PRIMES

BY LEWTIS SHINER

1 For nearly an hour Nick had been stuck on Interstate 40, surrounded by
the worst traffic he’d ever seen. He’d watched the last heat of the sun set
fire to the horizon and burn out, and now the first stars were tunneling
through the haze. He had one arm out the open window in the unnatural 60-
degree heat of the desiccated January evening. In the better parts of his brain,
to keep himself amused, he was revising the code for his new graphics driver
project.

Once past the Durham Freeway, I-40 had narrowed to a two-lane
bottleneck. Traftic seemed to have doubled since that morning, with two cars
trying to squeeze onto the road for every one that crawled off in defeat.

He was wearing a black T-shirt from the $44 club in New Orleans, where
he and Angela had danced on their honeymoon two years before. A huge
diesel rig inched past him on the right. The trailer was stark white except for
the rear panel, where the number §44 stood out in stark black numerals. Nick
glanced down at the dashboard clock. It was §:44. For an instant he felt an
abyss of inexplicability open under him, and then he shook it oft. It was a
bizarre coincidence, nothing more, something to tell Angela about, if he ever
made it home.

By six he was close enough to the Lake Jordan exit that he could pull onto
the shoulder and ease around the motionless right hand lane. It took fifteen
minutes more to cover the remaining mile and a half to his driveway, and by
then he was too tired to think much about the Cadillac parked where Angela’s
gold Acura should have been. Her battery had been acting up, he knew, and
she’d probably gotten a ride home with somebody from Duke Hospital, where
she was on the faculty.

In truth, for most of that particular day, Nick had been consciously happy.
Despite the endless commute, despite approaching deadlines on his driver, the
components of his life were laid out in what seemed a comfortable and
sustainable order. He and Angela had no debts except the house, and they’d
nearly paid that oft. They’d both weathered the latest flu epidemic and were
back to full health. And Thursday was Nick’s night to cook. His attention was
already shifting from traffic and programming to the free-range chicken and
sour cream and tortillas waiting in the refrigerator to be transformed into
enchiladas suizas.

The fear didn’t fully hit him until he climbed out of the truck and saw the
color of the door that he was about to slam shut.

His beautiful white pickup truck was bright red, red as a stoplight, red as
blood.

He’d been driving that pickup for four years, from the time before he’d
moved to North Carolina and met and married Angela. He’d bought it back in
Austin, where a white paint job could make the difference of a few crucial
degrees in the inside temperature under the Texas sun. It had been white
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when he’d gotten into it in the office parking lot at a quarter to five. He knew
himself to be sober, drug-free, and possessed of a clean bill of psychiatric
health. It was simply not possible that the truck was red.

He tried to remember if he’d noticed the hood of the truck while he was
driving home. It had been dark and he hadn’t been paying attention. He
looked at the key in his hand. It was the wrong size and shape and there were
no other keys with it. His hand lunged reflexively for his pocket and found
nothing there. All of his pockets were empty: no wallet, no checkbook, no
change.

He searched the red truck. It too was empty except for a jack behind the
seat and an owner’s manual in the glove compartment. It could be a rental, he
thought. Maybe he’d been in an accident that damaged his short term
memory, and nobody had realized it. Maybe he’d absentmindedly left his
wallet somewhere.

He started to run for the house, his shoes slapping awkwardly at the
sidewalk. The front door was locked and he pounded on it with the flat of his
hand until he heard the lock click and felt the door swing inward.

The man who opened it was in his thirties, tall and fit looking, with an
angular face and fair receding hair. He wore a long-sleeved blue oxford-cloth
shirt, crisply pressed khakis, tasseled loafers. He had a drink in his left hand. He
looked Nick over and stepped aside to let him in. “Angela?” the man said,
looking behind him, “I believe Nick has arrived.”

The accent, as Nick knew it would be, was cultivated British. Nick had
seen the man’s photo in one of Angela’s albums that dated back to before
Nick’s time with her. His name, Nick knew, was David. He was Angela’s first
husband, and he’d died in 1995.

“David Graham,” David said, extending his hand. “I expect you're a
little surprised to see me here.”

