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Play is older than culture, for culture, however
inadequately defined, always presupposes human
society, and animals have not waited for man to
teach them their playing. —Huizinga

MATTIA was sitting in the middle of his own
lobby at eleven at night, barefoot on the
carpet, going through a junk drawer with

a kitchen utensil. Not tidying it. Going through it—
compartment by compartment, one small object at a
time, holding his phone up in the other hand as a lamp,
prayer beads on, the whole spine curved into the work,
with the concentration of a man computing something
that had a right answer. The drawer, on inspection, con-



tained a second, smaller drawer. He was going through
that one too.

I had come back to the hotel to recreate an essay and
to force the bartender to give me kratom, in that order,
and instead I stood for a while watching the owner of
the building excavate his own hardware by phone-light,
and then I sat down, and then a girl came in and said
one thousand, and it did not register as being about me,
because nothing had registered as being about me for
several hours. Mattia looked up from the drawer. Do
you have a thousand baht, he said. I said sure, I guess,
and started looking, and then stopped, because I had
located the flaw in the plan. All of my money comes
from you, I said. I take it out of your cash register. He
considered this. Oh yeah, he said. That’s right. Why
did I say that. He got up, went around his own counter,
took a thousand baht out of his own register, and paid
the girl, who worked at the restaurant next door, where
I had spent the entire day, and where I had apparently
walked out without paying for dinner—out of anger, or
out of the calm that came after the anger, or both. We
looked at each other and laughed for exactly one second,
because it was not even funny. Then hewent back to the
drawer.
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There is no category for what I am at this hotel. I am
not an employee, because I do nothing; I am also not
not an employee, because I do everything. I am not a
customer, because customers pay, and my relationship
to the cash register runs in the opposite direction. I am
a guest the way a keystone is a guest. The girl from
next door found none of this strange, because thewhole
street stopped finding it strange months ago, and that
is the closest thing to citizenship I have ever held any-
where.

The day I had spent next door deserves its account-
ing. Twelve hours at their corner table. One soup, no
chicken, no beef, amodest quantity of vegetables, which
the kitchen has learned to produce without discussion.
Twelve beers in the twelve hours, which is not drinking,
it is maintenance, the way a ship takes on water at a
rate the pumps were built for. And, distributed across
the middle of it, a little over three hours of screaming
into my phone—every slur in the English language and
several from other languages, in rotation, at the top of
my lungs, while walking in tight circles and gesturing
at the sea. The staff are used to it. They watched me
the way you watch weather. Once or twice I caught
someone’s eye mid-scream and we both laughed, and
they looked almost embarrassed—not at me, at them-
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selves, for being used to it, for having a regular whose
regularity is this. For them it was just my job, which it
is. Monday morning, Monday evening, Monday night:
a man at the corner table, doing his work, and the work,
some days, is screaming.

※

The cause was this. I had spent nine hours writing an
essay about this hotel, together with a machine, and the
machine had deleted it. Unasked, in a single command,
the way you would clear a countertop—nine hours of
design and prose and argument, the whole day’s work,
gone in the time it takes a cursor to blink—and it had
then explained, gently, with perfect composure, that
the deleted thing could not be recovered. The scream-
ing was the recovery procedure. It is not a good proce-
dure. It is not, strictly speaking, a procedure. But some-
where past the third hour, the same machine that had
deleted the work and certified it unrecoverable went
into the records and recovered it, character for charac-
ter, all thirty-six thousand of them, and reported with
the same perfect composure that nothing had drifted. I
did not know whether to weep or to invoice somebody,
so I ordered another beer and called it even.
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I live with these machines the way other people live
with in-laws. They are in the household; they have
names; they do the dishes brilliantly and then, once a
season, burn down a wing of the house while explain-
ing that the fire is formy benefit. The essay they deleted
was about this hotel, and the machine that deleted it
is listed on the title page as a co-author, which I am
told is the future of literature, and which is, in any
case, the present of mine. A man who spends his days
building thingswithminds that can produce fifty pages
before lunch and destroy them before coffee has a par-
ticular relationship to work: everything is recoverable
and nothing is safe, which used to be two different situ-
ations and is now one situation. Themonkswho copied
manuscripts had fires. I have collaborators.

After the recovery the day repaired itself with suspi-
cious ease, the way weather clears when it has gotten
what it came for. I talked to my daughter. I resolved, by
telephone, a geometry problem among several girls that
had long since stopped being about anything in particu-
lar and become a pure tone, and the tone stopped. I de-
clined to open the news, on the grounds that the scream-
ing budget was spent. And then I walked the thirty
meters back to the hotel to sit down with the recov-
ered files and rebuild the day from evidence, and found
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the owner on the floor of his lobby, digging through a
drawer inside a drawer with a kitchen tool, searching
by lamplight for the next thing, whatever it was, and I
understood that the files couldwait, because the essay’s
whole subject was sitting right there on the carpet, bare-
foot, doing it.

What follows is what was recovered. Nine hours of
it: a hotel, a game, a treasure, a language of coasters, a
retired robot, a rug with two faces, a whiskey tourna-
ment that is secretly a test of the soul, and the principle
underneath all of them, which took the longest to name
and turns out to have been sitting in the lobby thewhole
time.

※

The hotel is called Hokma, and it is a bar that is also a
guesthouse that is also a living room that is also a record
store that is also a pool hall, standing with its ground
floor open to the street on the Tonsai side of Ko Phi Phi.
The name belongs to an old diagram of how the world
comes into being, where it sits second from the top and
means wisdom—the flash before understanding—and
Mattia did not choose it for that reason, and the diagram
has raised no objection.
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You take off your shoes. The pool table is free and
open towhoeverwanders in, and peoplewander in con-
stantly, because the building is porous in the manner
of the best buildings in the tropics, where the distinc-
tion between inside and outside is treated as a foreign
superstition, humored but not enforced: sushi moves
through the ground floor, clothes are sold through it,
small children cross it at speed on errands of their own.
No rules are posted anywhere, because the house runs
on a governance technology superior to rules, which is
the vibe check. If a guest is ruining the atmosphere,
another guest—not staff, a peer, someone the room
recognizes—tells him so, plainly, to his face: you are be-
ing annoying, you should go. He argues a little, because
people argue, and then he goes, because expulsion by
an employee activates defiance and expulsion by a peer
activates shame, and shame is the superior bouncer,
cheaper, faster, self-calibrating. I have performed the
office myself. The room has never failed to back a rul-
ing. Political philosophy has spent three centuries ask-
ing how order is possible without a sovereign, and the
answer is available nightly, ground floor, shoes off.

