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    “Dull, inert cities, it is true, do contain the seeds of their own 
destruction and little else. But lively, diverse, intense cities contain 
the seeds of their own regeneration, with energy enough to carry 
over for problems and needs outside themselves.”  

Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities
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Murmansk

Paul is sitting in the bedroom of his small apartment on the Lower 
East Side of New York City, trying his best to keep the twelve students in 
his Zoom English class engaged in a discussion of Frankenstein by Mary 
Shelley. The antique language of the book is difficult for his community 
college students, but they’re all gamely plowing through. At least the 
genre of the book must be familiar to them: Netflix and Hulu and all the 
other streaming services they are likely wired into are swollen with horror 
movie listings. 

The school requires that he teach this book and help his students 
analyze its meaning and discuss what life lessons they have learned 
from the story. Paul was told that the point of this exercise is to help 
his students develop a relationship with great literature, but he suspects 
there is another motive at play here: the people in his class, most of them 
adults and some still not completely fluent in English, are being groomed 
to enter the American workforce, or perhaps rise a little further in the 
ranks than where they now find themselves. This particular community 
college is not a feeder school for the nation’s fine universities: it is a 
factory, designed to pump out copy after copy of low-to-mid-level 
customer service representatives, bank tellers, sales managers, and the 
like. These future employees are reading classic literature as a way to help 
them understand and evaluate text so that, in the future, when they are 
studying technical manuals and memos from their bosses, they will be 
able to comprehend the information being conveyed to them and act on 
in it in a manner that will reflect well on them personally, on their work 
ethic, and most importantly, on their company’s bottom line.

That is, of course, given that business and industry—along with the 
economy’s public service sector—survive the coronavirus. The nonprofit 
foundation where Paul worked for nearly two decades has not: its 
shoestring budget, dedicated to finding safe housing for the indigent and 
homeless, could not stretch past the spring. Now, in the fall, with schools 
opening up again, some in person but many online, Paul has made use 
of his forty-year-old Master’s degree in English (Not quite as antique as 
Mary Shelley, Paul has thought more than once, but in the running), and 
found work at the community college based in New Jersey where he is 
now an adjunct professor. Paul has never actually set foot in the place. 
The school was desperate for teachers and Paul was desperate for work. 
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Seventy minutes after the class began, Paul says good-bye to the faces 
in the boxes onscreen—his virtual students, beaming into his bedroom 
from beyond the Hudson River, across the towering cliffs of the Palisades 
that guard the Jersey shore. He makes some notes, sends an email to one 
of the students who needs some extra encouragement. You’re doing really 
well, Paul writes. Please let me know if you have any questions about the book 
that I can help you with.

It’s late in the afternoon when he finally turns off his computer. 
Then he clicks on the tv and switches around the channels to see 
what the news is. Every channel seems to be running breaking news 
banners no matter what time of day or night it is because everything 
seems a hundred times worse than it ever was and one thing happens 
after another after another: crazy politics, crazy weather, crazy people 
screaming in each other’s faces, with or without masks.

He eats dinner, watches Jeopardy to assure himself that, even at the age 
of sixty-four, his mind is still able to range across a wide array of subject 
matter (he knows the questions that should be posed to a good number 
of the answers) and then grabs his jacket and a six-pack of beer from the 
fridge and heads up to the roof of his building. It’s a cool night but still 
mild enough to sit outside.

Soon, the door at the end of the interior staircase that leads to the 
roof creaks open and Paul’s friend Nat steps out. The two men wave at 
each other, a half-welcoming, half-ironic gesture, because, after all, they 
are adults, not playmates escaping from their family group to meet up on 
the roof of an old tenement in an old part of the city.