“I thought you were dead,” Nick told him, looking down to find he’d
gripped David’s hand by sheer reflex.

“Ah. Angela said much the same thing.”

Nick backed into the living room and sat on the couch to ease the
trembling in his legs. “What are you doing here?”

“I'm afraid I live here, actually.”

Angela appeared in the doorway that led into the kitchen and leaned against
the jamb, arms folded. She was still in her hospital scrubs and Nick couldn’t
help noticing, as he always did, how that shade of green set oft the red-gold in
her hair. A little mascara and eyebrow pencil would have made her
conventionally beautiful, but she disdained makeup and so instead her appeal
was more subtle. It had taken Nick all of a minute and a halt—the interval
between the first time he met her and the first time he managed to make her
laugh—to be overwhelmed by it.

Nick tried and failed to read her mood through the barricade of her posture.
David, on the other hand, was as transparent as glass. He looked at Angela with
wonder, longing, and a fading glow of residual despair.
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“Is anybody going to tell me what the hell is going on here?” Nick heard
his voice go shrill in the particular way that inspired him to self-loathing.

“It’s not just here,” Angela said. “It’s all over the news.”

“So you just, what, came home, saw David, and turned on c NN for an
explanation?” In fact it wouldn’t have surprised him. She found her stability in
the calm urgency of the newscasters, in the way they stood between mere
mortals and the avalanche of information that threatened to bury all of
civilization.

“I got home at four-thirty. About an hour later I went out to get something
trom my car and it was gone, and there was some strange car in the driveway
instead. [ got freaked and came in and tried to call the police, but all the lines
were tied up. That’s when David walked in on me.” She stopped for a second,
and Nick could see her fast-forward through her emotions. “At that point we
knew something big was happening.” She turned away. “Come on in and
see.”

Nick followed them meekly into the den and sat on the sofa between them.
He was just in time for a recap of the day’s top story.

Between five and six in the afternoon, Eastern Time, the population of the
east coast of North America had doubled, as had the population of the western
bulge of South America, which lay along the same longitude. The
phenomenon seemed to be spreading westward at the same rate the Earth
revolved.

Nick understood that what he was hearing was true, believed it on a cellular
level, but he couldn’t find a handle for his emotions. The scale of the disaster
seemed to overshadow his own confusion and panic.

“I've checked the other stations,” Angela said, answering a question he
hadn’t needed to ask. “If it’s a hoax, they’re all in on it.”

“It’s not a hoax,” Nick said. He glanced at David. “You know it’s not a
hoax.”

“With some significant exceptions,” said ¢ NN anchor Judy Woodruff,
“every human being in the affected area—which now includes Chicago,
Memphis, and eastern edge of New Orleans—now seems to have an exact
double.” The camera panned to a duplicate Judy Woodruft in a canvas chair at
the edge of the set, patting nervously at her shoulder-length blonde hair.

The scene shifted to Bernard Shaw interviewing his double on a
Washington DC street corner that was sliding into chaos. In the background,
abandoned cars stood with their doors open as pedestrians swarmed without
apparent purpose between them. Half of the people in the crowd had twins
standing somewhere near them. What struck Nick was that not all the pairs
wore the same clothes, and some had radically different outfits or hair styles.
The picture jumped periodically as someone from the alarmed, but not yet
hysterical, mob collided with the camera operator.

“So what are these ‘significant exceptions’ she was talking about?” Nick
asked Angela. “Is that us? And where did David come from?”

“David lives here,” David said.

“They don’t know yet,” Angela said. “Shhhhh.”
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The street scene ended abruptly, and during a second or so of on-screen
darkness Nick heard the ambient noise of an impending press conference:
chairs shifting, throats clearing. “We're live,” somebody said, and then the
screen cleared to show a generic wood-grain folding table under harsh
fluorescent lights. Two identical men sat at the table, each with long dark hair
and a single diamond stud in his left ear. A young woman reporter Nick didn’t
recognize said, “We’re here at M1T with the Doctors Jason Berlin of the
theoretical physics department. Gentlemen, I understand you have a theory to
explain the bizarre events we've seen tonight.”

