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  IN WHAT THE WRITER and polymath James Weldon Johnson called the ‘Red Summer’ of 1919, race riots swept through cities across the country,

  and here, in this regional city between two rivers with what was then, outside of Los Angeles, the largest urban population of blacks west of the Mississippi, the county courthouse was set ablaze

  by a mob of five thousand angry whites bent on lynching two black men, Boyd Pinkney and Evans Pratt. Pinkney and Pratt worked in one of the city’s meatpacking warehouses and had been arrested

  for the assault of a twelve-year-old white girl who recanted as an adult, confessing that the men had done nothing more than say hello to her when she called out to them. The two friends were

  hanged from a tree outside the courthouse, their bodies skinned and burned before being thrown in the river, turned over in the wash of paddleboats and caught up on snags rising like disembodied

  limbs in the muddy shallows that spread out from the bank-side, festering with mosquitoes amid a weltering stench of decay.




  That same day, Morgan Priest Wright, the sixty-year-old mayor and gentleman farmer who had been elected in the previous year on a reformist plank, was lynched for trying to intervene on behalf

  of the men, whom he and a number of local officials believed to be innocent of any crime. The courthouse was set ablaze and Wright fled in his blue Studebaker, driving out of town and taking refuge

  on his farm, where he sheltered in the stone storm cellar beneath his house with the tenants who worked his land. History is silent about the exact chain of events that saw Wright and one of the

  farmers, twenty-five-year-old George Freeman, pulled from the cellar and hanged from a cottonwood tree next to Wright’s house, which was subsequently set alight by parties unknown. Freeman

  was dressed in women’s clothes, and the two men were tied together facing each other, left hanging after the mob retreated. Freeman’s brother John and sister-in-law Lottie, who were

  also Wright’s tenants, had been away from the farm at the time of the riots, visiting Lottie’s extended family in the next county. Driving home in Wright’s Model T, which he had

  lent them, they could see smoke from some distance and, having heard news of the riots, feared the worst. They could not have guessed that both their landlord and brother would be dead, or that the

  house where they had been discreetly entertained on several occasions would no longer be standing. By the time John and Lottie arrived home, Wright’s house had burned to the ground while

  their own small bungalow, down a hill and on the edge of the farm, remained standing and untouched, save for a few broken windows. Looking up at the forty-foot cottonwood tree in which George and

  Mr. Wright hung dead, bodies tied together and twisting as the wind blew up into a late summer thunderstorm, John told Lottie to wait in the house with their children while he investigated.




  As John walked away from the hanging tree and the ruins of the mayor’s place, back down the hill toward the barn, intending to fetch a ladder so he could cut free the two bodies, he heard

  a thunderous whooshing sound, ‘calamitous and catastrophic, an almighty cataract of noise’, and felt the earth vibrate under his feet. When he turned around, the forty-foot cottonwood

  tree on the crest of the hill was gone, and from John’s vantage, the earth appeared barren, wiped flat. It had been a traumatic return to the farm, and he thought perhaps he was suffering

  from some derangement of loss. Approaching the place where the tree should have been, he began to discern a shadow of expansive darkness on the surface of the earth, as if the grass had been

  scorched in a perfect circle; he suspected a divine and purgative fire had taken up the tree and the two dead men together in an all-consuming blaze, an event of spontaneous combustion brought on

  by God. John had seen haystacks go up in flame during drought years, knew the smoldering of the compost heaps on the edge of the farm, had even heard tell of great pine trees exploding in sudden

  and inexplicable conflagration. But as he drew closer, he saw that the earth was not scorched at all: instead, it was gone. Where the tree had been there was a hole, a gaping cavity, and as he

  peered over the edge of this hole, he could make out the crown of the tree, its entire height and the men bound and hanging from it swallowed up by the earth. Freeman called out to Lottie, who came

  running, and the two of them stood at the edge of the hole for a long time trying to decide what to do, looking at the submerged branches of the tree and listening to the wretched peace of the farm

  where even the grackles and red-winged blackbirds had silenced themselves. As the wind picked up and a pocking rain began to shoot holes in the earth, striking the couple’s skin so hard it

  stung, they decided nothing could be done until the following morning.




  The next day, as rain curtained the low undulating roll of the farm, soaking the burned-out ruins of Wright’s house, John and Lottie Freeman drove back into town with their children in

  Wright’s Model T to report the deaths of brother George and the mayor. The local law enforcement, backed up by the National Guard but nonetheless overwhelmed by the events of the preceding

  three days in which no fewer than thirty houses in the city and surrounding area burned, were not unsympathetic to John and Lottie’s predicament. With the sheriff and several deputies

  escorting them, they returned to the farm where two of the lawmen, harnessed and lowered on ropes, descended into the sinkhole, climbing through the branches of the cottonwood tree, where they

  confirmed the presence of the bodies and the identity of the mayor. The sheriff understood that John and Lottie had nothing to do with the deaths, were in no way responsible, and that justice would

  never be done: it was suggested that disinterring the men from their unusual resting place would raise questions the community could not face, might never be able to answer, and would only create

  more tension between the races, since the spectacle of a black man and a white, tenant and landlord, bound together in death, could not easily be explained. It was agreed that the best thing for

  all concerned was to leave the bodies as they were, to fill the sinkhole with the smoking remains of Wright’s house and soil from the adjacent fields. The deputies assisted John, and in the

  process of clearing the ruins of the house, discovered Wright’s strongbox, jimmied it open, and found a charred but still legible last will and testament, leaving the estate in its entirety,

  including the farm and all its buildings, to George Freeman, and in the case of George Freeman’s death, to his brother and fellow tenant John. The sheriff himself had been named as executor,

  and being a man who wanted nothing more than the return of peace to a city that had run away from him, he saw no point in brooking any contestation of the late mayor’s stated last wishes,

  unorthodox as they were. And thus Poplar Farm passed, with no public announcement, into the hands of John and Lottie Freeman, the children of slaves.




  The county courthouse was rebuilt in the following year. No white man stood trial for the events of the previous autumn, while on a farm to the west of the city two small slabs of granite were

  laid in the ground to mark the place where a tree and two men lie buried in land stark with promise and death.
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  IT IS HER FIRST time inside the walls of a prison. Or no, that is not quite true, because when she was still teaching she visited a juvenile detention

  facility where some of her students had spent time. The county called it a ‘Youth Center’, as if it were nothing more ominous than an afterschool club for the city’s

  underprivileged. It was located in a cluster of bland institutional buildings that included the county and Veterans Association hospitals, all faced in tan brick. She does not remember being

  subjected to any kind of search or having to pass through a metal detector, although in retrospect both seem probable. It no longer matters nor does she remember if she visited anyone specific, or

  if it was merely an opportunity to view the facility as a kind of public relations exercise for the local corrections department, making itself look good to the educators whose students might end

  up inside. Louise is certain she was cautioned not to speak with any of the residents she passed in the halls, solitary kids led by uniformed guards, boys avoiding the gaze of everyone around them,

  girls with long hair worn flopping over their eyes, children with crew cuts and buzz cuts and shaved heads looking at the walls or the floor or the ceiling, and then the other, tougher kids, who

  turned to stare at her in ways that were challenging and provocative and perplexingly thrilling. They looked knowledgeable in a way she knew she had not been at their age.




  So yes, she has been to a detention facility before, but today is the first time she has ever been inside an adult prison, a state penitentiary, although this one is no longer an arm of the

  state. At some point in the last ten years it was offloaded by the budget-slashing legislature and is now a profit-making enterprise for a private corporation that specializes in corrections

  facilities.




  When it was built, the prison was a sandstone fortress erupting out of cornfields and pastureland and even when Louise was growing up it was on the remote edge of the southwestern suburbs, a

  part of town she has still never managed to explore despite spending her entire life in the area. Coming upon the prison now, she is surprised to find it surrounded by strip malls and fast food

  restaurants and a tall white grain elevator from the days when this was still rural land. Across the street stands a ten-million-cubic-foot white cube with COMPLETE COLD

  STORAGE across the top in tall scarlet letters that remain aglow twenty-four hours a day. Train tracks run past the grain elevator and prison, straight into the refrigerated warehouse.




