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            You could die just the same on a sunny day.

            —James Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man
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            Who wants a smart sheriff?

            —Jim Thompson, Pop. 1280
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             SHE’S OLD ENOUGH …

         

         SHE’S OLD ENOUGH, at thirty-six, to remember flashes of other places, other lives, but her son is only eight years old, which means he was born right here in the Blinds. She was four months pregnant on the day she arrived, her secret just starting to show. If the intake officer noticed, he didn’t say anything about it as he sat her down at a folding table in the intake trailer and explained to her the rules of her new home. No visitors. No contact. No return. Then he taught her how to properly pronounce the town’s official name—Caesura, rhymes with tempura, he said—before telling her not to worry too much about it since everyone just calls it the Blinds.

         Caesura.

         A bad name, she thought then and thinks now, with too many vowels and in all the wrong places. A bad name for a bad place but, then, what real choice did she have?

         Reclining now at two A.M. on the wooden steps of her front porch, she pulls out a fresh pack of cigarettes. The night is so quiet that unwrapping the cellophane sounds like a faraway bonfire. As she strips the pack, she looks over the surrounding blocks of homes with their rows of identical cinder block bungalows, each with the same slightly elevated wooden porch, the same scrubby patch of modest yard. Some people here maintain the pretense of giving a shit, planting flowers, mowing grass, keeping their porches swept clean, while others let it all grow wild and just wait for whatever’s coming next. She glances down the street and counts the lights still on at this hour: two, maybe three households. Most everyone else is sleeping. Which she should be, too. She definitely shouldn’t be smoking.

         Well, she doesn’t smoke, she tells herself, as she pulls a cigarette free from the pack.

         After the intake officer explained to her how things would work in the Blinds—the rules, the prohibitions, the conditions, the privations—he asked her to choose her new name. He didn’t know her real name and, by that point, neither did she. He passed her two pieces of paper: a list of the names of famous movie stars and a list of ex–vice presidents. “One name from one list, one name from the other,” he told her. She scanned the lists. She didn’t remember much about who she used to be, but she had a feeling, deep down, that she wasn’t an Ava. Or an Ingrid. Or a Judy, as much as she loved Judy Garland. That much she remembered.

         “Did you do this, too?” she asked the officer, more as a stalling tactic than anything else.

         “Yes, ma’am. That’s the rules.”

         “So what did you choose?”

         “Cooper.”

         “Like Gary Cooper?”

         He nodded.

         She laughed. “Of course you did.” She pointed to a name far down among the movie stars. “How about Frances Farmer? I’ll take Frances. Fran for short.”

         The officer wrote the first name down on her intake form. “You’ll need a last name, too,” he said, and gestured to the sheet of vice presidents. She looked it over, then picked the first name she saw, right at the top.

         “Adams. Fran Adams.”

         The intake officer wrote her full name on the form.

         “You got a first name, Cooper?” she asked him.

         “Calvin. Cal for short. Or so I imagine. We’ll see what sticks.” The officer signed the paper, held a hand stamp over it, then paused. “You sure you don’t want to go with Marilyn? Audrey? Something more glamorous? They’re all available.”

         “I like Frances. Frances was Judy Garland’s real name. Frances Gumm. I like that.”

         The officer nodded, stamped her paper, then slipped it into a folder.

         “Welcome to Oz, Frances,” he said.

         On her front steps eight years later, under a sky saturated with stars, Fran Adams wedges the unlit cigarette between her lips. She enjoys this drawn-out moment—the delicious anticipation that, in many ways, is better for her than the smoking itself. She leans forward, producing her lighter from a pocket, resting her bare forearms on her knees. She’s still wearing the same jeans she wore during the day, and the same old plaid shirt worn loose over her sleeveless undershirt. She looks down at her slapped-together outfit, which taken together screams hot weather and housecleaning, which pretty much describes the day she’s had. Pretty much describes the last eight years. If it weren’t for Isaac, she’d have run already. Or so she likes to tell herself.

         No visitors. No contact. No return. 

         With her sleeves rolled up against the stubborn night that’s stayed just as warm as the day, she glances, unthinking, at the series of numbers tattooed like a delicate bracelet across the back of her left wrist.

         
            1 2 5 0 0 2 4 1 2 1 4 9 1 1

         

         No idea what it means. No idea how it got there. She can recall some ragged snippets of her previous life, childhood mostly, but she doesn’t remember that. All she knows is that the tattoo predates her time in the Blinds, since she rode into this place with the numbers already etched on her wrist. No one else here has the numbers—she knows; she’s checked. And she long ago gave up trying to decipher whatever coded message the tattoo’s trying to send her. As far as she’s concerned, it’s just a souvenir of some past adventure she forgot she took, some past mistake she forgot she made. It belongs to someone else, some previous woman, not Fran Adams, who’s only eight years old, after all.

         Fran Adams, born eight years ago, just like her son.

         She finally lights her cigarette and listens happily to the pleasing hiss of the first long drag. The paper flares in a vibrant circle, then withers. This is all she wants right now, right here. The crinkle of cellophane, the sour taste of the cotton filter, the sniff of butane, that first crackle of paper, then the fragrant heat-blossom in the fragile bellows of her lungs. In the stifling night, she loves this lonely ritual. She loves it so much, apparently, that she’ll kill herself a little bit every day just for another chance to experience it.

         If she smoked.

         Which she doesn’t.

         Starting tomorrow.

         She takes another long drag.

         Then she stubs the cigarette out and brushes the ashes away, worrying Isaac might see the faint guilt rings of burn marks lingering on the painted steps in the morning. She flicks the spent butt in the bushes, far enough away that she can always blame it on a passing neighbor if Isaac finds it. He’s still young enough that she can continue to pretend he doesn’t know all the things he’s clearly starting to understand.

