in my neck pops.

“Phone?” MereDITH says.

My lungs are squashed flat against my spine. 

Tall guy looks over at me, his eyes meeting mine.

“Phone?” MereDITH says.

One of the other men puts his hand on tall guy’s arm and they both turn and walk back to their cars. 

“Dial,” I say, not moving my lips. 

Sinatra-hat guy gets into the almond truck’s driver’s seat and shuts the door, and then they’re all on the move. The truck sputters before pulling away. As it leaves, I see the driver standing there, unhurt, and I’m so thankful I think I might throw up after all.

“What number?” MereDITH asks.

“911.”

MereDITH dials. “911. What’s your emergency?”

“I just saw a-a-a hijacking. A jack jacking. A car hijacking.” 

“Where?” the operator says, and I tell her.

I pull myself together enough to lower my passenger window. “Are you okay?” I say to the driver. He’s wearing a nametag stitched with “Jim” in a girlish cursive. He doesn’t say anything. “Jim,” I call, and then more sharply, “Hey!”

“Did you see that gun,” he asks, his voice flat, like he’s not really asking a question.

“I sure as shit did. Are you all right?” The air smells acrid, metallic.

“I don’t know.”

“Did he shoot you?” I search for blood on his clothes.

“Shot the ground,” he mumbles, stepping closer. “Right in front of me.”

Sirens start to zing from north, and then from the east and west. Before I know it there are two cop cars beside us. Jim looks like he’s going to fall over. He takes off his baseball cap and pushes his hair back with his fingers. He does it again, a nervous, jerky movement.

“Miss?” One of the officers is right at my window, talking to me. He’s probably in his late twenties, not so much older than me, but his lips are a hard line, his black hair military short. He looks like a small, angry duck. “Did you call 911?”

“Yes.” 

“Can you step out of your vehicle, please?”

“What?” I don’t know exactly why this is what I say, since I heard him perfectly. I hate it when I do that, look like I’m not paying attention when really I’m just freaked out and adrenaline is galloping through me.

“Can you turn your engine off and exit the vehicle?”

My fingers are death-gripping the steering wheel, but eventually his words sink in and I shut the car off. It’s normally windy here down near the water, and today is no exception. My hair whips around my face and my knees are five kinds of Jell-O. I wonder, for a minute, if Jim isn’t the only one who’s about to fall over. 

“I’m Officer—” he says, but the rest of his words are lost in the wind. “Can I see some ID, please?”

“Sure. Yes. Of course.” I rummage around my purse, my fingers clumsy. I finally find my license and hand it to Officer NoName.

“California?” he says, perusing my license like it’s a treasure map.

“Yeah.” I nod. 

Other officers are cordoning off the scene with thick yellow tape. As it unspools, I think, I thought they only did that on TV.

There’s pointing and shouting, and one of the officers, a thin-lipped young woman with a scrunched-tight brown bun, leads Jim towards a cruiser. His walk is punctuated by a limp, and something withers inside me. Jim is probably someone’s grandpa. 

“And you’re on your way to…?” Officer NoName glances over and looks at the license plate on the car. He pulls out a notebook.

“Work.”

“This your vehicle?”

Now another cop, an old guy with hair as silver as Jim’s, is talking to the driver. Jim’s arms are pinwheeling around like he’s going a little crazy. Another officer is speaking into a shoulder-mounted radio. I try to focus. “No, it belongs to a friend of mine. He’s doing contract work in Paris. He lent it to me.”

He hands my license back, stabbing the edge into my hand. “Thank you, miss. Can you describe what happened?”

“This is so surreal.”

“Miss?” His voice has a distinct bite to it now, and his eyes are still flat, like he’s just on the right side of mean and it wouldn’t take much to push him over. I think about the terror alert status, how the whole police force is on edge. Pinned to the front of his uniform is an orange-red loop, the Anju Schwartz memorial ribbon. 

“Sorry.” I try to focus. “I was stopped at the light, and out of nowhere, there were three SUVs and a gun. A big gun, like this.” I put my hands a foot apart to show him, although I’m not positive the gun was quite that large. Who can tell about these things? All I know is it was a hell of a lot bigger than in Call of Duty. “And they pulled the driver out and they shot it. The gun. Is he okay?”

The officer nods. “Lucky.”

“Yes. Yes.” My eyes follow as a plane starts its descent into the Island Airport. I have to shake myself to focus. “So then they took the truck, and they all took off.”

“What direction did they go?”

I close my eyes and try to picture the scene. “I don’t know. It was all so quick. I was looking at Jim to make sure he wasn’t hurt.”

“How do you know what his name is?”

How do I know? I blink a few times. “He’s got a nametag.”

“And this was a nut truck?”

I nod. “Almonds,” I say. But it comes out Almonds? like I’m asking a question. I mean, not that I don’t have questions, because I totally do. Who carjacks almond trucks in the early morning? Who buys stolen almonds? Who knew my dad was actually right all those times?

“What direction did they go?”

“Uh…okay. I can’t remember which way the truck went. Why can’t I remember?” I say, half to myself.

“It doesn’t seem like you were really paying attention,” he says. Even standing still it looks like he’s swaggering.

“I know. It’s one of the most surreal things I’ve ever seen. I mean, it’s not like I woke up this morning and knew I was gonna see a nut-napping.” I notice my hands are gesturing a lot like Jim’s were a few minutes ago. And then all I can hear is the thumpetypthump of my heart in my ears, and I have to lean against the car. 

The officer had turned away, but he jerks his head back around. “What?” His squint is about as unfriendly as you can make it. 

“Almonds are…” I swallow a few times. My throat hurts. “A very valuable crop. There have been a few incidents like this in the States over the past few years. It’s called…” I examine his face. “Nut-napping.”

“Really,” he says, his eyes narrowed, his voice flat.

“Yes.” I don’t want to seem like a smart-ass, but nothing I say seems to be sitting properly with him. It’s like he thinks I’m in on it somehow.

It turns out I’m not wrong, because he grills me for another twenty minutes before calling his partner over, the young woman with the bun, Officer Hernandez, and makes me go over the exact same questions again. Both of them seem suspicious of me, or maybe they’re just adrenaline-soured because of the fallout from Anju Schwartz’s death. Or perhaps they’re always this hostile. My pop raised me to believe the police are on my side, but sometimes he’s wrong, like the time he mixed a Betty Crocker cake mix with distilled water and served it at my fourteenth birthday party. So maybe this is like that, because there’s no way these two cops are on my side. And based on how they’re acting, if something bad were to happen to me, I’m not so sure I’d be in any hurry to call Toronto’s finest. 

Eventually Officer No Name, who’s actually named Dustin Sharma, tires of grilling me and gives me directions to 59 Division so I can sign an official statement and speak to a detective.

Of course I get lost on the way there.

I park the not-my-car in the lot beside the station, only a few blocks down the street from the city’s most recent crime scene. My left side is numb, like I might be having a heart attack. As I sit there, everything far away is fuzzy, everything in front of me HDTV-sharp. I flip radio stations via the controls on the steering wheel. I don’t know why I don’t just get out of the car, but I don’t. I can’t. My key is still in the ignition, the radio squawking about how the perfect carpet will make your life fabulous, how you’ll impress your neighbors and make new friends, how your parties will go on all night. If my pop was here, he’d complain about rampant consumerism and the end times. Although, after witnessing my first nut-napping, I’m significantly more open to the idea that the end times might finally be on our doorstep after all. It’s hard not to think about how this was supposed to be just another normal Friday: traffic jams, a work crisis or two, cocktails after five. I’m not supposed to be sitting in front of a police station. I don’t belong here.

Eventually I exit the SUV, careful of the drop from the car to the pavement. Everything feels dangerous; every movement seems very important, like if I don’t get it right I’m going to end up flat on my face. I shiver as I make my way across the parking lot towards the station, my shoes squeaking as I walk. It’s cold and windy, unseasonably so for July, and I have to pull my jacket tighter. As soon as I open the door, a wall of air conditioning hits me.

After I check in at the front, a teenaged-looking officer with an overbite and pitted skin leads me to a small gray room—which is crying out for some aggressive interior design—where he walks me through writing and signing my statement. Then he deposits me in a reception area to wait for a detective. So far half an hour has slipped by and I’m still sitting here, in this institutional and unfriendly room, the walls a shade of beige which is a crime against nature, every single one of the chairs I’ve tried out pinching my ass, the air conditioning assaulting me from three different vents. Sport Fishing Magazine back issues are heaped on the side table.

All I want to do is close my eyes, but when I do, I see that gun, the way Sinatra-hat guy looked at me when he met my eyes. Jim, gray and old and terrified. That awful popping noise.

In one corner of the room, a CCTV camera watches me, its gaze unblinking. A recruiting poster is lashed to the wall on the other side of the room; Anju Schwartz shares a ghostly Mona Lisa smile with me. In my periphery I can see the receptionist glance my way. She’s forty-something and petite, with thick black glasses and a severe brunette slash of bangs. Even though it’s summer, she’s stuffed into a blue-green-purple wool sweater so thick you can barely tell when her arms move, although I have to admit I stopped being entertained by that about seventeen minutes ago. She gives me a smile, one that doesn’t quite reach her eyes. “Can I get you any coffee?” she asks again.

“No, thanks.” I’m not normally a huge stickler for being on time—God knows I have some personal issues in that area—but if I have to keep sitting here I might just explode. I feel like running, good solid track running, like I did the year we lived in Boston.

After another ten minutes, I text Vivienne Letour, my work nemesis and pod-mate. “Might be a little late this morning, can you cover?”

“I’m tied up, chérie :( ,” she texts back. God, she really hates me.

At 9:13 I gather my courage and my things and make my way over to the receptionist, who doesn’t take her eyes off her computer. “I’m so sorry,” I say. “I have to go to work. I can’t wait any more.”

Her face hardens into something unpleasant. “I really must insist you stay,” she says. “I’m sure it won’t be much longer.”

“I’ll get fired if I’m late. I’m sorry.”

“Our detective is also at work,” she says, her lips a thin line, “protecting Toronto.”

That statement feels like a conversation-ender, so I sit back down and start going through my work e-mail. Our CEO has cancelled the emergency meeting, a tidbit which floods me with relief. It’s not unusual for him to schedule meetings at the very last minute on a Friday, or to keep everyone waiting for him to arrive after he’s announced one of his many impromptu crisis summits.

At 9:20, the desk phone rings and the receptionist picks it up like she’s angry at it. After her first few words, mumbles I can’t quite hear, she fixes me with her gaze. The call goes on until 9:24:50, which I track because why not?

She eventually hangs up and squares her shoulders. “Ms. Brightly?” She calls this out like I’m not the only one waiting here.

I walk over to her desk again, feeling a little like a kid who’s been sent to the principal’s office, a role not all that unknown to me. “Yes?”

“The detective has been called away on an emergency.” She doesn’t move her head. “We’ll be in touch. Are you going to be leaving town in the next few days?”

“No,” I say over my shoulder as I go. As I push the door to the exit, I catch a glimpse of her, sour-faced and suspicious. Like I’m the criminal.

I shudder once, hard. Then I slip through the door, escape into the sunlight, don’t look back.











Chapter Three—Fusion at the Noho Club




I make it to work in a thankfully felony-free voyage and sneak in via a side door. Our office is set up in “pods” of two desks, ostensibly so people with similar jobs can “synergize” more effectively. In practice, this results in a bloodbath of corporate competition, but in my first bit of luck for the day, Vivienne’s desk is empty. I feel exhausted and giggly-numb, and after I take my seat a dozen minutes tick by before I remember what I’m supposed to be doing. Once I focus enough to begin my day, meetings and e-mail and workplace tomfoolery swallow up its bad start.

Mostly.

At five on the dot our company—Zumbido, Spanish for buzz—closes itself up and descends on the Noho Club, a swanky downtown private enclave featuring fusion cuisine and banquettes so slick I actually fell off one once. But before I can join my co-workers, I have to finish automating a social media campaign for Buzzaholics Anonymous, an organic Vermont-based client who’re obsessed with being the first vendor to develop vegan honey. I try to remind myself how lucky I am as I do it; I landed this gig at the tail end of a two-year degree in digital marketing, public relations, and heavy drinking (excelling at all of them, natch).

During my last semester, I snagged a co-op position my firm was involved with; they were looking to break into the US and wanted a social media manager who understood the market, preferably a Spanish-speaking one, ideally someone who also spoke French. I haven’t admitted yet to my pop in any language how right he was about all those classes he dragged me to when I was growing up, but—voila, aquí, and yay!—I had a contract at Zumbido before I even graduated. Now I’m someone with an international career, and who knows where I can go if I work hard enough. Here I’m not the daughter of a famous Stanford researcher anymore; I’m a young expat professional, out on my own.

A young expat professional with awesome shoes.

“Leaving soon?” The chair beside me is suddenly filled with Zack Morton, the head of IT, all six-foot-three of him. The two of us ended up trapped in an elevator together a few weeks ago, and since then he’s been dropping by my desk at lunchtime, saying cryptic things like, “So, are you ready?” I mean, I grew up in a nerdy house, but there’s something to be said for normal guys who just ask you out. I’m beginning to think I’m going to have to be the one to do all the asking, not that I really mind. I kinda like this not-quite-sure phase we’re in right now.

“So?” he says. “Ready?”

I grin. “For what?”

“For this unbelievably unbearable evening to start?”

“I’m not, actually, because I can’t get this stupid campaign to confirm.”

“Need some help?”

“Nah, I’ve got it.” I knead my left shoulder. “You know what? I detest how technology complicates the simplest things. Really, how hard it is to schedule a handful of social media mentions?”

“I can help.”

“I’ve got it. And buck up, you. This party is gonna be awesome.”

He snorts as he picks up his phone and starts scrolling. Still looking down, he says, “Has anyone ever noticed you exaggerate?”

I grin as I double-check the settings. “Not once in a billion trillion years.”

He smiles—it’s a good smile—and keeps tapping away on his phone. As I’m scanning my screen, I glance over at him. His usual slogan-spattered T-shirt has been replaced by a plain black shirt under a blazer, all of which sort of hides how tall and lean he is. His jeans are blue, and on his feet are lace-up dress shoes, a change from his regular footwear, sneakers. His wavy brown hair is neater than usual and his goatee looks a little less scraggly. I’m guessing this is his version of dressing up.

“Don’t hurry on my account,” he says, still looking at his phone. As he types, I glance at his hands; strong, nimble. I like a man who’s good with his hands.

“Okay.” I rename and re-save the media profile—which works, finally—and check my e-mail one last time.

“Working on a scandal?”

“Nope.”

“Hmm.”

“Oh, don’t get me wrong, I always enjoy a good scandal.” My work these days is mostly with environmental businesses, and I love what I do, helping green startups ease into the mainstream. I like making sciencey stuff accessible to normal people. The only problem is that everyone else does sexier work, clients with real image problems, scandals. I’m eyeing a job as a junior PR rep, but it’s not so simple to jump over to a position like that, especially in a Jenga-like work environment like ours where none of the junior staffers are full-time. Everyone knows we’re all perpetually nearing the end of contracts which offer us only a whiff of job security, and competition for all the prime projects is like a corporate version of the Hunger Games. But I kind of enjoy this survival of the fittest vibe we’ve got going on. I like being successful somewhere that’s not easy.

He grins as a lock of hair falls over his eyebrows. When he blinks, his green eyes seem brighter than usual. The two of us walk toward the elevators, and out on the sidewalk he does a once-over of my shoes, black strappy sandals which could pass for designer if you aren’t looking too closely. “You going to be able to stand in those all night?”

“I like a challenge.”

“Fair enough,” he says with a lopsided smile, holding the cab door open for me. I get in as he strides around to the other side, which takes about three steps with legs that long. Once he’s inside, I give the cabbie directions to the club and lean back in my seat. I’m in a black cocktail dress I made last summer, with little flared tucks in the skirt and white piping on the neckline. I check my lipstick in the mirror app on my phone.

“You look nice,” he says.

It’s quiet, then, the two of us sitting in the same sort of silence we have sometimes when we’re eating lunch together, a kind of quiet I like to imagine has a lot of subtext to it. The cab inches down King West, a trendy part of town; bars and restos dotting the street, overflowing patios, prolific alcoholic consumption. The sort of stuff I edited out of that multimedia presentation I showed my dad three years ago. When we finally come to a halt, Zack pays the driver as I open my door. In a flash he’s holding it for me, and as I step out of the car, he says, quietly but very clearly into my ear, “Actually, you look beautiful.”

My stomach flushes with heat, and I turn to him. He’s so close, standing next to me, his smells mingling with mine, his arm firmly around me. It’s a nice moment, and I feel a little squeeze of anticipation inside me, one which helps bury the thoughts about this morning I can’t quite seem to squash. After a pause, he steps back and the two of us walk in together. The hostess is sulking in the corner of her station, likely pushed to the side by our company’s receptionist, Bindu Patel, whose eyebrows shoot practically to Mars when she sees us.

“Hey, Bindu.”

“Howdy,” she says. “You look gorg.” Her hair is in its regular, somewhat crazy updo, blue curls erupting out at all angles. She’s short and plump and wearing the bright-patterned shirt-dress she tricked me into making for her last year.

“And you look like a million bucks,” I say. “You at my table?”

“Yep,” she says as she consults a list. “Hi, Zack,” she adds meaningfully.

A few people from marketing are bunching up behind the two of us, so we keep walking until we find ourselves at the bar. “What can I get for you?” The blonde bartender, her hair in a sleek asymmetrical cut, is wearing a little black dress which looks like it’s spray-painted on, although the sheen on the fabric means it’s probably made out of nanowire tech, keeping her curves toasty-warm while the air conditioning—always set to max at the Noho Club—chugs away. For the billionth time I wish I wasn’t shaped like a 2x4.

A flash from this morning—those men, that gun—blinks in front of me. I shake my head and lean forward. Enough. “Dirty martini, please.”

“How can you drink those?” Zack asks, his nose wrinkled.

“I love salt, I love booze. The two of them together is very exciting,” I say. A bunch of older guys in suits filter past me; I don’t recognize any of them, a thought which amplifies the unease roaming around inside me. Our company is small, just fifty-two employees. Rumor is we’ve been hit hard by the 2018 recession, the one we’re still digging out of, and our CEO, Ignacio Hernandez, is trying to keep up appearances. “Zack, who are all these suits?”

He shrugs, and my drink arrives at the same time my Smartphone buzzes in my purse. I thank the bartender, whose nametag says Tandy, and make a face when I see the screen on my Smartphone. A few months ago my pop signed me up for a bunch of Greenland Ice Project alerts, and I can’t figure out how to turn them off; there’s no option to unsubscribe, and the information deluge from them is becoming relentless. This one says: “Experts Fear Drastic Ice Loss in Greenland this Summer.” I’d bet you twenty bucks no one else in this room knows we live in a world where the word ice is worthy of capitalization.

“Need any help?” Zack asks as I swipe and tap and grimace.

“No, I can do it.”

He raises his eyebrows before turning to our company’s network guy, a short, swarthy hipster with an endless supply of flannel shirts. The two of them engage in some Cold-War-era type whispering. I lean forward so I can eavesdrop better.

“You have to fix this, Jacob,” Zack mutters. “We can’t have audit-level scanning going on during business hours. I have the marketing department taking up residence in my colon because they think the servers are running slow.”

Jacob looks around and says, “Take it up with Ignacio.” Quieter, he adds, “This merger is killing us.”

“Merger?” I say, my head jerking up.

Zack drums his fingers on the bar. “We can’t compromise our data security, merger or no merger, dude.”

“Dude, if we can’t get this project done, your problem is solved, because there won’t be a company to secure. Go talk to Ignacio. Seriously.” Jacob signals the bartender for another drink, nods at me, and moves off.

“What’s wrong with your phone?” Zack asks me.

“What’s wrong with my phone is that I hate technology,” I say. “And I can’t believe you didn’t tell me about this…mergering.”

Zack sips his beer—a murky organic brew from Mill Street—and looks gloomy. “Luddite.”

I lean past him and catch the eye of one of the desktop admins, a stocky twenty-something named Arvo, his last name an unpronounceable mouthful of Baltic vowels. He helps me out with my computer all the time. “You don’t think I’m a Luddite, do you?” I ask him.

“Yes, but you’re my very favorite one,” he answers, his white-blond hair shiny in the club lighting. A small, nerdy snarl of Zack’s staff has started to gather around us.

Arvo turns to the bar. “Excuse me,” he says to Tandy. “May I please have a Rolling Estonian?”

The bartender laughs, her cheeks plumping. “A what?”

The nerds’ phones are already in their hands—just another geeky quick-draw contest—and in concert they start typing. Malcolm, a reedy thirty-something redhead from England, fixes the bartender with a winning expression. “Vodka, cranberry juice, and Sprite.”

“With Grey Goose,” Arvo adds. “Please.”

Tandy leans forward, her voice low. “I can’t do top-shelf for the vodka, but I can—”

Arvo’s face turns Scandinavian somber, so I say, “It’s okay. I’ve got this round.” I crack open my purse and extract a few twenties. Tandy’s eyebrows rise when she sees them, but the more digital wallet apps that come out the more squeamish I get about using them. Plus, Visa and I are currently on a time-out. “And another martini for me, please.”

After the drinks are poured and the nerds drift off, I nudge Zack. “All this technology is great and all, but it’s not going to save us from ourselves.”

He runs his hands though his hair, sighs. “Buying everyone drinks is a bad idea.”

I take a sip of my latest cocktail, and it feels perfect, like this morning never actually happened, that I wasn’t really face to face with a semi-automatic and a bunch of nuts. I give Zack my very best come-hither smile. “Don’t you just love bad ideas?”

He laughs. Eventually I finish my drink and he tucks his hand under my elbow. The two of us find Bindu and her fiancé Chip—a baby-faced, perpetually smiling junior mortician—and we all converge on a table. My frenemy pod-mate Vivienne and her sidekick Pammy grab the last seats. They’re both wearing almost-matching outfits: raspberry red blouses and swishy black dress pants with clunky footwear.

“Camilla,” Vivienne says, her words lightly accented in Québécois French. “I’m so glad you made it. I was beginning to lose hope. Did you finally get your campaign started?”

“Yup.” I hoist my glass in greeting.

She laughs. “I thought you were never going to finish.”

“I’d have to be a complete idiot not to figure it out,” I say, smiling sweetly.

We spend the next few hours eating Fijian-Indian-Icelandic fusion cuisine and drinking wine, the conversation turning, sporadically, to the cop killer who’s still on the loose. In a city with a microscopic crime rate, every murder merits some discussion, but this seems worse, somehow. Maybe because Anju Schwartz was about the same age as most of us. I try to push away the thought of the poster I saw in that ugly gray room. I hate feeling this…I don’t know…unsettled? I hate not being able to even figure out what emotion I’m feeling, like if I could name it things would be better. Maybe then I’d stop seeing that gun when I close my eyes.

Near the end of dinner Zack nudges me quietly before tipping his head at Ignacio’s table. Our CEO is sitting with his girlfriend—his latest, only a few years older than me—beside three of the men in suits I saw earlier. They seem serious and dour, their complexions a dull gray even after all that wine, and Ignacio seems more somber than usual.

As dessert—Icelandic Fjallagrasamjolk on a bed of Fijian coconut flakes—is served, my cell buzzes with a message from my dad, who phones me every day around this time. It says: I’ll call you tomorrow. Something has come up. Your pop.

Zack glances at the screen. “He’s famous, your father, right?”

I smile. “It depends on the audience. You’re probably the only one here who knows who he is.”

“I read his paper on periglacial landforms.”

I make a face. “That thing is like a doorstop.”

“He’s an interesting guy. I especially liked the tweets he sent out about the Greenland Dark Ice Project a while back. Informative yet witty.”

I turn away to hide the blush that starts creeping over my cheeks. “Guess who wrote those?”

He rolls his head to the side and gives me a pensive look. “You? I heard him speak at Harvard once. He doesn’t have quite the…spunkiness of those tweets.”

“I am spunky, aren’t I?” I grin, nudging his shoulder with mine. “I’m his social media ambassador in my spare time. Because, you know, I can hardly help him with his research. Not smart enough.”

He arches his left eyebrow.

“Oh, I’m smart,” I say. “Don’t you worry. But not like him, science-smart. I’m more people-smart. Language-smart.” I lean forward. “I can be persuasive in English, French, and Spanish.”

“Oui,” Vivienne mutters. She’s never forgiven me for not telling her I speak French, which is how I know she secretly wears Spanx. Well, not so secretly once I told Bindu, who is the office grapevine. I still feel bad about that.

“We all have our gifts.” He grins. “I don’t think anyone would hire me to be an ambassador.”

“I’m sure you have many other good qualities,” Bindu says, leaning over me, looking thrilled, since she’s been spending a not-insignificant amount of time trying to find me a date for her upcoming wedding. Bindu is obsessed with her impending nuptials and all related activities; she finally convinced Chip—her high-school sweetheart—to marry her after sending him a six-page entreaty, including no less than three graphs about their projected happiness levels. I’m one of her bridesmaids, and I made my dress myself, terrible pink and teal smashed together in a way that makes me think my dress is going to end up divorced.

The music quiets as Ignacio stands and clears his throat. I can see the shine from his cufflinks from here. Ignacio is very much a showman, a flashy dresser, freshly separated from his third wife. But he’s charming and smart and cunning. Standing beside Ignacio is Sura Powers, our VP of HR and a partner in the firm, the two of them looking like the perfect dynamic business duo. Ignacio raises his hands for quiet. “Thanks, everyone, for coming—”

“Like we had a choice,” Zack says, and he sounds so tortured everybody at our table laughs. Ignacio looks over, shakes his head at me slightly. I put my hand on Zack’s arm and squeeze, and when I realize I like my hand on Zack’s arm I leave it there.

Bindu shoots me another meaningful look.

“I know we’ve asked some of you to keep this announcement under wraps, but now it’s time to let everyone know about the next phase in our evolution. We’re pleased to announce our new partnership with Maximum Overdrive,” Ignacio says, his voice bombastic, and I wonder how much he’s had to drink. He goes on to talk about new frontiers and a revised mission statement for our newly expanded firm, tacking the company slogan—Strategic Synergizing—on the end of almost every comment. He really is a charismatic speaker; handsome, well-spoken, dynamic. Part of the reason I applied to work at Zumbido was because I’d seen a video of him speaking on YouTube and thought, I want to be just like that. Finally, he finishes his speech and everybody claps.

I turn to Bindu, my voice low. “Did you know about this?”

“Nope,” she says, as she gulps a mid-range Merlot. “How long do you think we’ll have until they start laying people off?”

“What do you mean?” I frown.

“That’s why God made mergers.” Bindu flails around with her wineglass. “To get rid of staff.”

“Oui,” Vivienne says, before gathering her things and leaving.

“Charmant,” I say as we watch her go. Charming.

Sura works the room, eventually making her way over to our table. “Hi, everyone.” Her voice is genteel and well-mannered, two words no one has ever applied to me. “Excited about the good news?”

I pat my hair down, wishing I’d checked my lipstick before she came by. Sura is a more hands-on partner than Ignacio, and I spend half my time trying to impress her.

“Mmm.” Bindu jiggles her drink in what’s probably a greeting.

“Excellent,” Sura says, straightening her skirt. She’s slim and sophisticated in an ageless sort of way, although Bindu pegs her at mid-thirties. She’s the perfect punk-rock executive, the tips of her black pageboy an edgy but elegant red. Her olive complexion is topped off by dark green eyes; her nails are manicured but not too long, her skirts always hitting the same spot right above the knee, her shoes from Italy and Paris. If she has a flaw—and she doesn’t—it’s that her chin is just slightly too pointy for her face.

She pulls an empty chair over, leans in to talk to me. She smells expensive. “How are you doing, Camilla?”

“Great,” I say, trying not to gush. “Even though it’s cold enough in here to freeze the balls off a brass monkey.”

Jesus, Camilla.

I clear my throat as I feel blood rush to my cheeks. I wish I could tell myself I’m so awkward with Sura because of some sort of lingering emotional trauma from this morning. But I can’t. I’ve never quite figured out how to project a competent, hip image to Sura. What should I do? Force her to watch a homemade multimedia presentation like I’ve done so many times with my pop? Send her projected happiness-level charts like Bindu did with Chip? Hypnosis isn’t going to work, and believe me I’ve tried. Thus far I’ve utterly failed to impress her in any language, and time is ticking.

“Um…yes,” she says, blinking. “I’ve been hearing good things about you.” She flashes a killer smile. “I’m chairing an important meeting next week. Would you mind coming in early to help us set up the food and such, Camilla?”

“Of course,” I say. At our company, taking on anything and everything is how you show you’re a team player. Which is how I ended up babysitting the CFO’s twins last month, an eight-hour ordeal which culminated in tears all around.

“Perfect,” she says before standing and making her goodbyes.

After a beat Zack puts his napkin to the side. “I have to go. I’ve got some maintenance to do.”

“I’m not sure what that is,” I say. “But I’ll walk you out anyway.”

We pass the different tables as we leave, everyone dressed fancy but coming apart a little at the seams, which is pretty much how events like this go, although tonight appears to be worse than usual. I’ve never been merged before, so I don’t know for sure, but everybody’s moods seem to indicate it’s not going to be all private clubs and mid-range vodka.

When we’re outside I ask Zack, “Are you heading to the office?”

“Yeah,” he says, pushing back that one lock of hair. I think about telling him what happened to me this morning during my daily commute. It would be so nice to have someone to trust like that. And then I’m thinking about how much I want to come up with an excuse to go back to the office with him. I put one of my hands in his, and then the other, and I tug him toward me. It’s probably not the best time, considering we’re standing outside a restaurant full of people we work with, but I’ve always believed in making the right moment for things. And I like Zack, with his craggy good looks and his somewhat grouchy manner. Feels like a challenge.

My pulse speeds up a little, and I put one hand on the lapel of his blazer. “So, how’s about—”

“Camilla?”

As we step back from each other I knock Zack in the shoulder. “Hey, Ignacio,” I say.

“On your way to the office?” he says to Zack.

“Yup,” he answers, then steps onto the sidewalk to flag a cab.

Ignacio lights up a cigar and leans on the fence railing. “How are you?”

“I’m great, thanks.”

“Did you like the dinner? Did you think it was too much?”

I purse my lips, thinking, Don’t say anything about monkeys. Or balls. “Too much for what?”

He looks pensive. “We have a lot on the line with this.”

I nod. The latest recession has made the last few years hard, and a ton of companies—solid firms—have fallen into nothingness. I’m definitely starting to feel less enthusiastic about this merger.

“I’m going to need you to help with the media blitz on this,” he says.

“Sure, I’d love to.”

“And if you do a good job, there’s a chance we can move you into a junior PR position.”

“Oh, wow, that’s awesome.” My pulse kicks up a notch, my stomach buzzing with booze and anticipation. I feel like I usually do when something unexpected happens, that wiggly feeling like I’ve just swallowed an octopus. First Sura is nice to me and now Ignacio. The two of them have been holding this promotion in front of me like a carrot for a good long while, but I know they’re only trying to get the best out of me.

“You’re aware Maximum Overdrive owns HarmoneeHome, si? You know how important it is to project a positive message about our partners, right, Camilla?”

“Of course,” I say.

“But I noticed you haven’t harmonized your home yet.” Ignacio’s face is stamped with disappointment. Disappointment in me. “Everyone else at Zumbido is already on the bandwagon, so I’m not quite sure what’s holding you up.”

I wrack my brain trying to think of what he’s talking about, but I can’t come up with a thing. Sometimes Ignacio thinks he’s communicated a particular slice of data when he actually hasn’t, although I have to admit I’m not a stickler for reading the fine print on every single company-wide e-mail. So I try to wing it. “I just moved.”

“Ah, I see,” he says.

Bindu comes out, probably to smoke something a little stronger than a cigar.

“Bindu.” Ignacio smoothes his tie down. “Can you get Camilla’s house harmonized as soon as possible if not sooner?”

She looks jazzed about this, although I can’t imagine why. “You got it, boss.”

“Excellent.” He takes a long, leisurely pull on his cigar.

It’s company policy that everyone on staff use and promote our customers’ products. If I was thinking—and I wasn’t—I would have reminded myself about the plain old wrongness of some of them, like the eco-friendly bouncy castle we had at our offsite meeting last summer, the one Zack broke his wrist bouncing around in. Which they had to yank from the market, for obvious reasons. But I didn’t. Maybe I thought just a few more drinks would keep me from having nightmares about guns and hijacking and Sinatra. So instead, Bindu and I went back inside to drink more and put on a good show for our new partners.