  Drinking iced tea and watching cars drive by she waits for her scheduled appointment in a Mexican restaurant across the street. The air is distorted and shimmering from the heat rising off the

  asphalt. Her head twitches from side to side as if cars mean more to her than freedom, but her eyes are fixed beyond the traffic to the prison yard, open for everyone to see, where inmates in

  khakis and white t-shirts mill around behind chain-link fencing topped with curling-ribbon coils of razor wire under the aim of nine watch-towers that mark the perimeter.




  A white woman and her two adult children enter the restaurant, order their food, sit down to eat. All three are overweight, but the son, in his early twenties, struggles to fit into his plastic

  chair. His hands shake and he fails to look at his mother or sister. ‘This must be the most tranquil restaurant ever,’ he says, dipping his fried chicken strips into a variety of hot

  sauces, melted cheese, and sour cream. Listening as they eat and talk, it becomes clear to Louise that the three of them have just come from the prison, where they were visiting the woman’s

  husband, the long-absent father of the son and daughter. Across the room a table fills with penitentiary employees still wearing their badges. This is the collective purpose of the restaurant: to

  feed the prison staff and the families of the imprisoned. But Louise is not going to visit anyone she loves, or anyone she could ever be moved to think of as family.




  Except for the stand of pines between the street and the penitentiary parking lot there are no trees for a half-mile in any direction, including the area inside the perimeter fence. As she

  drives into the lot a sign directs her to park only in a designated visitor’s space, not to loiter in her car, and to report without delay to the guard at the entrance. A pervasive smell of

  flame-grilled burgers from one of the several neighboring fast food franchises clogs the air.




  There has been a prison in this location since 1866, although most of the original crenellated stone structures were demolished and replaced in the 1980s with a dozen separate brick

  units—the same tan brick used in the building of the Youth Center and the county hospital on the other side of town. If not for the razor wire and watchtowers, the facility might be mistaken

  for a suburban school. Indeed, it could be the same school where Louise herself taught for more than four decades, a period that felt at times like an endless term of daily incarceration, subject

  to the petty whims of sadistic principals, many of whom regarded their students as no better than embryonic criminals and the teachers as overeducated guards.




  When Louise phoned yesterday to confirm her appointment, the secretary in the warden’s office directed her to wear long pants instead of a skirt, and explained that open-toed shoes and

  sleeveless shirts were forbidden. The entrance to the penitentiary is at ground level but stairs inside lead in only one direction, down to the basement. At the end of the long subterranean

  corridor, decorated with vintage photographs of the prison in its early years, there is a desk and a single guard, tall and fat and smirking. He wears a nametag: Kurt D—. Checking that Louise

  is on the roster of approved guests for the day, Kurt retains her driver’s license for the duration of the visit, provides her with a key for one of the lockers where she must abandon her

  jewelry and other valuables, and then stamps the inside of her left wrist with invisible ink that will show up only under an infrared scanner.




  ‘In case there’s a riot and a lockdown,’ he explains. ‘We’ll know to let you out.’




  She laughs and then realizes Kurt is not a man who jokes.




  ‘Remove your shoes, please.’




  She does as he says, and then, saying nothing further, he jerks his head to indicate the metal detector. Stepping through the gray arch she waits as Kurt runs her shoes through an X-ray machine.

  Although she does not set off the detector, he pats her down, fingers intruding where only doctors now touch.




  ‘What’s the worst you’ve seen?’ she asks, raising her arms, spreading her legs apart, feeling the involuntary rush of sensation when Kurt’s hand moves up her inner

  thigh. His palms are hot through her cotton slacks and she wonders if he is ever tempted to go too far, or if what he is doing at this moment is, in fact, too far.




  Straight-faced and unwilling to engage, refusing to smile or make eye contact, he grunts at her question: he has been trained to do his job, to read from a script, not to extemporize. It is

  possible that questions absent from his script do not register for him as words with meaning, but rather as extraneous noise. ‘Turn around, please,’ he sings, ‘hands remain at

  shoulder height, arms extended, feet apart.’




  ‘Alcohol? Weapons? Steel files? Do people still think you can escape from a prison with a file?’




  Her teeth find the meat of her bottom lip and spasms warp her hands when she notices a sign warning her that jokes about escape, bombs, or any criminal activities are inappropriate in a

  prison environment and may be treated as genuine threats.




  ‘Put one foot up here at a time.’ Kurt points to a machine that looks like a scale imprinted with the outline of a man’s dress shoe. Louise extends her left foot, which is

  dwarfed by the printed outline, and watches as the platform lights up and vibrates for a moment. ‘Now the next one—not yet—okay now.’ She changes feet, feels the pulse

  again. ‘I guess your feet are clear but I’m gonna wand you one more time.’ He picks up the metal-detecting baton, passing it around her body while rattling off a list of

  prohibitions, warning Louise that she may be searched at any point during the visit and that if she does not abide by any of the rules heretofore explained and any others that might not have

  been explained but which nonetheless hold forth, her visit may be terminated immediately and without warning, her personal possessions returned, and her person escorted off the

  premises and banned from re-entry to the facility until formal security review by the prison administrators, which will take not less than two weeks.




  Kurt returns Louise’s shoes and another guard appears down a second set of stairs. Unlike Kurt, he does not wear a nametag, but introduces himself as Dave.




  ‘I’ll be taking you up to secure-side, Mrs. Washington, and escorting you to the interview room,’ Dave says.




  Upstairs, they approach two sets of bullet-proof glass doors adjacent to the Master Control Room, where a wall of green and red lights indicates which doors are open and which closed across the

  entire penitentiary. A guard in the Control Room sees them and opens the first of the glass doors. Louise and Dave step inside, wait for two other prison staff to join them, and the door closes.

  Several seconds elapse before the second door opens, allowing them into the secure portion of the prison where Dave leads Louise down the hall past a cage holding a dozen men, newly arrived,

  waiting to be processed, to be issued their ankle bracelets and identification cards with bar codes and photos, to spend time in the Diagnostic Evaluation Center where they will be assessed and

  assigned to a cell block. Waiting for their diagnosis, the new men all look terrified.




  Dave turns a corner and shows Louise into the room where the interview will take place. The walls are white concrete block, the trim around the doors royal blue, and across one wall are half a

  dozen blue-curtained bays that would look at home in a hospital emergency room, but which in this context make Louise feel uneasy, as if the space might be used for sudden triage. A dispenser

  filled with hand sanitizer is mounted on the opposite wall, and in the middle of the room are two molded plastic chairs on either side of a white plastic table.




  Louise sits in one of the chairs, waiting for Dave to return with the prisoner. Alone in the room she feels a flash of panic as she realizes where she has brought herself. It is not because of

  the proximity to all these dangerous men, although perhaps that is an underlying or ancillary fear: of what men like that are capable of doing, the harms and violations they have committed, that

  they are still able and liable to commit in this facility shut away from public view, where, for all she knows, even the guards are in on the act. Rather, it is because she fears that in bringing

  herself inside these bland walls she risks being mistaken for a criminal herself, daring the system to conclude that some error has been made in allowing her liberty and now, as she has in effect

  turned herself over to the authorities, permitting the prison to process her for the span of a few hours, to judge her likelihood to break the laws of the penitentiary itself, they will see in

  Louise a criminal quality she has not herself recognized, and after identifying this intrinsic, previously unrecognized flaw, they may lock her away from the rest of society, flush her into their

  own private septic system, return her to earth. Once, not that many years ago, she broke a law, risking her liberty, and escaped only through the intervention of a man who can no longer assist her.

  Perhaps, she worries, some record remains of her transgression.




  Just as she is reaching a peak of panic and thinking of calling the guards to let her out, to cancel the meeting, Dave returns with Paul. Louise reminds herself why she has come: not for

  herself, but for him, as an act of altruism. It is not an unconsidered position.




  His hair, cut shorter than when she last saw him at the trial, is a close thicket of straight dark spikes flashed with gold streaks, the color of a homebrew prison process, glinting even under

  the deadening effect of the fluorescent lights that hang from the ceiling.