In fact, this has become a regular routine for the two men, who were 
not close friends before the pandemic but probably are now. In the world 
of before, these two were mostly drinking buddies who knew each other 
from hanging out in a bar near St. Mark’s Place where, over the years, 
they felt comfortable having a few beers now and then. But the bar has 
been closed for months and rumor has it that it will never open up again. 
Since they live in the same neighborhood, getting together on the roof 
of this building has become an easy fix, for Nat for the tedium of only 
seeing the other repairmen on the Con Edison street crews he works 
with, and a welcome relief for Paul from being alone most of the time 
except for online classes and Zoom chats with distant friends.  (The roof 
of Nat’s building is inaccessible due to a double-locked door, which is 
probably illegal but who is going to do anything about that?)
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Paul is sitting in one of the pair of beach chairs he keeps hidden up 
here, stashed behind a pile of metal struts left over from some long-ago 
repairs to the water tower. Nat, a big, beefy fellow with several corny 
tattoos (an anchor, a hula girl) from a long-ago tour of duty in the Navy, 
lowers himself into the other chair and Paul hands him a bottle of Sam 
Adams.

“Thanks,” Nat says, as the two men click their beer bottles together. 
After that, good citizens that they are, they move their chairs a distance 
apart, sitting separately but still feeling connected. Paul and Nat know 
each other’s stories: Paul is long divorced, and though there have been 
women in his life since that time, there is no one now. Nat is a widower: 
his wife died of pancreatic cancer five years ago and though he would 
like to move out of the apartment they shared for decades because he 
still thinks he will see her walking out of the bedroom or the kitchen, 
smiling at him, he is trapped by rent stabilization. He could never afford 
a different apartment in the city, and neither could Paul, who has lived in 
his small place for what feels like forever. 

“It still looks the same, doesn’t it?” Nat says, gesturing toward the 
cityscape spread out before them. From where they’re sitting, they can 
see much of the East Village, with its mix of old tenements and new 
construction—fabulously modern co-ops and condos with equally 
fabulous price tags—as well as the East River, with Queens and Brooklyn 
on the far shore.

“It does and it doesn’t,” Paul says, sipping his beer. “Or maybe I just 
mean that it feels different. Emptier. And all those sirens—they wake me 
up almost every night.”

“Yeah, right,” Nat says. “Last spring it was the ambulances, now it’s the 
cops. Bang, bang, bang, every night. And there are so many gang killings. 
Gangs,” Nat repeats, for emphasis. “When did Manhattan become major 
gang territory?” He really doesn’t expect Paul to offer an answer to that 
question so he supplies his own commentary. “Everything’s all screwed 
up.”

Paul nods yes, but wishes he didn’t really agree. Maybe he doesn’t, 
entirely, because Nat left one thing out: the protests that managed, for 
a while, to turn the city’s attention from the virus to the cause of racial 
injustice. Paul joined in a few times because he’s an old hippie—at least, 
he kind of thinks of himself that way—and he marched in a number 
of Vietnam protests back in the day, stomping through the streets of 
Manhattan with thousands of other young men and women fired up with 
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their patriotic ideals of what they wanted America to be and what they 
wanted their future to offer: a recognition of the basic humanity, and 
thus the equality, of all men and women everywhere. Well, that certainly 
was a hope that didn’t even come near to being realized, so Paul felt an 
obligation to join the new protests against the systemic injustice baked 
into the American way of life. But to his great surprise, after stepping off 
into the river of people chanting slogans and waving banners—thousands 
of people; righteous, serious people committed to their cause—Paul 
felt completely out of place. Though there were certainly other men 
and women his age mixed in with the younger marchers—not many, 
admittedly, but some—Paul felt too old to be in there, among the new 
troops of the progressive left.  He had tried to reason with himself, to tell 
himself that he was being ridiculous, but he couldn’t change how he felt, 
which was that his time for that kind of thing had passed. Once, he even 
stared at himself in the bathroom mirror for a good long while to try to 
convince himself that he didn’t look his age, and what he saw was a once-
handsome-and-still-not-bad-looking guy with graying hair, his second-
generation Irish mother’s blue eyes, and what he thought was a generally 
thoughtful but still genial expression on his face. Not bad, but even that 
didn’t help. The protests went on without Paul, who stopped sending 
himself into the streets.

“On a lighter note,” Nat says, tipping his Sam Adams forward so that 
the brown bottle seems to be acting like a pointer aimed at something 
important, “you know what sitting up here reminds me of? That old 
Drifters song.”