But in retrospect, a few more questions would have been a better idea.









Chapter Four—Harmonee




My throat is Sahara-level dry, my head a hammering, pile-driving mess. Even more dire is the fact that I’m awake. My alarm says 7:17 a.m. in bright red numbers that are searing into my eyeballs. Then I hear the pounding, like a stampede of elephants, on my front door. There’s a lunatic at my house. The noise starts up again. Possibly more than one.

I put both my feet on the floor, trying to ignore the queasiness in my stomach when I stand. I peel off last night’s little black dress and step into a pair of sweats before hoisting my hair into a knot on top of my head and shuffling to the door.

“Yes?”

A trim, forty-something woman is standing on my porch, a briefcase slung crossways over one of her shoulders, a rolly-bag at her side. Her hair is buzz-cut short, her left ear dotted with piercings. She’s wearing chunky black glasses, the kind with integrated Google Glass, and there’s an ID badge clipped onto her T-shirt, which says, I Read Your E-mail. The T-shirt, not the badge. “Hello,” she says, reaching her hand out to shake mine, a tattoo snaking up her arm. “How are you?”

“Uh…good?”

“Perfect. I’m Patrice Chu, and I’m here to unite your house.” When I don’t say anything, she adds, slower now, “This is 426 Merton Street, right?”

“Yeeeees,” I say, but really, I’m thinking: Oh God, there’s a cult in my neighborhood, and they want to unite with me.

“I’m here to hook up all your Smart appliances, you know, get your security system, and your fridge, and your toaster all hooked up together, so you can monitor your home from any computer, know when to pick up milk, when the air pressure in the tires of your”—she leans back and looks at my driveway, a grimace on her face—“Escalade is low. Turn your coffee machine on from the couch. That sort of thing.” The business card she hands me is engraved with: HarmoneeHome: Experts in Uniting Your Life via Urban Lifestyle Automation. On the back it says: You’ll never leave your couch again.

Bindu. When Ignacio told her last night to get my house harmonized, she must have arranged it for first thing this morning. I make a mental note to stab her to death at some point next week. “Let me call my dad.” When the technician—Patrice? Yes, Patrice—shoots me a quizzical look, I say, “It’s his house, so I just have to make sure it’s okay with him.” A small, stubborn thought unleashes itself inside me: No. I don’t actually want all those things united together in my house. I don’t want Big Brother seeing I keep my home California warm during the winter, that I have seventeen kinds of ice cream, zero vegetables, and three kinds of vodka in my fridge. I have not yet set my house on fire while trying to make coffee, so I think I should be able to keep doing so unsupervised. And if my pop says no, I can get rid of Patrice and still hang on to my almost-promotion.

“Alright,” she says. “May I come in?”

I hold the door to the side, then lead her to the living room. As she settles in I relocate to the kitchen and Skype my dad from my phone. I don’t recognize his surroundings when he picks up; he’s in Texas this semester and nothing is the same. “Pop? Work has bought me some sort of futurizing package for the house. You know, connect the toaster to the Internet so you can turn it on remotely. What do you think?”

“Sounds wonderful, dear,” he says, his voice a little gloomy, even though he’s forcing a smile to his face. I try not to let it worry me; it’s doubtless just the same old vague, the-world-is-probably-ending type of anxiety he’s always had, the one he’s carried with him ever since I was a kid and he used to recite the periodic table to get me to sleep. “Now I can monitor the house from wherever I am.”

The house is a raw, rare point of contention between us; when I moved to the city three years ago my dad couldn’t bear to kick his tenants out, so I rented a downtown condo in a doorman building right beside the entertainment district with my roommate, Elaine, surrounded by bars, clubs, restaurants, and three a.m. sushi in a high-rise full of young, party-oriented twenty-somethings. When my dad’s tenants up and left for Vulcan (Alberta) a month ago, my pop asked me to move in and keep an eye on the place. Since I owe him a lifetime of favors I can never repay, I grudgingly packed up my meager belongings and shipped them over here. Which is partly why my ecosystem currently consists of wall-to-wall boxes. It’s not that I don’t love the house—I do—tucked into one of the endless rows of old East York homes, tree-lined streets, parks full of shrieky children. Actual picket fences. The only problem is that when I was thirteen I didn’t care about nightlife and hotspots, so I didn’t realize East York was actually in the middle of nowhere-ish. I still don’t know what to expect from a life here, and that bothers me.

“Dad, I’m a million years old. You have to stop worrying about me.”

“Please don’t exaggerate numerically, honey. It’s so scientifically inaccurate, and you know how much that bothers me.”

“Sorry.”

“Everyone has a system like this nowadays, Lou,” he continues, “and the insurance companies really like them.”

I lower my voice. “What if something bad happens?”

“What could possibly happen?”

I try to think about what could go wrong, but lack of caffeine and four hours of sleep isn’t spurring me into intellectual greatness. “Um…”

“Do you want me to help get it set up?”

I sigh. “Pop, I appreciate the thought, but I can do it on my own. I have my own thing going on here—”

“Is that the thing where you go out every night when you promised me you’d settle down a little?” he says mildly.

I aim the phone at my face so he can see me bat my lashes at him. “Kinda.”

He smiles, showcasing the new wrinkles he’s picked up over the last few years. It’s been too long since I’ve seen them in person; he keeps saying he’ll come up here, but he’s always crazy busy, and I never have enough money to go visit him. Behind his smile, he looks tired. For a minute I think about telling him about yesterday morning’s brush with Toronto’s criminal—and slightly oddball—underbelly. I’d like to. But he worries about me too much already. “Okay, Pop. Love you.”

After he says his goodbyes I rest the edge of the phone against my bottom lip. What if I tell Patrice my dad said no? It’s a peculiar sort of paranoia, I guess, not wanting to be coddled by technology. All these little conveniences are helpful, but they’re so cold. Technology has no soul. But what if turning Patrice away jeopardizes my future at work? Is this the type of thing I have to worry about now? Part of the reason I agreed to move to my pop’s house is because I thought maybe it was time for a change, for a new, quieter kind of adventure. Maybe that’s what growing up is all about; more suburbia and picket fence maintenance, fewer Friday night tequila shooters. Is it the grown-up, settled-down thing to let someone put in a bunch of technology I don’t really want?

“How are we doing?” Patrice calls out.

I join her in the living room. “Sorry.”

“No problem,” she says briskly. “I’ll need access to your computer, and a list of your Smart devices, like your thermostat, your fridge. What we refer to as your domestic helpmates.”

“My laptop is on the coffee table,” I say, pointing, “the thermostat is on the wall, the security system is over there, and I gotta have some caffeine before figuring out the rest of it.”

“If you don’t mind me wandering around,” she says, “I can spot the logos on the appliances and then hook them up.”

“Okay,” I say. “Do you want some coffee?”

She nods yes and I head to the kitchen, pushing a few takeout containers aside before taking some Verona out of the freezer, sticking my nose in it and breathing in its dark-roasted perfume. I step around some boxes before sitting down at the breakfast table while the coffee perks. I’ve hauled some of my parents’ furniture out of the storage room in the basement, and this is the first time I’ve sat at our vintage Formica table, with its matching, old-timey chairs.

As I wait, my gaze wanders over to the doorframe. When my dad’s property manager—a fifty-something woman with shrewd hazel-green eyes and sensible footwear—showed me the property a month ago, I was even less thrilled about moving here; that’s when I realized it was too far from downtown, too quiet. And I’ve always thought being a grown-up was too boring to commit to.

It was the doorframe that helped change my mind. There are a few scribbles beside the molding, barely visible in this light. My mother’s handwriting is faint, but it’s still there, beside four different lines. Camilla Lou, it says. This house is the scene of the only stereotypically domestic moments I’ve ever had. When we were here, my mom took the summer off and we did a mother-daughter sewing class; we had picnics in the backyard; she instilled in me a newfound respect for tectonic plates. And she measured me on the first Monday of every month.

I grew like a weed that summer, she told me every time she made one of those lines. Later I wondered if all that growing had taken up so much of my energy I couldn’t notice what was happening to her: the weight she’d lost, the dips in her voice when she spoke. She was always fragile, right up until she broke.

I look away.

When the coffee’s done, I take a few sips before loading it up with cream and sugar. Instantly, I feel less like death. I pour another cup and bring it out to Patrice; she’s sitting on my couch, her lips pursed as she looks at two laptops, mine and hers. “Here,” I say.

“Thanks,” she says absently, scrolling through my file system.

Zack’s comments last night about security start rolling around in my head, stirring up all the less than enthusiastic feelings I have about all this. “Hey, do you mind if I call your firm, just to verify…” I feel kind of sheepish.

“No, not at all. If you hit the web page, all my info is there.”

I flash the business card she gave me over my Smartphone camera and the website for her company launches. I tap until I locate the “staff” section. I find her face; not too smiley, not too eager. “It says here you’re a senior technical architect,” I say, looking up.

“Yeah, I don’t normally do installations,” she answers. “I actually build and maintain the system. But both of our set-up guys for this area are out sick this morning, and you’re our new business partners, and I heard there was some urgency, so…”

Bindu.

She raises her coffee and sips. “Holy crap!”

“Sorry. I don’t see the point in doing things halfway.” I smile a little.

She grins in return. “I hear that. Okay, hand me your phone. I’ll set it up as your remote.”

“What if I lose it? I mean, I lose stuff. Like, a lot.”

“It’s web-based. I’ll configure the login on your laptop too. It’s easy.”

“Is it safe?”

“All the info is stored in our data center, and it’s communicated via a highly encrypted connection. We can use three different modes of authentication to log you in: something you have, something you know, something you are.”

“What’s ‘something I am’?”

“Literally, something you are. Like a retina scan. We can just use a fingerprint, though.”

“How?”

She eyeballs my laptop. “You know,” she says carefully, “I think we can use the biometric port on your computer. The one right here.” She taps the small screen at the top of my keyboard.

My neck flushes as I hear the snark creeping into her voice. I hate how some nerds are like that—appalled you don’t know the ins and outs of every little techno-thing. Do I go around telling people I could have this conversation in three languages, or that my parents’ genius genes are lurking inside me, maybe—although probably not—about to come out? No, I do not. “Oh,” I say, slipping into the same tone I use with my dad when he tries to explain advanced geothermal phenomena to me.

“So, fingerprint? It’s perfectly safe,” she says. “We have a whole division of geeks who sit in a dark room and search for intruders.”

“Sounds like they’re going to get rickets.”

“They might,” she admits, “but they were never going to be that normal anyway.”

“Alrighty,” I say, since there’s no way I can scrape together a snappy comeback to that at this hour. I flick on the nanocrystal UHD TV I bought six months ago and am still paying for. CityTV is on, the news and weather rolled into an infotainment segment. The announcer, the young black-haired girl with the bony shoulders and the terrible fashion sense, is sitting behind a desk and reading off a teleprompter, her voice serious but still perky. “Experts say there are some disturbing developments in the summer melt in the Greenland Ice Sheet this year. An unusually high number of outlet glaciers, specifically the Jakobshavn glacier in the southwest, best known as having spawned the iceberg which sank the Titanic, appear to be shedding both ice and water at an unprecedented rate.”

No wonder my pop was awake.

I flip to GameTV, an e-sports channel which broadcasts live feeds from some of the best gamers in the world. Call of Duty—a first-person shooter—is on, and I immediately flick back to CityTV. I’ve seen enough guns to last me a lifetime.

Patrice taps the large silver ring on her right index finger. “I’m using a technology called Fing to pair your devices to your HarmoneeHome hub via gestures.”

“Oh,” is about all I can think of to respond to that. I get up and pour myself another cup of coffee as Patrice fiddles with the TV before pitter-pattering out to the car, down to the basement, and back, like an ultra-nerdy version of Where’s Waldo. I’m still standing there with my mug when she gets started on the refrigerator. She does a double take when she sees it, and I don’t blame her. The fridge looks futuristic: sleek details, brushed-metal finish, oversized vertical doors, and a good-sized LED console on the left side, the screen currently an aquatic wonderland. The one we used to have in this kitchen, an old, hulking beast, died two months ago and Pop reached out to one of his mad-scientist buddies to get it replaced with this slightly terrifying upgrade. When Patrice taps the screen, it comes to life, the LED pane displaying the temperature inside the house, the temperature outside the house, and snippets of CNN’s ticker. At the top right corner, in a neat, art-deco font, is the word MORTY.

“Who’s Morty?” She starts fiddling with the LED panel.

“Just the company who makes it.” When she doesn’t say anything, I add, “It’s a prototype. My pop knows someone who works there.”

“Huh.”

As I watch her I think about what I’m going to wear tonight; I’m heading out for drinks with my old roommate, Elaine, and her latest boyfriend. Idly, I wonder what Zack is up to.

Patrice eventually finishes up. “Okay, see this hub I’ve plugged in?” She gestures at the small black box mounted on top of my Internet modem, on the living room floor. It has a series of lights: red, blue, amber, and green, an almost-rainbow of technology. It has an aggressively ugly design, a thought I manage to keep to myself.

“This is your HarmoneeHome hub. Your devices—well, most of them—will report in to it, and it’ll sync with our servers. Some of your older appliances don’t have all the bells and whistles the newer ones do and will talk directly to our servers.” After she scans my middle finger for a print she says, “All set,” and closes the lid of her laptop with a snick. “Just FYI, we’re having a minor systems glitch at the moment. Looks like there’s going to be a slight delay getting your account online.” She scrawls a number on a business card. “I don’t normally do this, but I don’t like leaving things unfinished. Everything should come up shortly, but if it doesn’t, or you have any questions, text me and I’ll get right back to you.” She claps her hands. “So, congrats. You’re officially a Harmonee Homesteader.”

After she leaves me alone with my new techno-roomie I decide the only smart thing would be to go back to bed. Lying there, I think maybe I’ll achieve détente with all this “lifestyle automation,” learn to love an existence where I never have to turn on a light switch or leave my couch again. Maybe my sofa and I will live happily ever after together, just the two of us. That’d be some kind of fairy tale. The only problem is that my parents never let me read fairy tales—too unscientific, too illogical—although I did sneak my e-reader under my covers now and then and hang out with Cinderella and the gang. Maybe it’s just a different kind of fairy tale, all this technology, and I just can’t quite see it yet. I’d like a happy ending. I hear they’re awesome.

At some point the connection to HarmoneeHome comes online, my appliances fraternizing with servers sitting in a dark room, monitored by sun-deprived nerds. At the same time, my dreams are cloudy, filled with guns and nuts and remote-controlled cars. I wake up, slip-knotted into my damp sheets, my back aching, my lungs on fire.

And not a happy ending in sight.









Chapter Five—Rutabaga-o-Rama




This morning my refrigerator talked to me, like it was a completely normal thing to do, like it’s been having feelings all along it’s been dying to share with me. The worst part is I wasn’t even in the kitchen at the time. I was in my living room watching Netflix and drinking the latté I’d bought from the café down the block. I was up late last night, playing pool on Queen West with Elaine, and the sun is now burning a hole in the sky.

“Orange juice, low.”

That’s how it starts, a simple, three-word sentence in a man’s voice. I’m eight hundred and fifty-seven percent positive the voice is supposed to be neutral. Comforting, even. But this does not stop me from hearing the undertone of disapproval in his voice. Its voice.

I go to the kitchen to make sure, easing my way around an Isengard of boxes. I think about sorting through a few today. One, maybe.

In front of the fridge, the LED screen shimmers. I reach forward and touch the button labeled “info,” and the refrigerator, Morty, springs to life. A barrage of information propels itself at me: grocery lists, menus, contents (empty, which nets a sad face).

“Orange juice low,” Morty repeats, this time with a flat voice. It has to be flat, because it’s a computer, and it can’t feel emotion.

Unless that’s a feature.

“Fill out food preferences,” the screen insists. After poking around for a bit, I realize you can do all this from the HarmoneeHome web interface, so I start going through the setup screens on my laptop. In the background, CNN’s environmental reporter, Aiko Takahashi, is standing in front of an image of the southern tip of Greenland. I unmute the TV as Aiko eyeballs the camera. She’s forty-something, petite, and put-together, her hair in a wispy bowl cut that would only look good on her. Her voice is always earnest, with just the right amount of gravitas. “Experts say record-breaking high temperatures—both sea surface and land readings—over the last five years have led to thinning and regression of all three main southern outlet glaciers, especially Jakobshavn in the southwest. Increased activity in one area may lead to sub-glacier earthquakes, so-called ‘glacierquakes,’ which might destabilize other parts of the ice sheet. Some researchers claim—”

I study the screen, my brow furrowed as I attach my Bluetooth earpiece and Skype my pop. While I wait, I click through both the TV and the HarmoneeHome web page. Morty has an interface that’ll let you establish what kind of food you’re likely to keep in the fridge. It looks like there’s a shopping dashboard, and a recipe section which takes your refrigerator ingredients and comes up with suggested dishes. Right now, the only thing I could put together is a vodka smoothie. Which actually doesn’t sound half bad.

I click through the shopping application and add a few items just to see what will happen: some rutabagas, twenty of them.

“Hi, honey,” my dad says as he answers my call, but his voice is distant and it sounds like he’s in a wind tunnel. And I know exactly what that sounds like, because when I was five my pop took me to a wind tunnel, just for fun.

“Where are you?”

“JFK.” He puts his hand over the phone and talks to someone in the background. After a minute, he adds, “Sorry, Lou. They’re calling my flight.”

“Where are you going?”

“Iceland,” he says, and something inside me freezes. There aren’t any direct flights to Greenland from the US—or Canada, for that matter, so Iceland actually means Greenland.

“Can you stop over in Toronto?” I ask.

“I’d love to, Lou, but there’s a bit of a…”

As the silence between us grows I stare at my TV. Up pops an animated piece—a slick one, really—displaying summer runoff sluicing under a cartoon glacier, and the glacier becoming detached from the bottom before plummeting into the sea—the ticker under it blinking The Zwally Effect. This happens every year, so I’m not quite sure what the big deal is. I sip my latté, mesmerized by the animation, which is now looping. If they give this thing a catchy theme song, it’ll take over the Internet.

“It’s a work thing, Lou,” my pop says.

I drag my eyes away from the TV. “Everything okay? Because I’m watching this crazy report on CNN.”

There’s a pause. “I don’t want you to worry.”

That’s when I spill some of the latté, the liquid scalding my leg. Both of my parents were staunch believers that climate change was going to impact the world in our lifetimes. Eventually, I just learned to tune him out, because it takes almost nothing to get my pop to go on a tear about fossil-fuel fuckery, not that he would ever—ever—use the F word. To hear him back down like this means something is definitely wrong. I swipe at the Australia-sized red mark on my leg.

“It’ll be okay, honey,” he says. “I’ve got to go. I love you.”

“Love you too, Pop.” After a moment I add, “Be careful, ’kay?”

“Always,” he says before disconnecting.

I keep one eye on CNN and the other on a violence-free video game while I finish my drink, hoping the coverage will turn to bunny rabbits and rainbows.

Eventually my front door bangs with a ferocity that sounds like someone’s trying to break it down. I have no idea why everyone keeps trying to pound my door to smithereens lately, but I really hope it stops, I think as I examine the peephole warily. There’s a delivery dude on my porch, a young, burly teen wearing a uniform, broad shoulders, and a toothy smile.

“Camilla Brightly?” he says when I open the door, his voice as energetic as his fists. He holds a tablet PC out to me. “Can you please sign?”

“What’s all this?”

“Delivery.” When my face stays blank, he adds, “From HarmoneeHome.” Then he steps to the side to reveal two bankers’ boxes. Filled with rutabagas.

I laugh. “I didn’t buy those.”

His eyes drop to the tablet. “We got an automated order from your Morty fridge unit.”

“What?”

He looks confused. “Your first purchase is free, so, you know, it doesn’t cost you anything.”

“The thing is, I don’t really eat that kind of stuff. It’s a cross between a turnip and a cabbage. I mean, it’s basically a crime against nature.”

“Why would you buy something you don’t want?”

I exhale and put on my best Who, me? face. “You’re right, actually. It does seem weird, huh? I was really just playing around in the app and added some junk to the cart. You know how that sort of thing can happen.”

He looks at me, straight-faced, like he has never clicked a link by accident in his life, like his entire Internet experience has been a curated odyssey.

I lean forward a bit and give him one of my best smiles. “Have you ever had one of those days, where every single thing you do is a screw-up? You know, you just can’t do anything right?”

“I’m sorry. You’ll have to call customer service.”

“I just moved in and everything…and this is all a big misunderstanding. Can’t you help me out? You seem like such a nice guy.”

He moves from side to side, glances behind him.

I smile bigger as the silence stretches out.

“I really shouldn’t do this,” he eventually says, his eyes worried.

“You’d be making my day. Seriously.”

“Alright.” He smiles shyly. “Just this once, okay? I’ll have to leave the bonus gift with you, though.”

“You’re the best,” I say before dotting his tablet with my signature. When he hands me a gift-wrapped package I add, “Thanks so much,” and he gives me another coy smile before leaving.

Back on the couch, I peel back the layers of my housewarming present. A perfect, grapefruit-sized rutabaga. I almost laugh. Then I open the HarmoneeHome app again to see if I really did click the “buy” button accidently. But my cart is still stuffed full of root vegetables, awaiting payment and a few more buttons to be pushed. Hmmm. I eyeball the screen before purging everything, so I don’t go through all this again tomorrow. I probably can’t get away with that two days in a row. I’m not that charming.

My glance falls on the digital frame over my TV. There’s a shot of my pop in Greenland, on top of a glacier, which melts into a picture of both of us sitting on a patio when I was a teenager—I can’t even remember what city we were in anymore. I glance around the room; the longer I’m here, the more I like the history of this house. I like how I remember everything that happened here.

The digital picture sequence ends with a photo of my mother holding me. I’m a toddler in a red dress, my hair wavy and almost white, like it was still deciding whether to become the strawberry blonde it eventually became, my mom leaning her nose against the side of my face. It’s a candid shot my Aunt Enid took because my pop and his juicy brains were off gallivanting around somewhere. But before the photo loop restarts, the screen seems to wink at me, the top and the bottom of the picture rolling toward each other and finishing in a straight line across the middle of the frame. It gives me the sudden, visceral feeling someone is watching me. I think about my chatty refrigerator, my abundance of rutabagas, and the blinking frame, and I shudder. It feels like I’m not alone.

Which is crazy.

I flip channels on the TV and ruminate, a bad habit of mine. Then I try to remember if I have any good habits. To be fair, it’s been a not awesome few days, what with my unpleasant brush with the law, a surprise merger, and now an overly loquacious appliance. It’s hard to know which part of all that is bothering me the most. If I’m supposed to be making a home for myself way out here in semi-suburbia, it should be my home, an oasis away from the rest of the world, not plugged into a grid watched over by vitamin D-deprived strangers.

But how do you keep your job while telling your boss no? I grew up in a house where social niceties and conventions were something to observe and analyze, not participate in. The street smarts I’ve picked up—such as they are—after a childhood of being dragged from city to city aren’t advanced enough to finesse anything with my bosses. Either of them.

And here’s the problem: Zumbido is not the kind of company where you can be contrary. Our water-cooler stories about non-renewed employee contracts are legendary. No one ever gets fired because you don’t need to terminate anyone in an office full of temporary, transient workers. Ignacio and Sura just let the contracts run out, the days ticking off like clockwork. Bindu says they do it as a warning to the rest of us, and she’s probably not wrong. One of the project managers got so twitchy waiting for the axe to fall that he famously ran through the office naked, screaming about his skyrocketing mortgage—and Hair Club for Men—rates. This was before my time, and Bindu is the one who told me about it, but I still believe every word.

The only way to do things the way I want is to set up my own shop, start my own little buzz factory. Getting an education was just the first step; now I need to get as much work experience, contacts, and good karma as I can. Which means no more chitchat about monkeys, balls, and especially nothing about monkeys’ balls. I need to focus, just like my company, on strategic synergizing.

I try to visualize it as my new motto. It feels a little too adult. Too quiet. When my dad’s property manager showed me around his house, those were her exact words: Such a nice neighborhood. So quiet. I told her I didn’t want quiet, I wanted Friday night cocktails, fun, loud music, louder clothes.

But if all that was working I wouldn’t be imprisoned with an electronic babysitter and shouty appliances. So something has to change. One way or another.









Chapter Six—Don’t Panic




Monday starts with yet another early-morning crisis text from Ignacio. I rush through my shower a little less quickly this time, careful not to mangle any more toes. Standing in front of my clothes—some of them hung in my armoire, most of them in an Everest-sized tangle on the floor—I eyeball a few possibilities and finally slip into one of my favorite outfits. I toiled on it for months; it’s a dress in good cotton, violet to match my toe, lined, with a square neckline, the skirt slim and mid-calf, a business-friendly slit on the right side. The matching jacket is what took so long; the lapels had to be done three times to be perfect. I have to look just so, give off the impression I’m promotion-worthy.

My refrigerator tells me to have a nice day as I lock the front door, and I yell out, “You too,” without—I have to admit—really thinking it all the way through. As I walk to the car, I turn and wave at the neighbor across the street who’s greeting me, a thirty-something guy in a gray suit and tie, his chocolate brown hair slicked-back shiny. I watch him before unlocking the Escalade’s door by clicking the car icon on my cell’s HarmoneeHome interface. The snick when my locks release feels both convenient and annoying, although I couldn’t quite tell you why. Maybe it’s that not even doors are simple anymore, and it really is impossible to escape all this technology. Or maybe it’s because before all this I’d barely mastered my key fob.

When I sit in the Escalade, a flash of memory—of that gun, those men—almost blinds me, like a wave of mini-PTSD. Which is ridiculous, because I’m safe here. This car is like a tank, this street is calm and neighborly, and I’m heading in to my nice, safe office job where the worst thing that can happen is that the coffee might run out.

The drive in is slow and careful and uneventful. But after I’ve parked in the lot beside work, I can’t quite seem to leave the car. Eventually the key works its way out and into my hand, like it has a mind of its own—which, after everything that’s been happening lately, wouldn’t surprise me. After I get out I lean against the car, watching a woman walking her Labradoodle past the office narrowly miss getting run over by a businessman on a solar scooter. As I do, I hear the distinct thunk of the locks engaging. I blink to make sure I’ve seen it clearly. Even though I haven’t locked them, not with a key, not with my cell, not with some sort of freaky mind control, the Escalade is indeed über-secure. Then my feet start moving away from the car. I have to force myself not to break into a jog.

At reception, Bindu is spinning in her chair, her pink ballet flats doing a little dance in the air. “Good morning, Camilla!”

“Hey.”

She turns her attention back to her phone. “Correct,” she says into the handset. “Mooney.” There’s a pause. “Mooney,” she repeats, rolling her eyes as she gestures for me to sit. Her blue hair is in another intricate updo, and it bounces as her head moves.

Bindu is no one to be trifled with, so I take a seat. As I do, I examine the newly installed HarmoneeHome posters behind Bindu’s desk: happy suburbanites and compliant electronics all living together in codependent bliss. I am literally the only person in the world who’s not thrilled about all this techno-crap.

“Mooney,” Bindu repeats. “M as in murder, o as in orgasm—”

I meet her eyes.

She puts her hand over the receiver. “She’s a little slow, the poor dear. Hang on a sec, ’kay?” After a few more tortured minutes Bindu hangs up the phone with a bang which makes me jump half out of my seat and sparks up a tsunami of adrenaline in my veins. “Dumb as a stump.” She shakes her head. “So, I need a—” Her voice fades. “Are you okay?”

I blink away the images that have sprung up inside me: urban crime, Sinatra hats, California produce. For a second I consider answering Bindu’s question. I like her—a lot—but there is no way on earth I can tell her about what happened last Friday on a strip of road just a few minutes from here. I have no intention of being the next Spanx-gate. “No, I’m fine,” I say.

“You’re as white as a sheet,” she says in a clucking voice before moving closer. “Did you hear the news?”

“I don’t know.”

“Trust me, you’d remember this.” She looks around like we’ve been parachuted into a Bond flick. “One of our clients, don’t ask me which one—” Here, she pauses, waiting for me to ask her. When I don’t she looks vaguely disappointed. “Okay, one of our biggest clients. I’m not sure who, but there’s been, like, some sort of catastrophic disaster.” She stops, looking very self-satisfied.

“Bindu?”

“Yeah?”

“Most of our customers are facing some sort of catastrophic disaster.”

“Oh,” she says, her mouth curving downward. “This is worse. Different, somehow. It’s a full-fledged situation.”

“Alrighty,” I say as I stand, my right hand scrolling through my phone to see if Elaine has sent me her regular Monday morning message, where she quarterbacks our weekend outings. I wanted to talk to her about the nut-napping when I saw her, but there were too many people around. Maybe she’s free tonight and I can unburden myself to her over some cocktails, because I’m starting to go a little loopy. As I’m searching for a text from her I notice my phone’s wallpaper has morphed to a hideous electric-green paisley pattern. “God, don’t you just hate that,” I say, showing Bindu, “when your cell provider does some stupid update and changes things?”

“I really don’t think about it a lot.” She turns back to her seat. Facebook, Snapchat, and YuHu are all open. I sometimes wonder if she gets any real work done. “I’ll ping you when Ignacio’s ready.”

I leave her to it and head to the kitchen so I can mainline some coffee. One of our junior PR agents, James, is pouring a cup for himself. James looks deceptively boyish but is widely considered to be the office lunch thief. “How was your weekend?”

“Fabulous,” I say, trying to sound enthusiastic. “Do you know what the client problem is?”

“Huge client, huger screw-up, that’s all they tell me.” He grins.

“Delightful.” I pour myself a cup of dark roast and park myself at my pod. Vivienne isn’t here yet, which is unlike her, although perhaps she’s evil-doing in another part of the office. I deposit my rutabaga on my desk and try to force myself to concentrate on work until Bindu sends me a nudge. When she does I make my way to the main boardroom, a Caribbean blue-walled, plush oasis; Ignacio chose the décor specifically to keep people calm. In spite of that, there have been some legendary client freakouts in here, like the time a B-list reality star—her talents oriented around baton twirling and bobsledding—had an intergalactic-sized meltdown after getting dropped by one of her sponsors. The chair she threw went right past me, the air zinging in my ear as it flew. That client was unsavable, really.

The room is more packed than usual, and Ignacio is pacing at the front. He looks tense, like a prizefighter just about to go into the ring. When he’s not dealing with business, he’s a disaster; disorganized, absentminded. His driving is so bad his license is suspended and no one will get in a car with him anymore. He’s wearing a navy-blue pinstripe suit this morning, his tie a muted yellow, his shirt a crisp white. But against it he seems pale, almost like he’s getting sick.

Ignacio clears his throat, adjusts his tie in a firm but elegant movement. “Let’s get down to business, everybody. Thank you for coming in so early.” He glances to the door, probably to make sure it’s closed, which it is; people who leave doors open when we’re in crisis mode have to buy lunchtime sushi for the whole office. “First off, nobody panic.” He takes a sip of water. “Here’s our situation: a major corporate partner was recently hacked, and the integrity of their data is somewhat of a concern. But—”

There’s a sharp, collective intake of breath. In most other companies, it would be one of horror. In this room, it’s one of anticipation. Glee, almost.

“Unfortunately, it’s a company which has won awards for its security and innovation. It’s an icon. It’s also a brand we have a very close personal relationship with. And it is the job of everybody here to help aggressively manage this situation, which has a huge potential for public exposure. Huge. This breach is under wraps right now, and we mean to keep it this way.”

“What client?” James asks.

Ignacio paces first to the left, then right, then the left again. The smile I was wearing starts to fade. I’ve never seen him like this. Then he turns even more pale. Like heart attack, ashy, I’m-about-to-throw-up-on-your-shoes pale.









Chapter Seven—#Panic




It’s deathly silent before Ignacio says, “HarmoneeHome,” and the room explodes into angry chatter.

“Are you kidding me?” Irma from marketing shrieks, her hand—I swear to God—clutching her pearls. For some reason, watching her, my own hands reach to my throat as I think about how right this minute you can access everything in my house over a web page, how you can tell if my car is in the driveway and whether my security system is armed or not.

I cross my arms over my chest, my hands suddenly damp against my sides.

“I know this isn’t ideal,” Ignacio says, his arms spread wide, his slender fingers splayed. “How many people have been harmonized?” He looks around the room, his eyes running over all the business-casual ensembles: khakis, dress pants, crisp shirts, the occasional suit jacket and tie. A smorgasbord of pale hues and sensible—if slightly boring—summer separates and shocked faces. He repeats his question, and doesn’t every single person here lift their hand except him? “Okay,” he continues, “HarmoneeHome is already in the process of verifying the integrity of our accounts. Everyone here is going to be receiving identity protection services from their security services branch, and HarmoneeHome has already set a phone line up, dedicated for all of us here at Zumbido. So there’s no reason to worry. They assure me at the highest levels that the exposure appears to be minimal, and everything is going to be fine.”

