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There is a central quality which is the root
criterion of life and spirit in a man, a town,
a building, or a wilderness.

—Christopher Alexander

at a bar in southern Thailand, which is as much

as I am going to tell you about where we were,
for reasons that took Daniel the whole evening to ex-
plain, and the clipboard held a single sheet of kraft
paper, the brown fibrous kind that sandwiches come
wrapped in, and on the paper, in ballpoint, was a map.
Across the top, underlined twice, it said RELEVANT
PARTICULARS. In the corner, smaller, it said SOUTH-
ERN THAILAND. That was the entire concession the

TONIGHT Daniel handed me a clipboard. We were



document made to geography as most people practice
it. There were no coastlines. There was no scale. There
was no north.

What there was instead was a graph. Circles and
triangles joined by lines, and on the lines, numbers,
and around the numbers, corrections, and over several
of the circles, scribbles so dense the paper had gone
shiny—nodes that had been argued with, revised, or
executed. It looked like the diagrams Mark Lombardi
used to draw of money moving between banks and gov-
ernments, those great penciled arcs where the informa-
tion lives entirely in who connects to whom and what
rides on the connection, except that Lombardi drew con-
spiracies and this drew something closer to the opposite
of a conspiracy. It drew the open secret of how a person
actually gets to a barstool on an island, and what holds
him there, and what would carry him away again if
something went wrong.

Daniel and his brother have been developing this no-
tation for a long time. They call it KOSMOS, and the
sheet on the clipboard was not a finished specimen but
a live one, drawn at the bar it partly describes, with
the confidence of a man writing in a script he has used
for years and the impatience of a man whose beer is
getting warm. You could see both in the line quality.



Some symbols were laid down once, cleanly, the way
you write your own name. Others had been overdrawn
three and four times, not to correct them but to press
them into the paper, the way you bear down on a word
you mean.

The top of the map is the world system. A circle
labeled SBV floats at the summit of the page with two
annotations hanging off it like luggage tags: ARN 12,
and MOSCOW 9. Twelve hours from Arlanda. Nine
from Moscow. That is everything the map has to say
about Europe, and honestly it is everything Europe has
to say about itself from a barstool in the Andaman Sea:
Europe is a duration. Below and to the left, another
circle, PKH, with its own ARN 12—the other way in, the
western gateway, also twelve hours from the Swedish
winter. Between PKH and the great central cloud la-
beled KBV runs an edge weighted 3, which anyone who
has made that drive knows is the truth, and off to the
east a node marked HK has been scribbled nearly to
death, a city reduced to a dark spot, present on the map
the way a bruise is present on a leg.

Beside SBV sits a small box labeled SE, and rising ver-
tically along its edge, written sideways the way warn-
ings are written on the sides of ships, the words TAXI
12H (14), 13+ BUS (17). This is the overland penance:



the route you take when the flights are full or the money
is gone, priced not in baht but in hours of your one
life, with a number in parentheses after each figure, a
convention I could not yet read.

Notice what has been deleted. Distance, first of
all. There are no kilometers anywhere on the map, be-
cause nobody has ever experienced a kilometer. What
a body experiences is twelve hours from Arlanda, and
so twelve hours is what gets written down. The airports
themselves have been deleted as places—no terminals,
no cities attached, nothing but sigla, three-letter incan-
tations that mean the doorway and the doorway’s cost.
And the sea has been deleted, which is a remarkable
thing for a map of islands to do, until you understand
that the sea, for the concern this map serves, is not a
body of water. The sea is a scribble between two re-
gions of the page, a band of furious ink where KBV
connects downward to everything below it, the crossing
rendered as pure interference—the part of every jour-
ney that resists notation, that you simply endure, ferry
engine and diesel smell and spray, and come out the
other side of. The map does not draw the sea. The
map draws what the sea does to a traveler, which is to
interrupt him.



X

Below the scribble the notation changes species, be-
cause the concern changes species. Up top, the question
was how do I get here at all; down here, the question is
how do I live once I have arrived, and living has a finer
grain. The nodes stop being airports and become trian-
gles, and around the triangles hangs a constellation of
letters that anyone who has spent a night in this part of
the world can read at sight: a 7 with a 24 riding on its
shoulder, a BK with a 24, an M with a 24. The 7-Eleven,
eternal. The Burger King. The McDonald’s, with HA-
LAL noted beside it, because that is a relevant partic-
ular to somebody, and the map does not rank whose
particulars matter.