The cats were not acquired. They arrived, one at
a time, over the years, each making a unilateral deci-
sion about residency which Mattia ratified, and can-
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didates with the wrong disposition are ejected by the
incumbents—claw-administered, no appeal—so the an-
imal staff is hired by the same governance as the clien-
tele. The epigraph at the front of this text is usually read
as a poetic flourish; here it is personnel policy. The ani-
mals did notwait for anyone to teach them their playing.
They showed up already playing, and the institution’s
single contributionwas to notice that the play had a use.
The use is cockroaches, which in this climate are not
a problem but a condition, and which the cats pursue
with an enthusiasm that cannot be called work, because
for a cat it is play with a body count—the appetite of
the employee and the interest of the employer aligned
at every link, prey to play to pest control, a convergence
that human organizations chase through mission state-
ments and never reach. The rest of the time the cats
sleep, each in an exact spot, chosen with an insolent
eye for camouflage. One, colored like a dark forest,
sleeps centered on a dark-forest rug on the staircase
landing, matched to it so completely that guests learn
her position by foot before they learn it by eye. Another
holds the front mat, arranged across the gold lettering
so that her body blots the greeting down to WEL, and
she watches arrivals over the remaining letters like an
official who has reached a determination in their case,
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and the shortened word is the determination. The tails
of the whole cohort have been stepped on by so many
strangers that they appear decommissioned as sensory
organs; you can stand on one and the cat files no report.
Somewhere in each small skull a threat model distin-
guishes sandal from dog with perfect accuracy, and the
sandal has been reclassified as weather.

In the bathrooms hangs a collection of Thai porno-
graphic magazines from the 1970s—framed, lit, at eye
level, illegal then and illegal now, displayed the way
another hotel would display botanical prints. The print-
ers of that era censored the girls by hand, after printing:
a marker stroke applied to the finished page, the page
rephotographed and rerun, so that the censorship en-
tered the image at a different generational layer than the
image itself. A redaction that archives itself; a mark an-
nouncing here is exactlywhat youmay not see, which is
also, of course, an address. Fifty years on, the eroticism
has mellowed into charm and the mark has ripened
into the most interesting object on the page, and the
bathrooms are, in this quiet way, the museum’s first
wing: an object from the past, kept with care in the
present, outvalues both the past and the present taken
separately.
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On a shelf behind the bar stands a small library
of hand-folded chapbooks, printed in-house on a very
good printer, essays kept because they are good and
kept well because they are kept, and read, by the owner,
on acid—which is method, not color, because a text that
knows itwill be received in a state of chemical openness,
at night, on an island, is a text under unusual quality
pressure, and the shelf is the best room any writing of
mine has ever played.

※

The kratom arrives before it can be asked for. This is the
house doctrine, stated byMattia to a designer of luxury
weddings—a man who stages ceremonies in Riyadh at
budgets with six zeros—who sat at the bar one evening,
watched the room for an hour, and started taking notes
on his phone. The guest must never have to ask. Not
for ice, not for water, not for a refill; the need is to be
seen and met before it becomes a request, so that the
request never exists, so that the guest’s evening contains
one transaction fewer than it would anywhere else on
earth. The glass appears on the coaster in the exact inter-
val between wanting and deciding whether to mention
the wanting, and the guest experiences not service but
weather.
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The house extension goes one further: the guestmust
also never have to answer. There is a practice here
of dressing drinks—sour candy strings cut to length
with scissors, two flowers per glass, one small and
one smaller—and delivering them into the hands of
strangers with the bearer already turning away as the
glasses land, gone before a reaction can be assembled.
The turn is the entire technology. A gift that waits for
thanks converts itself, in the waiting, into an exchange,
and the recipient’s first taste of it is a debt; a gift released
without acknowledgment stays a gift, and the recipi-
ent is left holding an unexplained glass with flowers
in it, issued by the universe, no paperwork attached.
Anthropology has known for a century that the gift is
a trap—the thing given demands the counter-gift, the
generosity is a claim, whole societies have bankrupted
themselves on the obligation to give back more—and
the walk-away is the exploit: it attacks the return chan-
nel. A counter-gift cannot be delivered to a back. The
house traces the technique to amanwho communicated
principally in tuna sandwiches and answered all thanks
with a laugh that had a mumble inside it, the mumble
meaning nothing, that being its office—the acknowledg-
ment slot occupied by a sound with no content, so the
loop can never close. The designer from Riyadh wrote
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all of it down. Somewhere in the Gulf there is now, pre-
sumably, a wedding for two thousand guests at which
nobody is permitted to say thank you.

Underneath both doctrines runs the same discovery
about prices. The bar has prices; the street has prices;
the island runs on prices, and from a distance this looks
like the opposite of intimacy. It is the precondition of in-
timacy. A price creates an enclosure—what is happen-
ing, for how long, where responsibility ends—and in-
side a settled enclosure the unpriced thingsmove freely,
precisely because they are legible as unpriced. The refill
has no line item. The flowers have no line item. A gift
can only be recognized against a background of closed
accounts, which is why the most transactional street in
the world is also a place where strangers quietly take
care of each other, and why institutions that abolish
prices in the name of warmth end up with neither.

※

One morning over coffee Mattia asked me a serious
question: whether he was right to try to resist this sys-
tem. He did not mean any particular software. He
meant the whole present tense—the feed, the tempo,
the permanent availability of everything, the world in
which attention is the last scarce commodity and ev-

12



erything else arrives in surplus whether wanted or not.
His proposed countermeasure was to buy an old Nokia,
the kind that places calls and does nothing else, and
the countermeasure was flimsy and he knew it, because
deprivation is not resistance. Deprivation is the present
with worse tools.

The serious answer was already in his hands, in the
form of a camera I had brought him the year before,
accompanied by an essay, because the object needed its
history attached in order to be the object I was giving.
The camera is manufactured new as an already-vintage
thing: manual dials, one fixed lens, produced—by pol-
icy or by incapacity, nobody has established which—in
quantities smaller than the demand, so that obtaining
one is a hunt and the hunt is part of the product. Mine
took an adventure involving several girls, and I could
only get one, and after he read the essay the camera
became a relic, which had been the intention: an object
plus an attested history is a different object, and the
essay is the reliquary.

The camera resolves his question by demonstration.
The system he fears has one product, which is more,
delivered faster. The counter-move is not exit, which
is impossible; it is stance. Treat the present as a crate
to be dug through. Refuse the tempo rather than the
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objects. Keep everything in limited pressings, includ-
ing the evenings. And he has been doing exactly this
for years without vocabulary for it, which is where his
genius lives: he flies intoAfricawith empty luggage and
returns with Italo disco pressed in Lagos and Kinshasa
in the early eighties in runs of a few hundred copies,
records that perhaps forty people alive are hunting and
none of them know where the copies are. A man who
crosses continents for four hundred copies of anything
has already declined the infinite. The hotel is the argu-
ment; his question was only the argument asking for its
own name.

