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PREFACE 

Most lives are not changed by a single dramatic decision. They are 

shaped more quietly: by what we begin, what we postpone, what 

we return to, and what we continue telling ourselves we will do when 

the time is right. 

The Unchosen Life began with an interest in that quiet territory. 

We all carry some awareness of paths not taken, conversations 

never begun, work left unfinished, places not visited, and versions of 

ourselves that seem to exist only as questions. Usually these thoughts 

remain at the edge of ordinary life. Yet they can exert a surprising 

influence over the life directly in front of us. 

Daniel Mercer is a man who has spent much of his life thinking 

carefully about choice, identity, consciousness, and meaning. His 

difficulty is not a lack of intelligence or opportunity. It is the more 

familiar problem of wanting enough understanding to make the right 

decision before committing himself to one. Reflection has served him 

well. It has also, at times, allowed him to wait. 

This story is not offered as an argument for a particular 

philosophy, spiritual system, or explanation of consciousness. It 

deliberately leaves certain questions open. Daniel's task is not to 

arrive at a final theory of existence. It is to discover what becomes 

possible when explanation is no longer made a condition of 

beginning. 

Perhaps that is one of the quieter challenges of being human. We 

can imagine more possibilities than we can ever live. We can revisit 

what has passed and anticipate what might still come. But whatever 

else may be true, a life is encountered in moments that ask 

something of us before we possess complete certainty. 

The Unchosen Life is a story about those moments, and about the 

distance between understanding a life and participating in one. 
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I. POSSIBILITIES 

Every choice produces two things: the life that 

follows and the lives that do not. 

At sixty-eight, Daniel Mercer had become very good at 

beginning things. 

On a Thursday morning in Santa Barbara, he sat at a small table 

near the front window of the Mariposa Coffee House with two 

beginnings open in front of him. One was a book. The other was a 

screenplay. Neither had progressed appreciably in months. 

The coffee house occupied the ground floor of an old stucco 

building on a side street not far from State Street. Daniel liked it 

because nobody hurried him. The tables were small, the music quiet, 

and after nine-thirty the first rush thinned into a pleasant mixture of 

students, retirees, remote workers, and people who appeared to 

have nowhere in particular they needed to be. Sunlight reached the 

room indirectly, softened by the buildings across the street. Through 

the window Daniel could see a jacaranda dropping purple blossoms 

onto the sidewalk, though the tree was nearly finished for the season. 

His laptop displayed a document titled THE UNCHOSEN LIFE. 

Beneath the title, in smaller type, was the subtitle he had changed at 

least nine times and no longer trusted enough to read. He scrolled 

past the table of contents and stopped where he had stopped 

every morning that week. 

CHAPTER NINE: THE LIFE CHOSEN. 

Three paragraphs followed. The first was too abstract. The second 

contradicted the first. The third consisted of a sentence he had 

marked in yellow six months earlier because he thought it might 

contain the beginning of an argument. He had never discovered 

the rest of it. 
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Daniel leaned back and looked through the glass at the street. 

For thirty-four years he had taught philosophy, most of them at 

the university in Santa Barbara. His courses had changed names 

according to departmental fashion, but the questions underneath 

them had remained remarkably stable. What is a self? What makes a 

person the same person over time? Is consciousness produced by 

the brain, or is that merely the best explanation available to us? If a 

decision could have been otherwise, in what sense had the 

unrealized alternative ever existed? And the question students 

almost always asked sooner or later, though usually in less formal 

language: How do I know I am choosing the right life? 

Daniel had been better at discussing that question than 

answering it. 

He had retired three years earlier with more freedom than he had 

possessed since graduate school. At first the freedom felt luxurious. 

There were mornings with no committee meetings, afternoons 

without office hours, entire weeks that belonged only to him. He 

bought a new laptop. He organized thirty years of notes. He created 

folders for the book he had always said he would write when 

teaching no longer consumed his attention. Then he created a 

second set of folders for a screenplay, because the book 

increasingly seemed to contain an idea that wanted to be 

dramatized rather than argued. 

The folders multiplied more quickly than the pages. 

He was not unhappy. This was a distinction Daniel considered 

important, although he could not have said precisely to whom he 

was making it. His apartment was comfortable. His retirement 

income was sufficient. He lived close enough to the ocean to reach 

it in ten minutes and close enough to downtown to walk to dinner 

when he wanted to. He read what interested him instead of what a 

syllabus required. He had friends. He attended concerts. He still gave 
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the occasional guest lecture when someone invited him and the 

subject sounded interesting. 

Nothing was wrong. 

That, perhaps, was why nothing seemed urgent. 

His phone vibrated beside the laptop. 

MICHAEL ARDEN: Dinner Friday? New place near the harbor. 7? 

Daniel smiled. Michael had been an attorney for nearly forty 

years and still communicated socially as though he were proposing 

terms for settlement. Time, place, question mark. No preamble. 

Daniel typed: Maybe. Let me see how the week goes. 

He looked at the message before sending it. 

There was no reason he could not have dinner Friday. He knew 

that. No deadline competed with it. No travel, no appointment, no 

commitment of any kind. But Friday was two days away, and Daniel 

disliked surrendering two days of possibility to an arrangement that 

did not yet need to exist. 

He changed the message. 

Let me see how the week goes. I'll let you know tomorrow. 

He sent it. 

Michael replied almost immediately. 

Of course you will. 

Daniel laughed softly and put the phone facedown. 

On the other side of the laptop lay a yellow legal pad. The top 

page contained a list he had written on Monday. 

BOOK — Chapter 9. Finish argument. 

SCREENPLAY — Decide opening. 

WALK — 45 minutes. 
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CALL MICHAEL. 

LOOK AT FRANCE TRIP. 

The last item had been appearing in one form or another for 

almost two years. He wanted to spend several weeks in France. Or 

possibly Spain. Perhaps both. He had accumulated browser 

bookmarks for apartments, rail routes, museums, neighborhoods, and 

language courses. He could leave whenever he wanted. That was 

part of the problem. When travel had once required arranging a 

sabbatical, shifting lectures, finding someone to supervise graduate 

students, and negotiating dates months in advance, trips had 

happened. Freedom had somehow made departure negotiable. 

He drew a line through CALL MICHAEL, then immediately realized 

he had not called Michael. He restored the words with two small 

strokes until the page looked worse than before. 

A server passed with a tray of cups. Somewhere behind Daniel 

the espresso machine released a sharp burst of steam. He returned 

to Chapter Nine. 

The book had begun as an argument about counterfactual 

identity. Academic language had gradually fallen away as he 

worked on it. He no longer wanted to write for philosophers. He 

wanted to write about the ordinary experience of imagining the 

person one might have been: the marriage accepted or refused, 

the city entered or left, the career abandoned, the child conceived 

or never conceived, the phone call made five minutes earlier or not 

made at all. 

He had begun calling those unrealized selves the unchosen lives. 

The phrase bothered him because it implied that choices 

disappeared when they were not made. Daniel was not sure they 

did, at least psychologically. People carried alternative biographies 

with them. They encountered them at reunions, at funerals, while 
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looking through old photographs, sometimes while lying awake at 

three in the morning. A person could spend decades wondering 

about a door that had been closed in thirty seconds. 

He placed his hands on the keyboard and reread the paragraph 

he had written the previous afternoon. 

To choose is not merely to move toward one possibility. It is also to 

consent to the disappearance of others. 

He disliked consent. Too strong. Possibilities did not disappear 

because one consented to their disappearance. They disappeared 

because time moved in one direction and a human being could not 

occupy two biographies at once. 

Daniel deleted the sentence. 

He stared at the blank space it left. 

A minute passed. Perhaps three. 

He reopened the screenplay instead. 

Its working title was OTHER LIVES. Daniel immediately disliked the 

title again. The first scene contained a man sitting alone in an airport 

while flights departed for cities he had once considered living in. 

Daniel had rewritten the scene eleven times. In one version the man 

boarded a flight. In another he went home. In the current version he 

had not yet decided. 

Daniel read the last line and closed the file. 

He knew enough about himself to recognize the joke. He did not 

find it especially amusing. 

There had been a period, years earlier, when decisions came 

easily because circumstances supplied their own deadlines. Students 

needed grades. Clients on university committees needed votes. His 

parents had needed help. Relationships had either deepened or 

ended. Money had been less plentiful. Time had been scheduled by 
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other people. Choice had often meant selecting among imperfect 

alternatives before Friday at five. 

Retirement had removed the architecture around his decisions. 

Now the future presented itself as an open field, and Daniel kept 

standing at its edge studying the terrain. 

He told himself this was prudence. 

Sometimes it was. 

Sometimes he suspected it was fear wearing reading glasses. 

He glanced again at the legal pad. WALK — 45 minutes. 

The morning was clear. He could close the computer, walk down 

State Street, continue toward the waterfront, and be at the harbor 

before lunch. He pictured the route with such specificity that for a 

moment it almost felt completed: the wide sidewalks, the smell of 

eucalyptus, the first glimpse of blue between buildings, the incline 

toward the water. 

Instead he took another sip of coffee and told himself he would 

walk after he solved the paragraph. 

The coffee had cooled. 

Daniel looked at the cup. 

He had purchased it less than twenty minutes earlier, yet for a 

moment he could not remember whether he had taken the last sip. 

He rubbed his forehead and looked toward the window. The woman 

at the next table was scrolling through photographs on her phone. 

Two men near the door were talking about a contractor. A student 

in headphones was typing with great concentration and almost 

certainly producing more words than Daniel had that morning. 

Everything was ordinary. 

He reached for the cup. 

He blinked. 
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The table beneath his hand was marble. 

Not the mottled laminate of the Mariposa, but a small round slab 

of white marble edged in brass. The cup beneath his fingers was 

porcelain, narrower than his own, resting on a saucer beside a silver 

spoon. The light had changed. It was warmer, lower, falling through 

glass from Daniel's left instead of his right. 

Someone laughed behind him. 

A woman said something in French. 

Daniel smelled butter and tobacco and rain. 

Then he blinked again. 

The laminate table returned. 

His paper cup was under his hand. 

The espresso machine hissed. 

Daniel did not move. 

The entire thing could not have lasted more than a second. 

Perhaps less. The woman at the next table continued scrolling. The 

two men continued discussing the contractor. Nobody had looked 

at him. 

He withdrew his hand from the coffee as though the cup might 

be hot. 

It was not. 

Daniel looked toward the window. Same light. Same jacaranda. 

Same white delivery van parked across the street. 

He checked the time on his phone: 11:17. 

He waited for dizziness. None came. 

He flexed his fingers. No numbness. He looked at the menu board 

across the room and read three lines without difficulty. He silently 
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recited his address, the date, the name of the governor, then felt 

foolish for doing so. 

He had been sleeping badly. That was probably relevant. He had 

stayed up past one reading an article about memory consolidation 

and had woken before six. A microsleep, perhaps. Some brief 

intrusion of dream imagery into waking consciousness. Or the 

combination of reflected light and expectation. He had been 

thinking about France minutes earlier. The brain was an efficient 

dramatist when supplied with material. 

He knew all of this. 

What bothered him was the spoon. 

It had lain diagonally across the saucer with its handle pointing 

toward his right hand. The detail was useless, ordinary, and 

completely unnecessary. Had he invented Paris, or wherever the 

place had been, why had his mind bothered with the spoon? 

Daniel closed the laptop. 

He opened the yellow legal pad to a fresh page. 

For several seconds he held the pen without writing. Giving the 

incident language seemed likely to grant it a significance it did not 

deserve. 

Finally he wrote: 

11:17 a.m. Strange visual episode. Café looked different for 

perhaps one second. Marble table. Porcelain cup. French voice. 

Rain? 

He considered adding hallucination and decided against it. 

Hallucination was already an interpretation. 

He drew a line beneath the entry, put the pen down, and finished 

his coffee. 
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Twenty minutes later he was back in his apartment, telling himself 

he had forgotten about it. 
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II. EPISODES 

Four days passed without incident. 

Daniel almost succeeded in making the moment at the Mariposa 

Coffee House ordinary. He slept longer, cut back on late-night 

reading, and decided that fatigue was the most economical 

explanation. The note on the yellow pad remained in his briefcase, 

where it acquired the harmlessness of something recorded rather 

than something unresolved. 

On Monday afternoon he went to the central library with no 

intention of working on The Unchosen Life. That was part of his 

strategy. For several days the manuscript had begun to feel 

contaminated by the café incident, as though merely thinking about 

unrealized lives might somehow encourage his mind to manufacture 

another one. He told himself this was superstitious and went anyway. 

He found a seat near a tall window in the quieter part of the reading 

room and opened a collection of essays on personal identity he had 

assigned to graduate students years earlier. The marginal notes were 

his own: objections, cross-references, impatient question marks 

beside arguments he had once considered fashionable. Reading 

them was like encountering a younger colleague who shared his 

handwriting. 

Outside, the afternoon was pale and dry. A bus stopped at the 

corner. Two students crossed against the light. Somewhere behind 

him a printer began feeding out pages with the repetitive 

mechanical patience of rain. 

Daniel read the same paragraph twice. 

Then the window was gone. 

There was still a window, but it was taller, divided into narrow panes, 

and rain moved down the glass in silver threads. Beyond it lay a 
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street he had never seen: cream-colored buildings, dark roofs, wet 

pavement, a row of parked scooters. The sky was the color of 

pewter. 

Daniel was no longer sitting in the library chair. 

He was seated at a small wooden desk. 

A book lay open beneath his left hand. His right hand rested beside 

a fountain pen. On the fourth finger was a plain gold wedding band. 

He stared at it. 

He had never worn a wedding ring. 

Before he could move, a woman entered from somewhere behind 

him. 

She was perhaps in her early sixties, slender, dark hair streaked with 

silver and loosely pinned at the back of her head. She wore a blue 

sweater and carried a scarf over one arm. There was nothing 

theatrical in her entrance. She looked at him with the mild 

impatience of someone who had been waiting five minutes for a 

person who had forgotten the time. 

“Tu viens?” she said. 

Are you coming? 

Daniel understood the words, though his French had never been 

good enough to understand them so immediately. 

The woman took another step toward him. 

And he knew her name. 

Claire. 

The knowledge did not arrive as deduction. He did not search 

memory for a face, a context, a resemblance. Her name was simply 

there, accompanied by something far more disturbing than 

recognition. 
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Affection. 

No. More than affection. 

Love. 

With it came a scattering of images that did not feel imagined: 

Claire laughing beside a train window; Claire asleep with a book 

fallen open on her chest; Claire standing in a kitchen holding a 

broken wineglass; the two of them younger, impossibly younger, 

walking beneath trees Daniel could not place. None lasted longer 

than an instant. Yet each carried the dense familiarity of memory. 

Claire's expression changed. 

“Daniel?” 

He looked down again at the ring. 

Then the wooden desk vanished. 

The library returned around him so completely that for a moment he 

could not tell which room had interrupted which. 

His hands were resting on the open philosophy book. 

No ring. 

The printer behind him continued its mechanical rhythm. The bus 

outside had not yet cleared the intersection. 

Daniel gripped the edge of the table. 

He waited for the room to tilt. It did not. 

He raised both hands and examined them. He touched his face. He 

read the title of the book, then the first sentence on the page. He 

looked at the wall clock and said the time silently. He named the 

city, the year, the president, his own address. 

He was fully oriented. 

That did not reassure him. 
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The first episode at the café could be dismissed as visual distortion. 

This one had contained a room, weather, language, a body that 

was his and not his, a wedding ring, a woman, and what felt 

unmistakably like memory. 

Daniel closed the book. 

For thirty-four years he had insisted to students that experience and 

explanation were different categories. A person could be absolutely 

certain that something had happened to consciousness while being 

entirely wrong about what had caused it. Dreams were 

experienced. Hallucinations were experienced. Religious visions were 

experienced. The intensity of an experience established only that 

something had been intensely experienced. 

He had found the distinction elegant when it belonged to other 

people. 

Now it felt like a handrail over deep water. 

He left the library without checking out the book. 

In the parking structure he sat behind the wheel for nearly ten 

minutes before starting the car. He did not feel safe driving until he 

had convinced himself that nothing in his vision, balance, or 

coordination had changed. Even then he drove home more slowly 

than usual. 

At his desk he opened a browser. 

He typed: brief vivid visual hallucination fully conscious. 

Then: focal seizure visual scene memory. 

Then: migraine aura without headache complex hallucination. 

Then: dissociation vivid alternate life. 

The searches produced too much information and too little 

certainty. He read about migraine phenomena, temporal-lobe 

seizures, medication effects, sleep deprivation, transient neurological 
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disturbances, grief hallucinations, dissociative states, and the 

extraordinary inventiveness of the human brain. None fit cleanly. 

Several fit badly enough to alarm him. 

He closed the browser and opened a new document. 

At first he typed PARALLEL—then stopped, irritated with himself, 

deleted it, and replaced the word with: 

EPISODES 

He entered the café event from the yellow pad. Beneath it he 

added the library. 

MONDAY, 2:43 P.M. Approx. 4-5 seconds? Different interior. 

Rain outside. Wedding ring on right? No—left hand. Woman 

approx. 60-65. French. Name: CLAIRE. I knew the name before 

she said anything. Felt that I knew her intimately. Possible 

memory fragments. Returned immediately. No apparent lost 

time. 

He reread the entry and added one final sentence. 

The emotional recognition was stronger than the visual experience. 

That was the part he could not explain away. 

The next morning he called his physician. 

Dr. Elena Chen had been Daniel's doctor for seven years and 

possessed the useful habit of listening without performing concern. 

When he described the café incident, she asked when he had last 

eaten, how much he had slept, whether he had been dehydrated, 

whether he had experienced flashes, floaters, weakness, numbness, 

headache, nausea, or difficulty speaking. When he described the 

library, her expression changed only slightly. 

“You were awake the entire time?” 

“As far as I know.” 

“You remember before and after?” 
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“Perfectly.” 

“And during?” 

“That is the problem. I remember that too.” 

She asked him to describe it again. 

Daniel omitted nothing this time, including Claire and the wedding 

ring. 

Dr. Chen examined his eyes, reflexes, strength, coordination, speech, 

and blood pressure. She reviewed his medications and asked about 

alcohol, supplements, previous migraines, head injuries, sleep, and 

family neurological history. The office was so reassuringly ordinary 

that Daniel felt embarrassed describing Parisian rain to a woman 

holding a reflex hammer. 

When she finished, she sat across from him. 

“Your exam is normal.” 

Daniel exhaled. 

“That means I'm fine?” 

“It means your exam is normal.” 

He smiled despite himself. “Philosophically precise.” 

“I thought you'd appreciate that.” 

She recommended basic blood work and a neurological 

consultation if the episodes recurred, sooner if he developed any 

new symptoms. She did not use the word hallucination until Daniel 

did. 

“So that's what you think it was?” he asked. 

“I think you had an experience we haven't explained yet.” 

The phrasing caught his attention. 
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Dr. Chen continued. “A normal examination doesn't prove nothing 

happened. It also doesn't tell us what happened. For now, don't 

make the explanation bigger than the evidence.” 

Daniel looked at her. 

“I used to tell my students almost exactly that.” 

“Then listen to your professor.” 

He left with laboratory orders and, unexpectedly, a little less fear. 

For the next week nothing happened. 

He slept well. He walked three mornings, though none of the walks 

lasted the forty-five minutes written on his legal pad. His blood work 

returned without anything that explained the episodes. He made the 

neurology appointment anyway, then discovered the first available 

date was almost a month away. 

By the second week, the experiences began receding into narrative. 

He could think about Claire without feeling that she might suddenly 

walk through the apartment door. He even opened The Unchosen 

Life again. 

Chapter Nine remained as he had left it. 

He wrote half a page and deleted most of it. 

On Thursday evening Michael texted. 

Dinner? I am not accepting “maybe” as a legally sufficient response. 

Daniel answered yes before he could reconsider, then immediately 

felt pleased with himself for reasons so disproportionate to the act 

that he laughed. 

They met at a restaurant near the waterfront. Michael arrived five 

minutes early and had already ordered sparkling water. 

“You look disappointed,” Daniel said as he sat down. 

“I had twenty dollars on you canceling at six-forty-five.” 
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“I considered it.” 

“I know.” 

Michael had practiced civil litigation for most of his career and had 

carried one professional habit into retirement: he regarded 

evasiveness as an invitation. Daniel had therefore decided before 

arriving that he would not mention the episodes. He did not want to 

watch Michael's face become serious. He did not want questions 

about doctors or whether he should be driving. Most of all, he did 

not want to hear the experience become a story in someone else's 

mouth. 

They talked instead about a former colleague of Daniel's, a case 

Michael had no business still caring about, and whether either of 

them actually wanted to attend a university fundraiser the following 

month. 

Halfway through dinner Michael asked about the book. 

“Still alive,” Daniel said. 

“That wasn't the question.” 

“What was the question?” 

“Are you writing it?” 

Daniel cut a piece of fish more carefully than necessary. 

“I am thinking through a structural problem.” 

Michael nodded. “So no.” 

“I wrote half a page this week.” 

“How much did you keep?” 

Daniel looked up. “You would have been unbearable in academia.” 

“I was unbearable in law. It paid better.” 

Daniel laughed, and for several minutes the conversation moved 

elsewhere. 
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After Michael left, Daniel remained at the restaurant. He was not 

ready to go home. The dining room had thinned, and through the 

windows he could see harbor lights trembling on black water. 

He ordered coffee. 

When it arrived, he lifted the cup. 

He blinked. 