         If she could get him out of here, she would. It’s time. It’s long past time. If she had somewhere else to take him. If she had any idea what was waiting for both of them out there. Or who.

         But she doesn’t. So they stay.

         She thinks about all the people who’ve arrived since she first came. She was in the first batch, the original eight, but there’s been two or three new people who’ve come every few months ever since. She heard that four people arrived just today, the bus rumbling in after dark. Two women and two men. Of course, she can’t help but speculate on what they did and how they wound up here. That’s the kind of gossip people here tend to traffic in. Especially her next-door neighbor Doris Agnew, who always seems to know what’s going on, gossip-wise. When she told Fran that she’d heard Sheriff Cooper was thinking of organizing a field trip outside the facility, just for Isaac, to a movie, in a real-live movie theater, Fran hadn’t believed it, didn’t dare to, but that rumor turned out to be true. The sheriff assured Fran it would be safe, but knowing what had happened to that poor boy years ago, and his mother, when they both left, Fran couldn’t help but panic. Watching Cooper’s truck leave with Isaac inside, his face pressed against the passenger-side glass, waving back at her, looking both lost and excited, was the worst and best she’s felt since the day she arrived here.

         Just come back, she said to no one, as the truck trundled off in a shimmer of dust, and the entry gates closed behind it.

         He came back. He’s growing up. And now he’s seen the outside world. It was all she ever wanted for him, until it actually happened. 

         She stands up and wipes her hands on her jeans. Two drags. That’s all she allows herself. The second drag is always a disappointment anyway, just an unsatisfying echo of the first. But she always takes that second drag, just to be sure.

         She lingers a moment longer on the steps, savoring the silence, then starts to head inside, to shower off the smoky smell, and that’s when she hears the shot.

         A single gunshot. Far away but loud enough to startle her.

         In the movies, people always mistake other things, like firecrackers or a car backfiring, for gunshots. But in real life, in her experience, no one ever mistakes a gunshot for anything other than what it is.

         That’s one thing she remembers from her previous life.

         That a gunshot sounds like nothing else.

         And even at this early hour, up and down the rows of houses, lights go on.
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 1.


         

         HUBERT HUMPHREY GABLE, real name unknown, lies slumped on the bar at Blinders, his head resting in a curdling puddle of splashed beer and spilled brain matter, both of which used to be his. Gable’s face is no longer useful for purposes of identification but the other three people assembled in the bar all know him well enough. Greta Fillmore, the bar’s owner, stands newly awakened and angry, with the unkempt, hastily swept-up gray hair of a wizened frontier widow. She lives in the bungalow adjacent to the trailer that houses the bar and she dashed over at the sound of the shot. She’s dressed, presumably hastily, in a colorful African-print dashiki. She looks pissed.

         Calvin Cooper stands next to her, in his wrinkled brown sheriff’s uniform, a concession to the propriety of his office that he considers important, even at this early hour. He wears his sheriff’s star, too, and his gun belt, the full getup, though his revolver is not currently loaded, and hasn’t been for the past eight years. Technically, he’s not even officially a sheriff. He’s a privately employed security guard with previous training as a corrections officer. The star he wears was a gag gift on his first day of work. But given that he’s tasked professionally with keeping order in this town, the title of sheriff has proven to be a useful shorthand. Most often, what he deals with in Caesura are drunken fights or noise complaints, and the occasional teary breakdowns by residents who’ve spent too much time staring into the bottom of an emptied bottle. Now he stands at a remove from the body in question, studying the scene with the weary air of a man who’s just returned from a particularly tedious errand to find that his car’s been keyed.

         Behind him, Sidney Dawes, his deputy, takes notes. She’s always taking notes.

         “‘Execution-style’ seems like the correct descriptor,” Dawes says, scribbling her thoughts.

         Cooper winces, or deepens his existing wince. “All that tells me is that, before you got here, you spent too much time watching TV, Dawes.”

         Cooper would be the first to admit that, as a sheriff, he’s not much of a sheriff, but then this town’s not much of a town, and this bar is not much of a bar. It’s just a few stools set in a crooked row in front of a long sheet of stained plywood slung across two stacks of tapped-out beer kegs. There’s a scatter of bottles on display on the shelves behind the bar, with enough variety on offer to allow patrons the illusion that what they’re drinking matters to them. Blinders doesn’t have to worry about customer loyalty, given it’s the only bar in town, as well as the only source of liquor for about a hundred miles in any direction. During normal hours, it’s reliably hopping. Right now, though, Hubert Gable is, or was, the only customer. It’s nearly two thirty in the A.M. and well past closing time.

         Cooper regards the body. To say Gable was a hefty man would be to extend a euphemistic posthumous kindness, given that Gable’s impressive backside threatens to swallow the stool he’s sitting on. Cooper recalls that when Gable arrived in this town, seven years ago or so, he’d been simply burly, a big guy, like a bouncer or a night watchman, someone you might even have called muscular. But time and booze and food and boredom conspired to engorge him. None of which matters to Gable anymore, of course, only to the other three people in the bar, all of whom are considering, to varying degrees, how he got in this current state and how exactly they’re going to move him.

         Cooper says to Greta, “Naturally, you didn’t see anyone else in here after closing.”

         “Nope,” she says. “I often let Hubert close the place down. I left him here around midnight and headed off to bed. Beauty sleep, you know.” Greta’s eyes have a youthful vigor, but her hands are veined and gnarled in a way that suggests her true age; like several of the longtime residents in the Blinds, she’s on the far side of sixty and looks like she lived every day twice. On her fingers, she wears colorful rings with costume stones, each larger and more ornate than the last. As she talks, she twists and fidgets with the rings. “Hubert would usually lock up, then drop the keys in my mailbox,” she says. “And he was always good about marking in the ledger exactly how much he drank.”