Adrenaline is storming through me again, having its way with my nervous system. If I have a heart attack, who will perform CPR on me? No one in this room, I can guarantee you. Not Bob from Business Development, whose eyes are glazed and squinted at the same time, like he might be thinking about having a seizure. Definitely not Irma. If I was live-Tweeting this meeting, the hashtag would be #Panic.

“I want my account shut down. I have children!” Irma is standing now, her skinny arms flailing, her taupe polka-dotted dress undulating like a 1960s art-house film. Looking at it, my stomach clenches. Is this why my Smartphone’s background is so groovy, why I was delivered an abundance of rutabagas this weekend?

“All right, everyone,” Ignacio says, motioning for Irma to sit, his own arms waving around in a most un-Ignacio sort of way. He still looks sickly pale. “There’s no reason for anyone to close down their account. I appreciate that emotions are running high…” He nods once, and again, pulling his hands together like he’s praying. A small snippet of hair has escaped his manscaping efforts and is sticking out over his left ear, like it’s trying to flee. “The first thing to understand is that this information is confidential to everyone in this room. Secondly, we need to focus on our strategy; HarmoneeHome can’t take their system offline because it’ll signal to the public that there’s a problem. We’re going to assess the damage and build a blueprint for—”

I glance at my cell, vibrating like a sex shop display on the boardroom table. I scoop it up; the screen says, Good morning, Camilla, from a blocked number. I mute it. Maybe one of my friends has a new phone.

Ignacio continues, “We’re going to put together a campaign focusing on HarmoneeHome’s awards and industry praise. Let’s get some customer testimonials—”

To my left Irma looks completely zoned out, and Bob is tapping the boardroom table with his watch: tap-tap-tap. I can feel my teeth clench.

Ignacio eventually finishes foisting assignments on everyone—I’m supposed to be ready to help James if he needs anything, which he’s way too competitive to allow—and wraps it up. Everybody spills out of the meeting room like popcorn at a kettle corn factory. I head to my desk, where I pull up the HarmoneeHome website. I enter my password once—I’m seven hundred and fifty-three percent sure it’s the right one—then four more times before the page comes back with: SO SORRY. YOUR ACCOUNT HAS BEEN LOCKED OUT.

Well, at least they’re polite about it.

I find the e-mail from Ignacio with the HarmoneeHome special phone number for—what did he call it? Identity protection services?—and dial it from my desk phone, which nets me nothing but a fast busy signal. When my cell rings I answer it without looking at the caller ID.

“May I speak to Camilla Lou Brightly?” The voice is male and mellow, like the caller is having the best possible day, or at least one that’s going significantly more smoothly than mine. Admittedly, this wouldn’t take much.

“Speaking,” I say.

“Does anyone call you Lou?”

This is when I realize his voice has a tinny undertone, like it’s been run through an autotuner. Or altered, somehow.

“Just my dad,” I say, my eyes narrowing.

“Must be a childhood nickname.”

“Who is this?” I scan the room to see if Vivienne is lurking somewhere, laughing.

“A childhood from…America?”

What. The. Hell? I hold my phone out and check the number: private, blocked.

“You’ve been pretty busy, Camilla Lou,” the caller says, the bogus timbre of his voice peaking on the word busy. It’s a little hard to understand why someone would want to change their voice to speak to me, like I somehow have a super-secret decoder ring sitting on my desk. Like I own stock in Cracker Jack.

“Keeps me out of trouble,” I say, my throat dry.

He chuckles. I mean, he has the actual nerve to laugh. “Attractive woman like you, I guess that’s a problem.”

The hairs on the back of my neck do a tango. “I’m just a plain Jane, really.”

“I’m looking at a picture of you right now. I’d have to disagree.”

My stomach turns over once, and then again. I’ve only been online for two days. Man, I’m gonna give my pop an earful the next time I talk to him, prominently featuring the concept of I told you so. I open my mouth but nothing comes out, like the words are magnets stuck to my throat. Eventually I manage, “What do you want?”

He chuckles, a deep, throaty laugh. “I bet by now you’ve heard about some security issues with HarmoneeHome over the weekend, have you not?”

I make a noncommittal noise.

“You know, I don’t think I have your full attention. How about this? Your car has 74,632 kilometers on it, five-point-four of those from this morning.”

Shit fuck fucking shit.

“You with me now? Good. During my data spelunking this weekend, I happened to notice something odd about your account information. Want to know what that was?”

I swallow. “Who are you?”

“You can call me Homer.”

“Oh, come on.”

“So we were running some data checks on your firm. And guess what? You and another employee at Zumbido have the same SIN number. Interesting, no?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“A SIN number. It’s like a Canadian social security number. Then I did a little more digging, and I see you have a California driver’s license. Love America. Lots of problems down there these days, though: the drought in California, those crazy storms hitting Florida—”

“Could you get to the frigging point?”

“Touchy! I guess I am going on. It’s just that I’m having a really good day. After school your student visa ran out and you never left. Do I have all that right?”

I rub my eyes. “I had a student visa when I was a student. Now that I work here, I have a work visa. You with me, or is that too complicated? I don’t break the law. I don’t even jaywalk.”

“You don’t have a visa, actually. You know what they do to illegal immigrants here, don’t you? First they send you to jail, and after you stew in there for a while they deport you. And they don’t let you come back. Ever. And lots of other countries won’t let someone like you in, either. I hear it’s hard to get a job with a criminal record, too. But I’m happy for you to stay in my country; I don’t mind. You send me fifteen grand and I won’t tell anyone you’re here illegally.”

My hand holding the phone starts to shake. “I don’t make any money. And I have a work visa.”

“What’s the number, sweetheart?” He laughs. “Why don’t you go check? I’ll hold.” It’s then that his voice turns nasty. “Of course, if it’s a money issue, perhaps there’s something else you can do for me.”

“Of course it’s a money issue. Who the fuck has fifteen thousand dollars sitting around?”

There’s a beat. “So do this, then: Get your company to drop HarmoneeHome as a client.”

I laugh. Nothing is actually funny, but I can’t help myself. “What are you talking about? I’m a nobody here. And another firm would pick them up in a snap.”

“It’ll make ’em look bad. Well, worse.”

“It’s not going to matter. People jump PR firms all the time. No one will hardly notice.”

“But they’ll notice a little. And I’m a big believer in details people hardly notice. You know, sweep your front step every day and the whole world is clean. That kind of thing. So why don’t you get started on all that. I’m going to need my money by four p.m. Thursday. You get it ready and we’ll talk soon, sweetheart.” The phone clicks in my ear.

After I figure out how to send signals to my legs again I’m on my feet and lurching towards the ladies’ room. Once I clear the door I rip my jacket off and dump it on the floor, yank up the toilet seat and throw up. I barf until my lungs hurt.

Still on my knees, I hold my breath and wait for the moment to pass.

It doesn’t.

Instead, it clings to a banged-up part of me, something childish and alone and cold. I try to think about a week ago when everything was normal, none of it more complicated than putting in twelve-hour days and figuring out which cocktail to top the day off with, but I’ve always had a nervous stomach, a remnant of being an academic failure in a house full of geniuses with limited social skills, especially when I was perpetually the new kid on the block. So it takes me a little longer than it should to be sure I’m not going to throw up again.

Eventually I make my way to the sink and try to pull myself together. The outfit I chose this morning looks sad and wrinkled, even though I liked it so much when I put it on. My hair is a complete mess and I have to wet a few spots to un-crazy it. I retrieve my jacket from the floor and shrug into it, straightening the front with two hard tugs before studying myself in the mirror.

What the hell do I do now?

Find. The. Visa.

I head back to my desk, ignoring Vivienne as she chatters away in French on her phone. I take a minute to pull my thoughts together. To work at a Canadian firm, the company sponsoring your employment is in charge of handling all the paperwork, which is why my visa process went like this: Sura presented me with a bunch of forms to sign and then I signed them. I remember when she brought me the final product, a folder containing my SIN number and visa. I barely glanced at the fine print—why would I?—but I liked knowing the folder was here with me. It made me feel grown-up; my first job, my first desk. All mine. The folder sat in my inbox until it was covered in other papers and folders and I eventually moved it into my drawer.

My bottom left drawer?

I pull everything out, opening every file, flipping over each piece of paper. When I go to shut the drawer, I slam it on my thumb, which starts blooming a shade of purple which will be a perfect match to my big toe. I rifle through my other three drawers more carefully, but there’s nothing.

Maybe I brought it home after all? God, so many boxes to go through.

Vivienne slams her phone down with a crack that makes my shoulders twitch.

“Ça va?” she asks. Everything okay?

“Oui,” I answer.

“Hein,” she snorts, a catchall French phrase which means she doesn’t believe me. Since I don’t believe me either, it’s hard to find fault with her for using it.

I’d really rather sit here all day listening to Vivienne talk about her mother-in-law and her Spanx instead of doing what I have to do next. The minutes tick away while I try to scrape together some courage as Vivienne would say. It’s the same word in English, but it just sounds so much better with a French accent.

Eventually I find myself in front of Ignacio’s office. I straighten my jacket and inhale. Then I knock, trying to focus on how to strategically synergize with him. What I definitely don’t want is for Ignacio to think I can’t handle a crisis.

“Come in.” He watches me seat myself in one of the chairs facing his desk. I’ve always loved them; club chairs, sleek and comfortable, not too showy. Eggshell white. Today I feel like I might slip off and end up on the floor. Which would not even be the worst thing to happen this hour.

But Ignacio stands up abruptly. “We’ll need to walk and talk. I have about three-point-five minutes free,” he says, his smile charming but practiced. This is Ignacio’s please go away soon smile.

I clear my throat. “I have a small…situation.”

“That’s our business.” Smile. A blink where he glances down at his Smartwatch before he’s on the move, his long legs reaching the door before I can open my mouth. Then I’m alone.

I careen after him like a sailor on shore leave. “I had my house hooked up to HarmoneeHome this weekend. You know, as part of our company benefits. Like you told me.”

His smile wavers as we round the first corner. I feel like I’m on a racetrack.

“Thanks for that, by the way.”

“Ni lo mencione.” Don’t mention it.

“Here’s the thing, this crazy thing… Someone just called me, saying they’ve hacked into my home. They must’ve gotten into a lot of other shit too, because they say—this guy, Homer—he says I don’t have a work visa. Which is insane, right?”

“Jesus, Camilla.” We’re in the kitchen now, and he shoves his hands into his pockets. This is Ignacio’s tell; I’ve seen it in more than a few meetings. I’m getting that just-swallowed-an-octopus feeling again. “What do they want?” he asks.

“Fifteen thousand. Like, dollars.” I try not to wheeze.

He scrubs his hand over his face.

“And for our firm to drop HarmoneeHome as a client.”

Ignacio rolls his eyes and grabs a banana off the counter and then we’re on the move again. “Oh, God. You had me worried for a minute. This is nothing. They’re jokers, Camilla.”

I huff as I try to keep up with him. “He seemed kind of—”

“It’s one of our competitors. It has to be. They heard some sort of rumbling about HarmoneeHome and tried to find an in. They would’ve just Googled you, figured out you’re American and they come up with this ridiculous story. They want us to waste time chasing our tails. It’s nothing.”

As we round another corner, my ankle wobbles over the side of my heel. These are not power-walking shoes. “I mean, I’m not worried, obviously. But—”

“Camilla, head down to HR and get them to sort this out. Everything is going to be fine.”

I swallow. “Maybe I should go to the police?”

“No.” His voice is forceful. He finally stops in front of a picture window which overlooks Lake Ontario. Outside, the water is choppy, whitecaps skittering over the tips of the waves.

My chest heaves, partly from exertion, partly from anxiety.

He adjusts his tie with a flick of his wrist. “No,” he repeats firmly. “You’re the only one who’s come to me with something like this. If this was a real threat they’d go after the executives, not someone like…you. There’s nothing Sura can’t do when she puts her mind to it. I mean, this is a woman who started her first business at fourteen. Get her on it. Everything will be fine.”

“But—”

“I wish I could help.” He touches his tie again, like it’s a tic. “But my plate is full, Camilla.” Ignacio turns away, his lanky legs propelling him around a corner as he leaves me standing there.

I stand there too long, my eyes fixed on the water. Our office is squat and open-concept, with brushed concrete floors and massive windows, decorated in an aggressive postmodern discount-chic aesthetic. I often wonder what Ignacio was thinking when he was planning it all out, although rumor is we took it over from the last tenants, social media tycoons who fled after the 2018 recession, décor and all. But I like watching the sailboats in the summer whenever I’m trapped in a boring meeting in a room with a lakeside view.

It never really occurred to me that Ignacio wouldn’t help. I try to focus on those waves, now, but any calming thoughts are flattened under all the anxiety still thudding through me. I feel like I weigh eight hundred pounds.

My Smartphone is in my pocket and I eventually wiggle it out and examine the screen. I think about how this phone is the remote for my entire life, about how Homer has wormed his way into my kitchen and knows how much juice I have in the fridge, what I look like, where I live. I swipe until I get to the bookmarked HarmoneeHome website, and I hold my breath when I click “log on.” The password is still saved from this weekend, and my account lockout must have expired. The list of connected devices pulses quietly on the left side of the screen. On the other side of the page, there’s an icon labeled: SHUT DOWN SYSTEM. I click on it and wait. Finally, the page refreshes. I check again, but everything in my home is still entwined together, Borg-like.

Goddammit.

The thought of all those electronics at my house, lying in wait for me, is doing nothing for my digestive system. For a minute I wonder if I’m going to puke again, if the rest of my breakfast is about to end up splattered all over Ignacio’s very nice carpet.

Oh, don’t be ridiculous. What can happen? More rutabagas?

Ignacio’s right, of course. I should go to HR. And just as soon as I figure out how explain all this to Sura without admitting I can’t find my visa, I’m going to do exactly that. 









Chapter Eight—You Know, the Illegal Kind




“Hey.”

I flinch so hard my tailbone spasms. “Hey,” I say as I turn my head. I try to paste a smile on my face.

Zack is standing beside me, two coffees in his hands. That one lock of hair is draped over his eyes. His T-shirt, which reads, “I Failed the Turing Test,” is neatly tucked into faded jeans. His grin is dazzling. “I was looking for you. Thought you might be able to use this.”

I stare at him for a minute, uncomprehending. I’m not sure if it’s because I’m focused on his smile or the fact that my life is kinda sorta falling apart around me. If my pop was here, we’d have a spirited discussion about priorities. “Oh. Yeah. Thanks.”

“Everything okay?”

I manage not to yell out Jesus Christ, no!—a testament to my efforts to tamp down on my habit of blurting out every thought I have at the exact moment I have it. If I didn’t have a cyber-intruder trying to wreck my life, this would be serious cause for celebration.

“Want to drink this in my lair?”

I let him bend my elbow, but when he tries to direct me to his office I shake my head. The two of us stand in our same companionable lunch silence until he says softly, “Did you hear about this HarmoneeHome thing?”

Part of me wants to tell him what’s going on, but a bigger, pushier, part of me wants to untangle myself from this mess on my own. Plus, how well do I really know him?

I nod. “Do you use that software in your home?”

“Oh, hell, no.”

“How did you get away with that?”

“I just didn’t do it.”

“What if they asked you about it?”

“I’d say no.”

“What if they fire you?”

“Let ’em,” he says, his voice rising, and for a moment I wish I could be just like that. I wonder what it would be like to be living a life that isn’t quite as precarious as mine.

“What about in this office?”

He coughs, his eyes mischievous. “Hardly.”

Two marketing execs walk towards us, both of them flashy dressers, one of them the driver of a steel-gray Beamer with the plate 2KOOL. Why, I ask myself, am I being blackmailed and not them? After they pass I say, “Why not?”

He shrugs. “I don’t trust environments I don’t control, especially ones with that sort of access. I mean, did it ever occur to you these kinds of services are part of the reason we see people’s personal information being hacked all over the place these days?”

I try to cover up my emerging leg cramp, probably a side effect from chasing Ignacio around the office. Once I’ve vanquished my assorted problems, I’m definitely going to start doing more cardio. “Everyone looks happy in the commercials.”

He snorts, leans against the wall. “Once you hand over control of your network to someone else, your information is totally at their mercy, and they can do whatever they want with it. So, no, Ms. Brightly, I don’t allow anything like that in here.”

“Nerds really are taking over the world, aren’t you?”

“Already have,” he says lightly. “What’s wrong, Camilla?”

“Nothing.” Everything.

His eyes search my face before they meet mine. “You can tell me,” he adds softly.

“My phone…the background was changed this morning.”

He grins. “I know. I did that.”

“Why?” I say, my voice sharp.

The smile fades. “My brother is an artist, and he put the picture together on the weekend. I’m sorry. I thought you’d like it.”

So I am being paranoid. Paranoid just like my dad. “Okay, great. Uh, I have to go and—”

“Camilla,” he says, his hand closing over my wrist, his fingers warm against my skin. “Let me help.”

I haven’t cried since my mom died and I’m definitely not starting now. Definitely not. I have to blink a few times, though. “It’s just…uh…you know. What about Maximum Overdrive?”

“What about them?”

“They own HarmoneeHome, so wouldn’t they be running the same software? Isn’t Jacob merging the networks?”

“I ran a scan of their environment when we started the project. All clear.” He takes a sip of his coffee. “Why?”

“I’m just…it’s just been a weird day.”

“Yeah, I hear everyone’s freaking out. They’re all worried about what they have to hide.”

Tell me about it.

“Nothing super top-secret here?” I say, but my tone is hopeful. If they don’t allow the HarmoneeHome junk in this office, and I have a work visa, then everything is fine after all—because how else would anyone get their hands on our SIN numbers?

He laughs. “Hardly. We have a ton of proprietary information, all our billing reports, business plans, HR info…” He looks thoughtful. “I’ll run a network scan and some data searches. I’m sure there’s nothing, but the Maximum Overdrive head sysadmin is an idiot.”

“Sysadmin?”

“System administrator.”

I push my hair away from my face. “I thought you said everything is secure here, everything is fine.”

“You can never be too careful in this business.”

So, maybe not fine, then.

Christ, I hate Mondays.

It takes two cinnamon buns, a Ding Dong, and three shots of espresso before I’m able to make my way to HR.

“May I help you?” Sura’s assistant, Robin, asks when I finally get there, her voice tinted with a West African accent. She’s wearing a flowy black dress and suit jacket, a colorful scarf wended through her hair.

“Is Sura here?”

“Do you have a meeting? It isn’t in the book.” She rolls her eyes. “I have to do everything for this woman, not that she gives me any credit for anything.”

“I can come back later.”

“Looks like she’s almost done with her call. Want to wait?”

“Nah.” I exhale, letting the air out of my lungs. If I don’t talk to Sura I can’t look bad in front of her. I might still be about to get deported, but at least it won’t jeopardize my promotion.

She looks through Sura’s see-through office walls and smiles. “She’s getting up.”

“Oh, good,” I say, my voice flat.

“Do you know anything about this HarmoneeHome thing?”

I shake my head.

“It’s not really fair and all, you know what I mean? To try to make us use all these products from our clients?” She juts her chin towards the NumNum moisturizing cream on her desk. “It gives me hives.”

“Me too.” We both laugh.

“Something funny?” Sura is standing beside me, a stack of file folders in her hands. She passes them to Robin the same way she does everything, with a little flourish. I can smell her perfume, understated and chic. Not too showy. She’s wearing a smartly cut red pantsuit, the color bringing out the crimson edges of her hair. On her feet are spiky-heeled beige sandals. Prada, maybe. I cross my left leg under me to hide the run in my nylons I’ve just noticed.

“Hi there,” I say, trying to sound pleasant and professional. Confident. “Can I steal you for a few minutes?”

Like Ignacio, Sura glances down at her watch, but it’s a more graceful, measured movement. “Of course,” she says before pivoting on her tiny stilettos.

Her office is an oasis of neutral colors offset by sleek red chairs and abstract art. Someday I want an office exactly like this. I close the door behind me and then it’s just the two of us. The last time I was in here was my interview with her. I sat up so straight during that meeting I had to visit my chiropractor the next day.

“What can I do for you, Camilla?”

My laugh is an awkward, jittery noise in the quiet room. “I’m so sorry to bother you with this, but—”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she interrupts me smoothly.

I smile as I try to figure out where to begin. It’s hard to sort through today’s events and make sense of them. And I definitely don’t want to start babbling about monkey balls again. “The thing is, I got the oddest call this morning. From a complete stranger, saying—” I laugh again. “I mean, it’s so nuts, I feel bad for wasting your time. But—” I clear my throat. “He said he’d hacked the HarmoneeHome interface.”

“Oh, dear,” Sura says, crossing her legs.

“Then he said—this is crazy, but Ignacio said—”

“So you went to Ignacio about this first?” She’s leaning, slightly, over her desk, and without moving her body, she looks up at me.

“Um…yes?” I put my hands into my jacket pockets, take them back out. I shift in my seat. As I move, the run in my nylons zips up my leg.

“I see.”

Her tone has a little undercurrent in it now, a little bite to it. And maybe that’s why the rest of what I have to say comes out all at once. “The caller said he hacked into my home and found out I’m in the country without a visa. That I’m an alien. You know, the illegal kind.” When she says nothing, I continue. “He said the SIN number I’m using was the same as someone else’s.”

She looks down at her desk, flicks away a speck of dust. “Camilla, dear, you were in Ignacio’s status meeting, were you not?”

I nod.

“And didn’t he explain that HarmoneeHome has been breached?”

I nod.

“So we know someone has been able to compromise a small amount of customer information, but that’s it. Nothing in that system has SIN numbers, unless you’ve got it somewhere on your home network? Is it sitting in a file or something?” She smiles.

“Uh…no.” Of course it sounds ridiculous when she says it.

“What did Ignacio say?”

I catch her up.

“He’s absolutely right. I’m sure there’s been a leak of some kind about HarmoneeHome’s…situation, and people are trying to make a joke out of it. Or profit in some way. This is a very competitive business. You’re aware of this. And you’re the only one who’s been affected, as far as I’m aware. But if it’s too much for you to deal with—”

“Nonono, of course not. I mean, I can deal with anything. Just the other day I unplugged my drain with a diet Coke—”

Shut up. Shut up now.

Her brow furrows. “I see. In any case, Ignacio had me handle your visa personally. And I’m sure you remember me giving you the paperwork. I assure you that you’re not an illegal alien or anything of the sort.”

“I know, it’s just so…odd, you know?”

“Of course.” When I don’t say anything, she adds, “Don’t you have some work to do, Camilla? Aren’t you on the merger project?”

“Um…” I think about my recent resolution to start strategically synergizing. So far it has not been a raging success.

“I suggest you do that, then. I’ll speak to Ignacio about this…individual. And give him my number if he calls you back. We’ll take care of it.”

“Thank you. I appreciate your help. But—”

“Was there anything else?” She clicks a few keys on her keyboard and her monitor springs to life.

“No.” I stand. “Thanks so much.” Sura’s words and dismissal have their own kind of momentum and I glide towards the door on it. I would be crazy to push this. Just crazy. But when I’m halfway there I stop and pivot anyway, although not anywhere as gracefully as Sura did a few minutes ago. “Do you have a copy of my visa on file?”

“Don’t you have the original?” She looks up, and now her eyes are squinted.

“I can’t quite put my finger on it this very second.” When I see the expression on her face, I add, “I’ve just moved, so everything is very chaotic.”

A small, stylish shrug. “I’m sure it’ll turn up.”

Before she’s done turning back to her computer, my cheeks are aflame. I feel ashamed of my carelessness. How hard is it to file one tiny slip of paper? But hard or not, it’s missing and I need it and that’s why I square my shoulders. “If I could get a copy it would really set my mind at ease.”

She rests both of her hands on her desk. “Have I not put your mind at ease?”

“I didn’t mean—”

“You’re not looking for a problem, are you, Camilla?”

A strange kind of quiet follows this.

“I’m not sure if we have a place here at Zumbido for someone who can’t even organize their own affairs.”

“Uh…I…uh…” There were two thoughts ticking away inside me as she says that: When I told my dad about my brilliant idea for an adventure all those years ago, this was not exactly the adventure I had in mind. And then: I can’t wait until I move to the phase in my life where I can have a difficult conversation like an adult. You know, using whole sentences. Stuff like that.

She sits there, looking at me, and by God it looks like she’s smiling. A cold hand grips the back of my neck as I watch her. It’s an odd smile, almost as if she’s enjoying herself. I’ve never seen anything quite like it.

She finally breaks the moment and makes a note on her iPad, her movements casual and relaxed. “I’ll have Robin scare up a copy. But we’re swamped with this merger, so it isn’t going to be today. You understand? I don’t want you pestering her for it. You’ll get it when we have a few spare minutes.”

“Yes,” I say, my feet already pointed at the exit, which I reach in two seconds flat. When my sleeve gets caught in the metal plate in the door, I don’t even pause, yanking it until I hear it rip open. It’s hard not to feel like my life might be about to do something similar. Starting with just one thread, you can unravel everything. Any good seamstress knows that.








Chapter Nine—Drive-by Pie




As I park in the driveway after a grim rest of the day, CBC Radio squawks at me, “Scientists are converging onsite to see if they can interpret the effects of the warmest winter in Greenland history. Experts say—” I try to tune it out, thinking about my pop and wondering if getting extorted by Homer the super-hacker is my punishment for borrowing an SUV whose tank costs $150 to fill. And not only that, I enjoy everything about this car, sitting above everyone, seeing everything. I like the stereo and the brakes and the heated seats. I didn’t even know heated seats were a thing before.

I text Elaine—Busy tonight?—and wait for a few minutes, but there’s no answer. Maybe she’s out of town or something. Then I pull up Publiq, an app which tracks the places you’ve visited; every pin in my portfolio is a bar, a pub, or a nightclub. When I scroll through my address book all I see are work acquaintances, drinking buddies, people I volunteer with who see me as nothing but another pair of hands. I haven’t put down as many roots as I wanted to here, and it’s hard not to wonder why. Maybe the problem is me after all. Maybe I’ll never really belong anywhere.

I take a seat in one of the porch chairs my parents probably bought all those years ago. They’re a shabby-chic white wicker, weathered but still sturdy. Can I stay here until all this is over? Will my neighbors think I’m crazy if I do? As I sit, I wait for something strange to happen, for the door to talk to me, or the alarm to go off. Maybe next my refrigerator will start yodeling. I am bone-heavy tired of everything. For a minute, I close my eyes.

“Late night?”

My neighbor from across the street is standing at the foot of my walkway, his head tipped to the side. He’s wearing a navy-blue suit today, his tie much nicer than the Milky Way mess I made my pop when I was a tween. His eyes are hidden behind sunglasses.

“Kinda.” I try to force a smile to my lips. “What’s happening?”

“You’re happening,” he says, his grin boyish and somewhat charming.

It’s a terrible line, but at least it helps distract me from the fact that I’m about to be deported and my house is probably being remotely controlled by a Bond villain. He’s better looking than I thought before, a little too slick for my tastes, maybe, but… My mind wanders for a minute, ending up with an image of Zack. Interesting.

“I’m Marcus.” He steps through the gate and ambles down the walkway. When he gets to the porch, he holds his hand out. “Nice to meet you, welcome to the neighborhood, et cetera.”

“Camilla.” I shake his hand.

He sits down kitty-corner to me, slings his arm over the back of the loveseat. “Got anything to drink? I’m parched.”

“Excellent idea.” I get up, but my shoes feel Super Glued to the porch.

“Uh, everything all right?”

I turn to him with a faint smile before my feet start moving again. “It’s been that kind of day.” My keys jangle in my grip as I stand on the lip of the threshold. “Why don’t you come in with me?” I unlock the door and ease it open, peer inside.

The TV is on.

I can see the flicker of the screen from the front hallway, the shadows jitterbugging on the wall. I am eleventy billion fucking percent sure the television was off when I left this morning.

“Camilla?” Marcus says.

My heart hammers in my throat as I step back and prop the door open with a shoe. Just to be safe. Just in case.

“Everything’s fine,” I say, more for myself than for him. I have to force myself to walk through the house, pausing to jerk the HarmoneeHome hub cables out of the living room wall, turn off the TV, and move around a few things that aren’t even plugged in, just for good measure. In the kitchen I do a quick sweep in case Homer is watching me through my toaster.

I might be losing it a little.

“You always come home this way?” Marcus drawls. He’s leaned against the doorframe, his brow creased with something like concern.

I pull open the fridge—careful not to make Morty angry—and grab two cans of Guinness. They feel warm. I pass one to Marcus, hoping he won’t notice. “Sometimes,” I say. When he laughs, I add, “Just kidding.”

“Thanks.” He flips the tab on his beer. His hair doesn’t move when he does, suggesting a not-insignificant amount of product in his locks. “I have such a headache. I’m hoping this’ll help.”

“Ah, an optimist,” I say, trying to sound lighthearted even though all I want is to get out of this kitchen. I motion for him to walk in front of me, and when we go back outside I leave the door wedged open. Just in case.

As we drink our tepid beer, my anxiety starts to flatten out while Marcus talks about his job—he’s a salesman—and as he does, he pops open a small, foul-smelling jar. “—So I make my rounds, you know, driving all over southern Ontario, Michigan, New York. I’m everywhere, really.”

When the medicinal odor hits my nostrils I start to cough. “What is that?”

“Sorry,” he says, holding the pot so I can see. “It’s Tiger Balm. I get headaches. Migraines, actually.”

“Ahem.” At the foot of my walkway stands a young woman in a pale pink A-line dress, probably my age, with light bottle-blonde hair, her face pleasantly plump, her smile warm and friendly. Her eyes are a dark amber; her hands are holding a pie. “Marcus,” she says, her tone neutral.

“Olive,” he replies, his voice wary.

“I’m not sure if you remember me,” she says to me. “I’m Olive O’Malley. I met you. That summer.”

“My mom is dead,” I blurt, my cheeks warming. Clearly today is not the day I’m going to learn how to control my relentless impulse to blabber out every single thought I have.

“I know. I’m so sorry.” After a beat, she regroups and smiles. “Fred is on a baking tear, so I thought I’d clear up some counter space and welcome you to the neighborhood at the same time.”

“Scheming and efficient,” I say with a grin. “I like it. Who’s Fred?”

“Her dad,” Marcus says, inspecting one of his fingernails.

“My granddad,” she says, her nose wrinkled. “He doesn’t like to be called ‘Grandpa.’ Says he’s too young.”

“My bad,” Marcus drawls. “He is young, eh? Guess your mom got started early.”

“Quite,” Olive says, her demeanor placid even though Marcus is obviously trying to get her goat. I wish I could stay that calm in the face of strife. Or just, you know, use full sentences. She opens the gate and steps through it. “This is a drive-by pie, actually. I have to get back home and cheer Fred up. He made his chef de cuisine cry this afternoon so he’s all grouchy now. Can’t figure out why he’s so misunderstood, etc.”

Marcus smoothes some more Tiger Balm over his temples and yawns. “Her dad is a hotshot chef at…what place was it again, Olive?”

“Granddad,” she says, before adding, “La Belle Époque.”

“I’d love to meet him,” I say.

Marcus snorts.

“No, really. I like cranky people. I like a challenge.”

“How long you in town for, Dear Olive?” Marcus sips his beer.

“You trying to get rid of me?” she says, smiling sweetly. 

“Never, dear Olive.”

“Dear Olive.” I snap my fingers. “Is that you? The advice column?”

She grins, but her cheeks turn the color of a good California rosé. “I don’t even know where you would’ve seen it. It’s only running in a few papers right now.”

I search my memory. “I had a customer who was talking about it the other day. Something to do with a destination wedding, three parakeets, and a rabbi.”

She smiles again. “Yes.”

“Very cool.”

Olive passes me the pie, placing it carefully—maternally, almost—in my hands. For some reason I can picture her in a Victorian tea room, dispensing pie and advice with equal panache. Her manner is worldly but homespun, wise but with just a hint of sass. I have a sudden desire to ask her if she’s looking for a new friend.

“Fred wanted to make pecan pie, but I remembered you like apple.”

“Wow, you have a great memory.”

Marcus leans forward and gives me a conspiratorial nod. “That’s right. Olive holds on to everything.”

