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atie wanted to relive Katie at nine,
before her mother left, and I could
appreciate that, but we had only one
console at the time, and I really didn’t
want to go there. It was coming up on
the holidays, absolutely grim outside,
nine-thirty at night—on a school
night—and she had to be up at six to
catch the bus in the dark. She'd already
missed too much school, staying home
on any pretext and reliving all day, while
I was at work, so there really were no
limits, and who was being a bad father
here? A single father unable to discipline
his fifteen-year-old daughter, let alone
inculcate a work ethic in her?

Me. I was. And I felt bad about it. |
wanted to put my foot down and at the
same time give her something, make a
concession, a peace offering. But, even
more, [ wanted the box myself, wanted it
so baldly it was showing in my face, I'm
sure, and she needed to get ready for
school, needed sleep, needed to stop re-
living and worry about the now, the now
and the future. “Why don’t you wait till
the weekend?” I said.

She was wearing those tights which
all the girls wear like painted-on skin,
standing in the doorway to the living
room, perching on one foot the way she
did when she was doing her dance exer-
cises. Her face belonged to her mother,
my ex, Christine, who hadn’t been there
for her for six years and counting. “I want
to relive now,” she said, diminishing her
voice to a shaky, hesitant plaint that was
calculated to make me give in to what-
ever she wanted, but it wasn't going to
work this time, no way. She was going to
bed, and I was going back to a rainy Feb-
ruary night in 1982, a sold-out show at
the Roxy, a band I loved then, and the
girl I was mad crazy for before she broke
my heart and Christine came along to
break it all over again.

“Why don't you go upstairs and text
your friends or something?” I said.

“1 don’t want to text my friends. I
want to be with my mom.”

This was a plaint, too, and it cut even
deeper. She was deprived, that was the
theme here, and my behavior, as any im-
partial observer could have seen in a
heartbeat, verged on child abuse. “I
know, honey, I know. But it’s not
healthy. You're spending too much time
there.”

“You're just selfish, that's all,” she said,

and here was the shift to a new tone, a
tone of animus and opposition, the sub-
text being that I never thought of any-
body but myself. “You want to, what, re-
live when you were, like, my age or
something? Let me guess: you're going
to go back and relive yourself doing
homework, right? As an example for
your daughter?”

The room was a2 mess. The next day
was the day the maid came, so I was
standing amid the debris of the past
week, a healthy percentage of it—aban-
doned sweat socks, energy-drink cans,
crumpled foil pouches that had once
contained biscotti, popcorn, or Salami
Bites—generated by the child standing
there before me. “I don’t like your sar-
casm,” | said.

Her face was pinched so that her lips
were reduced to the smallest little O-ring
of disgust. “What do you like?”

“A clean house. A little peace and
quiet. Some privacy, for Christ's sake—
1s that too much to ask?”

“T want to be with Mom.”

“Go text your friends.”

“I don'’t have any friends.”

“Make some.”

And this, thrown over her shoulder,
preparatory to the furious pounding re-
treat up the stairs and the slamming of
her bedroom door: “You're a pig!”

And my response, which had been
ritualized ever since I'd sprung for the
five-thousand-dollar, second-generation
Halcom X1520 Relive Box with the In-
Flesh Retinal Projection Stream and al-
tered forever the dynamic between me
and my only child: “T know.”

ost people, when they got their

first Relive Box, went straight for
sex, which was only natural. In fact, it
was a selling point in the TV ads, which
featured shimmering adolescents walk-
ing hand in hand along a generic strip of
beach or leaning in for a tender kiss over
the ball return at the bowling alley. Who
wouldn't want to go back there> Who
wouldn’t want to relive innocence, the
nascent stirrings of love and desire, or the
first time you removed her clothes and
she removed yours? What of girlfriends
(or boyfriends, as the case may be), wives,
ex-wives, one-night stands, the casual
encounter that got you halfway there,
then flitted out of reach on the wings of
an unfulfilled promise? I was no different.

The sex part of it obsessed me through
those first couple of months, and if 1
drifted into work each morning feeling
drained (and not just figuratively) at least
I knew that it was a problem, that it was
adversely affecting my job performance,
and, if T didn’t cut back, threatening my
job itself. Still, to relive Christine when
we first met, to relive her in bed, in can-
dlelight, clinging fast to me and whisper-
ing my name in the throes of her passion,
was too great a temptation. Or even just
sitting there across from me in the Mo-
roccan restaurant where I took her for
our first date, her eyes like portals, as she
leaned into the table and drank up every
word and witticism that came out of my
mouth. Or to go farther back, before my
wife entered the picture, to Rennie Por-
ter, the girl I took to the senior prom and
spent two delicious hours rubbing up
against in the back seat of my father’s
Buick Regal—every second of which T'd
relived six or seven times now. And to
Lisa, Lisa Denardo, the girl I met that
night at the Roxy, hoping I was going
to score,

I started coming in late to work. Giv-
ing everybody, even my boss, the zom-
bie stare. I got my first warning. Then
my second. And my boss—Kevin
Moos, a decent enough guy, five years
younger than me, who didn’t have an
X1520, or not that he was letting on—
sat me down in his office and told me,
in no uncertain terms, that there
wouldn't be a third.

