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THE AMERICAN INTERSTATE highway system. Wonder of the twentieth-century world. Smooth, wide, fast, inexhaustible; blank, amnesiac, full of libertarian possibility; burned onto the continent like the nuclear shadow of the frontier spirit, even if you happen to be traveling east instead of west, not much difference anymore. Route 66, Jack Kerouac, all that shit. But at some point I snapped out of it and remembered the truly salient, nonmythological fact about the interstate of today, which is that law-enforcement cameras are everywhere. You can’t travel ten miles in any direction without your movements being logged, your license plate photographed, your face. Certainly once you’re on the highway, there is no way to get off it again without all those things happening, without your whereabouts becoming data, instantly. Right. No more highways, then. I pulled my hat down over my eyes and got off at the next exit, drove around until I found a nonchain gas station, bought a 3 Musketeers and an old, folding paper map of the state. They still sell them. I remembered my E-ZPass, another data bomb, and threw that into a construction dumpster I passed a while later.


First days of summer. Sometimes, on the right or left, through the tight canopy of green, an unexpected glimpse of water. All the windows rolled down, even though the AC works fine. A sign welcoming me to this or that town: a couple of traffic lights, a kind of drawing together of buildings, then gone.


And then I’ll be on some long stretch with nothing but scrub on either side and suddenly there’ll be a house, out of nowhere, miles from any intersection, set back only maybe twenty feet from the road. Who lives there? Why? What’s their job? Sometimes when I’m tired, I’ll see one of these places that’s so geographically estranged I think maybe I’ll just pull into the driveway, knock on the door, and offer to buy it, for cash, on the spot. Be somebody’s dream come true. But no, that’s not the answer. I have a plan, and I’m sticking to it. I don’t slow down.


Candy and coffee, candy and coffee. Under the passenger seat is an envelope full of money. Ill-gotten? I mean, I guess. One of those heavy, waxy, interoffice envelopes, the kind with the string you wind around two buttons to close it, so it can be reused. Ten by thirteen. It fits easily in any kind of suitcase, but it’s a little bulky to carry around on its own. I try not to get too attached to it, but it’s also hard to get too far away from it without experiencing some symptoms of panic. That’s not the only reason I slept in the car the first two nights instead of at a motel, but it’s one of them.


The chain gas stations—chains of any kind—are operated by and for remote multinationals, and the paradox is that the billion-dollar operations are always the ones with their eye on every penny: thus the security cameras. Citgo, Valero, QuikTrip, Sunoco, Getty, Hess, Circle K: bank on it, there are cameras there. Ones you see and ones you don’t. And it’s all a network, so your face on one of them is exactly the same as your face on all of them. Chain motels, similar principle. And there aren’t a whole lot of independently owned roadside motels out there anymore, outside of horror movies anyway.


I’m old enough to remember when the paper maps were the only maps. You can’t really look at them and drive at the same time; you have to pull over, memorize your next few steps, and then get back on the road again until you’re no longer sure where you are. Mileages are an approximation, done, sometimes, with the tips of the thumb and index finger. It is nice not to have your phone startling you with instructions all the time. I backed over my phone in the driveway three days ago, and I miss it less and less. Sometimes I listen to the radio. Talk is best. Another way to measure distance or progress: I find an angry voice and I listen to it until I’ve driven far enough that I can’t make out what it’s saying anymore.


This diner where they had something on the menu called the Defibrillator: can you imagine? I wanted to order it but lacked the nerve. At the counter I stared at the hard back of the cook, who looked like someone trying to stay sober, trying to stave off trouble. Tattoos crept above the neckline of his T-shirt. Waitresses yelled at him loud enough to make me flinch, and he never gave an indication of hearing a word. He went at the filthy grill like an action painter. All these newly enviable lives.


Empty barns with their roofs collapsed, walls leaning, foliage growing out the windows. The first one looks artsy, but by the time you see your tenth one it just comes off as spite.


I estimated five days but it’s going to be more like seven or eight, because I find I can’t stay on the road as long as I thought I could. My eyes start to hurt. By now people are looking for me, though probably not in the old-fashioned, Butch Cassidy sense where I turn around and see stubborn figures on the horizon. They’re hunting me with their ass glued to the chair. They’ll find you that way, too, if you’re not careful. So I’m careful.


The summer insects so loud, when you get out of the car to take a piss, it’s hard to believe the engine could have drowned them out.


The money is mine now, though that won’t stop other people from maintaining that at least some of it is theirs. If anything, their lives will be improved once the hole in it, where the money and I used to be, heals over. Still, people who were close to you—or who believed they were close to you— they’re going to want to know why.