The cup became a wineglass. 

His hand continued the same motion, carrying the stem toward his 

mouth. 

Daniel stopped before drinking. 

The restaurant was gone. 

He was sitting in a narrow dining room crowded with low 

conversation. Beyond tall windows, Manhattan rose in fragments of 

glass and illuminated offices. Traffic moved below in ribbons of white 

and red. The room had the dense evening energy Daniel 

remembered from New York: too many people speaking at once, 

too many destinations within five blocks, everyone apparently late 

for something. 

A woman sat across from him. 

She was around sixty, silver-blond hair cut short, black-framed glasses 

resting beside her plate. Daniel had never seen her before. 

Yet again, knowledge arrived before explanation. 

Rebecca. 

Rebecca Sloan. 

She was annoyed with him. 

Not seriously. Professionally. 

“You've rewritten the ending six times,” she said. “Send it.” 



Page 24 of 179 

 

Daniel stared at her. 

Rebecca tilted her head. “What?” 

He lowered the wineglass. 

There was a book on the table near her glasses. A hardback, face 

down, with slips of paper protruding from several pages. 

Daniel reached for it. 

Rebecca watched him. “You've read that one, I assume.” 

He turned the book over. 

THE UNCHOSEN LIFE 

DANIEL MERCER 

For several seconds he could not breathe normally. 

The cover was restrained: a pale field crossed by several faint lines 

that separated and disappeared toward the edges. A small 

publisher's mark sat near the bottom. The object had weight in his 

hands. The jacket had softened at the corners from use. 

He opened it. 

Copyright Daniel Mercer. 

The date was twelve years earlier. 

He turned to the back flap. 

There was his photograph. Not the photograph from his university 

page. An older portrait, taken perhaps a decade ago, in which he 

looked directly at the camera with an ease Daniel did not 

remember possessing. 

The biography beneath it began: Daniel Mercer is the author of four 

books on philosophy, consciousness, and the lived experience of 

choice— 

Four books. 
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He turned pages at random. 

Paragraphs passed beneath his eyes in a voice disturbingly close to 

his own and yet freer than anything in the manuscript on his laptop. 

The arguments were familiar in outline, unfamiliar in execution. He 

found annotations in the margin in Rebecca's handwriting. 

Then one sentence stopped him. 

A life does not become real because it was chosen. It becomes 

real because it is inhabited. 

Daniel read it twice. 

Rebecca said, “Are you all right?” 

He looked at her. 

The question had become impossible to answer. 

“What am I sending you?” he asked. 

Rebecca's concern deepened. “The screenplay.” 

Daniel felt something inside him drop. 

“What screenplay?” 

For the first time, Rebecca did not look amused. 

“Daniel.” 

And with his name came another rush—not images this time, but 

context. A draft. An adaptation. Months of rewriting. Rebecca 

arguing that the ending was too explanatory. A production 

company. A meeting scheduled the following week. None of it 

settled into complete memory, but enough arrived to make the 

room feel inhabited by a history he had somehow misplaced. 

Daniel looked down at the book again. 

Twelve years. 

He had finished it twelve years ago. 
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He had written three others. 

He had written a screenplay. 

The thought was not envy yet. It was too large for envy. 

Then the wineglass vanished from his hand. 

He was holding coffee. 

The Santa Barbara restaurant returned around him. 

The cup was halfway to his mouth. 

A server walked behind him carrying two plates. 

The harbor lights were exactly where they had been. 

Daniel lowered the cup so quickly that coffee spilled into the saucer. 

He looked at the chair across from him. 

Empty. 

He checked his phone. 

9:17 p.m. 

The minute had not changed. 

For almost a full minute Daniel remained motionless. 

Then he took out his phone, opened a notes application, and 

dictated the sentence before anything could happen to it. 

A life does not become real because it was chosen. It becomes 

real because it is inhabited. 

He stared at the words. 

He knew with unusual certainty that he had never written them 

before. 

That certainty proved nothing, he reminded himself. Memory was 

unreliable. Language could emerge from unconscious material. The 

mind could construct entire scenes out of anxieties it already 
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possessed. A published version of The Unchosen Life was almost 

embarrassingly obvious as symbolic content. So was a screenplay. So 

was an editor telling him to stop rewriting and send the thing. 

If his subconscious had wanted to dramatize his procrastination, it 

could hardly have been less subtle. 

That explanation should have comforted him. 

It did not. 

At home, he opened EPISODES. 

He described New York in detail: Rebecca Sloan. Restaurant. 

Wineglass. Book. Copyright date. Biography. Four books. Screenplay. 

Sentence. 

When he finished, the document was four pages long. 

He scrolled back to the first entry. 

Marble table. Porcelain cup. French voice. 

Then the second. 

Claire. 

He stopped at her name. 

The New York experience had been elaborate, but it was Claire who 

unsettled him most. A successful book could be wish fulfillment. A 

screenplay could be ambition. Even Rebecca could be the mind's 

invention of an editor Daniel needed but did not have. 

Claire was different. 

He had not been wishing for Claire. 

He had not known she existed until, somehow, he had loved her. 

Daniel added a final line beneath the New York entry. 

Where is this material coming from? 

He sat back. 
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For the first time since the episodes began, he did not search the 

internet. 

He did not open a philosophy book. 

He did not try to name what had happened. 

He simply looked at the question. 
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III. THE LIVES WE DO NOT LIVE 

The first time Daniel returned to Claire, he did not understand that 

he had returned. 

He was standing in his kitchen in Santa Barbara waiting for water 

to boil. The kettle had begun its low preliminary whisper. On the 

counter beside it lay a page from The Unchosen Life covered with his 

own edits, most of them questions. He had been trying to decide 

whether the chapter on identity belonged before or after the 

chapter on regret when the refrigerator motor stopped. 

The silence lasted less than a second. 

Then there was rain against glass. 

Daniel was seated at the same wooden desk he remembered 

from the library episode. The tall divided window stood to his left. 

Beyond it, Paris was gray and wet. A bicycle passed below under a 

transparent poncho. The fountain pen lay exactly where he 

remembered it. 

His wedding ring was back. 

Daniel did not look at the room first. He looked toward the 

doorway. 

Claire appeared almost immediately. 

She had changed clothes. The blue sweater was gone. She wore 

a cream blouse and dark trousers and was carrying two cups of 

coffee. 

“There you are,” she said in English. 

Daniel stared at her. 

Claire put one cup beside him. “You did it again.” 

“Did what?” 

She studied his face for a moment. “Went somewhere.” 
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Daniel's pulse quickened. 

“When?” 

“The other afternoon. You were sitting right there.” She pointed to 

the desk. “I asked if you were coming. You looked at me as if you 

had never seen me before.” 

Daniel said nothing. 

Claire smiled, but uncertainty remained behind it. “It lasted two 

seconds. Then you were fine.” 

The rain pressed harder against the window. 

Daniel looked at the coffee. He remembered the library. He 

remembered the wedding ring. He remembered Claire saying Tu 

viens? He remembered returning to Santa Barbara. 

But Claire remembered it too. 

That was new. 

A hallucination could repeat. A dream could revisit a setting. The 

mind was capable of continuity; novels proved that much. But this 

was not merely continuity of scenery. Claire possessed a memory of 

an event that, from Daniel's point of view, had occurred in another 

world. 

“How long ago was that?” he asked. 

Claire frowned. “Tuesday.” 

“What day is it now?” 

“Friday.” 

Daniel felt the room become unstable without physically moving. 

Three days had passed here. 

In Santa Barbara, four days had passed since the library. The 

correspondence meant nothing by itself, but the fact that there was 

a correspondence at all disturbed him. 
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Claire touched his shoulder. The gesture released another 

fragment of memory. 

A beach in Normandy. Wind so strong Claire had to hold her hat 

with both hands. Their daughter, perhaps nine years old, running 

ahead toward the water. Daniel laughing because a paper bag 

had escaped from his hand and was tumbling along the sand. 

The memory disappeared as suddenly as it arrived. 

Daniel covered Claire's hand with his own. 

This time he did it deliberately. 

Something inside him recognized the shape of her fingers. 

He almost pulled away. 

Instead he asked, “How long have we been married?” 

Claire laughed once, then stopped when she saw that he was 

serious. 

“Thirty-three years.” 

Daniel looked at her. 

“What is happening?” she asked. 

Before he could answer, the kettle in Santa Barbara screamed. 

The desk vanished. 

Daniel was standing in his kitchen with one hand extended 

toward empty air. 

The kettle rattled on the stove. 

He turned it off and remained there until the metal stopped 

trembling. 

Then he went directly to his computer and opened EPISODES. 

He added the date, the room, Claire's clothes, the rain, the 

coffee, and every word he could remember. 
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At the bottom he typed: 

Claire remembered the previous episode. 

He stared at the sentence. 

Then added: 

If this is a hallucination, why does it have a past? 

For the first time, Daniel considered writing the words parallel 

reality. 

He did not. 

Not yet. 

Over the following month, the episodes became less frequent 

and much longer. 

Daniel learned this accidentally because there was no useful way 

to prepare for them. He could be shaving, crossing a parking lot, 

reading at home, or listening to Michael argue that restaurants with 

QR-code menus represented the collapse of civilization. There was 

no warning he could identify. No phrase, posture, emotion, place, or 

time of day reliably preceded a shift. 

He stopped calling them hallucinations because the word no 

longer clarified anything. He also refused to call them travel. Nothing 

in his body suggested motion. His Santa Barbara clothes did not 

follow him. Objects did not cross with him. He never arrived standing 

in the same place in another city unless the other Daniel happened 

to be standing there. 

What continued was awareness. 

The phrase bothered him because it sounded mystical, and 

Daniel had spent too much of his professional life watching 

imprecise language masquerade as depth. Still, awareness was the 

best word he had. 

He began in one life and found himself aware in another. 
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That was all he knew. 

Paris returned most often. 

Each time, Claire's life with him expanded. 

He discovered their apartment was in the sixth arrondissement, on 

a quiet street within walking distance of the Luxembourg Gardens. 

The rooms were not large, but they had accumulated thirty years of 

habitation: books doubled on shelves, framed photographs that had 

migrated from table to wall, a blue ceramic bowl Claire had bought 

in Provence, a piano in the salon that did not belong to Claire or 

Daniel at all. 

It belonged to Élise. 

Daniel met his daughter on a Sunday afternoon. 

He arrived in Paris while carrying a bowl of roasted vegetables 

from the kitchen to the dining table. The transition was so seamless 

that for two steps he did not realize it had happened. In Santa 

Barbara he had been carrying a basket of laundry from his 

bedroom. In Paris, his hands held warm ceramic. 

The table was already crowded. 

Claire sat at one end opening a bottle of wine. A young man 

Daniel recognized before he understood why was slicing bread. A 

woman in her mid-thirties was seated at the piano bench, turned 

partly toward the room while a little girl beside her played the same 

four notes over and over with one finger. 

The woman looked up. 

“Papa, finally.” 

The word struck him more forcefully than the first sight of Claire. 

Élise. 

The name came with a succession of images so fast he could not 

hold them separately. Élise at four, asleep against his chest after a 
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fever. Élise at eleven, furious at a piano teacher. Élise at sixteen in a 

black dress waiting backstage, pale with nerves. Élise at twenty-two, 

crying in a train station because she had not won a competition she 

had been expected to win. Élise at twenty-nine onstage beneath 

white concert lights, bowing to an audience Daniel could not see. 

He nearly dropped the bowl. 

The young man slicing bread took it from him. 

“Careful.” 

Julien. 

His son. 

Again the memories came contextually rather than completely. 

Julien with a broken wrist. Julien reading Rousseau at seventeen and 

declaring his father wrong about something Daniel could no longer 

remember. Julien leaving for graduate school. Julien calling from a 

hospital corridor when Claire had surgery six years earlier. 

“Are you all right?” Élise asked. 

Daniel looked from one face to the other. 

Before he could answer, the little girl at the piano turned. 

She was perhaps five, with dark curls and the grave expression of 

a child who had been interrupted while doing something important. 

“Grand-père,” she said, “Maman says I rush.” 

The room seemed to contract around Daniel. 

Sophie. 

He knew the softness of her hair before she ran to him. He knew 

the weight of her before she lifted her arms. His body bent 

automatically, and when he picked her up, she settled against him 

with the absolute expectation of belonging. 

Daniel held her. 
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He had never held a granddaughter. 

He had never held a daughter. 

Yet something in him remembered both. 

Sophie whispered, “Tell her I don't rush.” 

Élise said, “Don't recruit him.” 

Daniel managed to ask, “What are you playing?” 

“Nothing,” Sophie said. 

“That is accurate,” Élise said. 

Claire laughed. 

The laughter released the tension Daniel had not realized he was 

carrying. He set Sophie down and watched her return to the piano. 

The instrument was a Pleyel piano (famously considered Frédéric 

Chopin’s absolute favorite piano), old enough for the varnish to 

have softened around the edges. Photographs on top showed Élise 

in recital halls, with orchestras, beside conductors Daniel recognized. 

In one she stood onstage at the Philharmonie de Paris after a 

concerto. Another showed her younger, bowing beside an elderly 

pianist Daniel vaguely remembered from recordings. 

His daughter was not merely someone who played piano. She 

was accomplished. 

That realization stirred pride so immediate Daniel had to remind 

himself that he had done nothing to earn it. 

And then another memory contradicted him. 

Years of lessons. Driving her across Paris before dawn for an 

audition. Arguing with Claire over whether they were pushing too 

hard. Sitting in the rear of a hall while twelve-year-old Élise played 

Bach and lost her place, then found it again without stopping. Telling 

her afterward that recovering mattered more than the mistake. 
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The pride belonged to this Daniel. 

Yet Daniel felt it. 

Julien placed bread on the table. 

At thirty-two, he had the same slightly stooped posture Daniel 

remembered from his own graduate-school years. He taught moral 

and political philosophy at Sorbonne University, a fact Daniel learned 

when Claire asked whether his seminar had survived a student strike. 

“Barely,” Julien said. “Apparently justice requires that no seminar 

begin before ten.” 

“It is an emerging theory,” Claire said. 

Julien looked toward Daniel. “You would have defended them 

when you were twenty-five.” 

“I defended many things at twenty-five.” 

“So now you admit age improves philosophy.” 

“No. Age improves doubt.” 

Julien smiled. The exchange felt practiced. 

Daniel sat. 

Lunch lasted nearly two hours. 

Nothing important happened. 

That became its importance. 

Élise complained about an upcoming tour and the impossibility of 

practicing in hotels. Julien described a student who wanted to write 

a dissertation on moral responsibility but had not yet taken the 

required ethics seminar. Claire argued with Élise about whether 

Sophie needed another extracurricular activity. Someone spilled 

wine. Sophie refused vegetables until Daniel ate one from her plate 

and declared it suspicious but survivable. 
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At one point Élise told a story about Daniel getting lost on the way 

to her first competition in Lyon. 

Daniel began laughing before she reached the ending. 

He remembered it. 

Not as information supplied by the alternate life, but as 

embarrassment—the wrong exit, Claire furious beside him, Élise silent 

in the back seat, Daniel insisting the map was inaccurate rather than 

admitting he had misread it. 

For perhaps two hours he lived inside a family history. 

Then Sophie asked if he would come hear her play something 

after lunch. 

“Of course,” Daniel said. 

The word had barely left his mouth when the dining room 

disappeared. 

He was standing in Santa Barbara with a folded towel in his 

hands. 

The laundry basket sat on his bed. 

Sunlight remained at the same angle across the floor. 

Daniel lowered the towel. 

For several seconds he expected Sophie to call him from another 

room. 

The silence that followed was not ordinary silence. It had shape. 

Four people had been present a moment earlier, each occupying a 

place in his attention. Now there was only the low hum of the air 

conditioner and the faint traffic outside. 

Daniel sat on the edge of the bed. 

His first reaction surprised him. 

He missed them. 
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He had known Claire across several episodes. Élise, Julien, and 

Sophie he had known for two hours. 

And he missed them. 

That evening he opened EPISODES and discovered that 

documentation had become increasingly difficult. He could record 

locations, times, clothing, names, but the central experience resisted 

summary. 

How did one write: I remembered my daughter's childhood, 

although I have no daughter? 

He typed it anyway. 

The next Paris visit complicated the temptation to idealize what 

he had seen. 

Daniel arrived alone in the apartment late at night. Claire was 

asleep. He was standing at the salon window with a glass of water in 

his hand and a heaviness in his chest that was not physical pain but 

disappointment. 

The memory came slowly. 

Twenty-one years earlier, Paris Daniel had been offered a 

distinguished visiting position in the United States that could have 

become permanent. The university was prestigious. The salary was 

higher. The appointment would have given him time to write. For 

several months he and Claire discussed moving. 

Élise had been fourteen. Julien ten. 

Claire had not wanted to uproot them. Daniel had declined the 

position. 

At the time he had told himself the decision was easy. 

It had not remained easy. 

He later watched two colleagues publish books close to projects 

he had once imagined for himself. He saw their names become 
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familiar in journals and public discussions. He sometimes wondered 

what he might have written with more institutional support and fewer 

domestic obligations. 

He loved Claire. 

He loved his children. 

He also occasionally mourned the work he had not done. 

The discovery relieved Daniel and saddened him simultaneously. 

Paris was not a hidden perfect life. 

It was a life. 

That distinction mattered. 

When he returned to Santa Barbara, he wrote a sentence in 

EPISODES that had nothing to do with symptoms. 

Every fulfilled life contains its own unfulfilled life. 

He stared at it for a long time before closing the document. 

New York returned two weeks later. 

This time Daniel was standing behind a lectern. 

The shift occurred while Michael was telling him over lunch that if 

he ever finished The Unchosen Life, Michael intended to demand an 

acknowledgment for years of unpaid editorial harassment. 

Daniel blinked. 

Applause surrounded him. 

He was looking out over an auditorium. 

Several hundred people were on their feet. 

A large image projected behind him displayed the cover of The 

Unchosen Life and his name beneath it. 

Daniel's hands rested on the lectern as if they belonged there. 
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Someone in the front row was crying. 

The applause gradually settled. 

A moderator thanked him and announced that copies of the 

new edition were available in the lobby. Daniel learned from context 

that he had just delivered a lecture marking the tenth anniversary of 

the book. 

Afterward, people formed a line. 

A man about forty placed a battered copy in front of him. 

“My wife gave me this when I was deciding whether to leave 

medicine,” he said. “I didn't leave. But I stopped believing staying 

meant I had failed.” 

Daniel did not know how to respond. 

A woman told him she had read the book after her divorce. 

Another said she had assigned a chapter to her students. A 

graduate student asked whether Daniel still believed identity was 

better understood as continuity than essence. 

Daniel signed books in a handwriting that was his but quicker. 

The experience should have been gratifying. 

Instead it produced an ache close to grief. 

These sentences had reached people because another Daniel 

had finished them. 

The thought was unfair. He knew that even while feeling it. He 

was treating the alternate man's accomplishment as an accusation 

against himself. 

But accusations did not have to be fair to hurt. 

Later that evening, in the New York apartment, Daniel found the 

life behind the public version. 
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The apartment was on the Upper West Side, lined with 

bookshelves and papers. There were awards, photographs from 

lectures, invitations, letters from readers, framed covers. There was 

also a kitchen containing one place setting in the drying rack. 

No family photographs like Paris. 

No children's drawings preserved in boxes. 

No Sophie. 

A drawer in the desk contained notebooks. 

Daniel opened one. 

The handwriting was familiar. 

He read entries from years earlier: uncertainty about leaving the 

university, fear that the first nonacademic book would fail, 

embarrassment after poor sales, months when savings declined 

faster than expected, a relationship with a woman named Anne 

that ended partly because New York Daniel refused to consider 

moving with her to Boston. 

On a page dated five years after The Unchosen Life was 

published, Daniel found a single paragraph underlined twice. 

I thought publication would answer something. Not whether the 

work was good; that is never finally answered. I thought it would tell 

me whether leaving was the correct life. It didn't. Success does not 

turn a choice into proof. 

Daniel sat very still. 

There it was again. 

Paris Daniel occasionally wondered about the unwritten books. 

New York Daniel, surrounded by books he had written, 

occasionally wondered about the family he had not created. 

One did not invalidate the other. 
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Neither provided a verdict. 

The next memory came without his asking for it. 

New York Daniel at forty-eight, sitting on the floor of an apartment 

half this size surrounded by rejected pages. An email open on the 

laptop. Another publisher passing on the manuscript. Daniel thinking 

for several hours that he had made an expensive mistake. 

Then getting up the next morning and writing anyway. 

Not because uncertainty had disappeared. 

Because it had not. 

When Daniel returned to Santa Barbara, Michael was still talking. 

“—and I expect at least one footnote,” Michael said. 

Daniel looked at him. 

“How long was I gone?” 

Michael stopped. 

“What?” 

Daniel glanced at the restaurant clock. 

The second hand had moved perhaps one mark. 

“Nothing.” 

Michael studied him. “You just looked like you forgot where you 

were.” 

Daniel said, “Maybe I did.” 

The word maybe irritated him immediately. 

He began timing the episodes as well as he could. The effort was 

crude because he never knew when one would begin. But external 

time consistently behaved impossibly. A Paris lunch lasting hours 

occupied less than a second in Santa Barbara. A New York evening 

fit inside a blink. Whatever the phenomenon was, duration belonged 



Page 43 of 179 

 

to the life being experienced, not to the clock Daniel had left 

behind. 

The question of what his body was doing during those intervals 

became less urgent when he realized the intervals were almost 

nonexistent. 