But it was a miserable night, and I
was depressed. And bored. So bored you
could have drilled holes in the back of my
head and taken core samples and 1
wouldn’t have known the difference. I'd
already denied my daughter, who was
thumping around upstairs with the cu-
mulative weight of ten daughters, and
the next day was Friday, T.G.LF., end of
the week, the slimmest of workdays,
when just about everybody alive thinks
about slipping out early. I figured that
even if | did relive for more than the two
hours I was going to strictly limit myself
to, even if I woke up exhausted, I could
always find a way to make it to lunch and
just let things coast after that. So [ went
into the kitchen and fixed myself a gin-
and-tonic, because that was what I'd
been drinking that night at the Roxy,
and carried it into the room at the end of
the hall that had once been a bedroom
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and was now (Katie’s joke, not mine) the
reliving room.

The console sat squarely on the low
table that was the only piece of furniture
in the room, aside from the straight-
backed chair I'd set in front of it the day
I brought the thing home. It wasn’t much
bigger than the gaming consoles I'd had
to make do with in the old days, a slick
black metal cube with a single recessed
glass slit running across the face of it from
one side to the other. [t activated the
minute I took my seat. “Hello, Wes,” it
said, in the voice I'd selected, male, with
the slightest bump of an accent to make
it seem less synthetic. “Welcome back.”

1 lifted the drink to my lips to steady
myself—think of a conductor raising his
baton—and cleared my throat. “Febru-
ary 28,1982,” I said. “9:45 PM. Play.”

The box flashed the date and time
and then suddenly I was there, the club
exploding into life like a comet touching
down, light and noise and movement
obliterating the now, the house gone, my
daughter gone, the world of getting and
doing and bosses and work vanished in
an instant. [ was standing at the bar with
my best friend, Zach Ronalds, who
turned up his shirt collars and wore his
hair in a Joe Strummer pompadour just
like me, only his hair was black and mine
choirboy blend (I'd dye it within the
week), and 1 was trying to get the bar-
tender’s attention so I could order us
G.-and-T's with my fake LD. The band,
more New Wave than punk, hadn’t
started yet, and the only thing to lock at
onstage was the opening
band, whose members were
packing up their equipment
while hypervigilant girls in
vampire makeup and torn
fish-net stockings washed
around them in a human
tide that ebbed and flowed
on the waves of music crash-
ing through the speakers. It
was bliss. Bliss because I
knew now that this night alone, out of all
the long succession of dull, nugatory
nights building up to it, would be special,
that this was the night I'd meet Lisa and
take her home with me. T'o my parents’
house in Pasadena, where I had a room
of my own above the detached garage
and could come and go as I pleased. My
room. The place where I greased up my
hair and stared at myself in the mirror
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and waited for something to happen,
something like this, like what was com-
ing in seven and a half real-time minutes.

Zach said what sounded like “Look at
that skank,” but since he had his face
turned away from me and the music was
cranked to the sonic level of a rocket
launch (give credit to the X1520° para-
metric speaker/audio-beam technology,
which is infinitely more refined than the
first generation’s), I wasn't quite sure,
though I must have heard him that
night, my ears younger then, less dam-
aged by scenes like this one, because 1
took hold of his arm and said, “Who?
Her?”

What I said now, though, was “Reset,
reverse ten seconds,” and everything
stalled, vanished, and started up once
more, and here | was trying all over again
to get the bartender’s attention and lis-
tening hard when Zach, leaning casually
against the bar on two splayed elbows,
opened his mouth to speak. “Look at that
skank,” he said, undeniably, and there it
was, coloring everything in the moment,
because he was snap-judging Lisa, with
her coat-hanger shoulders, Kabuki
makeup, and shining black lips, and 1
said, “Who? Her?,” already attracted, be-
cause in my eyes she wasn’t a skank at all,
or, if she was, she was a skank from some
other realm altogether, and I couldn’t
from that moment on think of anything
but getting her to talk to me.