  ‘So here you are,’ Paul says, sitting down in the other plastic chair.




  ‘Here I am,’ Louise says, speaking over him.




  ‘To be honest, I didn’t believe you’d come.’ She watches him flex his hands against the table. The guard, Dave, stands at the door, clearing his throat in what sounds

  like a warning to Paul before glancing at Louise, offering a corresponding gaze of reassurance and, she thinks, warning as well—not to get too comfortable in this room that is as white and

  windowless and unbreachable as a bank vault. Dave, however, is not going anywhere. It is his job, no less his duty, to protect her from harm, from this man who has committed such a catalog of

  harms.




  Circumstances and environment being what they are, Paul appears for the most part no different than he did in the past. His face, the muscled curvature of his torso, the landscape of his veins

  make her shiver and push her chair away from the table, closer to the wall with the dispenser of hand sanitizer. She feels certain that if he wanted to Paul could catch her before she even knew she

  needed to escape, catch her and kill her before Dave could move his own large body across the room. Paul is big enough and strong enough that he could pick her up in both arms and carry her off, an

  unholy pietà. An old verse runs through her mind: And the women conceiving brought forth giants. The hard planar chest stretching his white t-shirt, the arms bulging from their

  sleeves seem less parts of an animal form than a system of gears and pistons, hard components moving only in one way because of the nature of their design and manufacture, elements built for a

  single purpose and not readily adapted to any space other than that which they were meant to occupy, a space he has now lost, which he cannot ever regain. Freedom is finished. He will never again

  be free, never released, not unless the country collapses into chaos. A diamond-cut file will not liberate him. It would take the bombs of revolution or apocalypse itself to free him from this

  prison, and for that Louise cannot help feeling grateful.




  For years his face has appeared in her dreams, screaming and grimacing. As if from a nervous tic or too much time spent in the dark, his eyes, large and round, the color of Arctic seawater, rove

  and squint. He must have been in solitary confinement. It would not be surprising to discover he is a prisoner prone to fighting with other inmates or assaulting guards, the leader of brigades of

  men bent on escape or on nothing more elaborate than dominating the space in which they have been confined. But the skin under his eyes, across the cheekbones, although naturally olive, is an

  unhealthy shade of brown, a tan so deep that much of his face must be precancerous, pores swollen and popping like goose bumps. Inmates spend most of their waking hours outside under the sun, even

  in winter.




  At first they have nothing to say to each other and she struggles to move her tongue.




  ‘I came, Mr. Krovik. Here I am, just like you asked in your letter. So—’




  His feet drum the floor, two rubber mallets in motion, and then all at once they fall still as the echo of pounding thunders around the room. In other circumstances he could be mistaken for a

  department store mannequin or an animatronic model in an amusement park diorama of early man. The features are primitive, with a heavy crudeness in the brow and jaw and cheekbones that is just less

  than human.




  Even if he no longer has full control over his appearance, he looks and smells clean. His eyes are clear, so like other eyes she now knows, irises a fine transparent glaze, crackling with iron

  oxide. When he adjusts his hands, searching for a position closer to comfort, the veins stand out as if he has been flayed alive. This small movement triggers a series of twitches that contort the

  left side of his face and brow, rolling back over his scalp until they cascade down his spine, making the whole body shake for a moment before once again falling so still that he looks lifeless but

  for the spasm that pulses down his arm, bringing to life the tattoo on his biceps of a bird struck through the chest with an arrow. Cock Robin it says in cursive lettering under the dying

  bird. He looks down at his arm as though the twitching belongs to someone else, or as if the bird were an illumination that might escape from its vellum.




  ‘I really never imagined you’d come see me,’ he says.




  ‘No, I bet you didn’t. And to be frank, neither did I.’




  His twitching slows, intervals of stillness expanding until the bird is frozen again on the surface of the skin, the arc of its wing matching the curve of muscle, which flutters with sudden

  purpose as he pulls himself up against the table.




  ‘I guess we used to be neighbors, though, sort of. Didn’t we? Friends, even.’




  ‘No. I don’t think so,’ Louise says. ‘We weren’t really neighbors, and we certainly weren’t friends.’




  Although Paul’s story made national news, after her appearance at his trial Louise found herself avoiding all the media coverage, refusing requests to be interviewed; every time she saw

  his face she turned away from the gaze of a man she did not wish to remember. She never could have imagined that he would contact her, an acquaintance only, hardly a neighbor, nothing like a

  friend. If she knows anything certain about Paul it is that he never liked her.




  The letter came to her in pencil on blue-lined white school paper. Paul’s handwriting was in block capitals and, like the houses he built, the letters were out of proportion, the strokes

  too long, the bars and arms too short, the words stretched along the vertical axis. Although his writing was tidy she could not suppress the feeling that there was something sinister about the

  exclusive use of capitals.




  

    

      DEAR MRS. WASHINGTON,




      I KNOW I HAVE NO RIGHT TO EXPECT A REPLY BUT I THOUGHT I WOULD GIVE IT A TRY. I DON’T HAVE MANY VISITORS AND I WONDERED IF I COULD PERSUADE YOU TO

      COME SEE ME. I DON’T HAVE ANYTHING TO OFFER YOU, AND MAYBE THIS IS A SELFISH REQUEST, BUT GIVEN THE WAY THINGS ARE GOING IT WOULD BE NICE TO SEE A FAMILIAR FACE, EVEN YOURS.




      SINCERELY,




      YOUR FORMER NEIGHBOR, PAUL (KROVIK)




      P.S. I AM ALSO WRITING BECAUSE I COULD USE A FRIEND RIGHT NOW.


    


  




  The letter took Louise so much by surprise that, after reading it the first time, she put it aside, looking at it from time to time where it lay on the desk in the room she now occupies in a

  house that is not hers. She wondered at first if the letter was genuine or some kind of forgery. The return address was the state penitentiary and the zip code on the postmark corresponded. When

  she passed the desk in the morning or late at night, the paper seemed to emit an odor that reminded her of gunpowder, dried cornstalks, and manure.




  It took her weeks to decide to visit. Reservations aside, she found herself intrigued by the possibility that Paul could think of her as a friend (in fact, against all her instincts, she was

  moved by the suggestion), while being unsettled and alarmed that he might have ulterior motives, or that any avowal of friendship was only a way to seduce her into helping him. The lighter notes of

  gunpowder attached to the letter faded, and those of decay mellowed, sweetened, grew as fertile-smelling as good compost.




  Louise knows she has nothing to fear from Paul at the moment since the guard remains just inside the door and two cameras monitor the room from opposite corners of the ceiling. When Paul slides

  to one end of the table, she can hear the camera behind her shift, reframing and focusing on his new position. It is unclear whether sound is also being recorded.




  ‘You know what the hand sanitizer is for?’ he asks, nodding at the dispenser. ‘It’s for when they have to do a body cavity search.’ He cocks his head in the

  direction of the curtained bays and glances over at Dave, who grins. ‘They wear gloves but they still clean themselves afterward. Just to see you today, I had to be strip-searched. Every time

  I get a visitor, I have to take everything off, put my arms out at my side, lean over, cough, spread my ass, let them finger me if they think they have cause. And after this interview is over, they

  do it all again. I say to them, come on, just let me do the visit naked, it’ll save a lot of time.’ He raises an eyebrow as if he expects some kind of response: laughter or disgust.

  Louise looks at Dave, but his face goes blank, hands tucked into his armpits.




  ‘I didn’t realize,’ she says, wondering if Paul wants her to thank him, if he believes that he is somehow doing her a favor by initiating this meeting.




  ‘You know, I guess you’re right.’ His eyes jerk up to the camera. ‘I guess we weren’t even neighbors, not really.’




  ‘I’d be curious to know what it was I did to make you so angry, Mr. Krovik. Why did you hate me?’ She wants to say, You are the agent of my destruction, Paul Krovik, and

  you have no right to be so glib. After everything that’s passed between us, all the ways you worked to destroy my world, your tone offends me.