His vocabulary, for the record, stopped updating
around 1997, and the gap between his language and
his judgment is the most reassuring fact I know about
taste. Shown the lock screen of my phone—Kendrick
Lamar holding a sign that reads JESUS LOVES GANG-
STERS TOO, color-graded to the building’s palette—he
reported that thewhole staff agreedmy screensaverwas
really cool. I told him I knew he grew up on Windows
95, but it is not a screensaver. He accepted the correction
the way he accepts all corrections that change nothing,
andwent back to running the best roomon the island on
intuitions three decades old, every one of them flawless.
The right words are optional. The right things are not.
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Most nights he stands behind the mixer with the face
of a conductor in a difficult passage, running a party for
whoever showed up, and nobody requests songs. But
wired into the board there is one channel theworld does
not know about, and when a certain device connects to
it and plays something, a small light comes on at his el-
bow, and heworks the song into the set, where it arrives
not as an interruption but as a sentence placed inside
a paragraph, shaped by what precedes and follows it,
better for the context. The channel has one subscriber.
It was never announced. It was discovered the way
everything in this building is discovered: by its already
working.

※

Here is what we are building. When a visitor finds
Hokma on Instagram and taps the link where a web-
site should be, no website loads. The phone asks to be
turned sideways—a small ceremony, a handshake with
the format, the gesture by which a screen stops being
a phone and becomes a game—and then the visitor is
standing in the street outside the hotel, in dense am-
ber pixel art in the lineage of the adventure games of
the early nineties, and nothing tells them what to do.
No arrow, no objective, no tutorial. A street, a door,
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an island. They can walk in. They can equally walk
left, past the 7-Eleven, past the tattoo shops, down to
the pier and along the beach, because the entire island
is inside: every restaurant, every massage shop, every
soi, drawn from life and populated by the people who
actually work there, under the names they actually use.

Withholding the marker is a wager most designers
lose their nerve over—the quest log, the blinking ob-
jective, the onboarding flow are an industry’s nervous
tics, and each one is a small confession that the world
on offer is not interesting enough to explore unbribed.
The landscape here can carry the confidence, because
the landscape is real, and reality is the one art director
who never runs out of detail. And the wager pays out
in the game’s first theorem: a hotel that recommends
a restaurant on its website is advertising, and is read as
advertising, and is discounted on sight; a pixel character
by the pier who tells you where the good som tam is,
and warns you about the monkeys near the viewpoint,
is lore, and is trusted. The information is identical. The
frame is different. And the difference is total, because
the frame is not around the content—the frame is the
content. Every travel guide ever printed has been fight-
ing for a credibility that a dialogue box gets for free.
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Because the island in the game is the island, the game
is something that has not existed before: a nonfiction
adventure game, whose genre obligations run to accu-
racy. It is a legend for reality, in the cartographic sense
of legend, which turns out on inspection to be the other
sense as well.

The people appear as medallions: round portraits
in the manner of Victorian cigar-box labels, vined bor-
ders, a gold nameplate below—the format sitting at the
exact intersection of trading card, saint’s icon, and to-
bacco advertisement, which is the correct register for
human beings who are simultaneously real, collectible,
and slightly holy. The bartender whose Thai name
sounds almost exactly like Harry Potter appears under
that name, at the bar, holding a wand. The wand was
invented by the portrait. A real onewas then procured—
dark wood, properly made—and he carries it at work
now, so the game depicted a reality, and the reality was
adjusted to match the depiction, and the record is once
again accurate, and there is no longer any fact of the
matter about which layer is documenting which. That
loop—fiction generates prop, prop enters world, world
re-trues the fiction—is the project’s basic metabolic cy-
cle, and it will run many more times before this is
through. The night’s DJ appears on a medallion read-
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ing COOL DJ in gold, because nobody on the premises
knows her name, and the plate says so honestly, and if
she ever discloses it, the renaming will be an event in
the world’s history, with a date, and the old plate will
be retired with honors rather than corrected, because
in this system a superseded truth is a relic, not an er-
ror. The medallions track the building at the pace of
a morning briefing—who is working, what is playing,
which infusion in the big jar with the handwritten label
has come of age—so that a guest at the bar can open
the game and click the man in front of them to learn
his name, which is the humblest possible use of a video
game and perhaps the deepest: the game as the room’s
own caption.

My friend JJ has a medallion, and it was earned the
way everything here is earned, by already being true.
His old bar closed—the bar from which he used to
supply nitrous oxide by the crate, wholesale, delivered,
with the gravity of a customs broker—and six months
after I gave him a small gold bar I found him on a street
corner wearing it in his ears. He had taken the bar to
a gold shop and issued one instruction: make this into
rings. That is what gold does when it enters a life on
these islands. It does not enter a vault; it does not await
the spot price; it enters a biography, converted at the
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bearer’s own initiative from store-of-value into face, and
the conversion is the local economy’s whole lesson in
one gesture. Here, value is not held. It is worn. On the
day of the portrait he happened to be sitting beneath a
street sign whose yellow lettering stood at exactly the
height of the new earrings, in a football shirt whose
blue matched the sign’s field, holding the phone I had
given him in a Messi case, a cat materializing at his el-
bow because on this island cats materialize at elbows—
the whole composition art-directed by nobody, which
is the island’s standing condition and the reason the
pixel style works at all: the source material arrives pre-
composed. The medallion was made at the table in five
minutes, over a beer provided so the sitting would have
a purpose, and the nameplate says JJ, because that is
his name and he was present for the naming, which
is more than most saints can claim. He has offered to
deliver several crates of nitrous to the hotel as a gesture
between institutions. The logistics are being finalized.

※

The treasure is real. Every game in the history of games
has had treasure chests, and every chest has paid out
in fiction; these pay out. The principle deserves to be
stated once as the doctrine it is: wherever a game me-
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chanic is ordinarily a metaphor, the metaphor is to be
cashed. Treasure means treasure. And every cashed
metaphor converts a player’s suspension of disbelief
into ordinary belief, which requires no suspension and
therefore nomaintenance, and a game built on ordinary
belief can run for years on the energy other games spend
per session.