The question of what his mind was becoming grew harder to 

ignore. 

The next reality answered through the body. 

Daniel had begun walking more regularly after Dr. Chen 

suggested that routine would be useful whether or not the episodes 

continued. He resented the practicality of the advice and followed it 

inconsistently. 

One clear morning he walked uphill toward the Riviera, farther 

than usual. After twenty-five minutes he stopped at a bench, 

breathing harder than he wanted to admit. 

He sat, closed his eyes briefly, and opened them standing. 

Cold air entered his lungs. 

His first thought was that he was falling. 

He was not. 

He was moving uphill on a trail through pine and rock. A walking 

pole was planted in his right hand. Another swung in his left. Snow 

remained in shaded patches beside the path. Far below, a city lay 

against the base of the mountains. 

Boulder. 

He knew it before he could identify the landscape. 

His body took another step. 

Then another. 

Daniel waited for the familiar tightness in his lower back. 
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It did not come. 

He waited for his right knee to object to the incline. 

Nothing. 

His breathing was deep and fast but controlled. His legs felt 

powerful. His balance adjusted automatically as loose stones shifted 

beneath his boots. 

A man twenty yards ahead turned. 

“You planning to admire every tree?” he called. 

Daniel recognized him as a friend named Sam, though no further 

memory arrived. 

Daniel laughed. 

The sound came easily because he was not out of breath. 

He caught up. 

For the next hour they climbed. 

The body knew what to do before Daniel did. It shortened its 

stride on steep sections. It shifted weight over rock. It drank before 

thirst became urgent. Once, when the trail narrowed beside a drop, 

Daniel felt fear but the feet beneath him did not hesitate. 

Procedural memory, he thought. 

The academic phrase seemed ridiculous in the mountain air. 

At the ridge, Sam continued ahead while Daniel sat on a flat 

stone. 

The landscape opened westward in layers of blue and brown. 

Wind moved through the grass. His shirt clung damply to his back. His 

legs were tired, but the fatigue felt earned rather than imposed. 

Daniel waited for the alternate memories to explain this life. 

They came gradually. 



Page 45 of 179 

 

At forty-two, this Daniel had been told his blood pressure was high 

and his weight had climbed steadily for years. Nothing catastrophic 

had happened. No dramatic diagnosis. A physician had simply told 

him that the body kept accounts even when the mind preferred 

abstraction. 

This Daniel began walking. 

At first twenty minutes. 

Then forty. 

Then trails. 

Food changed more slowly. Sleep changed. Weekends 

changed. Friends changed. Habits accumulated until what had 

initially required discipline became identity. 

Professionally, the life was quieter than New York. He had left the 

university earlier and eventually taught part-time at a smaller 

college. He published essays but no famous books. His house 

contained more maps than awards. 

Daniel looked down at his hands. 

They were still sixty-eight-year-old hands. 

The body was not young. 

It was inhabited. 

That distinction came to him without argument. 

For most of his life Daniel had treated the body as the vehicle 

carrying consciousness to places consciousness wished to go. This 

man seemed to have made fewer distinctions between the two. 

A hawk moved over the valley. 

Daniel watched it. 

For once he did not convert the experience into a proposition. 

No lesson arrived. 
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No larger meaning presented itself. 

Wind. Breath. Sun on his face. Muscles recovering beneath skin. 

Nothing else was required. 

Then he was back on the Santa Barbara bench. 

His chest was heaving from the modest hill he had climbed. 

The contrast was almost comic. 

Daniel laughed aloud. 

An elderly woman walking a terrier looked at him and smiled 

politely as she passed. 

That afternoon he opened The Unchosen Life and wrote in the 

margin of Chapter Nine: 

What does the body know that thought cannot? 

He did not answer it. 

For the first time, leaving a question unanswered felt less like 

failure. 

Alicante arrived in rain. 

Daniel was at home sorting mail when the room vanished and 

cold water struck his face. 

He was moving quickly downhill through a narrow street, holding 

an umbrella that had turned partly inside out. Whitewashed walls 

rose on either side. Flowerpots overflowed from balconies. 

Somewhere below, beyond the roofs, the Mediterranean appeared 

as a hard gray strip beneath the storm. 

A man behind him shouted in Spanish. 

“Daniel! Espera!” 

Daniel turned. 

Mateo Navarro was hurrying after him, laughing despite the rain. 
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“You're going the wrong way.” 

“Of course I am.” 

The answer came automatically. 

Mateo caught up and took Daniel by the shoulder, steering him 

toward a set of steps. 

“You've lived here fifteen years.” 

“That has never helped.” 

They hurried through the old quarter and into a small cultural 

center near the foot of the hill. Daniel learned in fragments that they 

were late for a public discussion organized by a foundation he had 

helped create years earlier. 

The life revealed itself in layers. 

At fifty-one, Alicante Daniel had accepted a one-year visiting 

appointment in Spain after almost declining it. The year had 

become three. He left his permanent academic position in 

California. Later, with Mateo and several others, he helped establish 

a small institute devoted to bringing philosophy into public life: 

evening seminars, school programs, lectures, writing workshops, 

conversations that took place outside universities. 

For six years the institute flourished. 

Then funding disappeared. 

A major partnership collapsed. 

Daniel invested more of his own money than he should have. 

The institute nearly closed. 

One of his closest professional friendships ended badly. 

For a period he considered returning to the United States and felt 

humiliated by the prospect. 
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This was not the alternate life Daniel had unconsciously 

expected. 

It contained errors. 

Real ones. 

After the event, he and Mateo sat in a small restaurant while rain 

ticked against an awning outside. Mateo poured wine. 

They were discussing the failed expansion of the institute into 

Madrid several years earlier. 

“That,” Mateo said, “was a magnificent disaster.” 

Daniel felt the memory before the details. Lost money. Legal 

problems. Months of tension. Mateo telling him from the beginning 

that the plan was too ambitious. 

“You told me so,” Daniel said. 

“I did. Repeatedly. With great eloquence.” 

“And I ignored you.” 

“Also repeatedly.” 

Daniel smiled. 

Mateo lifted his glass. “Would you do it again?” 

The answer available in the alternate memories surprised Daniel. 

“Not the same way.” 

Mateo laughed. “That is not what I asked.” 

Daniel considered. 

“No,” he said. “I wouldn't do that again.” 

Then, after a moment: “But I would do something.” 

Mateo's expression changed. He raised the glass slightly. 

“To something.” 
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Daniel drank. 

Later, walking alone along the Explanada beneath wet palms 

and patterned pavement shining under streetlights, he remembered 

Lucía. 

They had met during his third year in Spain and lived together for 

six. 

He had loved her. 

The relationship ended without betrayal. Lucía wanted to move 

to Madrid. Daniel did not. For nearly a year they tried to negotiate 

around a fact that refused negotiation. Eventually she left. 

The memory of their final evening arrived with painful precision: 

two glasses on the kitchen table, an unopened bottle of wine, 

Lucía's suitcase near the door, Daniel understanding that love had 

failed to solve geography. 

He felt the grief as though it were current. 

For several blocks he walked carrying sorrow for a woman he had 

never met. 

Then another memory surfaced, connected by no logic except 

regret. 

A screenplay. 

Alicante Daniel had written one in his late fifties. A small European 

production company eventually made it. The film played at several 

festivals, received indifferent reviews, disappeared after limited 

distribution, and earned almost nothing. 

Daniel felt embarrassment associated with one particularly cruel 

review. 

Then he remembered sitting in a nearly empty theater on the first 

night, watching actors speak words that had once existed only in a 

file on his computer. 
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For ninety-four minutes, an imagined thing had become physical. 

The memory contained disappointment. 

It also contained pride. 

Daniel stopped walking. 

All his life he had treated unsuccessful outcomes as evidence 

that perhaps the attempt should not have been made. This man 

carried failures as part of the biography rather than as verdicts on it. 

A question rose in Daniel's mind so distinctly that it almost felt 

spoken. 

How did you know you weren't making a mistake? 

The answer came with equal clarity. 

I didn't. 

Nothing more. 

Daniel stood beneath the wet palms while the Mediterranean 

wind moved inland from the dark sea. 

I didn't. 

Then Alicante disappeared. 

He was back in his Santa Barbara apartment holding a utility bill. 

The absurdity of the object made him laugh. 

He placed it on the counter and sat down. 

For several minutes he did nothing. 

Then he opened EPISODES. 

The document had grown beyond any useful definition of 

episode. It now contained family trees, descriptions of homes, 

fragments of alternate memories, philosophical questions, names, 

professions, sentences heard in other lives. Daniel had begun 

indexing it. 
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He scrolled through the headings. 

PARIS. 

NEW YORK. 

COLORADO. 

ALICANTE. 

Each represented a Daniel Mercer who was recognizably himself 

and yet had become someone else through accumulation. 

Paris Daniel had committed to people. 

New York Daniel had committed to work. 

Colorado Daniel had committed to the body. 

Alicante Daniel had committed without certainty and survived 

being wrong. 

Daniel became aware of what he was doing. 

Ranking them. 

Not explicitly. He had not assigned numbers. But comparison had 

entered the document. Which life contained the most love? Which 

had produced the most useful work? Which Daniel seemed 

happiest? Which was healthiest? Which had wasted the least? 

The old question he had asked in classrooms for decades had 

returned in another form. 

How do I know I am choosing the right life? 

Only now the alternatives were no longer hypothetical. 

Or appeared not to be. 

Daniel closed the file. 

That evening he called Michael. 

“Dinner tomorrow?” Daniel asked. 
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Michael was silent for so long Daniel checked the phone. 

“Are you all right?” Michael said. 

“Yes.” 

“You called me.” 

“I am aware of that.” 

“And proposed a specific day.” 

“Do you want dinner or not?” 

“I want witnesses.” 

Daniel smiled. 

They agreed on seven. 

Afterward Daniel walked to the window. Santa Barbara was 

settling into evening. Across the street, someone was bringing 

groceries in from a car. A dog barked twice. The mountains were 

turning purple above the roofs. 

It was a pleasant life. 

Paris was also a pleasant life. 

New York had meaning. Colorado had vitality. Alicante had 

motion. 

For the first time Daniel permitted himself to formulate the 

possibility he had resisted from the beginning. 

What if none of them was imaginary? 

He immediately recognized the danger of the question. 

The professor in him wanted evidence. 

The man in him wanted an answer. 

And somewhere beneath both of them, another question had 

begun to form. 
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If these lives were real, which one should he have lived? 
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IV. THE MAN WHO WAITED 

The next shift was the first one Daniel almost failed to notice. 

It happened on a Sunday afternoon in his apartment. 

He had spent most of the morning reorganizing the notes for The 

Unchosen Life, which was not the same thing as writing it and which 

he knew was not the same thing as writing it. By three o’clock he 

had created a new folder called STRUCTURE, moved six older files 

into it, renamed two chapters, and written perhaps eighty usable 

words. 

He stood to make coffee. 

The kitchen was exactly where it should have been. 

So was the refrigerator. The window above the sink. The small 

bowl of lemons on the counter. The print of Santa Barbara harbor he 

had bought at a charity auction fifteen years earlier. 

Daniel took two steps before something stopped him. 

The print was crooked. 

Not merely crooked. Faded. 

The white mat had yellowed around the edges, and the black 

frame bore a pale scratch along the bottom that Daniel had never 

seen. 

He looked toward the living room. 

The apartment was his. 

And it was not. 

The sofa had been replaced by one of nearly the same color but 

a different shape. A lamp stood where no lamp had stood before. 

The rug was older. Books had spread beyond the shelves into 

horizontal stacks on the floor and across the low table beneath the 
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window. A wooden walking cane leaned against the wall beside the 

front door. 

Daniel looked down at his hands. 

The skin was loose and spotted. Blue veins stood beneath the 

surface. The knuckles were enlarged. 

He raised one hand slowly. 

It trembled. 

Not much. 

Enough. 

The air left his lungs in a sound he did not intend to make. 

Daniel walked toward the bathroom mirror. 

His gait was wrong. Shorter. Careful. His left knee protested when 

he turned. Somewhere in the movement was a lifetime of 

adaptation: a hand reaching automatically for the back of a chair, 

a pause before the step into the hallway, weight transferred away 

from one hip. 

He knew these movements without having learned them. 

The face in the mirror was his. 

At eighty-five. 

Daniel gripped the edge of the sink. 

The face was thinner than his current face, though age had 

loosened the jaw and hollowed the temples. His hair was nearly 

white and much sparser. The eyes were unmistakable. 

He leaned closer. 

The old man leaned closer. 

For several seconds Daniel could hear nothing except the 

bathroom fan. 
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Then he did what he had trained himself to do during the 

episodes. 

He looked for evidence. 

A prescription bottle stood beside the sink. The label carried his 

name and a date seventeen years beyond the date Daniel had left. 

He read it twice. 

He returned to the living room. 

The laptop on his desk was not his current laptop. It was thinner, 

newer, unfamiliar. He touched the trackpad. The machine woke 

without requesting a password. 

The desktop contained folders. 

TAXES. 

MEDICAL. 

LECTURES OLD. 

PHOTOS. 

SCREENPLAY. 

THE UNCHOSEN LIFE. 

Daniel sat. 

The chair lowered beneath him with a mechanical sigh. 

He opened the book folder. 

For one irrational second he expected the New York reality: a 

finished manuscript, a publication contract, perhaps twelve years of 

reviews and correspondence. 

Instead he found forty-three files. 

UNCHOSEN_MASTER. 

UNCHOSEN_MASTER_NEW. 

UNCHOSEN_MASTER_3. 
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UNCHOSEN_RESTRUCTURE. 

UNCHOSEN_RESTRUCTURE_FINAL. 

UNCHOSEN_RESTRUCTURE_FINAL2. 

CH9_NEW. 

CH9_RETHINK. 

CH9_NOTES. 

He opened the most recent file. 

The title page appeared. 

THE UNCHOSEN LIFE. 

Daniel scrolled. 

Chapter Nine was still called THE LIFE CHOSEN. 

It was six pages long. 

Three of those pages were notes to himself. 

[Need better transition.] 

[Return to question of commitment?] 

[Maybe choice is not about certainty. Develop.] 

[Finish this section before revising earlier chapters.] 

The last note was dated eight months earlier. 

Daniel stared at it. 

He opened the screenplay folder. 

There were more files there. 

The opening scene had changed. The airport was gone. The 

protagonist now sat in a railway station. In another draft he sat in a 

hotel lobby. In the most recent version he was once again at an 

airport. 

The file ended on page twenty-seven. 

Daniel closed it. 
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He did not feel horror exactly. 

Horror would have required surprise. 

What he felt was recognition stretched across seventeen years. 

He began searching the computer with an urgency that made 

the old hands clumsy. 

Calendar. 

Email. 

Notes. 

He found a calendar entry from January, fourteen years earlier. 

FINISH THE UNCHOSEN LIFE THIS YEAR. 

Two years later: 

BOOK FIRST DRAFT BY JUNE. NO EXCUSES. 

Another year: 

THIS IS THE YEAR. 

The capital letters grew more insistent as the years advanced. 

The results did not. 

There were travel folders too. 

FRANCE SPRING. 

SPAIN IDEAS. 

JAPAN MAYBE. 

A saved itinerary to Paris had never become a reservation. A 

language course had been purchased and completed through 

lesson six. An email from a friend proposed a week in Provence. 

Daniel’s reply began: Sounds wonderful. Let me see how things 

develop here. 

The trip had never happened. 
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A pair of walking shoes stood beside the cane near the door. 

They were nearly new. 

Daniel looked back at the computer. 

The memories began arriving. 

Not dramatically. 

That was the worst of it. 

There was no accident that had ended everything. No 

bankruptcy. No devastating illness in his seventies. No betrayal that 

had turned him against the world. No single winter when the future 

had closed. 

There were mornings. 

Thousands of them. 

A morning when he decided to revise Chapter Four before 

continuing Chapter Nine. 

A week when rain made walking inconvenient. 

A month when his knee hurt and he promised himself he would 

resume once it felt better. 

An invitation he declined because he had been tired the night 

before. 

A trip postponed because airfares seemed high. 

A screenplay submission delayed because one scene was not 

ready. 

A doctor’s recommendation followed for twelve days and then 

less consistently. 

A friendship that became a lunch every two months instead of 

every two weeks, then a Christmas message, then an intention to 

call. 

None of the decisions had felt decisive when he made them. 
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That was the revelation. 

Each one had felt temporary. 

Later. 

Next week. 

After the holidays. 

When the chapter was clearer. 

When the knee improved. 

When he slept better. 

When fares came down. 

When he knew what the screenplay was really about. 

When he felt more like himself. 

Daniel closed his eyes. 

He could feel the old man’s body around him: the stiffness in his 

fingers, the shallow reserve of energy, the caution required before 

standing. None of it was catastrophic. He could still walk. He could 

still read. He could still think. 

He could still begin. 

The thought frightened him more than incapacity would have. 

At eighty-five, the possibility of beginning had not vanished. 

It had simply become smaller. 

Daniel opened his eyes. 

On the desk, beside the computer, lay a paper calendar. 

Someone had circled a date two weeks earlier and written WALK 

WITH M. - SHORELINE? 

The initials triggered another memory. 

Michael. 
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Older too, of course. Living farther away now. They still spoke, but 

not often. For years Michael had continued inviting him to dinners, 

concerts, weekends away, small things Daniel had treated as 

infinitely repeatable because none of them seemed important 

enough to protect. 

There had always been another dinner. 

Until there were fewer. 

Daniel reached for the calendar. 

His hand stopped midway. 

The face reflected faintly in the black computer screen moved 

before Daniel intended it to move. 

The old mouth opened. 

“You’re early,” it said. 

Daniel did not breathe. 

The voice was his, altered by age. 

He looked toward the apartment door although there was no 

one there. 

“What?” 

The word did not come from his mouth. 

He had thought it. 

The old man in the screen smiled faintly. 

“I said you’re early.” 

Daniel stood too quickly. The old body protested. He caught the 

desk and remained there, staring at the dim reflection. 

For the first time since the episodes began, he had the 

unmistakable sensation that the consciousness whose life he 

occupied was looking back. 

Not displaced. 
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Not absent. 

Present. 

Daniel thought, Who are you? 

The answer came aloud. 

“You know who I am.” 

The old face looked tired rather than mysterious. 

Daniel swallowed. 

Did you know I was here? 

“Not at first.” 

Now? 

“Now I do.” 

Daniel had a hundred questions. Instead he asked the one the 

room had already answered. 

Did you know? 

The old man’s brow tightened. 

“Know what?” 

That you were doing this. 

A pause. 

Waiting. 

The old face changed. 

Daniel watched something pass through it that was not surprise 

and not quite shame. 

“Not while I was doing it.” 

The answer was so immediate that Daniel felt it physically. 

He looked toward the computer. 

Why didn’t you finish the book? 
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The old man followed his gaze. 

For several seconds he said nothing. 

Then: 

“I was going to.” 

Daniel closed his eyes. 

He could have hated that answer. Part of him wanted to. 

Seventeen years. 

The same manuscript. 

The same screenplay. 

The same intentions aging beside the person who held them. 

But anger collapsed as soon as it formed because Daniel knew 

the sentence too well. 

He had said it in dozens of forms. 

I was going to walk this morning. 

I was going to call Michael. 

I was going to look at flights. 

I was going to finish the chapter. 

The old man sat down. Or perhaps Daniel sat down. The 

distinction had become difficult to maintain. 

The room grew quiet. 

Daniel looked around again. It was not an unhappy room. The 

books were good books. The chair was comfortable. The afternoon 

light over Santa Barbara was soft and gold. On one shelf stood 

photographs of friends, former students, colleagues, places he had 

actually visited. There had been pleasures here. Dinners. Music. 

Conversations. Mornings when coffee tasted especially good. Years 

were not empty merely because certain intentions remained 

unfinished. 
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Daniel asked, Was it a bad life? 

The old man seemed almost offended. 

“No.” 

Then what was wrong with it? 

The old man looked toward the window. 

For a while Daniel thought he would not answer. 

Finally he said: 

“Nothing.” 

A longer pause. 

“That’s what made it so easy.” 

Daniel felt the sentence settle into the room. 

Nothing had forced change. 

Nothing had made postponement unbearable. 

Comfort had done what catastrophe could not have done: it 

had allowed the pattern to continue without announcing itself as a 

pattern. 

Daniel asked the question more quietly. 

What do you regret? 

The old man shook his head. 

“That’s too large a word.” 

What, then? 

The reflection turned back toward him. 

“I wish I had found out.” 

Found out what? 

“Whether the book could have been finished. Whether anyone 

would have read it. Whether the screenplay was any good. Whether 

I would have hated Paris after three weeks or stayed three months. 



Page 65 of 179 

 

Whether walking every morning would have changed anything. 

Whether some people would have remained in my life if I had said 

yes more often.” 

He gave a small laugh. 

“I spent a great deal of time trying not to make the wrong 

choice.” 

Daniel waited. 

“Mostly I made no choice long enough for time to make it for 

me.” 

There it was. 

Not tragedy. 

Not punishment. 

Consequence. 

Daniel looked again at the aged hands. 

He imagined returning to his own body at sixty-eight. Seventeen 

years younger. An age that had sometimes seemed to him like 

evidence of narrowing possibility now seemed almost extravagantly 

early. 

The old man seemed to sense the thought. 

“You still have time,” he said. 

Daniel wanted to ask how much. 

He almost did. 

Then he understood the absurdity. 