  Paul throws back his head and laughs, as though he cannot begin to count the number of ways Louise inspired his hate. ‘Whoo. What didn’t you do, Mrs.

  Washington?’ He sounds cocky and defensive, a kid still testing the boundaries. It is an attitude she remembers from countless boys she taught in the past, a quality that never failed to put

  her on guard. If he did not look so composed, if it was not clear that any hatred is now long spent, Louise would be out the door and running down the hall. Paul swallows his laughter and makes a

  strange warbling grunt, as if he knows it would be safer to leave the hills of hate between them unexplored. ‘Never mind all that, though. Because, you know, it’s really, really nice to

  see you here now.’




  As his eyes blur wet and sultry in an almost feminine way, he fumbles the air across the table, his thin fingers, white nails cut in straight blunt lines, clawing at the empty space between

  them. She has never seen anyone make a movement like this, as though he is blind and has no sense that the hands he wants to grasp are within easy reach, just below his own. Louise understands that

  he wants her to take his fingers, to turn this interview into something like a conjugal visit under the eyes of the guard and the fisheye lenses of the prison’s security cameras. She leans

  back in her chair, and then, almost losing control of her body, begins to extend one hand to Paul until, regaining sense at the last moment, she pulls it back. No part of her wants to touch him.

  She needs to get out of this white room and back into sunlight and open space, where visible distance is measurable in units greater than feet, where she can think with clarity, remember her

  purpose in the world, put her feet on earth instead of concrete. It was a mistake to visit him. There is nothing he can say that will change what he has done.




  LOUISE LEAVES THE prison feeling sick, her body shaking, eyes flowing. Watching her pass out of their jurisdiction, Dave and Kurt act as though she is

  the funniest thing they have seen in weeks, this old woman in tears. She drives northwest, skirting the city, until she finds herself in front of a house with a sharp gable and contorted verge

  boards, the lace border on a starch-stiffened napkin. Despite what she might wish, this house has put down roots in her brain: she wakes to see its gable twisting, the porch fattening, the windows

  blinking. Under the moon and a clear sky the house stands still, the whole neighborhood frozen in hot vapors. She hears the buzzing that is now always audible, a noise that might only be cicadas,

  although she knows it is not: there is nothing natural about the drone.




  The house is just off the extension of Poplar Road, the main east–west thoroughfare through the city and a forty-minute drive to the old downtown that has been regenerated in phases over

  the last decade, the warehouses turned into lofts, derelict buildings razed and replaced with parks. Nonetheless, some neighborhoods that were genteel a decade earlier have seen their houses turned

  into rental properties, the porches sagging and gutters filling up with leaves that are never cleared to make way for the snowmelt in spring and the torrents of rain that come at unpredictable

  intervals in the warm months. Out here, on the western fringe of the city, everything remains new. Anything that ages is torn down to make way for shiny replacements.




  Downstairs the lights are off, curtains closed, the windows dark and reflective. On the second and third floors there is light and movement; the curtains are open, the people who live inside

  forgetting that someone might be watching. She pulls the car into the driveway, gets out, and shuts the door without making a noise.




  It is nearly nine o’clock and the neighboring houses are dark except for the small red pulse of light on each of their alarm boxes. She looks through the window in the front door and sees

  light seeping down the stairs from the second floor, shadows moving, someone standing still and then in motion again. Feet come down the stairs. Louise ducks behind one of the half-dozen plantation

  rocking chairs on the porch, listening as the body inside approaches the door. She edges into deeper shadow as the door opens for an instant and then slams shut. Somewhere a window is open.




  ‘It wasn’t locked! You said you locked it!’




  ‘I said I couldn’t remember.’




  ‘Anyone could have come in. This isn’t the 1950s!’




  This is the place she has brought herself at last, the place where she now must remain. She sits in one of the rocking chairs, looking out at the other houses, blurring her vision so the

  structures begin to dissolve, giving way to the black mass of trees in the distance, the dim western glow as the earth spins itself again into darkness.




  





  

    

      

        

          Past




          All felled, felled, are all felled . . . not spared, not one.


		  

		   




          Gerard Manley Hopkins
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  THE HELICOPTER HAS BEEN hovering overhead for the last twenty minutes. He knows he can hear the rapid thwacking buzz of a flying lawnmower cutting down

  clouds, and if he can’t hear it through the lead lining of the bunker then he is sure he can feel the vibration of rotors churning the air, buffeting the earth above his head, stirring up the

  atmosphere, designed to stir him up too.




  When people asked him what he wanted to do when he grew up, Paul Krovik did not say he was going to be a fireman or soldier or pilot, as some boys will before they know the kind of drudgery and

  danger such jobs entail. He did not want to be an actor or rock star or astronaut, nor did he harbor secret desires to dance, design clothes, or write poetry—the kinds of dreams most in his

  world would have regarded as evidence that his parents had failed to raise a true man, whatever that might mean.




  He always wanted to build houses.




  And now they are trying to take away the only house that belonged to him. He is not about to give up the one thing he ever wanted.




  At first when he heard it he thought the helicopter must be circling the general area, filming rush-hour traffic to transmit to one of the local news affiliates, the shellacked Channel 7 anchors

  in rictus masks reporting snarl-ups and accidents and slow-motion car chases, transmitting live from a breaking story with innocents sobbing in the background or bystanders weighing in with

  nonsensical sound bites about the shiftiness of a suspected killer or the long-observed weirdness of a family that has taken itself hostage in a broken-down motorhome none of the neighbors have

  seen move from the driveway in a decade. Paul remembers that story: a mother, father, three sons living in a ramshackle house. The children armed themselves, told their parents enough was enough,

  that life on the terms they were suffering was not worth living. Following a two-day standoff the parents yelled out the window to say they were no longer hostages, then knelt down in front of

  their teenage children, accepted the gun to the temple, and rolled backward, descending into death before they could watch the boys turn the guns on themselves. MOTOR HOME

  MASSACRE was how Channel 7 described it, the blond anchor smiling as if he were reporting the mass surrender of terrorists. How Paul admired that family, the logic of the boys and the

  courage of their parents.




  If not a traffic helicopter overhead then it must be the police tracking a fugitive racing circles through subdivisions, trying to catch her before she can slip down a rabbit hole or into the

  woodland thickets of undergrowth that enclose the platter-flat river flowing west of the city. Ten minutes pass and the vibration does not change in intensity or frequency as the helicopter lingers

  over his neighborhood. Unless he is mistaken, unless it is all in his imagination, the machine is just above the house, watching and waiting for him to betray his position, perhaps even using

  thermal imaging cameras. Holding his limbs rigid he draws shallow breaths and imagines his temperature dropping, making him invisible to whatever equipment they may be using to locate him. The lead

  lining of the bunker should obscure him but there are always new advances in sensing technology, ways to see what is supposed to remain hidden. He cannot understand how the authorities found him so

  quickly since no one knows where he is—not Amanda, not his sons, not his parents. Everyone believes he has moved out of the house, found an apartment, is putting his life back together,

  starting over from the beginning with nothing but his hands and his tools. And yet the thwacker-thwack vibration comes in steady waves, moving down the wall, shaking the frame of his bed

  in the dark vault of the bunker. Let them seek him with their blindfolded eyes. In his retreat underground he is the only one who can see.




  As Paul was building this house he discovered the foundations of a nineteenth-century farmhouse the widow Washington told him had burned down long ago. At the edge of the woods he uncovered the

  original storm cellar, still intact, wooden doors latched, and beyond them stairs leading down to a vaulted stone ceiling, the entrance obscured by shrubs and accumulations of dead leaves. After

  cleaning out the debris, he repointed the walls and vault of the cellar, knowing there must be a way to use such a space: he would build a fallout shelter, a bunker, a place of safety for his

  family. It seemed so logical that when Amanda asked him why they needed it, he lost his temper.




  ‘Read the headlines! Watch the news! Look around you, babe! Because of the base this city will be one of the first to go. When I was a kid Dad told me that in a nuclear war we don’t

  have to worry because in the first twelve minutes the whole city is going to be obliterated. That was supposed to make me feel like, I don’t know, some kind of reassurance because we

  wouldn’t be suffering in the aftermath. You have to understand, I’m planning ahead. I’m trying to protect you. We’re going to survive whatever this thing is that’s

  coming down the pipe.’