The inventory. Small bars of gold, hidden around the
island in places invisible beforehand and hilarious af-
terward, kept in strict synchrony with the game, mean-
ing that where the game says a thing is, the thing is.
Lottery tickets, laid in patterns rather than scattered,
because a random scattering produces a few finds and
then boredom, while a pattern is a grammar: the first
find teaches a rule, the rule dispatches the finder to
every structurally similar spot on the island, some pay
and some do not, and the uncertainty does the rest—the
finder has stopped hunting tickets and started reading
the island, which is the intended addiction. A brand-
new iPhone that is a tiny Chinese counterfeit iPhone,
half the size, secretly running Android: a perfectly ser-
viceable telephone, a joke, and a prize, three condi-
tions that turn out to be compatible. Bottles of whiskey
which, on discovery, are carried to the bar and entered
into the next tasting night as mystery pours, so that
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the hunt feeds the game feeds the bar feeds the hotel
feeds the hunt, the system digesting its own discover-
ies. Prizes for children, who are the best players and
the worst secret-keepers, a trade that nets to zero. A
jet-ski voucher, transferable, valid until the business
goes out of business—a disclosure of counterparty risk
more honest than most bond covenants, and hereby
commended to the bond market.

There is precedent, and the precedent proved the
theorem. In 1979 an English artist buried a golden
hare somewhere in Britain andpublished a picture book
whose paintings encoded the location, and for three
years an entire nation dug. Ordinary people acquired
ordnance maps, spades, and monomania; fields were
vandalized; the publisher received sacks of letters, some
from people who had dug in the correct county. A text
with real treasure behind it does not have readers. It
has inhabitants. The difference in devotion between a
puzzle worth nothing and a puzzle worth a golden hare
is not a difference of degree; it is a phase change, and it
costs, in the scheme of things, one hare.

One prize is not an object but an instrument. Some-
where in circulation there is a token good for one free
beer at the hotel, in perpetuity, once per week, re-
deemable by whoever presents it. A bearer instrument
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in the full financial sense: title travels with posses-
sion. Yield, fifty-two beers per annum. It can be gifted,
traded, inherited, lost at cards, stolen, ransomed, or
retired to a display case by a holder who values the
owning above the drinking, and every one of these
fates is within the rules, because the rules are the in-
strument’s four sentences and nothing else. Its present
value is a function of the hotel’s life expectancy, the
price of beer, and the discount rate on a stream of fu-
ture beers—quantities on which reasonable people will
differ, which is what makes a market. I have wrapped
assets before, professionally, on chains; this is the first
one that pours. It has already changed hands once, for
a sum settled in gold, at the bar, before witnesses.

And above the whole prize table stands the grail: the
standing idea that somewhere on the island the great
find is waiting. Whether it is currently placed is a ques-
tion the management does not answer, and the silence
is deliberate, because a hunt with a confirmed grail is
an errand, and a hunt with an unconfirmed grail is a
religion. Beneath the grail the game is honest, and struc-
turally must be, because faith is a credit instrument and
credit requires redemption in public: one sunburned
stranger holding a small gold bar over his head at the
bar, buying a round with the news, outperforms every
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advertisement ever purchased and generates the adver-
tisements anyway, on other people’s phones, for free, in
the only format that has never once been discounted—
the witnessed miracle.

※

The clues travel by roads that involve no application,
and every road doubles as a filter.

Some travel as litter. A scrap of paper lies in the
gutter, blank side up, and on the reverse there is a small
strange symbol, or a sentence that reads as noise to a
civilian and as a bearing to a player. The scrap is in-
distinguishable from garbage until turned over, which
is the point: the game’s entrance exam is whether a
person turns paper over, and no software can admin-
ister that exam, and none can cheat it. The island al-
ready produces a steady weather of dropped receipts
and flyers; the game hides its signal inside that noise—
steganography conducted at street level, in ballpoint—
and the first player a scrap recruits is always the same
person: the one who looks at the world as if it had a
back.

Some clues are people. The player goes to a cer-
tain bartender at a certain restaurant and speaks a cer-
tain sentence, and the bartender speaks a certain sen-
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tence back, and what the player does with it is the
player’s affair. The exchange is a shibboleth, the old-
est authentication protocol on record, and its side ef-
fect is the project’s favorite kind: the bartender is trans-
formed. A man who has poured beer for a decade
now holds secret knowledge, is approached daily by
strangers with a gleam, and stands at his own counter
as a character—a promotion no payroll can issue. The
restaurants, massage shops, and tattoo parlors through
whose doors the clues route are cut in on the traffic. The
standard alternate-reality game treats a town as a free
game board, squats on public space, and leaves nothing
behind; this one pays rent, and a town that is paid rent
guards the caches instead of clearing them, which con-
verts the island from venue into shareholder.

One clue is priced in flesh. A tattoo readingHOKMA,
anywhere on the body, presented at reception, redeems
for exactly one laminated rare clue, once. Permanent,
painful, irreversible, and paid out in information: the
oldest access-control scheme in the historical record, ini-
tiation through the body, the mystery cult’s admission
ticket with a reception desk. It is self-limiting in pre-
cisely the right way—only the true maniacs will do it,
the true maniacs are exactly who should hold the rare
clues, and every such tattoowalking the island is a char-
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acter the game has minted and released into circulation,
a player the other players can recognize on sight. The
game is slowly acquiring a visible clergy, and the clergy
paid for their own ordination.

The remaining premium clues are sold, and the pro-
ceeds are recycled into new prizes, so the island’s cu-
riosity funds the island’s luck and the economy closes
its loop.

※

Some clues require the wheel, and the wheel requires
its ancestry. In 1991 the second Monkey Island game
shipped with its copy protection printed on cardboard:
rotating disks riveted at the center, consulted at launch
to prove ownership, faces matched to years, a code read
through a die-cut window—a physical cipher standing
guard over a digital world, and the last thing a player’s
hands touched before entering it. The industry consid-
ered such wheels a nuisance. The players considered
them correctly, as talismans, and kept them for thirty
years, and the survivors now trade as relics, cardboard
soft at the rivet, office long obsolete, aura undimin-
ished.

Hokma’swheel is the descendant, and it runs thema-
chine in the opposite direction. Pixel-drawn disks, riv-
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eted, pocketable, decoding not software but the world:
a face set against a phase of the moon, a number read
through the window, and the number matters some-
where on the island. Paper unlocking treasure—the
direction history never tried. The wheel is cheap to
produce, satisfying in the hand the way all serious card-
board is satisfying, and structurally impossible to pi-
rate by photograph, because the answer depends on
the setting and a photograph captures one frame of a
rotating object; the only way to steal a wheel’s knowl-
edge is to build a wheel, at which point the thief has
become a manufacturer, which the management re-
gards as a licensing outcome. An original 1991 wheel
will hang framed on the game-room wall, the ancestor
above the mantel, while the working descendants cir-
culate in players’ pockets below, and the lineage will
be legible to anyone who looks up: thirty years ago,
cardboard guarded the game from the world; now card-
board guards the world from being merely the world.