“Up on the Roof,” Paul says, and immediately hears the lyrics begin to 
play in his head. It’s the kind of song, he thinks, that you never forget. 

“Right. It’s like the sixties are back.”

“Well, that might not be such a bad thing.”

They hang out on the roof for another hour or so and then Nat says 
he’d better be going—he has to get up early for work tomorrow. Nat 
is one of the more fortunate people in New York who has remained 
employed throughout the pandemic: no matter what, the city’s electrical 
utility has to keep the power flowing through its high-tension veins and 
Nat, who is a good ten years younger than Paul, has been out working on 
the crews that are digging up streets and crawling through manholes to 
wrestle with the billion intricate parts of the municipal power grid.
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Paul lingers a while after Nat has gone. The moon has risen over the 
city, a big, round, glowing happy face of white light that almost makes 
things below seem normal. Soon it will be October; Halloween is in the 
offing, though Paul assumes the little kiddos dressed like ghosts and 
superheroes won’t be coming around for candy this year because the 
moon can go on smiling all it wants: things aren’t normal this autumn 
and likely won’t be for a long time. He was feeling better when he was 
singing Up on the Roof to himself, but now that good feeling is beginning 
to fade away.

He goes back down to his apartment and turns on the tv again, but 
soon turns it off. There’s nothing he wants to watch and besides, he’s 
feeling restless. He’s been staring at screens all day, people on screens, 
screens winking on, winking off. He just can’t look anymore. He wants to 
do something else.

Wandering into his bedroom, Paul finds his attention drawn to 
the radio sitting on the shelf next to his computer desk. This isn’t an 
ordinary radio: it’s a ham set that belonged to his older brother, Adam, 
who died around the same time Nat’s wife did. Also cancer; also a cause 
for incurable sadness. The brothers, who lived in different states, still 
managed to be good friends. They visited each other, often talked on the 
phone. It fell to Paul and an older sister that the brothers were fond of 
but not particularly close to, to clean out Adam’s small apartment. Adam 
worked in a shop in Philadelphia where he repaired antique lamps and 
chandeliers; it was skilled and complicated work that he loved doing. 
Paul is sure that this is so: his memory of his brother is filled with images 
of Adam tinkering with all kinds of small appliances and electronics—he 
was a natural with things like that. Paul thought that Adam’s affinity for 
fixing broken wiring and handling delicate, expensive art deco glass and 
eighteenth-century lights and lamps was akin to magic.

The ham radio, however, was his real love in the world. He, too, had 
been divorced long in the past, but he never seemed lonely—after all, as 
he said, he talked to people all over the world, all night long. Adam had 
built his first radio when he was a teenager, using parts he scrounged at 
the local dump or purchased, cheap, from the kind of electronics repair 
shop that hardly exists anymore. In his later years, he was able to buy 
whatever he needed online and the radio that he owned when he died, 
built and rebuilt over and over again on the bones of the original, was 
a complex device connected to a compact but powerful antenna that he 
had installed on his balcony. These were among the only items Paul took 
home with him from Adam’s apartment, along with a few photographs 
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and a faded denim jacket with a Grateful Dead patch on the back 
that Paul remembered his brother wearing. He didn’t intend to wear it 
himself: he just knew he would like to see it hanging in his coat closet 
whenever he opened the door, and he was right. He did.

Along with the radio, Paul also had Adam’s ham license, which he 
had received at the age of sixteen after passing several arduous tests and 
achieving the highest level of licensing available. He also had a wooden 
plaque on which Adam had etched his call signal, KA6BLJ, with a 
woodburning tool.

Paul had installed the radio on his bookshelf along with the wooden 
plaque, but he packed away the antenna because he wasn’t sure how to 
set it up and filed the license in with his other important papers. He 
kept the microphone that was attached to the radio turned off because 
he was only vaguely familiar with how to use the device to actually call 
other ham operators and talk to them (what Paul knew was only what he 
remembered from watching his brother when he was a kid), and besides, 
his brother had once explained to him when he had asked if he could 
speak into the mic, only licensed radio operators were allowed to make 
contact on the amateur radio bands, which reached across the globe.