         “I don’t doubt that,” says Cooper. There’s no cash exchanged in the Blinds, but people still have to account for everything they’re consuming, be it food, liquor, clothes, or other sundries. And Greta, in turn, as town barkeep, must justify every bottle she orders as replenishment. Besides which, as Cooper has learned, in this town, everyone knows everyone, so tabs of all sorts tend to get settled, one way or the other.

         “Do you want me to wake up Nurse Breckinridge?” says Dawes.

         “Not much she can do about this now,” Cooper says. “Just call it in to Amarillo. They’ll send out an agent first thing. Hubert here won’t be any less dead in the morning, and the cause of death should be fairly evident. Unless anyone wants to forward the theory that he was poisoned with arsenic before being shot in the head.”

         “How do I—” asks Dawes.

         “You can call on the fax phone.”

         Dawes exhibits a flush of pride, which she tries to hide, unsuccessfully. She’s never before been authorized to make a call on the fax phone.

         “What about my bar?” Greta says. “When can I open up again? I have morning regulars.”

         “If you can stay closed until noon,” says Cooper, “I’d consider it a favor.”

         Dawes stows her notebook in her left breast pocket, where it fits perfectly. She’s the kind of person who’s never happier than when someone’s given her a task. She’s just turned thirty, she’s only six weeks on the job, and she keeps her uniform crisp and her hair shaved close, with daily touchups from the clippers she brought herself in a little box. When she started work here, she assumed she’d be the only black person in the Blinds, but it turns out she’s not even the only black deputy. But the other deputy, Walter Robinson, is presumably sleeping soundly right now. He sets two alarms and once slept through a tornado drill, so it would take more than a far-off gunshot to rouse him.

         As for Sheriff Cooper, so far he’s yet to fully warm to the presence of his new deputy. She’s a keen one, he’ll give her that. She’s wearing her uniform, even at this early hour, and she showed up minutes after the shot. No badge, though. There’s only one badge to go around, even a toy one, and Cooper’s wearing it.

         “You’ll have to meet the agent in the morning,” he tells her. “I’ll be busy with the new arrivals.” He turns to Greta: “We got four brand-new residents, just arrived last night. They haven’t gone through intake so they don’t even have names yet. They came in late so I figured I’d let them get a night’s rest first, get them settled. Just goes to show what I know.”

         “You think this is connected to them?” says Dawes.

         “I don’t think anything yet,” Cooper says. “But since tomorrow’s intake day, I’ll be busy giving the welcome-wagon spiel bright and early. So I’ll need you to talk to Amarillo and report this. Talk to Dave Brightwell. He’s our liaison with the U.S. Marshals.”

         Dawes smiles to herself. Not unpleased to get this minor assignment. “And what should I tell Brightwell when I call him?”

         “Tell him the truth, so far as we know it,” Cooper says.

         The truth being, he knows, that this is not going to be good for anyone, least of all for him. After eight years in the Blinds with little more than broken arms and bloody noses, this is the second violent death in the past two months. Granted, the first one was ruled a suicide, but it was suicide by firearm and, technically, firearms are prohibited in the Blinds. And now this. All of which is going to be an issue, he thinks, given there’s only forty-eight residents living in the Blinds, and there’s not supposed to be another human soul within a hundred miles of the town. And given that, theoretically at least, Cooper’s the only person in town in possession of a gun. 
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         THE SIX OF THEM SIT in the windowless room. They look ghostly, like corpses, lit only by the harsh overhead fluorescents. There’s two officers, Sheriff Cooper and Deputy Walter Robinson, along with the four new arrivals. A wall clock ticks off the minutes loudly. It’s nearly nine in the morning.

         The four new arrivals sit hunched and silent at school desks, scattered around the room in exactly the random, equidistant pattern that strangers who are suspicious of one another will always arrange themselves in. The room, contained inside a large brown trailer set up on concrete blocks, is bare and dingy with whitish acoustic tiles on the ceiling and a floor covered with linoleum that’s shriveling at the corners. It looks like the kind of place you’d be sent to take a remedial driver’s course after a particularly bad accident that was entirely your fault. Which, in a way, it is.

         Cooper sits at the back of the room. He’s still in the same wrinkled browns from several hours earlier. He hasn’t yet been to bed, or strayed within arm’s reach of a razor, and a person sitting close to him might smell evidence of a recent beverage not entirely appropriate to the early hour.

         Walt Robinson sits on a metal folding chair at the front of the room. He wears the same brown uniform as Cooper. No badge, though. Just an arm patch that reads “Caesura” in a scripted arc over an embroidered crest of a river running through a scrubby plain. Robinson is giving the intake speech today. He’s officially the officer in charge of intake, having taken over this duty from Cooper. Over the years, Robinson’s gotten very good at the intake speech.

         When the clock announces harshly with a loud jerk of the long hand that it’s finally nine on the nose, Robinson stands.

         He turns his back to the class. On a large whiteboard behind him, which still bears the faint smears of dozens of previous lectures, he writes:

         
            WELCOME TO CAESURA

         

         Then he turns back around to face the four arrivals.

         “Rhymes with tempura,” he says, then caps the marker.

         Robinson is a fiftysomething African American man who’s long since come to pleasant terms with his expansive middle-aged belly. Having a belly, he’s realized, is the natural product of millions of years of evolution, a fat-storing reflex developed in the days when famine for humans was a constant concern. Robinson has come to accept himself as a creature programmed by nature to do what it takes to survive lean times. This is a good life philosophy in general, he suspects.