“Merely a hypothesis,” said the Dr. Berlin on Nick’s left. “Have you ever
heard of something called the ‘Many Worlds’ interpretation of quantum
physics?”

“I’'m not sure,” the reporter said. “Was it ever on Star Trek?”

“Frequently, as a matter of fact,” said the Dr. Berlin on the right. “It’s a sort
of thought experiment that postulates an infinite number of universes parallel
to our own, in which all possibilities are real.”

The other Dr. Berlin nodded. “Exactly. And every possibility splits oft a
new world. For instance, you might have a world where the Axis Powers won
the Second World War. Or where Fidel Castro played major league baseball.”

The reporter said, “What does that have to do with what we’re seeing
tonight?”

The first doctor leaned forward. “Picture our Earth, and then a second
Earth that’s almost identical, but not quite. Call it, I don’t know, call it Earth
Prime. In one of them Bill Clinton is President, in the other it’s Dan Quayle.”

“Dan Quayle?” Nick asked. “Is he kidding?”

Angela shushed him again.

“There’ll be other differences,” the second doctor said. “Some people will
have died in one world and not in the other. Two otherwise identical people
will have difterent jobs, different spouses. Now suppose these two universes,
that had split off at some point in the past, merged together again.”

“How could that happen?” the reporter asked.

“I have no idea. Maybe the universe is downsizing.” The crowd, which had
been buzzing with low conversation, now erupted in nervous laughter. “But
you’d see what we’re seeing—most people would be duplicated, though with
all kinds of subtle variations.”

“Why isn’t it happening all at once?” the reporter asked. “Why only
people? Why no trees or cats or skyscrapers?”

The first doctor shrugged and the second said, “Frankly, we’re at a bit of a
loss to explain that just yet.”

“Back to you, Judy,” the reporter said. “Or is that Judy Prime?”

Angela hit the mute button and sat for a moment, as if gathering herself.
Then she looked past Nick to David and said, “Tell me. How did I die?”

3 David got up and refilled his glass from the liquor cabinet under the Tv .

Then he sat down again and said, “Car crash. The brakes were bad on
the Mazda, and you insisted on going out in the rain to rent a film. We

had a bit of a row about it, actually, and I only gave in because I felt like I was



Primes 5

coming down with something and I wasn’t up to getting wet. You ... you slid
through a stop sign.” He took a drink. “A sixteen-year-old girl hit you
broadside. They pronounced you dead at the scene.”

“In my world,” Angela said, “you went out for the movie. A movie you
didn’t even want.”

The rising tide of emotion threatened to wash Nick out to sea. “Excuse
me,” he said, and went to the kitchen.

There he discovered that the refrigerator was wrong. No orange juice, no
7-Up, no raw materials for enchiladas. Instead he found two six packs of
Heineken, a pizza box, some leftover Chinese takeout, a few half-pint bottles
of Perrier. Over the hum of the refrigerator he heard David, his voice choked
with emotion, say, “My life ended that night.”

Nick closed the refrigerator and stared at his reflection in the window above
the kitchen sink. “*My life ended that night,”” he mouthed, and watched
himself mime putting a finger down his throat. Then he washed his face in the
sink, trying to scrub away the fear and jealousy and despair.

As he turned from the sink, looking for someplace to throw his paper
towels, he saw that morning’s News and Observer on the butcher block table.
The headline read, “Quayle apologizes for State of Union blunder.”

“Oh my God,” Nick said.

[t was not, then, a merger of two worlds. It was a hostile takeover where
one world vanished and one remained. The trees and cats and skyscrapers the
reporter had been talking about belonged to someone other than Nick. David
was not the intruder; like he’d been saying all along, David lived here.

Nick looked at Angela where she sat in highly-charged conversation with
David on the couch and did the math. Angela was not an intruder here either,
world of origin notwithstanding. There was only one person who didn’t fit in
the equation, and Nick had been staring at his reflection only moments before.