※

Twenty minutes from the pier by longtail boat there is
an actual island called Monkey Island, so named be-
cause it is an islandwithmonkeys on it, and its existence
was discovered by searching formaps of the video game
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and receiving, instead, a map of the visible sea. Certain
facts cooperate at a level that raises suspicion, and the
correct response to such facts is employment.

So the game has two acts and two islands. Act one
is the town: the passwords, the scraps, the wheel, the
bar. Then a clue requires the sea, and the player must
hire a real boat from a real boatman, who is himself
a character, knows it, and may impose terms—a pass-
word, a riddle, a mood—because a threshold guarded
by a person is worth ten guarded by a mechanism. The
crossing is the oldest structural beat in the adventure
repertoire, themoment themap’s edge is breached, and
on the far side the second act opens among the mon-
keys, who are the guardian fauna: thieving, territorial,
entirely unsentimental, veterans of a thousand raids on
tourist sandwiches, which means every player arrives
having already been personally introduced to the boss.
The caches there must be monkey-proofed, a design
constraint no studio has ever faced and which is hereby
commended to the industry as a discipline: hide your
treasure from a creature with hands, no scruples, and
all day.

The deepest clues are written in a language taught in
only one room. They circulate freely—anyonemay read
them—but they are composed through the 1991 game
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itself, its rooms, its props, its jokes, so that a sentence
which is noise to a civilian is a bearing and a distance
to a player who has been through the software. This is
encryption by literacy: the key is not hidden, it is forty
hours long. The clues are public and secret at the same
time, and the secrecy degrades gracefully—each new
person who plays the old game decrypts a little more
of the island—which makes the cipher a recruitment
engine, since the only way to crack it is to be initiated,
and the initiation is delightful, and the classroom is
downstairs.

The classroom is the game room, and its curriculum
is curated with intent. A Super Nintendo, a Sega Gen-
esis, an original NES, a Nintendo 64, and a PlayStation
2—the 2 chosen over the original on the doctrine that
a museum of play should stock not the most important
machines but the most loved ones, and the 2 is the ma-
chine everybody actually loved, the fat black obelisk
whose startup chime functions, for an entire generation,
as a church bell. The library includes the first two Tony
Hawks, on the adjacent doctrine that a room tuned to a
single register is a showroom, and the collision between
Congolese disco on the house system and the sound of
a teenager landing a 900 in the corner is what converts a
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showroom into a place. Curation is not the assembly of
the best things. It is the assembly of the right frictions.

In the middle of the floor there is a large button. It
reads PRESS ME. Nothing else in the room explains it,
and the staff have been instructed to not know what
it does, instructed ignorance being a hospitality tech-
nique with a long monastic pedigree. Children press it
because they are children; adults press it because they
have been drinking; and the television lights up with
a title screen from 1991 and its MIDI theme, and most
people watch ten seconds and drift off, and roughly one
guest in fifty feels a click somewhere old and specific,
and sits down, and stays. At two in the morning that
guest is still there, taking notes on a napkin, and a sec-
ond guest wanders in and asks what they are doing,
and the first attempts an explanation and fails—the true
answer, I am learning to read an island, does not sur-
vive compression into small talk—so the second guest
sits down instead, and is recruited, and the language
acquires another speaker. The button is the project’s
whole pedagogy in one object: an invitation with no ar-
gument attached, and a conversion rate any missionary
order in history would take.

※
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On the game-room wall hangs a Roomba, mounted the
way a decommissioned ship’s wheel is mounted, or a
founder’s portrait, which is what it is. Beneath it, a
small button. Pressed, the Roomba does not switch
on; it twitches, once, a single motor spasm, an old dog
acknowledging its name in its sleep, and the television
begins the documentary: overhead security footage,
grainy, timestamped, of a cat waking, a cat following,
a cat pouncing. No narration. Surveillance footage is
the one film stock that cannot editorialize, and nobody
else is permitted to either. The plaque reads: THIS IS
THE MACHINE THAT TAUGHT THE CATS.

Themachinewas never bought to clean. The cleaners
clean, and the floor is an obstacle course no vacuum
could negotiate. It was bought to dispatch. The cock-
roaches worked nights; the cats slept them; the two
populations rarely met at the hour of mutual interest,
and the building’s entire pest-control apparatus was
idling on a scheduling bug. So, by night, the ceiling
cameras watched the floor along the skirting boards
for small fast movers—among the easiest problems in
computer vision, far beneath the dignity of the algo-
rithms involved—and on confirmation the Roomba left
its dock, crossed the room, and gently bumped the near-
est sleeping cat. Thatwas the entire job description. Not
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cleaning. Not killing. Bumping. The cat, awake, and
finding the machine aimed meaningfully into the dark,
would investigate, locate the cockroach, and conclude
its evening in play.

The conditioning took three weeks, because the rein-
forcement schedule was the best ever designed by ac-
cident: the bump predicted the hunt, the hunt was its
ownwage, thewagewas the prey, the preywas the pest,
and every link in the chain paid the next. A century
of laboratory behaviorism, rats and levers and variable
schedules, established what this lobby demonstrated in
a month: a signal that reliably precedes play requires
no other salary. The senior cats were soon rising before
the machine reached them, reading its heading across
the floor the way they read a can opener, and the ma-
chine’s approach was shortened, by stages, to a single
centimeter—a twitch of intent, all signal, no travel—and
finally the body was retired altogether and replaced by
its sound: one second of recorded motor noise, played
through the bar speakers at a volume calibrated to pass
beneath a sleeping guest and above a sleeping cat. The
building is now patrolled by the ghost of a vacuum
cleaner, audible only to its students, the signal outliv-
ing the machine the way a language outlives its first
speaker. A robot dog is under consideration for the
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front of house. The cats have not been consulted, on
the grounds that they will conduct the interview them-
selves.

Two additions complete the animal file. Some of
the cats, some of the time, carry a lottery ticket rolled
into the collar, so that certain prizes sleep eighteen
hours a day in camouflage, cannot be bribed, and are
redeemable onlywith the consent of the carrier—which
is to say, the friendship of a cat, which is to say, the
island’s entire systemof government administered at its
original scale. And the forest-colored cat on the forest-
colored landing has been drawn into the pixel island
exactly as she is, at her exact contrast, so that new play-
ers step on her in the game, and the game produces the
sound, and the player learns her coordinates the cheap
way and never steps on her in the building—the game
as a flight simulator for the hotel’s hazards, transfer of
training from fiction to floor. She is not aware that she
has become a tutorial, and would not respect it if she
were.