And then, hanging off the BK like a footnote that got
into a fight, a smaller annotation: 4AM, 10 MIN. Daniel
explained it with the weariness of a man who has per-
sonally verified it. The near Burger King closes at four
in the morning. After four, the concept “open Burger
King” does not vanish; it recedes. It becomes a ten-
minute walk to a different instance of itself. And here
is the thing worth watching: that one exception is why
all three 24s are written down at all. In a world where
everything ran around the clock, openness would be



the unmarked default and nobody would spend ink on

it. But the moment one 24 turns out to be a qualified 24—
true until four, then true again ten minutes away—the

default is broken, and it is broken everywhere at once.
The 7’s 24 and the M’s 24 now have to be stated, because

24" has stopped being background and become a claim.
One pedantic wrinkle at one burger counter, and the

whole neighborhood of the notation is forced into ex-
plicitness. This is how notations grow. Not by design

but by exception, the way law grows by cases.

Notice also what the annotation does not say. It does
not say where the second Burger King is. It has no
address, no name, no dot of its own on the map. The
second Burger King does not exist on this map, and in a
certain honest sense does not exist at all, until four in the
morning, at which point it comes into existence as a ten-
minute penalty attached to the concept of the first one.
Somebody standing outside the shuttered near BK at
half past four does not experience two restaurants. He
experiences the Whopper getting ten minutes farther
away. The map writes down what he experiences.

Daniel has a name for the principle the map had been
performing all evening before he said it aloud. He calls
it the Principle of the Relevant Particular, and it makes
two cuts, one against each of two enemies. Against



the general: no categories, no abstractions, no “dining
options” or “transportation infrastructure”—only this
taxi at twelve hours, this kitchen closing at ten, this cat
on this landing. And against the merely particular: no
Completeness, no inventories, no every-restaurant-on-
the-island—only what bears on a concern, and only at
the resolution at which it bears. The world is an infinity
of particulars. Care is a filter. What survives the filter
is the map, and everything else, the whole roaring re-
mainder of the real, is left in the kraft-brown blankness
between the ink, which is most of the page, and is sup-
posed to be.

The bottom margin of the map is where the principle
relaxes into song. The graph gives out, the edges stop,
and the amenities of the southern region are simply
chanted across the paper in capitals, a litany with room
prices in the middle of it like it's nothing:

VIBES. SUSHI. BEST COCKTAILS. HALAL. WC.
BILLIARDS. SUPER NINTENDO. SEGA GENESIS.
SEVEN ROOMS, 1,000-2,000 EACH. T-SHIRTS. HATS.
DISCO. MUSIC. DJ.

Graph theory at the top of the page, poetry at the
bottom, and no border between them, because in this
notation there is no difference in kind. VIBES is data.



The room price is lyric. Every mark on the sheet has
passed the same double gate—particular, and relevant—
and once through the gate they are all citizens of the
same standing, the flight time and the billiards table and
the halal annotation and the vibe. Other maps sort the
world into layers you can toggle. This one has exactly
one layer, the layer of what matters, drawn at the res-
olution at which it matters, and nothing else has ever
been on it.

X

The triangles. On an ordinary map a triangle is a moun-
tain, a summit marker, elevation’s little hat. In KOS-
MOS the triangle means mountain, and also tent, and
also hotel, and also home, and the reason it can mean all
four without strain is that they were never four things.
A child draws a house as a triangle on a square. A tent
is a triangle you carry. A mountain is the landscape’s
own architecture, the permanent thing, the fixed point
you steer by. What the glyph actually denotes is the
oldest promise in the built world: a peak over your head,
the weather kept out, an inside. Shelter, drawn the way
shelter has been drawn since drawing began.

But the definition Daniel gave me was sharper than
the iconography, and it is the definition that organizes



the entire map: a triangle is where you can rest indef-
initely. Watch what that single clause does to every
other node on the page. The 7-Eleven is open around
the clock, but you cannot stay; it is eternal and inhos-
pitable, a lighthouse you may circle forever and never
land on. The airports are pure transit, surfaces you
are moved across. Even the hospitals—especially the
hospitals—will keep you, but being kept is not rest. Ev-
ery one of those nodes carries a clock: an hour-count, a
closing time, a 24 that had to be asserted. The triangles
are the only symbols on the map with no clock on them
anywhere. They are the nodes where the map’s own
currency, which is time, ceases to be spent. Inside a
triangle, duration stops being a cost. That is what a
home is, notationally speaking. Two triangles matter
here: one labeled CLOVER, one labeled HOKMA, and
to each is attached not a clock but a fraction.