         Robinson doesn’t yet know that Hubert Humphrey Gable is dead, or that the slender population of Caesura, about to officially increase by four, just recently decreased by one. Robinson lives in a bungalow on the farthest, quietest edge of town, by choice, and his sleep patterns verge notoriously close to hibernation. He was long divorced in his previous life, currently unmarried, and his prospects for future coupling in the Blinds are honestly not great. Not because Robinson’s not handsome. He’s actually aged into a soft and pliant but trustworthy face that’s surprisingly appealing and, if nothing else, he’s kept his hair, which he wears very short, so his pronounced widow’s peak looks like a bat taking wing on his forehead. Overall, he looks kind of debonair in a rumpled way, like someone who’s gallant but tired. Still, his prospects for future marriage remain unpromising, in part because he’s long since settled into his particular idiosyncratic patterns, and in part because getting romantically involved with a resident of the Blinds is an obviously bad idea, not to mention officially prohibited for staff. And, as stipulated in his original two-year contract that he’s now re-upped twice, he’s not allowed to leave the facility grounds, except under exceptional circumstances, which does not include blind dates. Which leaves Deputy Robinson with very few options. Deputy Dawes is his only potential onsite mate, but Robinson secretly suspects that Dawes is a closeted lesbian.

         As for Cooper: Cooper’s always had a more laissez-faire attitude toward both official prohibitions and obviously bad ideas, so his record when it comes to illicit relations with the residents of the Blinds is not spotless. Admittedly, even as he’s aged into his mid-forties, huffing toward fifty like an aging slugger limping around third in a labored home-run trot, he benefits, in the Blinds, from an inherent lack of options among the citizenry. If you’re looking for an ill-considered affair, it’s not hard to find one, when there’s only a few dozen of you, stuck together and cut off from the outside world. So, no, he has not been monastically chaste during his eight-year tenure as sheriff but, he figures, he’s been good enough, and “good enough” is a standard he failed to achieve with such frequency in his life before the Blinds that it feels to him now like something akin to a moral triumph. Since his arrival here, he even once came perilously close to falling in love, but thankfully he managed to expertly fuck that up in the nick of time.

         There are, in this room right now, he notes, four brand-new arrivals, two of whom are women and both of whom are attractive. The first one looks to be in her mid-forties, and she’s arresting in a way that suggests she comes from money in whatever life she’s just left behind. However, her carefully manicured nails and evident history of restorative skin peels suggest she might also find her new life among cinder block bungalows under the Texas sun to be an unwelcome adjustment. Given her obvious level of anxiety, as she mindlessly clacks said artfully manicured nails on her desktop, this new reality is likely dawning on her as well. The other woman is younger, possibly half-Asian, late twenties, with a tomboyish aspect, like someone who likes nothing more than taking a good early-morning hike. She has a pleasant, open, intelligent face, which suggests to Cooper that she’d stomach his particular brand of bullshit for about eight minutes. In any case, she’s likely young enough to be his daughter, a realization that causes Cooper, lurking as he is at the back of the room, a physical pang of unease. Cooper wonders if maybe she’s what they call “an innocent”—someone sent to the program because they witnessed some hideous crime, or imperiled their life by giving crucial testimony in some important trial, but who isn’t, themselves, a former criminal. You’re not supposed to speculate about things like that in the Blinds, but it’s hard not to do, understandably. Of course, in Cooper’s experience, everyone living here thinks they must be an innocent; they’re certain of it. Which means that probably none of them are.

         The other two new arrivals are men, and definitely neither of them looks like an innocent. One is thickly muscular and looks, honestly, Cooper thinks, like a goombah: you know, pinkie rings and pomade and chest hair and attitude. Hey, Cooper didn’t invent this stereotype, he just encounters it very often. The other male is white and coiled and wiry and sits ramrod straight with a shaved head in a collarless white linen shirt. He has pale skin and the intense and bright-eyed and slightly shriveled look of someone who’s been recently fasting. He has tattoos of little faces covering his neck, inked up from below the collar of his shirt to his jawline, like some worsening rash.

         At the front of the classroom, Robinson launches into his speech. “I know you have questions. Let me answer the most common ones.”

         He turns and writes COMMON QUESTIONS on the whiteboard.

         “We have three rules, and these three rules must always be respected.” Robinson writes THREE RULES on the whiteboard. Under that, he writes:

         
            1. NO VISITORS

            2. NO CONTACT

            3. NO RETURN

         

         He turns back to the four newcomers. “No visitors—that should be self-explanatory. Whoever you knew, or think you knew, or half-remember maybe knowing in your previous life, you will never see those people again. Fortunately, most of those people probably want to murder you.” No laugh from the crowd. That’s okay, Robinson thinks, that joke’s always hit or miss. He points to rule number two. “No contact. This means no letters, no emails, no phone calls, no telegrams, no carrier pigeons, no smoke-signals, no texts, no snaps, no pings, no whatever-the-latest-invention-is. No two-way communication with the outside world whatsoever. Period.” He points to the last rule. “No return. This may be the most important for you to understand today. Caesura is not a prison. You are not being held here against your will. This is a program that you’ve entered freely, and you are free to leave at any time. But please understand: These gates only open one way. So, if you leave, you can never come back. Is that understood?”

         The four new arrivals all mumble assent, in a way that suggests obedience more than understanding, which, for now, is good enough for Robinson. He continues.

         “Also understand that if you exit the grounds unauthorized, for any reason, your safety cannot be guaranteed. Not only that, but you will have jeopardized yourself and, just as importantly, you will have endangered your fellow residents. So, if you leave, your participation in the program will be terminated immediately, and you will be out there, on your own, in the outside world, which, as I’m sure you can imagine, can be an unforgiving place, especially for the type of people who end up here. That said, you are in this program voluntarily. So, welcome.”