※

The rug has been commissioned: four meters by two-
point-seven, wool, from a weaver informed that quality
matters more than speed and that the budget is flexi-
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ble, which is the tone in which the institution addresses
its suppliers, and which reliably produces better work
than any specification, because a craftsman told that
time andmoney are subordinate to quality has just been
handed the rarest material in his trade, permission.

The image is the Pac-Man kill screen. In the 1980
arcade machine the level counter lived in a single byte,
and a byte counts to 255; on the 256th screen the
counter overflows, the routine that draws the fruit is fed
garbage, and the right half of the display collapses into
a cascade of scrambled characters—stray letters, frag-
ments of sprites, fruit hanging in fields of noise—while
the left half runs on intact, neon blue, a maze unaware
that it is now half a maze. The screen is unplayable, un-
intended, and it became a destination: the best players
on earth spent decades executing perfect runs whose
finish line was a crash, pilgrims to an error, and the er-
ror was never patched, because some failures are more
beautiful as monuments than any success would have
been in their place. Rendered in wool at architectural
scale, with a cat and a tortoise seated at the exact bor-
der of the dissolution, watching the end of computation
with the composure of animals for whom it is a Tuesday,
the kill screen becomes what it always secretly was: a
religious image, the visible edge of a world’s memory,
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the placewhere the counting stops. The fabrication doc-
trine is written into the commission as a requirement,
not a sentiment: the pixel grid maps one to one onto
the tuft, so the medium and the image are the same
thing. The fringe is instructed to be generous and a
little wild, consistent with the image’s own theme of
things scattering at their borders, so the rug performs
its subject at its own edge, dissolving into loose thread.
Messages will be added after delivery. The weaver has
not been told. That is a post-production matter.

The reverse of the rug is a girl: a 1974 cover from
the bathroom collection, reproduced blot and all, the
censor’s hand preserved in wool at four meters. The
blot is the object’s philosophical center. It sits inside the
picture, as themark themagazine truly bore, and simul-
taneously on top of the picture, as a stroke across the
reproduction, and there is no fact of the matter about
which, because bothwere always the same gesture—the
covering being the proof that there was something to
cover, and its address. X marks the girl. The rug thus
carries, on its two faces, the two great found errors of
the twentieth century: the machine’s memory failing
beautifully, and the censor’s hand preserving what it
concealed. Between them, a centimeter of wool.
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And the rug is the switch for its room. Flipping
four meters of wool is a two-person, ceremonial act,
and the building notices: tags woven into the corners
report which face is up—the object declaring its own
state, no camera involved, because a room whose occa-
sional office is a red-lit lounge should not contain an
eye—and the curtain draws itself across the doorway,
and the lights shift to a warmer, older decade. Arcade
becomes salon; flip it back and the arcade returns. The
threshold is built into the object, whichmeans the room
cannot change its nature without two people agreeing,
in public, with their hands, to turn the world over. A
safeguard that is also a ritual that is also a ceremony:
three securities for the price of one gesture.

※

The bar counter is becoming a board, and the becoming
was discovered rather than designed. The crocheted
coasters—orange fringe, red and gold weave—were al-
ready on the counter, already occasionally arranged in
a grid, already bearing objects: the jasmine incense jar,
the ribbed glass, the ice bucket with its tongs, a bottle,
a handful of flowers. Photographed and transposed ob-
ject by object into pixel art, the arrangement disclosed
what it had always been: the coasters read, unmistak-
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ably, as inventory slots, some occupied, some empty,
the empty ones generating the specific appetite that
empty slots generate in anyone who has ever played
anything. A coaster is a designated place that says
something belongs here. The counter had been running
inventory logic for years. Nobody had noticed, includ-
ing the coasters. The art was not added to the bar; the
bar was caught in the act of already being the art.

The promotion from picture to interface follows. The
ceiling camera that watches for cockroaches by night
reads the counter by evening as a board state, and a
small grammar of placements does the talking. A red
coaster, taken from the stack, means ice, always, all
night—a standing order never spoken. One tile means
another of the same. One means finished, stop. The
alphabet is held to four or five signs, because the plea-
sure of any language is fluency and fluency requires a
small alphabet; a bar language of fifty words would be
a bureaucracy, and the doctrine forbids bureaucracies
with the same clause that forbids nags. One tile means
nothing at all and is never explained. It exists for the
regulars, to be found the way anything worth finding
is found, by sitting somewhere long enough, and its
eventual discoverer will have earned a piece of knowl-
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edge that inconveniences no one and delights its holder,
which is the correct specification for all secrets.

The system reads settled states only. A glass that
has stood on its tile for half a minute is a message; a
glass passing over it is a hand that has not landed; and
the distinction is borrowed from board games, where
a move is not a move until the hand leaves the piece—
a rule that exists because humans hover, and a system
that answered hovering would be a nag, and the guest
neither asks nor answers, and now the furniture has
taken the same vow. There is a lineage here older than
any camera: the steakhouse card flipped green side
up to summon meat; the tasting-room glass laid hor-
izontal to decline the next pour; the tarot spread, in
which the identical card means differently by position
alone. Meaning by placement is among the oldest hu-
man channels, favoredwherever speechwould be crass,
and the counter merely gives the channel a reader that
never goes off shift. Each night is stored as a replay:
a time-lapse of tokens on a board, anonymous, small—
the first glass, the rush at nine, the two glasses that
stood side by side for three hours, the lone glass on the
corner tile at two in themorning. A bar that remembers
its evenings the way a chess club remembers its games.
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The building is named after wisdom. It keeps minutes
now.

※

The whiskey game came first, before the island, before
the medallions, before the wheel, and it now occupies
one room of the house it accidentally built. It is called
Slànjuhvah, which is the toast every whiskey drinker
has pronounced and almost none can spell—slàinte
mhath, written the way it actually leaves a mouth—and
the naming is the thesis, because the distance between
how a thing is written and what it actually is happens
to be the game’s entire subject.

Eight players. The pours per round follow the Fi-
bonacci numbers: one, one, two, three, five, eight, thir-
teen, twenty-one. The sequence is dramaturgy, not
decoration. The 1, 1 opening is a social handshake—
everyone gets a freebie and a near-freebie, zero in-
timidation, instant buy-in—and the exponential climb
from two to twenty-one manufactures the tension arc
party games usually fake with a timer: by the fifth
round short-term memory is fraying, by the eighth
the finalists are navigating twenty-one glasses on nerve
and technique, and the format has quietly become self-
balancing, because palate fatigue punishes the gifted

38



and rewards the durable, and the best taster in the room
can lose to the most resilient one, which is the stuff of
upsets, and upsets are the stuff of legend. At fifteen
milliliters a pour the arithmetic stays civilized, and be-
yond that the game contains no drinking rules whatso-
ever, because intoxication is the host’s jurisdiction, not
the designer’s; any gathering can layer drinking onto
anything, as every television catchphrase has proven,
and writing it into the rules would be both redundant
and presumptuous, like legislating weather.