“There are some things I’ll never forget, definitely.” She flashes him a practiced smile before standing. “Welcome to the neighborhood, Camilla. Come by and see Fred anytime.”

“I will,” I say. “And thank you.” I glance down at my lap; the pie is nestled in a vintage plate, the edging perfectly scalloped, the top butter-glazed. Someone loved this pie.

A curvaceous twenty-something woman, all maxi dress and Botticelli blonde hair, sees us and speedwalks over, her hand raised in a wave. “Hey, Olive, don’t go!” When she gets closer, she says to me, “I’m Isabel. We haven’t met yet but you’ll love me.” She plops into a chair. “I have a problem, dearest Olive. Mega emergency. Mega.”

“Shoot,” Olive says, sitting back down.

“Sorry to crash your party, Camilla.” Isabel reaches over and gives my arm a friendly squeeze. “I’m in the middle of a million things and I almost never get to see Olive. And I desperately need her advice.”

“No problem,” I say. If Olive is as good as Isabel seem to think she is, perhaps I can entice her into solving all my problems next.

“Thanks!” she says, her words spilling out of her in a gush. “You’re a peach. Marcus, don’t hit on her. Okay, O, it’s a bit of an odd situation. Here we go: Junie”—she turns to me—“that’s my wife, Junie—she has a brother who runs a part-time photography business. He offered to take baby pictures of our little guy and said he’d give us five prints for free. The rest he’d sell to us at cost. You with me?”

“Yes,” Olive says.

“So the pictures turned out great, which was fab. He showed us a CD with all the shots and we chose the prints. But then, he popped the CD into a case and put it into a drawer.” She scoops some air with her hand, mimes in the drawer. “So I asked if I could keep it. I mean, they’re just going to sit there doing nothing.”

“Right,” Olive says.

“So check this out! He wanted fifteen hundred dollars for the CD! Which is just going to sit in a drawer! Fifteen hundred dollars!”

I would literally kill for a problem like this.

“What does Junie say?” Olive asks.

“That it’s not worth fighting over.”

“Is it?” Olive says.

“It’s so unfair! And he does this kind of thing all the time, her brother, giving half a gift, when he’s swimming in cash. Swim-ming!”

“Oh, family and money,” Olive says with a sigh which indicates she’s not unused to Isabel’s mega emergencies. “Here’s the question: Is this a solvable problem? If you get the CD, isn’t he going to be the angry one now? Gifts are whatever the giver wants them to be, and there’s no such thing as half of anything. And it’s not polite to criticize a present.”

“Polite,” Marcus snickers. “Is that important?”

Olive’s sigh happens like this: a microscopic lift of her shoulders followed by a quiet exhale. “Yes,” she says to him before addressing Isabel again. “It’s nice, feeling like you’re right, and focusing on how unfair it is, Izzy, but don’t you actually want to solve the problem? The only real way to do that is to enjoy what you have and don’t worry about what you don’t, because otherwise you’re giving people power over your life. And, you know, you have a beautiful little guy to raise. Unless you just want to be angry, in which case you should just carry on.” She smiles. “Don’t let me stop you.”

I wish I could approach problems like that, calm and reasonable and sure. More wisdom, more manners, less barfing. I wish I could feel like everything that’s still in front of me is solvable.

Isabel sighs. “It’s just so unfair and—”

Olive fixes Isabel with her gaze and says, slowly, “Is it really? He’s given you a gift—five pictures. Does he owe you something else? And if so, why?”

After a moment Isabel breaks the look. And then she looks sheepish. “Maybe you have a point, Olive. I guess I’m being a dork.”

“You want to be right. But here’s the thing; you can be married or you can be right. You have to pick one. And your in-laws aren’t going to make sense the way you want them to. Plus, you’re a dork.”

Isabel laughs.

Marcus opens his jar of Tiger Balm and smoothes some more ointment on his forehead. “Don’t you get sick of dealing with all those weirdoes who write you to ask for advice?” He snickers when he sees Isabel’s face. “Not you, Izzy. All the other ones, with the parakeets and the deadbeat dads and the people who break up via Twitter. I wonder if it hurts to be that crazy.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Olive says mildly. She leans over a bit and glances down at the porch floor, like there’s something interesting on its slats. Without moving her head she gazes at Marcus from under her eyelashes. And then she says, “You’re the one with all the headaches.”

Marcus lets out a quack-like noise, and I look away while I try to muffle my cough. Isabel’s laugh is horsey in an oddly appealing kind of way. Marcus eventually decides to smile and tip an imaginary hat to Olive.

It’s a nice moment, the four of us sitting together as the sun goes down. Normal as normal can be. If we were all drinking lemonade, this could be a commercial for a multi-national juice conglomerate, one extolling the virtues of vitamin C and good manners. I wish everything else in my life could be like this; quiet, pleasant, gun-free. Maybe my pop was right. I should try to settle down a little more. I do want to be more rooted, especially after all the shit that’s happened lately, but I don’t know how you start all that. Or how to move from the fun phase of my life to my grown-up one.

As I listen to them banter, I try to let go of everything. The world is still spinning, everything will get sorted out, the problems I have are solvable ones. Life was simple a week ago, and next week it’s going to be just like this; easy, safe, normal. Boring. We all watch the kids play street hockey, loose-limbed little tykes whose worlds are simple and still make sense. Everyone’s front lawns are picture-perfect, lush and green. It’s a nice neighborhood. I think maybe I’d like to belong here.

What I don’t want is to believe I live in a world where my life can be taken away from me by a voice on the other end of the phone. I don’t like being plotted against; not by self-driving cars, and definitely not by assholes named Homer. So the only question now is how to keep him from getting away with it.








Chapter Ten—I See You, Camilla Lou




My new neighbors eventually depart, and I pick myself and my pie up and go back into the house. Mercifully, it’s quiet, and I grab another beer out of the fridge, lean against the counter, and check my messages as I take a swig. God, Elaine is so unreliable during breakdowns. There’s a message from Fran, who lives on my old floor in my old building. She’s organizing a poker game for this weekend. Another friend, Ridley, wants me to come to a house party in the upper upper Beaches. Normally I’d be thrilled. Today, not so much. I suddenly have a desire to be invited to a knitting circle, something nice and law-abiding and Amish.

Christ, it’s hot in here.

When I check my voice mail, there’s just one, a message from the Toronto Police. The woman leaving it—her voice a little pushy, frankly—says I should call them back to schedule a meeting with the detective assigned to the case. The word immediately is mentioned no less than four times. Of course, I have no burning desire to interact with law enforcement right now. The very last thing I want is for the Toronto police to start digging around my background if I am in the country illegally. Which I’m sure I’m not.

I tuck the phone in my pocket; I’ll call them later. I just need one normal night to get my feet back under me. I’ll be a good upstanding awesome citizen tomorrow.

Morty’s LED is silent, no more accusatory lists or backtalk. Finally, all this HarmoneeHome crap is officially dead. At least now I know none of my appliances are stalking me anymore. But it’s hard not to be embarrassed by this afternoon’s talk with Zack about my phone’s background; not everything that’s happened lately is because someone is out to get me. I’m getting paranoid. Paranoid like my dad, almost, which makes me nervous because I’m perpetually on the lookout for it, his penchant for thinking the end is nigh. I’ve always thought I got off easy, that maybe his paranoia mutated inside me into my predilection for exaggeration, a nice, harmless habit. But maybe I’m wrong.

I exhale, lean my head back. I’m safe here, I tell myself, in the little brown house, my average, normal neighbors just steps away, an apple pie on the counter. I stand there for a long time, enjoying the knowledge that there is no electrical hum shuttling 1s and 0s to and from HarmoneeHome anymore. I contemplate calling the police back, but then I think about angry duck Officer NoName and his cranky receptionist sidekick. So I don’t.

I put my hand on top of my mom’s writing, flat on the wall, and suddenly there are tears in my eyes. I haven’t cried since she died, and I have no intention of starting tonight, but fighting it isn’t easy. I wish they’d said something about her being so sick. Maybe it would’ve helped. There were so many things I wanted her to teach me. But she’s long gone, and twenty-five is too old for me to be this confused. There has to be a book I can read, or a wiki just waiting for me to discover how to wiggle out of being blackmailed and assert myself to my boss so I’ll finally get my promotion.

And the first step to all that is finding my work visa.

I start in the front room, the long task of sorting through every single thing I own. My passport used to sit in the drawer of my bedside table before the move. Elaine helped me pack, a gin and tonic in her hand, so now it could be anywhere. Sura’s words echo in my head as I work, about how I can’t even organize my own affairs. She’s not wrong.

I sift through my bedroom boxes, digging past all the other belongings that used to be in my drawer. The passport is nowhere to be found. I root around my kitchen boxes, shoving a few things into the dishwasher and putting my disco ball on the counter. Later I switch to wine and sit down on the living room floor. I flip the TV on as I take my first sip—which is more like a gulp—and as I do, my laptop pings with an incoming Skype, probably from my dad. Before I answer the call, I center my computer on my coffee table and make sure all the boxes are out of the line of sight. I don’t want him to worry any more than he has to. Plus, I can’t seem to break away from my habit of the last few years: trying to give him the impression that my shit is just ever so slightly more together than it actually is.

I flip the lid up and accept the call, but it’s my Aunt Enid. She’s sitting in front of her laptop, looking older than I remember. My dad’s sister has the same pleasant-but-worried brown eyes he has, her glasses stuck in the 90s, her hair two gray braids. She’s a semi-retired microbiologist, and when I was little she used to put me on her back and pretend she was my pet lion, in between culturing methicillin-resistant staph samples and tending to her hydroponic weed.

“Hey, sweetheart, how are you?”

“I’m okay, Enid. How ’bout you?”

“Blech. Work politics, shitty weather, and my cat bit me yesterday.”

“Which one?”

“New cat,” she says. “You’ve never met him. He seems like a bit of an asshole, frankly.”

Enid is well known for taking in strays and is about one cat short of being a crazy cat lady, unless she’s finally hit the tipping point and no one told me.

“So what’s new, kiddo?”

“Not much.” I glance around my even-more-disastrous-than-usual living room. “You know, Enid. I love you.”

She leans forward. “What’s wrong?”

I lean my elbow on my knee, my head resting in my hand. “Nothing, just having one of those days.”

“Is it money? Your father told me they’re not paying you much at your job. I have a few thousand in my checking account,” she says, stabbing away at her keyboard. “Mostly everything is tied up in pensions and cat-sanctuary funds and whatnot.” She clicks her mouse around. “I have three thousand, seven hundred and two dollars. Would that help? Oh, and fifty-six cents. Where’d that come from?”

I’m surprised—and grateful—that she hasn’t offered to put a cat in the mail for me like the last time I got into a scrape, but the only thing I’d be able to do with 3k is throw it in the air and try to start a riot when the immigration officials come to drag me off. I can almost visualize it, the rainbow of colorful Canadian bills. “It’s okay, Enid.”

“You sure?” She pushes her glasses up her nose.

“Yeah, it’s cool. I have to figure it out myself anyway.”

“Alright, honey. You let me know if there’s anything I can do.” There’s a crash in the background, followed by the sound of cats scattering. “Gotta go.”

After I disconnect, I try my pop, but the Skype session rings through to his message center. A few minutes later, my phone buzzes with a text: “Hi Lou! I’m tied up right this second. Everything okay?”

I text him back: “Dad, maybe now is when I should just, you know…”

“What?”

“Come home.”

There’s a long pause.

“Honey, I’m in Texas this year, remember?”

I’d forgotten, actually. God, I really need to start doing Sudoku.

“This isn’t a good time, Lou.”

I think about all the news reports and how stressed my pop must be. I’m being selfish, bugging him when he’s so busy. But it’s not so easy to adapt to a life where I don’t talk to him every day. “Sorry, Dad. Everything’s fine.”

There’s no answer to that, even after a few minutes. I flip the TV over to CNN; it looks like they’re running a breaking news special. The banner on the top screams GREENLAND CATASTROPHE IMMINENT? On the bottom there’s a smaller, slyer ticker saying: A group of rogue scientists claim climate tipping point is near.

Aw, crap.

I take in the room, the open boxes, the bare walls. Is this what I was looking for when I came here? Good job, nice shoes, huge mess, a phone full of numbers but no one to call?

I sigh and keep going, searching through every box. I find my passport—I swear to God—in the very last one. For some reason Elaine tucked it into a flyer for late-night cupcake delivery. It’s like a punch in the gut when I discover there’s no visa, no reassuring square of official paper attached.

It’s way past midnight, and I should’ve been in bed hours ago. I should also have eaten a healthy dinner, finished my taxes, done some cardio, told Ignacio no one was going to harmonize my anything. But I didn’t do any of those things. This wouldn’t have bothered me a year ago. But now there’s something inside me, like a nudge, something saying, You should’ve planned better, been smarter, Camilla Lou. I don’t know whose voice it is or why it started up, but here—exhausted, alone—in my living room, I just wish it would leave. As I try to will it away, Homer’s voice murmurs in my ear: Who will hire you with a criminal record?

My wineglass gets refilled. The house is stifling hot now, and the fridge seems frostier than before, as if Morty has finally decided to start doing his job. I flip to the BBC. The announcer looks worried and British, her voice carefully modulated but her face a stark white. I search for the nametag: Janelle Allcock. Oh, I like her.

She turns to the man sitting beside her. “It’s my understanding that about a half an hour ago, part of the Jakobshavn glacier, situated in Greenland’s southwestern region, began to separate. Is this true?”

“Calf,” I correct her, raising my glass in a salute.

“The term is calving,” her guest says, a dark-haired thirty-something meteorologist I’ve never seen before. “And yes, Jakobshavn started calving about forty minutes ago.”

“And how do we know this?”

“A large amount of monitoring equipment is installed near all the major outlet glaciers,” he says. “Plus there are a plethora of scientists who’ve converged, and are converging as we speak, in Greenland.”

My stomach clenches as I think of my pop, currently in the process of converging.

The camera pans to the southwest tip of Greenland, engulfed in the glow of a picture-perfect white night, where a massive wall of ice is imploding. In front of it, icebergs launch into the water before rocketing back up and coming to rest on the ocean’s surface. As the camera rolls, they start to float away, most likely toward Canada. Toward me.

“But this is normal, is it not?” Janelle says. “Every summer we have a melt season, and every winter the glacier recharges from snowfall and freezing ice.”

“That is the usual pattern, yes.” He leans forward and fixes her with a winning look.

Janelle continues, “Some experts claim our traditional models—which focus on slow, sustained environmental changes over very long timeframes—might not be giving us the full picture. There’s a competing school of thought which has gained popularity in the last few years, especially since the Gulf Stream has ‘buckled’—”

“I think it’s premature to say the Gulf Stream has buckled, Janelle. May I call you Janelle? It’s true that its course has altered somewhat, but that’s actually not so unusual. I can explain it to you in more detail later if you want.” My God, is he hitting on her?

She squares her shoulders with a thrusty little wiggle and straightens the papers on the desk in front of her. “As we speak, the Gulf Stream is pulling more warm air from the tip of Florida towards Greenland, rather than its normal trajectory, which deposits that warmth in Western Europe. Is that not the case?”

“Somewhat. But that will likely self-correct shortly.” He puts on a pair of reading glasses, but reads nothing. Instead, he leers at her over them. “It’s a very complex system.”

Janelle’s eyes narrow. “In any event, this group of scientists argue that the Earth has actually experienced a number of dramatic, sudden environmental tipping points over its history. Some say we’re close to this sort of tipping point today. What’s your response?”

“Obviously we haven’t hit it yet,” he says with a smile I suppose might be reassuring if your father hadn’t tucked you in at night with tales of glacier destabilization and the end times. “It’s not extraordinarily unusual for there to be slight, transitory alterations in the course of currents. This is why we’ve seen the so-called polar vortex effect in recent years, for example. But it’s incredibly complex and challenging to model this type of behavior. There is a general consensus, and I agree with this, that the last five years have been unusually and increasingly warm. What that means, however, is uncertain. No one can predict the future.” He looks over his glasses, I swear to God, like he’s looking down her shirt. How will anyone learn anything from this kind of low quality—and slightly perverted—news casting?

I don’t know exactly how long I sit there and watch the glacier calf. I’ll go to bed when it stops, I tell myself. But it doesn’t. So I ease myself to the floor, as if to ground myself, my legs bent, my chin resting in my palms. An hour slips by, then another. Jakobshavn is still calving, chunks of ice the size of small towns churning into the ocean, the edge of the outlet glacier collapsing.

It’s too long, too much. It’s not normal.

Finally, I put it picture-in-picture and watch a Walking Dead rerun, which does nothing to improve my mood. The room is dark. The only light is coming from the TV, where the images from Greenland are pale lurches of movement as the glacier makes its way into the ocean. Most fathers have sports plays they like to relive in slow motion, but my pop has a highlight reel of glaciers calving, which he pulls out when he’s had one too many and runs frame-by-frame. So I’ve seen this before, the violent way the ice becomes part of the ocean, the crashing, rolling, waterfall-landslide of movement. But this time the scale of the ice field is so enormous that it’s impossible to understand.

I watch, transfixed, as the camera zooms onto a huge boulder-sized chunk of ice. It’s hovering, so close to toppling over it has to be defying the laws of gravity. And possibly thermodynamics. No background commentary sounds, like everyone at CNN is holding their breath.

From somewhere deep in the basement, I hear an old-house squeak. Goose bumps race down my arms. Is there anything worse than watching terrible news alone?

The words are still in my brain when the lights—the TV—the house turns itself off, everything collapsing into darkness. The next moment happens in fragments: another noise from the basement, shadows falling across my feet, a flicker when the lights go out. It’s a sticky-slow moment, everything humming churning waiting.

Then, my head tilted, my eyes almost surely mistaken, I watch as the TV buzzes for a moment, before lighting up, one word at a time:

 

I

SEE

YOU

CAMILLA

LOU

 

Then it blinks.

I stare at it, my gaze frozen. In my periphery, I can see the HarmoneeHome hub on the floor, unplugged. So this probably isn’t happening, because it can’t be. My house is disconnected, my network is untethered. HarmoneeHome is shut off, closed down. Finished.

For a minute I wonder if I’m going crazy.

Then the lamps in my living room blink off-on-off, like clubbing on a Friday night; high heels tight dress too many drinks light show.

I’m on my feet.

Someone just hacked my sixty-watt bulbs, I think in an inner voice which feels disembodied, surreal. Someone just hacked into my television. In my home.

I am not safe.

I am not alone.

I am not fucking staying here.

My hands shake as I throw some shit into a shopping bag.

In goes my laptop, a pair of shoes, deodorant, clothes, my thoughts a crazy jumble as I do it: Everything is a disaster, but I still have to smell good. But not here. I have to smell good somewhere else because I have to get out of here right the fuck now.

My call to Elaine gets slurped up by voice mail. Who do you call in the middle of the night when your house is out to get you? Where do you go?

I aim myself at the door and then I’m in the driveway, calling a taxi, because all that drinking means no driving for me. It’s humid-hot and I’m all alone. I’d give anything for this to be a few hours ago when life was no more complicated than having a beer on my front porch with my new neighbors. It was goddamn bucolic; such a nice neighborhood, all the houses so well cared for, the driveways neat, the cars buffed. A place where nothing scary ever happens.

Everyone is probably asleep, although I can see Marcus’ lights on across the street. I think of his sly glances, and I wonder if he would be a new, bigger problem.

How bad could it be?

My feet take one wobbly step forward and then another.









Chapter Eleven—Day of the Platypus




I wake up screaming and surrounded by 1950s diner kitsch, and for a minute I don’t know which is worse, all the goddamn noise I’m making or the creepy Happy Days clock staring at me. Ignacio had the staff lounge redecorated last winter, a nod to one of our clients who specializes in retro restaurants, and for some reason I’ve always found it unsettling.

I sit up. I can’t remember anything from my dreams, just hazy images and the feeling someone was kneeling on my chest. It’s been a night of spectacularly shitty sleep. I check the time—seven thirty—and hit the bathroom, slip out of my sweats and into a taupe winter pantsuit which made a lot more sense when I was stuffing it into my bag at three o’clock in the morning. I think it’s safe to say both the pantsuit and myself have had better nights. I feel hollow and achy, the kind of twinges that creep into your bones when you’re about to get a fever.

I zone out while making a cup of Keurig. Over the top of the coffee maker is a sign I’ve never seen before: New Coffee Policy: No More Than Two Sugars Per Cup, Please. I wonder if that’s how mergers unravel a company, one package of sweetener at a time.

I take three, shake them into my mug. I’m sick of following the rules.

The coffee burns going down, but I drink it too fast anyway. In the daylight, surrounded by office furniture and corporate rule, everything seems safe and orderly. But I know better.

I admit I might be getting a little paranoid.

After I’m done caffeinating I start working on the pile of merger-related crap on my plate, filling my head with slogans and metrics and shaping the optics for some bitchin’ social media campaigning. After a few hours I beeline to the staff room for a coffee refill. A bunch of people are huddled around one of the high-top tables. A few others are watching the big-screen TV.

“What’s going on?”

“Some sort of Greenland thingie,” Monica, an account manager with pink spiky hair and a bar through her nose, answers.

“How is that even remotely possible when there’s nothing important in Greenland?” James—who’s munching on a sandwich I bet was made by someone else—says before mouthing hey to me.

“That’s not true, actually,” I say, making myself some more coffee. “Ninety-nine percent of the world’s fresh water is in the Greenland and Antarctic glaciers. If the Greenland Ice Sheet melts, the world’s oceans would rise by twenty-three feet.” It’s a reflexive comment, the same thing my pop has been saying to me for years.

“Oh, whatever,” James says. “This is nothing but a bunch of warmists being paranoid.”

“Hardly,” I say. “My dad works on the Greenland Ice Preservation project.”

“Pfffffft,” James says. “It’s summer. Of course the ice is melting, fer chrissakes.”

Monica snickers as she grabs an apple out of the fridge. “You really want to boo-hoo all over the place about a frozen block of nothing on the other side of the world? I mean, who cares? I dunno if you’ve noticed or not, but Toronto isn’t exactly sitting on the ocean. It won’t affect us at all. Like, whatsoever.” She turns and makes a face at me.

I sit down, not so far from the spot on the couch where I spent the night.

“I mean, even if it melted, it could hardly make the oceans rise twenty-three feet.” She snorts. “That’s crazy.”

“Where do you think all the water would go?” I say, but Monica is already gone, crunching her apple. If my pop was here, he’d add, And living in a fool’s paradise.

Zack walks in, an empty glass in his hand. When he sees me his face brightens, which makes this moment the official highlight of my day. He fills his cup with water and sits down beside me. The TV pans to the Kangerlussuaq research base camp in southwestern Greenland. A snarl of rugged-looking researchers are consulting a plethora of technical equipment while they’re scrutinized by an equally impressive horde of media. In the scrum of scientists, near the front, I can see the horseshoe-shaped male-pattern-bald mushroom of my pop’s head.

“Hey,” Zack says.

“My dad.” I point, smiling. “I would know that head anywhere.”

The screen flips back to the CNN news desk where a climate specialist who punctuates most of his sentences with umhumph—my dad loves him—is walking the announcers through an animated representation of the glacier, a bouncy blue drop of water acting as a spokesperson.

“The production values for this catastrophe are awesome,” I say to Zack, who snickers. His hand is on the couch, about an eighth of an inch away from mine.

“How’re you doing?” he says softly.

“Okay,” I say, and look at James, who’s playing with a remote. “Can you turn the volume up, please?” He nods as he thumbs the controls.

“I need to talk to you,” Zack says.

The climate specialist, whose name turns out to be Aadi Sood, gestures at the animation as he talks. “It appears a calving event started overnight in the Jakobshavn Glacier, and it has not yet stopped, making it the largest such incident in modern history. This is our main concern at this moment. If the rate of ice and water shedding exceeds the rate of discharge, it can lead us to a situation known as destabilization. Which is very serious, obviously.”

The CNN environmental reporter, Aiko Takahashi, says, “Why do you believe we’ve neared a tipping point at this time?”

The man to Aadi Sood’s right, a forty-something suit-and-tie-wearing professional somebody, adjusts a few papers sitting on the table in front of him. His eyebrows are a matched pair of caterpillar-size growths, his hair equally unruly. His eyes are squinted so tightly it’s impossible to see what color they are, like he’s trying to keep it a secret. I can’t remember his name, but he looks sweaty and angry, like always.

“I’d hesitate to say tipping point. But our big-picture issue for this year is likely albedo,” Sood says, tapping his fingers on the news desk for emphasis.

“Can you please explain albedo?” Aiko Takahashi gives the other man a stern once-over.

Sood clears his throat. “I have to make a disclaimer first that it’s impossible to know for sure what’s happening at this point because an ice sheet is such a complex ecosystem. We—”

Caterpillar-face guy snorts, and Aiko Takahashi puts a warning hand on his arm, which he promptly shakes off.

Sood continues, “We’ve been seeing a dramatic increase in the darkness of the glacier itself over the last few years. When we have large levels of CO2 released via forest fires—and again, we had a record-setting year for fires in North America—the soot, which is created as a by-product, can travel thousands of miles and find a home in other parts of the world. Parts like this ice sheet. Additionally, in warm periods a fair bit of water is lost via sublimation instead of being discharged via icebergs—”

“Which is a natural process—”

Aiko Takahashi blinks at the camera. “Kindly allow—”

“I simply—”

“Kindly allow him to finish,” Aiko says.

“Thank you. Umhumph. As I was saying—” Sood’s tone says, before I was so rudely interrupted. “When water is lost via sublimation, it leaves behind significant levels of dust instead of washing these particles out to sea.” There’s a pause as he massages the bridge of his nose. “This is a problem because ice reflects sunlight, but dark surfaces, which include water, will absorb it, resulting in increased warming which then disrupts the air and sea currents, leading to more warming and so on and so on. An amplification process, if you will. NASA—”

“How much fresh water is contained in the ice sheet?” Aiko asks.

“Enough to raise the world’s oceans by seven meters, or twenty-three feet.”

See, I mouth to James.

“Some of what you’re saying is true,” caterpillar-brow man says. “Sort of. But the earth’s ecosystem is a system of balance. Historically, nature has been able to make adjustments for changes in our ecosphere. One way to think of it is that the planet has a thermostat which compensates for these types of events. Our history is one of climactic stability and adaptation.”

“Yes, but—”

“Is this not true?” caterpillar-brow guy says. “Has mankind not adapted to our environment over the years? We’re hardly broadcasting this from a cave, are we?”

“No,” Sood says, taking a moment to sip from the glass of water in front of him. “We are not in a cave.”

“Camilla?” Zack nudges me. “I have to talk to you.”

“Me too,” I say. After getting the pants scared off of me by a bunch of demonic light bulbs, fleeing my house, and spending the night on the office couch, I know it’s time to trust Zack. Or at least try to. I need help. I don’t know exactly how to ask for it, but with my big mouth I’m sure I’ll figure it out. Hopefully I can do it without talking about monkey balls or unclogging my drains with diet cola.

“To our viewers at home,” Aiko says as the crawl at the bottom of the screen shows a parade of Twitter news stream hashtags like #AtLeastTheresNoZombies! “We’re going now to some views of the northeastern glaciers. Apparently there are some new developments in the northeastern section of Greenland as well.”

The screen melts from a satellite view of the glacier into an aerial one—an overhead panorama of all those ice fields, probably from a drone. Then the scene changes and the TV fills with acres and acres of meltwater lakes, sparkly turquoise ponds which are quietly—and beautifully—eating away at the ice under them. My stomach tightens. The voice-over is so calm it seems like those educational films you watched in school, only terrifying. By the time I was eight, I’d seen more pictures of the Greenland ice sheet than most Greenlanders. This is not how it should look.

“Is this behavior a function of global warming?” Aiko says. Her head is tilted slightly to the side, her face inquisitive but composed. She looks like an unthreatening but slightly sexy librarian.

“No, no, of course not,” the other man says. Underneath him, the tagline HOWARD BUTTONS—NOTED METEOROLOGIST appears.

“Oh, him! My pop hates this guy,” I say to Zack, trying to ignore how warm he is in the air-conditioned room. I adjust myself in my seat, moving my hand over juuuust enough so my pinky is brushing against his. Am I going to go to hell because I’m flirting in the midst of a dire ecological moment? Or will I go to hell because I’m not sorry for flirting in the midst of a dire ecological moment?

Howard Buttons continues, “This nonsense about global warming and climate change has to end. Change is a normal aspect of the world we live in. This is just fear mongering at its worst. We’ve never seen the type of disruption being talked about here by Mr.—”

“Doctor,” Aadi Sood says.

“You know, this is nothing but another attempt to try to improve your credentials. Most PhDs don’t use doctor as a descriptor. It’s nothing but more elitist pandering—”

“In my case,” Sood says, “I am both a PhD and a medical doctor. So—”

“Oh, alright, alright,” Howard says, waving his arms, the caterpillars in an angry arch.

“It doesn’t really matter,” Dr. Sood says, his voice sharp. “If a significant percentage of the ice sheet shears off for any reason, it will be a catastrophic environmental disaster resulting in a massive global climate change, destabilizing local weather patterns, potentially disrupting thermohaline circulation—the engine responsible for the ocean’s deep warming currents—and increasing the severity of tropical storms. It will condemn our children and our children’s children to a nightmare of weather extremes, uncertainty, death, and despair. At this point it does not matter who or what is behind the increased temperatures we’ve seen in recent years. What matters is there’s a way to slow down this process: by burning less fossil fuels, increasing our use of renewable energy sources, consuming less. That just might do it. Umhumph.”

“It might,” Howard says, mocking Sood’s voice. “Might. You can’t say for sure, because you only have a theory.”

“That’s how science works,” Dr. Sood says, readjusting himself in his chair in a way which can only be described as mildly aggressive. “It’s a series of theories, some of which get disproved over time, others which don’t. Perhaps you remember all this from grade one science class? In any case, my position is it will. If the ocean rises by even a few feet, it will result in decimation for millions of people who live in low-lying shoreline areas. Forty percent of the globe’s population lives within fifty miles of a coastline.”

It occurs to me I’ve been holding my breath.

“You’re probably not invited to a lot of dinner parties, are you?” Howard’s face is set in a snicker.

“I’m not really concerned about being the life of the party,” Dr. Sood snaps. “I’m more worried about saving the bloody world so we can get dinner on the table at all.”

“How is it possible the hockey game is being pre-empted by two boring dudes talking about nothing?” James says to no one in particular.

The show zings back to the news desk and Sood and Buttons are still bickering, their voices raised, a note of hysteria underpinning it all. Dr. Sood is holding what looks like a cardboard image of an underwater city—and really, you have to wonder about someone who’d kill all those trees just to make a point—while Howard Buttons quotes Leviticus. The camera jumps to Greenland, to Dr. Susan Wong, who works on my dad’s current research project.

“Snack?” Zack says to me, holding out a piece of dried fruit. I nod and bite into it. Apple.

“Hello from Greenland,” Dr. Susan squeaks. She’s mousy but fierce, her dyed-red hair splashing out of her hood. She once bought me tequila in that small bar in the tiny California town where I used to live and got us in free after showing the bouncer her tramp stamp. I’m glad she’s there with my pop.

“This is Aiko Takahashi,” Aiko says, looking now at the camera. For a moment, her mask of professional detachment falls away and you can see a mix of irritation and anxiety stamped on her features. “Dr. Wong, what can you tell us?”

“We’ve seen a huge increase in melt activity and temperatures soaring in the last few weeks, with a sharp jump seventy-two hours ago. Dr. Sheldon Brightly from Stanford University—”

“Oh, that’s my pop,” I say to Zack.

“—says he thinks we’re on the verge of a cataclysmic event here in Greenland.”

There’s a cataclysmic event in my stomach when I hear this, one which makes me think I might throw up again.

“He believes this calving event is going to be significant.”

“Jesus wouldn’t have made the platypus so ugly unless he had a divine plan—” Button shouts off-camera.

“You’re a platypus!” Dr. Sood yells back at him.

“You wish you were as attractive as a platypus!” Button hollers.

“Gentlemen,” Aiko Takahashi snaps.

“Sorry, say again?” Dr. Susan says. “I’m having some trouble hearing you. It’s a bit noisy—”

“Alright, we’ve lost Dr. Wong. We’re going now to rejoin our Glacier Excursion Drone,” Aiko says, and you can almost hear the registered trademark in her undertone. For some reason, this feels like a positive moment; if we still have the energy and resources to brand our catastrophes, then things can’t be so bad after all.

Right?