Nick had caught Angela on the rebound, and he knew he’d never have

had a chance with her otherwise. He’d still been in Austin when David

died, still been married to his first wife, still involved in an affair that was
about to turn publicly sour in a narrow circle of acquaintance. He was writing
code then for a small software house called Computics and thinking more and
more about North Carolina.

Computics had a customer named Richard who sold medical information
systems in the Raleigh area. On a business trip in 1995 Richard had shown
Nick around the Triangle and Nick had been impressed with how green
everything was, how it rained even in August. Summer rain in Texas was only
a distant memory. When everything fell apart in Austin the next year—
divorce, threats of more layofts at Computics, another summer of rationed
water and parched brown lawns—Nick packed it in and headed east. Richard
helped him find a job and an apartment, and at his New Year’s party four
months later he introduced Nick to Angela.

Nick was graceful for a man his size, and he’d taken the trouble to dress
well that night: charcoal suit, silk tie, cuftlinks. Somehow he summoned the
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nerve to ask Angela to dance. She’d been drinking for the first time since
David’s funeral that June and it was the champagne that said yes.

A year and a half into the marriage Nick insisted on therapy, where Angela
complained that Nick was too much in control, that he wanted her but didn’t
need her, that he didn’t truly need anyone. In the third week she admitted that
she loved Nick, but not in the way she’d loved David. She was afraid to love
anyone that much again.

Nick slept in the guest house for a month or so after that, wanting to leave
but imprisoned by his desire for her. Finally that desire became stronger than
his anger and they began to make love again. He moved back into the
bedroom and their attempt at therapy became, like David, one more thing
they didn’t discuss. Life was good again, or at least comfortable, until one day
he came home and his pickup was red and David was waiting for him in the
living room.

David fixed mushroom omelets and they ate on TV trays in the den.
Nick suppressed the thought that this was how the world ended, with
neither bang nor whimper, but with ¢ NN analyzing it to death.

After dinner Nick did the dishes and then took the portable phone into the
darkened formal living room. The lines were jammed, but after half an hour he
managed to reach his mother in San Antonio. She was fine, she said, but this
duplicate version of herself kept following her around and talking incessantly.
Nick nodded silently; his father was dead, then, in this world too. His mother
supposed she would just have to put up with the inconvenience. Then the
duplicate got on the phone and seemed unable to understand why he wasn’t
calling from Austin.

After he hung up he sat in the darkness for a long time. Eventually he
switched the phone on again, and after a dozen attempts got through to
directory assistance. He tried Raleigh, Durham, and Chapel Hill without
finding a listing for his name. He tried again in Austin and this time the
computer-generated voice recited a phone number—not his old one, but an
exchange that Nick recognized as West Lake Hills, a big step up from his old
neighborhood east of I-35.

That knowledge made it even harder to call. He could hear a voice saying,
“I wondered when I'd hear from you,” a tired and put-upon voice that Nick
suddenly realized was that of his father, the fat, balding, sweaty and selfish man
Nick had spent his whole life trying not to turn into.

[f it had been the other way around, if Nick had been flush and his other
self in Austin broke and desperate, Nick would have reached out to him in a
heartbeat. But this way, to have to call from a position of weakness, even with
no intent of asking for help, was more than he could bring himself to do.

He put the phone down, an immense sense of loss flowering slowly in his
mind. He went out the sliding glass door at the back of the kitchen and crossed
the patio to the guest apartment, a free-standing building that in Texas he
would have called an abuelita, a grandmother’s house. It was unlocked. He
switched on the light to face what his logical mind had assured him he would
find there: all of his books gone, all his vinyl albums and ¢ D, the bookshelves
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he’d put together and stained by hand, the Heathkit amp he’d built in college,
his Math Cup from high school, all gone.

David’s guest house instead contained a chair, a double bed with a white
chambray spread and no headboard, a pair of framed Impressionist prints on
the walls. A green banker’s lamp bowed over the night stand, resting on top of
a 1997 almanac and a John Grisham novel.

Nick sat on the bed and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, the
room hadn’t changed. It was full of absence. No favorite T-shirts, no photos of
old girlfriends, no plastic model of the Space Shuttle from eighth grade. Every
physical object that meant anything to him was gone.

