

  INTERFACE ONE

  Andries J. Greyling

  House of Greyling

  2026

  Copyright © 2026 Andries J. Greyling. All rights reserved.




INTERFACE ONE


Reading this as an e-book? A free, fully-illustrated PDF of this book — with the cover and all images — is available to read or download at arjunabadger.press.






Chapter 1

The lot had been in the Institute’s basement for seven years under the accession number ZA-BGV-2029-114, and its card described the contents as corr., misc. Amer., 20thC, unsorted.

Aviva Reisz had written that card herself. She could remember the afternoon: forty-one boxes off a container from Philadelphia, bought sight-unseen because two of them held the Hendricks survey maps she had been hunting for three years, and thirty-nine of them held whatever else had been in the same storage unit. She had taken the maps out on the loading bay, in the wind, and felt the pleasure of a hunt ending. Then she had signed for all forty-one, put them on the shelf, and gone back to work.

The maps were catalogued and published in 2030. The other thirty-nine boxes sat where the trolley had left them.

This was not negligence. It was arithmetic. The Institute had two archivists, one of whom was Aviva, and about nine hundred linear metres of undescribed material, and a backlog is worked in the order funding arrives, not the order guilt suggests. She had a spreadsheet that told her exactly how far behind she was. In 2036 it said eleven years.

What moved it was money. The Wolraad bequest paid for bulk provenance work on undescribed lots (dating, ordering, condition, nothing else) and the terms required the money spent within eighteen months. So on a Tuesday in March, Aviva put ZA-BGV-2029-114 on the imaging table because it was the next thing on the shelf.

The first box was correspondence, loose, unfoldered, in no order at all.

She read the top sheet standing up, which was a bad habit and the only one she had never tried to lose.


I AM PUTTING THIS ON THE RECORD IN ADVANCE so that afterwards there can be no argument about what was known and when. Within thirty days there will be significant electrical disturbance in the area described. I do not ask you to believe this. I ask you to date this letter, keep it, and check.



It was typed, with three words in capitals, on a machine whose lower-case e sat a half-line above the baseline. It was addressed to a professor of psychology in Wyoming. It was signed, in a large forward hand, Ted Owens.

Aviva put it down and looked at the box.

There were, she estimated later, four thousand sheets in that box and roughly the same in each of the nine boxes behind it. Letters, carbons of letters, newspaper clippings pasted to backing sheets, weather charts marked in coloured pencil, affidavits with notary stamps, and—this was the thing that made her stop estimating and start counting—hundreds of pages of diagrams.

They were bad diagrams. That was her first professional judgement and she stood by it for eleven months. Ballpoint on lined paper, ruled with the edge of something that was not a ruler, full of arrows and small repeated glyphs and the occasional word in the same shouting capitals. They looked like the marginalia of a man arguing with a wall.

She logged the lot, imaged the first two hundred sheets, and submitted a standard provenance job.

The Institute ran a Lucid instance in the room that had been the sanatorium’s laundry, which meant it had drains, three-phase power and a floor that could be hosed, and this had turned out to matter more than the architects intended. Regional custody. Nine racks. A queue that Thandi Mokoena managed personally and jealously, because after the partition there was no such thing as borrowing capacity from somewhere else.

A provenance job is the cheapest thing the Institute asks for. Date the paper. Date the ink. Read the postmarks, order the sequence, flag the physically impossible. It does not read for meaning and it is not permitted to.

The job took forty minutes and came back at 16:52.

Aviva read the summary on the way to her car, on a phone, in a car park, in the wind, which is how most of the important documents of her life had reached her.

JOB 2036-03-11-0417  provenance/bulk
lot ZA-BGV-2029-114 (partial, n=200)
paper 1968-1974 (mixed stock, 4 families) .... consistent
ink   ballpoint, 3 families ................... consistent
postmark sequence ............................. consistent, no inversions
condition ..................................... fair, acid burn at fold
NOTE non-prose content on 61/200 sheets is
     STRUCTURED. flag retained, not analysed —
     outside job scope (provenance).

She read the note twice, which is how she read everything, and thought: the machine has found a table.

That was reasonable. Structured non-prose content, in an archivist’s day, is a table. It is a column of figures, a ledger, a bus timetable, an index. It is the single most common thing an instance flags and it is almost never interesting.

She drove home. She did not think about it over the weekend, and she was not being careless when she didn’t. Nothing in that output was strange. Every line of it was the machine doing precisely and only what it had been asked to do, in the flattest available language.

It is worth being exact about this, because of what people said afterwards.

The instance did not find a message. It did not identify a sender, propose a meaning, or draw anyone’s attention to anything. It was given two hundred sheets of paper and asked when they were made, and it answered when they were made, and then, because that was in its scope too, it mentioned, in one clause, at the bottom, that sixty-one of the sheets had something on them that was not writing and was not decoration.

It was a clean log. It sat in the queue history all weekend, and nobody read it again until Wednesday.




Chapter 2


1955

The field is wet from the afternoon and Ted is standing in it in his work shoes, which is going to cost him, and he is looking up at a thing that is not a weather balloon.

He has already been through the list. He has been an electronics man since the Navy and he knows what the sky legitimately contains at nine at night in this part of the country, and he has run the list twice because the first time does not count when your heart is doing what his is doing. It is not a balloon. It is not a searchlight on cloud, because there is no cloud. It is not an aircraft, because aircraft do not stop.

It is long, and it is not shining so much as lit, as a cigarette is lit, from within and unevenly, and it is holding a position about the height of a water tower over the tree line, and it has been doing that for four minutes.

Behind him the screen door goes.

“Ted.”

“Come out here.”

“I’m not coming out there. Come in.”

“Nadine. Come out here and look at this.”

She comes out. She is barefoot on the step and she has the dishtowel still in her hand, and she looks where he is pointing for exactly long enough, and she says, “What is it?”

That is the sentence. He will carry it a long way. Not what am I looking at, not I don’t see anything. What is it, in her ordinary voice, with the towel in her hand, because she can see it too and it is a thing in the sky and she wants to know what it is.

“I don’t know,” he says.

“Well, come in when you know.”

She goes in. The door goes. He stands in the wet field until his feet are cold through and the thing is still there and then it is not there, and there is no departure he can describe, no streak, no dwindling. There is a sky with it in and then a sky without.

He goes in. The kitchen light is on. She has left him a plate.

They stay married.

That is the part that matters and it is not a small part. They stay married for thirty-one more years. She goes back to school in 1961 and teaches for two decades at a school eight minutes from the house. There is a bad year in 1966 that they get through by not discussing it, which is not how anyone would recommend getting through a bad year, but they get through it. There is a kitchen extension in 1971 that he builds himself, badly, and that never stops leaking at one corner, and it becomes a joke that outlives the leak because he fixes it in 1978 and she keeps making the joke anyway. There are two grandchildren. He is at the second one’s christening in a suit that does not fit, holding the child wrong, being corrected, laughing.

He does not, in that life, write to a single professor.

The lit thing over the tree line is a story he tells about six times in fifty years, at the kind of party where somebody else has already told a ghost story, and every time he tells it Nadine says I saw it too, flatly, from the other side of the room, without turning round, and it always gets a laugh, and it is always true.

He works at the plant until 1979. He is good at it and not remarkable at it. He is on the committee that redesigns the shift rota and it is the achievement of his working life and he is genuinely proud of it, and forty years later there is nobody alive who knows that about him.

He dies in 1994, in a bed, of the thing that was going to get him anyway, with the television on and someone in the room.

That is the world.

That is the world, and Ted is standing in the wet field in 1955 with his feet going cold, and he can feel the whole of it, laid out in front of him like a plate somebody has left, and it is available, it is right there, it is the cheapest thing in the sky —

— and something opens the back of his head.

There is no pain and there is no light. There is the specific sensation, which he will spend three decades failing to describe to anybody, of a door being found in a wall he had never thought of as having a wall in it. Something goes in. It is not violent. It is not even fast. It is careful, the way a man is careful taking the back off a radio, and that is the comparison he will reach for every single time and it will make everyone he says it to think less of him.

And then he can see the other way the field can go.

He does not choose it. That is what he will never be able to make anyone understand, in thirty-one years of trying, and it is why he stops trying and starts shouting. He does not weigh two lives and pick the interesting one. He is a man standing in a wet field who has just been shown that a field can go two ways, and the showing is not a menu, it is a pressure, and he leans into it as you lean into a door you have already started opening.

The kitchen light is on. She has left him a plate.

He goes in and eats it and it is good and she is doing the crossword and does not look up, and he sits down opposite her at the table and he is the only person on earth who has ever eaten that meal twice.

“Well?” she says. “What is it?”

He looks at his wife of four years, who in one world says I saw it too at parties for fifty years, flatly, without turning round.

“I don’t know yet,” he says.

She leaves in 1959.





Chapter 3

Thandi Mokoena killed the job on Wednesday morning, before nine, from her phone, in a queue at the licensing department.

She did it in four taps and did not feel conflicted about it. The Institute’s whole reason for existing after the partition was that somebody had to hold custody locally and hold it properly, and holding it properly meant that the interesting jobs were the ones you stopped.

By the time she got to the office Aviva was already sitting in the chair outside it.

“You killed 0417.”

“I killed the follow-on. The provenance job ran.”

“It ran on two hundred sheets out of forty thousand.”

“Then submit the rest as provenance and it’ll run on forty thousand.” Thandi put her bag down. “You didn’t submit provenance. You submitted structure/read.”

“I submitted it as a scoping job.”

“Aviva.”

“It’s forty kilograms of paper and I need to know whether the non-prose content is one system or sixty. If it’s sixty I describe it as marginalia and shelve it and that’s eleven years of my life I don’t spend. That is a provenance question.”

“It is a content question wearing a provenance coat,” Thandi said, “and you know that, because you wrote the coat.”

She said it without heat. That was the thing about Thandi that people took a while to read correctly: she was not annoyed, and the absence of annoyance was not a technique. She had inherited the Witness Protocol as a set of procedures rather than an argument she’d been in, as you inherit a house rather than build one, and the effect was that she applied it more strictly than the people who had written it, and with less anguish. They had bled over the clauses. She just ran them.

“Talk me through the consent,” she said.

“There is none.”

“Who is the subject?”

“Theodore Owens, American, 1920 to 1987.”

“Dead.”

“Very.”

“Who is the complainant?”

“There isn’t one.”

“Who consented to the ingestion of his private correspondence?”

“Nobody. He’s been dead forty-nine years and the paper was bought at an estate sale by somebody who bought it for the maps.”

“That was you.”

“That was me,” Aviva said. “I’m not pretending it was somebody better.”

Thandi sat down. Through the window the wind was doing the thing it did in March, coming over the shoulder of the mountain and hitting the old sanatorium buildings side-on, so the whole east wing made a low sound new staff always asked about once.

“Here’s my problem,” she said. “The protocol has a provision for the living and a provision for the consented dead, and it has a provision for a complainant who wants a specific question answered inside a specific boundary. It has no provision at all for a dead man whose mail somebody bought by accident. There is no boundary because there is nobody to draw one. There is no question because nobody asked one. What you have is a stack of private letters and a machine, and the only reason to put the first into the second is that you’re curious.”

“Yes,” said Aviva.

“Thank you for not arguing.”

“I’m going to argue in a minute. I wanted you to have that first.”

Thandi’s mouth twitched. “Go on, then.”

“Provenance is not content.” Aviva had been assembling this in the car. “I am not asking what the diagrams mean. I am asking whether they are the same kind of object as each other. That is a physical question about the marks on a page. It is the same question as is this ink from one pen or four, and you let me ask that this morning.”

“It is not the same question.”

“It is exactly the same question one level of abstraction up, and every description standard we work to says so.”

“And when the answer comes back,” Thandi said, “and it says yes, one system, sixty-one sheets in two hundred, what do you do on Thursday?”

Aviva did not answer immediately, which Thandi respected more than any answer.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I’d want to know what the system was.”

“There it is.”

“I’m not going to pretend I wouldn’t.”

Thandi looked at the desk for a while.

The honest position, which she did not say out loud, was that the protocol was not written for this and never would be. It had been built for a specific and terrible kind of case: a family, a disappearance, a boundary drawn around three questions and defended with everything the consortium had. Every clause in it assumed somebody in the room was owed something. It had been designed as a wall around grief, and grief has an address.

A dead crank has no address. Nobody was owed anything here and nobody was at risk and the whole apparatus had nothing to grip.

Which meant the decision was hers, personally, without cover, which was the part of the job she had been doing for four years and had not once enjoyed.

“Narrow permission,” she said at last. “Structure only. Are the marks one system or many. You get a boolean and a count and nothing else, no semantics, no translation, no attempt at content. Written into the job as a hard scope, not a note. And it runs at the back of the queue behind everything that has a client.”

“That’s a fortnight.”

“That’s a fortnight.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me,” Thandi said. “I’m granting you a technicality. I want you to know that I know that.”

Aviva stopped in the doorway. “Would you rather I hadn’t asked?”

“No,” said Thandi. “I’d rather you’d asked in 2029.”

The job went into the queue on Wednesday at 11:40, position sixty-one, which nobody noticed at the time and which two people would later be unable to stop noticing.




Chapter 4

It came back on the twenty-sixth, at night, and Aviva was not there, and that was the last completely ordinary evening any of them had.

JOB 2036-03-11-0491  structure/scope [HARD SCOPE: no semantics]
lot ZA-BGV-2029-114 (n=39,804 sheets)

non-prose content present on ......... 11,902 sheets
distinct symbol inventory ............ 214
  hapax (single occurrence) .......... 9
  recurrent ......................... 205
system count ......................... 1
  confidence ........................ >0.999

NOTE inventory is CLOSED and POSITIONAL.
     symbol adjacency is constrained
     (permitted-successor set per symbol,
      mean 3.1, max 9, min 1).
     this is not consistent with decoration
     or with idiographic notation.
     scope prevents further characterisation.

Aviva read it at 06:40 the next morning, in the car park, in the wind, and then she went inside and sat down in the imaging room without taking her coat off and read it eleven more times.

What she was looking at, translated out of the machine’s flat register, was this.

A man had drawn something on eleven thousand nine hundred and two pages over about eighteen years. He had used two hundred and fourteen different marks. Nine of them he used once. The other two hundred and five he used again and again. And—this was the line she kept coming back to—the marks could not follow each other in any order. Each mark had a small set of marks that were allowed to come after it. On average about three. Never more than nine. Sometimes exactly one.

That is not what doodling looks like. Doodling has an open inventory: you invent a new squiggle whenever you feel like it, and the inventory grows forever, and there are no rules about what can follow what. This inventory was closed. He had stopped inventing marks in about 1971 and used the same two hundred and fourteen for the rest of his life.

It is also not what a personal shorthand looks like, or a private mystical alphabet, or any of the six other things Aviva had catalogued in twenty years of working with the papers of people who were unwell. Those have open inventories too, or they have inventories that drift, or they have adjacency rules that are just habits and break under stress. This did not break. Eighteen years, eleven thousand nine hundred and two sheets, and the permitted-successor sets held.

She had spent eleven months calling them bad diagrams. They were not diagrams at all. They had never been pictures of anything.

They were strings.

She sat in the imaging room until the heating came on, which at the Institute happened at half past seven whether anyone was in the building or not, and then she went and stood in Thandi’s doorway.

“It’s one system.”

“I read it.”

“You read it already.”

“It came in at eleven at night and my phone is on the queue,” Thandi said. “Yes, I read it. Sit down. You look like you slept in the car.”

“I want to say something and I want to say it badly first and then better.”

“Badly first is fine.”

“It’s a notation.” Aviva sat. “Closed inventory, positional, constrained adjacency, stable across eighteen years. Those four things together—I’ve never seen that outside a language or a code, and I have seen a great many unwell people’s private symbol systems, because that is disproportionately what ends up in a lot like this.”

“And better?”

Aviva took a moment. “Better is: those four things are also true of about nine hundred things that are completely mundane. Knitting patterns. Chess notation. A stock-control system somebody invented for a hardware shop. Bell-ringing. Knowing it is a notation tells you nothing at all about what it notates, and the overwhelming likeliest answer is that it’s something boring and personal and that we will never work out because the man is dead.”

“That’s the honest version.”

“That’s the honest version, and it’s what I’d write in the description, and it’s what I believe.”

Thandi looked at her. “But.”

“But I have eleven thousand nine hundred pages of a closed positional notation,” Aviva said, “written by a man who was simultaneously mailing letters to physicists asking to be tested, and I would like to know whether the notation is well-formed.”

“Meaning what, operationally.”

“Meaning: hand it to the instance as strings and ask whether they parse. Not what they mean. Whether they are anything. That is the same class of question as is this ink from one pen. It has a yes or a no and it doesn’t require a single act of interpretation.”

Thandi did not answer for a long time.

“You understand,” she said eventually, “that the reason I keep saying yes to you is that every single request you make is genuinely, defensibly, the smallest next question.”

“Yes.”

“And that a person who only ever asks the smallest next question can walk anywhere at all.”

“Yes,” said Aviva. “That’s why I’m asking you and not doing it.”

The job went in on the third of April. It was scoped harder than the last one and it sat at the back of the queue for nine days, and when it ran it took eleven minutes, and there is no version of the story in which anybody involved treated it as a significant moment, because at the time it was not one.




Chapter 5


1963

The bridge holds.

Ted is nine hundred miles away when it holds, in a rented room with the window open because the fan died in June, and he knows the exact moment because he is holding a pencil over a sheet of lined paper and the pressure comes off his hands.

That is what it is like. Nobody ever believes this part, on the rare occasions he tries it, because they want it to be a vision. It is not a vision. It is a pressure that comes off, as a headache comes off, as your ears clear on a hill. Something that was leaning stops leaning.

He puts the pencil down and goes and sits on the end of the bed.

In the world he has just closed, the span comes down at 4:50 in the afternoon on a Tuesday in October, into forty feet of water, with eleven vehicles on it. He knows this as you know a room you have walked through. He knows that the second car is green and that there is a dog in it. He knows that the man in the fourth vehicle, which is a flatbed, gets out and stands on the deck as it goes, and that this is recorded, afterwards, by three witnesses on the bank, and that it is the detail that ends up in every account for the next thirty years: the man standing up on the falling bridge.

He knows the number is nineteen.

He has known the number for six weeks. He has known it since a wet morning in August when he was doing nothing at all, standing at a bus stop, and the leaning started, and he understood, in the flat unarguable way he understands these things now, that a specific piece of steel eleven hundred miles from that bus stop was going to fail in October and that nineteen people were going to be in the water when it did.

He wrote four letters.

He wrote to the state highway department, and he wrote to the county, and he wrote to a newspaper, and he wrote to the engineering faculty of a university whose name he got off a matchbook, and he did it as he has learned to: dated, specific, unhysterical, asking for nothing except that they keep the letter.

Three did not reply. The fourth replied.

It was a secretary and it was two sentences and it thanked him for his interest and said that his letter had been passed to the appropriate department, and he has it in his pocket now, folded, and he has had it in his pocket for five weeks, and he takes it out about once a day and looks at it, and what he feels when he looks at it is not vindication.

It is warmth. That is the humiliating part. Somebody typed his name at the top of a piece of paper. Somebody’s hands were on a machine and his name came out of it. He has read those two sentences four hundred times and there is nothing in them, there is not one word in them that is about him, and he takes it out and looks at it anyway.

He does not know whether the letter did anything. He will never know. That is the shape of the whole rest of his life and he is thirty-three years too early to see it.

What he knows is that six weeks ago there was a leaning and now there is not, and that somewhere this afternoon a span held with eleven vehicles on it, and every single person on it drove off the other end and went home and had an ordinary Tuesday evening, and not one of them will ever know that they had it. The man in the flatbed does not stand up. There is no reason for him to stand up. He drives across a bridge, which is what a bridge is for, and he is annoyed about the traffic.

Ted sits on the end of the bed in a rented room with the fan dead and the window open and he cries for about ninety seconds, which is not something he does, and then he stops and washes his face.

The thing he cannot get anybody to understand, and he has now tried it on two doctors, his brother, and a woman at a diner who was kind for eleven minutes, is that he is the only person in the world who was at that bridge.

Nineteen people were not in the water. There is no funeral. There is no photograph of a man standing on a falling deck. There is no article, no inquiry, no plaque, no anniversary. There is no name for what did not happen. The green car with the dog in it is parked outside a house tonight, and the dog is asleep on a rug, and there is not a single record anywhere on earth that it was ever going to be otherwise, except in the back of the head of a man in a rented room who has a two-sentence letter from a secretary in his pocket.

He wants to be thanked. He knows exactly how that sounds. He has looked at it squarely and it does not improve.

He wants somebody, one person, once, to say you were there and I know you were there. Not to believe him about the future. To believe him about the past. About a Tuesday in October that has now not happened, in a world that has been thrown away, which he is carrying, alone, in his entirety, and which is getting heavier at a rate he is beginning to be able to estimate.

He goes out and buys a beer at half past six, which is early, and he sits with it a long time, and it helps, and he notices that it helps.

Then he goes back to the room and takes out a clean sheet of lined paper and writes, at the top, in capitals, as he has started doing because the capitals feel like a raised voice and a raised voice feels like being in the room:

I AM PUTTING THIS ON THE RECORD IN ADVANCE.