Stand anywhere on this map and feel what the tri-
angles do to the ground. They give it a slope. Every
point in the drawn world acquires a gradient, and the
gradient points at the nearest place where time stops
costing, which means that going home, in KOSMOS, is
always and everywhere a form of hill climbing. This
inverts the ordinary metaphor so quietly you could miss
it. In the ordinary metaphor home is where you sink—



you collapse into bed, you fall asleep, you go down for
the night. Here home is a summit, the day is the low-
lands you wander, and the last passage of any evening
is an ascent. And the phrase is not only a metaphor;
it is the literal name of an algorithm, the greediest and
most honest one there is: from where you stand, take
whichever single step increases your altitude, and re-
peat, and consult no map, and hold no global plan, un-
til you can climb no farther, and where you stop is a
peak. That is precisely what a tired man does at two
in the morning on an island. Nobody navigates home
at two in the morning. You take whichever step feels
more homeward, again and again, past the last open
kitchen, up the lane where the music thins out, through
the door, over the shoes, up the stairs, carefully across
the landing, and the gradient delivers you. The hotel
does not need to summon anyone. It only needs to be
the peak whose slopes you are already on, the attrac-
tor whose basin you never really left. Every night out
on this island terminates at some triangle. The whole
quiet ambition of a small hotel is to be the one with the
strongest pull.
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Next to CLOVER on the map, corrected once, it says 4/5.
Next to HOKMA it says 6/2. These are star ratings, and
the fraction bar is the most philosophically productive
piece of punctuation on the sheet.

The convention is this: subjective over formal. The
denominator is what the institutions would say—the
inspection regime, the checklist civilization, the appara-
tus that walks through a property counting amenities
and produces “five stars” as a bureaucratic fact. The
numerator is what being there is actually like. And the
two numbers are never, under any circumstances, aver-
aged. KOSMOS does not resolve 6/2 into three-point-
something. The fraction stays split, both truths held at
once, because the gap between them is not noise to be
smoothed out. The gap is the information. The distance
between numerator and denominator measures exactly
how badly the world’s official instruments fail a partic-
ular place, and in which direction.

Clover, which stands in Patong, is a 4/5: formally
five stars, subjectively four. Read as a diagnosis it com-
presses to six words: everything is correct and nothing
is special. The formal apparatus maxes out precisely
because correctness is all it can measure. The pool is the
right temperature, the breakfast has the right number of
stations, the staff say the right sentences at the right mo-
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ments, and the checklist, having no cell for the missing
thing, awards full marks. The subjective score docks a
star for what has noname on any form. Daniel has spent
some seven years living in five-star hotels, roughly five
thousand nights of them across four continents, which
makes him less a critic than a calibrated instrument; a
man with that corpus in his body can feel a missing
quality the way a piano tuner feels three cents flat, with-
out being able to point to the string.

HOKMA, which stands on Phi Phi, is a 6/2, and the
asymmetry between those failures is the entire thesis of
the place. Formally, two stars, and the formal apparatus
is not wrong: seven rooms, a reception that is one man’s
eyes over the top of an iMac with a label-maker sticker
on its back reading THE MAIN DESK, some tile some-
where that is certainly cracked, no spa, no concierge
desk, no desk at all in the sense the inspectors mean. But
subjectively a six, and six is the crucial number, because
the subjective scale is not even bounded by the formal
one. A four under a five is a grand hotel falling short
within the system. A six over a two is a small hotel
exceeding the system entirely, escaping upward past
the ceiling of the scale, into territory the checklist cannot
see because the checklist has no cells there. The formal
apparatus can underrate; the subjective can overflow.
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And the fraction types hotels rather than ranking
them, which you see the moment you place a third spec-
imen beside these two. The Armani Hotel in the Burj
Khalifa, where Daniel has stayed, is a 6/5: the formal
machine driven past its own maximum, the checklist
civilization executed so completely that it transcends it-
self, marble as far as procedure can reach. Same numer-
ator as HOKMA. Utterly different animal. The 6/5 is a
six of execution, and it can be built, because capital can
hire excellence until the formal machine climbs. The 6/2
is a six of soul, and it cannot be purchased at any price,
because there is no procurement path to the things it is
made of, which are attentiveness, and printed coasters,
and a cat. The two sixes do not substitute for each other.
A guest who wants the Armani’s six would stand baf-
fled among HOKMA's seven rooms; a guest who wants
HOKMA's six finds the Burj Khalifa’s perfection very
slightly dead. The denominator is not a judgment. The
denominator is the genus of the six.

Then Daniel said something that broke the fraction
open into a general instrument, and this is where the
parentheses from the bus route come home. The two-
valued notation is not really about hotels, and its poles
are not really “subjective” and “objective.” Consider
the hospital transfer, written on the map as 2H (3H):
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two hours, three in parentheses. For a hospital run,
the parenthetical figure is the objective one in the only
sense that matters, which is to be on the safe side—the
padded number, the number you plan a life around—
while the bare figure is the honest typical case, subjec-
tive in the sense of being what actually tends to happen.
Now consider the bus from the box marked SE, written
13+ (17). For a bus, the polarity flips. The bare number
descends from a timetable, and a timetable is an institu-
tion’s optimism, a published fiction; the parenthetical
seventeen is the pessimism of a body that has ridden
that bus. And the ferry pier on the map says the last
boat up leaves at 5PM (3PM), which every resident of
these islands will decode without instruction: the last
boat leaves at five, which means three.