But it’s hard to grasp what happens next. The TV screen is back on that perky little drone, buzzing away over the northeastern ice sheet like a new-age worker bee, people all over the globe watching its progress. Totally normal. But then it crests a peak and we see it: a massive meltwater lake, one spanning leagues beyond the camera’s lens, miles and miles and motherfucking miles across. As the drone buzzes over it—an endless sea of glistening turquoise water on top of all that ice—the ground opens up in front of us and a whirlpool materializes, like God himself has just yanked out a bathtub stopper. And as we watch, that ocean starts to drain.

Then there’s an ear-splitting crack like nothing you’ve ever heard before. It shakes my guts in a primal, death-rattling sort of way. The camera switches to an ocean view—it doesn’t say where it is, but does it really matter?—at Greenland’s edge. As rows and rows—acres, hectares, furlongs—of ice explode.









Chapter Twelve—It’s Not Creepy, It’s Technology




It’s like eighteen volcanoes erupting, the colors crisp and vivid on the quantum-dot Ultra HD TV, the noises crashingly vibrant in ear-rattling surround sound. It goes on and on and on and on, a whirlwind of destruction, the glacier collapsing from every possible angle, the icebergs Old Testament angry as they crash into the water before megathrusting out of the sea. An endless mist of icy vapor geysers into the air.

What makes the meltwater lakes collapse? Why does the ice lift off its mooring and fling itself into the ocean? Is it the fallout from the factory farming which brings us our Happy Meals, all those fossil fuels we billow into the atmosphere via our morning commute? Have all our tiny lifestyle excesses helped the Apocalypse sneak up on us?

Or is it God’s will after all?

The ice doesn’t care that we can’t agree on what’s going on. The ice leaves it to us to figure it all out later.

The screen flickers before careening back to the glacier. We can see the earth underneath one of the observation cameras being chewed up as the camera falls off its legs; you can almost feel the icy, clinging fingers reaching for it. The screen shifts, maybe to a boat—maybe to the Glacier Excursion Drone™—in front of Jakobshavn, trained on the water, now a slurry of icy oatmeal. It’s a strangely bloodless moment when all of us are used to a world where catastrophe means watching blood-drenched terrorist attacks, the aftermaths of bombs and tornadoes, people’s homes unzipped for the world to see, hysterical victims. But there are no bombs here, no formerly quaint shingled houses yawning open, no blood staining the snow.

“Holy motherfucking fuck,” Zack whispers.

The camera switches to the meltwater lake on the northeast coast, draining through an icy waterfall moulin, the sound like fifteen Niagaras with an Angel Falls thrown in for good measure, like the whole world is crashing down the drain. The exposed ice is the bluest blue, the shapes artistic and bold and vibrant.

It is beautiful.

And still the ice disappears, everyone’s future sliding into the ocean along with it.

I’m having a hard time breathing.

“It’s going to stop soon, right?” James says to me, like I’m the one in control.

I reach over and take Zack’s hand in mine. His fingers are ice.

The screen is back on an aerial view, and suddenly there’s a squawk-feather-thud collision. Then, darkness. The camera switches to the newsroom. All three of them look furious, Aiko Takahashi now sitting between Sood and Buttons.

“What was that?” Aiko asks. “What just happened to our Glacier Excursion Drone?”

“A bird,” Buttons says. “A penguin, probably.”

“Penguins don’t live in the Arctic. And! They! Can’t! Fly!” Sood snarls. His jacket has come unbuttoned and you can see the green ribbon of his left suspender jutting out.

“Am I wrong,” Zack says, his voice husky, “or does it look like he’s going to punch the other dude?”

“If they didn’t come to blows over that platypus thing, he’s probably safe,” I whisper, chewing on a thumbnail.

Howard Buttons adjusts his tie before looking directly into the camera. “Well, maybe those penguins evolved,” he says, his voice like the snottiest teenager, the world’s brattiest brat.

“Seriously? What the f—” It’s Dr. Sood who gets cut off as the screen switches to commercial. When a series of educational messages about diarrhea has finished up, Howard Buttons is gone, and Aadi Sood’s jacket is creased, like he and Buttons came to blows after all.

“Doctor, what’s your take on this? What’s just happened?” Aiko Takahashi seems to be fighting tears.

“I don’t know,” he says, his eyes fixated on her like she’s the only thing that makes any sense. “I’ll have to examine some satellite photos. It’s the Jakobshavn in the south…and then the northeastern coast… A massive portion of the glacier is now…gone. I mean, did you see that? It’s just gone.”

Aiko’s mike rattles as she inhales. “What does this mean for us here in America?”

“I don’t want to…I don’t have…”

It looks like someone off-screen is talking to Aiko. Then she squares her shoulders and meets the camera face-on. If you look closely, you can see a growing mascara pond under her left eye. “Hypothetical only. Worst case scenario.” The pond becomes a lake.

Sood takes his tie and rubs the sweat off his forehead with it. He looks shattered. “Worst case scenario would mean we’ll be enmeshed in a feedback loop which will lead to even further warming.” He pauses, flicks the tie over his left hand, and adds, in a gravelly, we’re-all-about-to-die voice, “It means we have now hit the tipping point in terms of climate change. It means the world will never be the same again.”

In our safe little room in Toronto, sitting on comfortable couches surrounded by food and water and superfluous 1950s memorabilia, no one says anything, probably because we all have the distinct impression Sood is not exaggerating. It feels like all the oxygen in the lounge has been used up, until Sura steps forward and clicks off the television with an elegant flick of her wrist, her digital SmartBucks bracelet-wearable thunking against the TV enclosure.

And the spell is broken.

I look around; the lounge has swelled with staff, people standing, sitting, slouched, leaning. Everyone is panting a bit, their business-casual ensembles suddenly rumpled.

“I don’t know what all the fuss is about, but we all have work to do, yes?” Sura says. “Watch TV on your own time, please. We have a merger to execute.” Everyone’s eyes follow her as she pivots and walks to the water cooler, where she siphons off a glass before leaving.

After she’s gone, James—nice, friendly James—turns around and gives me a filthy look, like all of this is my fault. Zack catches his eye and holds it steady.

“You’d think your dad could have warned everyone about all this,” James says, jerking his chin at the screen. Someone’s already turned the TV back on and CNN is on commercial again, likely so Aiko Takahashi can stop crying and so Dr. Sood can find Howard Buttons and finish beating the shit out of him.

“Easy,” Zack says, his voice just on the hard edge of being civil. This one word gets James to his feet, and after a moment where I’m not sure what he’s going to do, he storms from the room.

“Jesus.” I have to fight the nausea inside me.

“Let’s go,” Zack says. When I don’t answer, he puts his arm out and lifts me up gently. I feel numb as he maneuvers both of us through the office. I feel numb when he detours to Noah Hale’s desk, a snappy-dressing twenty-something accountant who favors bowties. We all pile into a cab, and about ten minutes later we’re ensconced in a booth at The Flying Beaver—another animal that doesn’t actually fly, unless it’s evolved like those penguins—a pub which is too far for most people from work to venture to at lunch.

Zack and Noah sit down opposite me, and we all order a drink: scotch for Noah, beer for Zack, a martini for me. “Noah is my cousin,” Zack says, and abruptly adds, “Why did you ask me if we ran HarmoneeHome software at the office?”

If I was in a non-worried-about-the-world-ending mood, I’d probably be happier about the concern in his eyes. I sigh as I knead my forehead with my fingers. I am exhausted. But I’m also tired of pretending I don’t need help. “I got a call on Monday from a hacker who said I’m here illegally because I don’t have a visa number, which he figured out because he went through a bunch of our HarmoneeHome information and—get this—I’m using someone else’s SIN number. He wants fifteen grand or he’s going to turn me in to Immigration by Thursday at four. On the dot. So I went to Sura and Ignacio, who both said everything was fine and this guy is just playing games with us. But last night this guy—Homer—hacked into my house and gave me a light show in my living room like I was at a rave. So…” I look at both of them. “I think that’s it.”

“Jesus,” Noah mutters.

Zack says, “After I saw you yesterday I set up a test account on a dummy laptop and ran a report on what settings changed on it after I logged in to the HarmoneeHome website. Then I crawled the—”

“I don’t know what that means,” I say, thinking, Where’s my drink?

“Who could know such a thing?” Noah adds, in a voice that says, Don’t forget about mine.

“It’s like a super-complicated computer search thingie nerdy people like me do. I checked the network for other machines with the same changed settings. There were six of them, all belonging to executives, plus yours, Cami. Most everyone else would access HarmoneeHome from a cell or wearable. I scanned those computers for files which have been altered or opened in the last week. I wasn’t looking for anything in particular, but you know one of the things I did find on one of those machines? A friggin’ Excel file with everyone’s SIN numbers in it, or at least I’m assuming that’s what it was because the filename was sin_numbers.xls.”

The waitress, Jean, who regularly sports a plunging neckline and a sassy smile—significantly less sassy today—drops off our drinks. I sip mine; heavy on the vermouth, but still perfect. In three big swallows it’s almost empty, and once it starts to take hold of me I feel strong enough to speak. “So we’re dealing with two different issues: I’m somehow using someone else’s SIN, and someone found out about it because they’re rifling through our work information. How?”

Zack makes an aw shit gesture of defeat with his shoulders. “It depends on the nature of the vulnerability that the HarmoneeHome guys found, the one they originally reported to Ignacio. I don’t think this hacker dude got in via our work network; probably he got to those laptops because the execs took them to their houses and accessed the Harmonee website from behind some piece of shit home firewall.”

I empty my martini. “But how did these hacker people change settings on these six machines without you realizing it? Can they do that?” When I see his face, I add, “No offense.”

He sighs again, his shoulders slumped as he traces the lip of his glass with a finger. “The changes made were so small—a little tweak to the web browser settings and a cookie file dropped on the hard drive, which is standard operating procedure when accessing most websites. It wasn’t a virus, so it didn’t set off any virus scan.”

“Okay, I—”

“Look, anyone who tells you today that your digital information is totally secure is lying to you. Just straight-up lying. Nothing is ever truly safe. I mean, you have locks on your car doors, but someone can always come along and bust a window open. You can wear a seatbelt but still get crushed by a semi—”

“I think we’ve probably had enough car analogies,” Noah says.

“You can never have enough car analogies.” Zack gives Noah a dour look.

I close my eyes. “It’s so creepy. Cookies, browsers, virus scans—”

“It’s not creepy, it’s technology,” Zack says.

And then Patrice’s “I Read Your E-mail” T-shirt zips through my memory. “Did you open the file?” I ask.

“I’m not really supposed to.”

“But you can, can’t you?”

“I’m our company’s security officer, and if I see something suspicious… I guess… I did snag a copy of it.” He slips his laptop out of his bag and starts typing. “Aw, crap,” he says after a minute. “It’s got SIN numbers, HarmoneeHome IDs, our addresses, DOBs, everything, all in the same file, with a filename which says, basically, ‘come steal me.’” He grips his glass so hard I’m afraid it’ll crack.

“So who’s using my SIN number?” I ask.

Zack hits a few keys. “Oh, God,” he says. He runs the same command again. “It’s Sura. And the file was on her laptop. Is on her laptop.”

“So she slaps a SIN number on your records, and voila, you’re invisible,” Noah says. “She hides you in a system she controls.”

“No way. It’s got to be a typo or something,” I say. My latest martini is whooshing around the bottom of my stomach.

“How can you be so sure?” Noah asks. His eyes look glassy.

“I explained the whole thing to her. If she somehow set this up, wouldn’t she have freaked out? I mean, it was the equivalent of me running into her office and screaming, ‘The jig is up!’”

“I—”

“Forget it,” I say, my martini now tsunami-ing around my stomach. “It’s ridiculous. It’s a crime—and there’s no way she wouldn’t get caught eventually. It’s got to be a mistake. Or someone else did it.”

“What did she say to you?” Zack asks, his voice quiet.

“It’s a competitor, it’s a joke, blah blah blah. She was very calm. She didn’t react at all.”

“At all?”

“Nada. Nothing.” I jab at the air with my finger. “You’d have to be a sociopath to be that chill. You’d have to be some kind of liar.”

Zack signals for another round.

“But just because there’s a SIN number mix-up doesn’t mean I don’t have a visa.”

“True,” Noah says. “All this could just be a simple clerical error—”

“Exactly!” I say.

“But jumping from that one piece of data to knowing anything about the status of your visa is a totally different thing. Who is this guy? He’s hacked HarmoneeHome, he’s hacked into more than one Zumbido computer, and his day job is at Immigration Canada? I mean, that’s a lot of pies to have a finger in.”

“Goddammit, now I want pie,” Zack says, banging his fist on the table.

“Have you talked to the police?” Noah asks.

“Ignacio told me not to. But if there is a problem with my visa, I don’t think being an illegal alien and strolling into a cop shop is gonna really work out so well for me. Especially since the police think I might have had something to do with an almond heist last Friday.” I blink, then, and it all comes back to me, my nightmare from this morning: me looking down the barrel of a gun, my feet trapped in blocks of ice.

I’m starting to think I might need a hug.

The two of them look at each other. “Oh, this you have to explain,” Zack says. “Truly.”

I take the saltshaker, the pepper mill, and the container of sweeteners on the table and arrange them into the criminally oriented convoy I was a part of last week. “I’m the Splenda,” I say, looking at Zack. “Because I’m so sweet.”

“Of course.”

Then I reenact Toronto’s only known nut-napping.

“Okay, that’s…strange,” Noah says when I’m done.

The three of us nurse our drinks. It feels like this is the whole world: this table, this little pub. I don’t ever want to leave.

“We have to tell Ignacio,” Noah says.

“Ignacio got on a plane this morning,” Zack answers. “En route to the Maximum Overdrive head offices in Montreal. I’ll send him a status report, but I wouldn’t plan on having him bail any of us out of this anytime soon.”

I look down at the table. “What would be the point of using someone else’s SIN number?”

“Let me put my accounting hat on,” Noah says.

Both Zack and I watch him, wordless.

“I don’t have a hat. It’s a metaphor.” Noah rolls his eyes. “There are a few ways scams like this work. She could have futzed with your deductions. Or maybe she isn’t filing her own taxes if you’re using her number. That kind of thing.”

“Shouldn’t somebody clue in when more than one person is using a SIN number?” Zack asks.

“Not necessarily,” Noah says. “I mean, officially it shouldn’t happen, but SINs aren’t unique identifiers. Privacy laws help obfuscate this kind of stuff, which means the federal government doesn’t track information as closely as you think they do. Especially since the changes to the tax code in 2018. I mean, seriously, don't get me started on them. I—”

“Jesus,” Zack says.

Jean brings the next round.

“I could give him the money, this guy,” I say. “Homer, or whatever his name is.”

“Do you have it?” Zack asks.

I shake my head. “Or I could get a lawyer. Except I don’t know anything about lawyers.” What Google search terms do you use when trying to find one in my particular niche? Being blackmailed? Sort of in the country illegally? We can help!

“I think—” Noah says.

“Because, you know, I don’t even have a dentist.” I hiccup.

“We have to stop this guy.” Noah says. “He’ll do it to someone else.”

“I just want him to leave me alone.”

“I have to be…careful about how all this is communicated, Camilla,” Zack says. “I have to figure out exactly what information is compromised, and I need to protect myself in case my network was breached after all.”

My stomach twists. “Of course. I hadn’t thought about that.”

“Most of these guys like to announce their hacks,” Zack says. “But no one’s made it public that they’ve gotten their hands on any of our company data. Which means it’s likely some small-time thing. Over eighty percent of hacks come from the inside.”

“Well, that’s good,” I say.

“From the inside?” Noah says, his voice strained.

“The quiet dudes are the ones you really need to worry about,” Zack says. “Because normally, they’re frigging nuts.”

Noah looks horrified. “If they’re ferreting through your information, they’re doing the same to other staff members.”

I squint at him.

“You’ve met my wife Grace,” he says slowly. He blinks a few times, palms his latest drink.

I nod.

There’s a long silence. “I kind of also have another wife.”

“Oh my God!” I put my hand over my mouth. “Do they know about each other? Are you a bigamist?”

“It’s not like that,” he says.

“I find it surprising, this bigamy.” I grin.

“Yes, they know about each other,” Noah says, with a jeez, Camilla tone in his voice. “Seeing as how we all live together. I mean, only Grace and I are legally married, but the three of us are a triad. A triad is a—”

“I’m from California,” I say, waving him off. Who knew Noah, quiet, studious Noah—an accountant!—was a polyamorist? True love truly is awesome, I think, although it’s possible my most recent martini is casting a brighter light on all this than there really is. At this point, I’m not sure if I ever want to sober up.

“It just kind of happened,” he says, taking a long pull of his drink before continuing. “When I set up HarmoneeHome I created profiles for all three of us, and it’s only a matter of time until our friendly neighborhood hacker figures out I have two wives, if he doesn’t know already.”

“You know, all this technology really is ruining our lives,” I say to Zack, gesturing with my martini glass. “Man can’t even have two wives anymore.”

“I didn’t tell him to be polyamorous,” Zack says.

“You shouldn’t criticize,” Noah says to me.

“Why?”

“Because wife number two is a lawyer.” Noah sets his tumbler on the table with a thunk.








Chapter Thirteen—disHarmonee




I lean back against the booth. The cushions are plush and perfect and I want to stay here forever, so if the world ends after all, at least I’ll be surrounded by vodka. “You couldn’t open with that?” I say. “Seriously?”

“I thought we were just going for drinks because the world is ending,” Noah says in a don’t blame me tone.

“Well, we are,” I say, plinking my glass against his. “We’re multitasking.”

“If we’re going to help each other,” he says, “we have to trust each other.”

Out of the corner of my eye I can see the TV sporting an unbelievably long ticker: Toronto Police Chief Monica Blaire asks for calm after officers Taser a handcuffed seventy-two-year-old man, citing the city’s elevated terror alert status and increased vigilance on the part of the force as a result of the recent Anju Schwartz killing.

“So do we?” Noah repeats.

“Do we what?”

“Trust each other.”

“Yes,” Zack says. A muscle jumps on his jaw line as he says it.

I put my head in my hands. It’s not so easy, all this Kumbaya trust stuff. I don’t know how to do this. I don’t know if I can do this.

The TV’s ticker turns into: BREAKING UPDATE IN ANJU SCHWARTZ CASE. Blearily, I think, no matter what happens, who they find and punish, her story is over. Mine is still going. And I need all the help I can get. I might not know anything about being a co-conspirator, but my dad is a genius. I’ll muddle through.

I nod, once.

“My wife’s name is Diane,” Noah says. “She works for a small Toronto law firm. Do you want her help?”

“Yes,” I say. “Please.”

Noah straightens his bowtie and pats his hair down before reaching for his briefcase. He props his iPad mini on a stand and directs it towards the three of us, smiling winningly at the screen. I glance around the pub—still no one here but us—as he Skypes wife number two. She answers right away, lines crinkling the sides of her eyes as she smiles at Noah.

“Hi, honey,” she says.

“Hey, babe. I’m with Zack and a friend from work. We need your help. Got a sec?” Noah brings her up to speed, focusing on the accounting, not nerdy, aspects of my little situation, which just goes to show how many different—and terrible—ways there are to look at all this.

Diane shifts so she’s looking at me. I can see her outline on the screen: stark business suit, aggressive shoulder pads, her black hair in a neat chignon. She probably dresses down because she’s gorgeous: light brown eyes, olive complexion, Cupid’s bow smile. “Camilla?” Her voice is professional and no-nonsense, except for the slightly husky undertone, which it sounds like she’s trying to flatten out. This is a woman who wants to be taken seriously.

“Yes,” I say.

“I’m not an immigration specialist, but we do have someone on staff who is. I think I can get him to help you out.”

“Thank you so much.” I try to stifle a hiccup-burp. “What do you think I’m looking at?”

“Let’s say you are here improperly. If you’ve overstayed your student visa, you could be subject to sanctions in Canada, prison time, even. This will affect your ability to travel internationally and find gainful employment. But your bigger problem here is that your employer has potentially stolen your identity. Well, sort of. And—”

“I just can’t believe that’s the case. It makes no sense.”

“Perhaps the offender didn’t think it all the way through, Camilla. Criminals aren’t exactly known for planning everything out.” She smiles. “Which is why we’ve got all those jails. And a savvy white-collar criminal—especially someone who’s pulled a scam like this before—will know the police don’t tend to pursue this type of crime vigorously. Often the victim won’t make an official complaint, and corporations are hesitant to publicly expose the fact they let a criminal victimize their staff. Zumbido is the ultimate environment for a predator to operate in, if you think about it—most of the staff is young and on contract, and it’s a hyper-competitive workplace. A perfect storm.”

I blink. “So they could get away with it?”

She nods. “They might.”

“And I get deported?”

“It’s hard to say.”

“But it’s possible, right?”

She sighs. “Things often depend on the discretion of the individual who’s enforcing the law. And with the political climate these days… Everyone’s a little protectionist. So it’s possible.”

“Well—”

“But I can’t advise you legally, I’m afraid. This is not even close to my area.”

I resist the urge to blurt out, Is it really so hard to give me a straight answer second wife of Noah whose name I’ve already forgotten? Instead I say, “What can I do?”

“We,” she says heavily, “are all going to help each other. If your company data has been breached, our family is also at risk. Grace is a teacher at a private school, and if our family dynamic gets out she’ll be fired.” She turns to Noah. “This is why Grace needs to quit, Noah. Until we come out of the closet, we’re always going to be vulnerable.”

“Okay, okay,” Noah says in a tone that indicates they’ve had this conversation before.

“Camilla, we have two problems: shut down this hacker so all of our information is secured, and make sure you don’t get deported,” Diane says. “Do you have your visa?”

The room is suddenly sticky hot. “I can’t find it. But I asked HR for a copy.”

“And have they supplied it as yet?”

I scroll through my e-mail. “No, but—” I pause. There’s a new voice mail which must’ve come in while I was focused on my drinking. The message is from Sura, asking me to call her back. I almost trip over myself dialing her cell.

“Hi,” she says briskly. “I’ve put my hands on your visa number.”

It’s impossible to describe the level of relief I feel, like I’ve just been handed a basket of puppies, the right pair of shoes on sale, the Greenland Ice Sheet duct-taped back together. “That’s great, thanks! Can you e-mail it to me?”

Instead, she starts reciting the numbers. “Uh…can you repeat that, please?” I grab Zack’s phone and type it out.

“Hopefully we can close the book on all this now,” she says.

“Yes, of course. Of course. Thank you.”

“Good,” she says, and the phone is disconnected.

“Ohmigod,” I say, smiling. I feel like I can breathe for the first time in days. “I’m so, so sorry. This has all been for nothing.”

Noah and his wife—well, one of his wives—exchange a glance. “This is great news, Camilla. Why don’t I get it run through the system and make sure?”

“Of course,” I say, then read off the number for her. “Thank you.”

“I’ll be in conference most of today and until late tomorrow night,” she says to Noah. “And the courthouse is on lockdown because of the terror status, so I’m not confident about being able to make it home before midnight. Can you and Grace organize the grocery shopping?” The two of them wrap up their triad-oriented domestic duties—and I’m not judging, because I have my own problems, but they sound kind of boring—before hanging up.

“Alright,” Zack says as he reaches over to squeeze my arm. “One problem down, one to go. How do we find this guy?”

“Can’t you reverse hack him or something?” Noah says.

“Stop watching cyber-thrillers. I don’t control the Internet.” He grins. “Yet. What I really need is to understand the scope of the HarmoneeHome vulnerability.”

The three of us sit there glumly.

“You know,” I say finally, “the woman who configured the system in my house was an engineer, not a regular installer. She said she designed the system. It seemed like a big deal.”

“Uh-huh,” Zack says. “That’s the definition of a big deal. Can you ask her to help us?”

I try not to focus on how much I like the way his voice sounds when he says the word us as I dial the number Patrice gave me. It rings and rings before beeping for voice mail. There’s no outgoing message, and for some reason this jump-starts a spurt of outrage inside me. “This is Camilla Brightly,” I say, my voice unexpectedly raspy. “You were at my house this past Saturday, telling me how awesome your system is. You gave me this number and said if anything went wrong I should call you personally. Well, here I am calling you personally. Man, how things change, what with the security breach and all. Not to mention, I got a blackmail demand from a very angry nerd who wants a lot of my money, not that I have any. Fun, eh? I’m at the Flying Beaver—” I read the address off the menu. “Since I work for the PR company your firm uses, I’ll be happy to tank your reputation if I don’t get some help. Your personal reputation. Give us a call back or, hey, join me for a drink if you get a spare minute. M’kay?” I click the phone off and put it down on the table before running my fingers through my hair.

My house, when I was growing up, was a quiet one, and my pop’s only rule was that we solve problems using logic, not anger. Like Spock. And robots. But anger isn’t always bad. It can keep you alive. I feel angry now, and angry feels good. It feels like a direction.

“Nice,” Zack says.

I get up, my cell still on the table. “Answer if it rings, please,” I say, smiling sweetly at him.

In the bathroom, I splash some cold water on my face and examine myself in the mirror. I look terrible—my skin is red and blotchy—and exhausted. And not just a little drunk. I wash my hands a few times before making my way back to the booth. The pub is almost empty; the staff is behind the counter, watching the news on TV.

Focus, I try to tell myself. One disaster at a time.

“She’s coming to your place,” Zack says. “Later this afternoon.”

“Jesus. I can’t believe that worked. I’ve never threatened anyone before.”

“You’ve got a real knack for it,” Zack says as he signals for the bill. “If you do get fired, you could have a whole new career in extortion.”

“Is it wrong that I feel like that’s a compliment?”

Noah taps the side of the table with his wedding ring. “Do you remember that guy… What was his name?”

I pull my gaze away from the TVs over the bar, now showing watery, aquamarine-blue ice fields in the process of dying.

“No,” Zack says.

“The Scottish guy, the one who always kept to himself. Ate lunch alone, barely talked? He went to Scotland for Christmas and never came back—”

“Angus,” Zack says, brightening. “I remember him. No one could figure out where he went. He e mailed me later, wanted to talk. But I never got back to him, mostly because I’d never said a word to the guy.”

“What if he went home for Christmas, and he couldn’t get back into the country because his visa was no good?” Noah says.

I blink. “They could have fixed that. He could have just called—”

“Sura,” Zack finishes the thought for me. “And if she was the one who screwed with his visa, then—” He tilts his head. “Poof. No more Angus.”

“Have you left the country since you started working at Zumbido?” Noah asks.

“No.” I shake my head. “Not enough money. But maybe that guy just…went home? If Sura was up to something like that, all strange Scottish guy would’ve had to do is call Ignacio. He would have helped.”

“Is he helping you now?” Noah says.

I sigh. “Alright, point taken. But I still can’t believe Sura would do something like that.” I stand and lean against the booth. I don’t know exactly what kind of shit I’m in, but I don’t see any happy endings looming on the horizon.”

“Why?” Zack says.

“How could someone with such great shoes be so evil?” I ask.

Noah leans forward, his eyes kind. “How do you think she affords them?”

Zack and I are sitting on my couch, drinking coffee in an attempt to sober me up, and you’d better believe that when that vote was taken, I lost. Zack also made me unplug my coffee machine just in case it’s still transmitting its evil signals, so I had to boil grounds over the stove like a pioneer, a task which hasn’t done much to improve my mood. We both agreed not to watch the news out of Greenland, so instead we’re rotting our brains with a Netflix marathon of the Real Housewives franchise. I lost that vote too.

Zack and I have tucked into Fred’s pie, which is—literally—the best goddamn pie I have ever had in my entire life. While he was eating, Zack replaced my shitty firewall with one he’d brought from his personal stash, which is, according to him, very unshitty. It’s a sign of my mental state that this felt like a grand romantic gesture.

He explained some of what he was doing to me, but I was too focused on my pie to really listen. Plus I couldn’t understand a word he was saying. I did ask him to unHarmonize my home, but he says he’s never looked at the software, their online FAQ is shit, and he doesn’t know any more than I do. So now he has his laptop open as we watch grown women bicker about poodles and pasties. Olive should do a group counseling session with these Real Housewives chicks.

When my doorbell rings, I pull the curtain to the side. Patrice is standing on the front porch. Her Google Glasses catch the light, and a pang of irritation sparks up inside me, with her and all this technology. Don’t these people feel any responsibility for protecting our information? Isn’t it their job to keep us safe? I pause before opening the door and try to wave those thoughts off. Right now I need my life to proceed in tiny, bite-sized pieces: unHarmonize my home, eat some carbs, inhale a few more martinis, ignore the rest of the world. That’s all the room my brain has.

“Nice message,” Patrice says to me.

Calm, I tell myself. Don’t get angry. Do not beat her to death with the HarmoneeHome hub.

Her movements are brisk as we walk to the living room. “So what’s going on here?”

“Let’s see…I’m being blackmailed by someone who claims I’m in the country illegally, my TV was on when I came home yesterday, and last night he ran a rave-worthy lightshow in my living room. I think you’re all caught up now.”

“Where are you from, anyway? And why didn’t you unplug the HarmoneeHome hub?” Patrice asks.

“California. And I did.” I point at the nest of cables in the corner of the room.

“And the stuff which isn’t going through the hub?”

“Obviously I missed a few things.”

She sighs. “I’ll take a look at what’s still configured, but I’m not sure what else I can do…”

“What’s the extent of the hack?” Zack asks. “An intruder can access the local data on a computer, yes?”

She nods.

“But how? It’s just a login to a web browser, not a software installation. I have a security policy in the office which doesn’t allow end users to install programs. So how could this happen?”

“You’ve signed the non-disclosure, right?”

Zack nods.

“Through the user’s web browser,” she says. “There’s an unreported security flaw which can get leveraged when the HarmoneeHome site is logged in to. It changes a minor—or so we thought—browser setting which allows the attacker to access the local file system. From there he could open a shell and hop to other machines.”

“What’s a shell?” I ask.

Patrice doesn’t even look my way before launching into a barrage of jargon, like she’s speaking a dialect that includes—but is not confined to—English. I understand maybe one out of four words.

But Zack is nodding along with her. “That’s about what I thought. How did you find out about the hack?”

“One of our execs got some…inconvenient photographs from his hard drive e-mailed to him.” Patrice rubs her forehead with the heel of her palm. “I’m sorry about the light show, Camilla. You have a control panel on your fuse box which is reporting directly into HarmoneeHome, which is probably what caused it.”

“I do?”

“Yup. The other issues are likely one-offs. I’ll go through my list.” She starts stomping around the house, ticking things off on her tablet.

Zack puts his hand over mine, laces our fingers together. “We’ll figure this out, Camilla.”

When I hear the word we, I can’t help but get swoony.

Jesus, Camilla. Focus.

Patrice eventually flops onto my easy chair. “Alright, we’re all clear. Your issues should be sorted out now.”

“We need to get our hands on this guy. Maybe we can convince him to keep his mouth shut somehow,” Zack muses.

“Our security department is working on it and I’ll forward them the information about this breach. Everything is fine here, and I don’t know what else you want from me,” Patrice says, sounding peevish.

Zack puts his elbows on his knees. “Hook me up with your security dudes. I have a lot of experience in beta testing. Are you working on a patch?”

She nods.

“Let me help,” Zack says.

“It’s an internal issue, so no dice. I can’t do any more. I mean, I’ve already unHarmonized her home.” She stands up, looks ready to leave.

“What do you mean, that’s all you can do?” The words erupt out of me before I can stop them, not that I’m trying all that hard. Everything inside me is raw and ragged and ruined. There has to be something else she can do.

“Camilla—” Zack starts.

“I always knew this was a terrible idea. Your stupid company violated my space, my security, my—”

“Good God,” Patrice says, hands on hips. “If you knew it was such a bad idea, why did you go along with it?”

“I didn’t have a choice. My boss made me.”

“Oh, whatever,” she snaps. “Everyone always has a choice. With everything. Your whole life is made up of choices. If you’ve got a boss who’s making you do things you don’t want, guess what you should do? Get a new job.” She turns to Zack. “Are we going to your place next?”

“I don’t have it set up.”

“Will you look at that,” Patrice says, her lip curled, her hands flailing around. “He didn’t get it set up. So it’s possible to resist the evil overlord who tried to force you to have an awesome system installed. Seriously, Camilla, grow up.” She turns towards my front door. “I’m done here. Everything is fine. Have a nice night, everybody.”

But then my refrigerator speaks.








Chapter Fourteen—Oh, Morty




“Intruder detected, backyard zone. Move your butt,” Morty warbles, and I could swear to God it sounds like he’s enjoying himself.

“What the actual fuck is that?” Zack asks.

Patrice is frozen in place.

“Oh, that,” I say. “That’s Morty.”