Enough to do what? 

Enough to guarantee what? 

Enough to avoid every regret? 

The old man looked at him in the dark computer screen. 
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“Don’t turn that into another question,” he said. 

Daniel laughed despite himself. 

The old man laughed too. 

For a moment there was no distance between them at all. 

Then the apartment changed. 

The lamp beside the sofa vanished. The stacks of books 

contracted back into the shelves. The scratched harbor print 

straightened and recovered its color. The cane disappeared from 

beside the door. 

Daniel was standing in his present kitchen. 

The coffee maker had not yet finished warming. 

His hands were sixty-eight again. 

He looked at them for a long time. 

Then he went to the bathroom and faced the mirror. 

The face there was familiar. He had recently been noticing what 

age had taken from it: firmness, hair, the illusion of endless reserves. 

Now, after eighty-five, the face looked almost young. 

He returned to his desk. 

The laptop still displayed the new STRUCTURE folder he had spent 

the morning creating. 

Daniel opened The Unchosen Life. 

Chapter Nine. 

THE LIFE CHOSEN. 

Three paragraphs. 

He did not begin writing. 

Not yet. 

Instead he opened EPISODES and created a new entry. 
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He described the apartment. The date on the prescription bottle. 

The files. The calendars. The walking cane. Michael’s initials. The old 

body. 

Then he stopped. 

How did one record a conversation with oneself seventeen years 

in the future without deciding in advance what the experience 

meant? 

Daniel typed: 

No catastrophe. That matters. 

Below it: 

He did not choose not to write the book. He kept choosing not 

yet. 

He stared at the sentence. 

Then added one more. 

Not choosing is not neutral. 

Outside, late afternoon was moving across Santa Barbara. The 

mountains had begun taking on the violet color they acquired 

before dusk. Someone on the sidewalk below laughed. A car door 

closed. Ordinary life continued with its astonishing ability to appear 

inexhaustible while being spent. 

Daniel looked at the clock. 

There was still time before dinner. 

He closed EPISODES. 

For several seconds his hand hovered over The Unchosen Life. 

Then, instead, he opened the document in which he had begun 

listing the alternate Daniels. 

Paris. 

New York. 
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Colorado. 

Alicante. 

He added another line. 

Santa Barbara - age 85. 

He sat back. 

The question that had formed at the end of the previous week 

had not disappeared. 

Which life should he have lived? 

But now another question stood beside it. 

What kind of life was he creating by waiting to decide? 
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V. ALL THE VOICES 

For three days after meeting the eighty-five-year-old version of 

himself, Daniel did almost nothing that could reasonably be called 

different. 

He went to the Mariposa. He answered email. He bought groceries. 

He opened The Unchosen Life each morning and moved sentences 

around with the concentration of a man performing surgery on a 

patient who was not in danger. 

He also created a table. 

This embarrassed him even while he was making it. 

Across the top of a new document he typed five headings: PLACE, 

LIFE, WHAT WAS GAINED, WHAT WAS LOST, WHAT IT SEEMED TO 

MEAN. 

Beneath them he entered the cities. 

Paris. 

New York. 

Colorado. 

Alicante. 

Santa Barbara - age 85. 

The exercise was absurdly familiar. He had spent a career helping 

students separate concepts that arrived in bundles. Freedom from 

impulse. Identity from memory. Belief from evidence. A good table 

was a modest instrument against confusion. 

Daniel began filling the cells. 

Paris: Claire. Children. Granddaughter. Belonging. Continuity. Less 

professional ambition, perhaps. Opportunities declined. A life made 

dense by other people. 
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New York: books. Recognition. The finished The Unchosen Life. A 

screenplay. Intellectual influence. No Claire. No children. Years of 

uncertainty before success. 

Colorado: health. Physical presence. Discipline. Nature. Less 

ambition. Fewer publications. A life lived more through the body 

than through abstraction. 

Alicante: risk. Reinvention. Failure. Lucía. Mateo. A produced 

screenplay that had not succeeded. Freedom from the demand 

that outcomes justify attempts. 

Santa Barbara at eighty-five: comfort. Books. Familiarity. No 

catastrophe. Almost nothing completed. 

Under WHAT IT SEEMED TO MEAN, Daniel stopped. 

The headings had seemed useful twenty minutes earlier. Now they 

looked like a consumer comparison chart for existence. 

He deleted the final column. 

Then he restored it. 

He told himself that analysis was not avoidance merely because 

avoidance could take analytical form. 

That sentence sounded exactly like something a philosophy 

professor would say while avoiding something. 

Daniel closed the document. 

He put on his walking shoes. 

He made it as far as the lobby before deciding the wind was 

stronger than he had expected. 

He returned upstairs. 

The shoes remained on until lunch. 

Michael called that evening. 
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Daniel watched the phone vibrate on the table for three rings 

before answering. 

"You sound disappointed," Michael said. 

"I haven't said anything yet." 

"Exactly." 

Daniel smiled. "What do you want?" 

"Dinner Thursday. Seven." 

"Maybe." 

There was a pause. 

Daniel closed his eyes. 

"I heard it," he said. 

"Good. Saves me the trouble." 

"I'll let you know." 

"Of course you will." 

After they hung up, Daniel remained at the table with the phone in 

his hand. 

You still have time. 

The words belonged to a man who might not exist. They had 

nevertheless become difficult to ignore. 

Daniel reopened Michael's message and typed YES. 

He did not send it. 

He stared at the word for perhaps fifteen seconds. 

Then he deleted it. 

Tomorrow, he thought. 

The recognition was immediate and unpleasant. 

He laughed once, without humor, and set the phone down. 
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Understanding a pattern, he was discovering, did not disable it. 

The shifts stopped. 

At first Daniel was relieved. 

A week passed without Paris, New York, mountains, Spanish sunlight, 

or an eighty-five-year-old face in the mirror. He kept the neurology 

appointment he had scheduled weeks earlier. The neurologist 

reviewed Dr. Chen's notes, took a detailed history, conducted 

another examination, and ordered imaging and an EEG largely 

because the experiences were unusual enough that ordinary 

caution required it. 

Nothing in the testing supplied an explanation. 

Daniel was told, correctly and unsatisfyingly, that normal results did 

not prove that nothing neurological had occurred. They merely 

failed to identify a cause. 

He drove home with a folder of reports on the passenger seat and 

thought that uncertainty had never seemed so crowded before. 

By the second week without a shift, relief became something else. 

He missed them. 

Not all equally. 

He missed the Colorado body in the abstract, the remembered ease 

of climbing and breathing. He occasionally thought about Mateo 

and the Alicante apartment, and once, while passing a theater 

marquee, he found himself wondering whether the unsuccessful film 

still existed somewhere, playing perhaps on a streaming service in a 

reality he could no longer reach. 

New York drew him differently. Daniel sometimes opened his 

unfinished manuscript and pictured the hardback he had held in the 

restaurant. He could remember its weight. He could remember the 

slight roughness of the jacket beneath his thumb. He could 
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remember the sentence he had read as clearly as anything written 

in his own files. 

But Paris was the absence he felt. 

Claire had become impossible to classify. 

Daniel knew almost nothing about her by the standards of ordinary 

biography. He did not know where she had been born. He could not 

have listed her education, her family history, the names of her closest 

friends. Yet he remembered the particular way she pushed her 

reading glasses onto the top of her head when annoyed. He 

remembered the smell of her shampoo. He remembered that she 

disliked the ends of baguettes and left them for him. He 

remembered a blue umbrella they had lost years ago in a taxi. 

None of those memories belonged to his Santa Barbara life. 

All of them felt personal. 

He began going back to places where shifts had occurred. 

He sat at the same table in the Mariposa when it was available. 

He returned to the library and found the chair near the tall window. 

He made another reservation at the waterfront restaurant where 

New York had appeared. 

Nothing happened. 

Once, alone in the library, Daniel deliberately blinked several times. 

He immediately felt ridiculous. 

The shifts had never obeyed him. There had been no phrase, 

posture, thought, or emotional state he could identify as causal. 

They happened in cafés, libraries, restaurants, on walks, at home. 

They arrived in distraction and concentration, in fatigue and rest. 

Still, he began testing possibilities. 

He sat very still. 
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He closed his eyes for ten seconds. 

He tried thinking about Claire. 

Then not thinking about Claire. 

He reread passages from his manuscript about unrealized lives. 

He listened to French conversation on the radio. 

Nothing. 

A phenomenon he had initially feared was becoming something he 

wanted to summon. 

Daniel added that observation to EPISODES and disliked what it 

revealed. 

The table grew. 

He stopped pretending otherwise. 

Paris received a score for belonging. 

New York for achievement. 

Colorado for physical vitality. 

Alicante for courage. 

Santa Barbara, present day, Daniel entered reluctantly, for freedom. 

He had time. Money enough. No employer. No dependent children. 

No spouse whose plans had to be negotiated against his own. He 

could write. Travel. Walk. Change his routines. Take classes. Move. 

Stay. Begin something at sixty-eight that would have been 

impractical at forty-eight. 

The freedom looked impressive in the table. 

It looked less impressive in his calendar. 

Daniel added another category: COST. 

Paris had family obligations. 
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New York had professional uncertainty and years of solitude. 

Colorado required discipline repeated for decades. 

Alicante had consumed money, security, and one relationship 

Daniel remembered grieving despite never having lived it. 

Present Santa Barbara had low cost. 

He sat with that for a while. 

Then he added: EXCEPT TIME. 

He did not know why seeing the words in a cell affected him more 

than thinking them had. 

Perhaps because tables had always implied that entries could be 

compared. 

Time could not. 

On the sixteenth day without an episode, Daniel went walking. 

He did not choose the route for symbolic reasons. In fact, he 

deliberately avoided the waterfront because he had begun 

suspecting himself of turning ordinary places into props for his own 

metaphysics. 

He drove instead toward the western edge of town and followed a 

path that climbed gradually above the coast. The afternoon was 

cool, the sky unusually clear after several days of marine haze. Below 

him, the Pacific stretched toward a horizon so clean that sea and sky 

seemed separated by a single pencil line. 

Daniel walked farther than he intended. 

His legs tired before his mind did. He stopped beside a low wooden 

rail and looked down at waves breaking against dark rocks. 

The Colorado life came back to him as bodily memory: the alternate 

Daniel placing a foot on stone, the easy expansion of lungs, the 

confidence of balance. 
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Daniel was about to turn back when he noticed music. 

At first he assumed someone nearby had a phone or portable 

speaker. 

The sound was faint, a harpsichord or piano, several lines moving at 

once. 

He looked behind him. 

There was no one on the trail. 

The music became clearer. 

Daniel blinked. 

The wooden rail was gone. 

His hand rested on the back of a chair. 

For perhaps two seconds he remained completely still. 

Then he looked around. 

He was inside a room he had never seen. 

It was modest, long and narrow, with white walls and windows 

facing an ocean very different from the one above Santa Barbara. 

The coastline outside was rugged and northern: dark water, exposed 

rock, wind moving through cypress or pine. A low fire burned behind 

glass at one end of the room. 

The music came from two small speakers on a shelf. 

Bach. 

Daniel recognized the structure before the piece. A fugue. Several 

independent voices entering, withdrawing, returning transformed. 

An old man sat near the largest window with his back partly turned. 

He wore gray trousers, a dark cardigan, and heavy socks. His hair 

was almost completely white. A pair of reading glasses lay folded on 

a side table beside a cup of tea. 
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Daniel knew the face before the man turned it toward him. 

His own. 

Older than eighty-five. 

Perhaps close to ninety. 

But unlike the man in the Santa Barbara apartment, this Daniel did 

not appear surprised. 

He looked toward the chair beneath Daniel's hand, then at Daniel 

himself. 

"I wondered when you'd get here," he said. 

Daniel's first emotion was not wonder. 

It was irritation. 

"You knew I was coming?" 

The old man considered the question. 

"Not today." 

"But you knew someone was coming." 

"You. Eventually." 

Daniel remained standing. 

The room felt stable. No shimmer, no distortion, no sense that it might 

collapse. Wind pressed faintly against the windows. Bach continued 

behind them with the serene indifference of music already written. 

"Who are you?" Daniel asked. 

The old man smiled. 

"That's a disappointing question from a philosopher." 

"Humor me." 

"Daniel Mercer. Eighty-nine. Retired, depending on what one means 

by retired." 
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"Where are we?" 

"Northern California." 

"Where?" 

"Near Mendocino." 

Daniel looked outside again. The coastline fit. 

"And you know who I am?" 

"I know what you are experiencing. That's not quite the same thing." 

Daniel pulled the second chair away from the window and sat. 

"How?" 

The old man reached for his tea. 

"Because I've been where you are." 

Daniel felt the room narrow around the sentence. 

"You've had the episodes." 

The older Daniel's eyebrows lifted. 

"Episodes." 

"That's what I call them." 

"I called them that too. For a while." 

"For a while?" 

"Then the word started pretending it knew more than I did." 

Daniel leaned forward. 

"How long?" 

The old man glanced toward the ocean. 

"The first one happened when I was sixty-seven. Maybe sixty-eight. I 

don't remember the month anymore. I remember the place. A hotel 

lobby in Chicago. I was reading a newspaper and then I wasn't." 
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"Where were you?" 

"Cape Town." 

Daniel waited. 

"And?" 

"And I came back." 

"That's all?" 

"At first." 

Daniel almost laughed from frustration. 

"I've been to Paris. New York. Colorado. Alicante. I met another 

version of myself at eighty-five in Santa Barbara. I have memories of 

a wife I never married and children I never had. I held a published 

book I haven't finished writing. I remembered making a film that 

failed in a life I've never lived. And you're telling me you went to 

Cape Town." 

"Among other places." 

"What is happening?" 

The old man took a sip of tea. 

"I don't know." 

Daniel stared at him. 

"That's your answer?" 

"It's the most accurate one I've found." 

"You've been doing this for more than twenty years." 

"That does not make me an expert on infinity." 

The phrase disarmed Daniel slightly. 

The older man set down the cup. 
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"I can tell you what I thought. I can tell you what I stopped thinking. I 

can tell you what seemed useful. But if you've arrived hoping an 

older version of yourself has the cosmology worked out, I'm going to 

disappoint you." 

Daniel sat back. 

"Fine. What did you think?" 

"At first? Brain tumor. Seizure. Stroke. Psychosis." 

Daniel almost smiled. 

"Tests?" 

"Many. All unhelpful. Then I moved on to psychology. Dissociation. 

Elaborate dream states. Memory disorders. Then philosophy, which 

was more enjoyable and not much more useful." 

"Parallel universes?" 

"Eventually." 

"And?" 

"It's a phrase." 

"That sounds evasive." 

"It is careful." 

The older Daniel nodded toward the ocean. 

"Suppose you say parallel realities. Good. Parallel in what sense? 

Existing where? Simultaneous according to whose clock? Separate 

by what? Connected by what? Does consciousness move between 

them, or does information? Are there two Daniels, ten billion, an 

infinite number, or one consciousness expressed under different 

conditions? The phrase gives you a box to put the experience in. It 

doesn't tell you what's inside the box." 

Daniel was silent. 

This sounded irritatingly like himself. 
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"Bashar would say -" 

He stopped. 

The old man smiled slightly. 

"Many people have said many things. Physicists have models. Mystics 

have models. Philosophers have models. Models are useful until we 

mistake usefulness for proof." 

"So you don't believe they're real." 

"I didn't say that." 

"Do you?" 

The older Daniel looked at him for several seconds. 

"Define real." 

Daniel gave him a look. 

"Now who's being a philosophy professor?" 

"Occupational damage." 

The old man leaned back. 

"They have continuity. People remember. Events happen when I'm 

not there. I have learned things I did not consciously know. I've 

grieved people in one life while sitting beside them alive in another. 

If you want to call that unreal, you'll need a better definition of 

unreal than I have." 

Daniel thought of Claire. 

"Did you ever try to prove it?" 

"For years." 

"How?" 

"Information. Names. Addresses. Events. Things I could verify here. It 

became complicated very quickly. Some matched. Some almost 

matched. Some could have been coincidence. Some should not 
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have been knowable and yet I knew them. Then I realized I was 

turning my life into an experiment whose controls I could never 

establish." 

"You stopped?" 

"Eventually." 

"Why?" 

"Because I had become more interested in proving that I was living 

than in living." 

Daniel looked away. 

Outside, a gull rose on an air current without appearing to move its 

wings. 

The old man watched him. 

"You've made a list, haven't you?" 

Daniel turned back. 

"What?" 

"The lives. Places. What each one has that the others don't." 

Daniel felt exposed in a way he did not enjoy. 

"How do you know that?" 

"Because I made lists." 

"A table." 

The old man laughed. 

"Of course you did." 

"You did too?" 

"Mine was a notebook. I was less organized." 

Daniel smiled despite himself. 

"I put Paris under belonging." 
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"Did you." 

"New York under achievement. Colorado under physical vitality. 

Alicante under courage." 

"And your own life?" 

Daniel hesitated. 

"Freedom." 

"Do you believe that?" 

"I'm not sure." 

"Good." 

"Why good?" 

"Certainty is what got you into the table." 

The music reached a cadence and continued into another 

movement. Daniel recognized a change in texture, another fugue 

beginning almost without announcement. 

"Which one did you choose?" he asked. 

The old man looked at him. 

"Which what?" 

"Life. Which one did you decide was yours?" 

"This one, while I'm in it." 

"That's not what I mean." 

"I know." 

Daniel leaned forward again. 

"Santa Barbara feels like mine. The others feel like places I go. Even 

when I'm there for days, there's something underneath that 

remembers Santa Barbara." 
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"Then Santa Barbara is where this sequence of awareness is 

anchored for you." 

"So it is the original." 

"Why?" 

"Because it's where I started." 

"Started what?" 

Daniel opened his mouth and stopped. 

The old man continued. 

"The episodes? Your memory of the episodes? Your life? 

Consciousness?" 

"My life." 

"Paris Daniel would say Paris is his life." 

"I know that." 

"Do you?" 

The question irritated him again. 

"He has memories I don't have." 

"And you have memories he doesn't have." 

"When I arrive, I can access some of his." 

"Yes." 

"What happens to him?" 

The old man grew quieter. 

"That question kept me awake for years." 

"And?" 

"I stopped thinking arrival was the right word." 

Daniel waited. 
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"What word is?" 

"I don't have one. Attention is closest." 

"Attention." 

"Perhaps nothing travels. Perhaps awareness changes what it is 

attending through." 

"That doesn't explain the memories." 

"No." 

"Or the bodies." 

"No." 

"Or why Claire remembers things that happened when I was there." 

"No." 

Daniel shook his head. 

"You're describing it, not explaining it." 

"Yes." 

"And that satisfies you?" 

The old man smiled. 

"Much more than it used to." 

For a while neither spoke. 

The fugue moved through the room in lines Daniel could distinguish if 

he concentrated: one voice entering above another, a phrase 

repeated lower, then inverted, then surrounded by something new. 

The older Daniel turned the volume up slightly. 

"How many voices do you hear?" 

Daniel listened. 

"Four. Maybe five." 

"Which one is the piece?" 
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Daniel looked at him. 

"All of them." 

The old man nodded. 

"That's the best analogy I've found. Not proof. Analogy. Each voice 

has its own line. If you isolate one, it makes sense. It has direction, 

intervals, memory. But the piece isn't one voice pretending the 

others are hypothetical." 

Daniel listened again. 

"So you think there's one consciousness behind all the versions." 

"I think that's possible." 

"A soul." 

"Call it what you like. Larger consciousness. Soul. Field. Self with a 

capital letter. Every word brings baggage." 

"And we're the voices." 

"Maybe." 

"Then what is listening?" 

The old man looked toward the speakers. 

"Maybe that's closer to what you are than any single voice." 

Daniel felt something move through him that was neither conviction 

nor disbelief. 

It was recognition without proof. 

He thought of Paris Daniel loving Claire before Daniel had ever seen 

her. New York Daniel writing a book Santa Barbara Daniel had only 

begun. Colorado Daniel moving through a body created by 

decades of choices. Alicante Daniel grieving Lucía. The old man in 

the Santa Barbara apartment surrounded by projects that had 

remained possibilities. 
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Every one had experienced himself as Daniel Mercer. 

None woke in the morning thinking: I am the alternative. 

Daniel said it aloud. 

"None of them thinks he's the other one." 

"Exactly." 

"Then there may not be an original." 

"There may not be." 

"Or there may be and we can't identify it." 

"Also possible." 

"You don't make this easy." 

"Reality has never shown much interest in being easy for 

philosophers." 

Daniel smiled. 

Then Claire returned to his mind. 

The smile disappeared. 

"What if one life is better?" 

The older Daniel did not answer immediately. 

"Better how?" 

"Paris has a family." 

"Yes." 

"Claire. Children. A granddaughter. I don't have any of that." 

"No." 

Daniel had expected resistance. The agreement bothered him 

more. 

"So it is better in that way." 
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"Yes." 

"New York Daniel finished the book. He has four books. He wrote a 

screenplay. People read him." 

"Then his life contains that." 

"Colorado Daniel is healthier than I am." 

"Then his life contains that." 

Daniel's voice sharpened. 

"You keep saying contains." 

"Because better is trying to turn different dimensions into one score. 

You already tried that with the table." 

Daniel looked toward the windows. 

"Some things are better." 

"Of course. A loving marriage is better than loneliness if what you 

want is partnership. Health is better than preventable illness. 

Completing a book is better than leaving it unwritten if you want to 

write it. You don't need metaphysics to tell you that." 