Now, the frustrating thing about the
current relive technology is that you can’t
be an actor in the scene, only an observer,
like Scrooge reliving his
boarding-school agonies
with the Ghost of Christmas
Past at his elbow, so what-
ever howlers your adolescent
self might have uttered are
right there, hanging in the
air, unedited. You can fast-
forward, and I suppose most
people do—skip the chatter,
get to the sex—but, person-
ally, after going straight to the carnal
moments the first five or six times [ re-
lived a scene, I liked to go back and hear
what I'd had to say, what she'd had to
say, no matter how banal it might sound
now. What I did that night—and I'd al-
ready relived this moment twice that
week—was catch hold of the bartender
and order not two but three G.-and-T'.s,
though 1 only had something like eigh-

teen dollars in my wallet, set one on the
bar for Zach, and cross the floor to where
she was standing, just beneath the stage,
in what would be the mosh pit half an
hour later. She saw me coming, saw the
drinks—two drinks—and looked away,
covering herself, because she was sure I
was toting that extra drink for somebody
else, a girlfriend or a best bud, lurking in
the drift of shadow that the stage lights
drew up out of the murky walls,

1 tapped her shoulder. She turned her
face to me.

“Pause,” 1 said.

Everything stopped. I was in a 3-D
painting now, and so was she, and for the
longest time I just kept things there,
studying her face. She was eighteen years
old, like me, beautiful enough under-
neath the paint and gel and eyeliner and
all the rest to make me feel faint even
now, and her eyes weren't wary, weren't
used, but candid, ready, rich with expec-
tation. I held my drink just under my
nose, inhaling the smell of juniper berries
to tweak the memory, and said, “Play.”

“You look thirsty,” I said.

The music boomed. Behind me, at
the bar, Zach was giving me a look of
disbelief, like What the?, because this was
a violation of our club-going protocol.
We didn’t talk to the girls, and especially
not the skanks, because we were there for
the music, at least that was what we told
ourselves. (Second time around I did
pause this part, just for the expression on
his face—Zach, poor Zach, who never
did find himself a girlfriend, as far as I
know, and who's probably someplace re-
living every club he’s ever been in and
every date he’s ever had, just to feel sorry
for himself.)

She levelled her eyes on me, gave ita
beat, then took the cold glass from my
hand. “How did you guess?” she said.

What followed was the usual ex-
change of information about bands,
books, neighborhood, high school, col-
lege, and then I was bragging about the
bands I'd seen lately and she was coun-
tering with the band members she knew
personally—like John Doe and the
drummer for the Germs—and letting
her eyes reveal just how personal that
was, which only managed to inflame me
till I wanted nothing more on this earth
than to pin her in a corner and kiss the
black Lipstick right off her. What I said
then, unaware that my carefully sculpted



pompadour was collapsing across my
brow in something very much like a bowl
cut (or worse—anathema—a Beatles
shag), was “You want to dance?”

She gave me alook. Shot her eyes to
the stage and back, then around the
room. A few people were dancing to the
canned music, most of them jerking and
gyrating to their own drugged-out beat,
and there was no sign—yet—of the band
we'd come to hear. “To this?”

“Yeah,” I said, and I looked so—what
was it?—needy, though at the time |
must have thought I was chiselled out of
a block of pure cool. “Come on,” I said,
and I reached out a hand to her.

Iwatched the decision firm up in her
eyes, deep in this moment which would
give rise to all the rest, to the part I was
about to fast-forward to because I had
to get up in the morning. For work. And
no excuses. But watch, watch what
comes next. . .

She took my hand, the soft friction of
her touch alive still somewhere in my cell
memory, and then she was leading me
out onto the dance floor.

Shewas leading. And I was following.

ill it surprise you to know that 1

exceeded my self-imposed two-
hour limit? That after the sex I fast-
forwarded to our first date, which was
really just an agreed-upon meeting
at Tower Records (March 2, 1982,
4:30 p.M.), and then up to Barney’s
Beanery for cheeseburgers and beers
and shots of peppermint schnapps (1),
which she paid for, because her father
was a rich executive at Warner Bros.?
Or that that made me feel so good I
couldn’t resist skipping ahead three
months, to when she was as integral to
my life as the Black Flag T-shirt that
never left my back except in the shower?
Lisa. Lisa Denardo. With her cat’s
tongue and her tight, torquing body
that was a girl's and a woman’s at the
same time and her perfect, evenly spaced
set of glistening white teeth (perfect,
that is, but for the incisor she'd had a
dentist in Tijuana remove, in the spirit
of punk solidarity). The scene I hit on
was early the following summer, sum-
mer break of my sophomore year in
college, when I gave up on my parents’
garage and Lisa and I moved into an
off-campus apartment on Vermont
and decided to paint the walls, ceiling,

PAIL
Ty

“They’re organic, vegetarian, and they challenge traditional gender roles.”

and floors the color of midnight in
the Carlsbad Caverns. June 6, 1982,
2:44 pM. The glisten of black paint, a
too bright sun caught in the windows,
and Lisa saying, “Think we should
paint the glass, too?” I was oblivious of
anything but her and me and the way [
looked and the way she looked, a streak
of paint on her left forearm and an-
other, scimitar-shaped, just over one
eyebrow, when suddenly everything
went neutral and I was back in the re-
living room, staring into the furious face
of my daughter.