The difficult part, at night, is finding a place that’s unpatrolled, a place where no one will call a cop because they saw a car parked where it shouldn’t be. Anyplace you can pull off the road and not be seen is good. My back hurts, my knees hurt. I could use a shower. Once in a while I pass a place so Bates Motel–looking that I think surely I can risk it. Surely there’s no surveillance in there. Surely if you just show the cash they won’t ask you for any ID. I have no ID at this point, neither fake nor real. I cut up my driver’s license right before I hit the road. Which means I have to stay at or below the speed limit at all times, signal every turn, come to a complete stop. I’m the most law-abiding driver in America.


The next town is like some weird hipster paradise, but at least there’s a drugstore there that’s not a chain. An artisanal pharmacy, the sign says. I buy some aspirin. The knee pain is getting harder to bear; it’s more from the cramped sleeping than the driving. At least I think so. Worse this morning than last night. The guy behind the counter, who has a stiff beard and an apron like a fucking blacksmith, asks if I’m in town for the festival. You bet, I say.


Back in the car I get out the map and plot the day with my fingertips. You can’t drive highway speeds on two-lane roads, obviously, not if your goal is to avoid any risk of getting pulled over, so it’s taking me a while. I figure I can still go three hundred miles before dark, if the pain permits. But the pain doesn’t permit.


I resort to some magical thinking. I tell myself that I won’t go looking for an independently owned motel, but if I happen to pass one, that’ll be like a sign, and I’ll let myself check in there. A mattress. A shower. If they ask for a credit card or insist on ID, I’ll make like I left my wallet in the car, then go back out to the lot and just gun it. A mattress. A shower. These ideas start to exert the kind of force that sleep exerts when you haven’t had enough of it for a while.


The lady asked for payment in advance, and I asked if cash was okay. She said they took a credit card just as a deposit for incidentals. I said, What incidentals do you offer? I wasn’t being sarcastic, but she took it that way. She said it was really a guarantee against damage to the room. I said I didn’t have a credit card at the moment, but I was happy to leave with her as large a cash deposit as she thought was fair as long as she wrote me a receipt for it. She said, kind of pointedly, like calling my bluff, Five hundred dollars. I said, Sure, okay. Let me just go out to the car for a second. By now she probably had me pegged as a fugitive. But the real point of this story is that after we both went through with it, after I’d gone outside and come back with the money and she started writing out a receipt on a piece of blank paper she pulled out of the printer, she asked me for my name, and just like that, I had to decide what my name was going to be. I mean, I wasn’t committing to anything. It was just for that night. But still. I wish I’d thought about it more.


There was a time when I might have lost my temper in an interaction like that. And when I say “there was a time,” I mean like a week ago. Interesting what happens once you start to feel vulnerable. I seem fainter, even to myself.


The grim palette of those cheaply paneled rooms. Suicide Ochre. And the sheets and towels have a special texture: worn but not soft. I started to get paranoid about the lady at the desk (the owner of the place, surely, she seemed way too nervously invested to be some employee) and even peeked between the curtains a couple of times to see if she was anywhere near the car. When it was fully dark I went back out to the lot, unlocked it, and pulled the envelope out from under the passenger seat. I took it back in, went to the bathroom (because no windows), spread one of those ancient, translucent towels in the tub, and dumped out the money—just to count it again. No reason.


$168,048.


That’s a lot, though it doesn’t really matter how much it is once you’ve accepted that there will never be any more of it, only less. Even if you only buy two Diet Cokes and a 3 Musketeers one day, at the end of that day, that much less is left. Like one’s days on earth, in that respect: pure subtraction. I put the cash back in the envelope. No bill larger than a hundred. I went to sleep with it beside me under the dermabrasive sheet and woke up well before dawn, only to realize I would have to kill time until six or so anyway, when the motel office opened and I could get my deposit back. Right, the deposit! $168,548, then. Sweet.


While the sun rose, I watched some TV news in the room. No change.


I pulled back the curtain again, half expecting to see the lot filled with police cruisers, guys with hats and sunglasses bracing their gun arms on their open driver’s-side doors. But no, just three other cars. I tried to remember if that was the same number of cars parked in the lot when I arrived, but I hadn’t thought to notice. I’ll have to become a more observant person going forward, more disciplined.


When the office opened, it wasn’t the woman behind the desk but a man, who could only have been her husband. His expression suggested he’d been brought up to speed on me. Before I finished unfolding the receipt he was reaching beneath the counter for the five hundred dollars. Asked if I was checking out and even though I’d been looking forward to just lying with my knee fully extended on that lumpy bed with the shades drawn for an hour longer I said, Yes, thanks, everything was terrific. Gave him the key. He did not inquire about damages. Breakfast came from the vending machines on my side of the desk: peanut butter crackers and a Diet Pepsi. He watched me pull the knobs like these were going to be important details later.


Positive, as I drive away from there, that the wife wrote down my license number, either last night or this morning. One hundred percent. Probably the most exciting thing that’s ever happened to her.