“And who is he?” Zack asks carefully.

“Refrigerator,” I say. “Sorry, I must have forgotten about Morty in all the brouhaha.”

“Backyard zone is unsecured,” Morty bleats. “That’s baaaaaaaaad.”

“What kind of demonic fucking refrigerator is this?” Zack says.

“Oh, I remember now,” Patrice says, her voice weary. “When did this start? And what else has he done?”

“Let’s see. The day after you set everything up, Morty ordered me, like, five hundred kilos of rutabagas. And he seems to be getting worse.”

“Is that why you have a rutabaga at your desk?” Zack says.

“Yes. Do you want it?”

“I’m good, thanks.”

Patrice hauls her laptop out of her briefcase and drags a kitchen chair across the floor. She plugs a USB cable into an interface on the bottom of Morty’s LED panel, which is now projecting video of the backyard, although there’s nothing waiting out there except yard work I have no intention of ever doing. Zack walks over and opens the back door, steps outside. He stands there for a minute, and when he sees there’s no screen, pulls the sliding door closed behind him.

The click of the lock makes my spine seize.

“Oh, shit,” Zack says, his voice distorted from behind the glass.

And then I’m on my feet, running to the front door, while my heart goes thumpetythump in my chest. I yank the door open before Morty, or HarmoneeHome, or Homer, or Satan, or maybe all four of them, can lock us in and kill us. The door opens easily in my hand, so easily I bang it right into my face. “Jesus,” I grumble on my way back to the kitchen.

“It’s in the security system,” Patrice mutters. She presses three buttons, turns the security system off. Then she’s typing in a text-based square on her computer, inputting a string of garbled letters.

Zack disappears from the backyard and walks around the house. Well, I’m presuming that. He might just be leaving.

“Hello, Lunar Queen. How may I help you?” Morty says.

“Who the hell is the Lunar Queen?” I say. “Because I really don’t have any more room in this house for anybody else.”

Patrice points a thumb at herself. “It’s my nic.”

“Ah.” I drag a chair over. “And how does my refrigerator know that?”

“It’s embedded in my shell,” she says, squinting. “This is really sophisticated for an appliance. It’s got an extensive camera system, voice recognition software, an uplink to the Internet, and a shopping cart function. This thing is more advanced than my last boyfriend.”

“I thought you said you’d unHarmonized everything?” I say, peering over. It looks like a shell is just a text box that can be typed in. You’d think she’d just say that.

“It was the crack of dawn when I came here,” she says. “I didn’t keep the best notes, I guess.”

“You guess? You guess? My God, don’t you care about your job? Or the customers you inflict this…techno-crap on? At all? We trust you people!” I have to stand. If I keep sitting beside her I’m going to shake her until her teeth rattle.

“Core security is reserved for super users,” Morty says.

“That sounds bad,” I say, “Really, really bad.”

“Not really. I’m trying to reconfigure the whole system,” she says, “so you don’t want just anyone doing that.”

“I just want my refrigerator to be cold,” I say. “Also, I like ice cubes. And blender drinks.” Which I wouldn’t mind having one of right now.

She types some more, and Zack, who thankfully didn’t decide to cut his losses and leave, pulls up a chair. The three of us huddle around the refrigerator like we’re defusing a bomb. I can remember sitting in this kitchen that one summer, my mom and I playing cribbage at our Formica table, our old-fashioned fridge sitting calmly where Morty is now. Never would I have believed I could be tormented by an appliance in this room.

“Nice try, Camilla Lou,” Morty says. He sounds distinctly irritated.

Patrice scowls when Morty starts to beep. “Oh, shut up,” she mutters.

“What?”

“It’s like Morty has a virus,” she says, and opens another screen, which launches a website. Then she downloads an app from the Morty website called Fridge Wipe. “Every time I try to do a reset from the command line, he reboots. And the master password is changed from when I was here the last time.”

“Are you sure?” Zack asks.

“Pretty,” she says. “It used to be password.”

“Well, for sure that wouldn’t have been a potential security problem,” Zack says drily.

“It’s an appliance, okay?” she says. “It’s not Area 51. Let’s just unplug him. It’s not like you have any food in it.” She reaches around the back and yanks the plug. Immediately, a high-pitched whine—which is making my brain melt—erupts from Morty.

Zack pulls up the manufacturer’s website on his Smartphone. Snickering, he reads, “Morty refrigeration systems all have an internal uninterruptible power supply which will run for three days in case of a power failure, so your food stays fresh.” He turns to face me. “You know, if your fridge wasn’t such an asshole, he’d be awesome.”

“Again, just like my last boyfriend,” Patrice says.

“There’s no manual for this model,” Zack says. “It’s listed as ‘coming soon.’”

The whine ratchets up a few notches.

“It’s a prototype,” I say helpfully.

“God, this noise is driving me crazy,” Patrice says.

“Can we smash the LED?” I ask.

“No,” Morty says.

“Can we unplug the network cable?” Zack asks.

“No,” Morty says.

Patrice shakes her head. “It’s wifi, and I can’t disable it.”

“I’m looking at a manual for another model in this line. It says to run an rm –rf on the command line,” Zack says. “In this subdirectory.” He shows her.

“Tried it,” Patrice says. “Believe it or not, I can actually type it out, but as soon as I get to the ‘f,’ Morty reboots.”

“Type something else?” Zack asks.

Patrice types echo Hello and presses enter. The screen lights up with Hello, Lunar Queen.

Zack rifles through his bag and comes up with a small set of screwdrivers before tracing the sides of the LED panel, which is mounted seemingly without screws. Like it’s magic. “I could take the door off,” he says.

“Listen,” Patrice says, her voice almost a shout over Morty’s whine. “I can’t frig around with this all day. I have actual work to do. Your home is unHarmonized, I promise. I’ve turned your security system off; give them a call and have them reboot everything. You’ll need to do the same with Morty’s tech support or have them come out. It’s just a fridge.”

“It’s a fridge that’s spying on me,” I say.

She pulls a pack of gum out of her bag, pops two pieces in her mouth, gnaws on them like she hasn’t eaten in six weeks, and then smoothes it all on top of Morty’s eye socket. “Voila,” she says, doing jazz hands.

“Well, thanks,” I say, trying to sound a little less hostile. I don’t want to be someone who wants to shake strangers until their teeth rattle. I don’t want all of this to drive me insane. I just don’t know how to maintain a calm façade in the middle of having my space violated and my nerves turned into goo. I guess that’s something to work on, being a bigger person.

If Morty doesn’t kill me first.

“It’s okay, Cami,” Zack says. “Patrice, you focus on finding your hacker and finishing the patch. Let me help. Camilla and I will take care of the fridge and the security system.”

“We will?” I say.

“We have to triage, Camilla,” he says.

Patrice stands up, plugs Morty back in. Immediately the noise stops. “Alright, Zack, I’ll give you a call in the morning. I’m thinking we can use all the help we can get. And I am sorry about all this.”

Patrice leaves by the front. As soon as the door closes, her gum falls off of Morty’s eye socket, and I swear to God he’s looking at me. I open the fridge to grab the bottle of wine, and I rest my hand on the other side while I scan what’s in there. Basically nothing but booze and ice cream, but I can’t leave Morty unplugged. It’ll make me mental and turn the whole neighborhood against me.

As I’m standing there, the freezer door slams on my hand. “What the hell, Morty?” I yell.

But Morty is silent, like he’s sulking. I pick up the bottle of wine and two glasses and sit down on the couch next to Zack. “Thanks for your help,” I say.

“Anything for you,” he says, grinning as he squeezes my knee. “It’s going to be okay, I promise.”

I do not want Zack to make me feel safe, or to rescue me, because I want to rescue myself. But maybe it’s the way the light is falling on his face, or the momentary lull in the shaky desperation of the last few days, but for a good long moment, I try let myself believe him.

The next morning dawns sunny. California, I think. I might be back there pretty soon, except that my dad has given up our old house because he’s in Texas this year. So where would I go?

Eventually I fling the covers off and have a shower. I throw on a pair of jeans and some Converse, in case I need to run away from any immigration officials. When I get to work Bindu greets me with a jaunty wave before I make my way through the office—mostly empty and quiet, which is unusual for our company, but there’s a big merger meeting going on and I haven’t been invited. I try not to let it bother me, but it does. With all the turmoil in my life, my career path—and almost promotion—has not been going well.

All the wall-mounted TVs are unplugged. When I get to my desk I sit down and start clicking through my e-mail, but none of it holds my interest. Every news website I hit has been blocked, presumably so staff won’t spend the day glued to the news out of Greenland. My gaze wanders over my desk, and that’s when I see it—two rutabagas impaled by spikes. Two rutabagas with happy faces drawn on them with a Sharpie. The spikes are attached to a tangle of cables powering a small LED clock. Potato clocks are often used in science classes to teach the basic principles of batteries to young students, and God knows my dad has more than one set at home. But I’ve never seen a rutabaga clock before.

I grin.

“Something funny?” Sura is leaning up against the wall, her arms crossed casually.

The back of my neck floods with Arctic cold. “Oh, good morning,” I say, slipping into the same mode I’m always in with her: puppy-dog eager to please. And, possibly, stupid. I wonder how long she’s been standing there, silent. She looks like a cat. Not one of those nice cats your grandma would have, either.

“How are you this fine day?” Her lipstick is all the rage this season, a slash of ruby red. Heartbreaker, it’s called. Her stylish lips are twisted in a smile that might just be a tiny smirk.

I swallow. “I’m great. How are you?”

“I’m glad we have all this visa business sorted.”

“Yes.” When she doesn’t say anything, I add, “Thank you.”

She runs a finger down the half-wall of the pod. “Have you heard from this hacker person again?”

I’m not sure exactly why I say, “Nope.” Maybe it’s because Noah’s wife referred to her as an offender. A predator. But I do. Maybe it’s time to update my motto to something like, “strategically sneaky synergizing.”

She smiles, her cheeks plumping. God, I’d kill for a smile like hers. “Good. No one else on staff has been contacted. It’s just a prank.”

“Yeah, that’s what I think. I mean, why would anyone ever try to mess with my identity?” A nervous laugh busts out of me. “Right?”

“Exactly. So, I was wondering if you’d help me organize the information packages for the HappyYumYums project session on Friday. It’ll be a lot of stapling, but so very helpful.”

My breath hitches in my chest. This is Robin’s job, Sura’s assistant. I inhale, exhale, and tell myself, Please don’t yell out “hell no.” I settle for saying, “I think I have a meeting,” stuttering a little on think, have, and meeting. Which is basically the whole sentence.

“You can miss it,” she says smoothly. “It’s important for the company that our client meetings are flawless.” When I don’t say anything, she adds, “Right?”

I nod.

“Perfect.” She turns to leave. But then she stops and leans against the wall, her head tilted. In this light, her chin looks particularly pointy, and when she nods it slices through the air. “I’m so glad you and I are back on track.” That little maybe-smirk has reappeared, her cheeks plumping with it.

There’s something that feels unfinished about the moment, but for one of the first times in my life, I have no overwhelming urge to blurt out anything inappropriate.

“Have a great day,” she says.

Goose bumps multiply exponentially on the back of my neck as I watch her go. Predator, Noah’s second wife said. Sura glides away like a shark, her shoes ticking against the floor as she goes, strappy black Manolos with a natty gold sheen to them. They look new.

I’m still watching her when Bindu walks through my field of vision. “Hey, Camilla!” she calls, munching on a small bag of nuts. “We on for lunch?”

Nuts.

I nod at Bindu while I think of my friend who works at California Almonds, the one who does all those almost-legal background checks and saves little old ladies. And then I’m on my feet, my laptop under my arm, walking towards Zack’s office, my sneakers making a squishing sound against the floor as I go, nowhere near as elegant as Sura’s tick tick tick, but faster. More efficient.

Zack is facing two of his monitors, a jumble of letters zipping by. “Hey,” he says to me.

In three steps I’m across the room. I take his face in my hands and kiss him on the cheek, first his left, then his right.

“What was that for?” He grins.

“Rutabaga clock.”

“I thought you’d like that.”

“Can you open that Excel file for me again? The one with the SIN numbers?”

He finds it and then rests his hand on my arm. “Who are you calling?”

I put up a finger to quiet him as the line connects. “Hey, Camilla,” Ruth says. “You watching the friggin’ news? This friggin’ Greenland thing is still going on.”

“We’re all gonna die,” I say.

“I knew it!”

“I have a problem.”

“Love problems. Love ’em,” she says. “Shoot.”

“Can you do one of your awesome background checks on someone?”

“For you? Anything.”

I give her Sura’s information.

“I’ll have something for you tomorrow,” Ruth says.

“Any way it could be sooner?”

“I’ll see what I can do,” she chirps.

I get off the phone and start setting my laptop up. “Oh, I’m working here today,” I say to Zack when he stares at me.

“I’m going to contact Patrice later. Hopefully she’s made some headway,” he says with a lopsided grin.

And then Homer texts me from a blocked number: 36 more hours, Camilla Lou.

I show it to Zack, who scowls. “I’ll guess I’ll contact Patrice now.” He opens a prompt.

“What’s that?” I ask.

“IRC,” he answers. “It’s like a very boring Skype.”

We both spend the rest of the day ignoring everything outside the door. Zack leaves at five for Patrice’s office to give her a hand, and I go home. Morty seems to be slumbering, so I scrape together enough bravado to enter the kitchen. Leaning up against the doorway, all I can think of is the spot on the floor where my mom used to stand when she was measuring me, and before I know it I’m sitting there. Maybe she already knew she was sick that summer. Maybe she even knew she was dying, but I remember her as so happy when we were here. It was the only time in my life she ever took the summer off. The house and I aren’t a perfect fit for each other, that’s true. But maybe this is why I’m here after all, to be in the last place my mom was alive. To belong where she did.

My back is cold. I rest my head against the wall, looking up at the ceiling.

I’m still there when I hear the knock on the front door, a civilized, pleasant knock. I put my head in my hands. I want to just let whoever’s there keep knocking until they give up, but who knows what’s happening now? Perhaps someone else wants to blackmail me. Someone polite.

Then again, maybe it’s the police.








Chapter Fifteen—May You be in Heaven an Hour




Before I open the door I take a deep breath and square my shoulders. But it’s just Olive on the porch, in a colorful yellow summer dress, the hem of the A line skirting her knees. She smiles when she sees me, but she looks exhausted. “Hi there,” she says. “So, funny story. Fred and I were up most of the night watching the news. This morning, we took naps and decided to throw an ‘end of the world as we know it’ party. Want to come?”

I’d rather do just about anything than be alone with Morty, so it takes me about 0.0001 seconds to say, “Let’s do it.”

Fred’s home is a mirror of mine: living room gives way to dining room gives way to kitchen and then the backyard patio. Through the sliding doors, I can see a bunch of people already in the yard—a mix of preppy summer pastels, hipster threads, a few saris, old jeans and sandals, and something—everything—smells delicious. Out of the corner of my eye, I catch the first line of a plaque mounted on the pantry door: “May you be in heaven an hour—”

Olive’s grandpa is in the kitchen, fussing over some canapés, balancing two sprigs of chives over what looks like a southwestern bruschetta—it’s a delicate job, something like appetizer open-heart surgery—and wipes his hands on the towel tucked into his waist. His chef’s jacket has Fred O’Malley emblazoned over the right breast. You can see the edges of a tattoo around his left elbow, where he’s rolled up his sleeve. He has a good strong grip, his fingers calloused, when he shakes my hand. “We saw all the bustling when you moved in.” The chef’s knife is back in his hand, and he keeps chopping. “I was sorry to hear about your ma.” His words are tinted with the ghost of an Irish accent.

“Thanks, Mr. O’Malley.”

“Fred, please. What’s your drink, Camilla?”

“Whatever you’re pouring.”

“My kind of woman,” he says with a wink. He pulls a bottle out of a wine fridge and fills glasses for both of us, a nice heavy pour.

After we toast, Olive leads me to the backyard, introduces me to a whirlwind of people, young, old, everything in between, and finds me a seat on a wide-backed deck chair before bringing me a plate. “Sorry,” she says, looking pained. “We ran out of the good china.”

After she takes her leave my eyes fall on the dish she’s given me: a cartoon leprechaun romping in a field. I’m sort of half-listening to the conversations around me, not really focused on anything in particular. But I have an excellent view of the buffet table, which is covered in white linen and piled with roasted vegetables, oysters on the half-shell, a carving station, and a red wine gravy I can smell all the way over here. It’s the most upscale buffet/picnic/end of the world spread I’ve ever seen in my life, everything displayed on tasteful white serving dishes. The vegetables are shaved into tiny works of art, succulent and inviting. Decadent. Off to the left are miniature Yorkshire puddings with a sliver of prime rib swaddled inside them. Small cupcakes on an old-fashioned cake stand have a fondant copy of an iceberg stamped on their frosted tops. A summer breeze brings me a whiff of sugar. REM’s “It’s the End of the World as We Know It” makes way for fiddle music, which wafts out of the outdoor speakers. An Irish jig. Everyone’s smiles are dazzling, their plates stacked with food.

And that’s when I realize it: This is a wake. A wake for the way things were, a wake for us to celebrate everything we have while we still have it. Around me, everyone else is mingling and munching like it’s just another night. But really, it’s a good old-fashioned Irish wake, a timeless ritual of change and death.

I feel dizzy, watching everybody load up their dishes; fine china, real silver, linen napkins, all things maybe on the verge of going extinct.

My plate is still empty, and I set it on the edge of a table. I feel nauseous. Everything is heavenly, everybody is friendly, but I don’t want to be here. All I want is a normal backyard party, on a regular day when everything is dull and boring and Isabel has more microscopic problems with her brother-in-law. All that food and luxury in front of me and I can’t eat a bite. I excuse myself so I can go to the bathroom, passing through the kitchen on the way. Fred and Olive are hunched over; Fred has a blowtorch in one hand, and he’s caramelizing something deliciously amber. Olive is organizing some fruit and what looks like small nests of sugar beside him. They’re an assembly line of two: Fred giving orders, Olive giving him a little lip in response. They both seem like they couldn’t be happier. I feel a pang of regret that my pop isn’t here. I suddenly miss him so much it hurts.

“How does this look, Fred?” she asks him, putting one of her desserts beside his.

“I think it looks like second place, little Miss Olive,” he says, laughing.

“It’s not in my nature to be argumentative, because it’s not polite, but I can’t agree with you,” she says, pointing at the left side of his dessert. “A little saggy here, no?”

“On yer bike, Olive.”

“Taste it,” she counters.

“You do it,” he says. “My blood sugar is off.”

She takes a bite of both and points at hers.

Fred looks at it with eagle eyes, turning the round bowl slowly. He reaches up to scratch his neck and then pulls on his left earlobe. “You might be right, my dear.”

“Not that I’d ever say anything about it,” Olive says, grinning, “but I’m often right.”

“Not that you’d ever say anything about it,” Fred says with a faux-dramatic flair.

After I use the facilities I follow the siren song of the television. A quick update won’t hurt, I tell myself as my feet make their way to the living room. You can tell Fred hasn’t redecorated it since his wife died—an assumption based on the fact that I haven’t met a Mrs. Fred—and there are old-fashioned pictures and doilies everywhere, curtains the color of good scotch, and a hideous green man-chair which must be Fred’s. Books are stacked on shelves, on the floor, shoved into a few nooks. Sitting in the living room is a small, nut-brown woman, her housedress something from an era in the past I can’t quite put a finger on, but it’s blue and floral and pretty. She smiles at me. “I’m Amelia. I remember you,” she says, her words rolling off her tongue with a Caribbean flair, and when she smiles I remember her too.

I take a seat and ask her, “What are you watching?” even though it’s a stupid question. The TV is on the CBC, the reporters pretending not to freak out. When she doesn’t answer, I say, “Anything new?”

“It’s settled down a bit, you know,” Amelia says.

“How much of the glacier is gone?” I ask.

“Reports are all over the place.” She shakes her head. “No one knows for sure.”

Fred brings a loaded-up tray: a few dessert plates and three glasses of whiskey, which he passes around before taking a seat. I put the crème brulé to the side and grasp the glass. It’s a good, top-shelf whiskey in an old-fashioned highball tumbler, and it warms me as it goes down. Fred really knows his stuff.

“The BBC says twenty-five percent of the glacier is gone, Fox News says ten percent, CNN is saying fifty percent. NASA’s saying ‘no comment,’” Amelia adds.

“It’s a goddamn mess. Sorry for the language, Miss Amelia,” he says, glancing over at her before flipping to CNN. “GLOBAL DISASTER THREATENS EVERYTHING!” the ticker shrieks.

“That pretty much sums it up,” I say, raising my eyebrows. Both Fred and Amelia reward me with small but uneasy smiles.

The screen changes to an unknown location; the label says London, but the scene is from an island—God only knows which one—while a faceless announcer intones, “Sources say residents in this coastal area are rioting after storm-related blackouts forced citizens to abandon their homes.” It cuts to pictures of looters setting a house on fire, charming green shutters turning to ash in front of our eyes. So I guess we’re going to see those kinds of disaster shots after all. My stomach flutters; too much booze, not enough food. I should’ve eaten something.

“Fred?” Olive calls from the doorway before making her way to the living room. She sits down beside me, drinkless, but zips a coaster under my glass like she’s a part of a paramilitary etiquette unit. I offer her a sip of my whiskey but she shakes her head. “What’s new? Everything still apocalyptic?”

And then suddenly the spirit goes out of the room, the moment during a wake when you remember why you’re there in the first place. Now everyone is full of a helpless, churning energy that has nowhere to go. You can see it in the sagging of Fred’s jaw.

After a while, more people from the backyard drift inside, and we’re all watching the news, riveted by something happening on the other side of the world. I wonder if it’s always going to be like this from now on, all of us fearful, waiting.

Fred flips channels to the BBC. “So what can we expect next?” the announcer says. I’ve never seen her before, but she looks eager, her blonde locks flattened with a hair straighter, her Peter Pan collar broadcasting innocence and youth. Her teeth look sharp.

Dr. Sood, who must feel popular these days, clears his throat. “The biggest crisis is really going to be in the island nations which are lying so low in the water, in places like the Maldives. Umhumph. Satellite images have not yet been fully analyzed, so what happens next will depend on how much of the glacier has…” He straightens his tie. “Transitioned.”

“You know, I’d love, just for once, if one of these friggin’ global warming scientists could give us an exact answer,” Fred mutters.

“Do you feel a sense of responsibility,” the announcer says, “that you didn’t do enough to warn the population something like this could happen?”

Oh, Christ. You can see her start to turn on Sood, those sharp teeth looking for something to chew on. Is that how it’s going to be now—every scientist is going to be a walking target? What’s going to happen to my dad?

Eventually Fred’s living room empties out, except for Olive, Fred, and me. I wonder what it means when you’re the last person at a wake.

A storm kicks up, the windows suddenly splattered with wind and wet. Olive is finishing up another dessert. She sees me watching her and pats down her plump hips. “I know I shouldn’t have any more, but Fred is a maestro with a blowtorch.”

“Thank you, Miss Olive,” he says, smiling.

The wind whistles past the windows, and we all look outside. There’s a crack of thunder, sharp and angry. “Jeez,” Olive says. “I can’t remember ever hearing it like that.” She doesn’t add, Is this because of what’s going on with Greenland? Oh, Greenland, everything is going to be your fault from now on; everything bad that comes next will be a product of your wake.

My eye catches another plaque, which starts off the same way as the one in the kitchen. Fred must really love this expression: “May you be in heaven an hour—” I squint, lean forward in my chair. Ah. “—before the devil knows you’re dead.”

Fred is drinking another glass of whiskey, his feet up on their coffee table.

“Maybe I should come home.” Olive’s eyes are on her lap, her voice is careful.

“Yes.” It’s all Fred says, but it’s as emphatic as if he’d been speaking for eight hours. “Gonna check on the—” But he doesn’t finish.

“Not a big talker, eh?” I say when he’s gone.

She laughs. “He’s said more today than he usually does in a whole month, bless his heart.” She pauses. “He’s just worried about me and my mom. If I come home I’ll have to deal with all her…stuff.” She scoops up the last of her dessert, four quick bites on one spoonful.

I don’t know what to say; I can’t imagine not wanting to be around my mother. Maybe I should steal Olive’s.

Fred strides into the room, his face tight and worried. “We’ve got a problem.”

“Are you okay? What’s wrong?” Olive’s plate falls to the couch.

He nods, his movements stiff. “There’s a leak in the basement.”

The three of us head downstairs. Their cellar is old, like mine, with exposed stone and leprechaun-level head room. In the far corner, beside the furnace, water is seeping into the room, dirty and brackish.

And then the lights go out.

“Jaysus,” Fred says.

“Bit of a nuisance,” Olive mutters.

“Phone’s not working. Back upstairs, girls.”

I light the way with my cell, and we all converge in the kitchen.

Fred looks furious. He goes outside to find the source of the leak, but the neighborhood is dark. When he comes back inside, he pulls two flashlights from under the sink, hands one to Olive and says, “A pipe must have burst somewhere, with all this rain. I’m going to get some help, girls.”

Olive waits until he’s gone and balances the flashlight on the counter before pulling a pair of rubber boots from a cupboard, her movements hurried but calm.

“What are you doing?”

She rummages around in a drawer and comes up with a camp light attached to a headband. She turns it on and it blinds me. “Sorry,” she says. “I have to bail the basement out. We have a ton of things down there that’ll get destroyed.”

“I’ll help,” I say.

She nods her thanks before handing me an old, oversized pair of rubber boots, and we descend into the basement, into the water. I take the bucket Olive hands me and squat and lift and empty into the sturdy old sink. The two of us work quietly, our breath and the sound of our rain boots like a soundtrack. The water is a foot high now, cold around my ankles like leg shackles.

“I think the floor drain is clogged,” she says, peering at it.

“You want the good news or the bad news first?” I say.

“The drain isn’t clogged,” she says. “It’s overflowing.”

“Yep.”

We keep bailing. A thin thread of anguish starts to make its way up my lower back as the muscles at the base of my spine constrict, release, constrict, ache, release. All that time sitting at a desk has made me soft. Not that I was ever particularly hard. Ten minutes go by, then twenty. My feet are cold and numb in the boots and I want to stop. My stomach growls so loud I can hear it. I should have eaten, should have thought ahead. I should have prepared.

I put my hand on the side of the laundry sink as my lower back goes into spasm. How am I going to survive the future if bailing a few gallons of water leaves me so utterly ruined?

“Bad back?” Olive says. She’s panting, and she stops too.

“Not as far as I know,” I say. “But if Fred is going to get some hot guys to help, that would seriously cheer me up.”

Olive snickers and pushes her bangs off her forehead with the back of her hand. Her hair looks like she’s a patient in a mental institution. “He’ll be home soon,” she assures me.

I smile. “Fred is great.”

“He is, even though he drives me crazy. You know the crazy that only family can make you? Where you’re so frustrated you act completely demented? That’s how Fred and I get sometimes.” She scoops another bucketful.

“How do you work it out if he makes you nuts?”

“Sometimes resolving a conflict doesn’t mean you should go forward. Sometimes you have to go backwards.” She grins. “Or sideways. There’s very little in life which is unsolvable, Camilla. It all turns out okay in the end.”

Then the upper part of the wall gives way.

“Shit!” I scream.

“We have to get the wine,” Olive yells. “We have to get it upstairs.”

“What?”

“The wine is his life savings.”

The water coming into the room is a river now. She takes her flashlight and shines it on the floor; murky liquid is bubbling up from the drain.

“That does not look awesome,” I say.

“I have to get it out of here,” she repeats, her voice firm. “It’s all he has.”

“Okay,” I say. “Let’s do it.”

She reaches over and rests her hand on my shoulder. Like a mom might. “Thank you,” she says quietly before making her way to the second room, her feet making sloshy swamp water sounds.

“Oh, man,” I say as her headlamp lights everything up. Half the room is wine, stacked in neat rows. How many bottles? Two hundred?

“I think if we focus on the bottom shelves we’ll be okay,” she says. “Let’s do a chain.” She wades towards the wine. She hands me the first two bottles and I go up the stairs, leaving them on the kitchen floor. The next half an hour is up-down-across-lift and again.

Eventually I don’t know how I’m going to find the strength to take one more step. The wind whistles past the upstairs windows, and the whole house shakes once, and again. It’s like a miniature version of the act of God that played out on the glacier yesterday, like all we have to look forward to now is furious sky and angry water. It is impossible not to feel hopeless, my legs numb and frozen, my hands blistered and frigid. Compared to what’s going on in other parts of the globe tonight, this is nothing. And it’s still kicking my ass.

My back twinges as I straighten my legs, and all I can think is this: I come from a world of superintendents and repairmen. Even when my pop and I had a house, he always hired out to fix things. We are not a handy people, my family. If my little brown house goes all Atlantis like this, I’ll be bailing with a martini glass and an ice cream scooper. I’m not ready, not prepared for a different kind of future. And where would I fit in? I have no prepper skills. I don’t even own a fucking bucket.

From upstairs we hear, “Oggie! Oggie, where are you?” Fred sounds panicked.

Olive’s teeth are chattering. “Downstairs.”

Fred peeks his head through the door. “I’ve got Gunnar and Imran. We’re going to block the water from the outside. Those arseholes on t’other side of us have fenced over the runoff pipes and that’s why the flood is coming here. I won’t be long. Come upstairs.”

Olive dumps another bucket in the sink. “I’m f-f-fine,” she says, her teeth chattering.

“You’re blue, the both of you,” Fred says, and there is no arguing with the authority in his voice. “Come up. Now.”

I can imagine what Fred sounds like when he’s in the kitchen, running a brigade, and before I know it, I’ve dropped the bucket. I tug on Olive’s arm. Upstairs there’s a bunch of people, some from the party who are back. Fred’s bank account, his life savings, is in a haphazard arrangement on the linoleum.

I sit down at the kitchen table. Beside me, Olive starts to shiver. “Olive,” I say, “you should have a bath.”

“Good idea, Miss Camilla,” Fred says. “And thank you kindly for your help. I’m indebted to you.”

The crowd swallows Olive up, well-meaning motherly types who are going to make sure she doesn’t get hypothermia by the sheer force of their will. My throat feels tight as I watch it.

Amelia puts her hand on my arm. “I’ll walk you home.”

I blink—am I going crazy?—because there are now two Amelias standing in front of me.

“Forget it,” Fred says bluntly. “It’s practically a tornado out there. Imran, take Camilla home, please.”

“You got it, Fred.” Before I know what’s happening, I’m swaddled in a raincoat and hustled out the door by a burly, energetic teen with floppy green hair and combat boots. He holds an umbrella in front of both us. “Watch your step, ma’am,” he says.

I’m bedraggled and freezing and near tears, this is the first time I’ve ever been called ma’am, and my legs feel like I’m still underwater. I am exhausted, ruined. So maybe that’s why I don’t notice the two police officers on my porch until we’re practically on top of them.









Chapter Sixteen—Some Kind of Family Man




One really is the loneliest number, especially when you’re alone in the backseat of a police cruiser.

Officer Angry Duck, the same guy I met at the scene of Toronto’s only known nut-napping, is texting while he’s driving; his partner, the one with her bun ratcheted so tight it’s probably giving her brain damage, is in the passenger seat. So far both of them are on their very best behavior, which I have to admit is freaking me out a little. All they’ve said is that they’re bringing me to a line-up of potential suspects—by my own free will, of course. Officer Tight Bun apologized for the short notice and late hour twice as she walked me to the car. She also stated, with excellent elocution and diction, that I could decline to go, even though her face told a different story.

I’m wearing a fleece I dashed into the house to grab—grateful my fridge didn’t try to molest me when I did—but I’m still cold, shivering almost. I am absolutely starving now. And I do not belong in this car. I am not a criminal.

Parts of the city we’re passing through still have no power. The rain is coming down in sheets, which is why the cop car is going about ten miles an hour. Maybe that’s why Officer Angry Duck thinks it’s okay to text while he drives, even though it’s illegal, a tidbit I decide not to mention. No one has read me my rights, because I am a witness and not under arrest.

This does not make me feel better about anything.

As we inch along my friend Ridley texts me about brunch this weekend; mimosas and three kinds of waffles. Sounds like heaven. But I don’t think she’s going to come pick me up from 59 Division when these guys are done with me, and that’s what I actually need right now.

We pass a downed electrical line, city employees coaxing the strands out of a tree, miserable homeowners watching from their houses. My throat is raspy, my back is aching. I just want to sleep. I close my eyes, and within seconds, I drift off. But then my phone buzzes with a text from Noah’s wife. It says simply: We’ve run the search twice. The work visa # you gave me does not exist. It’s a gut-punch moment, because now I officially am a criminal. I also officially feel like I’m going to throw up.