         At this prompt, the four people in the room eye each other, wondering how the other people came to be here.

         Robinson goes on. “Beyond these three rules, we have a few other guidelines that I strongly suggest you take to heart. For starters, please respect your fellow residents. This is a community built on privacy and mutual trust. We don’t ask pointed questions of each other or try to speculate about other people’s pasts. We don’t try to pinpoint regional accents or ask about sports-team affiliations or the origin or meaning”—and here he nods conspicuously to the skinny shaved-headed ramrod—“of people’s tattoos. Whoever you were before, we are all now citizens of Caesura, located in Kettle County, in the great state of Texas, in the continental United States of America. Everything that happened to you before you got here has either been forgotten or is better off forgotten. Your new life starts today. Any questions?” 

         The young girl, the likely hiker, shoots up her hand. “Why Kettle County, Texas, of all places?”

         “Kettle County is the third least populous county in the United States. The population of the entire county is, last I checked, about two hundred and sixty-eight, give or take a birth or death in the last twenty-four hours. That does not include the approximately forty-eight people, including yourselves, who live here in Caesura. Technically, we don’t exist. At least as far as the census is concerned.”

         The hiker shoots up her hand again. “So why not situate us in the least populous county? Why third least?”

         “Because the least populous county, which is also located in beautiful northwest Texas, seemed a little too obvious a choice, was the thinking, I believe.”

         Hiker’s hand, again.

         “What about the second least populous county?”

         “The second least populous county in the United States is in Hawaii. Perception-wise, this was not deemed an acceptable location, since this is, after all, not a spa. And you are not here to work on your tans.”

         Robinson lets the four people in the room contemplate the fact that they could, right now, in an alternate universe, be living in Hawaii, rather than here, in this universe, in a glorified trailer park fenced in under the hot Texas sun. He savors their disappointed faces. Then he continues.

         “Let me stress that, despite the perimeter fence and the various rules, your residency here is not a punishment. You are not in jail. You are not in hell. You are in Texas.” He waits for a few dry chuckles; it’s a long shot, but the line sometimes gets a response. Today, no dice. Tough crowd. “Beyond the prohibitions I’ve outlined, every legal recreational activity is accommodated and even encouraged. Books, films, and television are all provided. We have a library. We have a gym. We even have a bar. We have a chapel, if you’re so inclined. We have a medical facility for onsite emergencies and treatments and a very good onsite nurse practitioner, Ava Breckinridge, who’s also available for therapeutic visits. There’s a well-stocked commissary that gets weekly shipments of goods, food, clothes, everything you might need. Though I’ll warn you, it’s not exactly Neiman Marcus.”

         This gets a dutiful snort from the fortysomething woman. It’s something, at least.

         “There is, however, no Internet access,” he continues. “There are no personal phone calls in or out, and no personal mail. You will not be in contact with anyone from your past under any circumstances. Because, simply put, if we have access to the outside world, that means the outside world has access to us. Which is exactly what we are striving to avoid.”

         Now the goombah’s hand flutters up briefly from the desk in what Robinson decides is an acceptable concession toward hand-raising. He nods to him. “Yes?”

         “Are we hidden?” the goombah asks, in a goombahish voice. Cooper, from the back of the room, determines upon further consideration that the goombah’s not Italian but from some more far-flung quadrant of Eastern Europe. His inflections, though, are pure American Gangster, probably picked up from a thousand Scorsese films. “You said we don’t exist,” the goombah continues. “Like, could people find this place on a map?”

         “We’re as hidden as you can be in an age when every shopping mall employs facial recognition scanners and every citizen can call up satellite photos on their phone,” Robinson says. “But we’re not on any official maps and you need binoculars to even see this place from the nearest public road. And we’re a hundred miles from anything resembling civilization. As you may remember from your bus ride out here, we are smack dab in the middle of no-fucking-where, is the technical term, I believe.” A few more chuckles, from everyone save for the skinny tattooed one. “In eight years, we have not had a single incursion or breach of security.” That’s not technically true, thinks Cooper, but he gets the purpose of Robinson’s fib: Why scare the bejesus out of people on day number one, when they’ve barely had time to unpack?

         “Now that we’ve got the rules out of the way,” says Robinson, “let’s talk about the more welcoming side of Caesura.” He turns to the whiteboard and uncaps the marker again. “Caesura is not just a new home but part of a holistic program designed to ensure both your security and your future well-being in a larger sense.”

         He writes HOLISTIC on the whiteboard.

         “As we like to say, we’re not a place to hide, we’re a place to flourish.”

         He writes FLOURISH on the whiteboard.

         He turns back to the classroom, then points to the badge on his upper arm. “You see this? It’s a river, in a desert. That’s how we like to think of Caesura. Like an oasis.”

         The older woman pipes up now. No hand, which grates on Robinson.

         “Has anyone ever left before?” she asks flatly.

         “Yes. A few. Voluntarily.”

         “And what happened to them?”

         “Once you’re gone, you’re gone,” says Robinson. “You’re no longer our concern. But from what I understand: nothing good.”

         The Tattooed Ramrod shoots an inked arm up, straight to the sky, like a parody of schoolboy obedience. As his arm rises, the sleeve of his loose shirt falls, revealing more tattoos of faces, from his wrist up his arm. “Excuse me, sir?”

         “Yes?”

         “What about pornography?”

         Robinson stares at him flatly. Class clown. They show up occasionally.

         “What about it?” 

         “You said you have no Internet.”