"Then why shouldn't I want Paris?" 

"You can want Paris." 

The answer landed softly. 

Daniel turned back. 

"That's it?" 

"Why should I tell you not to want something beautiful?" 

"Because I'm supposed to learn to appreciate what I have?" 

The old man laughed. 

"That sounds like a greeting card." 

Daniel laughed too, briefly. 
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The older Daniel became serious again. 

"Wanting another life isn't the problem. Refusing to inhabit this one 

because another life exists is." 

Daniel felt the sentence settle somewhere uncomfortable. 

"What if I could stay there?" 

The old man looked at him closely. 

"Ah." 

"You've tried." 

"Yes." 

"Can you?" 

"I don't know." 

"After twenty years?" 

"I told you. Experience is not the same as expertise." 

"What happened when you tried?" 

The older Daniel rubbed one hand across the other, an absent 

gesture Daniel recognized from himself. 

"Sometimes I stayed longer. I never knew whether I caused that. 

Sometimes I resisted coming back. It never helped. Once I spent 

what felt like nearly four months in another life. When I returned here, 

less than a second had passed." 

"Four months?" 

"Approximately." 

"With whom?" 

The old man was quiet. 

"A woman named Ruth." 

Daniel heard the change in his voice. 
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"Your wife?" 

"There." 

"Not here?" 

"No." 

"Did you love her?" 

"Yes." 

Daniel waited. 

"What happened?" 

"I came back." 

The simplicity of it made Daniel think immediately of his own empty 

apartment after Paris. 

"Did you see her again?" 

"Several times. Then not for eleven years." 

Daniel stared at him. 

"Eleven years?" 

"Here." 

"And there?" 

"I don't know how much time had passed. She was older. So was I." 

"How did you live with that?" 

The old man looked toward the ocean. 

"Badly, for a while." 

The admission relieved Daniel more than wisdom would have. 

"I tried to get back. I stopped traveling. Stopped making plans. I 

spent entire days waiting for a shift. When they came and took me 

somewhere else, I resented them." 

Daniel said nothing. 
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"Eventually I realized I had taken something extraordinary and turned 

it into another way not to be where I was." 

The room seemed to contract around Daniel. 

He thought of the Mariposa table. The library chair. The waterfront 

restaurant. Sixteen days of waiting for something he had once 

feared. 

"You stopped trying to get back to Ruth." 

"I stopped making my life here conditional on getting back to Ruth. 

There's a difference." 

"Did you stop loving her?" 

"No." 

The answer came without hesitation. 

Daniel lowered his eyes. 

The older man watched him for a moment. 

"Claire?" 

Daniel looked up sharply. 

"How do you know her name?" 

"I don't. You just told me with your face." 

Daniel almost objected, then didn't. 

"She's my wife there." 

"And not here." 

"No." 

"Children?" 

"Two. Élise and Julien. A granddaughter, Sophie." 

"And you love them." 

Daniel tried to answer intellectually and failed. 
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"Yes." 

The old man nodded as though Daniel had reported a fact about 

weather. 

"Then that matters." 

"What am I supposed to do with it?" 

"I don't know." 

Daniel stood suddenly and walked toward the window. 

"You keep saying that." 

"Because you keep asking questions that don't come with 

instructions." 

Daniel turned. 

"Then what was the point of all this?" 

The old man frowned slightly. 

"All what?" 

"The lives. Seeing them. Paris. New York. The old man in Santa 

Barbara. You. If I'm not supposed to choose one, why am I seeing 

them?" 

"Why do you assume you're being shown them for a reason?" 

Daniel stared at him. 

"You don't think there's a purpose?" 

"I didn't say that either. I'm asking why purpose has to arrive from 

outside the experience." 

"Because otherwise it's random." 

"Maybe it is." 

"That's not very spiritual." 

"Neither is pretending to know what you don't know." 
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The older Daniel reached for his tea again, discovered it had gone 

cold, and made a face. 

The ordinary gesture broke something in Daniel's frustration. 

He sat again. 

"What did you decide it meant?" 

The old man placed the cup down. 

"Eventually? I decided that meaning was not a message hidden 

inside the phenomenon. Meaning was what the phenomenon 

required me to confront." 

"Which was?" 

"For me? That I was spending my life comparing experience with 

possibility." 

Daniel felt an unpleasant familiarity. 

"I thought if I saw enough versions," the old man continued, "I would 

identify the one who had made the right decisions. The one whose 

life formed a coherent argument." 

Daniel looked at him. 

"And did you?" 

The old man smiled. 

"No. Did you?" 

Daniel thought of the table. 

Paris: family, sacrifice. 

New York: achievement, solitude. 

Colorado: vitality, abandoned ambitions. 

Alicante: courage, loss. 

Waiting Daniel: comfort, absence. 
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"No." 

"Of course not." 

"Why of course?" 

"Because a life isn't an optimization problem." 

Daniel looked away. 

"I know that." 

"You know the sentence." 

Daniel turned back. 

The old man's expression was not unkind. 

"That's different." 

For several moments only Bach spoke. 

Then Daniel said, "I thought if I saw enough of them, I'd know what I 

was supposed to do." 

The older Daniel watched him for a long time. 

"You keep visiting lives," he said. "When are you going to live one?" 

Daniel did not answer. 

He knew immediately why the sentence hurt. 

The scale had changed. Nothing else had. 

Before the episodes, he had compared possible books, possible trips, 

possible futures, possible versions of himself. After the episodes, he 

had compared Paris with New York, Colorado with Alicante, family 

with achievement, health with freedom. 

He had acquired an infinity of possibilities and brought the same 

habit with him. 

Observation. 

Comparison. 
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Delay. 

"That's unfair," Daniel said quietly. 

"Probably." 

"You don't know my life." 

"No." 

"You don't know what I should do." 

"Correct." 

"Then how can you tell me I'm not living it?" 

"I didn't." 

Daniel frowned. 

"You asked when you were going to. That's different." 

The distinction was annoyingly precise. 

Daniel rubbed his eyes. 

"I spent my career thinking about these questions." 

"I know." 

"You can't just stop thinking." 

"I'm not recommending brain injury." 

Daniel laughed despite himself. 

The older man leaned forward. 

"Thinking is not the problem. You know that. The problem is asking 

thought to give you something it cannot give." 

"Certainty." 

"Permission." 

Daniel went still. 

"Permission?" 
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"Certainty is often just permission wearing formal clothes. If you knew 

the book would matter, you'd finish it. If you knew the screenplay 

would be made, you'd send it. If you knew the trip would change 

your life, you'd go. If you knew the relationship would last, you'd 

enter it. You keep asking the future to authorize the present." 

Daniel felt the accuracy of it before he could construct an 

objection. 

"That's not always unreasonable." 

"Of course not. Prudence exists. Risk assessment exists. Responsibilities 

exist. But at some point prudence becomes a story we tell ourselves 

because possibility feels safer than consequence." 

A phrase from Alicante returned to Daniel. 

I didn't. 

How did you know you weren't making a mistake? 

I didn't. 

He had understood the answer then. 

Or thought he had. 

The older Daniel said, "What are you waiting to do?" 

Daniel looked at him. 

"Now?" 

"In your life." 

The answers arrived too quickly. 

The book. 

The screenplay. 

France. 

His health. 

Michael's dinners. 
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Calls unanswered until tomorrow. 

The walking shoes. 

The idea that there would be a clearer season in which all of it would 

become easier. 

He said, "Several things." 

"Name one." 

"Finish the book." 

"Another." 

"Finish the screenplay." 

"Another." 

Daniel hesitated. 

"Take better care of myself." 

"Another." 

"Travel." 

"Another." 

Daniel thought of Michael's message. 

"Say yes more often." 

The old man nodded. 

"Which of those requires another universe?" 

Daniel looked down. 

None. 

The answer was so obvious that he resented it. 

"Then why did this happen?" he asked. 

"There you go again." 

"What?" 
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"Trying to make the mystery earn its keep." 

Daniel smiled reluctantly. 

"You're very irritating." 

"That survives in most realities." 

They both laughed. 

Outside, the light had begun to lower. The gray water took on a strip 

of silver near the horizon. 

Daniel realized suddenly that he did not know how long he had 

been there. 

An hour? Two? 

The idea of leaving produced a familiar tension. 

"Can you tell when it's about to happen?" 

The older Daniel knew what he meant. 

"Sometimes." 

"Can you stop it?" 

"Not reliably." 

"Can you make it happen?" 

"Not reliably." 

"That's maddening." 

"It used to be." 

Daniel looked again at the room, the ocean, the old man who was 

both stranger and possibility. 

"Will I see you again?" 

"I don't know." 

Daniel shook his head. 

"Of course." 
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The old man smiled. 

"You'll always have more questions, Daniel." 

Something in the room shifted. 

Not visually. 

The music seemed suddenly farther away. 

Daniel recognized the sensation, if sensation was the right word: the 

faint loss of depth that sometimes preceded return, as though one 

layer of reality had begun withdrawing its attention. 

He leaned forward. 

"What should I do when I go back?" 

The old man sighed softly. 

"There it is again." 

"What?" 

"You want me to choose for you." 

"I'm asking for advice." 

"No. You're asking for authorization." 

Daniel felt the room thinning. 

"Then give me advice." 

The old man looked at him with an expression Daniel could not read 

as pity, affection, or simple recognition. 

"Begin before you're certain." 

The ocean outside seemed to flatten into light. 

"That's all?" 

"It's enough." 

Daniel's hand tightened on the arm of the chair. 

The older Daniel added, almost casually: 
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"Don't make answers a condition of beginning." 

The room vanished. 

Daniel was standing beside the wooden rail above the Santa 

Barbara coast. 

His right hand gripped the top board. 

The wind had not changed. 

Below, a wave struck the same dark rock he remembered looking at 

before the shift. 

For several seconds he could not move. 

His body registered the return before his mind did: tired calves, 

cooler air, the faint stiffness in his lower back. 

He looked at his watch. 

Less than a second had passed. 

Daniel began walking back toward the car. 

He expected revelation to feel different. 

Lighter perhaps. Cleaner. As though an old argument had been 

removed from the mind and replaced by clarity. 

Instead he felt crowded. 

The older Daniel had answered almost none of his questions. 

He had not proven parallel realities. 

He had not identified the mechanism. 

He had not explained why Daniel shifted, whether the selves shared 

a soul, whether Santa Barbara was primary, whether Paris continued 

without him, whether he could remain there, or whether any of it 

had an external purpose. 

He had done something more inconvenient. 
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He had made those questions less useful as excuses. 

By the time Daniel reached the parking lot, the phrase had begun 

repeating itself. 

Don't make answers a condition of beginning. 

At home he opened EPISODES. 

He wrote for nearly two hours. 

He recorded the house. Mendocino. Bach. The old man's age. Cape 

Town. Ruth. The idea of attention rather than travel. The possibility 

that no reality was primary. The fugue. 

Then he wrote: 

Which voice is the piece? 

All of them. 

Below that: 

Possibility: there is no "other" Daniel from a larger perspective. There 

are distinct lives, but perhaps not distinct consciousness at the 

deepest level. 

He stared at the sentence, then added: 

This is interpretation, not evidence. 

The qualification pleased him. 

Then he opened The Unchosen Life. 

Chapter Nine waited where he had left it. 

THE LIFE CHOSEN. 

The cursor blinked beneath the title. 

Daniel thought of New York Daniel sitting at a desk through years of 

uncertainty. He thought of Alicante Daniel finishing a screenplay that 

failed. He thought of the Colorado trail and of the eighty-five-year-

old apartment filled with almost-finished things. 
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He placed his hands on the keyboard. 

For once he did not ask whether the first sentence was the right one. 

He wrote: 

We often imagine that the great difficulty of choice is that we do not 

know what will happen. The deeper difficulty may be that we want 

knowledge of the future to relieve us of responsibility for the present. 

Daniel read the sentence. 

It was not perfect. 

He left it. 

Then he wrote another. 

And another. 

Forty minutes later he had nearly two pages. 

He stopped only when the room changed. 



Page 103 of 179 

 

VI. THE EMPTY HAND 

The first thing Daniel heard was Sophie arguing with a piano. 

The note came twice, then a third time, each attempt louder than 

the last. 

"No," she said to the instrument. "That is not it." 

Daniel opened his eyes. 

He was seated at the desk in the Paris apartment. 

The page beneath his hand was covered with handwriting he 

recognized as his own and did not remember producing. Outside 

the tall windows, late afternoon light fell across wet rooftops. The rain 

had stopped, leaving the street below polished and reflective. 

For one disorienting second he expected to see the two paragraphs 

he had just written in Santa Barbara. 

Instead there was a list in French concerning a lecture, a dentist 

appointment, and something Claire had underlined twice. 

From the salon came another wrong note. 

Then Elise's voice. 

"Slower, Sophie." 

"I am going slower." 

"You are going louder." 

Daniel smiled before he realized he was smiling. 

The recognition arrived through sound rather than memory. The 

piano. Elise correcting her daughter. Sophie objecting with complete 

confidence. Claire moving somewhere in the kitchen. The domestic 

geography assembled itself around him before he stood. 

He looked at the wedding ring. 

For the first time, its presence did not frighten him. 
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That frightened him a little. 

He rose and walked into the salon. 

Elise was seated beside Sophie at the Pleyel, one hand resting on the 

closed portion of the keyboard. She wore jeans and a black sweater 

and had tied her hair back with the careless efficiency of someone 

who had practiced for hours already. Sophie sat very straight on the 

bench, brows drawn together, both hands hovering over the keys as 

if waiting for permission from an authority she did not entirely respect. 

"You are using your wrist to solve what your fingers should solve," Elise 

said. 

Sophie looked at Daniel. 

"Grand-pere, whose side are you on?" 

"Historically?" 

"Now." 

"Yours." 

Elise turned. "Of course." 

Daniel laughed. 

The laugh felt completely at home in the room. 

That was the danger. 

Claire appeared in the doorway carrying a bowl of green beans. 

"You are early," she said. 

Daniel looked at her. 

She was wearing reading glasses and an apron he remembered 

disliking because the strap twisted after washing. A small streak of 

flour crossed one sleeve. 

"Early for what?" 

Claire stopped. 
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The answer surfaced before she gave it. 

Dinner. Julien was coming. Elise and Sophie had arrived ahead of 

him because Elise was playing in Brussels the next night and wanted 

Sophie to spend the weekend with Claire and Daniel. 

Daniel knew all of this almost as soon as he asked. 

Claire studied him. 

"You're doing it." 

He felt the room become more precise. 

"Doing what?" 

"That." 

She set the bowl down on a side table. 

Elise looked between them. "Doing what?" 

"Nothing," Claire said too quickly. 

Daniel knew at once that they had discussed him. 

Not the realities. Not Santa Barbara. Something smaller and more 

plausible: lapses, moments of disorientation, the strange way he 

sometimes looked at people as if encountering them after a long 

absence. 

Elise stood. 

"Papa?" 

"I'm fine." 

The phrase had become automatic in two lives. 

Claire came closer. 

"Are you?" 

Daniel looked at her face and felt the now-familiar double 

recognition: the face itself, present and immediate, and the 

accumulated emotional history that came with it. He remembered 
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Claire at thirty-two in a red coat. At forty-six sleeping upright beside 

Julien's hospital bed. At fifty-five standing furious in a kitchen 

because Daniel had forgotten an anniversary and then laughing ten 

minutes later because he had remembered the wrong date entirely. 

He remembered her crying after her mother died. He remembered 

the smell of her hair after swimming in Greece. 

None of those memories belonged to the man who had been typing 

in Santa Barbara less than a second earlier. 

All of them felt like his. 

"I'm fine," he said again, more softly. 

Claire did not believe him, but she let the matter go. 

That evening Julien arrived carrying two bottles of wine and a folder 

of student papers he claimed he would not open until Sunday and 

then opened before dessert. 

"You've become your father," Claire told him. 

Julien glanced at Daniel. "That seems premature." 

"Give it time," Daniel said. 

Julien laughed. 

Dinner unfolded without event. 

Daniel had once thought extraordinary experience would announce 

itself through extraordinary circumstances. But Paris continued 

teaching him the opposite. What made the life persuasive were not 

the dramatic moments but the trivial ones: Claire asking who had 

moved the mustard, Sophie refusing to believe that Brussels was in 

another country because one could reach it by train, Julien 

complaining that his students cited philosophers they had not read, 

Elise tapping silent fingering patterns against the table while listening 

to someone else speak. 

The meal ended. 
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The dishes were washed. 

Sophie fell asleep sideways across the sofa with one sock missing. 

Daniel carried her to the small bedroom she used when staying 

overnight. 

Her head rested against his shoulder. 

She was heavier than he remembered from the previous visit. 

Then he realized the absurdity of the thought. 

He remembered carrying her many times. 

This consciousness had not. 

He tucked the blanket around her. 

Sophie opened her eyes. 

"Are you leaving?" 

The question stopped him. 

"Not tonight." 

"Good." 

She closed her eyes again. 

Daniel remained beside the bed longer than necessary. 

When he returned to the salon, Elise and Julien were gone. 

Claire was standing at the window. 

"How long?" she asked. 

Daniel knew immediately that she was no longer willing to pretend. 

"How long what?" 

Claire turned. 

"How long have you been disappearing?" 

He said nothing. 
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"Not physically," she added. "I know you are standing in front of me. I 

know you are speaking. But sometimes something happens. You look 

at the room as if you need to identify it. You look at me as if..." She 

stopped. 

"As if what?" 

Claire removed her glasses. 

"As if you've just remembered me." 

The sentence entered Daniel with almost physical force. 

He sat down. 

Claire remained standing. 

"Is that what is happening?" 

Daniel looked toward the hallway where Sophie slept. 

He had imagined this conversation in Santa Barbara. In those 

imagined versions he explained everything elegantly. Parallel 

realities. Alternate selves. Continuity. Memory. Attention. Older 

Daniel's fugue. 

Now the words seemed ridiculous. 

"I don't know what is happening." 

"That I believe." 

"I mean I genuinely don't know." 

Claire waited. 

Daniel rubbed his thumb across the wedding band. 

"There is another place." 

Claire's expression did not change. 

"Another place?" 

"Another life." 
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The phrase sounded worse aloud. 

He continued before courage disappeared. 

"In that life I live in California. Santa Barbara. I taught philosophy 

there. I retired there. I live alone." 

Claire sat opposite him. 

Daniel expected disbelief. Instead she listened with the 

concentrated stillness she used when something frightened her and 

she refused to show it. 

"I don't have children," he said. 

Claire inhaled slightly. 

"I never met you. At least not that I remember." 

"Daniel." 

"I know." 

"Do you?" 

"No." 

He looked at his hands. 

"When this first happened, I thought I was hallucinating. Then I 

thought it might be neurological. I saw a doctor there." 

"There?" 

"In Santa Barbara." 

Claire gave a brief, humorless laugh. 

"Of course you did." 

Daniel almost smiled. 

"There are other lives too. New York. Colorado. Spain. Other versions 

of me." 

"Other wives?" 
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The question surprised him. 

"No." 

Claire looked relieved and then annoyed by her own relief. 

Daniel said, "At least none that I remember." 

"That is a terrible answer." 

"I know." 

For a moment neither spoke. 

Then Claire asked the question he had feared. 

"Which one are you?" 

Daniel opened his mouth. 

Nothing came. 

Claire looked away first. 

"That is what I thought." 

He leaned forward. 

"I am Daniel." 

"So is the man who has been married to me for thirty-three years." 

"I know." 

"Do you?" 

The question hurt because it was fair. 

Claire stood and walked toward the window. 

Daniel followed. 

"I remember our life." 

She turned quickly. 

"Our life?" 
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"I remember Normandy. I remember Julien breaking his wrist. I 

remember Elise's first competition in Lyon. I remember your mother." 

Claire's face changed. 

"I remember things I did not experience in Santa Barbara, but when I 

am here they don't feel invented. They feel..." He stopped. 

"Like yours." 

"Yes." 

Claire looked at him for a long time. 

"That is supposed to reassure me?" 

"No." 

Outside, someone wheeled a bicycle along the wet pavement. The 

ordinary sound rose faintly through the glass. 

Claire said, "When did this start?" 

Daniel told her. 

Not everything. Not yet. But enough: the cafe, the library, her blue 

sweater, the wedding ring, New York, the repeated returns. 

When he described the first time he had known her name before she 

said it, Claire's eyes filled. 

Not with fear. 

Something more complicated. 

"And you loved me?" 

"I knew I did." 

"Before you remembered anything else?" 

"Yes." 

Claire looked down. 



Page 112 of 179 

 

Daniel understood suddenly that the fact carried a different 

meaning for her. 

For him it had been evidence. 

For Claire it was intimacy. 

She wiped one eye with the side of her thumb and laughed quietly. 

"At least some things are consistent across the universe." 

Daniel moved toward her. 

She let him hold her. 

They stood without speaking. 

He did not know whether the consciousness beneath his own was 

also holding her, whether Paris Daniel experienced this conversation 

as memory, dream, interruption, or nothing at all. The ethical 

question that had remained abstract became unbearable in the 

warmth of Claire's body. 

Was he borrowing a life? 

Occupying it? 

Sharing it? 

Trespassing? 

Older Daniel had suggested the distinctions might be artifacts of 

perspective. That there might be no separate invader at the 

deepest level. 

Daniel found the theory less comforting with his arms around another 

man's wife. 

Even if the other man was also himself. 

Later, in bed, Claire lay awake beside him. 

Daniel could tell by her breathing. 