Now, however, somewhat to his surprise, Paul has found that he enjoys 
using the radio as a kind of scanner: he had gone online and looked up 
the public service frequencies employed by the police and fire department 
along with the air traffic overhead and the marine bands that let him 
listen in to what men and women were talking about on the tug boats 
and other working vessels sailing up and down the Hudson and East 
Rivers. He likes listening to all this chatter and finds that it helps ease 
him into the later hours of the night.

Pulling his desk chair nearer to the bookcase, Paul sits down and turns 
on the radio. For half an hour or so, he listens to pilots of commercial 
airliners talking to the control tower as they make their approach to 
Kennedy Airport; their cool, measured voices fly down from the sky to be 
captured by the radio. Paul closes his eyes and begins to relax.

Suddenly, the pilots’ voices fade away and all Paul hears on the radio 
is a lot of static. Then there are some sharp clicks and an odd buzzing 
sound; Paul leans forward to reach for the dial to try and tune in the 
channel he was listening to, but just as he does, he sees the numbers of an 
unfamiliar frequency appear on the radio’s screen. In glowing green, he 
reads 145.7750 megahertz. He has no idea what that means.
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He has his phone in his pocket, so he types in the numbers and the 
question, Ham radio frequency? When the answer pops up in Google, 
he is astonished to find that he has somehow tuned into an amateur 
radio repeater in the north of Russia. He can’t imagine how that’s 
possible since, without Adam’s long-range antenna set up, all the radio 
is using is its own internal antenna, which can’t possibly be pulling in an 
international ham frequency and yet, there it is, on his screen: Russia.

Then, suddenly, he hears a human voice coming out of the radio. A 
man’s voice. Faint at first but quickly becoming stronger and more clear.

“CQ?” the voice says. “CQ?”

Paul remembers what that means, because he remembers his brother 
dialing around the ham bands and sending out a CQ call, meaning, he 
was asking who might be listening on the same frequencies and want to 
talk. Paul knows he’s not supposed to answer the call. He’s not a licensed 
operator and absolutely should not be broadcasting. But he feels like he 
can’t help himself. So he turns on the mic, but before he can say anything, 
he hears the voice again.

“CQ?” the voice repeats, and then gives his call sign. “R1YHBX,” the 
voice says, and adds, “calling from Murmansk.”

Murmansk? How unbelievable is that? Paul feels like the mystery of 
the moment has made a decision for him. He pushes the button on 
the mic and, although he can’t remember the exact proper protocol for 
responding, he says, “CQ,” speaking firmly, hoping that means he is 
answering the call he’s hearing, and then offers his brother’s call sign, 
reading it off the plaque. “Calling from New York City,” he adds.

“Whoa-ho,” the voice says, sounding cheerful. “Hello, New York City!”

“Hello, Murmansk,” Paul says. Then he says his name and the man he’s 
hearing on the radio says that his name is Alexei. 

Trying to orient himself, to understand where the man he is talking 
to is actually sitting in a chair by a radio (which Paul imagines he must 
be), in a distant part of the globe, Paul asks, “Are you somewhere near 
Moscow?” Not that Paul could actually place Moscow in the vastness of 
Russia, which he has only seen on maps a few times, but it’s something to 
try to grab onto.
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However, the man’s answer starts with a hearty laugh. “No, no,” he says. 
“Murmansk is almost a thousand miles away. Two degrees north of the 
Arctic Circle. Very cold this morning.”

From that last bit of information, Paul realizes that there is quite a 
time difference between himself and his radio contact, who speaks with a 
heavy accent but in perfectly understandable English. 

“Well, good morning,” Paul says. “It’s not too cold here yet. Nice fall 
weather. And for me, it’s still night time,” he adds. 

After this exchange of pleasantries, Paul, who is still somewhat dazed 
by the fact that he’s talking to a man who lives in what sounds like a 
frozen city in the far north of Mother Russia, says, “Listen, Alexei. I’m 
glad to be talking to you but I don’t know how we’re doing this. I don’t 
have any kind of antenna installed outside my place and when I heard 
your CQ, I was actually just tuning around my local public service 
channels. I was listening to air traffic going into Kennedy Airport.”