         “We make magazines available. I’m sure you remember what those are.” Robinson launches back into his spiel. “Does anyone here know what Caesura means? The word itself?” No one answers. “Caesura,” he continues, “means a pause. A break. And that’s what this is. You have entered this program voluntarily. This was not only to secure your cooperation and testimony, it was to ensure your protection and provide you with a break in your lives, a pause, a new start, which you have chosen freely to undertake. We encourage you to approach life here in that spirit. Now, if there are no more—”

         Ramrod raises his hand again. “What about conjugal visits?”

         Robinson sighs. “As I explained, there are no visitors.”

         “Even prisoners get conjugal visits,” says Ramrod.

         “You’re not a prisoner, and that’s not how this place works. If you were properly oriented before agreeing to enter this program, which I’m sure you were, then nothing I’m telling you should come as a surprise.”

         Ramrod raises his hand again.

         “Yes?”

         Ramrod says brightly, “So who are we supposed to fuck? Each other?”

         “Well, you’re fucking with me right now, aren’t you?” Robinson says. The group titters. Then he quiets them again. “If you’re unhappy with anything you’ve heard today, there are mechanisms by which you can withdraw and return to your former circumstance. Of course, there may be other repercussions for you to face. As I said: This gate only opens one way. So, before you leave, I’d encourage you to consider what kind of circumstances might have led you to agree to come to a facility like this in the first place.” He lets the line linger, then says: “Now, if there are no further questions, I’ll introduce Sheriff Calvin Cooper.” 

         Cooper rises slowly from his seat at the back of the room and takes his time walking to the front of the class. The four arrivals are visibly restless, swapping agitated glances as their reality sinks in: What exactly have we agreed to? Yes, it’s a new life, but a new life to be lived in a concrete bungalow with a lawn the size of a cemetery plot, in a town encircled by a fourteen-foot fence and surrounded by semi-arid plains for a hundred miles in all directions.

         Cooper watches as they wrestle with this realization. He’s seen this process before, many times. It always ends the same way: They stay. What choice do they have, really?

         He waits for them to settle. Then he says, finally, in a slightly raised voice, “There was a murder here last night.”

         That quiets the room right quick.

         Even Robinson looks surprised.

         “Longtime resident,” Cooper continues, “name of Hubert Gable, sweet guy, never harmed anyone, just liked to enjoy a drink. Shot dead in our local bar early this morning. Some of you may have heard the shot. The details are not yet public knowledge so I’d ask you not to repeat any of this until I have a chance to address the whole town.”

         He lets the information register, watches their faces as it settles in. He waits for eager hands to rise with questions. None do. He continues.

         “Look, I don’t tell you this to scare you. Just to let you know what exactly the stakes are here. This may not be a prison, and it may not be purgatory, but it’s sure as hell not a paradise, either. This is the Blinds.” Cooper leaves those words to linger in the air as well. Then he points to his arm patch. “It may say ‘Caesura’ on the badges, but the Blinds is what everyone here calls it. Because we don’t see the outside world, and they don’t see us, not anymore. So this town’s continued existence—our survival—depends on shared principles, mutual interests, and trust, just like any community. Except in this community, when those principles are compromised, people get hurt. People die. Understood?”

         No one speaks. The room is silent. Cooper says, “The most important thing to remember is: The Blinds is both a last stop and a fresh start. Which, for most of us, is exactly what we need. That’s why we’re here. Now y’all have yourselves a pleasant day.”

         If Cooper were the type to wear a cowboy hat, this would be the perfect moment to don the hat and tip it to the newcomers. But Cooper’s never been one for a cowboy hat. He’s from the Northeast originally, New England, so he was not born a hat man and he’s never learned to fake it. It’s the great regret of his life. One of them, anyway.

         So instead he just lets his practiced words linger, then turns on his heel and heads straight through the door, out into the sunlight, leaving the new arrivals to scan the two lists and decide on their new names.
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         ROBINSON SLIDES TWO PIECES OF PAPER across the desk to the Probable Hiker. The other three newcomers sit silent and wait their turn. Robinson has his ledger open. He watches her as she considers the two lists.

         “What do I do with these?” she asks.

         “Mix-n-match,” Robinson says.

         “What do the red Xs mean?”

         “Those names are already taken.”

         She looks up at him. “Why can’t I just choose my own name from scratch?”

         “Because, left to your own imagination, we’ve discovered that people choose names linked to their past, even inadvertently. You borrow a name from an old best friend or some classmate from third grade. Or you name yourself after your first dog or the street where you were born. All of which connects you to your former life.”

         The hiker nods slightly, as if to say, Seems reasonable. Robinson can sense she’s inquisitive to a fault. Not the type to sit in the back of the class and simply scribble down whatever you tell her. She’s front row. She wants answers. She wants to know if this will be on the exam.

         “So why movie stars?” she asks.

         “Their names are generic but familiar, so they’re memorable. Like you’ve heard them somewhere before.”

         She looks at the other list. “And why vice presidents? Why not presidents?”

         “What could be more anonymous than a vice president?” Robinson says with a practiced smile. A joke that he’s made many times before.

         She laughs politely. She considers the lists again. She bites her lip in concentration and she is suddenly attractive enough that Robinson instinctively looks away from her and at the clock. Then he looks back at her. “Or I can assign you a name,” he says. “It will be randomly chosen using an algorithm from the available options.”

         “I like Bette Davis and Aaron Burr,” she says. “I’ll be Bette Burr.”
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         The goombah scans the lists. He seems acutely befuddled. “There’s a guy on here named Hannibal,” he says.

         “Hannibal Hamlin, that’s right,” Robinson says. “Our fifteenth vice president.”

         “Can that be my name?”

         “Hannibal?”

         “Yeah.”