"So what happens when you leave?" she asked in the dark. 
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"I don't know." 

"To you?" 

"I go back." 

"No. To you here." 

Daniel turned toward her. 

"I don't know." 

"Do you remember what happens after?" 

"When I return, yes. Sometimes. It feels as if the life continued." 

"Then someone continues it." 

"Apparently." 

"Is it you?" 

Daniel stared into darkness. 

"I don't know." 

Claire exhaled. 

"You say that often." 

"It's the most accurate thing I have." 

She turned onto her side. 

"Then for once don't explain." 

Daniel waited. 

Claire reached behind her until she found his hand. 

"Just stay until you don't." 

He closed his fingers around hers. 

He woke the next morning still in Paris. 

That had never happened before. 
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Not literally. He had experienced hours elsewhere, even long 

stretches that included fatigue and meals, but he had never gone to 

sleep in one reality and awakened in the same one. 

For several seconds he lay motionless. 

Claire slept beside him. 

Morning light outlined the curtains. 

He checked the bedside clock. 

6:18. 

His first sensation was wonder. 

The second was fear. 

How long could this last? 

He got out of bed quietly and walked through the apartment. 

Sophie was still asleep. 

The piano sat closed. 

On the dining table Julien had left one student paper behind, 

heavily annotated. 

Daniel picked it up. 

The title concerned moral responsibility under conditions of 

uncertainty. 

He laughed once, quietly. 

The universe, if it possessed a sense of humor, was becoming 

unsubtle. 

He made coffee. 

Claire entered the kitchen ten minutes later. 

"You're still here." 

The words were gentle, but Daniel heard the question inside them. 
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"Apparently." 

She touched his face. 

"What do you want to do?" 

He almost answered with analysis. 

Instead he said, "Have breakfast." 

Claire smiled. 

They did. 

The day that followed contained nothing Daniel would have 

selected as proof of a meaningful life. 

They walked Sophie to a bakery. 

Claire bought flowers from a vendor she had known for years. 

Daniel went with Julien to return library books and spent twenty 

minutes arguing with him about moral luck. 

Elise called from Brussels after rehearsal and complained about the 

hall's piano. 

At lunch Claire ordered something Daniel did not want and ate half 

of his instead. 

In the afternoon he repaired a loose cabinet hinge badly enough 

that Claire redid it while he watched. 

At dusk they walked through the Luxembourg Gardens. 

Daniel knew the route. 

Not learned it. 

Knew it. 

They passed a bench where Paris Daniel had once sat with Claire 

after an argument about whether to accept the American position. 

The memory opened around him with enough force that he stopped 

walking. 
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Claire noticed. 

"What?" 

"Here." 

"What about it?" 

"We sat here." 

"Many times." 

"No. The job. The university in the United States." 

Claire understood. 

"Oh." 

"You wanted to stay." 

"So did you." 

"Not entirely." 

Claire looked at him. 

"No one wants anything entirely." 

The sentence stayed with him. 

They sat. 

Children pushed small sailboats across the pond with sticks. A man 

ran past wearing headphones. Two elderly women argued over a 

dog that did not belong to either of them. 

Daniel said, "Do you ever wonder?" 

"About America?" 

"About the other life." 

Claire smiled. 

"Which one?" 

"The one where we moved." 
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"Sometimes." 

"The one where we never met." 

She looked toward the water. 

"Less often." 

"Why?" 

"Because I don't know enough about that woman to envy her." 

Daniel thought about New York Daniel. 

Colorado Daniel. 

Alicante Daniel. 

The eighty-five-year-old. 

He knew enough about them to envy each one selectively. 

That might be the problem. 

Claire said, "You ask questions as if one answer has to cancel 

another." 

"Occupational damage." 

"You retired." 

"Apparently not from that." 

She leaned against him. 

The gesture was ordinary. 

Daniel felt the possibility of losing it before it was gone. 

That evening Sophie practiced again. 

This time Daniel sat beside her. 

She played eight measures of a simple Bach minuet, stopped, 

scowled, and restarted. 

"You rushed," Daniel said. 
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Sophie looked offended. 

"Maman says that." 

"Your mother is often right. It is one of her more difficult qualities." 

Sophie considered this. 

Then she played again. 

Slower. 

The melody emerged. 

It was not complicated. Two hands, barely independent. Yet hearing 

the lines separate and meet reminded Daniel of Older Daniel's 

fugue. 

Which voice is the piece? 

All of them. 

He looked at Sophie. 

Perhaps every life was a line. 

Perhaps the error was wanting one line to contain the whole 

composition. 

The thought was beautiful. 

It was also useless against the fact that he wanted to remain at that 

piano. 

On the third morning, Daniel stopped thinking of the visit as an 

episode. 

That change happened without decision. 

He noticed it while shaving. 

The face in the mirror was his, with small differences he now 

understood as biography rather than distortion. A faint scar near the 

chin from a bicycle accident twenty years earlier. Slightly less sun 
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damage. The same gray at the temples. The same expression when 

concentrating. 

He thought: I am in Paris. 

Not: I am having an episode in Paris. 

The language mattered. 

He dressed. 

Claire was reading at the breakfast table. 

"What?" she asked without looking up. 

"What what?" 

"You're staring." 

Daniel sat. 

"I was thinking." 

"Always dangerous." 

He reached for her coffee instead of his. 

She slapped his hand lightly. 

"That is mine." 

"I know." 

"Then why?" 

"Because I knew you would do that." 

Claire lowered the paper. 

For several seconds they looked at each other. 

Then both laughed. 

Daniel felt something loosen in him. 

Not certainty. 

Belonging. 
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The day continued. 

He went alone to a bookstore and recognized the owner. 

He bought nothing. 

He met Julien for lunch near the Sorbonne. Julien described a faculty 

dispute with such seriousness that Daniel could not decide whether 

to be amused or alarmed. 

At one point Julien asked, "Did you ever regret staying?" 

Daniel knew what he meant. 

"Sometimes." 

Julien looked surprised. 

"You never said that." 

"I may not have admitted it." 

"What's the difference?" 

"Age." 

Julien smiled. 

Daniel added, "And perhaps honesty." 

His son waited. 

Daniel said, "There were things I wanted to do that I did not do." 

"Because of us?" 

The question arrived too quickly. 

"No." 

Julien did not believe the answer. 

Daniel corrected himself. 

"Not because of you. Because every life costs another life." 

Julien leaned back. 
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"That sounds like one of your books." 

"I never wrote the book." 

"In this reality?" 

Daniel froze. 

Julien frowned. 

"What did I say?" 

Daniel's pulse accelerated. 

"Nothing." 

"You looked strange." 

"In this reality," Daniel repeated. 

"I said in this reality?" 

"No. I did." 

Julien stared at him. 

Daniel realized he had spoken without intending to. 

He looked at the tables around them. No one was listening. 

Julien lowered his voice. 

"Papa, what is going on?" 

Daniel almost told him. 

Then he imagined explaining to a thirty-two-year-old philosopher 

that his father was intermittently conscious of another version of 

himself in California. 

Julien would analyze it. 

Daniel suddenly understood Claire's request from the first night. 

For once don't explain. 

"I'm all right," Daniel said. 
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Julien's expression made clear that the family had heard this before. 

Daniel reached across the table and touched his son's wrist. 

"I am very glad you exist." 

Julien stared at him. 

"That is a strange thing to say over lentils." 

"I know." 

"Are you dying?" 

"No." 

"Good. Because Maman will be furious." 

Daniel laughed. 

So did Julien. 

But when they separated outside, Julien hugged him longer than 

usual. 

Daniel spent that evening with Claire alone. 

Elise was still in Brussels. Sophie had gone home with her father. Julien 

had plans. 

The apartment felt unusually quiet. 

Claire opened a bottle of wine. 

They ate leftovers. 

After dinner she played a recording of Elise performing Ravel with an 

orchestra in Lyon. Daniel sat beside her and watched their daughter 

at the piano on the television screen, transformed by concentration 

into someone both familiar and inaccessible. 

"She was terrified that night," Claire said. 

Daniel remembered. 

"She hid it." 
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"From the audience." 

"Not from us." 

Claire looked at him. 

"No." 

Elise finished. 

Applause filled the room from the recording. 

Claire lowered the volume. 

"You love them." 

It was not a question. 

Daniel looked at her. 

"Yes." 

"And you did not have them there." 

"No." 

"Does that make this life better?" 

Daniel thought of Older Daniel asking the same question differently. 

Better in what way? 

"It makes this life contain them." 

Claire nodded. 

"That is not the same answer." 

"No." 

"Good." 

Daniel looked at the screen where Elise was bowing beside the 

conductor. 

"I used to think if I could see what another choice produced, I would 

know whether I had chosen correctly." 
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Claire poured more wine. 

"And now?" 

"Now I know what another choice produced." 

"And?" 

"I have more questions." 

Claire smiled. 

"That sounds like philosophy." 

"It may be a disease." 

She placed her hand over his. 

Daniel felt the room change. 

Not completely. 

The sound from the television seemed to recede. 

The edge of Claire's hand lost a fraction of solidity. 

He knew. 

Not yet. 

The thought was immediate and involuntary. 

He tightened his grip. 

Claire felt it. 

"What?" 

Daniel looked at her. 

The room thinned again. 

"No." 

"Daniel?" 

He stood too quickly, pulling her up with him. 

Claire's chair scraped against the floor. 
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"What's happening?" 

"I think I'm leaving." 

Her face changed. 

"Now?" 

"I don't know." 

He held both her hands. 

The apartment flickered - not visibly, but in depth, as if another room 

had moved close behind it. 

Daniel concentrated on Claire. 

Her face. 

The small vertical line between her brows. 

The warmth of her fingers. 

The wedding ring on his own hand. 

The sound of rain beginning again against the windows. 

He tried to remain. 

He had never tried before. 

"Stay," Claire said. 

The word broke something in him. 

"I am trying." 

"Then stay." 

He closed his eyes. 

He imagined anchoring himself through every memory available to 

him: Normandy. Lyon. Julien's broken wrist. Sophie's first steps. Claire's 

mother. Thirty-three years of mornings. The bench in the Luxembourg 

Gardens. The cabinet hinge. The wrong anniversary. 

He opened his eyes. 
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Claire was still there. 

For one impossible second Daniel thought he had succeeded. 

Then the apartment vanished. 

His hands closed around air. 

The Santa Barbara study returned. 

He was standing beside his desk. 

The laptop glowed in front of him. 

Chapter Nine remained open. 

Two pages. 

Forty minutes of work. 

The room was silent. 

Daniel's hands were still extended. 

He looked at them. 

No wedding ring. 

"Claire?" 

The name came out before he could stop it. 

No answer. 

He sat down. 

For several minutes he did nothing. 

Then he stood and walked through the apartment as if someone 

might be in another room. 

Kitchen. 

Bedroom. 

Hallway. 

Empty. 
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He returned to the study. 

The cursor blinked beneath the paragraph he had been writing 

before Paris. 

Daniel closed the laptop. 

He did not open EPISODES. 

For the first time since the phenomenon began, he did not want to 

document anything. 

Documentation belonged to observation. 

This hurt too much to observe. 

The next morning Daniel woke before dawn. 

For a few seconds he did not know which bedroom he expected. 

Then Santa Barbara settled around him. 

He lay still. 

He missed Claire. 

The statement was inadequate. 

He missed a woman who, depending on what the phenomenon 

actually was, either existed in another reality, existed only within 

some elaborate neurological experience, or represented a part of 

his own mind sufficiently complex to possess thirty-three years of 

remembered life. 

The cause did not alter the grief. 

That realization frightened him. 

If Claire were imaginary, he missed her. 

If Claire were real, he could not reach her. 

If she were somehow another expression of a larger consciousness, 

the metaphysics did nothing to make the bed less empty. 

Daniel remained there until seven. 
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He did not walk. 

He did not write. 

At ten he went to the Mariposa and sat at his usual table. 

He ordered coffee. 

He waited. 

Nothing happened. 

He blinked deliberately. 

Santa Barbara. 

He closed his eyes for five seconds. 

Santa Barbara. 

He stared at the marble pattern he remembered from the first 

episode and tried to reconstruct the smell of tobacco and rain. 

Nothing. 

For the first time, Daniel attempted to cause a shift. 

For the first time, the inability to do so felt intolerable. 

He went home. 

The following day he returned to the cafe. 

Nothing. 

On the third day he sat in the library where he had first seen Claire. 

Nothing. 

He drove past the restaurant where New York had appeared. 

Nothing. 

He began discovering the architecture of obsession. 

Every ordinary place became valuable according to whether it had 

once opened. 
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The library was no longer the library. It was the place where Paris had 

happened. 

The restaurant was not a restaurant. It was the entrance to New York. 

The walking trail above the coast was not a trail. It was where Older 

Daniel had appeared. 

Daniel understood intellectually that the associations were irrational. 

That did not weaken them. 

He began checking EPISODES repeatedly, not to analyze but to 

revisit. 

Claire wore a cream blouse. 

Claire carried two cups of coffee. 

Claire said, You did it again. 

Thirty-three years. 

Normandy. 

The Luxembourg Gardens. 

Sometimes you look at me as if you've just remembered me. 

Stay. 

The word acquired weight. 

Daniel stopped answering Michael's messages. 

The first invitation was dinner. 

Daniel wrote: Not tonight. Tired. 

The second was a concert. 

Daniel left it unanswered until the next morning. 

The third simply said: Alive? 

Daniel replied: Yes. Busy. 

The lie bothered him less than it should have. 
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He was busy. 

Busy waiting. 

He stopped opening The Unchosen Life because writing required him 

to inhabit sentences that felt trivial compared with Paris. 

He stopped working on the screenplay entirely. 

His walking shoes remained near the door. 

For four consecutive mornings he told himself he would walk after 

coffee. 

He did not. 

He began eating without noticing what he tasted. 

At night he lay in bed hoping that sleep might somehow carry him 

sideways. 

It never did. 

Dreams remained dreams. 

The shifts had always been waking events. 

After a week, Daniel recognized that something had changed in his 

relationship to Santa Barbara. 

The city felt temporary. 

That was new. 

His apartment looked like a room he had rented while waiting for a 

permanent address. 

The manuscript was work he could resume later. 

Michael was someone he would see once this strange interval 

ended. 

His body could be attended to later. 

Everything had become provisional. 
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Because Paris might return. 

The realization should have warned him immediately. 

Instead it took another three days. 

Michael called on Sunday afternoon. 

Daniel saw the name and let the phone ring. 

It stopped. 

Thirty seconds later it rang again. 

Daniel answered. 

"What?" 

"Good," Michael said. 

"What is good?" 

"You're alive." 

"I told you I was." 

"You also told me you were busy." 

"I am." 

"Doing what?" 

Daniel looked at the closed laptop. 

"Working." 

Michael was silent. 

Daniel knew the silence. In court it had probably caused witnesses to 

confess to things they had not been asked. 

"On the book?" Michael said. 

Daniel hesitated. 

"Daniel." 

"No." 
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"The screenplay?" 

"No." 

"Then what are you working on?" 

"I have some things going on." 

"That phrase means nothing." 

"It doesn't have to mean something to you." 

Another silence. 

Michael's voice changed. 

Not softer. More precise. 

"Are you all right?" 

Daniel almost said yes. 

Instead he looked toward the empty chair across from his dining 

table. 

"I don't know." 

Michael did not make a joke. 

"Do you want me to come over?" 

"No." 

"Dinner?" 

"Not tonight." 

"Tomorrow?" 

"Maybe." 

Michael exhaled. 

"You always say maybe." 

Daniel closed his eyes. 
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The phrase was so ordinary that at first he did not understand why it 

struck him. 

You always say maybe. 

He saw the yellow legal pad from the beginning. 

Dinner Friday? 

Maybe. Let me see how the week goes. 

France. 

Maybe. 

The book. 

When he understood the argument. 

The screenplay. 

When it was ready. 

His health. 

When his schedule settled. 

Travel. 

When the timing was clearer. 

Then Paris. 

When it came back. 

He opened his eyes. 

Michael was still speaking. 

"What?" 

"I said I can be there in twenty minutes." 

"No. Don't." 

"You're sure?" 

Daniel looked around the apartment. 



Page 134 of 179 

 

For several weeks he had believed the extraordinary thing 

happening to him was access to other realities. 

Now he saw another extraordinary thing. 

He had managed to turn access to infinite possibility into the same 

old life. 

Waiting. 

Different object. 

Same posture. 

"Michael." 

"Yes?" 

"Dinner tomorrow." 

A pause. 

"Is that a yes?" 

"Yes." 

"Seven?" 

"Seven." 

"No maybe?" 

"No maybe." 

Michael was quiet for a beat. 

"All right." 

After they hung up, Daniel remained seated with the phone in his 

hand. 

He thought of the eighty-five-year-old apartment. 

The brochures. 

The unfinished drafts. 

The exercise equipment. 
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The calendar entries. 

THIS IS THE YEAR. 

He had believed the warning concerned ordinary procrastination. 

He had been too narrow. 

Waiting did not care what one waited for. 

Clarity. 

Permission. 

Success. 

Health. 

Love. 

Another universe. 

Anything could become the reason this moment was not yet the real 

one. 

Daniel stood. 

He walked to the study. 

The laptop was still closed. 

He did not open it. 

Not yet. 

That phrase appeared automatically. 

Daniel almost laughed. 

Then he did laugh. 

The sound was not cheerful, but it was honest. 

He opened the laptop. 

Chapter Nine appeared. 

The two pages he had written before Paris were still there. 
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He read the last sentence. 

The deeper difficulty may be that we want knowledge of the future 

to relieve us of responsibility for the present. 

Daniel stared at it. 

For the first time, the sentence did not feel philosophical. 

It felt accusatory. 

He placed his hands on the keyboard. 

Nothing came. 

He waited for inspiration. 

Then caught himself waiting. 

He typed: 

There are many ways to postpone a life. Some of them look like fear. 

Some look like prudence. Some look like preparation. And some may 

look so extraordinary that we mistake them for revelation. 

Daniel stopped. 

He reread the paragraph. 

Then added: 

The test may be simple: does what I believe make me more 

available to the life in front of me, or less? 

He leaned back. 

Claire rose in his mind with painful immediacy. 

Her hand. 

Stay. 

Daniel closed his eyes. 

"I miss you," he said aloud. 

The room remained Santa Barbara. 
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He opened his eyes. 

Missing her was not the problem. 

He understood that now. 

Waiting for her was. 

He saved the document. 

Then, before he could renegotiate with himself, he put on his walking 

shoes and left the apartment. 

He walked toward the water. 

Not forty-five minutes. 

Not according to a plan. 

He walked until the ocean came into view between the buildings 

and the air changed with salt. 

At the harbor he stopped. 

For several minutes he watched a sailboat move beyond the 

breakwater. 

He thought of Paris. 

He thought of Claire. 

He thought of all the Daniels who might, at that same impossible 

moment, be looking at other water. 

Then he remembered Older Daniel's question. 

Which voice is the piece? 

All of them. 

Daniel stood there long enough for the sailboat to become small. 

Then he turned toward home. 

He had not solved anything. 

Paris had not returned. 
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Claire was still absent. 

The grief came with him. 

But for the first time since losing her, so did Santa Barbara. 

The next morning Daniel woke with no revelation. 

He walked again. 

He wrote for thirty minutes. 

He answered two emails he had been postponing. 

He texted Michael: Still on for 7. 

Michael replied: I have witnesses. 

Daniel smiled. 

At six-forty, while changing his shirt for dinner, Daniel caught himself 

wondering whether he should stay home in case a shift occurred. 

He stopped with one sleeve half-buttoned. 

There it was. 

The old bargain. 

Do not commit here because something else might happen. 

Daniel finished buttoning the shirt. 

He left the apartment. 

Paris did not appear. 

Neither did New York, Colorado, Alicante, the eighty-five-year-old 

room, or the house above the gray Pacific. 

Nothing extraordinary happened at dinner. 

Michael complained about the restaurant's acoustics. 

Daniel ordered dessert. 

They argued about whether a person could be morally responsible 

for a decision made under incomplete information. 
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Michael accused Daniel of turning dinner into a seminar. 

Daniel accused Michael of cross-examining the waiter. 

They laughed. 

At one point Michael asked, "So what was going on with you?" 

Daniel considered telling him. 

Not everything. 

Perhaps not yet. 

"I got stuck waiting for something." 

"Did it come?" 

"No." 

Michael lifted his glass. 

"Maybe that's why you're here." 

Daniel looked at him. 

Michael had no idea what he had said. 

Daniel did not explain. 

On the walk back to his car, Daniel felt unexpectedly tired. 

Not physically. 

The fatigue came from carrying incompatible attachments without a 

theory large enough to reconcile them. 

He loved a woman in Paris. 

He valued a friend in Santa Barbara. 

Neither fact canceled the other. 

Perhaps that was another version of the problem he had spent his 

life trying to solve through comparison. 

He wanted one truth to invalidate the competing truth. 



Page 140 of 179 

 

One life to justify excluding another. 

One choice to prove itself correct. 

Maybe maturity consisted partly in allowing two truths to remain true 

at once. 

He could miss Claire and still meet Michael for dinner. 

He could believe Paris was real and still write in Santa Barbara. 

He could love a family he could not reach and still take care of the 

body standing in this room. 

He could remain uncertain and begin. 

The thought was not dramatic enough to feel like revelation. 

That made Daniel trust it more. 

At home he opened The Unchosen Life. 

The cursor waited beneath the paragraph he had written that 

afternoon. 