But let me explain the technology
here a moment, for those of you who
don’talready know. This isn't a computer
screen or a TV or a hologram or any-
thing anybody else can see—we're talk-
ing retinal projection, two laser beams
fixed on two eyeballs. Anybody coming
mto the room (daughter, wife, boss) will
simply see you sitting there silently in a
chair with your retinas lit like furnaces.
Step in front of the projector—as my
daughter had done now—and the image
vanishes.

“Stop,” I said, and I wasn’t talking
to her.

But there she was, her hair brushed

out for school and her jaw clenched,
looking hate at me. “I can’t believe you,”
she said. “Do you have any idea what
time it is?”

Bleary, depleted—and guilty, deeply
guilty—I just gawked at her, the light
she'd flicked on when she came into the
room transfixing me in the chair. I shook
my head.

“It’s 6:45 AM. In the morning. The
morning, Dad.”

1 started to say something, but the
words were tangled up inside me, be-
cause Lisa was saying—had just said—
“You're not going to make me stay here
and watch the paint dry, are you? Be-
cause I'm thinking maybe we could drive
out to the beach or something, just to
cool down,” and I said, or was going to
say, “There’s, like, maybe half a pint of
gas in the car”

“What?” Katie demanded. “Were you
with Mom again? Is that it? Like you can
be with her and I can’t?”

“No,” I said, “no, that wasn't it. It
wasn't your momatall . . .”

A tremor ran through her. “Yeah,
right. So what was it, then? Some
girlfriend, somebody you were gaga
over when you were in college? Or
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high school? Or, what, junior high?”

“I must have fallen asleep,” I said.
“Really. I just zoned out.”

She knew I was lying. She'd come
looking for me, dutiful child, motherless
child, and found me not up and about and
bustling around the kitchen, preparing to
fuss over her and see her off to school, the
way I used to, but pinned here in this
chair, like an exhibit in a museumn, blind
to anything but the past, my past and no-
body else’s, not hers or her mother’s, or
the country’s or the world’s, just mine.

I heard the door slam. Heard the
thump of her angry feet in the hall-
way, the distant muffled crash of the
front door, and then the house was
quiet. I looked at the slit in the box.
“Play,” I said.

y the time I got to work, I was an
hour and a half late, but on this
day—miracle of miracles—Kevin was
even later, and when he did show up
1 was ensconced in my cubicle, duti-
fully rattling keys on my keyboard. He
didn’t say anything, just brushed by
me and buried himself in his office,
but I could see that he was wearing the
same vacant pre-now look I was, and it
didn’t take much of an intuitive leap to
guess the reason. In fact, since the new
model had come on the market, I'd
noticed that randy, faraway gaze in
the eyes of half a dozen of my fellow-
employees, including Linda Blanco, the
receptionist, who'd stopped buttoning
the top three buttons of her blouse and
wore shorter and shorter skirts every
day. Instead of breathing “Moos and
Associates, how may 1 help you?” into
the receiver, now she just said, “Reset.”
Was this a recipe for disaster? Was
our whole society on the verge of break-
ing down? Was the N.5.A. going to step
in? Were they going to pass laws? Ban
the box? I didn’t know. I didn’t care. I
had a daughter to worry about. Thing
was, all T could think of was getting
home to relive, straight home, and if the
image of a carton of milk or a loaf of
bread flitted into my head I batted it
away. Takeout. We could always get
takeout. I was in a crucial phase with
Lisa, heading inexorably for the grimmer
scenes, the disagreements—petty at first,
then monumental, unbridgeable, like the
day I got home from my makeup class in

calculus and found her sitting at the
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EASTER ON THE RIO GRANDE
After Lorca

That sailor whose throat was just cut
has grown another throat, which grows

another cut. It's an old saw: the blade
that goes around comes around, which

is why the sailor throws his voice
into the sea, why I hold a space

in my glacial lungs for him,
why I keep swimming.

kitchen table with a stoner whose name
I never did catch and didn’t want to
know, not then or now—and I needed
to get through it, not to analyze whether
it hurt or not but because it was there
and I had to relive it. I couldn’t help my-
self. T just kept picking at it like a scab.