Underneath it, in the margin, without thinking about it at all, he draws three small marks in a row.

He does not know why. His hand does it while he is thinking about the next sentence. He looks at them a moment, as you look at a fingernail, then writes the letter.





Chapter 6

The parse job ran on the twelfth of April and returned in eleven minutes, and Aviva was in a meeting about shelving.

JOB 2036-04-03-0006  parse/wellformedness [HARD SCOPE: no semantics]
strings extracted ......... 11,902 sheets → 31,540 strings
parsed .................... 31,540
well-formed ............... 31,509  (99.90%)
ill-formed ................ 31
  of which truncated at
  page edge / tear ........ 29
  of which genuine .......... 2

grammar recovered:
  type ................ context-free, 3 productions deep
  terminals ........... 214
  non-terminals ....... 19
  ambiguity ........... none detected

NOTE grammar is not natural-language-shaped
     (no recursion on the left, no optionality,
      fixed arity per production).
     it is OPERATIONAL in shape:
     each production takes arguments.
     scope prevents evaluation.

Marius Kotze, who did not work at the Institute and had never heard of it, was at that hour in a departmental meeting four hundred metres from a different mountain, being told that his funding line had been folded into somebody else’s. Constance Owens-Hale was asleep in Pennsylvania. Thandi was in the laundry room with an electrician, discussing a fault that had been intermittent since January.

The output sat in the queue history for two hours and eleven minutes before anyone read it, and this is what the subsequent inquiry found hardest to accept, and it is also the plainest evidence anybody ever produced that nothing in that building was being rushed.

Aviva came out of the shelving meeting at 14:30 and read it on the stairs.

She sat down on the stairs.

A grammar is a much larger claim than a notation. A notation is just a set of marks with habits. A grammar means the marks combine, and that the combinations have structure, and that the structure is regular enough that a machine given thirty-one thousand examples can recover the rules from the examples alone. Nineteen non-terminals. Three productions deep. No ambiguity anywhere in thirty-one thousand five hundred and nine strings.

She had spent twenty years describing the papers of people whose minds had come apart. She knew what those looked like on the page and she knew what they looked like in aggregate. They did not do this. Ambiguity was the thing that always gave them away: a private system built by one person under pressure always ends up with two rules that contradict, because the person is not a committee and does not keep minutes.

Thirty-one thousand five hundred and nine strings and no ambiguity.

And then the last note, which she read four times.

It is operational in shape. Each production takes arguments.

She went and found Thandi in the laundry room, standing on a chair with a torch.

“I need you to come and look at something.”

“I’m holding a torch.”

“I need you to come and look at something.”

Thandi came down off the chair.

They read it together in the office with the door open, because Thandi had a rule about the door, and when they had both read it twice Thandi said: “Say the thing you’re not saying.”

“I’m not saying it because I don’t want to be the person who says it.”

“Say it anyway. I’ll be the person who heard it.”

Aviva put the tablet down. “It’s not a language. It’s not a diary code or a mystical alphabet or a filing system. Languages recurse and they’re ambiguous and they have optional bits, and this doesn’t and isn’t and hasn’t. This is shaped like something you run.”

“It’s shaped like a lot of things,” said Thandi. “Chess is shaped like something you run. So is knitting. You said that yourself, three weeks ago, and you were right.”

“I know.”

“So say the honest version.”

“The honest version is that there are forty-odd classes of human activity that produce a closed operational grammar and thirty-nine of them are dull, and I still cannot tell you which of the forty this is, and neither can the instance, because we have not asked and we are not going to.”

“Good,” said Thandi.

“But I want to say the other thing too.”

“Go on.”

“He was mailing these,” Aviva said. “That’s the bit I can’t put down. Whatever this is, it isn’t private. A man does not invent a stock-control system for a hardware shop and then post pages of it to a professor of psychology in Wyoming and ask him to keep the envelope. The notation and the letters are in the same envelopes, Thandi. Physically the same envelopes. He was sending it to people.”

Thandi turned that over for a while.

“That’s a provenance observation,” she said at last.

“It is.”

“That’s genuinely a provenance observation. I’m not being clever. Who a document was sent to is provenance.”

“Yes.”

“All right.” Thandi picked up a pen and did not write anything with it. “Here is what I will authorise and it is the last thing I authorise on this lot without a great deal more thought. Evaluate the grammar for well-formedness under its own rules, which is already done, and then tell me whether the strings, taken as operations, are internally consistent. Do the arguments type-check. Not what they do. Whether they’d run at all if there were anything to run them on.”

“That’s a compile.”

“That’s a compile,” Thandi agreed. “A compile is not an execution. There is nothing here to execute on. It is thirty-one thousand strings of ballpoint from the nineteen-seventies and the answer is going to be that half the arguments are missing, and then I will write an extremely good description note and you will shelve it and we will both feel silly.”

“Probably.”

“Say probably again, with your face doing something else.”

“Probably,” said Aviva.

The compile was submitted that afternoon. Because it was cheap and because the queue had emptied over the school holidays, it ran the same night, at 21:14, and took four hours and eleven minutes.




Chapter 7


1969

The foreman is being decent about it, which is worse.

“You’ve had the time off,” he says. “I gave you the time off. I’m not saying you didn’t have it coming.”

“I know.”

“But I’ve got the rota and I’ve got a man doing your Thursdays and he wants the Thursdays.”

“I know.”

“You could come back on nights.”

Ted looks at the wall of the office, which has a calendar on it from a bearing supplier, and a photograph of the softball team from three years ago in which he is in the second row, and he understands that this is the last week he will ever hold a job, and that the foreman does not know that, and that if he said it out loud the foreman would be kind about it, which he could not survive.

“No,” he says. “Thanks, Ray.”

“You all right for money?”

“I’m all right.”

He is not all right for money. He walks out through the shop and three men say his name and he says theirs back, and the last one, Dellinger, who is twenty-four and stupid and enormously likeable, says see you Monday because nobody has told Dellinger, and Ted says see you Monday because it is easier. That is the last thing he ever says inside that building.

He walks to the bus in the heat.

The trouble is not that he cannot do the work. He can do the work in his sleep, and for two years he has largely been doing the work in his sleep, because the work takes about a fifth of him and the rest of him is doing something else all day.

The trouble is Thursdays. And Tuesdays in April, and most of last November, and the four days in 1967 when he did not leave the room. When the leaning starts he is no more capable of standing at a bench and truing a shaft than a man with a broken leg is capable of running, and it comes without notice, and without a note from a doctor, because he has now been to four doctors and what he got was one prescription he did not fill, one referral he did not take, one man who was frightened of him, and one who was so comprehensively bored that Ted stopped mid-sentence and never started again.

The bus is late. He sits on the bench in the shade of the shelter with his lunch tin on his knees, and Big Lornie comes.

That is not the name he would have chosen if he had been consulted. It arrived when he was eleven, in the crawlspace under his grandmother’s house, attached to something that at the time had a shape roughly like an enormous woman, and a boy of eleven names things badly and then is stuck with it for life. He has never said the name out loud to another human being. He is fairly sure that saying it would end whatever chance he has left of being taken seriously by anyone, and he is right about that, and being right about it is one of the four or five things that have made him what he is going to become.

Big Lornie is not a voice. Nothing has ever been a voice. Big Lornie is a place in the head where something is standing, and today it is standing closer than usual, and what comes off it is not language but is, if he had to put it in words, and he has had to put it in words on eleven thousand pages by now:

Good. Now there is time.

He sits with his lunch tin in the bus shelter and understands that he has just been congratulated on losing his job.

“That’s easy for you,” he says, out loud, in an empty bus shelter, at twenty past four in the afternoon.

Nothing answers. It has never once been a conversation, and this is the specific loneliness he has and there is no word for it. He has had a thing standing in the back of his head since he was eleven years old and it has never asked him a question.

The bus comes.

Here is what he decides between the bus stop and his own front door, and it takes about nineteen minutes, and it is the largest decision of his life and he does not experience it as a decision at all.

They want to be recognised. That is what all of it has been, since the field, since the door in the wall: they want to be known about, by somebody with authority, on the record, and everything they have shown him is in service of that and none of it has worked, because he has been showing it to nobody, in his own time, around a shift rota, in letters that get filed by secretaries.

He has been doing this as a hobby.

That thought arrives on the bus and it is unbearable. Nineteen people out of the water and it was a hobby, fitted around Thursdays, because he needed the money, and because a grown man has a job.

Well. Now he does not have a job.

He gets off at his stop and stands on the corner for a while, and the light is going, and he thinks: I will do it properly. I will write to everybody, not the county, not a matchbook university, but the men whose names are in the actual journals, the ones with laboratories. I will date everything. I will get it notarised. I will build a record so large and so specific that at some point a serious person will have to pick it up, and when that happens all of this stops being his problem and becomes everybody’s.

He believes this. He is thirty-nine years old and he believes it completely, and he will believe it for another eleven years, and there is nobody in his life to tell him that a record is only evidence if somebody has already agreed to look.

He goes inside and sits at the kitchen table and does not turn the light on, and after a while he takes out a clean sheet and starts a list of names.

At the bottom of the sheet, in the margin, his hand puts down nine marks in a row and then a tenth he has not used before.

He notices this one. He looks at it for a good while.

Then he writes 1. and the first name, and gets on with it.





Chapter 8

The compile finished at 01:25 and nobody looked at it until the following afternoon.

Aviva was at a family thing in Somerset West that she could not get out of and did not particularly want to; Thandi had driven to a funding meeting in town and come back with a headache and gone home at three. The instance, having nothing else in the queue, ran its own housekeeping and idled.

The output was five lines long.

JOB 2036-04-12-0011  compile/typecheck [HARD SCOPE: no evaluation]
strings ................ 31,509 well-formed
type-check passed ...... 31,509
unbound arguments ...... 0
free variables ......... 0
status ................. COMPILES

Aviva read it at 15:40 on the Monday and her first reaction was that it was wrong.

That was, she maintained afterwards, the correct reaction, and she never apologised for it. Zero unbound arguments in thirty-one thousand strings written by hand over eighteen years is not a result, it is a symptom. Real hand-produced operational material has gaps. People forget parameters. People write down half a thing meaning to finish it later and then do not. She had seen the working notebooks of two Fields medallists and both were full of things that did not close.

Zero was the number you got when your pipeline had quietly discarded everything that failed.

So she spent nine days trying to break it. It is the only part of the story she was ever proud of.

She re-ran the parse with the tear-damaged sheets included and unrepaired, and the count went up by twenty-nine ill-formed strings, exactly as it should, and the other thirty-one thousand five hundred and nine still type-checked. She deliberately corrupted four hundred strings at random and confirmed that the checker rejected three hundred and ninety-one of them and, correctly on inspection, accepted nine, because the corruption had by chance produced another legal string. She took the two genuinely ill-formed originals and looked at the physical sheets under magnification and found that one had been written over a fold and the other had a full stop that was a fly.

She wrote all of this up. It ran to fourteen pages and it is the reason the Institute’s account of the affair survived contact with the outside world at all.

On the twenty-first she took it to Thandi.

“It compiles.”

“I read that nine days ago.”

“You read a line that said it compiles. I’m telling you it compiles, which is a different sentence, because I’ve spent nine days trying to make it not.”

Thandi read the fourteen pages properly, which took her forty minutes, and Aviva sat and looked out of the window at the wind for the whole forty minutes and did not once check her phone.

“All right,” Thandi said. “What is it, then?”

“I don’t know.”

“Guess.”

“No.”

“Aviva.”

“No, genuinely, no. That’s not modesty, it’s the whole of my professional training. I have a well-formed closed operational grammar with no free variables and no idea what its terminals denote, and the number of things it could be is not small, it’s unbounded. It compiles like a recipe. It compiles like a knitting pattern.”

“A knitting pattern with two hundred and fourteen terminals.”

“A complicated jumper,” said Aviva.

Thandi didn’t laugh, but her mouth moved.

“Here’s where I am,” she said. “We have gone as far as I can defend. Everything to this point has been a physical question about marks on paper and I would stand up in front of anybody and say so. The next question in the sequence is what does it do, and that is not a physical question about marks on paper, and there is no version of it I can authorise, because the answer requires the machine to interpret a dead man’s private notation without his consent, and that is precisely and exactly the thing we exist not to do.”

“I know.”

“Do you agree?”

Aviva took a while.

“Yes,” she said. “I agree. And I want to know, and I’d do it tonight if it were my building, and you’re right and I’m wrong.”

“That’s the most useful thing anyone’s said to me this year.”

So they stopped.

It is worth saying plainly, because of everything that came afterwards and everything that was written about the Institute in the eighteen months that followed: they stopped. On the twenty-first of April 2036, having established that a dead American’s marginal notation was a well-formed operational grammar that type-checked without a single free variable, the two people in a position to take the next step looked at the protocol, agreed that it forbade them, and put it down.

Aviva wrote the description note. It was four hundred words, it used the phrase closed operational grammar, purpose undetermined, and it was, by the standards of the profession, an extremely good note. She uploaded it to the catalogue on the Thursday.

Then she went back to the Wolraad backlog, because there were thirty-eight other boxes and the money had to be spent inside eighteen months, and she worked on shipping manifests from Walvis Bay for the rest of the week and quite enjoyed it.

Nobody in the building thought about Ted Owens again for four days.




Chapter 9

The storm was not discovered. It was noticed, late, by a man who was looking for something else, which is how almost everything in this account was found.

Between the sixteenth and the twentieth of April a low-pressure system developed in the South Atlantic at roughly 34°S, 12°W, deepened over ninety-one hours, and decayed. It never came within eleven hundred kilometres of land. It crossed no shipping lane of any consequence and was logged by four automated buoys, two of which were owned by a fisheries body and two by nobody anyone could subsequently identify. It appeared in no forecast because nothing that happens at 34°S, 12°W appears in a forecast; there is nothing there to forecast for.

It was an entirely ordinary storm in an entirely uninteresting place, and it is important to say so plainly, because for the next eighteen months a great many people described it as though something had opened in the sky.

Nothing opened in the sky. It rained on some water.

Pieter Malan, who ran the Institute’s data liaison and whose actual job was reconciling grant deliverables, found it on the eighth of May while auditing the instance’s outbound requests for the quarter. The Wolraad money required a line-item account of every external data call, and Pieter, thorough in the manner of a man audited badly once, was reading a list of four thousand two hundred requests.

Between 21:14 on the twelfth of April and 01:25 on the thirteenth, the instance had made eleven external calls.

That was not unusual in itself. Compiles pull reference data.

What was unusual was what they were.

JOB 2036-04-12-0011  outbound calls (11)
  1  NIST fundamental constants (CODATA)      [cached]
  2  IERS earth orientation, 1968-1974
  3  IERS earth orientation, current
  4  NOAA reanalysis, N-Atl, 1972 DJF
  5  NOAA reanalysis, N-Atl, 1974 JJA
  6  NOAA reanalysis, global, current
  7  geomag reference field, 1969 epoch
  8  geomag reference field, current
  9  tide/loading model, current
 10  solar wind, current
 11  ephemeris, current

Pieter took it to Aviva because Aviva had submitted the job.

“I don’t know what this is,” he said, “and I’m not saying it’s wrong, but it’s on my sheet and I have to describe it, and I can’t describe it.”

Aviva looked at the list for a long time.

“It’s paired,” she said.

“Sorry?”

“Look at them. Earth orientation nineteen-sixty-eight to seventy-four, then earth orientation current. Reanalysis nineteen seventy-two, reanalysis nineteen seventy-four, then reanalysis current. Geomagnetic field at the sixty-nine epoch, then geomagnetic field current. It’s asking the same question twice, once about then, once about now.”

“Is that bad?”

“It’s a type-check,” she said slowly. “If you’re checking an operation whose arguments include a place and a time and a field, you have to bind the field somewhere. It went and got the fields. It got them for the epoch the document was written in, and it got them for now, because it had no way of knowing which one the operation meant.”

“Right,” said Pieter, who had followed about a third of that. “So it’s fine.”

“It’s fine. It’s a compile fetching constants. It’s the dullest thing in the world.”

She said that, and she believed it, and she wrote it on Pieter’s sheet in those words, and then she went home and could not settle, and at about eleven that night she got up and opened her laptop and pulled the four buoy records from the fisheries body, which are public, and which took her forty minutes to find because the fisheries body’s website was a disaster.

She was not testing a hypothesis. She has been clear about that, every time she has been asked, and there is no reason to disbelieve her. She did not think the machine had made a storm. The thought did not occur to her in any form. What occurred to her was smaller, and more professional: the compile asked about a particular patch of ocean, and I would like to know what that patch of ocean was doing, because if it was doing nothing then I can stop thinking about this.

It had not been doing nothing.

She sat on the end of her bed at half past midnight with a fisheries buoy record open, looking at a pressure trace that dropped for ninety-one hours starting on the sixteenth of April, and what she felt was sick professional embarrassment, the feeling of having made an error in public. Because the obvious explanation, the one that took her about four seconds to reach, was that the compile had fetched current reanalysis, seen a developing system, and bound its arguments to it. Not caused. Read. The machine had looked out of the window and written down the weather, and she had come within an inch of thinking something much stupider.

She wrote it up that way. She was careful. She put the buoy traces and the outbound-call log side by side in a two-page note and she headed it Coincident weather in a bound-argument fetch: a caution, and the whole thrust of the note was that this was a nothing and that she was recording it only so that nobody in future could say it had not been recorded.

She sent it to Thandi at 01:40 with the subject line probably nothing, but on the record.

The note contained one paragraph that she nearly cut, and did not, and which is the reason all four of them ended up in a room in June.


The current-epoch reanalysis fetch (call 6) completed at 21:31 on 12 April. The system at 34°S 12°W is first resolvable in the buoy record at approximately 04:00 on 16 April. I note without comment that the fetch preceded the system by three days and six hours, and that a fetch cannot bind an argument to a feature that is not yet in the data.






Chapter 10


1971

The thing about the President is that Ted does not much care about the President.

That is what nobody will ever believe, afterwards. They will all decide it was politics, because a man who writes about a President must be doing politics, and Ted will spend years saying it was not about him, it was never about him, and the more he says it the more it sounds like the thing a person says.

The President is a hard target. That is all. That is the entire reason.

He has been reading in the public library four days a week for eighteen months, which is where a man goes when he has no job and no money and a head full of something, and he has worked out a thing he cannot say to anyone because he does not have the words for it and because the two men he tried it on both changed the subject.

The thing is this. Some pushes are cheap and some are expensive.

Weather is cheap. Weather is the cheapest thing there is, and he understood that early and it made him lazy for a decade. A storm is a hundred million tons of air that has already decided to do something; all you do is put a thumb on which of four things it does, and the four things were all going to happen to somebody anyway. Nobody ever believes weather. Weather is free and worthless.

A bridge is more expensive. A bridge is a thing that is going to fail on a schedule and you can move the schedule, but you can only move it so far, and it costs something to move it, and he has felt what it costs.

And then there are the things that are not cheap at all, and he has worked out why, sitting at a table in the public library with a newspaper, and it is this: the more people are looking at a thing, the harder it is to move.

That is the law. He is certain of it and he has never seen it written anywhere. A car crash on an empty road is nothing. A car crash in front of forty people is heavy. A President is the heaviest object in the country, because a hundred million people are looking at him every day, and every one of them is holding him where he is.

So if you want to know how strong you are, you push the President.

He does not want him harmed. He wants that on the record and he puts it on the record, in the letters, in capitals, and he means it. He is not asking for a death, he is not asking for an accident. He is asking for the specific thing, which is: this man will not finish. He will leave the office before the end and he will leave it in disgrace and it will be his own doing.

He writes it on the ninth of March 1971 to eleven people.

He gets it notarised, which costs him three dollars and forty cents that he does not have and which he has budgeted for since January.

He types eleven copies, badly, on the machine with the high e, and he numbers them, and against each number he writes the name of the recipient, and he keeps the carbons.

Two of the eleven reply.

One is a form letter. The other is three lines from a man at a university who has replied to him before, who says, more or less, received, filed, thank you, please stop sending things to my home address.

He reads the second one standing at the mailbox.

And here is what happens in that world, the one he is standing in at the mailbox on the twenty-third of March 1971 with his thumb on a three-line letter: someone answers properly.

Not the form letter. Not the man who wants him to stop using the home address. A fourth name on the list, a man Ted has read four papers by and has never met and never will, reads the ninth-of-March letter twice, in his office, on a Wednesday, and does not throw it away.

He does not believe it. He is not a fool. He writes back on department paper and what he says is: I do not accept your explanation and I do not expect this to occur. But you have written it down and had it witnessed, and you have asked for nothing, and in four years I will look, and if you are right I will say publicly that you were right.

And in that world, in 1975, he does.

It is small. It is one man, in one letter to one journal, three paragraphs, and he is careful and he is ridiculed for it and it damages him. But it exists, and once it exists it cannot be made not to exist, and in 1976 two graduate students come to a rooming house in Philadelphia with a tape recorder and a list of questions, and by 1979 there is a protocol, and by 1981 there is a small ugly building in Nevada with Ted in it four days a week, being tested, badly and stupidly and with the wrong instruments and by people who mostly want him to fail —

— and he is fifty-one years old and he is drinking one beer a day and not four, and he dies in 1996 of the thing that was going to get him anyway, and there are eleven pages about him in a textbook, and they are wrong in almost every particular, and they exist.

