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EXIT PARTY

wide and blank in the blue light of her laptop. What the city had been

like a year ago was Gloria's favourite topic of conversation. ..
"I know," Ari said gently, although she didn't. Their experiences

were not the same. A year ago, Ari had been imprisoned in what was

now a diffegent country and Gloria had been holed up in this apartment
with a different rciommate.

But tonight the curfew had lifted, and when Ari had gone for a

walk earlier, her impression from passing conversations was that
everyone in Los Angeles was going out tonight. Gloria was going to
her friend Kareem's party, one neighbourhood over, and had invited
Ari to come. But now, with dusk approaching, she'd settled into her

familiar position with her laptop at the kitchen table, and showed no

signs of getting ready.

"'What time shall we leave for that party?" Ari asked.
"Oh, I don't know." Gloria often went a little vague when the subject

of leaving the apartment came up, but Ari had hoped that tonight
might be different. Gloria's laze slid away, and Ari knew that she was

listening to imaginary cuifew sirens. "Maybe just you could go. I could
text I(areem and tell him it'll just be you."

"I don't know your friends," Ari said, "It'd be awkward if you

didnt come." This wasn't actually true-after spending most of her

adult life in prison, Ari wasn't particularly intimidated by the social

intricacies of a party in Silver Lake-but Ari had been beset all her life
by premonitions, and she felt pulled toward that party by an invisible
thread. They had to leave for the party because they were going to be

at the party later, but ofcourse she knew better than to try to explain
this. Also Gloria had a dissipated look that worried her, an air of having
spent too much time indoors. If something happened to Gloria-if she

had a nervous breakdown, say, or faded into the wallpaper like some

kind of cartoon ghost-then Ari wouldn't have a place to stay.

"Itt just, what if going to the party jinxes everything?" Gloria said.
"The last time I went to a party, it was the night of the Sacramento

Accord."
. 
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EXIT PARTY

lots. The strip malls down on Sunset had sprouted tents on their roofs,

plywood staircases running to the top between stores. After a i.vhile

they climbed a hill into a quieter neighbourhood of large houses, steep

terraced gardens, but even here theie were more people than before.

The wealthiest Americans had fled overseas or to Mexico or Canada,

but that population had been replaced several times.over by refugees

fleeing more violent places in the interior of the former nation. A soft
rain was starting to fall. There was a tent in seemingly every driveway,

the streets clogged with parked cars. Ari heard children's voices from
inside most of the tents. A few people were cooking dinner on camp

stoves and barbecues out front.
Ari and Gloria walked slowly, following a route on Gloria's phone,

from the sidervalk to a flight of public stairs. Gloria was gasping for
breath by the time they reached the top.

"You should get outside more," Ari said.

"I like being inside."

The rain had been falling for a while, and there were streaks of
light on every surface, on cars and streets and Red Cross tents. Of all
the beauty Ari missed in prison, rain on city streets was one of the beau-

ties she'd missed most. Gloria had put something in her hair to make

it shine like lacquer. Her lip gloss gleamed too, and the sequins on
her shirt reflected the streetlights, so it was like walking through the
shining citywith an animate piece of the shining city. Ari admired the
effect. But Gloria was walking slower and slower, while Ari pretended

not to notice, until finally Gloria stopped.
"Come on," Ari said. "It'll be good for you, being around people

again." Was that true, though? When had being around people ever

been good for Ari? She stifled the thought.
Gloria nodded. She glanced at her phone, put it away, looked at

it again. Ari thought that a kinder person might suggest skipping
the party and going home, but she wanted to go to the party and she

wanted Gloria to come too.
"Hopefully it won't be like my dreams," Gloria said, with a little

laugh that was meant to be lighthearted but absolutely was not.

Gloria had dreams wher
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EXIT PARTY

"I mean, I just never wanted to be a part of history," someone else

said, quite near to Ari.
"Thanks." Gloria accepted the glass. "I'm going to go out to the

terrace."

"!flhere's the terrace?" But Gloria was gone. "Hi, I'm Ari," she said

to the man who didnt want to be a part of history.
"fames," he said.

"So," a woman near her right elbow said. "How's the collapse of the
country going for you?"

"Oh, you know," Ari said. "Could've been worse."
"Sounds about right," the woman said, and launched into a story

about the morning she realized the country was really breaking apart,

that one strange day when Texas seceded in the morning and Arizona
followed in the afternoon, the day her sister called to say she'd pulled
her children out of school and maybe there was going to be a war, then
the woman went to fill up her car and the gas line extended around
the corner, and that was how she knew it was real. It was a boring story
that Ari had already heard in a dozen variations.

"W'hat about you?" the woman asked finally. "W'hen did you know
it was real?"

"I don't think about the past at all," Ari said.

"That's it," |ames said approvingly. "Face the future head-on, right?"
"Only way to live," Ari said.

"I'm just trying to connect," the woman said, and it looked to Ari
Iike she was about to cry, so she relented.

"Okay," Ari said, "I was livingwith a few other people, and then one

night I woke up and someone was listening to the radio."
"See, I'm a Taurus, so I can't live with other people," a man said.

"You had a lot of roommates?"
"Yeah," Ari said. "A lot of roommates." She'd been drifting in and

out of sleep that night, because her cellmate was listening to a radio
tuned low in the lower bunk, but then she woke up and caught the
words. Troops, militias, secession, shots fired. What Ari remembered

of that night was lying unblinking in the darkness arid thinking,.4r
least this is fi,nally something new. Her life had been unchanging for

so long. When had she las
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