1 By the time Nick got back to the den, the many-worlds theory of
the Doctors Berlin had expanded to fill the gap left by any other
rational explanation. ¢ NN now referred to the crisis as the “Prime
Event” and their art department had produced a graphic showing twin Earths
just touching edges inside an infinity symbol.

At seven p.m. eastern time, C NN estimated the population of Mexico City
at 60 million, a figure Nick could not meaningfully comprehend. Much of the
city was on fire by 8:00 and the smoke, on top of the already lethal pollution,
quickly sent population estimates downward. The sidewalks were choked with
corpses of the very young and very old, and the reporters began to speak in
hushed voices about typhus and cholera.

Despite warnings, LA drivers began to head out into the worst traffic jam in
California history. Meanwhile, gang members cruised the fringes of enemy
turf, waiting to mow down newly arrived doubles of rival gang members as
they appeared. “Too many f*cking Crips already, man,” a young Blood told
reporters, his “fuck” censored by a faint beep. “I ain’t sharing with no f*cking
Primes.”

Airline traffic had come to a complete halt as nearly empty planes
disappeared from airport gates and hangers, only to land minutes later fully
laden with Primes. There were no rental cars, hotel rooms, or clean public rest
rooms to be found in North America. Restaurants were out of food, service
stations out of gas, AT Ms out of money.

Eight o’clock Thursday night in Durham was 3 a.m. Friday in Moscow and
along the Palestinian border; § a.m. in Sarajevo; ten in the morning in Beijing.
Around the world everyone was poised for § p.m. ethnic cleansing time,
taking an example from the LA gangs, or more likely not needing one.

At nine Angela switched to a local channel and learned that banks were
limiting withdrawals to $100 per day per account, and holding all checks until
the federal government told them exactly what their exposure was. Meanwhile
local police departments asked all oft-duty officers—prime or otherwise—to
show up for night duty at banks, groceries, convenience stores, malls, and
emergency rooms.

At ten o’clock Nick stood up. “Look, I can’t just sit here and watch this
anymore.”

Angela stared at him as if he’d lost his mind. “This is only the most
devastating event since, what, the extinction of the dinosaurs?”
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“At least the dinosaurs didn’t sit around watching comet reports on CNN,”
Nick said. “I can’t do anything about what’s happening, and I can’t just sit
here and passively soak up any more second-hand pain and suffering. I'm full

up.”

Nick saw he was keeping Angela from the next round of disasters. He
turned to David and said, “I know I don’t have any right to ask this...”

“Of course you’'ll stay here,” David said. “Take the guest house for as long
as you need. I should think you already know where everything is.”

“Yes. Thank you.” The less charitable part of Nick’s personality knew
David wouldn’t think of turning them out, not while Angela was part of the
equation.

He picked up a handful of newspapers and magazines in the living room
and went back outside.

He was exhausted, and he badly wanted Angela to find him asleep

if she did happen to look in. Two troubled marriages had taught

him that sleeping well could indeed be the best revenge, but that
night his twitchy nerves made it hopeless. After half an hour of flinging himself
from one side of the bed to the other he switched on the banker’s lamp and
reached for the almanac.

He verified that Dan Quayle was President, impossible as it had seemed at
first. In this universe—David’s World, as he’d come to think of it, not without
bitterness—Clinton had been caught en flagrante two days before the 1992
election and the press had crucified him. Bush had not only won, but solidified
a new era of conservatism. Quayle rode the rising backlash against aftirmative
action, foreigners, feminism, and welfare straight into the White House.

What surprised Nick was how little difference it had made in the end. Time
magazine featured Saddam, Tony Blair, and Nelson Mandela cheek to jowl
with faces Nick had never seen before: a Father Dominguez who was leading
an armed insurrection in the Yucatan; Selma Jones, US ambassador to China,
who was urging favored nation status for the totalitarian regime; Davy Davis,
teen heartthrob, who had the Ricky Nelson role in the upcoming feature film
version of Ozzie and Harriet.