         Robinson leans in, like he’s sharing a confidence. “It’s available, but between you and me, I don’t recommend Hannibal. There’s a reason no one’s taken it. In the very unlikely event that anyone ever comes looking for you, you want them asking around for a John or a William, not a Hannibal.” 

         “I want to be Hannibal,” the goombah announces.

         “Fine. But you have to combine it with another name.” Robinson points to the other list. “One of the movie stars.”

         “I want to be Hannibal Gore.”

         “Al Gore’s not a movie star.”

         “Hannibal Bronson. Like Charles Bronson—”

         “Charles Bronson’s not on the list.”

         “He’s a movie star.”

         “Sure. But he’s not on the list.”

         “Okay, then Hannibal Schwarzenegger—”

         “It’s got to be a name on the list.” Robinson nudges the list forward slightly.

         The goombah nods, in a practiced imitation of comprehension, then reads the list again with great concentration. Robinson’s irritated. He looks at the clock and thinks about lunch. He says finally to the goombah, as a prod, “How about Cagney?”

         The goombah looks up, uncomprehending.

         “James Cagney,” Robinson says. “He was like the Charles Bronson of his day.”

         “Hannibal Cagney. I like it.” The goombah grins. “Let them come,” he says, now beaming. He fires two fingers in the air like pistols. “Let them come and try to take down Hannibal fucking Cagney!”

         Robinson writes the name down in the ledger.
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         “Vivien King,” says the fortysomething woman decisively.

         The decision took all of five seconds.
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         “I do not want a Negroid name,” says the Tattooed Ramrod flatly, staring straight at Robinson. 

         Robinson and Ramrod are the last two people in the room. Robinson remembers this stare-down game all too well from his previous life as a beat cop in Baltimore. He locks eyes with Ramrod to communicate that he has registered, but will not acknowledge, nor be rattled by, this punk-ass provocation.

         “Jefferson, Johnson, Thompson. I do not want a Negroid name,” Ramrod says again.

         “They were your names before they were our names,” says Robinson.

         Ramrod breaks first. He glances at the list, then back at Robinson. “All the good ones are gone. I can’t have Wayne?”

         “No.”

         “How about Dean?”

         “Already taken.”

         “Well, shit,” says Ramrod.

         “Forty-four people got here before you. The pickings are getting slim,” says Robinson. “You don’t have to take a male name, you know. You can choose from the women as well.”

         Ramrod scans that list, then points to Marlene Dietrich. “How about Dietrich?”

         “That’s available. But you need a first name, too. From the VP list.”

         Ramrod glances over the second list. “So strange, don’t you think? To ascend to such a high position in your lifetime and then be totally forgotten? I mean, who even remembers Schuyler Colfax? Or John C. Breckinridge?”

         “The history books do.”

         “In my experience, a history book is the last place you want to go looking for the truth.” Ramrod consults the list again. While he reads, Robinson considers the tattoos that cover the man’s arms and neck, stretching up to his jawbone like a priest’s high collar. Tributes, all of them, from the looks of it. Faces, ringed in halos or roses. Women, men, even a few small children. All beaming beatifically.

         “You know all those people?” Robinson asks, gesturing at the tattoos.

         “Yes. Or I did, anyway.”

         “And they’ve all passed?”

         “Yes, sir, they did.”

         “A lot of pain on those arms,” says Robinson, and begins to reconsider his lack of compassion for the man in front of him.

         Ramrod sticks his arms out straight and jacks up his loose linen sleeves and regards the tattoos like a man inspecting an expensively tailored suit. “Yes, sir, that is the gospel truth.” Then he points to the bottom of the VP list. “What about Dick?”

         “Dick? It’s all yours.”

         “Dick Dietrich.” Ramrod smiles. “Got a certain ring, don’t you think?”

         “It’s definitely not a Negroid name,” says Robinson, then writes it down.

         “Dick Dietrich.” Ramrod nods, pleased with his choice. “Now that’s the kind of name that history remembers.”
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         Fran Adams’s house is just a five-minute walk from the intake trailer and the main drag of the town, but then, in the Blinds, everyone’s house is just a five-minute walk from pretty much everything else. Cooper walks briskly, head down, up the main northwest street, casting a long, slanted morning shadow. The Blinds has one main dirt road that runs east-west, where the store and the services are found, and another unpaved artery that runs north-south, halving the half dozen or so residential streets into twinned cul-de-sacs, six houses per side. The streets have no names; the houses have no numbers, which, to Cooper, makes sense. It would be counter-intuitive, he thinks, to have street signs in a place that is primarily intended to help people hide.

         He corrects himself.

         Not hide. Flourish.

         Just look at us all, he thinks. Flourishing.

         The units are all single-story bungalows, wind-blasted, identical, constructed of cinder block, because the town is located in West Texas on the far west edge of Tornado Alley. So the Fell Institute, which established Caesura, decided to make indestructibility, rather than aesthetics, the town’s top priority. And the residents dutifully run their tornado drills, ringing the bells at the chapel and gathering everyone inside, even though, in eight years, the town has never so much as touched the hem of a passing tornado. What weather they do get in summer is sun, sun, sun, and heat; in winter, it’s sun and cold, with occasional wind. Cold is a concept that’s difficult for Cooper to remember right now, given they’re smack-dab in July’s sizzling peak. As he passes the houses, he does his best to avoid the glances from the curtained windows, and only nods at the few lobbed greetings from people out sitting on their porches. He’s not up for his usual, ambling sheriff routine this morning, and he’d rather not field any panicked questions about exactly what the hell happened in the wee hours last night. He’ll address the whole town soon enough. He can quell their fears then, as best he can. But before all that, he wants to check in on Fran Adams. He knows the route to her house by heart.