Ultimately, this was all about Chris-
tine, of course, about when I began to fail
instead of succeed, to lose instead of win.
I needed Lisa to remind me of a time be-
fore that, to help me trace my missteps and
assign blame, because, as intoxicating as it
was to relive the birds-atwitter moments
with Christine, there was always some-
thing nagging at me in any given scene,
some twitch of her face or a comment she
threw out that should have raised flags at
the time but never did. All right. Fine. I
was going to go there, [ was, and relive the
minutiae of our relationship, the ecstasy
and the agony both, the moments of
mindless contentment and the swelling
tide of antipathy that drove us apart, but
first things first, and, as I fought my way
home on the freeway that afternoon, all 1
could think about was Lisa.

In the old days, before we got the
box, my daughter and 1 had a Friday-
afternoon ritual whereby I would stop in
at the Ttalian place down the street from
the house, have a drink and chat up who-
ever was there, then call Katie and have
her come join me for a father-daughter
dinner, so that I could have some face
time with her, read into her, and suss out
her thoughts and feelings as she grew
into a young woman herself, but we

—Andrea Coben

didn’t do that anymore. There wasn't
time. The best I could offer—lately, es-
pecially—was takeout or a microwave
pizza and a limp salad, choked down in
the cold confines of the kitchen, while
we separately calculated how long we
had to put up with the pretense before
slipping off to relive.

There were no lights on in the house
as I pulled into the driveway, and that was
odd, because Katie should have been
home from school by now—and she
hadn't texted me or phoned to say she'd
be staying late. I climbed out of the car
feeling stiff all over—I needed to get more
exercise, I knew that, and I resolved to do
it, too, as soon as I got my head above
water—and as | came up the walk T saw
the sad, frosted artificial wreath hanging
crookedly there in the center panel of the
front door. Katie must have dug it out of
the box of ornaments in the garage on her
own initiative, to do something by way of
Christmas, and that gave me pause, that
stopped me right there, the thought of it,
of my daughter having to make the effort
all by herself. That crushed me. It did.
And as I put the key in the lock and
pushed the door open I knew things were
going to have to change. Dinner. I'd take
her out to dinner and forget about Lisa.
At least for now.

“Katie?” I called. “You home?”

No response. I shrugged out of my
coat and went on into the kitchen, think-
ing to make myself a drink. There were
traces of her there, her backpack flung
down on the floor, an open bag of Doritos



spilling across the counter, a Diet Sprite,
half-full, on the breadboard. I called her
name again, standing stock-still in the
middle of the room and listening for the
slightest hint of sound or movement as
my voice echoed through the house. I
was about to pull out my phone and call
her when I thought of the reliving room,
and it was a sinking thought, not a selfish
one, because if she was in there, reliv-
ing—and she was, I knew she was—
what did that say about her social life?
Didn't teen-age girls go out anymore?
Didn’t they gather in packs at the mall or
go to movies or post things on Facebook,
or, forgive me, go out on dates? Group
dates, even? How else were they going to
experience the inchoate beginnings of
what the Relive Box people were push-
ing in the first place?

1 shoved into the room, which was
dark but for the lights of her eyes, and
just stood there watching her for a long
moment as | adjusted to the gloom. She
sat riveted, her body present but her
mind elsewhere, and if [ was embar-
rassed—for her, and for me, too, her fa-
ther, invading her privacy when she was
most vulnerable—the embarrassment
gave way to a sorrow so oceanic | thought
I would drown in it. I studied her face.
Watched her smile and grimace and go
cold and smile again. What could she
possibly be reliving when she'd lived so
little? Family vacations? Christmases
past? Her biannual trips to Hong Kong
to be with her mother and stepfather? I
couldn’t fathom it. I didn't like it. It had
to stop. I turned on the overhead light
and stepped in front of the projector.

She blinked at me and she didn’t rec-
ognize me, didn’t know me at all, be-
cause I was in the now and she was in the
past. “Katie,” I said, “that’s enough, now.
Come on.” I held out my arms to her,
even as recognition came back into her
eyes and she made a vague gesture of ir-
ritation, of pushing away.

“Katie,” I said, “let’s go out to dinner.
Just the two of us. Like we used to.”

“I'm not hungry,” she said. “And it’s
not fair. You can use it all you want, like,
day and night, but whenever I want it—"
And she broke off, tears starting in her
eyes.

“Come on,” I said. “Il be fun.”

The look she gave me was unsparing.
I 'was trying to deflect it, trying to think
of something to say, when she got up out

of the chair so suddenly it startled me,
and, though I tried to take hold of her
arm, she was too quick. Before I could
react, she was at the door, pausing only
to scorch me with another glare. “T don’t
believe you,” she spat, before vanishing
down the hall.