I forward the text to Zack, and then I send him a note asking him what he’s doing later. Maybe he can meet me when I’m done and we can get married. Then I wonder what kind of law Diane practices that keeps her at work until this late. Maybe wife number one has the day shift. When Zack doesn’t text me back I finally notice the network message blinking on my phone: Carrier Unavailable. Shit. This is why it’s bad to rely on other people; you start depending on them, and then the network goes down.

We inch along, I shiver, the city passes us by. A dull, heavy feeling settles in my stomach, one that takes up more room every block we pass. I just want to go home, take a five-hour bath, and sleep forever. But I’m trapped in the world’s slowest car ride ever—locked in, to be precise—and eventually we pull up at the same police station I was at on Tuesday. Even though it’s close to midnight, the station is bustling. The two officers lead me through a short maze before depositing me in the same waiting room I was in earlier in the week. There’s a different receptionist, but she has the same sour expression as the last one, and an even uglier sweater; murky green with burgundy starbursts.

I decide to delete my phone history in case the police get a hankering to search my cell. They might not be Immigration, but I’d bet that ugly sweater they know the number.

“Hello, there.” An older man has stepped through that very serious door. On the bright side, he looks like someone’s friendly neighborhood grandpa. He’s wearing a beige suit which sags in the shoulders, and he’s old school, in his sixties or close to it, his gray hair clipped short, his glasses something from the 80s. His ears are encroaching on his neck. “Ms. Brightly?” He beams at me.

“Yes.” I reach my hand out to shake his. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“Likewise,” he says, smiling as we walk along the hallway. His steps are unhurried. “I’m Detective Matthews. I’m in charge of this case. I wanted to thank you for coming in, especially at such a late hour. I’ve been working around the clock.”

“No problem,” I say, and when the silence stretches out, I add, “I just want to do my civic duty.”

He leads me into a small, institutional meeting room; gray paint, mass-produced furniture. One wall is filled with a big-screen TV. On another there’s a poster. The top left corner has detached and is curled over the rest of it. “Coffee?” he says.

“I’m fine, thanks.” I clear my throat when my voice cracks, butterflies zinging up my spine. The chair is cold and hard and unbalanced, missing one of the rubber feet.

He pulls a notepad out of his pocket, untucks the computer tablet from under his arm. “So, I wanted to ask you a few questions about your statement and walk through an informal line-up. It shouldn’t take too long, and, again, I apologize for the lateness of the hour, but I’m sure you’re as dedicated as we are to bringing these offenders to justice. The law never sleeps.” He guffaws. “And we’ll get you back at home in a jiffy. Okay? In the meantime, I’d like to clear up a few things. Won’t take but a minute.”

“Of course, Detective—” I say. I glance over. There is an honest-to-God one-way mirror opposite the TV. I clear my throat again. Calm down. They just want to file a report and then eat donuts. I’m a nobody. A nobody who is not a criminal.

As far as they know.

“Matthews,” he says, smiling again.

“Sorry. I have a terrible memory for names.”

He nods as he flips through some pages in his notebook. “So you were on your way to work Friday morning, correct?”

“Yes,” I say.

He moves his pen a half an inch to the right before returning it to its original position. The next few seconds are Spanish Inquisition-level agony. Does he want me to speak? Does he want to speak and I’ll look like a jerk if I interrupt him? Even though I’ve done nothing wrong (well, nothing to do with this), I still feel guilty. My hands start to sweat even though it’s cold in here too. I decide to start talking. I mean, what’s he gonna do, arrest me for talking too much?

Can he do that?

“Go on,” he says first.

I describe everything as simply as possible, and when I’m done he smiles and I exhale a shaky breath. He’s just someone’s grandpa, at work, doing his job. He flips the top of his pad closed and puts it in his back pocket. Then he folds his hands across his chest, and for a minute I wonder if he’s about to take a nap. “Thank you, Ms. Brightly,” he says finally.

“You’re welcome,” I say. Now that I’m done telling my story, I feel better. This is almost over. When I get home I’m going to have the world’s longest bubble bath. I try to smile again. “So when are we—”

“You were driving in the right-hand lane, is that correct? That’s what it says here in your statement.”

“Yes.”

“Behind the almond truck. And then you got cut off by one of the drivers, correct?”

“Yes.”

He pauses, puts his pen down, and looks at the one-way mirror.

“Do you have a suspect? Do you know what happened?”

“At this time”—he scratches his chin, a noise that reminds me of my dad—“our theory is that this is a group of people responsible for a series of carjackings in both the US and here.” His smile slowly shifts to a scowl. “The driver of the almond truck is actually a distant cousin of mine, which is why I asked to be assigned to this case. It might seem like a trivial crime, but the penalties are quite severe. At least ten years of federal time. More, if someone’s hurt.”

“They’re not going to be able to see me, right? The people in the lineup?”

He looks away for a moment and then back at me. “You might be interested to know we have another witness.”

“That’s awesome.”

“We think so too. She says all the SUVs surrounded the truck, boxed it in. Yours looked exactly like the other cars, of course.”

“Yeah.”

He stands up, re-attaches the corner of that poster. Anju Schwartz beams at me.

“She says you were in the left-hand lane. She was surprised to hear you had nothing to do with it, in fact. Seeing as how all the cars—SUVs, all of them—looked the same.”

Uh…what?

But his face is still friendly, the lines beside his eyes crinkling. “So, here’s my question. How did you see everything go down if you were in the right-hand lane behind a very long truck?”

“Um…well?” I clear my throat. “Well,” I repeat, more strongly. “You’re right. I was in the right-hand lane, but when I was cut off, I veered into the left. I—”

“Your statement says otherwise.”

“Yeah. Uh, I was upset.”

“You just verified that same account.”

“It’s late, and I’m tired. I’ll sign a correction.” I wish I’d eaten something earlier when I had the chance, something frou-frou and decadent and delicious. Hunger is gnawing at my insides now. I shift in my chair, which wobbles on its uneven legs. A spasm ripples through my back, and I wince.

He drums his fingers on the table. He looks like he’s got all the time in the world. “You know, sometimes people just find themselves caught up in things, don’t you think?”

“Sure,” I say. It feels important to be agreeable. It feels like that might get me out of here.

He clears his throat. “So, you’re an American citizen, correct?”

And I really want to get out of here.

“And you’re here on a…”

I blink. “I work at Zumbido.”

“On a work visa?” he asks.

There’s a beat. I make sure to look straight at him, not left, to the lying part of my brain. A nod isn’t really a lie, is it? I tell myself it’s not, right before I do just that. Just one tiny dip of my chin. “It’s around the corner from the…uh, incident. I have a contract with them. I work with bees. I am a social media manager. I am—” Going to pee my pants.

“Any arrests or criminal convictions in the States?” Smile. “No juvenile record, anything like that…hmmm?”

I shake my head. “I’m sorry,” I mumble. “I’m just a little nervous.”

He puts his hand on mine and rests it there for a minute. “I understand this is nerve-wracking. We’ll get you out of here as soon as possible. There’s no reason to be worried. This isn’t like what you’ve seen on TV. Everyone is your friend here. These are all routine questions, that’s all. The officer on the scene had made a request for a background check to be run, but the info isn’t back yet. That’s why I’m asking.”

I nod. I don’t actually trust myself to speak. All I want to do is close my eyes, just for a minute. The air conditioning is on so high. I rub my nose.

“How’s that job of yours? You make a lot of money?”

“Not really. I—”

“Times are tough, eh? Hard to get by sometimes.”

“Uh—”

“You know, it’s unfortunate that law enforcement agencies in the States and Canada can’t work more closely together. We send out requests for information all the time, like in this case, but it can take a while for that kind of data to come back. Jurisdictional issues, privacy concerns. You guys seem real touchy about sharing stuff.”

“Well, I’m sorry about that.”

He holds my gaze, says nothing.

But then there’s a knock on the door, and he gets up to answer it, murmuring quietly to whoever is on the other side. After a brief discussion he sits back down. “They’re ready. So, this isn’t exactly like what you’ve seen in the movies. We do what’s called a virtual ID parade. I’m going to pull up some pictures on the screen here—” With a few taps on his Smartwatch, the television turns on.

I think about Olive’s cool composure while her grandfather’s savings were being threatened, her knack at knowing how to give advice. I wish she was here with me.

The screen transforms into six men; all of them twenty-something, medium build, medium height, all with light stubble, dark eyes, one with a jutting chin and another with an oversized forehead. I study them for a few minutes. They all look like Sinatra-hat guy clones. Maybe.

Just like that I’m back on that road with those men. I close my eyes but I still see it.

“Do you recognize anyone in this array?” The detective’s voice is grandfatherly, almost supportive. He flips, and the view becomes full-sized images. Then it shifts to a side angle.

“I’m sorry, I’m just not sure…”

“Have you ever seen any of these men?” he prompts.

“I don’t think so.”

“Do you want the next set?”

I nod.

And so it goes. I shake my head at each new batch until it finally comes to an end after I can’t identify anybody. After clicking off the TV, he turns to me. “I’ll walk you out.”

Home. All I want is to go home. I roll my head from left to right, wincing at the spasm on my right side. All this sitting-at-a-desk stuff has ruined me for dealing with physical labor and disasters, not to mention interrogation and detainment.

The two of us walk down the hallway, and he leads me to a side exit. “Thanks, Ms. Brightly,” he says.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t do more.”

“We understand.” He reaches for the door. I can picture what’s behind it: Freedom. Home. Ice cream.

He pauses for a minute before cocking his head. “Just one more thing…”

Everything inside me goes cold when I see the expression on his face, and it takes me a moment to place what it reminds me of.

Sura.

It’s the quiet assurance in his eyes that does it, an almost menacing look. There is no way this is the same man who sat with me in that room, at least at the beginning. This is a predator, someone who wants to ruin people who get in his way. A long, hard shudder wrenches my spine, and I know he sees it.

“You’re aware lying to the police is an offense, correct? You know your statement is a legal document, correct?”

I blink.

He leans closer, and I smell something on him that wasn’t there before: angry old man smell.

“It’s obstruction of justice. You could go to jail for ten years.” When I don’t speak, he adds, “Is there anything you want to tell me?”

My God, I am so going to get deported.

“If you have something to say, now is the time.”

For a moment I feel like I’m outside my body, looking down on us. Like I’m not really here at all. Last week I was doing tequila shooters and trying to figure out what toppings to get on my pizza. Now the world might be ending, and I’m going to watch it all on cable.

From behind bars.

“The reason I ask is that your story seems a little…flexible to me.” He clears his throat and adds, “And to the officers on scene.”

I’m no nut-napper, but now that I’ve lied to the police about my visa, I’m a pants-on-fire lying obstructing mini-criminal all my own.

How would an innocent person act?

I swallow. “I have a good memory. I wrote down what I saw.”

“I thought when you got here you said you have a terrible memory? And didn’t you make a mistake in your statement?”

“No—I mean, yes. I mean—”

“So, which one is it?” he says, his eyes glacial.

“It’s just names,” I say, wrapping my arms around myself.

“You didn’t have anything to do with this, did you? I mean, we could understand that, young girl like you getting caught up in the wrong kind of thing.” His head is cocked. “You know, I told you it takes a while for criminal searches to come back, but it’ll come back eventually, don’t you worry about that. If this is some scam you’ve done before, it’d be better for you if you told me now. Before a California warrant pops up in my inbox.”

I remember his comment about how the truck driver is his cousin. He’s some kind of family man, this detective. He’s the sort of man who’ll probably keep locking people up after he retires. I mean, I’m all for old people staying active, but…

I meet his eyes. “There’s no warrant.”

“You know what I think? Here’s what I think, missy. It’s a little too convenient, you being the only other car on the road, same kind of car as the perpetrators. If you had been a lookout, or if you were helping to box the driver in, that would make a certain kind of sense, don’t you think?”

It’s getting hard to hear him with all the whooshing in my ears. I feel flop-sweaty sick. “I was upset. It was upsetting.” My eyes settle on the Anju Schwartz memorial ribbon on his lapel. And that’s when I realize that the police are going to plaster her picture—that ribbon—everywhere, until they convince themselves every single citizen in this city is their enemy. If they haven’t already. No matter what trouble I ever get in, I am never going to call the police and ask for help. Ever. This is not a man who wants to help me. And if he has to bully mostly innocent people like me to get his way, he will.

He leans back, casually, the look in his eyes saying, I can do this all night.

But I can’t do this all night because I’m about to fall over. So instead I say this: “I’m allergic to almonds.” Which is hardly a scathing reply, especially since I’m not. So now I’m a double-lying liar. My right knee buckles and I have to put my hand on the wall.

He smiles then, and says, “You can go now.” He pulls the door back, flashes a predator’s smile. “But we’ll be in touch.”

I slip through the door, wordless, before he can say anything else. I focus on putting one foot in front of another, my thoughts swimming around in my head. If everything falls apart here, where will I go? What kind of future will I have if I’m wrapped up and mailed back to the States? I’ll be a twenty-five-year-old with less than two years of job experience, no home, and a criminal record. I have a right to a future, don’t I? But no one will trust me—not to do their PR. Hell, no one will trust me to mow their lawn. And I know what it’s like not to be able to find a job, to intern for year after year.

The cab I flag down has one of those dividers between him and me, and as I turn my face to the window, resting on the cool glass, I don’t bother to try to quiet myself when I start crying, for the first time since my mother died. And no crowd is coming to swallow me up the same way it encircled Olive.

Maybe it’ll be okay, though? I mean, I didn’t actually say I had a work visa, I just nodded. A nod can’t be a crime, can it? I let that roll around in my head for a bit, but the truth is I’m alone and I don’t know how I’m going to survive this because how is it survivable? I was supposed to put down roots but I didn’t, so maybe I deserve all this after all, because, you know, I’m a criminal in a strange country and I’m all on my own and that’s the truth. Detective Matthews’ search is going to finish eventually, and when he doesn’t find a criminal history for me he’s going to keep going until he does find something. The entire frigging police force might be mired in hostility because of the Anju Schwartz thing; that’s what I’ve been telling myself, why they’re all so…unpleasant. But I bet they’ll use her murder as a smokescreen to railroad people like me and Taser geriatrics like that handcuffed seventy-two-year-old they got their hands on yesterday. And that detective is a predator just as sure as Sura is. And when he finds what there is to find I’ll be shit out of places to hide. No one in the history of the universe has ever been thrown in prison for nodding, but by God, I’ll manage it somehow.

The cab hits a pothole, jitters to the edge of the lane.

I close my eyes. I have never gone so long without talking to my dad, not in my whole life. Never ever. I want him to come tell me what to do, and I want him to take care of me after all because I can’t be an adult, not the way I’m supposed to, and I don’t know what to do and I don’t want to be wanting my mom, but you can bet your ass I do. I should never have come here. I’ll never belong.

I let out a sob.

The cab driver says nothing because he could not care less about my problems, even though he’s driving me home toward them. Toward the place where I’m going to lose everything.








Chapter Seventeen—A Little Prayer for Grep




When my pop is involved in a big project he can work through the night, not sleeping, not eating, camping out in a sweater-vest like it’s a tent. He falls into whatever problem he’s working on and forgets everything else. That’s how I feel as I sit on the floor in my kitchen, under my mother’s chicken scratches on the wall, watching the sun coming up. Like I’ve fallen into this problem. My spine feels like an accordion, but I can’t move from this spot.

I called Zack at about three in the morning, but I got his voice mail. I e-mailed Noah’s wife, but it appears she does sleep after all. At six I pour myself a cup of coffee. The news is on in the background, my laptop is on the table, my phone beside it. But I don’t pick up the remote, I don’t text anyone.

My chocolate stash has been looted. The sugar sits in my stomach, on the cusp of some world-class heartburn. My fingers tremble if I look at them too long.

Today is Thursday, and things are going to get worked out one way or another.

At eight I call a cab. We go down the same roads, the same old safe streets from that one teenaged summer. I was wrong to think I could ever make a home here. I was wrong about a lot of things.

But Zack is waiting for me outside the building. He looks well rested and shiny, and as I get out of the taxi he hooks his hand under my elbow and directs me toward his office.

“Nice to see you too,” I say. He hums while we zigzag between desks and people and Bindu’s Chihuahua, Theodore, who she brings in sometimes and allows to roam free-range around the office. Theodore is wearing a sporty little pink—and bedazzled—hat this morning.

Noah is in Zack’s office already, killing zombies on one of Zack’s large monitors. If those zombies detach from his screen and bite me in the eyeball I will not even be slightly surprised. Maybe it would be for the best. “Morning, Camilla. How goes the battle?”

“The oceans are rising, the end times are nigh, I’m officially an illegal alien. Oh, and I was yanked down to the police station last night.”

“By Immigration?”

I shake my head. “Almond heist. But they’re itching to arrest me for something.”

“You should have called me,” Zack says.

“I did.”

He picks up his phone, flips through his history. “Shit,” he says. “It went right to voice mail when the network was down. I’m sorry. Are you okay?”

“Oh…it’s all pretty bad.” I sit down heavily.

Noah clears his throat. “Diane says her immigration lawyer dude has some time free at noon. I e-mailed you his number.”

“Sounds great. The only problem is that Homer’s deadline is four, and I highly doubt there’s a lawyer on earth who can unfuck my situation by then. My only real shot is to put my blackmail payout on layaway. If I don’t get arrested first.” There’s a veritable octopus orgy in my stomach. I put my head in my hand and close my eyes. I can’t remember ever feeling this tired.

“Aren’t you the one always looking for an adventure?” Zack says.

“When did I say that?”

“Staff party. The time you tried to talk me into gas-station sushi.”

“Oh, yeah, sorry about that.” I cough. “What does your shirt mean?” He’s wearing a T-shirt stamped with RTFM.

He grins. “Read the Fucking Manual.”

Noah laughs.

Zack gives me a wry smile. “Patrice sent me a patch to test out. I’m going to finish up now.” He squeezes my hand. “Stop looking so worried. With Noah and me on your side, there’s nothing we can’t do. It’ll be okay.”

I watch as he swivels back to his desk, pulls up a few text terminals, and starts typing into two of them at the same time. Everything that happened last night is still swirling around inside me, and my back aches, the pain sharp when I move. I need to get some serious Advil.

Noah kills zeds while I think about what Olive said the other day, about fairness and being right and family. I like the way she approaches problems, how she’s so calm in the face of danger. She has an old-world kind of presence that’s hard to describe, like she’s…I don’t know…a lady. A grown-up. I wish I could find some sort of framework like hers, one that would help make everything clear for me. Show me all the answers. I wonder what my pop would’ve said if Isabel had asked him about babies and pictures and family strife. My dad’s religion is really science, his worldview always filtered through some theory that would make perfect sense if you were trying to work out a problem involving green-footed subtropical clawbeasts. Except that no one but him cares about green-footed clawbeasts, and you’re actually talking about something completely different and normal. Like shoes. Even so, he’d probably say something about one of his pet theories: evolution, chaos theory…

Chaos theory.

“Camilla?” Zack says.

Chaos theory.

“Hellooooo.”

Chaos and randomness….

“Camilla?”

“Why would a hacker have focused on a low-level peon like me?” I say, sitting up in my chair. “The executives have a ton more money, and they probably leave a huge amount of incriminating information on their computers. Fifteen thousand is nothing for these guys. And isn’t the CFO sleeping with his secretary? Both of them? I mean—”

Zack turns away from his screen. “Yeah…”

“We’ve been thinking the hack and someone screwing with my identity are separate. Random. But what if they’re not?”

Zack rubs his forehead. “Well—”

“And if it’s not random, it’s personal.” My heart is pounding so hard I’m surprised it doesn’t shake a few organs loose inside me.

He leans forward. “Okay, let’s say it’s personal. All your contact info, emergency contacts, it’s all in your HR files, which Sura has full access to. So she could’ve told the hacker about messing with your visa. He then got into your house from the vulnerability in the HarmoneeHome interface, then into your fridge, and your security system, and whatever. It would explain it all. It’s not all that complicated, actually.”

“It should be complicated, ruining someone’s life,” I say.

Noah reaches over and pats my arm.

“Zack, can you see if Sura has somebody in her employee records? An emergency contact? A partner?” I ask, before adding, “In crime, obvs.”

“I’m not supposed to …” He sighs. “I’ll take a look.” His monitors spring to life, three different applications opening. He looks through them while I sip coffee. His terminal says: grep –PzoR “(?s)^(\s*)\N*Sura.*?{.*?^\1}” ~spowers/

“What’s a grep?”

“If you have to ask…” Zack grins. When he sees my face, he adds, “It’s a way to find what we’re looking for. It searches through files for information.”

I say a little non-denominational prayer for Zack and his grep. I might be exhausted from last night’s disaster, but right now I can barely feel it. I feel adrenaline-soaked and strong; I feel ready for what’s going to happen next, like Olive’s advice and her calming presence is tucked into my pocket, and Zack will actually be able to out-geek Homer. Maybe this is a problem that’s solvable after all.

Zack puts his hand on my chin and places his lips on mine, carefully. Chastely, almost. And when he’s done he says, his mouth beside my ear, “It’s going to be okay. I promise.”

I almost start to cry again when he says it, which would make this a record-goddamn-breaking week. I think about those shaky, lonely moments overnight. Maybe trusting Zack will end in disaster after all, but I’m still going to give it a shot.

Plus, kissing him really helps get my mind off of all this.

Zack eventually turns back to his computer, does some more nerd-fu and then says, “Her emergency contact is a Liam Bonecutter. Same address.”

“Well, let’s find out,” I say.

Zack dials Patrice’s number on his desk phone, putting it on speaker. “Patrice?”

“Yeah.” She sounds depressed.

“How much visibility do you have into the staff directory for Maximum Overdrive? You guys are what…a subsidiary?”

“I’m able to see everything,” she says. “We’ve got an intranet.”

“Okay, can you search for Liam Bonecutter?”

“Who?” she says.

“What? Why?”

“Liam Bonecutter is one of our developers. He’s our lead developer, in fact.”

“Hot damn.”

“So he writes the code that makes up the HarmoneeHome system,” Zack says. “Patrice, Liam is the emergency contact for our head of HR.”

“Hot dammity damn damn damn!” I say.

“Get this,” Patrice says. “The word around here is he just got passed up for a promotion. And since he didn’t get it, he now has a new boss…whom he doesn’t get along with. But he doesn’t get along with most people, so no one really noticed.”

“Can you go through the logs from his machine,” Zack says, “and get a sense of what he’s been up to lately?”

“Yes,” she says, her voice firm. “I’m on it.” She clicks off.

“So he’s not some sort of super-hacker,” Zack muses. “He just logs on to work in the morning and automatically gets access to all those systems and customer data. Sneaky little fucker.”

“So that’s it, then,” I say, feeling better than I have in days. Years, maybe. “He gets demoted or whatever, freaks out and hacks into our company. He spills the beans on Sura’s little scheme because…well, we’re still not quite sure. But you know how family can make you crazy? The kind of crazy that makes you do crazy, demented things? Maybe they’re having a fight and he’s trying to get her in trouble.”

“That’s a bit of a stretch.”

“Patrice said he doesn’t get along with anybody,” I say, throwing my hands out. “So it’s not that much of a stretch. And stretching is all we have right now. C’mon…stretch with meeeeeeee.”

Zack grins. “It nice to see you feeling spunky again.”

When the phone rings Zack puts it on speaker. “So, Liam has a new address, as of last week,” Patrice says, her voice triumphant. “Looks like he split from Sura.”

“I am having the best! Possible! Day!” I yell.

“And you know what else? I didn’t put it together before, but guess who got those pics from his hard drive e-mailed to him? Liam’s boss’s boss. On top of that, Liam hasn’t been as smart as he thinks about covering up his footprints,” Patrice says. “The security guys have been tracking some points of ingress in the system that are supposed to be from Russia but actually look local. Liam probably used an external proxy to cover his movements. His phony movements, I guess, because he was probably hacking from the inside the whole time.”

“Proxy?” Noah and I say in unison.

“Nerdy cloak of invisibility,” Zack answers.

Patrice continues, “He’s deleted some logs and replaced them with dupes from earlier this month—after altering the dates—but one of the systems was down on one of the logged dates, and couldn’t have generated logs. So I know what systems he’s been tinkering with now.”

“That sounds dumb,” I say.

“He wouldn’t have known about the outage. I didn’t publicize it,” she says. “Remember, this is a very complex system, and he’s not thinking you’re going to call me. Normally, I would never have picked up a customer call. Ever. And our customer service guys wouldn’t have been able to figure it out. They don’t have the access.”

“Fair enough,” I say. “So you’ve got proof? You can get him arrested?”

She sighs. “Not exactly. That isn’t the way these things work. Good hackers are hired by security firms, not rotting in prison. But I’ve also been able to, with your help, find the source of the breach, so we’ve staved off a major PR disaster. I’ve talked to my chief technical officer—briefly—and he’s ecstatic. He’s meeting with HR now to get ready to lock out Liam’s access and walk him. He’s going to promise Liam that he won’t get blackballed if he keeps his mouth shut about you.”

I glance at Noah. “And anyone else from Zumbido.”

“Right.”

“Does he know anyone is on to him?” Zack says.

“He’s sitting in our fishbowl eating Cheetos,” she says. “I can see him from my desk. I’d say he’s pretty calm. What’s your plan, Camilla? Are you going to confront Sura?”

For the first time, I feel hesitant. “I don’t know. I mean… If I don’t play it right, if I can’t get her to admit anything…I could still end up on a bus back to Idaho.”

“Are you from Idaho?” Zack says.

“I’m from everywhere, a little.” I sigh. “Maybe I should just wait and talk to the lawyer.”

Zack scratches his goatee. “You know, Sura wasn’t so smart, leaving an Excel file like that in open sight. It’s a breach of our security policy, which is a fireable offence.” He shrugs. “You could try blackmailing her with that, see how she takes it.”

“It’s not going to do much.”

“You just need to rattle her enough to get her to admit something—anything—so you can go at this from a position of strength. Once you get the lawyers involved…you might still get deported.”

“Can’t I just punch her?”

Zack shakes his head, smiling.

“Anyway, we need to make sure Sura doesn’t tip him off about anything,” Patrice says. “He could do a lot of damage with the access he has now if he wanted. We’re going to pull him into an office soon.”

“Can you see where Sura is?” Zack says.

I stand up and peek out the door. I’ve never been so fucking happy to work in an open-concept office in my life. Sura’s about fifty feet away, sitting at her desk, wearing Gucci and probably smelling like an angel. Christ, I want to kill her.

“Hmmm… Liam just picked up his phone,” Patrice says. “Shit. We’re not ready yet.”

As I watch Sura, she lifts the handset off her desk telephone.

I sit back down. “So did she.”

“Cell or desk?” Zack asks.

“Desk.”

Zack pulls up his keyboard and types furiously. After a few seconds, you can hear voices coming from outside, the long, tortured strains of, “Aw, maaaaaaaan.”

“What did you do?” I say.

“I took down the office network,” Zack says. Then he smiles. “Everyone else’s, actually. We’re still up in here.”

“Aren’t you going to get in trouble?” Noah says.

Zack grins, and I’m not sure I’ve ever seen him look more attractive. “We’re about to get the bad guy. Uh, girl. So these dudes can yell at me all they want. Aaaaaaaaand now I’m shutting down Sura’s cell phone.”

“What do I do?” I say, looking at his five screens, all of which are grepping, cat-ing and something else-ing all over the place.

“Go scare the shit outta her,” Zack says.

I stand, but I can’t move. I don’t want to have to talk to Sura ever again. But if I don’t put the fear of God into her, she’s going to do this to someone else. Or figure out new ways to screw me over. And I do not like to be plotted against. Not by self-driving cars, and not by bitches with good shoes.

“I’ve got my hands full,” Zack says.

“Doing what?”

“About eighteen pissed-off employees are about to break down my door in five, four—”

There’s a knock, and he grins. “I’ll deal with them, you deal with her.”

As I stand up, I glance over at Zack’s monitor, the one showcasing the disaster in Greenland. That’s what the screen shouts, in fact: DISASTER IN GREENLAND! NEW YORK CITY WILL SOON BE UNDERWATER!

I’m still on solid ground. I might as well act like it.

“Good luck,” Zack says.

“Thanks,” I say, and in three steps I’m at the door. There’s an angry snarl of people standing outside Zack’s office—maybe more. They all look like they’re on the brink of hysteria. “What’s wrong?” I ask James, trying to sound innocent.

“The network is down, and I’m in the middle of a conference call, fuck,” he says, like my name is Fuck.

Sucks to be you. I step past him and make my way to Sura’s office. It’s not that far to walk, but I have a lot of different ideas on the way. I think about how Noah’s lifestyle has made him vulnerable, how he’ll always be at risk, if he’s hiding. Me, I don’t want to hide.

“Camilla?” Vivienne sprints to catch up to me. “Did you finish up the Buzzaholics reach metrics report?”

I stop and try to project the image that everything is totally normal. If Vivienne smells blood, I’m toast. “Last week, yeah. I’ve got to—”

“I haven’t seen it.”

“I e-mailed it to you.”

She scrolls through her phone for an agonizing length of time. “Oh, yeah, here it is.”

I turn to face Sura’s office, but she’s gone. I almost break my ankle speed-walking to Robin’s desk. “Do you know where Sura went?”

“The lift,” she says, and I take off to the elevator bank. There’s no one there. I press the down button frantically, hoping she didn’t go up. When I hit the lobby, I catch a flash of red coat as Sura exits the building. There’s a black sedan parked at the curb, and it swallows her up.

It’s a yellow cab I flag down, and the driver looks worn out, his gray hair drooping under his cap. He’s barely contained by his seat, his bulk is so massive. His shoulders look like eighteen football players jammed into one shirt.

His eyebrows rise. Where to?

I clear my throat and lean forward. “Do you see the black sedan there?” I point.

“Yeah,” he says, without offering anything more.

“We’re going to the same place,” I say, my voice ratcheting up a notch when the light turns green.

He puts the car in gear and sighs heavily. “Are we following them?”

“No, no,” I say. “We work together, and I just missed her.”

“I see,” he says in an I-don’t-see-at-all tone.

Thankfully Toronto traffic is as snarled as usual, and we’re able to catch up to Sura. She heads west on Queens Quay, along the water, finally stopping a little past Harbor Square. I pay my cranky driver and get out of the taxi, noticing how the sky has taken on an overcast, purple-ish tint. I see a glimpse of Sura’s jacket, the tail billowing as she passes through another door.

My right shoe snags on an uneven clump of pavement, and suddenly I’m down, face-first, my knees scraping against the concrete, my palms a jumble of dirt and blood. Tears spring to my eyes and I have to blink to keep them in.

“You okay?” An older guy in a uniform holds his hand out to help me stand. For some reason, him being nice makes me want to cry again. I am one big shaking mess.

I nod. “Thanks.” He helps me to my feet, and I brush off all the loose dirt. Internally, I say shit about fifty-three times. There’s no way I’ll catch Sura now, but I still have to try. I walk to the building she disappeared into and pass through the door.

There’s a woman at reception, immaculate and calm. She’s got a 1940s ’do and a wraparound burgundy dress that’s so cute I almost ask her where she bought it. Fitness Oasis, the signs say. All very chic and upscale.

“Hi there,” she says. “May I help you?”

“Oh…” I look around. “Um, no. I’m waiting for a friend.”

She smiles. “And who’s that?”

“Sura Powers.”

“You just missed her,” she says. I stretch a little to see her name tag: Kerry. “She’s gone to Krav Maga Tae Bo Kickboxing. Were you going to work out as her guest?”

I flinch. If she can actually do all those martial arts, I’m going to absolutely get killed. “No,” I say. “I’ll wait, if that’s okay.”

“The facility is for members only, I’m afraid. But there’s a juice bar just across the way.”

“Thanks.”

I walk out and toward the water, which looks dark and angry, the wind whipping up whitecaps. Then I meander back to the juice bar, but the sign in the window says Closed for Renovations. My thoughts of healthy waiting disappear, and I contemplate waiting unhealthily. I sit down on a park bench where a teenaged smoker is sulkily puffing away.

“Can I have one?” I say. I quit two years ago, but I do have one every once in a while. This is definitely once in a while. “Make it two. You got any matches?”

“Toonie,” the kid mutters, and for a minute I think about the younger generation and manners. A few years ago, I was his age. Soon I’m going to be old.

If I’m lucky.

I hand him a two-dollar coin and let him light the cigarette for me before he hands me a second smoke and some matches and leaves.