  ‘What thing, Paul?’




  ‘The future. We’ll ride out the apocalypse together, safe underground.’




  Amanda looked at Paul then, for the first time in their relationship, as if she did not trust him, perhaps did not even recognize him. He can see the way her brow drew together in a

  demonic-looking point. Over and over he tried to explain it to her but she had never been convinced. Now, left alone, he could write a book about all the ways his wife failed him, and in retrospect

  that was the first moment he knew she was turning away from what had always seemed a happy marriage.




  Thwacker, thwacker, thwack. Keep the body still, think beyond life, think death into life and the stillness of the other side. Calm yourself, Paul, stop being a child. You’re on

  your own, your wife has left you. You have no one but yourself. You must look forward. He remembers the way his father preached an edict of self-reliance to him as a boy. Remember the teachings

  of the great man, Paul. Regret is nothing but a false prayer. Trust the gleam of your own mind. Be brave: God does not want cowards to manifest His work. Your hands are trustworthy. Society is

  nothing but a conspiracy against you. If the country is at war, then the average citizen has to look out for his own even more than in peacetime, government be damned.




  In building the bunker he was only thinking about the safety and welfare of his family. He loved his wife, still loves her, loves the boys as well, only ever wanted to protect them and still

  does. If he had the money, he would fly across oceans to find them and bring them back, knowing he is the only one who can truly protect them. It is no longer enough to worry about nuclear warheads

  from China or Russia or Iran or North Korea hitting the Air Force base south of town. It is essential to plan not just for attack by foreign terrorists or governments, but also for the possibility

  of hostile fellow Americans, for a new civil war, or for an environmental, technological, or biochemical conclusion to the human era on this planet. Those who have planned for the other side of

  now, the wise and prepared, are the only ones who will survive the plains of uncertainty that must be crossed in the coming decades.




  Once he had the idea for the bunker there was just the question of how to connect it to the basement of the house since he had already filed plans with the city; to make a change would cost even

  more and be a bureaucratic headache and by then Amanda was feeling that she had taken enough chances trying to help him out in ways that were not strictly legal. So as soon as the house was

  finished, and the city inspectors were satisfied, Paul began excavating the tunnel for the bunker. There was no one to observe him except Mrs. Washington, in her old wreck down the hill. Trees

  blocked the building site on three sides and he raised a six-foot-high fence around the backyard to ensure even greater privacy for the work he was undertaking without permit. What permission does

  a man need except that granted by his heart and his God? Society everywhere is in conspiracy against the manhood of every one of its members, so the great man said. He covered the

  bunker’s walls with lead-lined sheetrock, borrowed a crane and a buddy to help him lower the containment doors into place one night, and encased the whole structure in a layer of concrete,

  connecting it with the old storm cellar in the woods and knocking through the finished foundation into his new basement at the opposite end. The bunker has electricity and plumbing, just as if it

  were another part of the house, except it is not, because it appears on none of the plans. With the bunker complete he bricked up the entrance to the basement, leaving a small hole hidden behind a

  wooden hatch under a shelf at the back of the pantry, just large enough that Paul could pull himself through on his stomach.




  On paper the bunker does not exist, but under the earth of the backyard, behind its containment doors, it has two bedrooms, a full bathroom, an open-plan kitchen and living space, a store of

  canned and dry goods, a supply of water and water purification tablets, hunting and assault rifles, two thousand rounds of ammunition, energy-saving light bulbs, an extra washing machine and dryer,

  and an air filtration system vented into the woods, its exhaust pipe disguised within the trunk of a tree hollowed out by lightning. This is his refuge, the last part of his home he is able to

  occupy. Surrender is out of the question. When technology fails, he will spend his days in the woods, hunting and fishing, descending into his burrow at night, living in darkness, eating and

  sleeping as a creature beyond light, a demon kept safe by the earth.




  If I am the Devil’s child, I will live then from the Devil.




  He worries about exits, believes that perhaps he should puncture the walls of the bunker in other places, create new tunnels, extend the parameters of the space beyond the confines of its

  impregnable structure. One night he painted the outline of half a dozen doors into his kidney-red walls, imagining the places where other tunnels might branch off, burrowing deeper into the

  earth.




  His fingers find their way along the three-and-a-half-foot length of rifle, from the stock to the trigger and scope, sliding across the tapering blued barrel. When the moment comes, he will be

  ready. He retreated here only a few weeks ago, more than a year since Amanda had taken the boys, most of the furniture, and the whole of their life off to Florida. At first he tried to be rational:

  he knew he had lost the game; it would be sensible to pack up what remained after the estate sale, file for bankruptcy, and move to Miami. He had lost the lawsuits brought by his neighbors and that

  was the deathblow, the end of his limited solvency. Spending one night after another underground, often sleeping with all the lights on, Paul began to realize he could never abandon his house, not

  even after the foreclosure sale. Necessity forced him to conceal himself beneath the earth, in the den of his nightmares, where all he can do is plot his return. There is no reason anyone should

  ever discover his presence if he is careful. No one but Amanda knows about the bunker—not even the boys. He will wait in silence, bide his time, do whatever it takes to reclaim his house, and

  once it is back in his possession, his family will return. They will have to return: he will give them no other choice.




  ‘Do you like it, babe?’ he asked Amanda, when the structural work on the house was finished and only decorating remained to be done.




  Saying nothing, she smiled as she walked from room to room, climbing up one staircase to the top of the house and down the other to the basement. She went outside and around the back, came

  inside and put her hands on the banister in the foyer. When he asked again if she liked it, fearing he might have disappointed her, she cried through her nodding smile.




  ‘This is a wonderful house, Paul. You’ve done a great thing,’ she said, stretching up to kiss him. He’d picked her up then, carried her outside onto the front porch and

  then back inside, to make it official. She laughed and jumped out of his arms. ‘You said you’d build me a dream home. I like a man who keeps his promises.’




  If only she had always been like that, so susceptible, so easily pleased, not so focused on her own career. After a good beginning between them, it wasn’t long before things had

  changed.




  Listening to the rotors of the machine moving in the sky above, littering the land with clippings of clouds or the feathers of birds whose wings got caught up in its blades, Paul tries to lie as

  still as possible, willing his body temperature to drop, hoping that whatever technology the police possess cannot penetrate the layers of concrete and lead enclosing the bunker—or, if it

  does, that his attempts at psychological control of the body will be enough to camouflage him, diffusing the outline of his form, turning a panicked, hot-hearted biped into a mass of low-level

  thermal radiation. His father once tried to teach him how to cool the surface of his skin without ever breaking a sweat. ‘War is psychology,’ his father explained, voice always calm,

  patient with him. ‘If you win the psychological war you win the physical one as well.’ Paul tried to concentrate but when his father measured Paul’s heart rate and temperature he

  shook his head: ‘You’re a good kid but you’re mentally undisciplined, Paul. Game over. You’ve already lost. God bless your mother but she’s been coddling you.’

  After that they started hunting together on ‘father–son weekends’, sleeping in a two-man tent in the woods, shitting and pissing outdoors with no privacy but a tree or a bush.

  Ralph made it clear that these weekends away were not just about bonding. ‘I’m teaching you survival, Paul. I need to know that you’re prepared for this world, for when you leave

  the house and have to make your own way. That’s my responsibility to you. I’m not gonna baby you, and from now on, neither is your mother. I’ve been remiss. I’ve let you

  down. I want you to be able to look after yourself. That’s the best gift I can give you. You have to learn to trust yourself, but first I need to turn you into your own best Trustee, help you

  develop your animal intuition. You have to learn to stand tall as God made you: do not be timid, do not apologize. Your height as a man is your virtue, as the height of this country is our

  nation’s virtue. It is by nature’s law that the great among men shall overpower and ride all cities, nations, kings, rich men, poets, who are not. The great man said that, son,

  and I want you also to be a great man, to take your deserved place in this greatest of nations, to ride atop the lesser who will try to bring you down.’ He can hear the incantation of his

  father’s voice, the way the words both inspired and soothed.