Daniel typed for eleven minutes. 

Then the room changed. 
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VII. THE LIFE CHOSEN 

He was in New York. 

Not at a lecture. 

Not at dinner with Rebecca Sloan. 

Not standing beneath his own name while strangers waited for him 

to sign books. 

He was alone at a desk. 

The room was narrow and lined with shelves. Beyond the window, 

rain moved diagonally through the light from the building across the 

street. A radiator clicked somewhere near the floor. On the desk sat 

a mug of coffee gone cold, three sharpened pencils, and a laptop 

displaying a paragraph that appeared to have been rewritten 

several times. 

Daniel recognized the room before he understood why. 

New York Daniel's apartment. 

His apartment. 

The distinction no longer arrived cleanly. 

He looked at the screen. 

The paragraph concerned responsibility and uncertainty. One 

sentence was highlighted. Another had been crossed out 

electronically, restored, and crossed out again. 

Daniel read the passage. 

It was not brilliant. 

That surprised him. 

He read it again, expecting the authority he remembered from the 

published copy of The Unchosen Life. Instead he found a working 

paragraph: intelligent, awkward in one place, overexplained in 

another, uncertain about its own conclusion. 
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The cursor blinked at the end. 

A sensation moved through him that was partly memory and partly 

muscle habit. Delete the final sentence. Move the second sentence 

upward. Stop trying to make the argument finish before the thought 

has finished. 

His hands moved over the keyboard. 

He deleted twelve words. 

He wrote seven. 

Read them. 

Deleted four. 

Outside, a horn sounded three floors below. 

There was no applause. 

No reader telling him his work had changed a life. 

No evidence that the paragraph would survive until morning. 

Only the work. 

Daniel felt, with a clarity almost embarrassing in its simplicity, that he 

had misunderstood this life too. 

He had been visiting the published books. 

He had been envying the result. 

This was the life that produced them. 

A man in a room, uncertain about a sentence, staying with it 

anyway. 

The room changed. 

Daniel was back at his desk in Santa Barbara. 

The paragraph beneath the cursor was the one he had written 

eleven minutes earlier. 
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For several seconds he sat perfectly still. 

Then he looked toward the window. 

Nothing happened. 

He looked back at the screen. 

Chapter Nine: The Life Chosen. 

The title no longer seemed accusatory. 

It seemed unfinished. 

Daniel began typing. 

He wrote for forty-three minutes. 

He knew the exact time because at twenty minutes he wanted to 

stop, and at thirty-one he became convinced that what he had 

written was obvious, derivative, and structurally unsound. At thirty-

four he nearly opened the folder containing the screenplay instead. 

He did not. 

He stayed with the paragraph. 

At forty-three minutes he reached the end of a thought and 

stopped because the thought had ended, not because uncertainty 

had arrived. 

He saved the document. 

The word count had increased by 812. 

Daniel stared at the number and laughed. 

Eight hundred and twelve words would not finish a book. 

They had, however, existed nowhere that morning. 

Now they did. 

He opened his calendar. 
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For years he had resisted deadlines he imposed on himself because 

they felt artificial. A university deadline had authority. A publication 

deadline had authority. A medical appointment had authority. A 

date invented by Daniel Mercer could always be renegotiated by 

Daniel Mercer. 

He chose a date twelve weeks away and typed: 

FIRST COMPLETE DRAFT - THE UNCHOSEN LIFE. 

His hand hovered above the keyboard. 

A familiar thought arrived. 

What if twelve weeks was unrealistic? 

He recognized the thought for what it was: not wisdom, not warning, 

merely uncertainty asking to be treated as an instruction. 

Daniel pressed Enter. 

The appointment remained. 

He closed the calendar. 

Then he opened the screenplay. 

OTHER LIVES appeared at the top of the first page. 

Daniel disliked the title as much as ever. 

Below it, the man in the airport was still waiting to decide whether to 

board the plane. 

Daniel read the scene. 

He had polished it so thoroughly that almost nothing alive remained 

in it. 

He highlighted six pages and deleted them. 

The blank space startled him. 

Then exhilarated him. 

He began again. 
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This time the man was not in an airport. 

He was sitting in a coffee shop. 

Daniel stopped. 

He looked at the sentence. 

For a moment he felt the peculiar vertigo that came whenever one 

reality seemed to look back at another. 

He did not decide whether the idea was coincidence, 

appropriation, memory, or something more difficult to name. 

He wrote the next line. 

The following morning he walked toward the harbor. 

His body objected mildly after twenty minutes. His lower back 

tightened. One knee announced itself on the incline. The Colorado 

body rose in memory: effortless breath, reliable balance, legs that 

carried him uphill without negotiation. 

Daniel felt the comparison beginning. 

He stopped it. 

This was not that body. 

That fact did not make this one disposable. 

He slowed slightly and continued. 

At the waterfront, he watched two men lift a small sailboat from a 

trailer. A woman ran past pushing a stroller. An elderly couple 

walked in opposite directions for several yards before one realized 

the mistake and called the other back. 

Daniel smiled. 

On the way home he bought groceries instead of ordering dinner. 

None of this felt transformative. 

That, increasingly, seemed to be the point. 
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For the next several weeks, Daniel's life became less dramatic and 

more occupied. 

He wrote most mornings. 

Not every morning. 

Some mornings he read instead. Twice he lost nearly an hour 

comparing reviews of software he did not need. One Wednesday he 

reorganized his notes with such concentration that it took him until 

lunch to admit he had been avoiding a difficult section. 

The difference was not that he stopped postponing. 

The difference was that postponement had become visible while he 

was doing it. 

Once seen, it was harder to mistake for preparation. 

He walked four or five days a week. On some days the walk was 

forty minutes. On others it was twelve. He stopped using the shorter 

days as evidence that the habit had failed. 

He accepted two invitations from Michael without saying maybe. 

The first was dinner. 

The second was a chamber-music concert at the Granada. 

During the slow movement of a piano trio, Daniel thought of Elise. 

The thought hurt. 

He allowed it to hurt. 

He listened anyway. 

Afterward Michael said, "You disappeared during the second 

movement." 

Daniel looked at him. 

For one startled instant he thought Michael knew. 

Then Michael added, "You had that professor face." 
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"What professor face?" 

"The one where you're arguing silently with a dead German." 

Daniel laughed. 

"I was listening." 

"Good. You should try it more often." 

Daniel almost told him about Elise. 

Instead he said, "It reminded me of someone." 

Michael nodded without asking who. 

That restraint made Daniel grateful. 

The medical investigation continued in the background. The 

neurologist found no obvious explanation. Imaging showed nothing 

that accounted for the episodes. Daniel answered questions 

honestly except where honesty required descriptions so implausible 

that he heard himself editing them before they reached the room. 

He told Dr. Chen that the experiences had continued. 

"Any loss of consciousness?" she asked. 

"Not that I can determine." 

"Weakness? Speech problems? Confusion afterward?" 

"No." 

"Are they frightening you?" 

Daniel considered the question. 

"Less than they did." 

Dr. Chen studied him. 

"That wasn't exactly what I asked." 

"No," Daniel said. "It wasn't." 

She waited. 
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"Sometimes they're painful." 

"Because of what you see?" 

"Because of what I remember." 

She did not understand the answer, but she did not dismiss it. 

"If anything changes physically, you call me." 

"I will." 

"Not maybe." 

Daniel stared at her. 

Dr. Chen smiled. 

"Michael Arden called you, didn't he?" 

"No. I have met men like both of you." 

Daniel left the office laughing. 

The shifts continued, but irregularly. 

Once, while standing in the produce section of a grocery store, he 

spent what felt like nine minutes in Colorado repairing a loose 

cabinet hinge in a kitchen he remembered building with someone 

whose face he could not quite retrieve afterward. 

Another time, during a traffic light, Alicante appeared for less than 

three seconds: blue sky, the smell of coffee, Mateo Navarro turning 

toward him in the middle of a sentence. Daniel was back before he 

heard how it ended. 

The brevity frustrated him. 

He let himself be frustrated. 

Then the light changed, and he drove. 

New York returned twice. Both times the successful life was engaged 

in something tedious. On one visit Daniel was answering email. On 

the other he was standing in line at a pharmacy. 
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This amused him more than it should have. 

Apparently even the preferable universes required prescriptions. 

Paris did not return. 

For a while Daniel counted the days. 

Then he noticed he was counting and stopped. 

He did not stop missing Claire. 

He no longer treated missing her as a schedule. 

By the seventh week, Chapter Nine had become Chapter Ten. 

The screenplay had reached page fifty-six. 

Daniel sent the first thirty pages to a screenwriting consultant whose 

name he had saved more than a year earlier and never contacted. 

His finger rested over the Send button long enough for the old 

argument to assemble itself. 

Too early. 

Needs another pass. 

What if the concept is derivative? 

What if the dialogue is flat? 

What if the consultant thinks a retired philosophy professor should 

have remained a retired philosophy professor? 

Alicante Daniel's voice arrived from memory. 

How did you know you weren't making a mistake? 

I didn't. 

Daniel pressed Send. 

The confirmation appeared. 

Nothing happened. 

No thunder. 
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No rearrangement of reality. 

No immediate evidence that he had chosen correctly. 

He went to lunch. 

The consultant's notes arrived six days later. 

Some were encouraging. 

Several were not. 

The opening was stronger than the middle. The central character 

explained too much. Two scenes repeated information. The premise 

was compelling, but the emotional stakes needed to emerge earlier. 

Daniel read the comments once. 

Then again. 

His first impulse was to defend every criticized choice. 

His second was to abandon the screenplay for a week until he felt 

differently about it. 

Instead he opened the file. 

The consultant was wrong about one scene. 

Correct about two others. 

Daniel began revising. 

He thought of the failed film in Alicante and understood something 

he had previously only admired from a distance. 

Finishing did not protect a work from judgment. 

It exposed the work to judgment. 

That was part of finishing. 

Near the end of the ninth week, Michael called on a Saturday 

morning. 

"I am driving to Ojai for lunch," he said. "Come with me." 
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Daniel was halfway through a difficult chapter. 

He looked at the screen. 

"What time?" 

"Eleven-thirty." 

The old Daniel would have said he would see how the morning went. 

The newer Daniel almost said yes automatically, then caught himself. 

Automatic yes was no more freedom than automatic maybe. 

He looked at the paragraph. 

He wanted another hour with it. 

"Make it twelve-thirty," he said. 

Michael paused. 

"Negotiating. Good. You're becoming human again." 

"Twelve-thirty." 

"Done." 

Daniel returned to the chapter. 

This pleased him more than immediate agreement would have. 

Participation, he was beginning to understand, was not the same as 

constant motion. 

Choosing included saying no. 

It included finishing the paragraph before lunch. 

It included resting when the body required rest rather than treating 

rest as surrender. 

It included allowing one thing to exclude another for a while. 

That was what frightened him most about choice and what made 

choice possible. 

On the morning of the draft deadline, Daniel woke before sunrise. 



Page 152 of 179 

 

He had not finished. 

Thirty-two pages remained rough, and the final chapter consisted 

mostly of notes. 

For ten minutes he lay in bed experiencing the familiar temptation to 

reinterpret the deadline as aspirational. 

Then he got up. 

He made coffee. 

He worked until noon. 

He ate a sandwich at the desk. 

At three-fifteen, he reached the final paragraph. 

He knew immediately that it was not the final paragraph the book 

would eventually contain. 

It was too neat. 

The metaphor in the second sentence was strained. 

The final line sounded as if a philosopher were trying to win an 

argument after the reader had already left the room. 

Daniel smiled. 

He typed the period anyway. 

Then he scrolled to the first page. 

THE UNCHOSEN LIFE. 

Beneath the title were 78,416 words. 

A complete draft. 

Not a finished book. 

A complete draft. 

The distinction felt sacred. 

Daniel leaned back. 
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He expected satisfaction. 

What came instead was grief. 

Claire. 

He did not understand the connection at first. 

Then he did. 

He wanted to tell her. 

Not because she would understand the book better than anyone 

else. Not because her approval would certify the accomplishment. 

Simply because in another life she was the person to whom he would 

have carried the news first. 

The realization tightened his throat. 

Daniel closed his eyes. 

Not to summon Paris. 

He had stopped believing he could. 

He simply sat with her absence. 

When he opened them, Claire was across from him. 

For several seconds neither of them moved. 

Daniel was seated at the small kitchen table in Paris. 

Morning light entered through the windows. A bowl of pears sat 

between them. Claire held a cup in both hands. 

Her hair was loose, more silver than he remembered from the first visit 

and exactly as he remembered from the last. 

She looked at him carefully. 

"There you are," she said. 

Daniel's breath broke into something almost like a laugh. 

"Yes." 
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Claire put down the cup. 

"How long?" 

He understood the question. 

"For me? About three months." 

She nodded. 

"For us, eleven days." 

Daniel felt the strange arithmetic of the realities pass between them. 

"I finished the draft," he said. 

Claire frowned slightly. 

Then recognition came. 

"The book you haven't written." 

Daniel laughed. 

"The book I hadn't written." 

A smile moved across her face. 

"Then perhaps you should stop calling it that." 

He wanted to reach across the table and hold her hand. 

He did. 

She let him. 

For a moment Daniel waited for the panic he had felt the last time: 

the instinct to grip harder because the room might vanish. 

It did not come. 

Or rather, it came and passed through him without becoming an 

order. 

Claire watched him. 

"You are different." 
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"I hope so." 

"That is not what I said." 

Daniel smiled. 

"I know." 

From another room came the muted sound of a piano. 

Elise. 

Not performing. Practicing. 

A short phrase repeated, stopped, began again. 

Daniel listened. 

"She still does that?" he asked. 

Claire looked toward the sound. 

"Every day she can." 

"Even now?" 

"Especially now." 

Daniel understood. 

The accomplished pianist was practicing a difficult measure. 

The published author was rewriting a paragraph. 

The healthy man was walking another hill. 

The courageous man had made mistakes he still had to live with. 

Claire was still making coffee in a kitchen after decades of marriage. 

No life had reached the point where participation was no longer 

required. 

"Do you still want to stay?" Claire asked. 

Daniel looked at her. 

He could have lied. 
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"Yes." 

Claire's eyes softened. 

"Good." 

The answer surprised him. 

"Good?" 

"I would be offended if you didn't." 

He laughed. 

Then she added, "And do you want to go back?" 

Daniel looked around the kitchen. 

The pears. 

The cup. 

The light. 

The woman whose hand he was holding. 

He thought of the manuscript on his Santa Barbara desk. 

Michael. 

The screenplay. 

The harbor walk. 

His unfinished body and unfinished work and unfinished friendships. 

"Yes," he said. 

Claire nodded. 

No disappointment crossed her face. 

Perhaps Paris Daniel understood something Santa Barbara Daniel 

could not hear. 

Perhaps Claire did. 

Perhaps the distinction no longer mattered as much as it once had. 
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The piano stopped. 

Then began again from the top. 

Claire squeezed his hand. 

"You look like you're leaving." 

Daniel felt it then: the slight thinning of the room, the almost 

imperceptible change in sound that had once filled him with terror. 

His first instinct was to hold tighter. 

He noticed it. 

He relaxed his fingers instead. 

Not releasing her. 

Not clinging. 

"I love you," he said. 

Claire's expression changed, though not with surprise. 

"I know." 

The room changed. 

Daniel's hand rested on the desk beside his laptop. 

The completed draft remained on the screen. 

He closed his eyes for one second. 

The grief was there. 

So was gratitude. 

Neither required him to leave the chair. 

Daniel saved the manuscript twice. 

Then he sent a copy to himself, because metaphysical insight was no 

substitute for backups. 

Six months later, the jacaranda outside the Mariposa Coffee House 

was green again. 



Page 158 of 179 

 

Daniel sat at the same table near the front window where the first 

episode had occurred. 

The book was no longer finished in the sense he had once imagined 

books becoming finished. It had been revised, cut, reorganized, and 

revised again. Two early readers had disagreed about nearly 

everything. Daniel had accepted some suggestions and rejected 

others. He had finally sent the manuscript to three publishers and 

one literary agent. 

Two had declined. 

One had not replied. 

The agent had asked to see the full manuscript. 

Daniel had discovered that waiting for an answer after submitting 

something felt very different from waiting before submitting it. 

One kind of waiting belonged to the world. 

The other had belonged to him. 

The screenplay was ninety-three pages long. 

It had a new title, though Daniel still was not certain he liked it. 

That no longer prevented him from continuing. 

He walked most mornings. 

He remained sixty-eight, though not for much longer. His knees still 

existed. His doctor still wanted him to improve several numbers. He 

had lost some weight, gained a little back, and continued anyway. 

Michael remained an attorney even in retirement and continued 

objecting to vague plans as though vagueness were a breach of 

contract. 

Claire had appeared twice more. 

Once for less than a minute. 

Once for most of an afternoon. 
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New York had returned. 

Colorado had not. 

Alicante appeared unexpectedly while Daniel was brushing his 

teeth. 

The eighty-five-year-old Santa Barbara apartment had never 

returned. 

Neither had the coastal house of Older Daniel. 

Daniel still kept the EPISODES file. 

It had grown to sixty-seven pages. 

He no longer expected it to explain anything. 

That may have been why he continued it so carefully. 

On this particular morning Daniel was revising a passage in Chapter 

Nine. 

He had once written that choosing a life required accepting the 

disappearance of all the others. 

He no longer believed that was quite right. 

The others did not have to disappear. 

They might remain imagined. 

They might remain regretted. 

They might, impossibly, remain real. 

The requirement was not to destroy possibility. 

It was to stop demanding that possibility excuse him from presence. 

Daniel reread the paragraph. 

Too abstract. 

He smiled. 

Some things apparently survived every spiritual transformation. 
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He highlighted the paragraph and began again. 

At the next table, someone pulled out a chair. 

Daniel continued typing. 

"Excuse me," a voice said. 

He looked up. 

A woman stood beside the empty chair across from him. She was 

perhaps in her sixties, carrying a coffee and a book. Every other 

table nearby was occupied. 

"Is anyone sitting here?" 

Daniel looked at the chair. 

For an instant it contained Claire. 

Not literally. 

No shift occurred. 

He simply remembered her sitting across from him in Paris with both 

hands around a cup. 

Then came Rebecca in New York. 

Mateo in Alicante. 

Michael at dinner. 

Older Daniel looking toward the gray Pacific. 

The chair became what it had always been. 

A chair. 

Empty because no one was sitting in it. 

Not reserved for a possibility. 

Not evidence of an absence. 

Available. 

"No," Daniel said. "Please." 
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The woman sat. 

"Thank you." 

Daniel nodded and returned to the manuscript. 

Outside, a bus stopped at the corner. Someone laughed near the 

counter. The espresso machine released a sharp burst of steam. 

For half a second Daniel thought of the marble table, the porcelain 

cup, the French voice that had begun all of this. 

He waited for the room to change. 

It did not. 

Daniel placed his hands on the keyboard. 

For once, he did not wonder what another version of himself was 

doing. 

He had work to do here. 
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EPILOGUE 

A Note from P. A. Rallax 

WHY THIS STORY WAS WRITTEN 

The Unchosen Life began with a question that is older than any 

modern theory of alternate universes: What becomes of the lives we 

do not live? 

Every biography is shaped by selection. We take one job and 

decline another. We stay in one city or leave it. We begin a 

relationship, end one, avoid one, or never encounter the person 

who might have changed us. We write the book, postpone it, 

abandon it, or spend years intending to return. We care for the 

body, neglect it, recover our attention, or promise ourselves that we 

will begin later. Some choices are dramatic. Most are ordinary. Their 

cumulative effect is what we eventually call a life. 

Ordinarily, the possibilities not taken seem to disappear. They survive 

as memory, imagination, regret, curiosity, fantasy, or the familiar 

question: What if? 

The story asks the reader to grant, for the duration of the fiction, a 

more radical possibility: what if the alternatives do not disappear? 

What if some larger structure of reality contains not only the life we 

remember living, but also other realizable continuations of the same 

person? 

That possibility is the imaginative foundation of Daniel Mercer's 

experience. It is not offered here as a scientific conclusion or as a 

doctrine the reader is asked to accept. It is the metaphysical model 

used to construct the story, and the value of the model lies in the 

questions it allows the story to ask. 
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THE METAPHYSICAL MODEL: A FIELD OF POSSIBILITIES 

Within the framework of The Unchosen Life, reality is imagined as 

larger than the single sequence of events an individual presently 

experiences. At any point, several continuations may be possible. 

Daniel can remain in Santa Barbara or leave. He can finish the book 

or postpone it. He can commit to a relationship or remain alone. He 

can take greater care of his body or continue neglecting it. He can 

accept uncertainty abroad or preserve familiarity at home. 

The story's metaphysical hypothesis treats these alternatives as more 

than unrealized ideas. It imagines them as corresponding to distinct 

experiential realities within a larger field of possibility. 

There are different ways one might picture such a field. One could 

imagine realities branching when choices are made. One could 

imagine that the full range of realizable possibilities already exists 

and that an individual life follows one line through it. The story does 

not insist on a technical mechanism. For Daniel, the distinction is less 

important than the discovery that alternatives he once regarded as 

merely hypothetical possess continuity, history, and emotional reality 

of their own. 

Thus one Daniel remains in Santa Barbara. Another builds a family 

with Claire in Paris. Another becomes a public intellectual and 

author in New York. Another develops a more embodied life in 

Colorado. Another accepts uncertainty and reinvention in Alicante. 