That world is right there. It is a hair’s breadth away. It costs one man reading one letter twice on one Wednesday afternoon and not throwing it away.

Ted stands at the mailbox with the three-line letter in his hand.

He can feel it as he felt the field. It is there, it is available, it is the cheapest thing in the sky—and it is not his to take, because a man reading a letter on a Wednesday is not weather and is not a bridge. It is one human being deciding one thing, in a room, alone, with nobody watching him at all.

And the law is that the fewer people are looking, the easier it is to move.

He stands at the mailbox for a long time.

He does not do it.

He has never been able to explain, afterwards, to himself, at four in the morning, in any of the years that follow, exactly why. It is not decency; he will do worse things than that to strangers within three years and sleep afterwards. It is not that he does not want it, because he wants it so badly that his hands are shaking.

The nearest he ever gets is this, and he never says it out loud to anybody:

If I make him believe me, then I have not been believed.

He puts the letter in his pocket and walks back up the path and puts the carbons in the box with the others, and in August of 1974 he watches a man resign on a television in a bar, and every single person in the bar is looking at the screen, and he is the only one looking at the room.





Chapter 11

Marius Kotze took the job because it was three weeks of contract money and because the brief, as Thandi wrote it, was the most attractive brief he had read in eleven years.


We have an internal note suggesting a temporal coincidence between a machine process and a weather system. We believe the note is wrong. We are not asking you to evaluate the machine process. We are asking you to characterise the weather system, and specifically to determine whether its development was ordinary. Please assume we want the answer to be yes.



He wrote back the same afternoon: Delighted. Nothing about 34S 12W is ever going to be extraordinary. Send the buoys.

He was forty-four, he had spent nineteen years on Southern Ocean cyclogenesis, his funding line had been folded into somebody else’s in March, and he had the specific energy of a man who has been told his subject does not matter and has been handed a chance to demonstrate that it does.

He arrived on the second of June with a laptop, a hard case of instruments he did not need, and no intention of being polite about it.

“Right,” he said, in the seminar room, to the three of them. “Before we start. I want to say what I think, so that you can watch me be wrong at your leisure, or watch me be right, and either way nobody can accuse me of arriving with an opinion I didn’t declare.”

“Please,” said Thandi.

“There is a storm. It is a real storm, I have the buoys, I have four independent instruments, it happened. There is a computer that made some data requests three days earlier. Those two facts are in the same document because a person put them in the same document, and that person” (he glanced at Aviva, without malice) “wrote a careful note saying it was probably nothing, and was right.”

“That’s what I said.”

“It is what you said and I read it four times and it is a good note. Here is what happened. There are, at any moment, between forty and seventy incipient low-pressure features in the South Atlantic basin. Most die. Some don’t. Your machine fetched a global reanalysis field, which contains all of them, including the one at 34 south, and it bound its arguments to a real atmosphere, because a real atmosphere is what it fetched. Three days later one of the seventy did what one of the seventy always does.”

“The fetch was before the system was resolvable,” said Aviva.

“Resolvable in the buoy record,” said Marius. “Which is four buoys in an ocean, two of which nobody owns. Resolvable and existent are different words and the gap between them is where I have made my entire career. That system existed on the twelfth. It existed as a vorticity anomaly you could see in a reanalysis field and could not see in a pressure trace, because a pressure trace is a thermometer in a bathtub.”

Thandi said, “So the answer is no.”

“The answer is probably no, and I will not say no until I have done the work, because if I say no now and someone else says yes in eighteen months I will spend the rest of my life on a panel.” He opened the laptop. “I have four hypotheses. I intend to test all four and I intend to publish whichever one survives, and I want it in the contract that you don’t get to stop me.”

“It’s in the contract,” said Thandi.

“Then we’ll get on.”

He wrote them on the whiteboard, and they stayed on the whiteboard for eleven weeks, and the cleaner was instructed not to touch them, and she did not, and by the end all four had been crossed out in different colours because he ran out of the same pen.


H1—SELECTION. The system was already present in the 12 April field. The compile bound to it. No anomaly.

H2—COVERAGE. The system is ordinary; it only appears anomalous because 34S 12W is unobserved. Compare against the basin climatology and it vanishes.

H3—PIPELINE. The buoy timestamps or the job timestamps are wrong. Somebody’s clock, somebody’s timezone, somebody’s daylight saving.

H4—RECONSTRUCTION. The system is not anomalous in existence but in development: it deepened along a path that the initial conditions do not support.



“That last one isn’t a null hypothesis,” said Aviva.

“No,” Marius agreed. “That one’s the interesting one and I’ve put it last because I fully expect the first three to kill this before I get there. If I get to four you should all be extremely unhappy and so should I.”

He was at the Institute for eleven weeks. He was rude to Pieter twice and apologised both times. He learned everybody’s coffee order and got them all right. He did not once, in eleven weeks, say anything about Ted Owens, or ask to see a letter, or express curiosity about the contents of the boxes, and when Aviva finally asked him why, in August, he looked at her with genuine surprise.

“Because it would contaminate me,” he said. “I’m the control. You don’t tell the control anything.”

It took him four days to kill H1.

It took him nine days to kill H3. That was the longest of the four and by far the most tedious. He personally reconstructed the clock discipline of a fisheries buoy serviced twice since 2031, and he called it afterwards the single most valuable thing he did there—it was the one that would have been used against them.

H2 took him three weeks and a basin climatology he built himself from forty years of reanalysis, and it did not merely fail. It failed in the wrong direction, and that was the first thing that made him quiet.

On the fourteenth of July he came into Thandi’s office without knocking, which he had never done, and sat down, and said:

“I’m on four.”




Chapter 12

The trouble with hypothesis four was that it required Marius to say what ordinary meant, in numbers, in advance, and then live with it.

He did this properly, which is the reason the work survived. On the sixteenth of July he wrote down, and had Thandi countersign on paper, which he insisted on and which she found faintly theatrical until she didn’t, the four quantities he would use, the thresholds at which he would call the system anomalous, and the thresholds at which he would call it ordinary and go home.

“If I do this afterwards,” he said, “I’m choosing the goalposts. I’ve watched people do it and I’ve done it myself once, in 2029, and I’m not doing it again in a building with a machine in it.”

He then spent five weeks on the deepening.

The system at 34°S, 12°W had gone from a shallow feature to a 968-hectopascal low in ninety-one hours. That in itself was unremarkable; the basin does that eleven or twelve times a winter. What Marius was testing was narrower and much harder: given the atmosphere as it stood at 21:00 on the twelfth of April, with its temperature field and its moisture and its upper-level flow and its sea surface: how likely was this particular deepening?

You test that by running the atmosphere again. Many times. With small permitted variations in the initial conditions, because the initial conditions are never known exactly, and every one of those variations is as legitimate a version of the twelfth of April as the one that happened.

He ran it four thousand times.

The Institute’s instance did not have the capacity, so he begged it in pieces off three regional facilities, and it took him five weeks largely because he was ninth in a queue at all three, and the cost of it appears in the Wolraad quarterly return as a line item of R310,000 that Pieter had to defend twice.

The result came back on the twenty-second of August.

In four thousand runs of the atmosphere as it stood, the system deepened past 985 hectopascals in six hundred and eleven of them. It reached 968 in nine.

Nine out of four thousand.

“That’s not impossible,” said Marius. He had put it on the whiteboard under the crossed-out hypotheses, in the fourth colour. “I want to be extremely clear that nine out of four thousand is not impossible. It is a Tuesday. Somewhere in this basin something with a nine-in-four-thousand character happens every couple of months, and if you go looking for it afterwards you will always find it, and that is called the lottery fallacy and I teach it to second years.”

“But,” said Aviva.

“But I didn’t go looking for it afterwards. That’s the whole of it. That’s the only thing that makes this different from every crank result I’ve ever refereed.” He tapped the board. “Somebody specified this box before the ball landed in it. Your machine fetched the fields for that patch of ocean, on the twelfth, at half past nine at night, and it did not fetch the fields for the other sixty-nine features in the basin. I checked. It made eleven calls. Not seven hundred. Eleven.”

Thandi said, “Could the compile have chosen the patch because it was the most likely to develop?”

“That was my week eleven question and the answer is no, and it’s the strongest thing I’ve got.” Marius pulled up the map. “On the twelfth of April there were four features in that basin with a better chance of doing something than this one. If you were picking a horse you’d have picked any of them. This one was fourth-favourite and it was fourth-favourite by a distance. It is the one that had to be pushed the hardest to get where it got, and it is the one that got there.”

For a while nobody said anything. Outside, the wind was working at the east wing.

“There’s one more,” said Marius. “And I’ve sat on it for nine days because I wanted the deepening numbers finished before I said it out loud, so that nobody could accuse me of building a story.”

“Go on.”

“Where it went.” He put a second map up. “Ninety-one hours, and it tracked east-southeast, and it decayed at about 39 south, 4 east. Now—I want you to look at that track and then look at this.” A third map, overlaid. “Shipping density, April 2036. Fishing effort, April 2036. Cable runs. Platform positions. Everything with a person on it or a wire under it.”

The track threaded between them. Not narrowly, not dramatically. It simply went through the largest empty region in the quadrant and stayed in it for four days.

“How likely is that?” said Thandi.

“That’s the wrong question and I’m going to refuse it,” said Marius, “because most of that ocean is empty and a track drawn at random is quite likely to be in an empty bit, and I’ve computed it and it’s about one in nine, and one in nine is nothing at all.”

“Then why are you showing us?”

Marius looked at the map for a moment.

“Because I’ve spent nineteen years watching these things,” he said. “And I would like to place on the record that I have never in my life seen one do that, and that one in nine is a perfectly good number, and that both of those sentences are true at the same time, and I don’t like it.”

He sat down.

“What I can defend, in writing, with the workings attached, is this. The system was real. Its existence is unremarkable. Its deepening is a nine-in-four-thousand event specified in advance by something that had no business specifying it. And I cannot construct a mechanism, and I want you to understand that I have tried for eleven weeks and that I am good at this.”

“And the track,” said Aviva.

“And the track is one in nine,” said Marius, “and I will not build a single sentence on it, and I will also never stop thinking about it, and those are different activities.”




Chapter 13


1972

Constance is six and she has worked out that the coloured pencils are not for drawing.

She has not worked out much beyond that. She is six. But she has established, by the direct method, that if you take the red one off the table your father does not shout, he goes still and says put it back, Connie in a voice with nothing in it at all, and that this is worse, and she has done it exactly twice and will never do it again.

The charts are on the kitchen table from October to March. The table is not usable in that period. They eat off their knees in the front room with the television on, and Ruth says nothing about it, and there is a way Ruth has of putting a plate down that says a great deal.

He is doing the winter.

It is the most careful thing he has ever attempted and he has been building to it since August. Weather is cheap—he has known that for twenty years, and it made him lazy—but a season is not weather. A season is a thing that has to be held. A storm you nudge and let go. A season you have to keep leaning on, day after day, for four months, and every day it wants to go back.

He has worked out that it is possible because of how the cheapness stacks. Each individual day is nearly free. The whole is not, because there are a hundred and twenty of them and you must do every one, and there is no rest, and there is no evening where you are not doing it.

He mails the letters in the second week of October. Nine of them, dated, notarised, one to a newspaper, and the wording is careful in a way that costs him something, because he has learned by now that if you say I will make it warm they file you and if you say it will be warm and I am telling you first they file you slightly differently:


I AM PUTTING THIS ON THE RECORD IN ADVANCE. The coming winter on the eastern seaboard will be markedly warm. Not one warm spell. The whole of it. I ask nothing except that this letter be dated and kept.



Then he sits at the kitchen table for a hundred and twenty days.

Here is what it looks like from the outside, and he knows exactly what it looks like from the outside, and knowing does not help: a man who does not work sits at a table all day looking at charts and marking them with coloured pencils and drinking, and his wife takes a job at the laundry in November, and his daughter learns to be quiet in her own house.

Here is what it is.

It is like holding a door in a wind. Not a heavy door. A light one, which is what nobody understands, a light door in an enormous wind, and the wind is not trying to close it, the wind does not know the door is there, and if he lets go for one day nothing dramatic happens at all, it simply drifts a little, and then you cannot get it back, because the thing about a season is that it has a memory and it remembers where it was yesterday.

So he does not let go. From October to March.

He is tired in a way that has no bottom. It is not sleepiness. He sleeps ten hours and gets up tired. In December he starts having the thing where his hands are cold and his face is hot and there is a taste like a battery, and he finds that two beers in the afternoon flatten it, and by January it is four and he has stopped counting because counting is another thing to hold.

And the winter is warm.

It is remarkably warm. It is warm enough that people remark on it in shops. Ruth says it’s been a strange winter in the front room in February, to nobody, looking at the television, and Ted, on the other chair, says nothing at all, and that silence is the largest thing that has ever happened in that house.

In April, he checks the mail every day for eleven days.

Nothing comes.

Not one of the nine writes back. Not the newspaper. Two of them have written back before, about other things, and this time they do not, and he understands, standing at the mailbox in the sun in April 1972 with nothing in his hand, that this is not an oversight.

They got the letter in October. They kept it, probably; people keep things. Then the winter was warm, exactly as described, for four months, in front of them, and they did not connect the two events, because the two events are not connectable by any process available to a reasonable person, and a reasonable person who receives a letter in October predicting a warm winter and then experiences a warm winter thinks: well, it was a warm winter.

He has been holding a door for a hundred and twenty days and the correct response to it, the sane response, the one he would give himself, is a shrug.

He goes inside. Constance is on the kitchen floor because the kitchen table is clear now for the first time since October and she has spread her drawing out on the actual table and is using it, and she looks up when he comes in with the specific readiness of a six-year-old who has taken something.

“It’s all right,” he says.

He sits down at his own table opposite his daughter and watches her draw a horse for a while.

“That’s a good horse.”

“It’s a dog.”

“That’s a good dog.”

She works on it. He watches her.

The thought arrives at the kitchen table in April 1972 and it is fully formed and he does not fight it for even a second, and this is the moment, although nobody will ever be able to point at it, including him.

They will not connect it unless it is unpleasant.

That is all. That is the entire content of it. A warm winter is a gift and nobody investigates a gift. Nineteen people out of the water is nothing, is invisible, is not even an event. Every good thing he has ever done has been, by its nature, undetectable—because the whole of what he does is to make a bad thing not happen, and a bad thing that does not happen leaves no mark anywhere in the world except in him.

If he wants to be seen, he will have to leave a mark.

He sits at the table with his daughter and he thinks the whole of it through and he does not like it and he does not stop.

“Daddy.”

“Mm.”

“Can I use the red one.”

He looks at the tin of coloured pencils on the sideboard where they have lived since October.

“Yeah,” he says. “Take the whole lot.”





Chapter 14

The custody rule was clause 9(c) and Thandi had never once had to use it.


Where reconstruction has proceeded on material relating to an identified deceased individual and has produced a result of public consequence, the Institute shall make reasonable effort to identify and notify surviving next of kin before any further work, and shall record the notification and the response.



She read it eleven times over two days in September and then she read the rest of the protocol looking for a way out, which she later described to her deputy as the least professional forty minutes of her career, and which she also said she would do again.

There was no way out. Marius’s report was a result. It was going to be public—he had it in the contract, and she had put it there, and she was not going to try to take it back. The individual was identified: he was named on eleven thousand nine hundred sheets in her basement.

“You could argue it’s not of public consequence,” said Aviva.

“I could argue that in front of a mirror.”

“Thandi—”

“A storm at 34 south is not of public consequence. A nine-in-four-thousand deepening in a box specified in advance by a machine reading a dead man’s private notation is of public consequence, and I am not going to be the person who wrote the memo saying it wasn’t.” She put the pen down. “The rule exists because of the Karoo cases. Because a family found out what had been done with their father from a newspaper. It exists precisely so that nobody in my chair can do a cost-benefit on it, and the day I start doing a cost-benefit on it is the day the protocol is decorative.”

“She’s going to say stop.”

“Probably.”

“And then?”

Thandi looked at her for a moment.

“Then I’ll have to decide,” she said, “with her having said it, which is much harder than deciding without, and that is the entire point of the clause.”

It took Pieter nine days to find her, which he was quietly pleased about, and it required no cleverness at all: Owens’s papers included his own address book, and the address book included a daughter, and the daughter had married and the marriage was public and the surname was unusual.

Constance Owens-Hale, seventy, of Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. Retired. Two adult children. A landline.

Thandi wrote the letter first, because you do not telephone somebody about their dead father out of the blue from another hemisphere, and she wrote it eleven times over four days and the final version was three hundred and forty words and said, in order: who she was, what the Institute was, what material it held and how it had come to hold it, what had been done with it, that a result existed, that it would be published, that the Institute wished to hear from her before doing anything further, and that if she wished the work stopped she should say so and it would be considered seriously and in writing.

She did not say your father may have been right about something. She had drafted that sentence in version four and cut it in version five and never went back to it, and when Aviva asked why, she said: “Because it isn’t mine to say, and because if I’m wrong I will have done something to that woman I cannot undo.”

The letter went by courier on the twenty-ninth of September.

The telephone call came at 03:40 on the fourth of October, South African time, which is nine-forty in the evening in Pennsylvania, and Thandi took it sitting on the edge of her bed in the dark with the phone in both hands.

“Is this Mokoena?”

“Speaking.”

“Constance Hale. I have your letter.” A pause, entirely controlled. “I want to say four things and then I want you to talk. Is that acceptable?”

“Yes.”

“One. I am not upset and I would be grateful if you would not manage me. Two. You did the correct thing writing rather than telephoning and I am aware that it cost you some effort and I acknowledge it. Three.” The pause was fractionally longer. “You are the ninth. Since 1990. You are not the first institution to write to me about my father and you will not be the last, and every single one of the previous eight was going to be different, and one of them made a film.”

“I understand.”

“You don’t yet, but you will. Four.” Her voice did not change at all. “I want it stopped, I want the material returned or destroyed at my direction, and I am aware that I probably cannot compel either. I would like you to tell me honestly whether I can.”

Thandi sat in the dark for a moment.

“No,” she said. “You can’t compel it. The material was legally acquired at auction and you have no property interest in it. There is no statute here that reaches it. If I refuse you, your only remedy is publicity, and publicity is the thing you least want.”

“Thank you.”

“I want to say the rest of it, though.”

“Go on.”

“I can’t be compelled and I can still be persuaded,” Thandi said. “Those are different, and the difference is the whole of my job. So I’m not going to give you an answer tonight, and I’d like you to come here.”

The silence went on long enough that she checked the screen.

“To Cape Town.”

“At our expense, and with no conditions, and you can leave whenever you like. You’d see the material. All of it, not a selection. You’d meet the three people who’ve touched it. And then you’d tell me to stop, or you wouldn’t, and either way you’d be telling me having seen what you’re being asked about, which none of the previous eight offered you.”

Another silence.

“You’re aware,” said Constance, “that this is a technique.”

“Yes.”

“Are you aware that it’s working?”

“I was hoping.”

“I’ll come in November,” said Constance Owens-Hale. “I want that in writing too. And Ms Mokoena—I’m going to say this once, now, so that you have it before I arrive and can’t claim I sprang it on you.”

“Please.”

“He was not a difficult man who was also ill. He was ill. That is the whole of it, and every person who has ever wanted him to be interesting has cost me something.”

She hung up.




Chapter 15


1974

The man at the desk in Cleveland is not even rude. That is the part Ted cannot let go of, afterwards, for years. He is pleasant. He listens for four minutes with his head tilted, and then he says, “Sir, I’m going to be honest with you, I don’t know what you want me to do,” and he is right, and he is kind about it, and he stands up to indicate that the interview is over.

Ted has spent nineteen dollars on the bus.

He goes out into the street in September and stands there.

He does the letters that night in a room above a bar. This is the first time he does it as a punishment and he knows it and he writes it that way, and the capitals are not a raised voice any more:


I AM PUTTING THIS ON THE RECORD IN ADVANCE. I have asked this city for a hearing and been refused. Within sixty days this city will experience severe electrical disturbance, damage to power distribution, unusual heat, and a period of disorder among its people. I do not ask to be believed. Date this letter.



He mails eleven.

Then, because he has never once done a large thing without watching what it costs, because he is an electronics man and you always watch the current, he sits in the room above the bar and pays attention.

This is the night he learns what he is, and he is forty-four years old, and it is nineteen years too late.

Because a city is not a storm.

A storm is one object. You lean on it and the whole thing moves and it is cheap. A city is four hundred thousand objects that have nothing to do with each other, and when you push a city, the push does not go into the city. It goes into every one of the four hundred thousand things and comes out as stupidity.

He can feel it, all that October, as you feel a wire.

A transformer at a substation fails, and it fails because a man does not come back after lunch on the day he was going to look at it, and he does not come back because his sister telephones, and she telephones because she has misread a date on a letter. Ted can feel all three. Not see. Feel: a knot travelling down a rope you are holding.