         He marvels again at the little things—the flower boxes, the stubborn gardens, the stained-glass decorations on rubber suckers stuck inside windowpanes to catch the sun—all the ways people try to personalize their tiny, identical parcels of the town. Each house has a scrap of front yard, but no driveway, since no one in the Blinds has a car. Cooper’s the only one in town with regular access to a vehicle—another perk of his position, if you can call a dented pickup with a slippery transmission and 250,000 miles in the rearview a perk—and the town keeps another car on hand, a Chevy Aveo, for emergencies, though that vehicle is usually up on blocks at the repair shop, under Orson Calhoun’s care. It doesn’t matter much; no one ever uses either vehicle, not even Cooper. Unlike the residents, he’s technically allowed the occasional twenty-four-hour furlough to civilization in extraordinary circumstances, though he can’t remember the last time he requested one from the Institute. Once you’re planted here, he’s found, you get pretty much settled, and civilization starts to feel very far away.

         As he turns the corner toward Fran Adams’s house, he spots her sitting out on the front steps. Cooper waves as he approaches.

         “Morning, Ms. Adams,” he says.

         “Morning, Sheriff.” She stands. She’s wearing the same torn jeans and plaid shirt and t-shirt she’d worn the previous night and her hair’s pulled back in a ponytail that says, I’ ll deal with you later. “So,” she says, “you planning to tell me just what the hell happened last night?”

         Before Cooper can answer, which he’s not eager to do, Isaac runs out the screen door, letting it slap closed behind him.

         “Look at these cards,” Isaac says. He holds up a fresh pack of trading cards, a souvenir from the movie they’d gone to see together offsite a few months back. That wasn’t an official furlough—Cooper just snuck that one in himself. He sat beside Isaac in the air-conditioned theater for two hours, munching popcorn, keeping watch, though he can’t recall a single thing about the movie now. Some animated action film for kids with guardian robots in it and monsters who eventually learn to accept themselves.

         “I got these, they just came to the store,” Isaac says, fanning the cards out, fresh from the pack, the cardboard still dusted pink with the residue of the bubblegum they arrived with. The cards depict battling robots; apparently, it’s some kind of game. Isaac holds them out proudly. He has his mother’s dark hair, though on his head it’s scalloped into tight curls. He’s a sweet-looking kid, Cooper thinks—he looks a lot like his mother. Kids always look to Cooper like the as-yet-unruined version of their parents, like some remnant of the you that existed before you made all your bad decisions.

         “You going to share that bubblegum with me?” asks Cooper.

         “I already confiscated it,” says Fran. “Or did we finally get a dentist in this town?”

         “Can we go to another movie?” asks Isaac. He speaks in a clipped, insistent, urgent bark, like he’s never had to wait his turn, and he’s accustomed to everyone’s instant attention. Maybe that’s what happens when you grow up the only kid in a town full of adults, Cooper thinks. There used to be another kid for a while—Cooper wonders if Isaac remembers that boy. No one expected kids here; no one planned for it. Once Isaac arrived, the town just made it work. But that was back when he was only a baby, a toddler. Now that he’s going on eight, it’s just not a tenable situation—Cooper’s known this for a while. And he knows that Fran understands that, too. It’s just convincing her to go anywhere else that’s hard. Not that he blames her. Nothing good ever happens to people who leave the Blinds. Including that other boy.

         Jacob was his name. Jacob Mondale. And his mother, Jean. It’s important to remember their names, Cooper thinks.

         “We’ll see,” he says to Isaac. “I sure had fun last time. But we’ll have to ask your mother.” He winks at Fran, who doesn’t soften.

         “Isaac,” she says, “why don’t you go inside and put those cards somewhere safe.” Isaac runs back into the house. She says to Cooper, “I asked Spiro to order those cards a month ago. They finally came through the commissary. I thought they’d make for a nice souvenir. He really did have a good time. Though I still don’t know if it was a good idea.” 

         “He’s got to see the world eventually. He can’t stay here. Not forever.”

         “I thought that was the whole point of this place. To hide from the rest of the world.”

         “For most of us. Not for him. He’s not—”

         “We’ve had this discussion, Cal. Now are you going to tell me about that gunshot?”

         Cooper considers his words. “We had an incident, it’s true. Not a good one. At the bar.”

         “An incident? Like, the kind of incident that involves a gun going off into someone’s body?”

         “I’m calling a town meeting about it this afternoon. I’ll explain everything then.”

         “Can you give me a sneak peek? I have a kid here, Cal. Was it a suicide, like the other one?”

         “Not likely, no.” Cooper nods toward the house. “Did it wake him?”

         “No, thank God. He sleeps like a teenager.”

         “Count that as a blessing.”

         “For him or for me?”

         “Depends how many late-night bad habits you’re hoping to hide.”

         Fran eyes Cooper, then smiles slightly—finally, a concession, a crack. “There was a time when you were very familiar with my late-night habits, Sheriff Cooper.”

         For the second time today, Cooper thinks this would be an excellent moment for a hat. Instead, he just rubs his forehead and squints out at the block. “I can’t let you know anything until I let the whole town know.”

         “No special privileges, huh?”

         “Not with this.”

         She unfolds her arms and squeezes his shoulder. This is as much of a physical intimacy as they’ve ever allowed themselves in public, even back when their private meetings were much more intimate. “Just let me know he’s safe, Cal.”

         “He’s safe. You’re both safe. I can promise you that.” He regrets this promise as soon as he’s spoken it. He’s had a lifelong habit of offering promises he’s in no position to deliver. But it’s too late to back down on it now, so he says, “I’ll ring the bell for the town meeting sometime around one. Then I’ll tell you everything I know. I promise that, too.”

         As he walks down her steps and back into the street, he regrets that last promise even more.
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