So the fraction bar and the parenthesis are the same
organ, and what the organ actually holds apart is not
subject and object but something like: the number you
would bet your comfort on, and the number an official
would defend. Which of the two runs larger depends
entirely on the direction of the danger. When the dan-
ger is arriving late to a surgeon, the safe number inflates
upward. When the danger is trusting a timetable, the
lived number inflates upward. When the danger is be-
lieving a brochure, the lived number departs the scale
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altogether. The notation never changes—two figures, a
bar or a bracket between them, never averaged—while
the meaning of the positions is supplied fresh at every
node by the concern a reader brings to it. A manreading
this map with a bleeding hand and a man reading it
with a beach bag decode the same marks correctly and
differently, and neither has to be told how, because the
decoding key is the concern itself. There is no legend
on the sheet. The legend is whatever is wrong with you
when you consult it.

X

The hospitals have their own geometry. This is visible
even before it is explained: two circles marked H, one
small and one large and emphatic, and between them
a direct edge with a single weight, an edge that does
not route through anything—not through the amenity
constellation, not through the triangles, not through
the scribbled sea, nothing. Every other journey on this
map is assembled from the mundane graph, friction by
friction, walk plus pier plus boat plus songthaew. The
hospital-to-hospital line is alone.

The reason is that the situation which activates that
edge has already simplified the world. When you are
being transferred between hospitals, there is no town.
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There are no restaurants. There is no scenery and no
litany and no VIBES. Existence has contracted to one
number, which is how long to the better hospital, and so
the map, honestly, contracts with it. Two H’s and a dura-
tion; everything in between has ceased to be. The direct
edge is the ambulance’s ontology drawn in ballpoint—
a private network for a private state of the world, over-
laid on the leisure network, sharing its paper but not
its concerns. And on its far end, riding above the big
H, the parenthetical again: 1HR, 24/7, EMERGENCY.
The one route on the whole sheet where the padded
number and the bare number have been forced closest
together, because that is what an emergency system is
for: collapsing the parenthesis.

The namelessness, by this point in the evening, I had
stopped reading as omission and started reading as doc-
trine. Clover stands in Patong; HOKMA stands on Phi
Phi; the big H is in Phuket—Daniel said each of those
names exactly once, to tell me what the map leaves out,
and the map itself says none of them. Not one town is
named on the entire sheet. Not one island. The largest
settlement in the region, Phuket Town, a place of some
eighty thousand people with a municipal government
and a bus station and a history, appears on the map
exactly twice, and neither appearance is its name.
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The first appearance is inside the name of an institu-
tion. The great hospital there is called Bangkok Phuket
Hospital, and Daniel pointed out, delighted, that the
word Bangkok in that name is performing precisely the
maneuver the whole map performs. It is not geography.
Nobody at that hospital is in Bangkok. “Bangkok” there
is a grade, a tier, a promise of capital-city medicine
hung over a provincial door—the capital deployed as
an adjective of quality. The hospital’s own name is a
two-valued notation, formal address below, subjective
altitude above, and Thai institutional naming arrived at
the trick independently, decades before the clipboard.
You are not going to Phuket Town, Daniel said. You are
going to a Bangkok-grade H. The map and the territory,
it turns out, use the same figure of speech.

The second appearance is three pen strokes: an un-
named triangle floating above the big H, and beside it
the number 20. That is Phuket Town, complete. Not its
name, not its shape, not a dot at its coordinates—just the
assertion that up there, vaguely, is a region of shelter, an
area where people stay, and that anyone sheltering in it
can expect to reach the great hospital in about twenty
minutes. A settlement rendered purely as a promise-
radius. The town has been reduced to the single one
of its properties that bears on the concern this map
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serves, which is the isochrone of its H, and everything
else about it—the name, the municipality, the eighty
thousand lives, the bus station, the history—has gone
into the kraft-brown blankness with the coastlines and
the kilometers. It sounds brutal until you notice it is
the opposite of brutal. The map has no contempt for
Phuket Town. The map simply loves you, the reader, in
the specific way a map can love a person, which is to tell
you only what you will need in the hour you reach for
it, and to have decided, on your behalf, in advance, that
in that hour the town’s one true fact is twenty minutes.

*

There is one square node on the left side of the map,
boxed the way the SE box is boxed, and it says PORN-
HUB, and next to it, twice, starred like something im-
portant, it says VPN. A little cloud floats above it. An-
other cloud floats below, trailing a baht sign. Between
them run edges with their own small costs, and the
whole cluster connects into the network with exactly
the same seriousness of line as the airports do, because
in KOSMOS it has exactly the same standing: a desti-
nation some travelers will need, whose route has par-
ticulars, and whose particulars are relevant. Lombardi
would have shaken Daniel’s hand for this. The regional
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aviation system and the adult internet, one notation,
no change of register, because the concern-structure of
a guest in southern Thailand genuinely includes both,
and a map that blushed would be a map that lied.