  Not long after the house was finished his parents came for a barbecue. His father scrutinized the building materials and design while his mother, Dolores, kept shaking her head. Her own family,

  far away in Arizona, had always danced along the edge of destitution, and Paul could not tell whether she was proud or disbelieving or both.




  ‘You were always gonna build houses, Pablito. Remember how you loved those bricks? I could keep you occupied that way for hours. You would just sit there in your fort talking to yourself,

  playing with your little action figures and whatnot.’ Now, lying alone in the dark, hands pressed against the stock of the rifle, Paul can see the way his mother ravaged a fingernail between

  her teeth, as if she had already guessed how things would end up, how he was going to lose everything, the way society would turn against him, the way everyone, even she, was going to abandon him.

  ‘You remember that?’




  ‘Yeah, Mama. I remember.’




  ‘“I’m buildin’ a house”, that’s what you’d say.’




  ‘A house not a fort?’




  ‘I guess sometimes it coulda been a fort. But usually it was just a house. “I’m buildin’ my house.” Whenever you had friends over you wouldn’t let anyone play

  with those bricks. You hated sharing your toys, but the bricks were the worst. No one except me could touch them—you wouldn’t even let your dad. You used to say, “anybody who

  touches my bricks I’ll butcher ’em.” You were always so angry. You didn’t want to do anything I told you.’




  ‘A man has to be his own star, Mama. Isn’t that right, Dad, isn’t that what you always said?’




  His father, talking to Amanda on the other side of the back porch, sucked his beer and nodded as he fingered the vinyl siding. ‘Plastic,’ he muttered. ‘Plastic in tornado

  country. What you want is brick and mortar.’




  ‘You always knew what you wanted to be. You were always going to build houses. I saw that from the beginning, chiquito. Not like your father,’ his mother whispered.




  As a toddler, his favorite toys were a collection of blocks made from corrugated cardboard printed to resemble red bricks. Stacked on top of one another they formed walls that stood straight but

  were light enough to come tumbling down without causing damage. He built uncommonly straight walls for a child and the only time they ever fell was when he knocked them apart with his fists or his

  feet, imagining himself as one of the hulking superhuman characters he watched on television. ‘You shouldn’t watch so many cartoons,’ his mother would say, ‘they make you

  too angry. Go play with your bricks.’




  In the corner of his bedroom—the many he had over the first twelve years of his life, bedrooms in four American states as well as in England and Germany—he built forts of two walls

  with no exit or entrance where he would sit for hours, fortifying and refortifying them with successive layers of cardboard brick until he had exhausted the whole collection, leaving himself almost

  no room to move.




  ‘You’ve boxed yourself into a corner,’ his mother would say. ‘Now what you gonna do?’




  ‘Stay here. Put a blanket over it.’




  Dolores would drape a sheet over the opening at the top of those cardboard walls, sealing her son inside until some bodily need forced him to punch through the structure, growling and roaring as

  he emerged into the world of whatever house they were then occupying. ‘Too many cartoons. You get so angry. It scares me, Pablo. What did I do to make you angry? Why you biting me

  all the time? Why you hitting me?’




  In the years before they settled in this city, they always lived in tiny impersonal houses that his mother struggled to domesticate, in one case gluing lids from aluminum cans over holes in the

  baseboards to keep out mice, or dyeing burlap bags to make navy blue bedroom curtains for Paul in another, where the houses were so close together they could hear everything happening in their

  neighbors’ lives. There was nowhere to retreat, no place of refuge. Every man should have a bunker to protect himself and his family, but Paul’s own family has now fled. Before the

  foreclosure was final he received the divorce papers and restraining orders, keeping him away not only from his wife and sons, but even from his in-laws, safe in their gated community on the other

  side of the continent. Now he is not even allowed to speak to his boys.




  The noise seems to grow louder, the helicopter getting closer, readying itself to land. The police are coming to drive him from his hiding place, to flush him out so that sharpshooters can mow

  him down, spraying him with flamethrowers, burning down the woods to drive him from his lair. He has committed no crime. There is no reason the authorities should come after him, but the noise

  continues to grow louder, pulsing, rhythmic and mechanical. The streets of Dolores Woods were designed to accommodate a helicopter in case of a newsworthy happening in the neighborhood, or in the

  event of a major civil or natural disaster requiring the immediate evacuation of the development’s residents, or even the prosaic emergency of a neighbor needing a lifesaving medevac to one

  of the city’s several private hospitals. At one point, when things seemed to be going well with the business, he even imagined clearing more trees to make room for his own private

  helipad.




  Closing his fingers tighter around the rifle resting against his chest, Paul reassures himself that the gun is where he remembers placing it. The seven-pound weight of the arm seems to have

  changed so that its numbness has become a part of his own numbness, the failure of feeling that extends up from his hands and along his forearms to his shoulders and chest. He is lucid, clear of

  mind, knows what he is doing, where he is, what weapons are in his possession. If he has to, he will flee out the back entrance and into the woods, through the shallow river and across this

  sparsely populated state until he is no longer traceable. At the county line several miles away, the trees of the reserve pile up against the edge of a cliff that drops to the river. Some of the

  cottonwoods uproot themselves, tumbling into the brown water where they lie submerged and hidden, rising as snags. In earlier days they drew sternwheelers down into the mud and silt that consumed

  luggage and china and silverware, a hoard that later generations, hearing apocryphal stories of a submerged cargo of mercury, dredged into life, cleaned, and housed under glass in the county

  museum. Any mercury that was there had dispersed long ago to poison the river and its tributaries.




  The house will always be his; no one can take it from him. He has dreamed of this house since he was a small child, after seeing a similar one during the brief time they lived in Maine. On one

  of the few vacations he remembers taking as a family they drove down from the remote northeastern corner of the state where they were living, less than four miles from the Canadian border, to the

  southern seacoast. For a week they stayed in a motel on Highway 1, and every morning drove fifteen minutes to a beach where they sat in silence until lunch, trudged to a hotdog stand, ate in

  silence, and trudged back to the beach for the afternoon. At four they would walk to a different concession stand for ice cream, and then at precisely six-fifteen climb back in the roasting car and

  drive to a lobster shack for dinner. At the end of the week they went to a barbecue at the summer home of one of his father’s superiors. Before then Paul had not believed that ordinary people

  lived in houses with more than one story. There was a maid, a black woman, who kept bringing around a wooden tray filled with glasses of lemonade and a silver tray with punch that was only offered

  to adults. Perhaps it was because they had been staying in such a dismal motel room, but having seen the house just that once, the form stuck in his vision, grew distorted, and became something

  different but related to the original, a house of three stories, composed of gables and wings, symmetry and light. It was a house he had to have for himself.




  SOME TIME AGO—he can no longer remember how many weeks—his house sold in a foreclosure auction on the steps of the county courthouse. Rain

  was beginning to fall as Paul hovered near the small crowd gathered to seize what was his. When he heard the final sale price he stumbled to a trashcan and vomited. It was a fraction of what the

  house had cost to build, not to mention all the money that went into decorating and furnishing it, never mind what the bunker itself had cost. In addition to all that, he still owes his

  father-in-law hundreds of thousands of dollars in loans that will now never be forgiven. He can no longer count what he owes to the banks. On the steps of the courthouse the crowd stared at him as

  if he were a vagrant or a drunk.




  ‘Food poisoning,’ he mumbled, to himself as much as to anyone else. A woman nodded, and then an older man, as crumpled and mud-footed as Paul, came forward from the bushes to offer

  him a handkerchief.




  ‘Hey brother, wipe your face,’ the man said. ‘Stand up straight. Let’s go get some soup.’




  By that time the house was already empty. When at last it was clear there was no way to stop the foreclosure, Paul had held an estate sale, keeping only those small items that could be pushed

  through the man-sized hole at the back of the pantry leading into the bunker. In the end there was little to sell since Amanda had taken most of the furniture. ‘I’ll leave you the

  appliances,’ she said when she moved out, ‘I’m not heartless. But I’m taking the antiques and beds. After all, it was my father’s money that paid for them. You can get

  yourself a cot until you figure out what you’re going to do. If you have any sense you’ll come with me. We can start over, Paul. This isn’t really about you, what I’m doing,

  it’s about the choices you’ve made.’