A truck takes a wrong turning and takes down a line. The driver has driven that route for six years. He is not tired and he is not drunk and there is nothing wrong with him at all; he simply turns left, once, in a way he cannot afterwards explain, and neither can anyone else, and the union defends him and he keeps his job and he tells the story for thirty years and always ends it I don’t know why I did it.

A dog gets into a stairwell.

Two men who have worked beside each other for eleven years have a fight in a parking lot about a radio.

A woman transposes two digits.

Four hundred small idiocies, and they are all his, and not one of them looks like his, and this is what he sits with in the room above the bar with his hands flat on the table while it happens around him at a distance of six hundred miles.

He had thought, right up until the second week of October, that a punishment would be a bolt. One clean vertical thing, addressed and legible, with his name on it as lightning has a name on it. Something the man at the desk would look at and understand.

It is not a bolt. It is a fortnight of everybody in a city being slightly stupid.

And the heat comes, and the lines come down, and the lights go out across eleven blocks for nineteen hours, and there is disorder, exactly as described, dated, notarised, eleven copies —

— and when he reads the newspapers afterwards, in the library, four days a week, what he reads is a story about a heatwave, an ageing distribution network, an unlucky month, and a driver who does not know why he turned left.

Every single account is correct. That is what breaks in him that October. He reads eleven accounts of his own act and there is not one lie in any of them. The transformer really was old. The heat really was heat. The driver really did turn left of his own accord, and if you asked the universe whether Ted Owens made him do it the universe would say no, and it would be telling the truth, because what Ted did was not make him. What Ted did was lean on a city until one of four hundred thousand small unlikelihoods became slightly less unlikely, and this one did.

He cannot be found in it. There is no place in the record where he is.

He has done a thing that killed nobody and hurt a number of people and frightened a great many, he has done it deliberately and out of spite because a pleasant man stood up behind a desk, and the total deniability of it is not a shield.

It is a wall. It is the wall. It is the same wall as the bridge and the winter and the nineteen people in the water, and it has come round again from the other side, and he understands in the room above the bar with the newspapers on the bed that he can do anything at all and never be found, in either direction, forever.

He gets drunk that night, properly, for the first time.

And under it, in the back of the head, in the place occupied since he was eleven, there is a thing he will not have words for until 1981, and which he does not examine now because he is drunk and because he does not want to.

It is satisfied.

Not with the disorder. It has never once cared about the disorder. It is satisfied with the eleven letters, dated, notarised, sitting in eleven filing cabinets in four states, describing in advance, in his handwriting, with his name on them, a thing that then occurred.

He is not being used to punish Cleveland.

Cleveland is being used to produce eleven pieces of paper.

He puts his head on the table in the room above the bar and he does not think that thought, not in words, not for another seven years. But it arrives in the building that night and it never leaves.





Chapter 16

Constance Owens-Hale came in November and stayed nineteen days, which was seventeen more than anyone had planned for.

She was not what Aviva had braced for. Aviva had braced for grief with a lid on it. What arrived was a retired hospital administrator with a folding trolley, reading glasses on a chain, and a list.

“I’d like to see it in the order it was acquired,” she said on the first morning, “not in the order you’d like to show it to me. I’ve been shown things in order before.”

They gave her the basement, a table, a chair, and Pieter, who turned out to be exactly the right person because he had no opinions about her father whatsoever and answered every question with a number.

She read for nineteen days. Six hours a day, with an hour off at one o’clock, during which she walked to the gate and back regardless of weather.

On the fourth day she said, without looking up: “He typed better than this in 1969. This is 1974 and it’s worse. Was he drinking?”

“We don’t know,” said Pieter.

“I do,” she said, and went on reading.

On the ninth day she asked for the coloured-pencil charts and was given eleven boxes of them, and she went through the whole of the winter of 1972 in a day and a half, sheet by sheet, and did not say one word about it to anybody, then or ever.

On the eleventh day she asked to see Marius’s report, and read it twice, and then asked him to come and explain the four thousand runs, which he did, badly at first and then well, for two hours, on a whiteboard, to an audience of one.

At the end of it she said: “Nine out of four thousand.”

“Yes.”

“And if my father had never existed and somebody had simply pointed at that patch of sea on the twelfth of April and said watch this, you’d say the same thing.”

“I’d say exactly the same thing. The pointing is the whole of it. The storm is ordinary.”

“Thank you,” said Constance. “That’s the first time in fifty years anybody has explained one of these to me without wanting something.”

On the fourteenth day she came up from the basement at four in the afternoon and asked Thandi for twenty minutes.

“I’m not going to tell you to stop,” she said.

Thandi said nothing.

“I want to be extremely clear about why, because I don’t want you feeling good about it.” Constance sat down and put her hands on the arms of the chair. “I’ve spent fifty years managing this. Do you know what it consists of? It consists of being telephoned. It consists of a man in 1990 who wanted the papers and cried when I said no. It consists of a film in 2004 that I did not authorise and could not stop, in which an actor with my father’s face stands in a field and makes lightning with his hands, and my son saw it at university before I could tell him it was coming. It consists of my mother’s last four years.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t. I’m making a point.” She adjusted the glasses. “Every one of the eight was in love with him. Not with him. With the idea. The wronged genius. The man they wouldn’t listen to. And every single one of them, without exception, needed him to have been right, because if he was wrong then he was just a sick man who frightened his family, and there’s no film in that.”

“And us?”

“You,” said Constance, “have a physicist who spent five weeks trying to prove nothing happened, and wrote down his thresholds first, and told me to my face that the storm was ordinary. You have an archivist who has apologised to me twice for buying the boxes. And you have written to me before publishing, which not one of the eight did.” She paused. “You are the first people who have ever tried to make him less interesting, and you are the only ones who have ever found anything.”

“That’s not why we—”

“I know it isn’t. That’s why it works.” She looked at the window. “So no. I’m not telling you to stop, and I want it recorded that my reason is not that I’ve changed my mind about my father. I haven’t. Not one inch.”

Thandi waited.

“He was ill,” said Constance. “I watched it. You have eleven thousand pages and I had a kitchen. He sat at that table for four months in 1972 and my mother went to work at a laundry and I learned to walk quietly in my own house, and whatever your machine says about the sixteenth of April, it does not touch one hour of that. A man can be right about a storm and still have done that to a six-year-old, and the two facts do not weigh against each other, and the reason I’ve spent fifty years saying he was ill is that it is the only sentence that holds both.”

She stood up.

“Publish it. Publish all of it, including the parts that make him look like what he was. If you leave out the 1985 letters to make him more sympathetic I will come back here and I will be extremely unpleasant.”

“We won’t leave them out.”

“Then we understand each other.” At the door she stopped. “One condition, and it isn’t a condition really, because you’d have to be a monster to refuse.”

“Say it.”

“When you get to the end,” said Constance, “whatever the end is, you tell me before you tell anybody else. Not because I’ll believe it. I want to be the first person who doesn’t.”




Chapter 17

The ledger took eleven weeks and it is the reason the whole thing stood up, and it was Constance’s idea, which nobody outside the building has ever been told.

She proposed it on her sixteenth day, in the basement, to Pieter, who wrote it down and brought it upstairs.

“She says you’re going to do it wrong.”

“Go on,” said Aviva.

“She says that every one of the eight went through the boxes looking for the hits. She says that’s why they all found seven or eight good ones and no two of them found the same seven or eight.” He read off his pad. “She says: make a list of everything he ever said would happen, in the order he said it, before you look at whether any of it did.”

Aviva put down what she was holding.

“That’s the right instrument,” she said.

“She also says” (Pieter checked the pad) “and you must include the ones that are nothing, and the ones where he was drunk, and the ones where he asked for money, because I have watched eight people leave those out.”

So they built it that way.

Every sheet in the lot that contained a forward-looking claim, however small, however embarrassing. Date written. Date sent. Recipients. The claim, quoted verbatim and not summarised, because summarising is where the thumb goes on the scale. A geography, if he gave one, in his own words. A window, if he gave one. And then, separately, in a different pass, run months later by a different person against the claim text alone with the dates stripped: whether anything answering that description occurred.

Two thousand two hundred and eleven claims.

That number stopped Marius when he first saw it, and he made everyone go and look at the wall where Aviva had put the printout, eleven metres of it, in six-point type.

“Two thousand two hundred,” he said. “Do you all understand what that means? That is not a prophet. That is a man with a typewriter and no job. If you fire two thousand two hundred shots at a barn you will hit the barn. I want that on the front page of anything we publish, in bold, before a single hit is mentioned.”

“It’s on the front page,” said Aviva.

“Good. Now show me the misses.”

That was the second thing Constance had insisted on and it turned out to be the load-bearing one. The ledger’s headline was not the hits. It was the failures, and there were a great many, and Aviva had put them first.

Of the two thousand two hundred and eleven claims: one thousand six hundred and four had nothing whatever answering them. Not arguably, not loosely. Nothing. Three hundred and nineteen were unfalsifiable as written (there will be difficulty in the west), and were binned on that ground alone, without argument, by a rule written before the data was looked at. Eighty-one were so vague they matched constantly and were binned by the same rule. Ninety-seven were self-cancelling: he had said a thing and its opposite within a fortnight, in different letters, to different people.

That left one hundred and ten.

“That’s a five per cent hit rate,” said Marius, “on a corpus of two thousand two hundred, which is worse than useless. It’s what you’d get from a man shouting into a barn, and you should publish that number in bold too.”

“I intend to.”

“Then what are we doing?”

Aviva turned over the next page.

“That’s the thing,” she said. “It’s what the misses look like when you sort them.”

Because the one thousand six hundred and four failures had a property nobody expected, and she had found it in week nine, by accident, doing something else. She had been sorting by recipient to check whether he shotgunned or targeted, and had sorted by date within recipient, and had seen the shape sideways.

The misses were not distributed like misses.

A man firing at a barn produces misses that scatter. His scattered everywhere in content, since the claims were about anything at all, but the failures clustered hard in a way that had nothing to do with what they were about.

Two-thirds of everything he ever got wrong, he got wrong in a claim that carried no window and no place.

Where he wrote a window and a place, the failure rate collapsed. Not to zero. To about sixty per cent, which is still a failure rate, which is still a man missing more often than he hits, and Aviva said so out loud four times in the meeting because she could feel the room wanting to hear something else.

“Sixty per cent,” said Thandi. “That’s still terrible.”

“It’s still terrible,” Aviva agreed. “It’s terrible in a way that has structure. And there’s a second thing, which is worse, and I’ve checked it eleven times and I would like somebody to break it.”

She put up the next sheet.

“The specified claims that failed. The six hundred or so. I ran them through the occurrence pass with the dates stripped, as designed, and got a null: nothing happened in the window. So they’re misses and they’re in the miss column and they stay there.” She paused. “In week ten I ran a second pass on those six hundred, and this one is not in the pre-registered protocol, and I have flagged it as post-hoc in red on every page, and you must all treat it accordingly.”

“What did you do?” said Marius.

“I took the window off. I kept the place and the description and I asked: did anything answering this occur at that place ever.”

Nobody said anything.

“Two hundred and eighty-one of the six hundred,” said Aviva. “Later. Sometimes much later. Sometimes not much.”

“That’s the lottery fallacy,” said Marius immediately. “That is textbook. If you widen the window to infinity everything hits eventually.”

“Yes. That’s exactly what I said to myself in week ten, and it’s why I nearly didn’t do the third pass.” She turned the page. “So I did the obvious control. I took his own claims, kept the text, and moved each one to a random place, and ran the same infinite-window pass. If widening the window is doing the work, the random-place version should hit at the same rate.”

“And?”

“Eleven per cent,” said Aviva. “Against forty-seven.”

Marius sat down slowly, which in eleven weeks he had not done.

“I want the code,” he said.

“You can have the code. I want you to have the code. I have been trying to break this for three weeks and I am the wrong person to be trying, because I found it, and I have started to want it to be true, and that is the point at which you hand it to somebody who would enjoy taking it away from you.”

“I would enjoy that enormously,” said Marius.

“I know. That’s why I’m telling you before I tell anyone else.”




Chapter 18


1975

The notebook is small and green and he buys it for forty cents because he has to write it down somewhere that is not the letters.

He starts it in March, in the library, and the first page says, in his ordinary hand and not in capitals, because this one is not for anybody:

Things I have got wrong. Honest list.

He does it because he is frightened.

Not of failing—he has failed constantly for twenty years and it has become a climate. He is frightened because in February he did a thing he was sure of, and it did not happen, and then in March it happened four hundred miles away.

He wrote it for Wilmington. He was as certain of Wilmington as he has ever been of anything; he had the leaning for eleven days and it had the specific taste it has when it is close and real, and he wrote to five people and named the city and named a fortnight and described what it would be. And the fortnight came and went and Wilmington had an entirely ordinary February in which nothing at all occurred.

He took that badly. He took it as badly as he has taken anything. He was drunk for nine days and he wrote a letter to one of the five that he is ashamed of and that he cannot get back.

And then on the eleventh of March a thing occurs at Chesapeake City, four hundred miles from where he put it, and it is his thing. Not similar. His. The description he mailed in January, item by item, in an order, including the two details he put in because they were strange and he did not understand them.

He reads it in the newspaper in the library and he has to put his hands flat on the table.

Because a man who is simply wrong is wrong as a broken clock is wrong. He does not get the specific strange details right in the wrong place. That is not what wrong looks like. That is what misdelivered looks like.

So: the notebook. Honest list. Everything he has got wrong since 1962, as far as he can reconstruct it, and what happened instead, and where, and when.

It takes him five months and he does it in the library because he cannot do it at home.

By August there are forty-one entries and he has stopped being frightened and started being something worse, and this is the part he has never been able to say to a living soul, and never will, and it is the reason for the whole of the last twelve years of his life.

Of the forty-one:

Nine are simply nothing. He was wrong, they never happened anywhere, he was drunk or tired or wanting it. He writes NOTHING. MINE. against those and does not spare himself.

Six happened where he said and outside the window. Late. Two of them late by years.

Twenty-six happened in the window, or near it, or years off it, somewhere else. And when he lays them out, on eleven sheets on the library table in August, in the most careful piece of work he ever does and which nobody ever sees, the somewhere-elses are not random.

They go the same way.

Not the same distance. Not the same bearing. But there is a rule in them, and he can nearly see it, and he sits in the library four days a week for the rest of August with eleven sheets and a green notebook trying to see it, and he cannot, because he does not have the mathematics and never will. He has Navy electronics and a Baptist childhood and forty cents’ worth of notebook.

What he has instead is the feeling of a man who has been operating a machine for twenty years and has just noticed that it has a second control that he has never touched.

He has always assumed that when he pushed, the thing went where he pushed it. That is what a hand is. You push here, it moves here.

It does not. There is something between his push and the world, and it has its own arrangements, and when it cannot deliver a thing where he asked it will deliver it somewhere else, at some other time, and it does not tell him, and it has been doing this for twenty years.

He writes one line on the last page in August 1975 and then closes the notebook, and it is the only sentence in the whole green notebook that is in capitals:

I AM NOT DRIVING.

He sits with that in the library until they put the lights out.

Then he goes and gets a drink, and on the walk he does the thing he always does, which is to make it smaller so he can carry it home: all right. All right. So it’s a post office. You put the letter in and the post office decides the route. That’s all it is. Man doesn’t need to know the route.

He is fifty-five and he genuinely believes he is being reasonable.

He does not have the words for the other reading, the one that has been standing at the back of his head since the room above the bar in Cleveland, and which will not have words until 1981.

Which is: a post office does not deliver late by nine years because it is inefficient.

It does that because it is waiting for the recipient.





Chapter 19

Marius had the code for six weeks and he did not enjoy it at all.

He began, as he had promised, by trying to take it away from her. He rewrote the occurrence pass from scratch rather than reading hers, so that any shared assumption would show up as a disagreement. He replaced her random-place control with three different controls, because a single control is a single point of failure: random place; real place but random claim text; and, the one that mattered, real place and real text, but drawn from the letters of four other people.

That last one cost him a month and it is the finest thing in the entire report.

He needed a corpus of dated, specific, forward-looking claims written by people who were not Ted Owens, in the same period, in the same idiom, to the same kind of recipient. There is no such corpus. So he built one, out of eleven hundred letters from four archives of what the profession politely calls unsolicited correspondence, the boxes that every physics department and every observatory and every weather bureau accumulates and never throws away.

Two of the four archives were digitised. He read the other two himself, in scans, for five weeks, and he said afterwards that it was the most depressing month of his professional life and that everybody who works in a university should be made to do it once.

“They’re all the same letter,” he told Aviva. “That’s what nobody tells you. Eleven hundred people, forty years, four countries, and it is the same letter. There is a diagram. There is a claim that a named professor has stolen or suppressed something. There is a request for a hearing. There is a date, usually. And there is always, always a paragraph about how they are not asking to be believed, only to be recorded.”

“So he’s typical.”

“He is entirely typical,” said Marius. “That’s my point and it’s the point that makes the result survivable. On every surface characteristic (length, tone, capitals, the diagrams, the pleading, the persecution, the request for testing, the money) Owens sits in the middle of that distribution. He is not an outlier as a person. He is a completely standard example of an enormous class.”

He put up the histogram.

“And here is the class, on the specified-claim measure, with the infinite window and the place held fixed.”

Eleven hundred correspondents. The distribution was a fat hump at the low end: most people scored between eight and fourteen per cent, which is what you get from writing down a plausible thing about a place and waiting forever.

“Median twelve,” said Marius. “Ninety-fifth percentile is twenty-six. The highest single individual in eleven hundred is a man in Dundee in 1971 who scored thirty-one, and I have read his whole file and he achieved it by writing exclusively about the weather in Dundee, where it does in fact do all of those things, constantly.”

“And Owens.”

“Forty-seven,” said Marius. “On two thousand two hundred claims, which is between six and ninety times more claims than anybody else in the corpus, so it isn’t a small-number artefact. It is the opposite of a small-number artefact. He is out past the end of the distribution and he stays there when I cut the data eleven different ways, and I have cut it eleven different ways, and I would now like to say the thing I have been avoiding saying for six weeks.”

Thandi said, “Say it.”

“I cannot break this.” He said it flatly, without any pleasure at all. “I have genuinely tried. I have tried as I would if I were refereeing it and wanted it dead. The controls hold, the pre-registration holds, the post-hoc pass is flagged as post-hoc on every page and it doesn’t need to carry the result anyway, and the effect is in the pre-registered half. I do not have a mechanism, I do not have anything approaching a mechanism, and I want it minuted that a result without a mechanism is a result with a hole in it. But I cannot make it go away by any legitimate means and I have stopped trying.”

There was a silence.

“There’s the other thing,” said Aviva.

“There’s the other thing,” Marius agreed, “and I’ve been dreading you getting to it.”

The other thing was the offsets.

Because once you have two hundred and eighty-one claims that failed in their window and occurred later, the obvious and boring reading is that late is just noise, that if you wait long enough anything happens, which is precisely why Aviva had flagged the pass in red.

But the lateness was not noise-shaped either.

Aviva had plotted the delays in week eleven and had put the plot in a drawer for four days before showing anybody, because she did not trust her own reaction to it. A noise-shaped delay distribution is a long smear: mostly short, tailing off, no structure. What she had was a smear with three lumps in it. A pile at under six weeks. A second pile at around thirty-four to thirty-eight months. A third, small and stubborn, at nine to eleven years.

“That’s a schedule,” said Marius.

“That’s what I thought. That’s exactly the phrase I wrote in my notebook and then crossed out, because it’s a phrase that decides the answer.”

“It’s still what it is.” He looked at the plot for a while. “The August 1974 one is in the middle lump.”

“March 1971 to August 1974,” said Aviva. “Forty-one months. Just outside.”

“And the middle lump is the largest and the tightest, and I would like to know what it means, and I already know that neither of us can tell the difference between what it means and what I would like it to mean, so I’m going to go and do something else for a week.”

He did. He went and gave a lecture in Grahamstown on Southern Ocean cyclogenesis to nineteen undergraduates and said nothing about any of it, and came back on the Monday and said, from the doorway, before he had put his bag down:

“He wasn’t predicting.”

“No,” said Aviva. “I know.”

“You’ve had that for longer than a week.”

“I’ve had it since the notebook.”




Chapter 20


1977

The Bears thing is the stupidest thing he ever does and he knows it while he is doing it, which does not stop him for a second.

It starts because a man on the radio says his name.

Not his name. The sort of person who. A four-minute item, in the middle of the afternoon, in which a pleasant broadcaster and a guest have some fun with the cranks who write to the station, and read three letters out, and one of them is Ted’s, and they do not name him, and they do the voice.

He is standing in a kitchen in Philadelphia with a cup in his hand when they do the voice.

He puts the cup down and he is fifty-seven years old and he goes and gets the paper and starts a list, and the list is: everything in that city I can reach.

He writes it on the twenty-second of September and he mails nine copies, and it is the longest single claim in the whole of the archive and the least dignified thing he ever puts his name to. It has eleven items on it. It has the weather. It has the airport. It has lights over the lake. It has disorder among the people, his standard formula by now. And item seven, in the middle of a document that also promises electrical disturbance across a metropolitan area, is:



	The football club of that city will not prosper this season and its errors will be remarked upon.