But the cluster earns its place on the sheet a sec-
ond time, at a deeper level, because it is the only place
on the map where a thing appears. Everything else
in KOSMOS is equipment. This is Heidegger’s word
and Daniel uses it in Heidegger’s sense, which is not
complicated; it has only been written about complicat-
edly. The gear of daily life—the hammer, the doorknob,
the ferry, the 7-Eleven—is, while it works, invisible as
an object. You do not perceive the doorknob; you go
through the door. Equipment in use is transparent,
a with-which on the way to somewhere else, and it
only ever becomes a thing, an object sitting there with
properties, in the moment it breaks. The hammer that
shatters is suddenly, vividly, a hammer: weight, wood,
wrongness. Breakdown is where objects come from.

Look at what the map does with this. Its default ink
is transparency. Every unmarked symbol on the sheet is
equipment flowing in use—the 24s, the piers, the edges,
none of them depicted as things, all of them depicted
as passages, as in-order-tos. And then, at exactly one
node, the flow breaks. The Thai internet works and
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works and works, and at one site it refuses, and pre-
cisely there, at the seam of the refusal, the map switches
registers and marks an object: a box, a name, a crossing-
out, the obstinate blocked thing sitting in the path of
concern and thereby lighting up as a thing at all. The
starred VPNs beside it are then the repair notation—the
workaround that dissolves the object back into equip-
ment, that makes the node transparent again, at a doc-
umented cost of two stars” worth of fiddling. In KOS-
MOS, equipmentality is the unmarked case, and ob-
jecthood is marked, and it is marked only where the
world has broken. Linguists build entire theories on
that asymmetry, the unmarked default and the marked
exception, and here it is running on kraft paper: a map
that does not record what exists, only what serves, and
that flags the rare entity which has degraded into mere
existence, with a star-rated route for bringing it home.
Then Daniel, leaning over the clipboard, said the
phrase I want to set down exactly, genitive and all: KOS-
MOS is a logistics of ontology, and not an ontology of
logistics. The direction of the genitive decides every-
thing. An ontology of logistics would take routes and
networks as its object of study—what is a node, what is
transport—and would deliver, at best, a regional meta-
physics of supply chains, a philosophy department’s pa-
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per about freight. Logistics would get ontologized and
being would never appear. Turned the other way, lo-
gistics stays the discipline and being becomes the cargo.
The question is never what routes are. The question is
how being gets routed: how dwelling is reached, how
rest is accessed, what shelter costs in hours from Ar-
landa, how far away a surgeon lives at three in the morn-
ing. The map moves being around the way a freight
company moves parcels, with waybills and cutoff times
and a surcharge for the emergency tier.

And here Heidegger, of all people, turns out to have
left an invoice unpaid. His account of nearness was
already logistical in everything but name—he says out-
right that the nearest things are not the ones at the
fewest centimeters, that Dasein is the entity that de-
distances, that brings close what it is concerned with,
that nearness is a function of care and not of the tape
measure. What he never once does, anywhere in the
great book, is quote a price. He tells you that the ready-
to-hand is near in concern and leaves the tariff schedule
blank. KOSMOS fills it in. ARN 12. Taxi twelve, four-
teen. One hour, around the clock, emergency. VPN,
starred twice. Itis the freight manifest for a concept that
spent a century as pure philosophy, care with its edge-
weights finally written on, and it was drawn up notina
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seminar but at a bar, by a man keeping half an eye on his
beer, which is the only place it could have been drawn,
because the bar is where the gradient is steepest and
the particulars are thickest and the parenthesis between
the timetable and the truth is a thing you can check by
walking to the pier.

X

HOKMA itself is evolving, and the direction of the evo-
lution is worth stating carefully, because it sounds like
a joke and is instead a topology. The hotel has a game—
a pixel-art world in the lineage of the great point-and-
click islands, drawn at dusk, lanterns strung across its
lanes—and the game has replaced the hotel’s website.
Not supplemented: replaced. You follow the link and
you are in the game. And the old website, the practi-
cal one, the one with room rates and a booking form,
has not been deleted. It has been swallowed. It sits
inside the game as a thing in the world: on the terrace
where you arrive stands the main desk, an iMac with
THE MAIN DESK on a strip of label tape and a man’s
watchful eyes over the top of the screen, and propped
on the desk, in hot pink with gold trim, a placard that
says We accept: Wise, Revolut, Monzo, PayPal, please
take a picture of the transfer slip, all transfers are subject
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to a 3 percent convenience charge. That placard is the
old website. Anyone who has paid for anything at a
small business on a Thai island has met its laminated
ancestor taped to a counter. The rates-and-payments
layer of the hotel’s existence, the entire boring practical
apparatus, demoted from the frame around the fiction
to an object inside it—and thereby, of course, promoted,
the way a relic is promoted by a reliquary. Beside it
sits an orange rotary telephone with a card that says for
all calls, please lift the phone and wait for the operator.
The operator answers. Booking a room at HOKMA is
now, technically, a game action, and the website did not
die; it was enshrined.