Thunder cracks, somewhere over the Toronto Island.

I look up after being splashed with a drop of rain, and suddenly it’s pouring. I dash to the next building, where there’s a tiny overhang, and I try to keep dry. I catch a glimpse of myself, holding a cigarette I shouldn’t be smoking, standing in the rain, blood on my hand.

My cell buzzes with an e-mail from Zack; it has nothing but a jpeg attached to it, no text. It’s possible he’s taking this strong, silent thing a little too far. My phone rings, and I answer it, thinking it’s him. “Is that you, Camilla?” My phone shrieks in my hand, like it’s about to explode. Like it’s a bomb.

I pull some hair out of my eyes and try not to shiver. “Yes. Who’s this?”

There’s some static over the line before I hear, “Camilla?”

Jesus, I don’t know if I can deal with any new problems right now. “Yes. What can I do for you?”

“It’s Elaine,” my former roommate yells into the phone.

“Oh, hi.”

“This all you have to say, is hiiiiiiii?”

Her voice is hitting the exact tone it does when she’s been drinking. I glance at my phone; a bit early I guess, but not too bad. Especially for her. “Yes, Elaine, all I have to say is hi.”

“I’m trying to understand what’s going on, I really am. But I just can’t.”

“I guess that makes two of us.”

“How could you not have told me about this?”

“What this?”

“This!” she shrieks. “The world is ending and you never felt the need to tell me about it? I mean, and I even made spaghetti for your father!”

I laugh, shiver, and then laugh again. “Are you drunk?”

“Of course I’m drunk. Is that all you have to say for yourself?”

“You have just got to be kidding me. My pop drew us a picture of the ice-melt lifecycle in Greenland if something went wrong. I mean, he literally made you a drawing about what was going to happen. I put it on the fridge! And he mumbled about it for the next two days. In a very small apartment, so I know you heard him. And P.S., guess what? He’s not psychic. That’s why he didn’t have the date written down or anything.” After thinking about it for a minute it occurs to me he probably does have all that written down, but that seems like a private family thing.

Silence comes at me over the phone.

“Is that why you haven’t answered any of my texts?” I say. “Because you’re mad at me?”

“You should’ve told me.”

“I did tell you.”

“You should have told me…differently.”

“Oh my God, you’ve just got to be kidding me. I told you to turn all the lights off, to recycle and all that shit.” I catch myself before I shriek, Fuck off! Mostly because I do love Elaine, even if she’s a ditz, and I’ve never told anyone to fuck off in my life. It is not, as Olive would say, polite.

“I just—”

“Have another cocktail, Elaine. You’ll feel better in the morning.” Then I hang up on her.

I tap a few extra keys on my phone after I disconnect the call, just in case. Just for insurance. Then I fumble through my bag for a piece of gum, and my fingers close around a flyer for something festive that Bindu pushed on me last week. Before I can stop myself, I light a match and hold it to one corner. My parents learned when I was young to keep their chemistry sets—and other flammables—under lock and key. What can I say? I’ve always been a bit of a firebug. I twist the paper as the flame licks up the side and drop it when it gets near my fingers, tamp it down under my shoe.

Eventually the fight with Elaine deflates me. And this is stupid anyway. I should go home, dry off, talk to Sura tomorrow like a civilized person. Standing here in the rain like a stalker isn’t the way to go about this. I need to be dignified when I accuse Sura of ruining my life.

This is, naturally, the exact minute she comes out of the gym.








Chapter Eighteen—Public Relations 101




Sura glances down at her watch-wearable. She’s glowing, her skin post-workout endorphin-flushed. She’s wearing a designer business dress with tiny, elegant shoulder pads, real pearls around her neck. Her biceps are muscular and glistening, and the first thing I think is, God, she looks great, followed immediately by, I bet she’s got an awesome right hook.

Just like that my mouth is dry.

She shakes out her umbrella, her eyes on the sky. As she brings her focus forward, she spots me. And then I’m standing, my feet taking one step and another. My vision is sharp, like I’ve got her in my sights. I try to inject friendliness into my voice. “Hi there. Do you have a minute?”

The rain has died down, and she puts her umbrella back into her bag. “Pretty far from the office, aren’t you?”

I motion to the park bench, and after inspecting the slats she sits down, shrugging into an ugly green zip-up, the hood trailing over her shoulders. It looks like a baby puked down her back. I try not to smile as I cross my feet at the ankles and settle in.

“I’m surprised to see you here,” she says. But she seems calm, unflustered. I don’t know why that bothers me so much, but it does.

I try to shake it off. “I have a bit of a problem.”

She makes herself comfortable, or as comfortable as she can. “I’m pretty busy right now. Unfortunately.”

“It’ll just take a sec,” I say as smoothly as possible. “It’s about my work visa.”

“To be frank with you, Camilla, I don’t really remember anything about your visa process,” she says. “It was over a year ago and someone else would’ve dealt with it. I run the department, after all.” She flicks an imaginary speck off her lap, looking down at her leg. Without moving her head she fixes me with her eyes.

I have to admit, it makes me pause, that look. I feel naïve and country-bumpkin stupid, suddenly. Sura is a vice president with great footwear, and I’m just a nobody. I’m exhausted and caffeine-addled and scared, and I am never going to get her to admit anything. My stomach shudders, and I think, If I’m going to throw up, I’m going to do it on her shoes.

“That’s interesting,” I say, trying to be as neutral as possible. “I mean, it’s a pretty small company and all.”

She nods, says nothing.

“Here’s the problem.” I look out over the water. I love this view, the same one Sura looks at every day: sailboats in the harbor, the endless cycle of planes in and out of the island airport. “You know, you have a nice office.” I keep my voice casual. It’s a very nice office, actually. And if I were her, I’d want to hang on to it. “How long have you worked at Zumbido?” I add, even though what I’m actually thinking is, How many other people have you screwed over?

She smiles, an ice-cold smile that could probably freeze me to this uncomfortable-ass bench if this goes on much longer.

Careful.

“I’ve helped build this company from the ground up. Ms. Brightly, I’m very busy—” She looks down at her cell and punches a few numbers.

“Oh, that’s not going to work.”

“What?”

You heard me.

She pauses, then.

“This won’t take long,” I say.

She shifts, just once, but enough to show me she can’t sit still.

Good.

“I think we might have gotten off on the wrong foot.” I push some hair away from my forehead. Sura’s face says she gets off with people on the wrong foot every day. I have no right foot, it says. But then she blinks and looks almost bored.

I draw in a long breath. “The visa number you gave me is bogus.”

I’ve gotta give it to her; her face is instantly flushed with surprise. Of course, it’s impossible to know if this is because of what I’ve told her, or if she’s just surprised to be found out. But then I falter. I don’t have enough on her, hardly anything, actually. What if I accuse her and she’s innocent? I can kiss my job, my life, goodbye for sure.

“You must have written it down wrong.”

My head tilts to the side. So that’s why she didn’t send it in an e-mail. “Nope.”

“That seems unbelievable. I signed off on the forms myself.” She glances over at the water casually. My shoulders are spring-tight, my lower back is on fire, but she looks like she just left a spa.

“It certainly seems unbelievable to me,” I say.

“That means you’re in the country illegally, though, doesn’t it?” Her voice is flat when she says it, but when she’s done speaking the right side of her mouth folds into a smirk. She looks down at her lap, smoothes out her dress, and when she meets my eyes again it’s gone, replaced by a look of quiet confidence. “It would be so very unfortunate if someone placed an anonymous call to Immigration, wouldn’t it?”

She really is lovely when she smiles, the pointy-chinned bitch.

“You know, Camilla, how do you think Ignacio is going to feel about lost little girls stalking his company’s executives? How do you think that’ll look?”

Not very good, obvs.

And then I remember what Noah’s wife said, about how Zumbido is the perfect environment for a predator. It’s no accident we’re all on contract. In fact, I bet Sura had a lot to do with that particular decision. She is HR, after all.

“I think we should keep this little chat to ourselves.” She narrows her eyes. “You’d be surprised at how badly this might end up for you.” But her cool, modulated voice slips, and for just a second I can hear pure townie in it. I don’t know what small town; northern Alberta, the swamplands of Louisiana? It doesn’t matter. It only matters that she tries to hide it. And then I think, Good. I can play that game. And if she’s going to punch me, by God I’m going down swinging. Maybe the future will be controlled by nerds in dark rooms, holding court over everyone’s digital passports; maybe the oceans are going rise until they kill us all, but there’s still room in the future for good, old-fashioned playground bullshit.

“I think you’d be surprised at how badly this could go for you.” I try to match her calm, sociopath-tinged tones. I don’t quite pull it off, but here, shuddering in the cold, I don’t care. I’ll be warm again soon.

“You have no idea what I’m capable of,” Sura says. “Spoiled little brat like you, with a rich, famous father, never worked a day in your life.”

I think about the deadlines I met when I was working for the company as an unpaid co-op student, about how she leaves every day at five and I’m still there until nine. Well, not lately. But normally. For a minute I think about taking off one of her designer shoes and cracking her in the head with it.

“Mhmm,” I say as I smile. “Did you know whose SIN number I’m using? Yours.”

“What?”

“You heard me,” I say.

“It’s some kind of clerical error.”

“Which one is it? I’m an illegal alien, or your department made a mistake?”

Her voice is velvet smooth again when she answers. “It’s easily fixed. I’m sorry for the inconvenience, but I’m sure it’s no more complicated than one of my staff made a mistake. We can resolve it without any fuss.”

Jesus, she’s a fabulous liar. I have to admit it sounds perfect. Just a routine mistake, no big deal. But still…

“How’s Liam?”

It’s the first time I’ve seen Sura lose her cool. Her nostrils flare, twice and then again, as her face goes stop-sign red. “I’ve done nothing wrong,” she says.

“Oh, I doubt that. I—”

“You know—”

“Don’t interrupt me.” I lean forward. “’Kay?”

Her color fades, but it’s still brighter than usual, her cheeks rosy. But then she leans forward too and says slyly, “You need a truth you can prove. You’ve got no idea what I can make Ignacio do. And you have no proof of anything.”

That’s when I palm my cell and open the e-mail Zack sent me. I launch the jpeg, the one of her computer file system, with the folder with all those files which break all those rules. Then I say, “I can prove there was a non-encrypted, unsecured spreadsheet on your laptop with everyone’s SIN numbers on it. That is, at the very least, a violation of our security policy.”

The look on her face says, Zack.

“And I can prove the visa number you gave me the other day is bogus,” I say. “Why did you do it? Why did you forge my visa?”

She leans forward, like it’s just us girls out for a Saturday afternoon picnic. Like we’re going to do each other’s nails later. “Why not?” she says. Her voice is pitch-perfectly, awesomely clear. Easy to understand. “But a few files on my laptop—who cares?” Her eyes turn dark. “Who do you think made those rules, you idiot?”

“Maybe not.” I look down, then back at her. Dead on. “But since I’m taping everything you’re saying now, that’ll probably do it.” I show her my phone, dialed into my home voice mail. For insurance. “I have a social media team who can re-tweet like they’re bionic. My reach metrics really are awesome,” I say. “You think Ignacio is going to keep someone on payroll with that sort of exposure? What kind of optics will that be?”

She tries to snatch it out of my hand, but I drop it inside my shirt. If she wants it, she’s going to have to come get it. And since a group of preschoolers and their minders are, at this exact moment, making their way into Sura’s gym, shepherded by the very sweet receptionist—Kerry—and her great dress, I’d love to see her try.

After a beat, her splendid smile repositions itself across her face. “I’ll start another round of paperwork.”

“That would be delightful.”

“It’ll take a few months to put it through. You’ll have to leave the country. Because, you know, that’s how it actually works.”

I smile; Google and I spent some quality time together early this morning, so I know she’s telling the truth. “I know how it works. I got my student visa all by my lonesome, remember? But you’re the one who told me I didn’t have to exit-enter if I was already in the country on a student visa. So don’t blame me for trusting you.” My finger is jabbing at her, and I have to force myself to tuck it under my leg before I poke her eye out.

She snorts. “If you’d spent five seconds doing any actual legwork, you would’ve known you had to leave.”

“You know, you’re not wrong, so I have to thank you for that. I’ll never let someone work me over like this again.” I don’t add that she’s also helped me wrestle with my trust issues; I don’t think she’ll accept my thanks gracefully. But this is what I know now: I can trust people. But I shouldn’t do it blindly, trusting authority figures and ignoring cute nerds who just want to help you. And possibly see you naked. So what if I’ve trusted the wrong people? The world didn’t end when I did.

Well, it did a little. But it’s going to get better directly.

“You made it so very easy. So I’ll thank you for that.” She smiles.

I light the second cigarette the teenaged degenerate gave me. I make sure to blow the smoke in her direction. “Hope you enjoyed it, because this is the last time you’re going to do something like this.”

She smirks. “When you come back, you’d better stay the hell out of my way.”

“Oh, fuck off,” I say, and it surprises me to realize that telling someone to fuck off feels wonderful. I should do this shit all the time. “You’d better stay out of my way. And you’d better not pull this garbage with anyone else. Like, ever again.”

She laughs. She looks out at the water for a minute and then right at me. Dead on. It’s a chilling look, but I get the distinct impression this is her true self. Finally. “Ah, Liam. Men, you know? You have one tiny fight and they get so mad.” She sighs. “It’s such a pain, really. Ruining all my fun like that.”

“I bet.”

“Oh, don’t be so judgmental, you little shit. Who am I hurting? You should all go home anyway.”

“How did you think you were going to get away with it?”

I’ve gotten away with it so far, her face says. And that’s probably the only answer I’m going to get, because she rises. “I don’t want to hear a word about this from Ignacio.”

“You won’t. As long as you behave yourself.”

She picks up her designer handbag. “You’re going to be great in PR,” she spits at me over her shoulder as she walks away.

I exhale as she goes, my pulse throbbing in my throat. Even though it’s cold, my back is dotted with sweat. I watch her until I’m sure she’s gone. I watch until it’s just me here, alone. After a good long while I reach into my shirt and grab my phone, thinking maybe technology isn’t so bad after all. The receptionist from Sura’s gym happens to be standing at the window, watching me as I fumble around with my boobs. I raise my hand and wave at her. Her hand shoots into the air, and there’s only a ghost of a moment before she waves back at me. The look on her face is so priceless I break into a smile. And then I text Zack: “Got her.”

Immediately he answers, “Liam has been walked, the data secured, the hack is officially over, the day has been saved. You’re awesome.”

“You’re pretty okay too.”

“Coming back to the office?”

“Soon.”

We hang up, but I’m not exactly sure why I don’t leave right away. Maybe it’s because this bench, shitty as it is, has been such good luck.

Eventually my phone rings; a blocked number. “Hi, Liam,” I say.

There’s a laugh on the other end. “You know, I kind of like you.”

“Funny. I don’t like you at all.”

This time his laugh is almost a chortle. “I want to thank you for your help.”

I exhale once, hard. “I’m too busy for all this. Enjoy unemployment. Oh, and go fuck yourself directly.”

“Sura will come back now. Now that she knows what I can do.”

“I’m sure you’ll be very happy together.” I look at my phone. A few days ago I was terrified of this man and what he could do to me. Now all I need to do to get him out of my life is press the disconnect button. So I do.

God, I love getting the last word.

For a while, I watch the waves roll in, the people walking by. It takes a long time for me to stop hearing his voice in my ear. But eventually it fades.

And then I feel better. I feel free.








Chapter Nineteen—RTFM




It’s safe to say more people are drinking these days, as evidenced by my going-away-but-coming-back-soon party, currently underway in a gastropub owned by one of Fred’s gruffly charming buddies. Viktor, his name is. Viktor is doing a brisk trade tonight, because the place is hopping. To help send me off, I’ve invited Patrice and Olive (who’s unfortunately headed home to North Bay), and a bunch of work peeps. I even asked Fred to come, but he’s busy working at an emergency summit being held by the Prime Minister in a bunker somewhere in Nunavut. Elaine has apologized for her recent gin-and-tonic-fueled rampage and is ensconced in a rehab where they do naked yoga and talk about their feelings. She’s having a ball.

Sura sends her regrets.

I’m tucked into a roomy booth at the back of the restaurant, the banquette cushions a sumptuous 1960s steakhouse red. Zack, Patrice, Noah, and Denise are perched beside me. Martin’s other wife, Grace, is en route, although the way he’s eyeing some of the wait staff, I’m worried he’s going to find spouse number three before she gets here. Bindu, Vivienne, and a bunch of other Zumbido-ites are flitting around, buying shooters and generally causing havoc. Zack sees my eyes following them and nudges me. “Is Ignacio coming?”

“He’s in Montreal, mergering,” I say, catching a glimpse of CNN’s ticker: Two French scientists have been arrested for allegedly failing to adequately report global warming findings. I turn my head away. I’m making a concerted effort not to watch the news these days, which is nothing short of excruciating. There are only so many Xena reruns a girl can endure on Netflix, particularly when the world might be ending.

“What’d he say about the whole Sura-is-a-monster thing?” Patrice moves one of the three pink umbrellas in her blender drink to the side and takes a sip.

“You know, it’s funny—he never did ask me what happened with my little hacker situation. Not once.” I pick up my pint of Guinness and clink my glass with hers. “But it was a snap for Sura and me to convince him I needed a vacation, probably because I’m on contract and he doesn’t have to pay me. It doesn’t hurt that he’s in a good mood from taking all the credit for heading off HarmoneeHome’s PR disaster.” I don’t add that I’m not exactly sure how I feel about Ignacio pawning me off to Sura (who is his monster, after all) and ignoring my problems. What I do know is that I don’t want to be like him any more. “Hey, how’s our friend Liam?” I say to change the subject.

“We made a deal,” Patrice says, her mouth pursed. “He keeps quiet about the breach, including anything to do with you, and we keep quiet about why he left.”

There’s a beat.

“So is it?” I ask.

“Is it what?”

“Being kept quiet?”

“Not so much.” She grins. “I’ve let a few people know what happened, people who’ll take care of the rest. He won’t work in the industry again. You could still go to the cops, though.”

“I have no intention of ever speaking to the police again, never ever ever.” I push my hair off my forehead. “I just want to focus on what I do have: a home, a case number for my visa application—a real one—and a job waiting for me when I come back,” I say. And a date with Zack.

“So, what have you learned from all this?” Noah asks.

I grin. “You have great taste in women.”

Denise smiles as she finishes her old fashioned. She’s wearing jeans and a white T-shirt under a blazer, and even without a speck of makeup she’s still a knockout. “It’s strange days with the police right now, although now that Anju Swartz’s killer has been arrested, maybe it’ll calm down a bit. But you happened to stumble on an overzealous detective near retirement with a family member who was the victim of a crime. Sometimes things go sideways.”

“Well, thank God you helped me.”

Denise and her power suits are now jousting with the Toronto police on my behalf. She’s charmed Detective Matthews enough to convince him I had nothing to do with Toronto’s only known nut-napping, although what legal trickery she had to use to swing that, I’m still not clear on. And I don’t care. I’m going to pay her for her services by sewing her a cocktail dress which I’m sure will have half the city chasing after her. I also offered her my firstborn, my refrigerator, and my rutabaga clock. Obviously, I was joking about the clock.

“It’s no problem.” She drains her drink. “They might still call you as a witness if they ever find them.”

“If you’re there with me I’ll be fine…as long as I’m not an illegal alien when it happens.” I look down at my watch: less than twenty-four hours and I’ll officially no longer be a criminal.

“I also put a bug in the ear of a contact I have in white-collar crime.” Diane places her drink neatly on the table in front of us and motions to a passing waitress for another.

“That’s what else I learned.” I snap my fingers. “People with good shoes can be evil. You know that my nosy parker friend could only track her back the last ten years? Before then, mmmm…it’s a little hazy.” I reach for Zack’s hand, strategically placed under the table, and when he starts rubbing his thumb against mine warmth blooms in my stomach. I like it here. I especially like it here with him, and no one is going to take this away from me.

Our waitress—a toothy blonde German fräulein—parks herself beside our booth. What’s her name again? Greta?

“May I please have the chips with guacamole?” Noah asks.

“Ach.” Her hand flies to her hip. “No more guac.”

Patrice laughs. “You make it sound so…final.”

“Ees final,” Greta says with a fetching Teutonic flair and a shrug of her shoulders. “No more avocado. I bring you salsa.”

After she moves off, Patrice lets out a pfffft of annoyance, although her surprise is actually not all that surprising. The ice sheet has stabilized, but experts like my pop—whom I’ve finally talked to, thank God and Antonio Meucci—estimate it’s lost enough ice to make the oceans rise at least a foot. Emphasis on the at least part. World leaders, news anchors—hell, even the scientific community—are trying to minimize the impact of the Greenland Ice Sheet Transitional Era (as it’s being branded), probably to stave off panic. A foot is survivable, they’re all saying. A bump in the road. No one is talking about the impact of gigatons of freshwater materializing in the world’s oceans, how marine life, the earth’s currents—even gravity—might be royally fucked because of it. And no one is talking about how this might just be the beginning. This is all working well for now in Toronto, because the sun came up this morning, the city went to work, and everything is the same as it was last week.

Except…it’s not.

“Where are you going to go?” Denise fidgets with an umbrella.

“I’m flying to meet my dad in Greenland. He’s exhausted, and I’m going to try to talk him into a bit of a vacation. See Paris, maybe.” I don’t add, While we still can. My stomach is octopus-city when I think like that and I have to force myself to stop, to stay in this moment.

“How cold is it in Greenland in the summer?” Patrice asks.

“Cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass monkey,” I say.

“What does that mean, anyway?” Noah asks, smiling.

“Boats used to hold their cannonballs on a tray called a ‘monkey,’ and when it was cold the metal would contract and—voila—the balls would fall off.”

“Never happened,” Zack says, his eyes twinkling. “Urban legend.”

“Shhhh.” I nudge his shoulder with mine, but stay scooched up beside him. “My grandfather used to use that expression all the time when I was little, so don’t ruin a good story with facts.” I don’t add that my grandpop was a wanderer, a sailor who travelled all over the world. Maybe I’m always going to wander, too. And maybe everything that’s happened was the adventure I was meant to have after all. I’m starting to think that it’s not where you are that’s important, but the life you build when you get there that matters. The truth is that now is the time of not really knowing what will happen next, and tomorrow is coming for all of us, even in this beautiful restaurant, which Viktor gave me a slightly manic tour of earlier. He bought it in January and opened it six weeks ago. He picked all the fixtures, saved these booths from a date with a landfill, buffed his reflection into the cherry-wood bar, planted his own herbs on the rooftop garden. This place is a labor of love, his life’s work. But who knows how long it will stay like this?

And time seems important now. It feels important to pay attention to it.

I raise my beer when Bindu stops by to say a few words, the first in a long night of goodbye-but-coming-back-soon toasts. And it’s all delicious.

When I wake up the next morning it feels like I have a roommate. And I guess in some ways, I do. Unfortunately, it’s Morty and not Zack, who had to leave the party yesterday to tinker with Zumbido’s firewalls most of the night. It feels like he and I are always going to have timing problems.

I walk to the kitchen to make some coffee. The piece of paper I taped across Morty’s camera eye is on the floor now, like a fallen leaf. I wonder if he made the LED screen moist so the tape would come off. I really wish I wasn’t leaving Morty alive while I’m gone, but the company who forged him out of metal and evil can’t come to reset him until next week. Turns out they need an astrophysicist to figure it out. I do know when I come back, I’ll never turn on another HarmoneeHome system—or anything like it—ever again. Patrice was right when she said that your life is just a bunch of choices.

Next time I’m going to choose better.

I check the clock on Morty’s LED; Zack is going to drive me to the airport, and he said he’d be here by now. All my packing is done early for once, and I decide to do a walk-around. The security system has been reset by the company but I want to make extra sure the house is secure. I go down to the basement to check the windows, which are locked. But instead of leaving, I take a seat in the storage room on an old chair. The room is still full of my parents’ stuff, and my eyes run over it as I drink my coffee. And for some reason, while I’m sitting there, the T-shirt Zack wore last week flits through my memory.

RTFM.

What if the old tenants stuck Morty’s manual somewhere down here? Just like that, I’m on my feet, opening boxes. Eventually I find one with the contents of my parents’ old junk drawer. I remember how my dad always tried to entrap me into loving science by explaining the nerdy features of household items, like the ones you might find in any old junk drawer. Surface tension experiments with paper clips, that sort of thing. Junk-drawer science, he calls it. I spy one of my mom’s brooches kicking around in the box and I shove it into my pocket.

After a while I think maybe I’m wrong; maybe the manual isn’t here after all. If there was one, the old tenants might’ve thrown it out. Maybe there is no manual and Morty will never be fixed, the little scamp.

I ease my phone out of my pocket. There’s nothing from my dad, but instead of panic, I feel calm. Finally. My pop has a job to do and he’s doing it. I think about how his funding has been cut until he couldn’t attend conferences unless he did it on his own dime. How he has fewer students working in his lab now than he did in the 90s. My dad is my hero, a plucky Apocalypse expert, and right now he’s doing what he has to do. And I can solve my own problems.

I lean my head back, stare at the ceiling, and turn my neck to rub my right shoulder. I guess Morty and I are going to grow old together, and that’s just the way it’s going to be. I finish my coffee, cold now, and stand up.

But then I see it, the flash of shiny paper. There’s a small stack of booklets wedged between two bankers’ boxes. Huh.

A grin hits my face as I lift the box. I’m tempted to take a selfie because it’d be the biggest smile I’ve ever smiled. Welcome to the Morty 10,000, the second manual in the stack says. I bring it upstairs to the living room, where Morty can’t see me. I flip through to the last section: Decommissioning Your Smart Fridge. Stamped in small print at the end of the leaflet is Factory Resets.

Factory resets! My heart thrums against my ribcage as I pick up my cell and scurry outside, almost tripping on not just one but two steps. I’ve never been awesome at stairs.

Zack picks up on the first ring. “Yo.”

“Hey, it’s me,” I say as a huge truck rattles down the street. I wait until it passes.

“What was that? Where are you?”

“On my front porch.”

“Why?”

“I don’t want the fridge to hear me.”

“Understandable, if odd, comment.”

“Tell me something. If you do a factory reset on a device with a virus, will it wipe the virus out?”

He pauses. “We tried to figure out how to do that exact thing.”

“I have a printed manual in my hot little hands, and it has instructions.”

“Oh, very analog of you.” He sounds admiring.

“I guess. What do you think?”

“It should work,” he muses. “And it’s not like things can get worse or anything.”

“Okay,” I say. “When are you coming?”

“Now?”

“Perfect.” After I hang up the phone, I square my shoulders and head back inside. In the kitchen I open and close the fridge doors a few times, just to be a jerk.

“Camilla Lou,” Morty says, sounding more irritated than anything else.

“Go straight to hell, Morty.”

I double-check the section in the manual about Morty’s reset process. There’s a tiny hole on the side of the LED pane—one you’d never know was there unless there was a manual to walk you through it, complete with pictures. Like the ones on the glossy pages I’m holding right now, with a middle-aged housewife gazing at another Morty, enraptured. I take my mom’s brooch, the stickpin on it sharp and true. I smile as I jam it into the reset button, slowly and deliberately.

The reaction is instantaneous. Morty’s screen—poof—goes flat black, and he reboots. I open the fridge door and grab a bottle of white wine. I watch as the screen runs through a boot sequence before it stops at a prompt, the cursor flashing expectantly.

SET UP CAMERA SYSTEM?

When I tap the screen, the LED keyboard appears. I type No.

SET UP NETWORK?

No.

BOOTING IN STANDALONE MODE, the fridge announces, and finishes its startup. When it comes up, the screen shows the date, the time, and the temperature. There’s no chitchat, no pithy remarks, no attitude problem.

Morty—officially the worst domestic helpmate ever—is totally, completely, and utterly dead.

I giggle like a schoolgirl, throw my hands in the air, and do an odd little dance in my kitchen. And then I run myself a bubble bath to get the basement dust off me, complete with squeaky toys, while I wait for Zack and think about ways to celebrate.

When he gets here I open the door, and before I know it his mouth is on mine and his long, lean frame is pressing against me in a hard-delicious sort of way. Then he runs his fingers down my spine like he’s unzipping a dress and pulls me closer, and it’s like I’m stepping out of my problems. It feels like I’m supposed to be here and his arms belong around me and it’s the first time in a long time I’ve belonged anywhere. It’s simple and uncomplicated and all I can think is that everything really is going to be okay.

That, and my flight isn’t for hours. We have time, still.



 
 

____________________________

 

The story continues in An Etiquette Guide to the End Times.

Want an email when Maia releases new books? Please sign up for her monthly newsletter.








The story continues in An Etiquette Guide to the End Times (an End Times novella)
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“A terrifying and hilarious look into what may be our not-so-distant future.” TR Whittier, author of “The Buck Pass”

“Humorous and scary in a 'this could actually happen' sort of way.” Simpsonsparadox.com

There aren’t any zombies (yet), but the world is still at the brink of destruction: It’s 2028 and global warming has led to rising oceans, crazy weather, and resource scarcity. On top of that, someone just turned the Internet off. Seeing as how it’s humanity’s last chance to turn things around manners are, understandably, a bit frayed.

Bookish etiquette buff Olive O’Malley is busy microfarming her urban property and minding her own business (and her chickens) when the government comes calling. Their goal is to push the populace towards carbon-neutrality while keeping kvetching to a minimum, and they come with a proposal: transition Olive’s popular etiquette column to a radio show for the masses, and they’ll help Olive find her grandfather, who’s gone missing.

Olive doesn’t trust the hipster government officials who try to bribe her with delicious-but-probably-a-little-evil chocolate pastries, and declines their offer. (Politely, of course.) But they won't take no for an answer, and soon Olive is knee-deep in turmoil, eco-terrorism, and missing chickens. Now she has to untangle herself from their demands and figure out how to make sure her family (and her poultry) are safe before it’s too late. An Etiquette Guide to the End Times is available
at Amazon.
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"Another great read from Maia Sepp!" T.R. Whittier, author of "The Buck Pass"

"This one is definitely worth a read - you won’t be disappointed." Shayna Krishnasamy, author of "The Sickroom"

On paper, Viive McBroom has it all—a loving husband, a key position in a fast-paced, technical field, one promotion away from real success—but that’s only if you ignore one little problem.

Sandwiched between one migraine and the next, Viive’s life is like those choose-your-own-adventure books you read as a kid, only less fun and with a lot more drugs. Faced with frustration from her loved ones and the dark machinations of a new colleague, Viive feels herself getting pulled under by guilt, apologies, and workplace shenanigans. But then she meets the Migraine Mafia, a quirky, vibrant support group, and she discovers that a room full of strangers just might be able to change the way she views her illness—and realizes that if she doesn’t learn to ask for help, her health isn’t the only thing she stands to lose.

Sometimes painful, frequently hilarious, always entertaining, The Migraine Mafia is the story of one woman’s quest to thrive in the face of chronic illness. It is available
at Amazon.


Turn the page to see more of Maia’s books...






The Sock Wars (Contemporary Fiction)

 

[image: The Sock Wars]

“Loved it.” Shayna Krishnasamy, author of The Sickroom.

“A witty, observant and poignant story...” Deborah Young, Amazon reviewer.

“...An unexpected delight...” Diane, Goodreads reviewer.

Lucy Tuttle is a workaholic financial planner whose biggest worry is how to line up the sticky notes on her desk just so, but when her free-spirited, vivacious aunt dies in a car accident halfway across the world, Lucy's carefully ordered life spins out of control.

With her last family member gone, the big 3-0 approaching, domestication closing in, and her faltering biological clock a never-ending reminder of the time she isn't spending building a family, Lucy tries to make a home for herself and her eco-activist boyfriend in the fixer-upper she's inherited from her aunt. But as she struggles to settle into a life of renovation, cohabitation, organic lentils and sock thievery, she starts to wonder how she ended up there—and when she'll feel alive again. As she works through her grief and tries to find somewhere to belong, Lucy begins to understand that sometimes, realizing one dream might mean giving up another.

Poignant, quirky, and humorous, The Sock Wars is a contemporary women's fiction story from author Maia Sepp that reminds us there's only one thing harder than living up to other people's expectations: facing your own. It is available
at Amazon.
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Wake, the first of the End Times series, is her fourth novel. An Etiquette Guide to the End Times, the next book in the series, is now available. Maia’s debut novel, The Sock Wars, is a story of love, loss, and sock thievery. Maia’s second novel is The Migraine Mafia, the story of a thirtysomething’s quest to come to terms with a chronic illness. All are available
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