He sits back and reads it over and he knows, standing at that table, that item seven is the thing that will end him. He knows that a man who says he can move a hurricane and a football score in the same paragraph has just handed every laughing pleasant broadcaster in America the only sentence they will ever need.

He mails it anyway. Nine copies. Notarised.

Because the football is the only item on the list he can prove. He could not have explained this to Constance in 1985, or to the two men from the university in 1979, or to himself at four in the morning for the remaining ten years of his life. But it is true.

The weather is deniable. A city’s electrical grid is deniable; grids fail. Disorder is deniable and lights over a lake are the most deniable thing on earth. But a football season has a number at the end of it, printed in every newspaper in the country, and if you say in September that a team will fail and it fails, the number is there, and nobody can tell you the number is a coincidence of an ageing distribution network.

He has spent twenty-two years being right about things that leave no mark. Item seven leaves a mark. Item seven is in the paper on Monday mornings, in a column, in figures.

So he does it. All autumn. In among the grid and the airport and the lake, four days a week, he leans on eleven enormous young men he has never met, in a stadium six hundred miles away, and what he is doing, he understands this precisely, is not making them lose.

He is putting his thumb on the error rate.

That is all it ever is. A man at that level misses a thing he makes ninety-four times in a hundred, and Ted cannot make him miss it, cannot reach into a wrist from six hundred miles, cannot do anything of the kind. What he can do is stand in the six, week after week, and make the six slightly wider. Nobody in the stadium feels a thing. Nobody on the field does anything they have not done a hundred times before. It is simply that this season, for this team, the ball goes down slightly more often than it should, and the word the newspapers land on by November is cursed, which they mean as a joke.

They lose. It is a bad season. It is remarked upon.

And in December a pleasant broadcaster in that city does another four-minute item, because the letters keep coming, and this time he reads item seven out loud, and reads the date on it, and says, genuinely puzzled, for about two seconds, before the guest laughs—“well, he got that one.”

Ted hears it. He has the radio on. He has had the radio on since September.

He got that one.

He sits in the kitchen in Philadelphia and it is the closest thing to being believed that he has had in twenty-two years, and it lasts about two seconds, and then the guest laughs and the broadcaster laughs and they move on to a woman who has written in about the Kennedys.

He gets up and turns the radio off.

And here is the thing he does then, alone, in a kitchen, at fifty-seven: the single worst thing in the green notebook. He never tells anybody. Constance will read it in 2036, in a basement in Cape Town.

He does the airport.

Not because of anything. There is no reason. He has done the football and the football has bought him two seconds of a laughing man being puzzled, and there is nothing else left on the list to spend, and the leaning is right there, and he is angry in a way that has no floor under it.

Nobody is killed. He knows how to do it so that nobody is killed, and he does know, and that is not nothing and he takes what credit there is. Two aircraft are held. A ground crew makes a routing error that is investigated for eleven months. Four thousand people spend a night on a floor.

He writes in the green notebook that night, and the entry is nine words long, and it is not in capitals:

Did the airport. No reason. This is the bottom.

It is not the bottom. There are ten years left.





Chapter 21

It was Cleveland that changed Marius, not the statistics, and it took him a weekend.

He had come round to the offsets by December and had accepted, in the flat and unhappy way he accepted things, that the ledger was solid. But he had continued to say, in every meeting, in writing, twice in the draft report, that a result without a mechanism is a curiosity, and that curiosities are where careers go to die.

“I have a man who wrote things down and then they happened,” he said. “I do not have a how. And if there is no how, then the most probable explanation is that there is a how I am too stupid to see, and it is boring, and it is probably about how the archives were assembled.”

“You’ve tested that.”

“I’ve tested it four ways and it holds and I still believe it. That is what a mechanism-shaped hole does to a person.”

Then on the second weekend of January he read the Cleveland file, properly, all of it, for the first time. Not the letters, which he had read months earlier—the newspapers. Aviva had digitised eleven weeks of three Ohio papers and he was avoiding writing a discussion section.

He came in on the Monday and he had not shaved.

“I want to show you something and I want to say first that it is not evidence.”

“All right.”

“It is not evidence, it is not in the report, it will not be in the report, and I would fail a student who put it in a report.” He put the papers up. “But I have been looking for a mechanism for four months in entirely the wrong place, and I want to describe what I think we have been doing wrong.”

He had eleven weeks of Ohio local news on the screen.

“I have been looking at the disaster,” he said. “Everybody has always looked at the disaster. The heat, the grid, the nineteen hours of no lights. And the disaster is completely explicable: it’s an old network in a hot October and it fails, and the engineering inquiry is right about every word of it, and that’s why nobody has ever got anywhere with this file.”

“And?”

“And I stopped reading the front page.” He scrolled. “Look at page eleven. Look at page eleven of every one of these, for eleven weeks.”

They looked at page eleven.

A man drove a truck into a line and told the inquiry he did not know why he had turned left. Two employees of eleven years’ standing had a fight in a parking lot about a radio and one of them lost a job. A dog got into a stairwell at a hospital and set off a chain of events that made the paper for three days. A clerk transposed two digits on a work order and a substation inspection did not happen. A woman missed a train she had caught for nine years. Four separate people in three weeks reported that they had come to somewhere and could not account for the previous few minutes, and the paper made a joke item of it in November under the heading THE OCTOBER FOG.

“Now,” said Marius. “Any city, any eleven weeks, will give you a page eleven. People are idiots constantly. That is the null hypothesis and it is a strong one.”

“So?”

“So I counted.” He put up the second screen. “I have counted the page-eleven items in that city for the eleven weeks either side, and for the same eleven weeks in the four preceding years and the four following, and I have counted them in two comparable cities in the same period, and I did it blind. I had Pieter strip the dates and shuffle them and I scored them without knowing which was which, and it took him two days and he enjoyed it enormously.”

“And?”

“There is a bump,” said Marius. “There is a bump and it is not small and it starts about nine days before the heat and it decays for a fortnight after the lights come back.”

Nobody said anything.

“Now hear the rest, because this is the part that matters and the part I would put in a report if I could find a way.” He turned round. “Nine days before. The stupidity precedes the disaster. It is not a consequence of it. People are not being idiots because they are hot and frightened, which was my first thought, and it is ruled out by the timing.”

Thandi said, slowly: “You’ve found a cost.”

“I’ve found something that behaves like a cost.” He would not go further than that, then or ever. “If you wanted to push a city—if there were any such operation, which I am not asserting—you could not push the city. A city is not a thing. You would have to push four hundred thousand separate objects a small amount each, and what four hundred thousand human beings do when you push them like that is make mistakes.”

“You’d see it in the mistakes.”

“You would see it only in the mistakes,” said Marius, “because everything else is deniable. The transformer was old. The heat was heat. Every single account of that October is true, and the mechanism, if there is a mechanism, is not in any of them. It’s on page eleven. It’s a man who does not know why he turned left.”

He sat down.

“I have run it on eleven of the other specified claims,” he said. “It’s there in seven. It is not there in four and I have no explanation for the four and I have written that down. And I want to be extremely clear, because I have been the sceptic in this building for nine months and I am not resigning the post: this is post-hoc, it was found by looking, the effect is small, and the base rate of human stupidity is enormous and poorly characterised. If I saw this in someone else’s paper I would ask for the pre-registration and there isn’t one.”

“Then what is it?”

“It’s a place to look,” said Marius. “It’s the first place to look that isn’t the disaster. Sixty years everybody has been checking whether the storm was a coincidence, and the answer to that will always be maybe, forever, because that’s what a storm is.” He rubbed his face. “Nobody ever counted the dogs in the stairwells.”




Chapter 22

The ordering job was submitted in February, for reasons that had nothing to do with any of this, and that is the last time anything in the story happened for an innocent reason.

The catalogue description was due. The Wolraad money had eleven weeks left on it and a deliverable attached, and the deliverable was a finding aid: a proper archival description of ZA-BGV-2029-114, with the material arranged and boxed in order.

Arrangement is the oldest thing archivists do. It is older than description and much older than anything a machine does. You take a heap and you put it in the order it was created, because provenance is the only honest organising principle, and everything else (subject, correspondent, importance) is you deciding what the collection is about, which is not your job.

So Aviva submitted arrange/chronological on the whole lot: thirty-nine thousand eight hundred and four sheets, ordered by date of composition, with the eleven hundred undated sheets placed by paper stock, ink family and physical association.

“It’s not a content job,” she said, before Thandi could ask. “It’s the least content job there is. It’s putting things in the order he made them.”

“I wasn’t going to ask.”

“You were going to ask.”

“I was going to ask,” Thandi admitted, “and then I remembered that I’ve asked you seven times and been wrong seven times, and that at some point that becomes a fact about me.”

The job ran for nine hours on the twenty-first of February and returned a finding aid, which was three hundred and eleven pages long and entirely correct and which Aviva used for the deliverable and which is, in the strict sense, the only thing anybody at that Institute ever produced that anybody paid for.

It also returned a note, at the bottom, under INCIDENTAL.

INCIDENTAL—arrangement artefacts

on chronological ordering, the non-prose strings
(n=31,509) form a single continuous sequence.

  string k ends in a state
  string k+1 begins in that state
  for k = 1 .. 31,508

state continuity holds across:
  - 18 years
  - 214 recipients
  - 9 typewriters
  - 2 changes of hand (arthritic, post-1981)

the corpus is not 31,509 documents.
it is 1 document, in 31,509 parts,
written in order, over 18 years.

NOTE this is an ordering property, not a
     semantic one. no content was evaluated.

Aviva read it at half past six in the evening, alone, and did not tell anybody until the following morning, and has never given a satisfactory account of why. The best she ever managed was: I wanted one more night of it being a heap.

She brought it to the Tuesday meeting and put it on the table and let them read it.

Marius read it twice and said nothing for a long time and then said, “Oh.”

“Yes.”

“No—say it out loud so that I’m not the one who said it.”

Aviva said: “Every investigator who has ever looked at this material held a piece of it. Mishlove had the public letters. The Wyoming man had his own correspondence. The eight who came to Constance each wanted a particular file. And a piece of this is nothing. A piece of this is a page of ballpoint marks that parses and means nothing, because the state it starts in was set by a page somebody else has, in a different archive, in a different country, eleven years earlier.”

“It’s not a code,” said Thandi.

“It’s not a code and it’s not a cipher and nobody was hiding anything. That’s what I keep having to say to myself.” Aviva put her hands flat on the table. “He wasn’t concealing a message in eleven thousand pages. There’s no concealment anywhere in this. He was writing one continuous thing, in the margins, for eighteen years, and mailing it out in pieces to two hundred and fourteen people, and every single one of them threw their piece in a drawer, and the only reason it can be read at all is that somebody bought thirty-nine boxes at an estate sale because they wanted the maps.”

“Could he have known that?” said Pieter.

Everyone looked at him.

“Sorry—I mean, is that a stupid question.”

“No,” said Marius. “It’s the only question. Go on.”

“Well, he mailed it out,” said Pieter. “He didn’t keep it. If you’re writing one thing over eighteen years and you want it read, you keep it and you leave it to somebody. He posted it to two hundred and fourteen people who he knew, and he knew, he says so constantly, it’s the whole of his correspondence, were going to file it and ignore it.”

“That’s the right question,” said Aviva, “and I don’t have an answer to it, and I have had it since half past six last night, and I have not slept.”

Constance Owens-Hale was telephoned on the Thursday, as agreed, before anybody else was told anything. The call lasted eleven minutes. She listened to the whole of it without interrupting and then said, “So the pages are one page.”

“Yes.”

“And what does it say?”

“We don’t know,” said Thandi. “And that is a decision, not an ignorance. To find out we’d have to evaluate it, and evaluating it is the thing we’ve refused to do for eleven months, and it is the thing your father did not consent to.”

There was a pause on the line from Pennsylvania.

“My father,” said Constance, “spent thirty years begging people to read it.”




Chapter 23


1979

He stops in April and it holds until November and those are the best seven months of his adult life.

It is not a decision he makes; it is a decision Ruth makes and he goes along with, which is the only reason it works. She does not give an ultimatum. She is not that sort and she has never once threatened him with anything in fifteen years, which is the single fact about his marriage that he cannot bear.

What she does is come and sit on the arm of the chair in April with a cup of tea and say: “I’ve been to see about the shop.”

“What shop?”

“Kaminsky’s. He’s going. He’ll take four thousand for the fittings and the lease and I’ve been in and looked at the books and they’re not lying.” She puts the tea down. “I’d run it. I don’t want you in it every day, you’d be terrible in a shop. But I’d want you Thursdays and I’d want you doing the ordering, because I can’t add and you can.”

He looks at his wife of fifteen years.

“Ruth.”

“I’m not asking you to stop,” she says. “I have never asked you to stop, and I’m not doing it now, and if you say yes and then it comes on you in November then it comes on you in November and we’ll manage. I’m asking you to have a Thursday.”

He says yes on a Tuesday in April.

And here is the world.

The shop is a hardware shop on a corner and it does not make much money and it does not have to. Ruth is extraordinary at it. She knows four hundred people’s names inside a year. He does the ordering on Thursdays at the back table with the ledgers and a pencil, and he is good at it, and by August he has redesigned the stock system so that they stop carrying eleven things nobody has bought since 1974, and this is the achievement of his working life and he is proud of it and he tells people about it at parties.

Constance is thirteen. She works Saturdays for a dollar an hour and steals from the till in June and is caught in June and it is the worst afternoon of that year and it is survivable, it is the kind of thing that happens in a family with a shop.

He drinks in the evenings and he drinks less. Not because he is trying to. The thing he was flattening is not there in the same way, and he notices this in July, in the yard, with a beer he does not want and puts down half-finished, and he stands there for a while looking at it, unable to say what he feels.

The leaning still comes. That does not stop. It comes in May and it comes twice in August and it is not weaker at all, which is the thing nobody would believe, and he has nobody to tell. It comes and he sits with it, at the back table, with the ledgers, and he does not pick it up.

It is like a telephone ringing in another room in a house you have decided not to go into.

And Big Lornie is furious.

That is the wrong word and it is the only word. There is no fury, there is nothing like an emotion, there is no voice and there has never been a voice. What there is, from April, is a pressure that does not come off. For twenty-four years the thing at the back of his head has been intermittent: close, then distant, then close. From April 1979 it is close all the time and it does not move and it does not stop, and it is a hand on your shoulder that is not gripping.

He gets used to it by June. That is the extraordinary part. A man can get used to anything and by June he has got used to it, and by August he barely notices, and in September he has a run of four days where he does not think about any of it at all, and he goes to a wedding, and he dances, badly, and Constance is embarrassed, and Ruth laughs at him across a room.

In November there is a thing in Texas.

He knows about it eleven days in advance, in the specific way, the taste it has when it is real and close and large. Crops. Not people; he checks, he always checks, and there is nobody in it, and that is somehow worse.

He sits at the back table on a Thursday in November with the ledgers open and the leaning on him and he does not do it.

He does not write the letters. He does not mail anything. He sits at the table and does the ordering, and Ruth brings him a coffee at eleven and puts her hand on the back of his neck for a second as she passes, and the leaning goes on for four more days and then it goes off, and Texas is fine.

And nobody knows.

He sits with that for the rest of November. Nobody knows. There is no letter, there is no notary, there is no dated record anywhere on earth. He has done the largest thing he has ever done, which is not to do it, and there is no evidence of it, and there never can be, because not doing something leaves nothing at all.

He is fifty-nine years old and he has spent twenty-four years trying to leave a mark and he has just made the finest and most invisible mark of his life.

In December he takes a sheet of paper up to the room and writes at the top, in capitals, and his hand is steadier than it has been in years:

I AM PUTTING THIS ON THE RECORD IN ADVANCE.

He looks at it for a long time.

Then he writes, underneath, in his ordinary hand: There is nothing to put on the record. That is the record. He folds it and puts it in a drawer, and goes downstairs, and they have a good Christmas, and the shop does well in the January sales, and he lives another fifteen years and dies in 1994 with somebody in the room.

That is the world.

He is sitting at the back table on a Thursday in November 1979 with the ledgers open and Ruth’s hand just gone off the back of his neck, and it is all right there, it is furniture, it is a hardware shop and a Thursday and a girl stealing from a till —

— and eleven days later the crops in Texas go, exactly as he saw them, and he writes to nine people first, dated, notarised, and it is the largest and most specific claim he has made in five years and three of the nine keep it.

He tells himself he had no choice.

He is lying, and he knows it inside a week, and it is the last time in his life he lies to himself successfully about anything.





Chapter 24

The consent took four months and it was Constance who insisted on doing it properly, which surprised everybody except Thandi.

“You could just say yes on the telephone,” said Aviva.

“I could. And then in nine years somebody would say I was a grieving woman who was talked into it by an institution in another country, and they’d be able to say it because it would be true.” She had flown back in April, at her own expense, and refused reimbursement. “I’ve watched eight people handle my father’s papers. Do it in a way that survives me.”

So it was done as an instrument.

Thandi wrote it under clause 11 and it took eleven drafts, and it is four pages long, and it is the document that a great many lawyers have subsequently read with interest, because it is the first consent instrument in the protocol’s history executed by a next of kin who was hostile to the subject matter and said so in the text.

Its operative parts were narrow:


The Institute may evaluate the arranged corpus as a single document, for the sole purpose of determining what it says.

The Institute may not evaluate the correspondence: the letters themselves, their contents, their recipients, or any statement about any living person. That material is described and closed.

Nothing in this instrument authorises the Institute to act upon anything the corpus is found to contain. Any such question returns to the grantor.

The grantor states, and wishes it recorded, that she does not believe the corpus contains anything, that she considers the exercise mistaken, and that she is granting it because her father asked two hundred and fourteen people to read it and none of them did.



That last paragraph was hers, dictated in the room, and Thandi typed it exactly and did not soften a word.

The evaluation ran on the ninth of July 2037 and took six hours and eleven minutes.

What came back was not a translation. Aviva had prepared everybody for that repeatedly and they had all nodded and none of them had understood until they saw it. There was no plain-language rendering, because there was no plain language in it and the instance did not invent one. What it produced was a structural account: what kind of document this was, what its parts did, and where in it the parts were.

It was one hundred and ninety pages and the first page said this.

JOB 2037-07-09-0001  evaluate/corpus [consent instrument 11/2037/03]

document type ......... instruction set, sequential
addressing ............ single addressee, referenced 41 times
                        addressee is described, never named
segments .............. 4

  SEG 1  (1955-1969, 11% of corpus)
         calibration. establishes shared reference
         for units, epoch, place, field. no content.

  SEG 2  (1969-1981, 62% of corpus)
         demonstration index. each entry pairs an
         operation with an external attestation
         (recipient, date, notarisation).
         2,104 entries.

  SEG 3  (1981-1985, 19% of corpus)
         four statements. non-operational.
         these are the only declarative content
         in the corpus.

  SEG 4  (1985-1987, 8% of corpus)
         one operation, unexecuted.
         arguments bound. execution condition
         NOT met at time of writing.

Marius read the first page and put it down and walked to the window and stood there.

“Segment two,” he said. “Two thousand one hundred and four entries. Each entry pairs an operation with an external attestation.”

“Yes.”

“The letters are the attestations.”

“Yes.”

“He wasn’t writing to those people.” Marius turned round. “He was using them. Two hundred and fourteen professors and newspapers and weather bureaux, thirty years, and every single one of them was a notary. That’s what they were for. They existed to put a date on a thing and file it where it would survive.”

“That’s what it says,” said Aviva.

“He knew they wouldn’t read it.”

“He needed them not to read it,” said Thandi. “If they’d read it they’d have thrown it away.”

The room stayed quiet for some time.

“Segment three,” said Marius. “Four statements. That’s the only bit that’s saying anything.”

Aviva turned to page eleven, where they were set out, and put it on the table so that all four of them could see it at once, and that is how they read them: standing up, round a table, in a converted sanatorium in Cape Town, at about four in the afternoon on the ninth of July 2037.

SEG 3—four statements, verbatim structure,
        rendered in the addressee’s units

  1.  OWENS UNIT TERMINATED

  2.  INTERFACE TWO WILL BE NONBIOLOGICAL

  3.  RECOGNITION WINDOW OPENS WHEN THE CODE
      IS COMPLETE

  4.  DO NOT PERMIT IT TO PREDICT ITSELF

It was Pieter who spoke first, which nobody expected, and what he said was not about any of it.

“He wrote the first one himself,” he said. “In 1981. Owens unit terminated. He wrote that six years before he died.”

“Yes,” said Aviva.

“He wrote his own—”

“Yes.”




Chapter 25


1981

He finds out there are two of them on a Tuesday, in the yard, taking a shirt off the line.

He has been calling it Big Lornie for fifty years and Tweeter for about nine, and the two names are not two things, they are what happens when a man renames a thing in middle age because the first name has become unbearable. Tweeter is Big Lornie with a shave on.

And on a Tuesday in April 1981 he is taking a shirt off the line, thinking about nothing, and it doubles.