Another postpones long enough to become the eighty-five-year-old 

man surrounded by unfinished intentions. 

The handful of lives shown in the narrative should not be read as an 

exhaustive catalog. If the premise were taken seriously, even as a 

thought experiment, the number of possible variations would be 

enormous. A life might diverge because of a marriage, a career, an 

illness, a move, a sentence spoken differently, a friendship pursued 
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instead of neglected, or a seemingly trivial decision whose 

consequences unfold over decades. 

The fiction therefore uses a small number of realities to make a much 

larger possibility emotionally legible. 

 

THE SOUL AND THE PERSONALITY 

The story then adds a spiritual question to the parallel-reality premise. 

It asks whether the everyday personality might be only one level of 

identity. 

Daniel Mercer in Santa Barbara experiences himself as a complete 

person, and so does every other Daniel he encounters. Each has a 

body, a history, relationships, responsibilities, memories, preferences, 

disappointments, and the private conviction: This is my life. 

Yet the story invites another possibility beneath those local identities. 

Perhaps what some traditions call the soul, higher self, or larger 

consciousness is not confined to a single biography. Those terms 

carry many different meanings in philosophy and spirituality; here 

they are used simply to name the speculative idea of an identity 

larger than one personality. 

Within that model, the soul would not stand outside the lives 

choosing a favorite. It might instead be understood as the larger 

consciousness through which many different expressions are 

experienced. 

From the point of view of one personality, possibilities are mutually 

exclusive. Santa Barbara Daniel cannot simultaneously spend the 

same afternoon alone in California and with Claire in Paris. From that 

local point of view, one life excludes another. 

From the imagined point of view of a larger consciousness, however, 

what is mutually exclusive to one personality might not be mutually 

exclusive to the whole. One expression marries Claire and another 
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does not. One writes the book and another postpones it. One risks 

failure and another chooses security. 

If such a model were true, the question tormenting the personality - 

Which life was the correct one? - might not be the question the 

larger consciousness is asking at all. The larger purpose, if there is 

one, might involve experience rather than optimization. 

That possibility is central to the story, but it remains a possibility. The 

fiction explores what follows from it rather than claiming to prove it. 

DECISIONS, NON-DECISIONS, AND CONSEQUENCE 

One reason the Waiting Daniel matters so much is that the story does 

not treat indecision as the absence of a path. 

A non-decision still has consequences. To continue as before is still to 

continue in a direction. 

Waiting Daniel does not ruin his life with one spectacular mistake. He 

remains intelligent, comfortable, thoughtful, interested, and full of 

plans. His danger is quieter. He repeatedly says some version of not 

yet. The book will be finished later. The screenplay will be ready 

eventually. Health can be addressed when life settles down. The trip 

can happen next year. Another invitation will come. 

No single postponement seems decisive. The pattern becomes 

visible only across years. Repetition becomes structure, and structure 

eventually becomes biography. 

The parallel-reality device gives that ordinary truth an unusual 

dramatic form. It lets Daniel encounter a version of himself in whom 

postponement has become an entire life. The metaphysics enlarges 

the question, but the emotional recognition does not depend on 

accepting the metaphysics literally. 
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IS DANIEL TRAVELING ANYWHERE? 

Daniel initially interprets the phenomenon spatially. He thinks he goes 

from one reality to another. Human language almost forces that 

interpretation: we leave, arrive, return, cross, enter. 

Older Daniel proposes a less literal possibility. Perhaps nothing travels. 

Perhaps what changes is attention, identification, or access. 

This is why the story avoids machinery for the shifts. There is no portal, 

tunnel, laboratory device, flash of energy, or physical transport. 

Daniel can close his eyes in one place and open them into another 

continuity. From his point of view, the environment changes 

completely, yet the story leaves open whether anything has crossed 

a physical distance. 

A radio offers one analogy. Many stations can be broadcasting 

simultaneously. Tuning to one does not abolish the others. The 

receiver changes what it is presently receiving. 

The story ultimately prefers a musical analogy. A fugue contains 

several independent voices at once. Attention can follow one voice, 

then another, while the others continue within the composition. 

Asking which voice is the piece misunderstands the structure. The 

piece is the relation of all the voices. 

Within the metaphysical model of The Unchosen Life, each Daniel 

may be imagined as one such voice. The soul, if the term is useful, 

may be less like another voice and more like the larger composition 

in which all of them remain distinct yet related. 

Daniel's unusual experience would then not be the creation of 

alternate lives. It would be a temporary loosening of the ordinary 

boundary that keeps one line of experience feeling exclusive. 
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WHO IS THE 'REAL' DANIEL? 

Santa Barbara Daniel naturally assumes that he is the original and 

the others are alternatives. The assumption is understandable 

because every consciousness begins from its own point of view. 

But Paris Daniel does not wake each morning believing himself to be 

secondary. He remembers Claire, Elise, Julien, years of family history, 

familiar rooms, disappointments, obligations, and ordinary routines. 

New York Daniel experiences New York as home. Colorado Daniel 

experiences his body as his body. Alicante Daniel does not regard 

himself as someone else's abandoned possibility. 

Each stands at the center of his own experiential world. 

That observation removes a simple hierarchy. Santa Barbara may be 

the reality from which the story begins, but the story does not 

establish that it is metaphysically privileged. 

Nor does a larger identity make the individual lives interchangeable. 

Claire does not love an abstraction called the greater 

consciousness; she loves the Daniel with whom she has shared a 

particular history. Elise and Julien have a particular father. Michael 

knows a particular friend. Biography still matters because relationship 

occurs through specificity. 

The larger Self, if such a Self exists, would not have to erase the 

individual. It could include individuality without reducing it. 

MEMORY AND IDENTITY 

Daniel's shifts create another problem: memory. He does not arrive in 

an alternate life as a blank visitor. The life already knows itself. 

Claire's face can awaken years of emotional history. Elise can call 

forth fragments of childhood. A mountain trail can produce bodily 
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confidence Daniel never cultivated in Santa Barbara. A manuscript 

can carry the professional memory of having written it. 

The story deliberately avoids giving Daniel an instant encyclopedia 

of another biography. Memory emerges contextually, as though the 

alternate life contains a network of associations that becomes 

available when needed. 

This matters because memory is one of the foundations of personal 

identity. Much of what we mean by I am this person consists of 

remembered continuity: the people we know, the promises we 

made, the body we learned to inhabit, the habits we repeated, the 

failures we regret, the work we completed. 

During a shift, Daniel can encounter two incompatible truths: I have 

never had a daughter, and I remember my daughter's childhood. 

The story does not resolve that contradiction philosophically. It uses 

the contradiction to make identity unstable enough for Daniel to feel 

that another life is not merely something he is observing. 

That is why the experience becomes emotionally dangerous. The 

alternate realities do not remain intellectual exhibits. They generate 

attachment, nostalgia, pride, grief, embarrassment, tenderness, and 

longing. 

THE LIVES AS MIRRORS 

The major realities in the story are not intended as a ranking of 

destinations. They function as mirrors, each reflecting a dimension of 

experience Daniel has kept at a distance. 

Paris is primarily a life of belonging. Daniel encounters marriage, 

parenthood, grandparenthood, family jokes, obligations, 

disagreements, meals, anniversaries, and the ordinary repetitions 

through which intimacy becomes history. Claire is not a reward he 

failed to earn, and Paris is not proof that Santa Barbara was a 
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mistake. It shows what sustained commitment to people can create 

over time. 

Paris also has exclusions of its own. That Daniel has work he did not 

pursue and possibilities he did not inhabit. The life is beautiful without 

being complete. 

New York is creation made visible. Daniel first encounters the finished 

books, recognition, and a screenplay in motion. Later he sees what 

those outcomes required: uncertain years, rejection, solitary revision, 

discipline, and work continued without a guarantee of reward. The 

contrast suggests that creation may produce clarity as often as 

clarity produces creation. 

Colorado is embodiment. Daniel has lived extensively through 

thought. The Colorado reality asks what changes when intelligence 

includes the body as an active part of experience. The point is not 

that health is morally superior, nor that health is always controllable. 

It is that a human life is embodied, and conceptual knowledge of 

the body is not the same as inhabiting it attentively. 

Alicante is risk without certainty. Some choices work and some do 

not. Money is lost. A relationship ends. A screenplay is made and 

does not become a triumph. Yet failure does not cancel the reality 

of having acted, learned, loved, and created. 

The Waiting Life is consequence without catastrophe. Nothing 

terrible needs to happen for years to become a pattern. That is 

precisely what makes the encounter unsettling. 

Older Daniel represents integration rather than superiority. He is not a 

sage with privileged access to ultimate truth. He has simply lived with 

the phenomenon long enough to stop using it as a contest among 

lives. 
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THE TRAP HIDDEN INSIDE INFINITE POSSIBILITY 

Infinite possibility sounds, at first, like complete freedom. If every life 

exists, perhaps nothing is finally lost. Somewhere the relationship 

succeeds. Somewhere the book is written. Somewhere the risk is 

taken. Somewhere the opportunity declined here is accepted. 

But the individual personality may experience the opposite effect. If 

alternatives are endless, comparison can also become endless. 

Daniel already has a tendency to wait for certainty. The parallel 

realities magnify that tendency. Paris offers belonging. New York 

offers achievement. Colorado offers vitality. Alicante offers courage. 

He begins to treat existence as though one reality must contain the 

correct arrangement of all desirable things. 

The search cannot end, because every biography contains both 

abundance and absence. The more alternatives Daniel sees, the 

more material he has for comparison. 

His extraordinary experience therefore becomes another expression 

of his ordinary wound. He once postponed participation while 

waiting for clarity. He can now postpone participation while studying 

infinity. 

Older Daniel's question - 'You keep visiting lives. When are you going 

to live one?' - is not an argument against metaphysical curiosity. It is 

a challenge to the way Daniel uses curiosity. The problem begins 

when possibility becomes a substitute for participation. 

SOME OTHER LIVES MAY GENUINELY BE BETTER - IN SOME WAYS 

The story deliberately avoids the comforting conclusion that the life 

we have must secretly be better than every life we did not choose. 

Paris genuinely contains forms of love and belonging that Santa 

Barbara lacks. New York contains creative accomplishments Santa 

Barbara Daniel has not achieved. Colorado contains physical 
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capacities he envies. Alicante contains risks, places, and 

experiences he avoided. 

Acknowledging that matters. Otherwise the story would solve regret 

by pretending that every missed possibility was inferior. 

A different life may genuinely contain something beautiful that ours 

does not. It may also contain losses we cannot see from a distance. 

No single biography need contain every form of fulfillment. 

The resolution offered by the story is therefore not that the grass is 

never greener. It is that comparison alone cannot produce a life. A 

biography becomes meaningful through being entered, shaped, 

endured, revised, loved, and lived - not by defeating every 

alternative in an imaginary competition. 

CLAIRE AND LOVE WITHOUT POSSESSION 

Claire is the point at which the metaphysical premise becomes 

emotionally costly. 

Daniel can discuss consciousness, identity, and alternate selves as 

abstractions. Claire makes abstraction impossible because his 

attachment to her feels personal, embodied, and continuous. 

The story does not ask the reader to decide whether such love 

would be metaphysically 'real' in our world. Within Daniel's 

experience, it plainly is. That is enough to create the problem. 

He returns to Santa Barbara grieving people who, within the story's 

framework, have not died. They are simply inaccessible. It is a 

peculiar grief: absence without extinction. 

His temptation is understandable. If one reality contains the 

marriage, children, granddaughter, and belonging he now 

remembers loving, why not regard Santa Barbara as a waiting room 

until Paris returns? 
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But that response reproduces his old pattern. Once again, the life 

before him becomes provisional while he waits for the life he 

imagines he would rather inhabit. 

Daniel's eventual movement is not toward forgetting Claire or 

declaring Paris unreal. He learns, imperfectly, to allow love without 

turning love into a demand for possession or permanent access. 

The idea has an ordinary analogue even for readers who reject the 

parallel-reality premise. Human beings frequently love what cannot 

be permanently kept. Relationships end. Children grow. Friends 

move. People die. Circumstances change. Impermanence does not 

by itself make an experience meaningless. 

Claire therefore becomes less a proof of the cosmology than a test 

of whether Daniel can carry attachment without abandoning the 

reality still asking something of him. 

FREE WILL IF ALL POSSIBILITIES EXIST 

A natural objection arises from the premise: if every realizable choice 

is experienced somewhere, does choosing still matter? 

The story does not attempt a formal solution to that philosophical 

problem. It offers an experiential response. 

The existence of a New York Daniel who writes the book does not 

give Santa Barbara Daniel the experience of having written it. Paris 

Daniel's family does not supply Santa Barbara Daniel with the history 

of building that family. Colorado Daniel's vitality does not alter the 

body Daniel wakes in each morning. Alicante Daniel's courage does 

not make another Daniel courageous. 

Thus, even if a larger consciousness were somehow experiencing 

many possibilities, each local personality would still encounter the 

consequences of the line it inhabits. 

Within that speculative model, free will need not mean the power to 

erase every alternative possibility. It could mean the capacity to 
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participate in this trajectory: to respond, commit, revise, refuse, 

create, repair, or continue from the circumstances presently 

experienced. 

That interpretation does not settle the metaphysics of free will. It 

simply explains why the story does not treat infinite possibility as an 

excuse for individual passivity. 

WHAT THE SOUL MIGHT CALL EXPERIENCE 

If the larger-soul model is entertained, another possibility follows. 

From the personality's point of view, every choice includes exclusion. 

To build one career is not to spend those years building another. To 

share a life with one person is not to live all other possible 

relationships. A finite biography cannot contain everything. 

From the imagined perspective of a consciousness larger than one 

biography, those exclusions might look different. What one 

personality experiences as a road not taken could be experienced 

elsewhere through another expression. 

If that were true, the soul would not necessarily be deprived when 

one biography narrows. It might be exploring the excluded 

possibilities through other lives. 

But this idea should not be used to trivialize local loss. Santa Barbara 

Daniel still feels what is absent. Paris Daniel still has roads not taken 

from within Paris. Experience remains specific to the life in which it 

occurs. 

The speculation simply changes the scale of the question. Instead of 

asking which single life the soul should have selected, one might ask 

what each life contributes to a larger field of experience. 

DEATH AND A LARGER FIELD OF CONSCIOUSNESS 
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The Unchosen Life is not intended as a theory of death or an afterlife. 

Still, the soul model naturally carries an implication worth 

acknowledging. 

If a personality were one expression of a consciousness larger than 

that personality, then the ending of one biography would not 

necessarily imply the ending of the larger consciousness. 

The musical metaphor offers a simple image: one voice may finish 

while the composition continues. 

That image does not tell us what dying is, whether memories are 

integrated, whether realities merge, whether consciousness persists in 

any form, or whether the metaphysical premise is literally true. The 

story makes no claim to know. 

It merely follows its own speculative architecture far enough to show 

why Daniel's experience might loosen the assumption that the 

boundaries of one biography are necessarily the boundaries of 

consciousness itself. 

WHY OLDER DANIEL DOES NOT EXPLAIN EVERYTHING 

Older Daniel could easily have been turned into the figure who 

finally explains the universe. I chose not to make him that person. 

Even inside a metaphysical story, certainty can become 

dramatically cheap if a wise character arrives to settle every 

question. 

Older Daniel knows more only in the limited sense that he has 

experienced more. He has seen enough alternate continuities to 

doubt that one branch deserves to be called the original. He has 

found attention a more useful metaphor than travel. He has stopped 

searching for the Daniel who 'got it right.' 

He still cannot prove what the soul is. He does not know why the shifts 

occur. He cannot explain infinity. He does not know whether 

permanent transfer is possible. He cannot choose Daniel's life for him. 
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His most useful quality may be his tolerance for not knowing. 

That is the context for his advice: 'Don't make answers a condition of 

beginning.' The sentence is not meant as a metaphysical law. It is the 

observation of someone who has watched the demand for certainty 

become its own form of postponement. 

The story leaves room for the possibility that wisdom is not the 

possession of complete answers, but a different relationship to 

incomplete ones. 

 

METAPHYSICS IS NOT THE SAME THING AS SCIENCE 

Because the language of parallel universes also appears in physics, 

a clear distinction is important. 

The Unchosen Life is built on a metaphysical and spiritual thought 

experiment, not on a scientific claim. 

Modern physics contains serious theoretical discussions involving 

multiple universes, branching histories, and many-worlds 

interpretations. Those ideas are technically specific and should not 

be treated as proof of the spiritual model used here. 

Physics does not presently establish that every human decision 

produces an accessible alternate biography, that a soul experiences 

all possible versions of one person, or that consciousness can shift 

among those versions in the manner Daniel experiences. 

The story does not require science to certify those propositions. It asks 

the reader to grant them provisionally, as fiction often asks readers to 

grant an impossible or unverified premise, and then to consider the 

human consequences. 

Science and metaphysical fiction are doing different work. Science 

asks what can be observed, measured, tested, modeled, and 

supported by evidence. Metaphysical fiction can ask: if we imagine 
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this possibility, what becomes visible about identity, regret, love, 

consciousness, choice, and participation? 

Keeping those inquiries distinct protects both of them. 

THE HUMAN WOUND BENEATH THE METAPHYSICS 

For all its unusual architecture, the story is concerned with an 

ordinary difficulty. 

Daniel has spent much of his life understanding experience at a 

conceptual distance. He is educated, perceptive, and capable of 

examining almost anything. His problem is not ignorance. 

His problem is the gap between understanding and participation. 

He tends to wait for clarity before beginning, certainty before 

committing, readiness before exposing work to judgment, and 

improved circumstances before changing habits. Waiting preserves 

alternatives. A decision closes some of them. 

The parallel realities initially seem as though they might solve that 

discomfort by proving that no possibility is ever truly lost. Instead, they 

enlarge the temptation. Daniel becomes an even more 

sophisticated spectator. 

His change begins when he recognizes that no cosmology, however 

vast, can perform the next act of this life for him. Another Daniel may 

write another book, love Claire, climb a mountain, or take a risk. 

None of those experiences writes the next paragraph in Santa 

Barbara. 

That is why the story eventually returns from extraordinary realities to 

ordinary acts: writing, walking, answering Michael, continuing the 

screenplay, allowing another person to occupy the empty chair. 

The metaphysical journey does not end in a final explanation of the 

universe. It ends in a different relationship to the life immediately at 

hand. 
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THE MEANING OF THE TITLE 

At first, The Unchosen Life sounds singular. It suggests that somewhere 

in Daniel's past there was one decisive road he failed to take - the 

life that would have been more complete if only he had chosen 

correctly. 

The story gradually undermines that assumption. There is no single 

unchosen life. There are many, perhaps innumerable, possibilities 

from the point of view of any one biography. 

If the larger-soul model is entertained, the title becomes more 

paradoxical still. A life that is unchosen from one perspective may be 

fully chosen and inhabited from another. 

That does not make the title meaningless. It changes its emphasis. 

The 'unchosen life' is not necessarily one lost destiny waiting to 

accuse us. It is the entire field of alternatives against which a person 

can endlessly compare the life being lived. 

Daniel begins by longing for what might have been. He ends by 

discovering that the presence of alternatives does not remove the 

need to inhabit a particular life. 

THE LIFE CHOSEN 

The final section is called 'The Life Chosen,' but it does not declare 

Santa Barbara objectively superior to Paris, New York, Colorado, 

Alicante, or any unseen reality. 

The story deliberately refuses that verdict. 

Paris may contain more belonging. New York may contain more 

visible achievement. Colorado may contain greater vitality. Alicante 

may contain experiences Daniel values and regrets not having. 
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The issue is not superiority. It is presence. 

Daniel's movement is toward giving attention, effort, relationship, 

responsibility, and action to the life from which he is presently 

conscious, without needing to deny that other possibilities may also 

be meaningful. 

That is why the empty chair returns at the end. For much of the story, 

an empty place can represent absence: who might have been 

there, what might have happened, what is missing. 

When another person finally asks whether the chair is free, Daniel 

does not turn it into a symbol of Claire or a portal toward another 

reality. He simply says yes. 

The gesture is intentionally small. The story has become large enough 

by then. What Daniel needs is not another cosmic revelation, but 

participation in an ordinary moment. 

A FINAL THOUGHT 

Whether parallel realities exist in anything like the form Daniel 

experiences remains outside the claim of this story. The same is true 

of the soul model described in this epilogue. These ideas are offered 

as the speculative architecture behind the fiction, not as conclusions 

the reader is expected to adopt. 

They interest me because of the question they create. If many lives 

are possible - whether literally, metaphysically, psychologically, or 

simply in imagination - what gives one life meaning to the person 

living it? 

Daniel spends much of the story assuming that meaning might be 

discovered by finding the correct reality. What he eventually 

discovers is less grand and perhaps more difficult: no comparison 

can inhabit a life on his behalf. 

That conclusion does not require a belief in parallel universes. Nor 

does it disprove them. 
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Perhaps the realities Daniel visits exist exactly as he experiences 

them. Perhaps they are expressions of a consciousness larger than 

personality. Perhaps they are something stranger than either Daniel 

or the reader can name. Or perhaps, outside the world of the story, 

parallel lives remain one of the most powerful metaphors we have 

for regret, possibility, identity, and the roads we imagine after 

choices are made. 

The story leaves those possibilities open. 

What matters to Daniel is that he no longer requires the universe to 

explain itself before he begins participating in the life in front of him. 

Perhaps that is a metaphysical conclusion. 

 

Perhaps it is only a human one. 

 

- P. A. Rallax 