Does Alexei know where Kennedy Airport is? Maybe it doesn’t matter, 
because he doesn’t ask. “I have an idea about that,” Alexei says. “We’re 
in a solar maximum period. In this time, we have high sunspot activity, 
which is great for signal propagation. Some bands that are hard to 
access are suddenly open all day and night. Sometimes, in these cycles, 
communications are screwed up but right now, we are good.”

“Signal propagation?” Paul asks, and thinks he can figure out what that 
means. “You’re telling me that because of sunspot activity, somehow, my 
radio was able to capture a very distant signal even without any kind of 
antenna?” 

“I guess so. Perhaps we both just hit some sweet spot in ionosphere. 
All the ions dancing around up there are being supercharged by sunspots 
so normal refraction is causing radio waves to travel at an angle in 
the sky that transmits them much farther than normal. They can go 
great distances, even transcontinental distances. That’s called skywave 
propagation. Or else it’s just magic,” Alexei says, and laughs again. 

After receiving this information, only some of which Paul understands, 
he isn’t sure what they should talk about next. He’s hoping that Alexei 
will open a new line of conversation, but in far-away Murmansk, the 
Russian radio operator has fallen silent, as if he’s waiting for Paul to say 
something first. So Paul begins with what’s always on his mind these 
days.
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“So, Alexei,” Paul says, “do you have Covid in Murmansk?”

“Yes, unfortunately. This is port city. Not such a big population—
maybe 300,000 people—but Russian Northern Fleet is based here, so 
there is a great deal of back and forth between Murmansk and other 
regions. It was inevitable that someone would bring it to us. Outbreak is 
pretty bad.” 

“Still?” Paul asks.

“Yes,” Alexei says. “Still.”

The radio suddenly emits a burst of static, and in the buzz and crackles, 
Paul thinks he can hear the sun sizzling in the darkness of space. But 
then Alexei’s voice comes through again, smooth and clear.

“Coronavirus,” he says. “We just have to live through it here, like 
you. But it won’t dominate our lives forever. Worldwide, enough people 
will get infected and eventually, there will be vaccination, so it won’t be 
able to propagate as well as radio signals in solar max.” Again, the laugh. 
Alexei’s cheerfulness is holding steady.

“I hope you’re right,” Paul says.

“I think so. Eventually, it will just be like flu. We live with flu in fall 
and winter and just don’t think about it too much. It stays in background. 
But then, eventually, we will be in background, too.”

Puzzled by those last few words, Paul asks, “What do you mean?”

“Like people who lived through the 1918 flu pandemic. They are in 
background for us now, aren’t they? They’re important to us because we 
compare ourselves to them, to what they went through in their time but 
still, they are long gone. Part of history,” Alexei says, and then repeats, 

“In background,” perhaps trying to make sure that what he must be 
thinking in Russian is being expressed clearly in the language that Paul 
understands. 

But Paul does indeed understand. However, the only person in the 
background for him right now—at least, the way Alexei seems to mean 
it—is his brother. Long gone but still, important. Very important. And 
now, without realizing what happens, it is Paul’s turn to fall silent. Adam 
is very much on his mind.

But apparently, Alexei wants to keep their contact going. “Paul,” he 
says, “would you like to hear some music?”
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“Sure,” Paul says. A kind of blue mood has taken hold of him, but it’s 
the kind of mood that’s open to hearing music. He expects that Alexei 
is going to turn on his phone and play him some downloaded tune—a 
pop song, maybe. Or maybe something classical. Rimsky-Korsakov, Paul 
thinks, as the only Russian composer whose name he can conjure up 
comes floating into his mind, though why he should assume that Alexei 
would play him specifically Russian music…

Paul’s meandering thoughts are suddenly interrupted by a bizarre 
crescendo of what sounds like horror movie music: strange vibratos and 
swooping glissandos that seem to come screaming and trembling out of 
some crazed violin. But the sounds coming out of the radio are too weird 
and frightening to be produced by any real musical instrument that Paul 
can imagine.

“What is that?” Paul asks when the sounds—the music?—finally pause.