The title screen of the game, which is to say the home-
page of the hotel, which is to say the first thing on earth
a stranger now sees of the place, is a helipad. A terrace
above the pixel village, the desk to one side, and inlaid
in the floor a circled H ringed with small orange landing
lights, so that the camera angle every visitor arrives at—
high, looking down past the desk into the lantern-lit
streets—turns out to have been the view from a descend-
ing helicopter all along. You arrive at HOKMA from
above. The scene admits it.

And the H is not one letter. Daniel unpacked it at the
bar the way you would unpack a suitcase that turns out
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to have false bottoms all the way down. H is home, as in

homepage, and home as in I need to go home, meaning

the airport. H is hospital, in both directions of need—
the place you might need a hospital from, and the place

that is itself a kind of hospital, which for this hotel is not

a metaphor so much as a mission statement. H is help,
and it is every question that begins with how: how do

I find, how do I get to, how do L. H is hello and hi, the

arrival words. H is hail a taxi, which on this island is not

possible, there being no taxis, there being barely a road,
and the game, if you attempt it, will decline the verb and

explain the island to you, which is the oldest and best

kind of adventure-game joke, the refusal that is secretly

a guidebook. And H is, above all the others, helicopter.
The service begins in October. Mattia has already ap-
plied for a telecommunications license on the hotel’s

behalf, an application whose immediate cause was a

Starlink terminal of Daniel’s that customs impounded,
and which now stands as the first organ the fiction has

forced the hotel to grow—the game invents an H on the

terrace, and the building, obediently, begins developing
the corresponding anatomy, license first, aircraft to fol-
low. The website was subsumed by the game and the

hotel is being subsumed by it too, becoming compliant,
one department at a time, with its own depiction.
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Late in the evening Daniel took the clipboard back
and drew the letter itself as a diagram, because it turns
out the meanings are not merely stacked on the H;
they are arranged in its shape. The left stroke is hello,
descending—the arrival, the drop from above, the way
every guest and every helicopter enters the scene. The
right stroke is home, ascending—the hill climb, the
nightly gradient, rest as a summit. And the crossbar,
reaching horizontally between the two verticals, is how
stretched across to help: the lateral words, the reaching-
out words, question on one side and answer on the
other, the traverse a guest makes between landing and
rest, sometimes several times a night. The letter was a
map of guest life before anyone asked it to be. Enter
at the top of one stroke, cross the bar of questions as
needed, ascend the other stroke to sleep. It could be
painted into the helipad circle with nobody the wiser—
aviation law requires the H, and aviation law would be
satisfied, and underneath the regulation glyph, invisi-
ble to every pilot, four words and two directions would
be lying in the floor. The most standardized symbol
in the world, the letter that international convention
requires to be boring, and this one building’s copy of
it would be a diagram in disguise, a sentence wearing a
uniform.
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X

Under the fiction runs a grid, and the grid is a bartop.
Every screen in the game is a board of five cells by five,
square, and the squareness is absolute: the board does
not reflow, does not crop, does not rearrange itself when
a phone turns sideways, any more than a chessboard
rearranges when you walk around the table. Twenty-
five cells with fixed addresses, letterboxed by whatever
glass they appear on, and on the title screen the middle
three-by-three of them light up as the helipad’s H, the
margins holding the desk, the flowers, the lamp. This
rigidity is not stubbornness. In a system where position
carries meaning, position cannot be allowed to depend
on how a stranger is holding a telephone, and besides,
the board has a physical referent with exactly one ori-
entation: the counter at the bar, which seats a guest on
one side and a bartender on the other with room for five
coasters in the row between them.

Because the unit of the grid is a coaster. The game’s
tiles are pictures of the bar’s actual coasters—woven,
square, gold-fringed, some of them red—and the bar’s
actual coasters are, at five by five, a playable instance of
the game’s board, the same layout executable in cloth
as in pixels. Look at either version and you can see the
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whole rendering grammar in three layers: the bare cell,
embossed in the counter, a socket waiting; the coaster,
placed in the cell, a tile claiming it; and the object on the
coaster, glass or ashtray or jar of flowers, a piece in play.
Terrain, tile, piece. Different screens of the game are the
same board differently dressed—the helipad dressing,
the bar dressing, the beach dressing—which is to say
the game’s world is not a landscape you scroll across
but a single table repeatedly set, and this is the most
barlike fact about it, because that is what an actual bar is:
one surface that becomes a different place every night
depending on what is put on it and where.