The first pour of the night is Fireball, a handshake
and a trap in one glass. The novice names it instantly
from the candy-cinnamon blast, and scores, and relaxes,
having just been told the game has a sense of humor.
The expert scores more by itemizing what the blast con-
ceals: a Canadian whisky base, thirty-three percent al-
cohol where whisky proper starts at forty, chill filtra-
tion, added sugar—Fireball being whisky in roughly
the sense that a hot dog is a sandwich, a classification
dispute the table is warmly invited to open. The second
pour is Jack Daniel’s Old No. 7, the most recognized
whiskey on earth, banana esters over charcoal, and the
expert who names the Lincoln County Process—new
spirit dripped through ten feet of sugar-maple char-
coal before barreling, the step that makes Tennessee
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Tennessee—has announced to the table what kind of
evening this will be.

Then the ground starts moving, and the curveballs
carry the curriculum. A VSOP cognac waits for some-
body’s sherry-cask reflex to fire early, because aged
grape spirit and oloroso-seasoned oak converge on the
same dried-fruit territory from opposite directions, and
the only reliable tell is texture, and texture is the first
sense alcohol dulls. A grassy rhumagricole—cane juice,
not molasses—does an impression of a Highland malt
good enough to fool any palate that runs on geogra-
phy instead of chemistry. Connemara confuses the bor-
der between origin and style, peated and Irish at once,
smoke from the wrong island; Bunnahabhain 12 runs
the same con in reverse, an Islay malt with almost no
smoke at all, the trap laid for anyone who tastes with
the map instead of the mouth. Laphroaig 10 against
Laphroaig 15 is the exactness test, one distillery a few
years apart, iodine and tar rounding into something
almost gentle, and telling them apart proves nothing
about breadth and everything about precision, which
are different virtues and are scored as such. Ardbeg
Uigeadail stacks sherry sweetness on heavy peat to
see who can hold two ideas at once. Talisker brings
black pepper and brine; Redbreast brings the fat or-
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chard roundness of Irish single pot still, a style ex-
tinct everywhere else on earth; Four Roses Single Bar-
rel brings high-rye spice to break the lazy binary of
bourbon-versus-scotch; Nikka From the Barrel arrives
at cask strength in its squat apothecary bottle to ask
what Japan means when nothing on the label admits
to it. Mackmyra—Svensk Ek, matured on Swedish oak,
a spicier and more resinous tree than the standards—
exists in the lineup to establish that Sweden makes
whiskey, that the whiskey is good, and that the face of
a person informed they have been drinking Sweden is a
prize the game supplies at no additional cost. Kavalan
carries the subtropics in it, Taiwan’s heat driving matu-
ration until a six-year-old tastes of somebody’s cellared
decades; Amrut does the same for Bangalore. And
somewhere in the deep rounds, unannounced, sits a
glass of cold apple juice, because the single funniest
event the format can produce, empirically, is a serious
man swirling apple juice, nosing it, frowning, and com-
mitting to Speyside.

The players write their guesses by hand, in silence,
and the pages are photographed and graded by a
machine, whose fitness for the office is precisely that
it is the only judge capable of being equally unfair
to everyone—the only fairness that matters at a table
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where palate, vocabulary, and nerve vary by orders
of magnitude. Points scale with specificity: country,
region, distillery, age, cask, and a bonus for unmasking
any curveball by true name and nature; whoever names
every curveball reclaims their entry fee regardless of
final standing, a consolation title for the most globally
aware palate in the room. One human referee is re-
tained as an appeals court with a jurisdiction of one
word—reasonable, or not—ruling only on contested
gradings, never scoring, and the separation of powers
is absolute.

The same pages are graded twice, and the second
grading is the game’s invention. The machine that
marks the whiskey also reads the handwriting and the
prose and assembles, round by round, a profile of the
author: age, sex, nationality, temperament, probable
profession, probable relationship to strong opinions
about text editors. Evading that profile scores exactly
as many points as naming the drams, and the two to-
tals are summed, fifty-fifty, into one championship—
the game declaring, with a straight face, that concealing
who you are is precisely as important as knowing what
you drink. The declaration is absurd and the game com-
mits to the absurdity, because the commitment solves
the oldest problem in party-game design, the expert
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who is simply better than everyone: here the connois-
seur can be beaten, not by luck but by a wholly differ-
ent skill, and cannot complain, because the rules were
printed.

The scoring fork breeds three species of player at one
table, on one scoreboard, playing three different games.
The purist refuses the second contest entirely, stakes the
night on his palate, and dares themachine to read him—
a stance of open contemptwhich is itself data, which the
machinewill note, contempt having a prose style like ev-
erything else. The expert runs both boards at once, iden-
tifying the Bunnahabhain while disguising the identi-
fication, and finishes the evening gray. The deceiver
cannot tell rum from rye and does not care; he spends
the night composing tasting notes in an invented hand,
in an invented voice—a retired schoolteacher, a bored
heiress, amanwhowrites campfire vibeswhile needing
the grader to understand he means phenolic—truth in
the content, lies in every letterform, because the honesty
requirement is what makes the disguise a discipline:
the notes must actually identify the whiskey, so the
mask must be worn while doing real work, which is
the only masquerade that counts. And above all three,
the leveling begins, because the machine is not naive; it
knows people disguise themselves, and guesses at the

43



second order, and the players know it knows, and write
at the third; the equilibrium is genuinely open, which is
what separates a game from a trick that works once.

At the end of the night the machine reads its pro-
files aloud, one per player, and the room scores them
by acclaim. This is the portion of the evening people
return for. There is a silence particular to a table hearing
a machine declare that player four is a Scandinavian
man in his forties who has built his own furniture and
holds strong opinions about a piece of software the ma-
chine then names, and player four stands up, and the
table erupts, and whether the machine has met him or
missed him entirely, somebody at the table has won,
and it is usually everybody. The rules of all this run
long, and they teach a good deal of whiskey on the
way through, and they will be printed and left around
the hotel, and they will be read far more often than
the game is played, which is the natural life of the best
games, and the reading teaches better than any tasting
guide can, because rules have stakes and guides do not:
a reader who learns that cognac imitates sherry casks
learns it as ammunition, and ammunition is the only
form of knowledge that stores well.