“It’s Theremin,” Alexei says. “I built it myself. I got a little bored with 
just working on my radio.”

Paul knows what a Theremin is, and even what it looks like: a box with 
dials and a tall antenna. Sort of like a radio, he realizes. “I haven’t heard 
one of those since back in the 60s. Rock bands used to use them.” 

“Yes,” Alexei agrees. “The Rolling Stones. Led Zeppelin.” 

He produces a few more eerie sounds on the Theremin and Paul 
can picture what he’s doing: moving his hands back and forth in the 
air between the tall antenna and another attached to the side of the 
box, disrupting the electromagnetic field between the two antennas. The 
controlled movement of the person “playing” the Theremin creates the 
sounds it produces. Or something like that, Paul thinks, because what he 
thinks he knows probably comes from the liner notes he once read on the 
back of an old album cover.

“That was really interesting,” Paul says.

Again, that laugh bounces off the dancing ions and lands in Paul’s 
brother’s radio, on Paul’s bookshelf, far away from where it originated. 

“You didn’t like it,” Alexei says.

“I did,” Paul said. “Thanks.”

“You are very welcome. But now I have to sign off. I have to go to work. 
Very nice talking to you Paul. And I hope things improve soon—in New 
York City and here as well.” 
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Paul remembers what Alexei told him earlier—that it’s morning 
where he is, in Arctic Russia. He wants to ask Alexei what he does for a 
living, wondering if it is something related to what this man—clearly a 
master tinkerer—does in his spare time, but before he can, Alexei repeats 
the call sign he gave earlier and then says, “Seventy-three.” After that, he 
is gone.

The radio, now, is emitting only static, so Paul turns it off. Then, on 
his phone, he looks up what “Seventy-three” means in amateur radio 
lingo and finds out that Alexei has wished him best regards, a term that 
originated in old telegraph code. Paul wishes he’d had the chance to say 
the same.

The next night, after another Zoom class, Paul watches a little 
television but then, urged on by an impulse that he doesn’t try too hard 
to contain, he goes back to his bedroom, pulls his desk chair close to his 
bookshelf, and turns on the radio. He remembers the frequency of the 
Russian radio repeater that connected him to Alexei in Murmansk, but 
when he tries to tune it in, all he hears is static. As Alexei had explained, 
their connection might have been an anomaly, an ephemeral, one-time 
event caused by unusual atmospheric conditions that cannot be replicated. 
Perhaps if Paul knew how to set up Adam’s long-range antenna he would 
have better luck—but that complex piece of equipment is currently 
packed away in the closet, behind the Grateful Dead jacket. And besides, 
without an amateur radio license, Paul shouldn’t be calling CQ anyway; 
he can’t be broadcasting across the international amateur radio bands, 
trying to reach a fellow in Murmansk who plays a Theremin—or anyone 
else, for that matter.

So, as usual, he spends a little time listening to the public service 
frequencies, hearing ambulance calls and half-empty airplanes circling 
overhead and cops talking to each other in their flat, nasal New York 
voices—always as calm as the pilots, always seeming to approach 
everything from a minor fender bender to attempted murder by a crazed 
man wielding a machete with the same level-headed attitude of stoic 
forbearance. 

Bored by all this, he begins to tune around the local VHF amateur 
radio bands and he does pick up some chatter, but the ham operators are 
talking about nothing that he finds interesting: a man in New Jersey is 
asking another fellow in Connecticut about the best way to repair some 
damaged tiles on his roof; two other voices in the distant suburbs of more 
distant states are discussing the odd shortages that have been appearing 
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in their supermarkets: there is plenty of toilet paper now but they still 
can’t find various cleaning products or—who knows why?—a certain 
kind of instant rice.

Again, Paul tries the international frequencies but he hears nothing 
other than the static that is beginning to sound to him like the hum of 
time and space. That’s an alarming idea, he thinks, but deep down, he 
feels that it is equally alluring. Or maybe not so deep down, a possibility 
that he allows himself to consider.