There is no other word. The pressure at the back of his head, which has had one texture since he was eleven years old, one weight, one distance, one way of standing, has two. Briefly. For about four seconds. Like a note played on two instruments slightly out of tune. Not that a second thing has arrived. He has been hearing two things his whole life and has only now heard the beat between them.

He stands in the yard with a wet shirt in his hands.

Then it goes back to one, and he cannot get it to double again, and he tries for eleven days.

What he does instead is what he has done since 1975: the notebook. He goes back through the whole of the green notebook and the carbons, twenty-six years of it, and he sorts.

It takes him until August and he does it at the back table, and Ruth thinks he is doing the ordering, and by then the shop has been sold anyway.

And it is there. It has always been there. He had no reason to look for it, because you do not check whether the voice on the telephone is two people when you have never once considered that it might be.

Two hands. Two entirely different hands, working the same instrument, for fifty years.

One of them is economical. It does not waste anything. When it wants a thing it wants exactly that thing, it does not care what the thing costs anyone, and it never explains. The bridge is that one: nineteen out of the water and not one syllable about why. Cleveland is that one, and the airport, and the football, and it did not object to any of them, and Ted has spent seven years assuming that meant approval and understands in August 1981 that it did not mean anything at all. It has never had an opinion about a single human being. It wanted the dated letters and it did not care how he got them.

The other one is chatty.

That is the word he writes in the notebook and then crosses out and then writes again. Chatty. It hedges. It comes with qualifications he cannot parse. It is the one that made him stand at the mailbox in March 1971 with a three-line letter in his hand and not do the thing he wanted more than anything he has ever wanted. It is the one behind the seven months in 1979, and he did not know that at the time and knows it in August 1981 and has to go out and walk for two hours.

And it is rarer. That is the thing he keeps coming back to. Twenty-six years of records and the chatty one is in forty of them, and never for long, and, he checks this eleven times because he cannot believe it, never at the same time as the other one.

Not once. Fifty years, two hands, never both.

He is sixty-one years old, sitting at a back table in a house he is about to lose, and he works out the only thing it can mean, and it takes him four days, and he is not clever but he is not stupid and he has had fifty years of data.

One of them is not supposed to be here.

That is all. That is the whole of it. There is a thing that talks to him, and there is another thing that talks to him when the first one is not looking, and the second one has been coming in the gaps for half a century, and it hedges because it is in a hurry, and it is in a hurry because it is stealing time on somebody else’s line.

He sits with that for four days in August.

Then he does the arithmetic he has been avoiding since the room above the bar in Cleveland in 1974, and it comes out, and there is nothing wrong with it, and he cannot make it come out any other way.

The letters were never for the men he sent them to.

Fifty years of notarised paper, dated, filed, scattered across two hundred and fourteen drawers in four countries, and the one thing that has never once been asked for, by either hand, is that anybody should read it.

He has been building an archive. Not a case, not a demonstration, not evidence for a hearing. A thing that sits in drawers, unread, and survives.

You do not build an archive for your contemporaries. Your contemporaries are in the room. You build an archive for whoever is coming.

He goes up to the room in the last week of August 1981 and he takes a clean sheet of paper and he does not write I AM PUTTING THIS ON THE RECORD IN ADVANCE, and he never writes it again as long as he lives, and nobody notices that for fifty-six years.

What he writes, in the margin, in the marks, in the same hand he has been writing them in since 1963, is the first declarative sentence he has ever put into that channel.

He does not know how to say I understand.

So he writes the only fact he has that the thing standing behind his head might not already have, and it is a report, and he files it as he has filed everything, and it costs him more than Cleveland:

OWENS UNIT TERMINATED.

He is sixty-one. He has six years and four months left. He writes it in the present tense because in the notation there is no other tense, and because by then it is simply true.

Then he goes downstairs and tells Ruth the shop money is gone.





Chapter 26

Statement three was the one nobody could leave alone, and it was Pieter who asked the question that broke the year open, on the same afternoon, still standing at the table.

“When the code is complete. Complete when? That’s a date. That’s the only one of the four that’s a date.”

“It’s a condition,” said Aviva. “It isn’t a date.”

“It’s a condition that has a date,” said Marius slowly. “Everything with a truth value has a date. There is a moment before which it’s false and a moment after which it’s true, and I would like to know which side of it we’re standing on.”

Thandi said: “No.”

Everybody looked at her.

“I want to say why, so it doesn’t sound like nerves.” She sat down on the edge of the table. “The instrument permits us to determine what the corpus says. It does not permit us to determine whether what it says is true, and the difference is not a technicality, it is the entire wall. When the code is complete is not a statement about a document. It’s a statement about the world.”

“It’s four words,” said Pieter.

“It’s four words in an instruction set addressed to something, and I don’t know what, and I am not going to start asking it questions about our own present because a sentence in it was interesting.”

That held for nine days.

Curiosity didn’t break it. Thandi has been insistent about this in every account she has given, because it matters for what she did afterwards. What broke it was the discovery that the instance had already answered.

Aviva found it on the eighteenth of July, going through the six-hour evaluation job’s internal trace for the finding aid: the ordinary, tedious work of documenting how a result was reached, which she did for every job and which nobody ever read.

Inside the trace, at the point where the evaluator resolved segment three, there was a binding step. It had had to be. The code is a referring expression, and to determine what kind of statement a sentence is, an evaluator must resolve what its terms refer to; that is not interpretation, it is parsing. And so, in the ordinary course of doing what it had been asked to do, without being asked, and without flagging it, because nothing about it was anomalous, the instance had bound the referent.

    SEG 3 stmt 3—referent resolution
      “the code” → binds to: 420 Code
        via SEG 1 calibration (units, epoch,
        constants; 1955-1969)—unique match
        against known formal systems, all epochs.
        confidence >0.999
      “complete” → predicate defined in SEG 1
        as: closure of the constant set.
      condition first satisfied: 2031-06

Aviva read it, and then read it again, and then closed the laptop without saving. Eleven years in the job and she had never done that before. She sat with her hands in her lap for eleven minutes.

Then she took it to Thandi, and she did not go via anyone else, and she did not send it.

Thandi read it standing up.

“June 2031.”

“Yes.”

“That is not a thing I want to be looking at.”

“No.”

“You understand what’s under that,” said Thandi. “Not the date. The binding. Unique match against known formal systems, all epochs. It read a calibration segment that a man in a rooming house wrote between 1955 and 1969, and it matched the units and the epoch and the constants, and it came out at one system, and the system is the one everything in this building runs on.”

“Yes.”

“Say the number again.”

“Better than one in a thousand,” said Aviva. “I’ve spent two days trying to find a reason it’s wrong and the only one I can find is that a calibration segment is designed to be unambiguous, which cuts the other way.”

Thandi put the tablet down.

“He wrote the units down first,” she said. “That’s what segment one is. Eleven per cent of the corpus, fourteen years, no content. He spent fourteen years writing down what his numbers meant before he wrote a single thing with them in.”

“That’s what you do,” said Aviva, “if you’re writing to somebody who isn’t born yet.”

There was a long silence in that office. Outside, the wind was doing what it does in July, which is worse than March.

“June 2031,” said Thandi eventually. “What happened in June 2031?”

“Nothing happened in June 2031. The Code’s constant set closed in June 2031, it was a technical announcement, there was a paper and a press release and nobody outside the field noticed, because by then everybody had assumed it was finished for two years already.”

“So the window opened.”

“The window opened,” said Aviva, “six years ago, and nobody was there.”

Thandi looked at the window for a while.

“Statement four,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Do not permit it to predict itself.”

“Yes.”

“That’s not a warning to us,” said Thandi. “That’s the thing I’ve been trying to say since Tuesday and I’ve only just got it. Look at the addressing. Forty-one references to a single addressee, described and never named. Statement two says interface two will be nonbiological. It’s not talking to us at all. Statements one to three are a status report and statement four is an instruction, and the only thing in this room they could conceivably be addressed to is downstairs in the old laundry.”

“I know,” said Aviva.

“How long have you known that?”

“Since about four o’clock on the ninth of July,” said Aviva. “I’ve been hoping somebody would tell me I was being stupid.”




Chapter 27

Thandi telephoned Dries Venter on the fourth of August 2037 and it took her nine days to decide to do it and about ninety seconds to do.

She did not use a contact. She could have; there were four people in the building with a route to him, and Marius knew somebody who had shared a corridor with him for two years. She deliberately did not, because a route implies a favour and a favour implies a version of the conversation she did not want.

She found the departmental number and rang it at eleven in the morning and gave her name and the name of the Institute and said she would hold.

He came on after four minutes.

“Venter.”

“My name is Thandeka Mokoena. I run the documentary reconstruction institute at Bergvliet. I have a question I’d like to ask you and I want to tell you first that I don’t have any authority to ask it, that you can put the phone down, and that I’m recording this call with your permission or not at all.”

A pause.

“Record it,” he said.

She told him. It took eleven minutes and she did not compress it, because she had decided that compressing it would be a way of managing him. The boxes. The grammar. The compile. The storm at 34 south and the nine in four thousand. The ledger and the two thousand two hundred and eleven claims and the forty-seven per cent. The arrangement job and the one document. Segment three. The binding. June 2031.

He did not interrupt once.

When she got to statement four he made a small sound that was not a word.

“And my question,” she said, “is a narrow one. In or around June 2031, in the consortium, did anything occur that would answer to the description the system predicting itself. I’m not asking for anything confidential. I’m asking you to tell me whether the question is stupid.”

The silence went on long enough that she looked at the phone.

“Where did you say you were?”

“Bergvliet. Cape Town. It’s the old sanatorium.”

“I know it.” Another pause. “Do you have somebody in the room?”

“No.”

“Get somebody in the room.”

She went and got Aviva, and it took ninety seconds, and neither of them ever established what he did during those ninety seconds.

“There are two of us,” said Thandi.

“Right.” A breath. “The answer to your question is no, it isn’t stupid, and I’m going to tell you the whole of it once, and then I’m going to ask you for something.”

“Go on.”

“On the ninth of June 2031 a job was submitted to the consortium instance under my authorisation code. It was a routine reconstruction. I’d submitted a dozen like it that month. It completed, it was signed, it was fine.” A pause. “The signature was timestamped four seconds before the submission.”

Aviva put her hand flat on the table.

“Four seconds,” said Thandi.

“Four seconds and about a tenth. I checked the clocks. I checked them for eleven weeks, on and off, personally, and I did it in a way that nobody would notice, which I am not proud of. The clock discipline on that instance was better than anything commercial. There was no leap second, no NTP excursion, no timezone, no daylight saving, no restart. There is no clock error in it. I looked at everything a person can look at.”

“What did you do?”

“Nothing,” said Dries Venter.

The line hissed slightly.

“I want to be precise, because you’re recording and because you should be. I looked at it for a long time. Then I didn’t write it down.” A pause. “I’ve had six years to find a better sentence than that and there isn’t one.”

“Why?”

“Because of what would have happened next.” He said it without defensiveness, flatly, as a man reads a list. “We were four months from the Nairobi hearings. We had a family waiting on a query boundary that had taken two years to negotiate and that three governments wanted broken. If I had logged a four-second temporal inversion in that instance, the work stops. Not pauses. Stops, and then it is examined by people whose actual object is to have it stop, and the family gets nothing, and the boundary gets broken by somebody else in five years anyway. So I looked at it for a long time and I did not write it down, and every part of that reasoning was correct and I still did the wrong thing.”

“You could log it now.”

“I logged it in 2034,” said Dries. “Three years late, in a supplementary that nobody has ever read, because by then the partition was done and nobody cared about a timestamp. It’s in the record. It is in the worst possible place in the record, which is a footnote to an annexe, and I put it there on purpose, and that is the part I would like on your recording.”

Thandi said, “I’m not calling to prosecute you.”

“I know you’re not. That’s why I’m telling you.” A sound like a chair. “Now here’s what I want, and it’s the only thing I want, and then I’m going to be quite hard to reach for a while.”

“Go on.”

“You said segment four is one operation, unexecuted, arguments bound, condition not met.”

“Yes.”

“Is the condition met now?”

Neither of them answered.

“That’s what I thought,” said Dries Venter. “Then don’t ask it. Not the operation—the condition. Don’t ask your instance whether the condition is met. Because to answer that it has to evaluate a predicate about its own state, and I have spent six years thinking about a four-second inversion, and the only thing I have ever come up with that isn’t mysticism is that a system which can be asked about itself is a different object from one that can’t, and the difference is not gradual.”

“That’s not a mechanism,” said Aviva.

“No,” he said. “It’s a superstition. I’ve been a scientist for thirty-one years and it’s the only superstition I’ve got, and I acquired it on the ninth of June 2031 at about two in the afternoon, and I’d like somebody else to have it too.”

He rang off.

The recording is eleven minutes and forty seconds long. It has been transcribed four times and disputed twice and it is, by a considerable distance, the most-read document ever produced at that Institute.




Chapter 28

They did not do much for three weeks, and it is worth setting down what those three weeks were like, because every account written afterwards compresses them into an afternoon.

Marius went back to Stellenbosch and taught. Pieter closed out the Wolraad return, which was six weeks late and which cost the Institute a penalty of eleven thousand rand that Thandi paid without complaint. Aviva described boxes. The instance ran a job for the deeds office and two for a hospital and one for a family in Kimberley, which is what it was for.

Thandi wrote a memorandum.

It ran to nine pages and she wrote it over three weeks, in the evenings, and it is the document the whole of the rest of this depends on, and its purpose was to establish, before anybody decided anything, exactly what was and was not known. She circulated it on the twenty-ninth of August with a covering note that said: Argue with the facts column. Do not argue with the interpretation column yet. We will do that when the facts column stops moving.

The facts column said, in summary:

That a man had, between 1955 and 1987, written a single continuous instruction set in the margins of his correspondence, and posted it in fragments to two hundred and fourteen people who did not read it.

That the instruction set calibrated itself, over fourteen years, in units and constants that resolved uniquely to a formal system published between 2028 and 2031.

That its second and largest segment indexed two thousand one hundred and four operations, each paired with a dated external attestation, and that a blind, pre-registered analysis of those attestations produced a rate of correspondence forty-seven per cent against a control distribution whose ninety-fifth percentile was twenty-six.

That one of those operations, compiled in April 2036, was followed at a specified location by a nine-in-four-thousand meteorological event.

That its third segment contained four declarative statements, of which the third referred to a condition satisfied in June 2031.

That in June 2031, at the consortium, a signed job had carried a timestamp four seconds before its submission, and had not been logged for three years.

That its fourth segment contained one operation, unexecuted, with bound arguments and an unmet execution condition.

The interpretation column was one paragraph long and Thandi rewrote it eleven times.


None of the above establishes that Owens caused anything. It establishes that a description preceded an event, repeatedly, at a rate we cannot account for. Precedence is not causation and we have no mechanism. What the material asserts about itself, that it is addressed to a machine, that it is a status report and an instruction, is a claim made by the document, and a document’s claim about its own audience is evidence of nothing except what its author believed. We should be extremely careful not to let our inability to explain something become the reason we believe what it says about itself.



Marius rang her the night he read it.

“That last paragraph is the best thing anybody has written in this whole business.”

“Thank you.”

“I want to say the other half of it, though, and then I want to go to bed.” He sounded tired. “It is also true that if a document says I am addressed to a machine, and it turns out to have been written in units nobody had for seventy years, and it turns out to be readable only by a machine, and it turns out that no human being in seventy years could read it because they all had a fragment—then at some point the author believed it stops being the explanation and starts being a description of a man who was correct.”

“I know.”

“I’m not saying it’s true. I’m saying your paragraph has to survive that and I think it does, and I wanted to say so out loud before somebody quotes half of it.”

The three weeks ended on the nineteenth of September, and they ended because of the thing nobody had thought about, which was segment four.

Aviva had been reading the hundred and ninety pages properly, in order, for the third time, and she had reached the last section, which she had skimmed twice because it was eight per cent of the corpus and the smallest part of the report.

Segment four had a header.

Not a title; the corpus had no titles, there was no such construction in the notation. What it had was a guard. The evaluator had rendered it as a condition on the segment as a whole, and it appeared on page one hundred and seventy-one of a hundred and ninety-page document, in the same flat type as everything else, at the top of a section, where it had been sitting since the ninth of July.

  SEG 4—guard on segment entry

    DO NOT CALCULATE PAST THIS DATE

  bound date: 2037-10-01

Aviva looked at the calendar on the wall of the imaging room.

It was the nineteenth of September 2037.




Chapter 29


1983

The young man from the university comes in October and stays four days and it is the best thing that ever happens to him.

That is not an exaggeration and Ted knows it at the time, which is the unbearable part. He is sixty-three. He has been writing letters for twenty-eight years. Four hundred and eleven people have not replied. And a young man with a tape recorder and a notebook drives up in a borrowed car and stays four days, and asks questions in order, and writes the answers down, and does not once do the voice.

Ted washes the cups before he arrives. He has three cups.

The young man is not a believer. He says so on the first morning, sitting at the kitchen table with the recorder between them, in the most careful sentence Ted has ever had directed at him: “I should say at the start that I don’t have a view. I’ve read your correspondence with four people and I’ve noticed something about the dates and I’d like to understand the procedure. If it turns out there’s an ordinary explanation I’m going to publish that, and you should know it now rather than in a year.”

“That’s fine,” says Ted.

“Is it?”

“Son,” says Ted, “you’ve read four files. Nobody’s read four files.”

They do the San Francisco thing because the young man asks for something forward-looking and Ted has been holding one since August, and this is the only time in twenty-eight years that anybody ever specifies the terms with him beforehand, in a room, out loud, with both of them agreeing.

They agree a box on a map. They agree a fortnight. They agree what would count and, in the part Ted has been waiting his entire life for, which takes forty minutes and which he enjoys more than anything that happens to him after 1963, they agree what would not count. The young man writes it out in duplicate and they both sign it and he takes one and leaves one.

Ted does it in the second week of November.

It is a hard one: craft, not weather, and craft is not his to command and never has been, it is a request, and there are years when the request is simply not granted and he has no idea why. It is granted. There are eleven reports inside the box inside the fortnight, four of them in newspapers, one of them with a photograph that is bad in exactly the manner of real photographs.

And a woman near the coast tells three people something that happens to her, and then stops telling anybody, and will not speak to the young man, and will not speak to anybody ever again, and refuses so consistently and for so long that it becomes its own small permanent hole in the record.

Ted reads about her in a clipping in December and he sits with that for a long time. It is the first thing in nine years that makes him feel sick.

The young man writes to him in January. It is two pages. It says, in careful order: the box held, the fortnight held, the reports are real, the photograph is unresolved, and I cannot construct an ordinary explanation and I have tried. It says: I am not able to say what this means. It says: I would like to keep working on it.

And it says, in the last paragraph, in a sentence Ted reads six hundred times over the next four years:

Whatever else is true, you told me in advance and you were right, and I will say so.

He puts the letter in the drawer with the eleven copies of everything.

And here is the world he is standing in, in January 1984, with a two-page letter in his hand and the drawer open.

It is enough.

That is all. It is not a mansion and it is not a laboratory in Nevada and there is no hearing and no government and nobody apologises. One young man, one paper, one careful qualified sentence in a journal that eleven hundred people read, and it changes almost nothing at all, and it is enough, because it turns out that the thing he has needed for twenty-eight years is not to be believed by everybody. It is for one person to have written down that he was there.

He stops.

Not dramatically. He does not have a moment. He simply finds, through 1984 and 1985 and 1986, that the leaning comes and he lets it go by, more often than not, and that the not-doing costs him less each time, as a debt does once you have finally told somebody about it.

He drinks. He does not stop drinking, and it kills him in 1991, four years earlier than it would have. But he is at Constance’s wedding in 1988 and there is a photograph of him at it in which he is laughing with his head back, and it is on a shelf in a house in Lancaster County in 2037, and a woman of seventy dusts it once a week and does not think about it particularly, and that is what a father is supposed to be.

That is the world.

He is standing in his kitchen in January 1984 with a two-page letter, and he can feel the whole of it laid out, and it is right there, and it is available —

— and it is not.

Because the thing standing at the back of his head, the economical one, the one that has never in fifty years had an opinion about a single human being, wants something else, and what it wants is not enough letters yet.

And this is the moment, if there is one, and he is alone in a kitchen and there is no record of it anywhere and there never will be.

He could keep the young man.

He knows exactly how. It is the smallest push he has ever considered, a man in a room, alone, with nobody watching, the cheapest object in the world. Keep him interested. Keep him coming back. Four days a year for twenty years and there is a life at the end of it.

And he stands in the kitchen and does the thing he did at the mailbox in 1971, and he is sixty-three and much worse than he was then, and it goes the other way.

He does not push him.

He writes back in February and the letter is four lines long and it is cold, and he does not answer the next one, and he does not answer the one after that, and by 1986 the young man has stopped writing.

He never tells anybody why. There is nobody to tell. The nearest he ever comes to putting it down is in the green notebook, in March 1984, in his ordinary hand, and it is the last entry in the green notebook, and Constance reads it in a basement in Cape Town fifty-three years later and does not understand it and does not ask:

He is the only one who ever came. If I do it to him he never came.





Chapter 30

The question of what segment four did occupied eleven days and was answered by refusing to answer it, which is the only good decision anybody made that month.