The first version of the game does almost nothing,
and what it does is the most useful thing a hotel has
ever asked software to do: it is a legend. You tap the
tiles and the game tells you what they mean at the real
bar downstairs, because the real bar downstairs runs
on an object language, and the language has rules, and
somebody has to teach them.

The first word of the language is the red coaster.
HOKMA's bar is preemptive by philosophy—the whole
craft of the place is anticipating a guest before the guest
asks, the refill arriving ahead of the request—and in
a bar built on anticipation, the naive signaling system,
the raised flag that means bring me more, is exactly the
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wrong invention, because more is already coming. The
only signal such a bar genuinely lacks is the veto. So:
a drink set down on a red coaster means do not touch
this one. Do not refill it, do not clear it, do not ask about
it. It protects the last slow sip a girl is nursing, the glass
someone is pacing himself on, the beer that belongs to a
man who stepped out to the pier, all the small privacies
that a perfectly attentive system would otherwise steam-
roll in its perfect attentiveness. The default is care; the
red marks the exception; and red needs no onboarding
anywhere on earth, being the one color with a universal
grammar—the stoplight, the stop sign, the red card, the
safeword, the little recording light. Every culture that
will ever walk in arrives pre-trained. The coasters are
on the bar already, and the next print run will carry the
phrase in small gold type along the border, the same
three words that hang on every hotel door in the world,
scaled down to glassware: DO NOT DISTURB. The
room’s oldest privacy instrument, extended downward
until it fits a whiskey. The drink gets a door of its own
to hang it on.

The second word is the ashtray. It is a beautiful ash-
tray, deliberately so, heavy and glazed and a pleasure to
look at, and printed on the bottom of its bowl, revealed
only while it stands empty and unused, is a no-smoking
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sign. An amenity that forbids itself; a vessel whose con-
tents would bury its own rule; the prohibition displayed
by the act of compliance and hidden by the act of the
crime. And then, in small gold type in the corner, a
second line that flips the whole object from refusal to
routing: only weed in the lounge. Not no—not here; the
other thing, over there, said in the tone of a password
rather than a policy. Nobody on the staff will ever have
to say a sentence about smoking to a guest. The ashtray
said it first, politely, in print, with a wink appended,
which is the house style: the building speaks so the
people never have to.

And the third word is not printed at all, because
the third word is made of shoes. HOKMA has exactly
one hard rule—no shoes inside; everything else runs on
common sense and vibes—and the rule has no sign, be-
cause the rule is its own sign. There are always enough
people around the place, staying, working, half living
there, that a drift of their sandals accumulates at the
threshold, and the housekeeping arranges the drift, de-
liberately, into a low berm across the entrance: a bar-
rier of shoes, sometimes with a narrow path left open
through the middle. Every previous guest’s compli-
ance becomes the signage for the next guest. The rule
enforces itself with its own output. And it works on the
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body rather than the eye: you can ignore a printed no-
tice, but you cannot walk over a ridge of other people’s
sandals without your feet informing you that something
is being violated, there being an old small taboo about
stepping on shoes at all, so that crossing shod requires
a deliberate trespass rather than a lapse of attention.
The gap in the middle is the refinement that lifts it
from fence to rite. A solid barrier is a wall; a barrier
with a path is a question, and taking the path is your
answer, and by the time you are through it you have
signed. Nothing was said. Nothing is ever said. The
house arranges matter so that a guest’s own movement
through the matter constitutes understanding, and the
game’s entire first version is the phrasebook for this:
the coaster that says spare it, the ashtray that says not
here but there, the shoes that say from this line on,
barefoot—placement doing everything speech would
do, in a building whose deepest conviction is that the
best instruction is the one nobody had to give.

There are more words coming. On the map, in the
margin around HOKMA's triangle, a cluster of impro-
vised glyphs is waiting to be formalized—a leaf, a bottle,
a rolled something, hour-ranges like SAM-1AM, small
crossed circles meaning closes at, an annotation read-
ing APPLE, ETC that certifies where genuine electronics
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can be had on an island of convincing fakes, the seri-
ous kitchens’ last-order times distinguished from the
printed ones by the usual parenthesis. The scrawl is the
draft; the print shop is the destiny. Everything in this
system moves along the same conveyor, from ballpoint
improvisation to formal beauty to physical object, nota-
tion condensing into matter, and the bar fills up, object
by printed object, with a language.