  It was stupid not to protest then, foolish and weak not to fight for his sons, but he was in such a profound state of shock he could only shake his head.




  ‘What I’m saying is, I want you to understand that moving out would definitely not be my first choice, Paul, but I don’t feel like you’ve given me another one. I’m

  doing this because you refuse to be reasonable. I have to think about the boys. And I’m thinking of my own future too.’ As she spoke to him, her shaking hands smoothed down a feathery

  white-blond cowlick on Carson’s head. ‘I still love you, Paul.’




  ‘But you’re giving up on me.’ It seemed impossible that his wife would abandon him just as the lawsuits from the neighbors were coming to a head, as they were falling behind on

  their mortgage payments, as the credit card debts were mushrooming and the cost of health insurance doubled. All that debt was in Paul’s name alone. Amanda was free to start over.




  ‘I’ve given you so many chances to turn things around, Paul. You could have sold off the rest of the land. You could have changed your mind and done something different when

  it was obvious that this dream of yours wasn’t going to work.’




  ‘It wasn’t just my dream.’




  ‘No, honey,’ she said, jaw rigid as she tried not to cry or scream, he wasn’t sure which, ‘you’re not rational anymore. I don’t know if it’s the house

  or the land or your own mind, but you’ve become someone else in the last couple of years. Do you see the way the neighbors avoid you?’




  ‘They’re suing me, Amanda, what do you expect?’




  ‘They’re suing because you’re being so unreasonable. These houses are a mess and you refuse to see it. You built houses that look great in the beginning but start

  falling apart after six months. Look at this one! Everything creaks, the roof leaks, the whole thing sounds like it’s going to be blown into the air when there’s a strong breeze. The

  neighbors are right.’




  His sons gazed up at him, Carson pale and staring through reflective sunglasses, Ajax lying on the carpet swimming his arms and legs in the air, rolling over on his stomach and laughing so hard

  that Amanda shouted at him to stop. She never shouted at the boys. Paul looked from his sons to the antiques he and Amanda had picked out together. He loved every line of that furniture, the way it

  all seemed made for the house. The boys—Ajax at least—seemed anxious to go. Carson was a puzzle, the kind of child who might throw himself off the roof of a garage in the belief he

  could fly, a great billowing piece of dark material fluttering behind him as cape and shroud. Paul never understood Carson. His face was unreadable, a shifting maze of intention and desire. He was

  not the kind of son Paul ever bargained on having, quiet and studious and attached to his mother, nothing like the boys who had been Paul’s childhood friends. Ajax made more sense, was less

  mysterious, more like Paul himself. But it was Carson he was going to miss most, and whom, by law, according to the order his wife had taken out against him, he could no longer contact. If he had

  money and lawyers, if he were free to pursue them across the country, everything would be different. He would fly to them now, fly and rescue them before the coming cataclysm.




  After half an hour of silence Paul moves his hands, shifts the rifle, slides the safety catch into place, sits up, places the gun under his bed. The helicopter might have been monitoring traffic

  or a fugitive, but not him. He has done nothing wrong. He shakes his hands and arms to call back sensation, wincing as the blood returns to his fingers. Sitting still for several more minutes, he

  feels his feet begin to throb. The ration regime is too strict. He will need to augment his diet with food he can gather or kill. If necessary he will retreat to the woods, standing still and

  silent like his father taught him, building a platform in the trees or a blind on the woodland floor, mounting the suppressor on his rifle, hunting regardless of the season. He will do whatever he

  must to survive.




  Let us enter into the state of war.
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  THE FORECLOSURE AUCTION TOOK place on the steps of the county courthouse, a palatial domed building in the French Renaissance Revival style completed in

  1913, built of brick faced in pale sandstone and occupying a whole city block. A fifteen-foot statue of Justice stands atop the dome, which is constructed from iron and sheet metal distressed to

  resemble stone. Even at the time of its completion, everyone in town seemed to agree that the result was less than satisfactory, and the building earned a host of unflattering nicknames including

  ‘the Coffee-Pot’, ‘the Spittoon’, and ‘the Tin-Pot Town Hall’. Nathaniel Noailles has learned this only now that he and Julia have made all the arrangements to

  move, signed the papers, bought a house, and sold their apartment. He never imagined living in a regional city—not great like Chicago or New York or even Boston, where he has spent all his

  life, but somewhere newer and less sure of its claim to history. To his mind, it is the kind of city still uncertain about what it may become and unwilling to accept what it has been. There is

  possibility in that position, but also a kind of historical denial that makes him uneasy.




  Nathaniel himself has a clear sense of where he has come from and, until very recently, where he believed he was going. Originally French, his father’s family has been long established in

  Massachusetts, while his mother’s family came over to America on the Canterbury in 1699, on the second voyage of William Penn: stories of the three-month voyage have been passed

  down, the ancestor who was a stowaway surviving on pilfered scraps of food and emerging only when the ship was attacked by pirates, behaving with such valor in the vanquishing of the buccaneers

  that he was given his own hammock for the remainder of the voyage. Nathaniel has always assumed the story is apocryphal but already finds himself telling it to his seven-year-old son, Copley, in an

  attempt to give the boy a sense of his heritage.




  When Julia was poached to head up one of the leading labs in the country and Nathaniel’s company offered to promote him to a more senior position at its national headquarters, which

  happened to be located only a mile from Julia’s new university offices, it seemed churlish to complain about the location. So here they are, packed, about to depart for a new life in a new

  city, and all Nathaniel can think is that they should stop before it is too late. Now that the move is in progress, he feels its cold hands pulling him forward, dragging him down.

  ‘Julia?’ he says, turning to find her as the movers take the last of their belongings out of the apartment and the rooms they have filled for the past decade begin to echo. A sweat

  breaks out under his arms, his palms are clammy, and sunlight blazes through the windows.




  ‘Yes, Nathaniel?’ Boxes fly out the door and Julia ticks corresponding numbers off her packing manifest, double-checking that each parcel of their lives is properly secured.




  ‘Julia?’ he says again, his voice rising though they stand only feet from each other. ‘I’ve been thinking. I wonder. I’m just not sure—’ He can see that

  she understands he wants to call it off, to make the movers bring everything back inside, unpack, and restore their lives to the balance that seems, in a matter of hours, to have evaporated around

  him. They have spent a decade creating a life of equilibrium and beauty, a space that feels secure despite all the encroaching traumas. High in a tower overlooking Back Bay, Nathaniel realizes how

  little he wants to abandon his world of white walls, white carpeting, white furniture, white blinds and appliances: a domestic haven of minimalist calm. He is not sure he can face the chaos of this

  move, or the challenge of starting a new life so far from anything familiar, in a city where they have no friends or acquaintances, no family, no networks of support.




  ‘Nathaniel, sweetheart, it’s too late. This is what we’ve decided.’ Julia takes his arm, draws him close to her, and kisses him, holding his gaze. ‘I promise you,

  I’ve taken care of everything. You don’t have to worry.’




  ‘Where’s Copley?’




  ‘He’s saying goodbye to his room. Will you tell him it’s almost time to go?’




  Nathaniel wants to shout no, to rip the manifest and clipboard from her hands and take charge of their lives in a way he never has. The movers return once more, loading the last of the

  boxes onto their hand truck, and in an instant the apartment is empty. How efficient they’ve been. Burglars couldn’t have done it any faster. Julia runs out the door after the two men,

  and Nathaniel is alone in his home with his son for the last time.




  ‘Copley? Copley?’ he calls, finding his son standing a few feet from the windows of his bedroom, looking out on the square that is his namesake. Friends had seemed puzzled when

  Nathaniel and Julia announced their son’s name, as if it suggested some hipsterish desire to embrace localism and history. They had been too embarrassed to admit to anyone else that he was

  conceived after a New Year’s Eve party at the hotel on the square.




  ‘Are you ready? What are you doing? Everything’s loaded. Copley. Look at me.’