I should have followed her, should
have tried to make things right—or bet-
ter, anyway—but I didn't. The box was
right there. It had shut down when she
leaped up from the chair, and whatever
she'd been reliving was buried back in-
side it, accessible to no one, though you
can bet there are hackers out there
right now trying to subvert the retinal-
recognition feature. For a long moment,
I stared at the open door, fighting myself,
then I went over and softly shut it. I re-
alized I didn't need a drink or dinner, ei-
ther. I sat down in the chair. “Hello,
Wes,” the box said. “Welcome back.”

e didn’t have a Christmas tree

that year, and neither of us really
cared all that much, I think—if we
wanted to look at spangle-draped trees,
we could relive holidays past, happier
ones, or, in my case, I could go back to
my childhood and relive my father's
whiskey in a glass and my mother’s long-
suffering face blossoming over the greedy
joy of her golden boy, her only child,
tearing open his presents as a weak,
bleached-out California sun haunted the
windows and the turkey crackled in the

oven. Katie went off (reluctantly, I

thought) on a skiing vacation to Mam-
moth with the family of her best friend,
Allison, whom she hardly saw anymore,
not outside of school, not in the now,
and I went back to Lisa, because if T was
going to get to Christine in any serious
way—beyond the sex, that is, beyond the
holiday greetings and picture-postcard
moments—Lisa was my bridge.

As soon as I'd dropped Katie at Alli-
son’s house and exchanged a few previ-
ously scripted salutations with Allison’s

grinning parents and her grinning twin
brothers, I stopped at a convenience
store for a case of eight-ounce bottles of
spring water and the biggest box of
PowerBars I could find and went straight
home to the reliving room. The night
before, I'd been close to the crucial scene
with Lisa, one that was as fixed in my
memory as the blow-up with Christine a
quarter century later, but elusive as to the
date and time. I'd been up all night—
again—fast-forwarding, reversing,
jumping locales and facial expressions,
Lisa’s first piercing, the evolution of my
haircut, but I hadn't been able to pin-
point the exact moment, not yet. I set the
water on the floor on my left side, the
PowerBars on my right. “May 9, 1983,”
Tsaid. “4 Am.”

The numbers flashed and then I was
in darkness, zero visibility, confused as to
where I was until the illuminated dial of
a clock radio began to bleed through and
I could make out the dim outline of my-
self lying in bed in the back room of that
apartment with the black walls and the
black ceiling and the black floor. Lisa
was there beside me, an irregular hump
in the darkness, snoring with a harsh gag
and stutter. She was stoned. And drunk.
Half an hour earlier, she'd been in the
bathroom, heaving over the toilet, and I
realized I'd come too far. “Reset,” I said.
“Reverse ninety minutes.”

Sudden light, blinding after the dark-
ness, and I was alone in the living room
of the apartment, studying, or trying to.
My hair hung limp, my muscles were
barely there, but I was young and reason-
ably good-looking, even excusing any
bias. I saw that my Black Flag T-shirt
had faded to gray from too much sun and
too many washings, and the book in my
lap looked as familiar as something I
might have been buried with in a previ-
ous life, but then this was my previous
Life. I watched myself turn a page, crane
my neck toward the door, get up to
flip over the album that was provid-
ing the soundtrack. “Reset,” I said. “Fast-
forward ten minutes.” And here it was,
what I'd been searching for: a sudden
crash, the front door flinging back, Lisa
and the stoner whose name I didn’t want
to know fumbling their way in, both of
them as slow as syrup with the cumula-
tive effect of downers and alcohol, and
though the box didn’t have an olfactory
feature, I swear I could smell the tequila
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on them. I jumped up out of my chair,
spilling the book, and shouted some-
thing I couldn’t quite make out, so I said,
“Reset, reverse five seconds.”

“You fucker!” was what I'd shouted,
and now I shouted it again, prior to
slapping something out of the guy’s
hand, a beer bottle, and all at once 1
had him in 2 hammerlock and Lisa
was beating at my back with her bird-
claw fists and 1 was wrestling the
guy out the door, cursing over the
soundtrack (“Should 1 Stay or Should
1 Go"—one of those flatline ironies
which almost make you believe every-
thing in this life’s been programmed).
I saw now that he was bigger than I
was, probably stronger, too, but the
drugs had taken the volition out of
him, and in the next moment he was
outside the door and the three bolts
were hammered home. By me. Who
now turned in a rage to Lisa.

“Stop,” I said. “Freeze.” Lisa hung
there, defiant and guilty at the same
time, pretty, breathtakingly pretty, de-
spite the slack mouth and the drugged-
out eyes. [ should have left it there and
gone on to those first cornucopian weeks
and months and even years with Chris-
tine, but I couldn’t help myself. “Play,” I
said, and Lisa raised a hand to swat at
me, but she was too unsteady and
knocked the lamp over instead.

“Did you fuck him?” I demanded.

There was a long pause, so long 1 al-
most fast-forwarded, and then she said,

“Yeah. Yeah, I fucked him. And I'll tell
you something”—her words glutinous,
the syllables coalescing on her tongue—
“you’re no punk. And he is. He’s the real
deal. And you? You're, you're—"

I'should have stopped it right there.