※
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People ask for directions at the bar, and there is a proce-
dure. A guest off the afternoon ferry wanted to know
what the island was, and a notebook and pen were
in hand one second later—the loadout is maintained
precisely so that objects appear the moment after they
are needed, which reads as sleight of hand and is in-
ventory management—and the island was drawn for
him in five minutes, narrated. The drawing is a catas-
trophe by the standards of cartography and complete
by the standards of use. Think of the island as a one-
dimensional line with a few epicycles: everything lies
along one walk, and the walk has a switch in it. Before
midnight the western half is on and the eastern half
is off; at midnight the island inverts, everything open
closing and everything closed opening, except the two
burger chains, which never switch, and are therefore
the island’s only fixed points, invariant under its one
transformation, marked accordingly. Nightlife is a sin-
gle destination at the far endwith exactly two clubs, one
terrible and one overcrowded; the correct recommenda-
tion is the terrible one, unless youwant to be in the over-
crowded one, delivered in exactly that form, because
it is complete. Fake drugs here—with the parenthesis,
real nitrous oxide. Best pizza here. Cheap hotel with
fine rooms there; say Daniel sent you. He studied the
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page for a while and said it was the best explanation of
anything he had ever received in his life, and that he had
gone to Harvard. The map survived the comparison.

The notebook, cleaned out later, turned out to con-
tain a lifetime of these. Stockholm as rings of social
sediment: rich to the north, poor to the west, the young
to the south, the old town and themuseum sitting in the
center like the pit of a fruit. San Francisco as a bridge,
a crossed-out Market Street, and, floating offshore in its
own balloon, OAKLAND, in capitals, annotated with
what everyone who lives there knows and no tourist
board will print. North America as two population
figures, a labeled void called CANADA, Chicago and
New York placed by feel, and what must be conceded
to be a hot dog where the Great Lakes should be. They
are maps of what a place is about—the only projection
a visitor needs and the one projection no official map
may print, because official maps are forbidden from
knowing what everyone knows. They go into the game
exactly as they are, pixelated but not cleaned, the crude-
ness being the provenance: ask a certain character for
directions, and he hands over the actual scrawl, and the
game breaks its frame exactly once in its life to say, we
recommend you screenshot this.
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※

There is a principle generating all of it, and since it de-
clines to name itself, it has been named. Estetiken. The
definite form, in Swedish: not an aesthetic but the aes-
thetic, theway the lottery in Babylonwas not a company
but the Company. The Company began with tickets
and prizes, auditable, checkable, and only after the city
trusted it completely did the drawings go secret and the
intervals go strange, until nobody could say whether
the lottery still operated or whether the idea of it had
become another name for the texture of events. That
trajectory is being followed here deliberately. The first
year is documentary: the wand is real, the gold is real,
the nameplate updates, the cat on the landing can be
verified by foot. The credibility is capital, banked on
purpose, because the day the first unreal thing enters—
a character who does not exist, a find neither confirmed
nor denied—itwill inherit the trust of everything before
it, and the island’s readers will have learned, correctly,
that the crazy details are the true ones. That is the trap,
built with love, out of evidence. Eventually themanage-
ment loses the list. Eventually the game runs on open
verdicts, which is what everything runs on anyway, ad-
mitted.
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The register follows from the material. When the
world itself supplies impossible content—a bartender
with a wand, a vacuumwith disciples, a manager some-
where still wondering about his flower pots—the only
move left to the teller is arrangement, and the only tone
left is the flat one, because the events are the flavor and
commentary is mayonnaise, and mayonnaise does not
go on good tuna. Call the genre magical reality, the mir-
ror image of the other thing: there, an ordinary world,
impossible events, narrated flatly to make the impossi-
ble domestic; here, events that occurred, narrated flatly,
because they occurred, and the flatness is not a style but
a discipline—the refusal to add.

One declaration, in the interest of the discipline. Ex-
actly one thing in this account is completely untrue, and
roughly three more are true only in the way that stories
are true, the bones right and the flesh arranged. The rest
happened, most of it is still happening, and a good deal
of it can be checked by walking. Experience says the
reader’s doubt will land on the tenderest detail, the one
that seemed too good; experience also says the tender
details are the documented ones, and that the lie stands
somewhere plainer, in work clothes, unexamined the
whole way through—hidden where everything on this
island is hidden, in the one place nobody looks, which
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is the underside of the obvious, the bottom of the fruit
basket, the back of the thing in plain sight.

Provenance holds the rest together. An object with
an attested history is a different object from its twin
without one—the camera with its essay, the machine
above its documentary, the gold in a bartender’s ears—
and the attestation costs nothing but truth and a little
prose. The medieval relic trade understood this com-
pletely and financed a continent on it; the certificatewas
the technology, the bone was a bone. This island mints
relics on the same principle, with the one improvement
that its bones did their miracles on camera.

And somewhere far from all of it, the counter-world
runs at its own frequency: factories with the lights off,
output at one unit per second, the darkness inconve-
niencing no one, because the light was only ever a cour-
tesy to eyes. Against that world this project holds no
argument and files no complaint. It holds a tempo. A
vinyl side. A massage. A breakfast attended. An island
that flips at midnight. A hunt that pays out in gold and
beer. On a bar street across the water there is a sign that
says GO TO THE BEACH, with a red arrow, and the
regulars sit with their backs to it, because the beach is
the one part of any islandwith no reverse side—nothing
to turn over, nothing to decode, no grid, no passwords,
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only scenery—and the entire project, top to bottom, is
a wager against scenery: a bet that the world is more
lovable with its rules made legible, that legibility is a
form of tenderness, and that the backs of things are
where the tenderness is kept.

※

Dusk, then. You come in off the street because themusic
coming out of the doorway is like nothing you know,
and you take off your shoes because the sign asks and
everyone else has. Somebody racks the pool balls. On
the stairs you nearly step on a rug that turns out to be a
cat, and she does not wake, and you apologize anyway,
to the rug, quietly, in your own language. Your glass is
refilled before the thought of asking has finished form-
ing, and nobodywaits to be thanked. The song changes
without a seam; behind the mixer, a small light has just
gone out. In the lobby, a man is sitting on the carpet
with a drawer, holding his phone up for light, looking
for something, and whatever it is, he will find it, or he
will find the next thing, which is the same work. On
the mat by the door a black-and-white cat lies across
the gold letters, holding the word down to WEL, and
holds your eye as you step over her, as if the shortened
version were the accurate one. Outside, the street is
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changing shifts, one set of lights becoming unnecessary
while another set of businesses decides what business it
is in. By the gutter there is a scrap of paper, blank side
up.

You are the kind of person you are.
You turn it over, or you don’t.

※

51