  His son turns and blinks, makes a low beeping noise, and marches past Nathaniel out of the room. Without furniture the space is only a white box with two portals on a more colorful world.

  Nathaniel leans against the glass and has a passing sense of vertigo. He has never wanted to live anywhere else, and yet, troubled as he feels by the decisiveness and magnitude of this change, a

  part of him recognizes that, more than anything else, moving away from Boston for the first time in his life offers the possibility of escaping from his parents.




  IT WAS IN front of the County Courthouse, the ‘Tin-Pot Town Hall’, that a realtor acting on behalf of Nathaniel and Julia bought the house

  in Dolores Woods, a house they understood to have been the original model home for the unfinished subdivision. Of the two hundred ‘luxury, executive homes’ planned, each located on a

  three-quarter-acre plot, only twenty-one were finished before the business fell apart; another ten foundations have been dug, the cement floors poured, the concrete basement walls raised. These are

  now empty spaces lapsing back into wildness, an assortment of abandoned archeological excavations gaping between the finished houses, scattered widely around half a dozen broad streets, beyond

  which stretches a low rolling landscape of empty fields that spill down towards the river. The realtor assured them the stalled development would be going ahead now that other contractors had

  stepped in, buying up the remaining parcels of vacant land and the ten houses left unfinished by the original developer. Part of the appeal of moving to the Midwest was the promise of a house

  unlike any they had been able to afford in Boston. With this in mind, Nathaniel and Julia had hoped to buy an elegant home in one of the city’s historical preservation neighborhoods, a house

  old and characterful like the large New England homes in which they were both raised—Nathaniel in Cambridge, Julia in New Hampshire—but when the realtor insisted on showing them the

  recently built house in Dolores Woods Julia had been overwhelmed.




  ‘Old-style charm, but every modern convenience,’ said Elizabeth, their realtor. ‘It’s a house with one eye on the present, and one on the past.’




  ‘It feels like my grandparents’ house, only cleaner. Everything’s new,’ Julia said. ‘And the yard. Imagine the garden we could have. It feels safe. I want

  this one.’




  ‘It’s awfully dark, isn’t it?’ Nathaniel said, looking at the patterned wallpaper, the intricately painted crown molding and heavy red drapes.




  ‘I think we have to see past the decoration, honey,’ Julia said. ‘This house could look just like our apartment, only bigger.’




  ‘But it doesn’t look anything like us. It’s so dark. And so cold.’ In each room Nathaniel heard the sound of air rushing through the vents. It was ninety-three degrees

  outside and sixty-four in the house. ‘Do we need a house with two furnaces and two central air systems?’




  ‘Still a little warm in here,’ said Elizabeth. She turned down the thermostat to sixty.




  Nathaniel also had reservations about buying a foreclosed house, fearing it was not the most ethical thing to do, profiting off the loss of another person, and in this case the former owner had

  designed and built the house himself. ‘The house’s creator,’ Nathaniel said, asking Julia to convince him it was the right decision. ‘This is bad karma, isn’t

  it?’




  ‘The man—’




  ‘Paul Krovik,’ Nathaniel interrupted.




  ‘He over-reached,’ Elizabeth continued, taking Nathaniel’s arm as she led him back through the living room, den, and hallway. ‘Let me paint you a picture. This Paul

  Krovik was not a good man. He went into debt—but serious debt, Nathaniel. He was sued by some of the people who bought the other houses in Dolores Woods for failing to complete the

  work as promised. He could have made good on his guarantees but instead he fought them in the courts and he lost. As a result, he lost his business, and then he lost his family. His wife left him.

  Rumors are she even had to take out a restraining order because after she left he kept phoning her, endless calls at all hours, cursing at her, threatening her. He must have been a monster. He was

  certainly . . . unhinged. And now he’s disappeared completely, leaving unpaid bills all over the city. He was triple mortgaged. Debt collectors want his head. If you buy this house

  you’ll be doing a good thing. You’ll be helping the neighborhood get back on track. You’ll be giving people hope again. You’ll be helping them heal. This house is

  the jewel in the crown of Dolores Woods, and it needs good owners, people like you who understand how to take care of a house, how to live in a neighborhood, how to be outgoing and

  friendly.’




  ‘We’re not—’




  ‘Of course you are, Nathaniel. The community needs you. This house needs you. I think your wife sees that already. She needs this house, too, I think, don’t you?’ Elizabeth

  whispered, patting his arm. He thought of how happy he and Julia had been in Boston, the way they had become settled in their jobs and apartment, content with the way life was unfolding around

  them. His work had kept him occupied if not stimulated, he was making good money, Julia’s research had gained her increasing prestige, their son was intelligent and well liked by his

  teachers, and they had nurtured a community of congenial friends.




  Walking the winding streets of Dolores Woods, Nathaniel understood the neighborhood’s particular aesthetic philosophy, one in which the past was preferable and this country was at its

  greatest before it tried to tear itself apart in the middle of the nineteenth century, before the rift and emancipation and urbanization. While each house had its own unique design, they were

  stylistically congruous, pastiches of Victorian architecture just out of scale, the verticals too long, the pitch of the roofs too acute or too shallow, as though the houses had been stretched or

  subjected to a deforming growth hormone that left one aspect of their shape enlarged—houses with elephantiasis or localized gigantism, houses that belonged in a sideshow of architectural

  grotesques.




  The streetlights were reproductions of black Victorian gas lamps and the street signs were made from hand-lettered wooden shingles. Most of the garages were separate two-story structures

  designed to look like carriage houses, with dormer windows and fake dovecotes jutting out of steep gabled roofs. It struck him as New England architecture transposed to an inhospitably open

  landscape. The finished portion of the neighborhood came to an end in an oval at the center of which was a miniature park with a cluster of trees, a white wooden gazebo, three wrought-iron benches,

  and a few neglected flowerbeds. Immature trees dotted the large expanses of lawn, and past the gazebo the streets cut a gray and illogical labyrinth through weed-filled wasteland, bordered to the

  east and north by the woodland that merged into the nature reserve.




  On the day they viewed the house, a red-tailed hawk sat on one of the streetlights in the territory of vacant lots, scanning the rolling grassland. Apart from the roads, the fields were

  punctuated only by a regular rhythm of utilities points awaiting houses that might never be built. Someone had made a patriotic attempt to sow chicory and daisies and pale red columbines in the

  area closest to the last of the finished houses, but it was impossible to deny that what remained was a sign of failure and waste, fertile land lying fallow. Fine silt blew from the places where

  the ground remained bare. All the finished houses were occupied, but a majority of the residents owned properties worth less than half what they had paid for them. No one was buying. Everyone

  wanted to sell. The population of the city, after rising for decades, was in sharp decline. Birth rates were dwindling and the whole region was contracting. Nathaniel had read an article that

  suggested a bill might soon make its way through the state legislature that would propose leasing more than a third of the state to the federal government, either to be run as a nature reserve, or

  to build a vast prison farm complex of detention centers for illegal immigrants, failed asylum seekers, enemy combatants, and domestic terrorists. We must be crazy, Nathaniel thought, the hot

  summer wind hurling grit into his face, to imagine we’d want to live here. The truth was that they could not begin to afford the kind of solid historic home they thought they wanted. A

  simulacrum was the closest they were going to get, and Dolores Woods, however unfinished it might have been, had pretensions to historical awareness that most suburbs lacked.




  That evening, when they were eating dinner downtown in what Elizabeth had recommended as the city’s best restaurant, located in the storage vaults of a recently redeveloped warehouse,

  Nathaniel tried to explain to Julia the nature of his larger reservations. It was not just about this house that she loved, a house even he had to admit was impressive, tempting in its way, but

  appealing as a kind of trophy rather than somewhere he would ever want to live. It would be an irrational purchase. They had agreed they were not going to have more children, and three people did

  not need so much space.




  ‘But it’s also got me thinking—I wonder if we’re making the right decision about this whole thing. We love Boston. Copley loves Boston. He loves the Lab School,’

  Nathaniel said, lowering his voice and watching as his son struggled with a bowl of noodles.
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