“—you're prissy.”

“Prissy?” I couldn't believe it. Not
then and not now.

She made a broad stoned gesture,
weaving on her feet. “Anal-retentive.
Like, who left the dishes in the sink or
who didn’t take out the garbage or what
about the cockroaches—"

“Stop,” 1 said. “Reset. June 19, 1994,
11:02 Pn.”

I was in another bedroom now, one
with walls the color of cream, and I was in
another bed, this time with Christine,
and I'd timed the memory to the very
minute, postcoital, in the afterglow, and
Christine, with her soft aspirated whisper
of a voice, was saying, “I love you, Wes,
you know that, don't you?”

“Stop,” I said. “Reverse five seconds.”

She said it again. And I stopped
again. And reversed again. And she said
it again. And again.

Timc has no meaning when you're
reliving. 1 don’t know how long 1
kept it up, how long I kept surfing
through those moments with Chris-
tine—not the sexual ones but the loving
ones, the companionable ones, the or-
dinary day-to-day moments when 1
could see in her eyes that she loved me
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more than anybody alive and was never
going to stop loving me, never. Dinner
at the kitchen table, any dinner, any
night. Just to be there. My wife. My
daughter. The way the light poured liq-
uid gold over the hardwood floors
of our starter house, in Canoga Park.
Katie's first birthday. Her first word
(“Cake!”). The look on Christine’s face
as she curled up with Katie in bed and
read her “Where the Wild Things Are.”
Her voice as she hoarsened it for Max:
“Tll eat you up!”

Enough analysis, enough hurt. I was
no masochist.

At some point, I had to get up from
that chair in the now and evacuate a living
bladder, the house silent, spectral, unreal.
I didn’t live here. I didn't live in the now
with its deadening nine-to-five job I was
indanger of losing and the daughter [ was
failing and a wife who'd left me—and her
own daughter—for Winston Chen, a
choreographer of martial-arts movies in
Hong Kong, who was loving and kind
and funny and not the control freak I was.
(Prissy, anyone? Anal-retentive?) The
house echoed with my footsteps, a stage
set and nothing more. I went to the
kitchen and dug the biggest pot 1 could
find out from under the sink, brought it
back to the reliving room, and set it on the
floor between my legs to save me the trou-
ble of getting up next time around.

Time passed. Relived time and lived
time, too. There were two windows in the
room, shades drawn so as not to interfere
with the business of the moment, and
sometimes a faint glow appeared around
the margins of them, an effect I noticed
when I was searching for a particular
scene and couldn’t quite pin it down.
Sometimes the glow was gone. Some-
times it wasn't. What happened then, and
1 may have been two days in or three or
five, I couldn’t really say, was that things
began to cloy. I'd relived an exclusive diet
of the transcendent, the joyful, the insou-
ciant, the best of Christine, the best of
Lisa, and all the key moments of the
women who came between and after, and
I'd gone back to the Intermediate Algebra
test, the very instant, pencil to paper,
when I knew I'd scored a perfect one hun-
dred per cent, and to the time T'd squirted
a ball to right field with two outs, two
strikes, ninth inning and my Little League
team (the Condors, yellow Ts, white let-
tering) down by three, and watched it rise



majestically over the glove of the spastic
red-haired kid sucking back allergic snot
and roll all the way to the wall. Triumph
after triumph, goodness abounding—till
it stuck in my throat.

“Reset,” I said. “January 2, 2009,
430 P

I found myself in the kitchen of our
second house, this house, the one we'd
moved to because it was outside the L.A.
city limits and had schools we felt com-
fortable sending Katie to. That was what
mattered: the schools. And, if it length-
ened our commutes, so be it. This house.
The one I was reliving in now. Every-
thing gleamed around me, counters pol-
ished, the glass of the cabinets as trans-
parent as air, because details mattered
then, everything in its place whether
Christine was there or not—especially if
she wasn't there, and where was she? Or
where had she been? To China. With her
boss. On film business. Her bags were just
inside the front door, where she'd dropped
them forty-five minutes ago, after I'd
picked her up at the airport and we'd had
our talk in the car, the talk I was going to
relive when I got done here, because it
was all about pain now, about reality, and
this scene was the capper, the coup de
grice. You want wounds? You want to
take a razor blade to the meat of your
inner thigh just to see if you can still feel?
Well, here it was.

Christine entered the scene now,
coming down the stairs from Katie's
room, her eyes wet, or damp, anyway,
and her face composed. I pushed myself
up from the table, my beginner’s bald
spot a glint of exposed flesh under the
glare of the overhead light. I spoke first.
“You tell her?”