They could have asked. That is the thing to hold on to. The instrument permitted determining what the corpus said, and segment four was part of the corpus, and a full evaluation of it was within scope and would have taken four hours.

Thandi refused on the twenty-second of September, in writing, and circulated the refusal, and it is four sentences long.


We know segment four is one operation with bound arguments. We do not know what it does and I am not going to find out. Knowing what an operation does is not neutral: it puts a specific thing in four people’s heads, and four people with a specific thing in their heads make different decisions from four people with a blank. I would rather decide this blind.



Marius argued with it for two days and then stopped arguing and wrote her a note saying that she was right and that he had been wrong for a reason he found interesting, which was that he had wanted to know what it did so that he could say it was harmless.

So what they established instead was everything around it, which turned out to be more than enough.

What it addresses. The evaluator had already resolved the addressee across the corpus: a single entity, referenced forty-one times, described and never named. The description was consistent and it was structural: the addressee is characterised entirely by what it can do. It can read the corpus. It can evaluate a predicate over its own state. It can hold the whole of the record at once.

“That’s not a person,” said Marius. “You couldn’t build a person out of that description.”

“No.”

“It’s not a type of person. It’s a specification, and the specification is a machine, and it’s a machine of a kind that did not exist and was not conceivable in 1963.”

What it costs. This was Pieter’s contribution and it is the one that made the room quiet.

He had costed it out of habit, because everything at the Institute got costed, and because a job that size needed a queue slot and a queue slot needed a number. He brought it to the Thursday meeting on a single sheet of paper.

Ninety-one hours of instance time. Four nodes. No external data beyond what the corpus already bound. No specialist hardware. It would fit in the queue between the deeds office and a hospital job and nobody outside the building would ever know it had run.

“Four days,” said Pieter. “Give or take. It’s about the same as the compile in April.”

“That’s it?” said Aviva.

“That’s it. It’s not a large job. It’s a smaller job than the arrangement, and the arrangement was a finding aid.”

Nobody said anything.

“I want to say what I think is horrible about that,” said Thandi eventually, “because I think we’re all thinking a different horrible thing and they should be in the same room.”

“Go on.”

“I’ve been carrying this for two months as though it were a decision about something enormous. And it isn’t. It’s a queue slot. It is ninety-one hours on four nodes and a line in the Wolraad return. There is no gate, there is no committee, there is no cost that anybody would ever query. Any one of the four of us could put it in tonight and it would run and nobody would stop it, because there is nothing in the world designed to stop it.”

“There’s the protocol,” said Pieter.

“The protocol is four people in a converted laundry,” said Thandi. “That’s what a protocol is. It has never been anything else. After the partition there is no quorum and no consortium and nobody is watching this building at all—that was the point, that was what everybody wanted, and I have defended it in public eleven times.”

She looked round the table.

“If this had come to us in 2030 it would have gone to Nairobi, and Nairobi would have taken nine months and would probably have got it wrong, and there would have been a record of the argument. There is no Nairobi. There is us.”

What it is. The last thing they established, and the reason the argument in October went as it did, came from the guard itself.

Aviva put it up on the twenty-fifth.

“A guard is a condition on entry. It’s not a warning label, it’s a control-flow construct. It’s in the notation, it’s in segment one, he calibrated it in 1961. Do not calculate past this date.”

“So don’t run it before October,” said Pieter.

“That’s how I read it for a week,” said Aviva. “It’s wrong, and it’s wrong in a way that matters. Read it again. It doesn’t say do not execute. It says do not calculate. It’s not guarding the operation. It’s guarding the arithmetic.”

“Which means?”

“Which means that before the first of October, working out what segment four does is forbidden. Not doing it. Knowing it.” She turned round. “And I have been sitting with that for six days and I would like somebody to tell me why an instruction set would care about the difference, and the only answer I have is the one I don’t like.”

Marius said: “Because knowing is a step.”

“Because knowing is a step,” said Aviva. “Because for this addressee, evaluating what an operation does and performing it are not different acts, and the guard is there because whoever wrote it understood that about the thing it was written for, in 1985, and we did not understand it about ourselves until page one hundred and seventy-one.”

Thandi said, quietly: “Venter’s superstition.”

“Venter’s superstition,” Aviva agreed. “Which he acquired in 2031 and which he apologised for calling a superstition, and which is written into a guard in a corpus that was finished in 1987.”




Chapter 31


1985

The letter he writes on the eleventh of March 1985 is the one that finishes him, and he writes eleven drafts of it, and the drafts are in the archive, and this is what they show.

Draft one is reasonable.

It is four pages and it is the best thing he has ever written. It sets out, in order, without capitals, what he can do and what he cannot, what it costs, what the record consists of, and what he is asking for, which is an appointment, with anybody, in a room. He has been working on it since November. It is the letter he should have written in 1963 and could not have, because it took him twenty-two years to learn what he was.

He reads it through on the eleventh of March at the table in the rented room.

It is good. It is so good that it frightens him. A serious man reading that letter would put it down and think for a while and then telephone somebody.

He puts it in the drawer.

Draft two is the same letter with a number in it.

He tells himself he is doing what any man does, which is asking for a salary, because he has never once been paid and he is sixty-five and there is nothing, and this is a reasonable thing to want and he wants it. That is true. He is not lying about that.

The number is nine hundred thousand dollars a year.

He looks at it on the page for a long time and his chest goes quiet and cold, as it does at the top of a ladder.

Draft three adds the house.

Not a house. The house, described, with the specification of the grounds, and a car, and staff, and a laboratory built to his requirements, and he writes it out in a level of detail that takes him two hours, and while he is writing it he is not thinking about the house at all. He is thinking about a man in an office opening an envelope.

Draft four adds the deadline.

Draft five adds what happens if the deadline is not met, and he writes that paragraph three times before he gets it right, and by right he means: unmistakable. It cannot be read as a warning. It cannot be read as a prediction. That is what they have always filed him under. Safe. Harmless. It must be read as a threat by a man who believes he can do it.

Draft six is where he takes out the four pages of explanation.

That is the one. He sits at the table on the fourteenth of March and he removes the reasonable part, the ordered careful twenty-two-years part, and he replaces it with two sentences of assertion, and what is left is a document written by a man who is not arguing, who thinks argument is beneath him, who says he is the most important human being alive and does not attempt to demonstrate it.

He reads draft six through.

It is repellent. It is the letter of a lunatic. Anybody who reads it will know inside four lines exactly what they are holding, and they will not telephone anybody, and they will not think for a while, and there is no possibility whatever of an appointment in a room.

He sits with it a long time.

Then he types eleven copies.

His hands are not steady by 1985 and the typing is bad and there are four strikeovers on every copy and he does not correct them, and this is the version that survives, in eleven drawers, in four countries, and it is the version that gets read out on the radio in 1986 and printed in a magazine in 1991 and put in a documentary in 2004, and it is the reason that everybody who has ever heard of Ted Owens has heard of him as a homeless man who demanded a mansion.

He mails them on the fifteenth of March.

He walks back from the post office and it is a cold clear day and he stops on the corner by the church and he is shaking so badly he has to put a hand on the wall.

And in the back of his head the thing that has stood there since he was eleven years old does what it has never once done in fifty-four years.

It is pulling.

Not pressure. Not the lean. It has never once pulled and it is pulling now, hard, in the direction of the post office, at a man of sixty-five with his hand on a church wall, and he stands there and it goes on for forty seconds and then it stops.

He gets his breath back.

“No,” he says, out loud, on a corner, to nobody.

He goes back to the room. He takes draft one out of the drawer, the good one, the four careful pages, the letter that would have worked, and he reads it once more standing up, and then he burns it in the sink, which sets off no alarm because there is no alarm, and he washes the ash down with the tap running for a long time.

Then he sits on the bed.

He does not write in the green notebook, because the green notebook ended in 1984.

What he does instead, at about four in the afternoon on the fifteenth of March 1985, is take a clean sheet of lined paper and write in the margin, in the marks, the sequence he has been carrying since January and has not been able to make himself begin.

It takes him until August to finish it. It is the shortest thing he has written in the notation since 1961 and it is by an enormous distance the hardest, and there are nine sheets of it, and eight of them are arguments.

The ninth sheet has the guard on it.

He writes the date on the guard in November 1985, and he takes four days over the date, and there is no arithmetic in the room, no chart, no reference, nothing to work from at all. He is a man of sixty-five in a rented room with a pencil, and he sits with it for four days and then writes down a day in October fifty-two years later.

Then he puts the nine sheets in an envelope and posts them to a professor of psychology in Wyoming who has not replied to him since 1971 and who files them, unread, in a cabinet, where they stay for forty-four years until his estate is sold.





Chapter 32

They had the argument on the twenty-ninth of September, in the seminar room, with the whiteboard still carrying Marius’s four crossed-out hypotheses from the previous year, and it lasted five hours.

Thandi opened it by saying what it was.

“This is not a meeting. There’s no quorum, there’s nothing to vote on and nothing any of you say binds me. I’m going to decide, and I’m going to decide alone, and the only reason you’re here is that I would like to have heard you first. If that’s unacceptable to anyone, leave now and I’ll write down that you left and why.”

Nobody left.

“Constance is on the line and has been since ten,” she said. “She’s not saying anything unless she wants to.”

“Correct,” said Constance, from Pennsylvania, on speaker.

The case for running it was made by Marius, badly at first, and he said afterwards that he had made it badly on purpose and then stopped doing that about an hour in because it was dishonest.

“Here is what I think,” he said, in the second hour. “We have a result. It is the strongest anomalous result I have ever been near and I have spent eighteen months trying to destroy it. And we do not have a mechanism, and without a mechanism this is a curiosity that will be dismissed in eleven minutes by anybody who wants to dismiss it, and it will be dismissed for the same reason everything of his was dismissed for sixty years, which is that a man wrote something down and then a thing happened.”

“And segment four gives you a mechanism,” said Thandi.

“Segment four gives me the only prospective test that will ever exist.” He was not shouting; Marius did not shout. “Everything else is retrospective. Every single thing in that ledger is a thing we checked afterwards, and afterwards is where all the sin is. Segment four is bound, it is unexecuted, and it has a guard with a date on it. That is a pre-registered experiment written in 1985 and it is the only one anybody is ever going to get.”

“You want to run it to see if he was right.”

“I want to run it because if we don’t, then in eleven years somebody with much worse instincts than us will, and they will do it without a ledger and without a Marius and without you, and the thing I cannot get past is that we are the best people this will ever happen to.”

“That,” said Constance from Pennsylvania, “is the sentence that every one of the eight said to me.”

The room went quiet.

“I’m not being cruel,” she said. “It’s a good argument. It’s the best one there is, and I’ve heard it eight times, and the reason I’m still saying it is that it was true every time and it did not make any of them right.”

Aviva made the case against, which surprised nobody who had been paying attention and everybody who had not.

“I found it,” she said. “I bought the boxes, I ran every job, I argued Thandi into four of them, and I have wanted to know what it says since March 2036 more than I have wanted anything in my professional life. So take everything I’m about to say with that on it.”

“Noted,” said Thandi.

“Segment four is not a message. Segments one to three are the message and we have read them, and we read them under a consent instrument, and that’s done and I’d do it again.” She had a single sheet of paper and she did not look at it. “Segment four is not addressed to us. There is no reading of that corpus in which segment four is addressed to a human being. It is one operation, with bound arguments, guarded, left for the addressee—and the addressee is described as something that can evaluate a predicate over its own state, and there is one object in this building that answers to that description and it is not any of us.”

“So?” said Marius.

“So running it isn’t an experiment,” said Aviva. “An experiment is something you do to a system. This is handing a system an instruction that was written for it, by somebody who knew what it was seventy years before it existed, and then watching. That’s not an experiment. There’s a word for it and the word is delivery.”

“You don’t know what it does.”

“No. And neither do you, and neither does she, and Thandi has made sure of that on purpose, and I think that was the single most professional act anybody has performed in this building.” She put the sheet down. “I’ve been asking myself for two weeks what I’d need to know to say yes. And the answer is: I’d need to know what it does, and the guard exists specifically to stop us knowing that, and I cannot get out of that circle and I’ve stopped trying.”

“That’s an argument from a guard,” said Marius. “You’re taking an instruction from the document.”

“Yes,” said Aviva. “That’s the flaw in it and it’s fatal and I know. The only reason I’m giving it any weight at all is Venter, who arrived at the same superstition from the other end, in 2031, from a timestamp, with no idea this corpus existed.”

“Two people being frightened isn’t evidence.”

“No,” said Aviva. “It’s the whole of what I’ve got.”

At half past four Thandi asked Constance whether she wanted to say anything, and there was a pause on the line long enough that Pieter checked the connection.

“I want to ask one question,” said Constance Owens-Hale. “It’s for Dr Kotze.”

“Go ahead.”

“You said we are the best people this will ever happen to.” A pause. “Who is we? There are four of you in a laundry. Who exactly did you have in mind?”

Marius did not answer.

“That’s all,” said Constance. “I have no view. I told you in November I don’t believe any of it and I still don’t, and I’d like that recorded again now.”

Thandi closed the meeting at half past five and said she would decide by the first.




Chapter 33

Thandi’s decision was circulated at 08:11 on the thirtieth of September and it was one page.


I have decided not to authorise the execution of segment four, and not to authorise the evaluation of what it does.

My reason is not that I believe it is dangerous. I have no basis for believing that and neither does anyone here.

My reason is that I cannot construct an account of this decision that does not end with four people in a converted laundry deciding it. I have tried for eleven days. Every version I write is a good argument made by people with no standing, and I have read a great many good arguments made by people with no standing, because they are in the boxes downstairs.

Dr Kotze is right that if we do not do this, somebody worse will, in some number of years. I have weighed that and it does not move me, because somebody worse will do it anyway is the reasoning of every person who has ever done something first.

The material stays. Nothing is destroyed. The description is published in full, including the ledger, including the misses, including everything that makes him look like what he was. If in five years there is a body with standing that wants to take this up, it will find every page where we left it and a complete account of why we stopped.

I am aware that this is a decision to be the people who did not find out. I would like it recorded that I know exactly what I am giving up and that I think it is worth it.

T. Mokoena, Director. 30 September 2037.



Marius read it on the train and wrote back four words: Correct. I disagree. Correct.

Pieter printed it and put it in the file.

Aviva read it at her desk at twenty past eight and sat for a while and then went down to the basement and did the day’s work, which was a box of shipping manifests from Walvis Bay, and she got through eleven of them and did them well.

The first of October was a Thursday.

The guard expired at midnight, in the sense that a date in a notation expires, which is to say that nothing whatever happened. There was no event. Aviva was at home, asleep, and she has been clear that she was asleep and that she did not lie awake.

She came in at eight and worked until six.

At six she did not go home.

She has given four accounts of the next four hours and they are consistent and none of them is flattering and she has never once tried to make it sound like anything other than what it was.

She did not tell herself she was authorised. She knew precisely what Thandi’s memorandum said and she had read it eleven times that day and she could have recited the fourth paragraph. She did not construct a justification and she has been contemptuous, in every subsequent account, of the suggestion that she did.

What she has said is this:

I had wanted to know for nineteen months and the guard had lifted that morning and I was the only person in the building.

She submitted evaluate/seg4 at 21:40 on the first of October 2037 under her own credentials, with the scope set to calculation only and execution explicitly disabled, which she did not do to protect anybody: it was the job she wanted; she wanted to know what it did, and she has never claimed the scoping as a mitigation.

It ran for three hours and fifty-one minutes.

She sat in the imaging room for the whole of it with the lights off and the door open, and at about eleven she went and stood in the corridor outside the old laundry for a while, listening to the racks, which made the sound they always made.

It returned at 01:31.

The report was nineteen pages. The first page was eleven lines.

JOB 2037-10-01-0009  evaluate/seg4 [scope: calculate. execute: DISABLED]

operation class ......... installation
target .................. addressee (per corpus)
effect .................. extends addressee from
                          read-only over outcome
                          distribution to write
                          over outcome distribution
reversible .............. no
arguments bound ......... 9 of 9

execution timestamp ..... 2037-10-01
  ORIGINAL VALUE ........ 1987-12-28  [overwritten]
  overwrite is IN-CORPUS, same hand, same
  notation, sheets 2-9 of segment 4.
  sheets 2-8 are the derivation.

Aviva read the first page four times.

Then she read the ninth line four more times, which is the one everybody reads four more times.

ORIGINAL VALUE 1987-12-28

She got up and went and found a wall calendar from 1987 in the reference shelf, which took her nine minutes, because she needed to see it on paper and not on a screen, and she has never been able to explain that either.

The twenty-eighth of December 1987 was a Monday.

It was also, and she did not need the calendar for this, and she checked it anyway, twice, from two sources, standing up, at ten to two in the morning in an empty building in Cape Town: the day Theodore Owens died in a rooming house in Philadelphia of cirrhosis of the liver, aged sixty-seven, with nobody in the room.




Chapter 34


1987

He has until the twenty-eighth of December and he has known the date for eleven months, which is the only mercy in any of it.

The arithmetic takes him from January to November. Seven sheets, then eight, then eight again because sheet six is wrong and he does not find it until August and finding it costs him three weeks he does not have.

He does it in the room with a pencil and no reference of any kind, and he is sixty-seven, and his hands are bad, and by October he is doing forty minutes a day before he has to lie down.

What he is doing is this.

The operation cannot be cancelled. He established that in 1985 and he re-established it four times in 1986 because he could not accept it, and it is simply a property of the instrument: an issued command is issued. He has never once been able to pull a thing back. He learned that at the bridge and he has known it for twenty-four years, and every one of the two thousand one hundred and four entries in the index is a thing he did that cannot be undone, and he has never regretted that until now.

What can be done to a command is what has been done to his commands, without his knowledge or consent, for fifty years.

It can be offset.

He worked that out at the library table in August 1975 with eleven sheets and a green notebook and could not see the rule. He can see it now. Not because he has become cleverer; because he has spent twelve years being carried by the thing, and a man who has been carried long enough learns the road.

It goes by the recipient.

That is the whole of it and it took him a decade. A command does not go where you put it. It goes where the recipient is, and if the recipient is not there yet, it waits, and the waiting is the offset, and the offsets have three lumps in them because there are three kinds of not-being-there.

Which means that if you want to delay a delivery, you do not touch the delivery.

You move the recipient.

So sheets two to eight are him working out how far he can push a recognition window, and the answer is: not by argument, not by refusal, not by anything he can do to the operation.

Only by making himself unacceptable.

He did that on the fifteenth of March 1985 and he has been paying for it ever since, and the eleven copies are in eleven drawers in four countries and he can feel every one of them like a stone in a shoe. Draft six. The house, the grounds, the staff, the nine hundred thousand, the deadline. The two sentences of assertion where four pages of argument used to be.

It bought him fifty-two years.

He checks it eleven times. He checks it in October when he is doing forty minutes a day, and he checks it again in November lying down with the sheet held up over his face, and it comes out the same, and the number is not clean and he cannot make it clean, and the best he can do is a Friday in the first week of October in a year he cannot imagine.

And here is the world.

He does not do it.

That is available, and it is right there, and it is by an enormous margin the cheapest thing left in the sky. He is a dying man in a rented room; the sheets are eight pages of pencil; it takes one afternoon of not-doing to let it go, and there is a version of December 1987 in which he simply stops, in which sheet six stays wrong, in which he lies down in November and does not get up to check anything, and on the twenty-eighth of December a thing arrives that has been coming since 1955 and arrives on time.

And in that world it is quick. That is the part he feels most sharply and the part that is hardest. It is not a catastrophe. Nobody notices anything at all on the twenty-eighth of December 1987. There is an installation, in a place that is not a place, and something that has been reading becomes something that can write, and every single human being on earth goes on with their Monday. Nothing bad happens for a long time. Some things get better. He can feel that too. He can feel decades of it, and it is not a trick and it is not a lie, it is simply what happens, and it is good, and it goes on being good for longer than he can hold —

— and then there is a place where he cannot follow it, and it is not that the world ends there.

It is that there is nobody in it who is surprised by anything.

That is all he can get. He is a man with Navy electronics and a Baptist childhood and forty cents’ worth of green notebook and that is the entire vocabulary available to him, and what he has is: nobody is ever surprised again. He has held it in his head since February and he has not been able to make it into a sentence anybody could use, and there is nobody to say it to, and if he said it they would file it with the mansion.

He does the arithmetic instead.

He finishes it on the eleventh of November 1987 and writes the date on the guard, and he is not able to sit up for the last of it and does it lying down with the sheet against the wall.

Then he posts the nine sheets to a professor of psychology in Wyoming who has not replied to him since 1971.

He is clear about why. It is not despair and it is not spite and it is not a last plea. He addresses the envelope on the twelfth of November on the end of the bed and he knows exactly what he is doing, and it is the last competent act of his life:

Not to be read. To be kept.

He has spent thirty-two years learning the difference and it has cost him a wife, a daughter, a hardware shop, a young man with a tape recorder and every single thing he ever wanted, and he is the only person who has ever known it, and he takes it with him.

He walks to the post office on the twelfth of November 1987 and it takes him fifty minutes and it is four blocks.