He turns off the radio, goes to sleep, gets up in the morning, and 
teaches his class again. But during a short period of time when all the 
faces in the electronic boxes on his screen are looking at their books or 
their Kindles as they silently read a passage in Frankenstein that Paul will 
shortly question them about, he begins to think about something else. 
And what he is thinking about focuses on the radio that is sitting nearby, 
on the bookshelf: he’d like to learn how to use it better. More expertly. 
He’d like to figure out how to set up the antenna—which, perhaps, he 
could do on his fire escape—and develop a better understanding of 
how the complex radio equipment he’s using actually works, an area 
that he has zero knowledge about. He also finds himself worrying that 
if anything goes wrong with the radio, he will have no idea of how to 
fix it. The skills that came naturally to Adam do not dwell in Paul: he 
is more of a dreamer, he thinks, maybe more of an idealist and a lover 
of literature, which was not an interest of his brother’s. And yet, these 
two men—two grown boys—loved each other. Perhaps, Paul thinks, he 
has simply not yet discovered what parts of his brother must be alive in 
him—asleep, in a way, but still there, still available to be awakened. And 
maybe that’s what’s happening to him, at least a little, because he feels a 
tug, a pull, a growing desire to turn on the radio and make contact with 
people, to hear human voices sailing toward him through the ionosphere, 
across the invisible radio bands. He’d like to send his own voice up into 
the atmosphere, the circling clouds, and be able to say Hello, hello, what’s 
it like where you live?

As the days go on, as fall grows colder, he and Nat continue to meet 
on the roof now and then, bundled up in their jackets, still keeping a 
distance because Nat is out all day, mingling with other Con Edison 
workers who sometimes wear their masks and sometimes not, so there 
is a chance that he will be exposed to the virus though so far—fingers 
crossed—he feels fine. Paul has told Nat about talking to Alexei and one 
night, he finds himself discussing the idea of getting his own amateur 
radio license.
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“Really?” Nat says. “Is it hard to do?”

“Maybe for me. You have to take a test—well, several of them for 
different license classes. I’m not the most technically oriented guy in the 
world, but I think I can puzzle out the basics.”

“You know, I can probably help you. After all, what do you think I’m 
doing at work? Remember, Electricity Is Us,” Nat says, with a smile. “I’m 
sure I’d be able to help translate the radio jargon. Ohms, megahertz, 
kilohertz—just ask me.”

“Thanks,” Paul says. “I might take you up on that.”

But will he be able to? Eventually—unless climate change really 
sets in this year and decides to eliminate winter altogether—it will get 
too cold to meet on the roof, where the open air provides a measure of 
safety from virus transmission. If Paul and Nat get together in Paul’s 
apartment, or Nat’s, they’ll both have to wear masks and how long could 
they both bear that? When he goes outside to do errands or shop at the 
supermarket, Paul does his best to keep his mask on, pulling a new one 
every day from boxes of surgical-type masks he buys online, but they’re 
not the most comfortable thing in the world.

So there’s a push-and-pull in his view of his life, now. Paul doesn’t 
want to live behind screens forever; if he is going to go on teaching, 
which he probably has to because he needs the money—and besides, he’s 
finding that he likes it—he really wants to try doing it in person. And 
he’d like to go back to hanging out with friends in the bar, even if he has 
to find a new place and drag Nat with him. And more: he wants to be 
able to just walk around the city without feeling that he is trapped inside 
some violent video game with empty streets and gangs gathering in the 
corners of the night. The Theremin would be the perfect background 
music for all this.

So, as he and Nat say goodnight, Paul realizes that he’s pretty much 
settled on the idea of pursuing an amateur radio license and getting his 
own call sign. It can’t become the kind of obsession that he thinks it 
was for Adam—Paul is not that kind of guy anyway, so he won’t let that 
happen—but in the here and now, the possibility of reaching out across 
oceans and borders and boundaries, seems freeing. Like it’s a way to 
overcome history, as Alexei defined it. To call CQ, CQ in the unbreakable, 
indissoluble, and endlessly humming radio frequencies encircling the 
earth, and hear who responds. At least it’s something. It’s something 
more than he’s doing now. It’s interesting, a bit mysterious. It’s life.
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