Christine was dressed in her business
attire, black stockings, heels, skirt to the
knee, tailored jacket. She looked ex-
hausted, and not simply from the fifteen-
hour flight but from what she'd had to tell
me. And our daughter. (How I'd like to
be able to relive that, to hear how she'd
even broached the subject, let alone how
she'd smoke-screened her own selfishness
and betrayal with some specious concern
for Katie’s well-being—let's not rock the
boat and you'll be better off here with your
father and your school and your teachers
and it’s not the end but just the beginning,
buck up, you'll see.)

Christine’s voice was barely audible.
“1 don’t like this any better than you do.”

“Then why do it?”

Along pause. Too long. “Stop,” I said.

I couldn’t do this. My heart was ham-
mering. My eyes felt as if they were being
squeezed in a vise. I could barely swallow.
1 reached down for a bottle of water and
a PowerBar, drank, chewed. She was
going to say, “This isn't working,” and 1
was going to say, “Working? What the
fuck are you talking about? What does
work have to do with it? I thought this
was about love. I thought it was about
commitment.” [ knew [ wasn't going to
get violent, though [ should have, should
have chased her out to the cab that was
even then waiting at the curb and
slammed myway in and flown all the way
to Hong Kong to confront Winston
Chen, the martial-arts genius, who could
have crippled me with his bare feet.

“Reset,” I said. “August, 1975, any
day, any time.”

There was a hum from the box. “In-
complete command. Please select date and
time.”

I'was twelve years old, the summer we
went to Vermont, to a lake there, where
the mist came up off the water like the
fumes of a dream and deer mice lived
under the refrigerator, and [ didn’t have a
date or time fixed in my mind—I just
needed to get away from Christine, that
was all. I picked the first thing that came
into my head.

“August 19th,” I said. “11:30 A.M.
Play.”

A blacktop road. Sun like a nuclear
blast. A kid, running, I recognized my-
self—I'd been to this summer before, one
I remembered as idyllic, messing around
in boats, fishing, swimming, wandering
the woods with one of the local kids, Billy
Scharf, everything neutral, copacetic. But
why was I running? And why did I have
thatlook on my face, a look that fused de-
termination and helplessness both? Up
the drive now, up the steps to the house,
shouting for my parents: “Mom! Dad!”

I began to have a bad feeling.

I saw my father get up off the wicker
sofa on the porch, my vigorous young fa-
ther, who was dressed in a T-shirt and
jeans and didn't have even a trace of gray
in his hair, my father, who always made
everything right. But not this time.
“What's the matter?” he said. “What is it?”

And my mother coming through the
screen door to the porch, a towel in one
hand and her hair snarled wet from the

lake. And me. I was fighting back tears,
my legs and arms like sticks, striped polo
shirt, faded shorts. “It’s,” I said, “its—"

“Stop,” 1 said. “Reset.” It was my dog,
Queenie, that was what it was, dead on the
road that morning, and who'd left the gate
ajar so she could get out in the first place?
Even though he'd been warned about it a
hundred times?

1 was in a dark room. There was a pot
between my legs, and it was giving off a
fierce odor. I needed to go deeper, needed
out of this. I spouted random dates, saw
myself driving to work, stuck in traffic
with ten thousand other fools who could
only wish they had a fast-forward app,
saw myself in my thirties, post-Lisa, pre-
Christine, obsessing over Halo, and I
stayed there through all the toppling
hours, reliving myself in the game, boxes
within boxes, until finally I thought of
God, or what passes for God in my life,
the mystery beyond words, beyond lasers
and silicon chips. I gave a date nine
meonths before I was born, “December 30,
1962, 6 AM.,” when [ was, what—a zy-
gote?—but the box gave me nothing, nei-
ther visual nor audio. And that was
wrong, deeply wrong. There should have
been a heartbeat. My mother's heartbeat,
the first thing we hear—or feel, feel before
we evenl have ears.

“Stop,” 1 said. “Reset.” A wave of
rising exhilaration swept over me even
as the words came to my lips, “Septem-
ber 30, 1963, 2:35 AM.,” and the drum-
beat started up, ba-boom, ba-boom, but
no visual, not yet, the minutes ticking by,
ba-boom, ba-boom, and then | was there,
in the light of this world, and my mother
in her stained hospital gown and the man
with the monobrow and the flashing
glasses, the stranger, the doctor, saying
what he was going to say by way of con-
gratulations and relief. A boy. It's a boy.

Then it all went dead, and there was
somebody standing in front of me, and I
didn’t recognize her, not at first, how
could I? “Dad,” she was saying. “Dad, are
you there?”

I blinked. Tried to focus.

“No,” I said finally, shaking my head
in slow emphasis, the word itself, the de-
nial, heavy as a stone in my mouth. ‘T'm
not here. I'm not. I'm not.” ¢
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