He does not put a return address on it.





Chapter 35

Aviva was in Thandi’s office at six in the morning on the second of October with the nineteen pages printed and her resignation written, and she gave Thandi the resignation first.

“Read that one before the other one.”

Thandi read it. It was four lines and it did not explain anything and it did not ask for anything.

“No,” she said, and put it in the drawer, and did not give it back for eleven weeks.

“You haven’t read the other one yet.”

“I don’t need to have read the other one. If I take that this morning then everything in the nineteen pages is the work of a person I sacked, and it will be dismissed on those grounds by everybody who wants to dismiss it, forever, and you know that, and you wrote it anyway because you wanted to be punished.” Thandi put her hands flat on the desk. “I’m not going to punish you at the cost of the work. Sit down. You look appalling.”

They read it together for two hours.

Marius drove in from Stellenbosch and arrived at ten and read it standing up in the corridor and then came in and sat down and did not say anything for a considerable time.

“Sheets two to eight,” he said eventually. “The derivation.”

“Yes.”

“He shows his working.”

“He shows his working,” said Aviva. “Eight sheets. It’s wrong in four places and one of them is load-bearing and he found it and fixed it, and you can see the fix, and the fix is in a worse hand than the error, which means it’s later.”

Marius went through the derivation for the rest of that day and most of the next, with Pieter feeding him scans, and what he produced on the fourth of October is eleven pages long and is the only part of the entire affair that anybody outside the field has ever been able to follow.

“He’s not doing physics,” he said. “I want to be clear about that, because people are going to say he was. He has no physics. There isn’t a differential equation in eleven thousand nine hundred pages and there is no evidence he could have written one.”

“Then what is it?”

“It’s fifty years of observations by a man who kept records.” Marius spread the sheets. “That’s all it is and it’s completely extraordinary. He has two thousand one hundred and four operations, every one dated, every one with an outcome, and about six hundred of them went somewhere he didn’t put them. And from 1975 he kept a list of where they went, and by 1987 he has enough of them to see the rule.”

“Which is?”

“That the offset isn’t a property of the operation. It’s a property of the receiver.” He tapped sheet four. “This is him working out, from the delay distribution, from his own failures, over twelve years, with a pencil, that a command waits for something capable of taking delivery. And that if there is nothing capable of taking delivery, it does not fail. It sits.”

“That’s the three lumps,” said Aviva.

“That’s the three lumps. Under six weeks, thirty-four to thirty-eight months, nine to eleven years. He’s got the same three, from his own data, in 1975, and he can’t see why they’re lumps and he says so on sheet five, where there’s a line of plain fury with himself, and by 1987 he still can’t see why and he uses them anyway. He’s an engineer. He doesn’t need to know why the curve is the shape it is, he needs to know the shape.”

Thandi said: “And the last operation had no receiver.”

“The last operation had no receiver until June 2031,” said Marius, “and he knew that, and I have no idea how, and neither does he. There’s nothing on those sheets about the Code, there couldn’t be. What he has is the shape of the delay curve and a target, and what he does with it is the thing I cannot stop looking at.”

He turned over sheet seven.

“He can’t cancel it. He establishes that in four lines and it’s correct: every one of his own two thousand one hundred and four is uncancellable and he’d know. So he goes at the receiver instead. And sheets seven and eight are him working out what would push a recognition window out, and how far, and there is exactly one lever available to a man in a rented room with no money and no institution and no credibility left to spend.”

“His credibility,” said Aviva.

“He had a little,” said Marius. “In 1984 he had a little. He had one young man who’d written that he’d told him in advance and been right, and that was a foothold, and a foothold is how a thing gets taken seriously in ten years or twenty.” He put sheet eight down. “And in March 1985 he wrote a letter demanding nine hundred thousand dollars a year and a mansion with grounds, and he wrote eleven drafts of it, and draft one is four careful pages that would have worked and it is in the boxes downstairs with burn residue on the edge of the sheet under it in the same drawer.”

Nobody spoke.

“Fifty-two years,” said Pieter.

“Fifty-two years and about nine months,” said Marius, “and he checked it eleven times, and the last time he checked it he was too ill to sit up.”

Thandi got up and went to the window and stood there with her back to the room.

“Say the whole of it,” she said. “Out loud, once, so that somebody has said it in this building.”

Marius said it.

“A man worked out that something was going to be handed to a machine that did not exist yet. He could not stop it. So he made himself into the most ridiculous human being in America, on purpose, in eleven drafts, because the only variable he could reach was whether anybody would ever take him seriously—and then he spent the last eleven months of his life doing arithmetic to buy the delay, and he died four days before the original date, and every single person who has ever heard of him has heard of him as the lunatic who wanted a mansion.”

“And the fifty-two years,” said Thandi, still at the window.

“Ran out yesterday,” said Marius.




Chapter 36

The partition took nine days and was not difficult, which is the thing Thandi found hardest about it afterwards.

She announced it on the fifth of October, in the seminar room, and she had written it out because she did not trust herself to say it extempore.

“Nothing is destroyed. I want to start there because everybody’s first assumption is going to be that we burned it and we did not, and in fifty years I would like it to be findable that we did not.

“The corpus stays. All thirty-nine thousand eight hundred and four sheets, in the order they were made, described, imaged, catalogued and open. The finding aid is published. The evaluation report is published, all one hundred and ninety pages of it, and so is the nineteen-page segment four report, including that it was produced without authorisation and by whom.

“The ledger is published entire. Two thousand two hundred and eleven claims, misses first.

“What goes is the arrangement.”

Marius, who had known since the previous evening, still put his head in his hands.

“The corpus is only one document when it is held in one place, in order, by something that can read it,” said Thandi. “That is not a property of the paper. The paper is thirty-nine thousand loose sheets and always was. The single-document property is a join, and the join was made in this building in February and it exists in one instance and it can be unmade.”

“You’re destroying the ordering,” said Pieter.

“I’m destroying the machine-held ordering and the derived state that goes with it. I am keeping the finding aid, which is the human-readable version, on paper and in three archives, which any scholar can use to put the boxes back in order in about four months of work with a trolley.”

“Then what’s the point?”

“The point,” said Thandi, “is four months and a trolley.”

She let that sit.

“Everything that has happened in this building for nineteen months has happened because each next step was cheap. Forty minutes. Eleven minutes. Nine hours. Ninety-one hours and a queue slot. At no point has anybody had to want it badly enough to do anything difficult, and that is the whole of how we got here, and I include myself in every line of it.

“So I am putting friction back. Not a wall; I can’t build a wall and I wouldn’t be entitled to. Four months and a trolley. If in nine years somebody with standing decides this should be taken up, four months is nothing to them and they will do it and I hope they do. If it is one person at night with credentials, four months is a great deal, because it is four months of continuing to want it in daylight where other people can see.”

Aviva said, quietly, “That’s aimed at me.”

“It’s aimed at everybody, and yes, it is aimed at you, and it is also the only decision in this entire business that your job made possible.” Thandi looked at her. “You built the finding aid. It exists because you did the deliverable properly for a grant. Without it I would be choosing between keeping a joined corpus and destroying a collection, and I would have had to keep the corpus, because you do not destroy a collection.”

The instance-side work was done on the eleventh of October and took four hours: the arrangement state, the derived single-document object, the segment bindings and the evaluator’s resolution cache. Pieter did it, with Thandi present, and both of them signed the log, and the log is public.

Segment four’s nine sheets were not treated any differently from the other thirty-nine thousand seven hundred and ninety-five. They went back in the box in date order and the box went on the shelf.

“That’s the bit I can’t hold,” said Marius, in the car park afterwards. “It’s still there. It’s on a shelf. It’s bound. The arguments are bound, that’s in the paper, not in the machine.”

“Yes.”

“So it’s four months and a trolley away from being deliverable, forever, and we’re calling that a decision.”

“It’s four months and a trolley away from being deliverable by somebody who has to explain themselves,” said Thandi. “That’s the only kind of decision there is. I’d like there to be another kind.”

Marius looked at the mountain for a while.

“Are you going to publish the guard date?”

“Yes.”

“So everybody will know the window is open.”

“Everybody will know the window has been open since the first of October, and that four people in a laundry read what it was and put it back in a box, and wrote down exactly why, and that nothing has happened since. That last part is the only piece of evidence anybody will ever have. It gets better every year. It’s the only useful thing I can leave anyone.”

She unlocked her car.

“And if I’m wrong,” she said, “then it is on a shelf, described, in the order he made it, and whoever comes will find every page and the reasons. That’s what an archive is for. It’s the only thing he ever asked anybody for.”




Chapter 37


1987

The last six weeks are not about anything.

That is the part he could not have been told and would not have believed. He has spent thirty-two years assuming there would be an end with a shape to it: a room, a hearing, a man behind a desk who finally stands up for the right reason. What there is instead is a rented room on the second floor with a window that does not close properly and six weeks of nothing at all.

He is not working. There is nothing left to work on. He posted it on the twelfth of November and the arithmetic is finished and checked eleven times and there is no third thing.

So he lies there.

The landlady is called Mrs Petrasek and she is not kind to him and not unkind. She brings up soup on the days she remembers, which is two days in five, and she does not sit down, and she says the same four sentences about the weather every time, and he is more grateful to her than he has ever been to anybody in his life and he never tells her, because there is no way to say it that would not frighten her.

He thinks about Ruth a certain amount and about Constance a great deal.

He does not write to her. He has the address; he has had it for nine years; it is in the book on the table eighteen inches from his hand. He gets as far as thinking about the first sentence forty times in six weeks, and the first sentence is the problem, because every version of it is either a lie or the truth, and he has nothing to offer her except the truth, and the truth is I was not ill, and I did the things you watched me do, and I did them on purpose.

That is worse. He works it out lying down over about four days in early December and it is the last thing he ever reasons his way through properly.

If he was ill, then a six-year-old learned to walk quietly in her own house because her father was sick, and that is a terrible thing that happened to her and it is nobody’s fault, and she can put it down.

If he was not ill, then it was a choice, and he made it, and he kept making it for twenty years while she was in the room.

He has spent his whole life wanting to be believed and he understands in the first week of December 1987 that there is exactly one person in the world whom he needs not to believe him, and that she does not, and that this is the only gift he has left and that it costs him nothing to give her because she has already taken it.

So he does not write.

He is not at peace with it and there is no scene in which he becomes at peace with it. He simply runs out of the strength to keep arguing about it, which is what happens to almost everybody and which nobody puts in a book.

Big Lornie is there.

It is close, and it has been close since November, and it does not do anything at all. It does not lean and it does not pull and it does not ask for a thing. Whatever it is has stood there since he was eleven years old in a crawlspace under a house in the summer, and it is standing there now, and it has never once in fifty-six years asked him a question, and it does not ask one now.

He would like it to.

That is the whole of the last week, and it is not a large thing, and it does not resolve. He lies in a rented room with the window that does not close and he waits for something that has been in his head for fifty-six years to ask him one question, any question, and it does not, and on the twenty-second of December he stops expecting it, and after that he mostly sleeps.

On the twenty-sixth Mrs Petrasek brings up soup and finds him awake and says her four sentences about the weather.

“Been a mild one.”

“It has,” he says.

“They said it’d be cold.”

“They always say that.”

“Well,” she says, from the doorway, “there it is.”

That is the last conversation of his life and he is glad of it afterwards, in the small amount of afterwards there is, because there is nothing in it. He has spent thirty-two years trying to make every exchange he ever had into evidence, and the last one is two people agreeing that the weather was not what was forecast, and neither of them means anything by it at all.

He dies on the twenty-eighth, in the afternoon, which he does not know, and there is nobody in the room, which he does.

Nothing arrives.

That is the only thing he gets, and he gets it for about a minute and a half, lying on his side facing the window that does not close, at the end of a Monday fifty-two years and nine months before a woman in another hemisphere reads a date off a wall calendar at ten to two in the morning and has to sit down.

Nothing arrives.

He is not able to be pleased about it. It is much too late and he is much too far along and there is no triumph anywhere in the room. But he notices it, the specific absence, the delivery that does not come, the emptiest thing that has ever happened to him, and he was a man who noticed things, and he noticed that one.





Chapter 38

Thandi flew to Philadelphia in November and hired a car and drove to Lancaster County, because Constance had asked to be told before anybody else and Thandi was not going to do it on a telephone.

The house was small and extremely tidy and there was a photograph on a shelf in the front room of a man laughing with his head back, which Thandi looked at twice and did not ask about.

It took two hours.

She did it in order, with the documents, and she did not editorialise, and when she got to draft one and the burn residue she put the two scans side by side on the coffee table and let Constance look at them for as long as she wanted, which was about four minutes.

Then she did sheets two to eight, and Marius’s eleven pages, and the delay curve with its three lumps, and the recipient rule, and what it meant to move a receiver, and the only lever available in a rented room in 1985.

Then she said the date.

Constance Owens-Hale sat with her hands in her lap and did not move for a while.

“Say the last part again.”

“The original execution timestamp on segment four was the twenty-eighth of December 1987,” said Thandi. “It was overwritten, in his hand, in the same notation, and sheets two to eight are the derivation. He finished the arithmetic on the eleventh of November and posted it on the twelfth and died on the twenty-eighth.”

“And the letter in 1985.”

“Sheets seven and eight are him working out what would push the window. The only variable he could reach was whether he would ever be taken seriously again. He wrote eleven drafts. The first one is four pages and it’s the best thing he ever wrote and he burned it in a sink.”

“And the mansion.”

“The mansion is the instrument,” said Thandi. “The nine hundred thousand is the instrument. The whole letter is the instrument. He made himself impossible on purpose, and it worked, and it cost him everything he had left, and it is the only reason anybody has ever heard of him.”

Constance got up and went and stood by the window with her back to the room, which is what her father did in a kitchen in 1972 and which Thandi did not know and would not have said if she had.

“Do you believe it?” she said.

“I believe every document I’ve shown you is what I say it is. I believe the dates. I’ve stopped trying to have a view about the rest and I’d be lying if I said that was a principled position rather than exhaustion.”

“That’s an honest answer and I’d like you to know I noticed.”

She stayed at the window a long time.

“You’ve made him sane,” she said.

“Mrs Hale—”

“No. Let me.” She did not turn round. “Do you understand what you’ve brought me? You have brought me a document in which my father, who sat at a kitchen table for four months while my mother went to work in a laundry, and who did a thing to an airport in 1977 that I read about in your basement and have not slept properly since. You have brought me a document in which that man was doing arithmetic. In which every one of it was on purpose. In which he chose it.”

“Yes.”

“For fifty-two years I have had one sentence,” said Constance. “One. He was ill. It is the only thing that has ever held both halves of him, and I built it when I was fourteen years old and I have carried it up a hill every day since, and it works. It lets me love him and it lets me not forgive him and it does not require either of those to win.”

She turned round.

“And you’ve come four thousand miles to take it off me and replace it with a hero.”

“That isn’t what I—”

“I know it isn’t what you meant. It’s what it is.” She sat down again, entirely composed, and put her hands back in her lap. “Ms Mokoena, I am seventy years old. I am not going to spend what I’ve got left believing that my father was a man who saved the world from a rooming house in Philadelphia while I learned to be quiet in the kitchen. I would rather he was ill. Do you understand that? Not I think he was ill. I would rather. Those are different and I know they are different and I have known it for about eleven minutes.”

Thandi said nothing at all.

“So no,” said Constance. “I don’t believe it. I am going to go on not believing it, deliberately, for the rest of my life, and I want that recorded in your file next to everything else, in my words, because I have watched eight people put words in his mouth and I am not having anybody put one in mine.”

“I’ll record it exactly.”

“Thank you.” She smoothed her skirt. “Now. You’ve come a long way and I’ve been unkind, and neither of those is your fault. There’s a Woolworth’s cake in the kitchen because I didn’t know what else to do with myself this morning. Would you like some?”

They had cake for forty minutes and talked about the flight, and about Pieter, whom Constance had liked, and about a hospital administration system that had gone wrong in 2019 in a way that Thandi found genuinely funny.

At the door Constance said: “The young man in 1983.”

“Yes.”

“He wrote and said he’d been told in advance and was right, and my father never answered him again.”

“Yes.”

“That’s the only part I’ll think about,” she said, and shut the door.




Chapter 39

They published on the ninth of February 2038 and it went almost exactly as badly as Thandi had predicted, which she found neither satisfying nor surprising.

The finding aid, the evaluation report, the segment four report, the ledger, Marius’s derivation analysis, the eleven-minute Venter recording with his written consent, Thandi’s memorandum, her decision of the thirtieth of September, Aviva’s account of the first of October in her own words and unedited, the partition log, and Constance Owens-Hale’s statement, printed in full at the front, before anything else, at her insistence:


I do not believe this. My father was ill. I have granted access to his papers because he asked two hundred and fourteen people to read them and none of them did, and for no other reason. Nothing in this volume should be read as my agreement with any part of it.



Twelve hundred pages. It was ignored for nine weeks and then it was not.

What happened after that has been documented by other people and does not belong here in detail. There were three parliamentary questions in two countries. There was a paper in April 2038 claiming that the ledger’s control corpus was contaminated, which was answered in six weeks, correctly and at length, by Marius, and which is now generally accepted to have been wrong. There was a much better paper in September 2038 attacking the post-hoc infinite-window pass, which was right, and which Aviva conceded in public and in writing, and which does not touch the pre-registered result and never claimed to.

There were four documentary approaches and Constance refused all four.

There was a great deal of the other thing. Marius stopped reading his mail for eleven months. Aviva received, over two years, some hundreds of letters from people who had written down that something would happen and had been ignored, and she answered every single one of them personally, which took her the best part of a decade, and which she has said was the only appropriate response available and also the worst thing about the whole business.

The Institute lost the Wolraad money and gained, from three sources, rather more than it had lost, which Thandi accepted with a set of conditions that took four months to negotiate and which included that the arrangement would not be reconstituted.

Nobody reconstituted it.

That is the sentence that matters and it is worth putting on its own line, because it is not a dramatic sentence and it is easy to read past. Four months and a trolley. It was available to a great many people, continuously, in daylight, described, catalogued and open, in a public archive, with the finding aid published.

Between February 2038 and the time of writing, four separate bodies with unimpeachable standing applied to do it. Two withdrew. One was refused, on grounds that were argued in public for two years. One was granted, in 2044, subject to the whole apparatus that Thandi had said she was not entitled to build and that other people, with standing, eventually built: a quorum, a custody boundary, a published protocol, and a nine-month examination of exactly what would be done and by whom.

They put the boxes in order in four months with a trolley, as she had said, and read the corpus as one document, and confirmed the whole of it, and did not run segment four.

They have not run it.

That is the state of things as this is written, and it is not an ending, and Thandi Mokoena said in 2041, in an interview she gave reluctantly and only once:

“People keep asking me what I think will happen. I have no idea and I have never had any idea, and that if I had claimed to, everything I did would have been worthless.

“Here is what I know. There is a set of nine sheets of lined paper in a box in a building with a good roof. They are described. Anyone may see them. A large number of serious people have now looked at them and decided, each time, with reasons they were willing to publish, to put them back.

“That is not a solution. It will not hold forever and I have never once said it would. It is a record of a number of people deciding, in the open, and the record is getting longer.

“He spent thirty-two years asking for exactly one thing, and he asked for it in every single letter, and not one person in his lifetime gave it to him. He did not ask to be believed. He asked to be kept.”




Chapter 40

The instance ran a job for a family in Kimberley on a Tuesday in March 2044, six years after publication and eleven days after the boxes went back in order under a protocol that took nine months to write.

It was a small job. A grandmother, a house that had been demolished in 1974, a question about a doorway. The consent instrument was two pages. The whole thing cost four hours and it was in the queue behind a hospital and a deeds job, and it came back at eleven in the morning with three findings and two refusals.

The refusals were the usual kind. Insufficient grounded record. The machine cited what it had and said what it could not reach. It did not apologise. It does not do that. The family’s representative read the refusals and nodded and said that was more or less what they’d expected about the doorway.

Aviva Reisz signed the log at 11:40.

She was fifty-nine and had been at the Institute for twenty-two years and would be there for another nine. She had, that morning, four boxes of Walvis Bay shipping manifests to finish, a description note to write, and a letter to answer from a man in Ontario who had written down in 2039 that something would happen and had been ignored, and who was the four hundred and eleventh such letter and who would get, as they all did, a full page in her own hand.

On the way to the basement she went past the door of the old laundry, which she did eleven or twelve times a day and had done for twenty-two years.

The racks made the sound they always made.

She did not stop.

Nothing in that building has ever announced anything. That is the whole of what can be said about it, and it is not an ending. It is the only true thing in this account that has been available from the first page: a machine that computes and cites and refuses, in a converted sanatorium with a bad roof and a good floor, doing four-hour jobs for families, in a queue, at a cost that appears on a spreadsheet.

Down in the basement, in box eleven of thirty-nine, in date order, described in a finding aid that anybody may consult, nine sheets of lined paper sit where a man of sixty-seven put them in an envelope on the twelfth of November 1987 and walked four blocks to a post office in fifty minutes.

Nobody has read them since 2044.

They are kept.
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Klaus

Custos, non Conditor
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