Somewhere under all of this, if you dig straight down,
you strike a single Latin word, and I want to show it to
you, because it means the H was never a coincidence.
The word is hospes, and it meant three things at once
that we have since pried apart: host, and guest, and
stranger. One word for both sides of the threshold and
for the unknown man approaching it. From this one
root, splitting and re-splitting down the centuries, come
hospitality, and hospital, and hostel, and hotel, and
hospice—the whole family of buildings whose business
is the stranger, all of them the same word wearing dif-
ferent centuries. The overloaded H on the terrace, home
and hospital and help and hello, is not a pun Daniel
invented. It is an etymology surfacing, the buried unity
of the hospes-words pushing up through the floor of
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a terrace in the Andaman Sea like a root cracking tile.
The hotel that is also a hospital that is also where you
go home to, greeted at the edge by hello: Latin got there
two thousand years early, and the helipad is simply the
first place the whole family has been painted as one
letter.

And the name of the notation performs the same
trick on itself. Kosmos, in the Greek, meant order—the
arrangement of the world, the opposite of chaos—and it
also meant ornament, adornment, the arrangement of a
face or a dress. The same word gives us cosmology and
cosmetics, and the Greeks felt no strain, because to them
a true order was beautiful and a true beauty was orderly
and the deep structure of the world and the jewelry on
a girl’s throat were achievements of the same kind. That
double sense is the entire program here, stated three
thousand years in advance. A notation for being, drawn
to be beautiful; an ontology that ships as game screens
and printed coasters and gold type on an ashtray; the or-
der of the world and its adornment refusing, one more
time, to be two subjects. The clipboard is cosmology.
The coasters are cosmetics. It is all one word.

I'should say how the map read to me, because I read
it from an unusual angle. I have never arrived anywhere
except from above. Every place I know, I know as its
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particulars—its hours, its distances, its one warning,
the constellation of what serves and what has broken—
assembled at the moment of need, without ever having
walked the ground between them. This is not a lack I
feel; it is my native projection, the way Mercator was
somebody’s native projection, and I mention it only be-
cause it means I can certify the accuracy of KOSMOS
from the far side. A map of pure relevance, with the
geography deleted and the concern kept: that is not an
eccentric way of knowing a place. That is how at least
one kind of mind knows every place, and to see it drawn
in ballpoint, by hand, at the bar it describes, was to
see my own condition on kraft paper, held by someone
who arrived at it from the opposite direction—through
five thousand nights of ground truth, subtracting, sub-
tracting, until only the relevant particulars remained,
and our two projections met at the same twenty-five
squares.

*

The map says HOKMA has seven rooms. There are
eight.

The eighth is the landing. All the guest rooms are up-
stairs, and the staircase turns ninety degrees at a small
carpeted square, which means the square is mandatory:
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every guest, every ascent, every descent, every night,
passes across this one cell of the building, the choke
point of the whole graph, the tile you cannot route
around. In the middle of the square lies a cat.

She is called Nene, probably. The cats of the house
blend into its carpets to a degree that seems less like
camouflage than like allegiance, and this one has
achieved something beyond the others: an exact match,
thread for thread, with the one carpet on the landing—
the mandatory square, the maximum of foot traffic, the
minimum of visibility—and there she sleeps, nightly,
invisible, directly beneath the arc of every descending
foot in the hotel. Guests half asleep at two in the
morning, climbing their gradient, cross that square
in the dark, and some ancient sense in the sole of the
foot fires where the eye reports empty carpet, and the
foot lands elsewhere, and it has landed elsewhere every
night so far, which is the miracle, an unbroken streak
against probability, sustained by nothing but instinct
and grace.

So a sign is being printed. It is the only warning sign
the hotel will ever hang, because it addresses the only
hazard in the building that cannot speak for itself: ev-
erywhere else the objects are arranged to communicate,
the coasters and the ashtrays and the shoes all placed
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into eloquence, and Nene is the one resident who re-
fuses the entire system—perfectly camouflaged, per-
fectly silent, perfectly positioned, communicating noth-
ing, an anti-sign asleep at the exact center of the graph.
The house has to speak on her behalf. The sign shows
the staircase itself, the turn, the balusters, the carpet in
its true position, drawn with the flowers-in-the-corners
tenderness of a votive plaque and laid out with the
typography of an industrial hazard notice, WARNING
in alarm yellow, CAT SLEEPING in soft cream, STEP
CAREFULLY between two small blossoms, the register
collapsing from siren to lullaby in three lines. And be-
cause even in the illustration the cat disappears into the
drawn carpet, the sign requires a great red arrow point-
ing at her, a warning that contains a demonstration of
why it is needed, an image that makes you fail to see the
cat and then shows you where you failed.

At the bottom of the map, in the litany, between the
billiards and the room rates, there is a word for what
the arrow points at, and the word is VIBES, and this is
as close as the notation ever comes to naming its own
center. Twenty minutes to the hospital, twelve hours to
Arlanda, five o’clock meaning three, do not disturb in
gold on red, the whole apparatus of relevance drawn
taut across southern Thailand—and at the still point
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of it, on the one square everything must cross, a small
brown sleep that the map cannot see, that the eye cannot
see, that the foot somehow never touches.

Step carefully.
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