Well, it was time to ditch the car anyway. I mean, it’s in my name. There’s something called a VIN—vehicle identification number—that connects it to me; it’s right there next to the steering wheel, but I didn’t have the tools to pry it off, and from what little I learned about cars on the internet the VIN is sometimes stamped on the engine block as well, which is totally beyond me. Even apart from the risk of getting pulled over if my plate is now flagged, the longer I wait to get rid of the car, the nearer I’ll be to it whenever it’s found. Every mile I drive it now ultimately narrows the field of search.


Anxious all day, and by sunset I felt myself falling asleep at the wheel. I found a little turnaround for a plow, hidden from the road, and slept in the back seat. Nerves shot. The car itself feels radioactive now, glowing; in my dreams it pings like a submarine. A matter of time before someone finds it, and me in it. In the morning the knee pain greets me first thing.


Bought a new map. I estimate three more days.


And then on a county road in the middle of nowhere I pass a place with a wooden sign stuck in the ground: BODY WORK painted on it along with a phone number. Downward streaks on the sign, from its having been planted upright before the paint was dry. Maybe fifteen cars, parked haphazardly in the sun beside a barn. It looks like hurricane footage on the news. About a mile past it, I turn around and go back.


“You sell cars here?” I asked the guy. “Used cars?”


“Sometimes,” he said warily.


“Or trade, I guess. You take cars in trade?”


He stared at me.


“Because I’m looking to trade this one,” I said and smiled. No idea why I smiled. It didn’t help my cause.


“For what?” he said.


“Just for something that runs. Something reliable.”


“This one’s unreliable?”


“No,” I said. “This one runs fine.”


“There’s one thing I should say,” I said. “I’m looking to do this off the books. No title, no registration.”


“It’s stolen?” he said. No change in his expression.


“It’s not stolen. It’s mine, legally.”


“Got any papers?”


“No,” I said. I’d burned those in my kitchen sink and washed the ashes down the drain. “I’m looking to exchange plates as well.”


There was nothing else to say, or so I thought.


“You’re a cop,” he said.


“I’m not a cop. I swear.”


“You look like a cop.”


I’d never been told that before. My first thought was that he looked a lot more like a cop than I did. Like someone who worked out too hard. Behind the barn sat a trailer on concrete blocks, with curtains tight across the windows. One of the curtains was a Confederate flag.


“I’m not a cop. Look, if you’re not comfortable, I understand. I’ll keep looking.”


He held up one hand. He turned around and walked into the trailer, emerged a few seconds later with a set of keys. He pointed to a gray hatchback that had one of its wheel wells rusted away but was still probably the most reputable-looking car of the bunch.


“Take that for a test drive,” he said. “Up the road and back. If you think it’s a fair trade, then it’s yours. Feel free to look under the hood, too, if you want.”


I know nothing about cars. I wouldn’t recognize a problem under the hood unless maybe something was on fire in there. I was taking a huge risk—the envelope was still under the passenger seat—but I was a little afraid of him now, so I did as he said, and the hatchback ran smoothly. I parked in front of him—he hadn’t budged—and got out with the engine still running, to take inventory of anything that might get me pulled over: headlights, brake lights, turn signals, license-plate display. Amazingly, everything worked.


“This’ll do it,” I said. “Thanks.”


He nodded.


It took a few minutes to transfer everything from one car to the other. Bags, boxes, maps, trash, the money. And then, because I couldn’t resist: “Can I ask you something? You could have squeezed me here if you wanted. I’m obviously not in a strong bargaining position. But you’re giving me a pretty fair deal.”


He looked done with me, with talking.


“How come?” I said.


“Because I never want to see you again,” he said.


It’s vanity to want some record of all this but I do. Probably for the best that there’s no way for me to write anything down, much less type it or speak it into a phone or laptop or anything that runs on power, where copies of it are generated automatically and exist in perpetuity and can never be tracked down or eliminated. The Cloud! They should give some kind of knighthood to whoever came up with that bit of adspeak to gussy up the most terrifying development in human history. Then: I wandered lonely as a cloud. Now: iCloud.


Mysterious sudden unzoned hellscapes in which every fast-food restaurant on earth operates a franchise side by side. Not really urban, not really suburban. No one lives there. The road widens to six lanes to accommodate the traffic.


Finally, the first road sign with the name of my destination on it: 126 miles. I will miss the paper maps, though. They rebooted my relationship to space. Also, they were a kind of reading. At the last gas station—I mean the last one, in all likelihood, that I will ever stop at—I stuffed them all in the garbage can between the pumps.


$167,979.


Remember when hitchhikers were a thing? Haven’t seen a single one.


A few fun facts about facial recognition technology and how effective it’s gotten: In China, police officers are issued special eyeglasses capable of locating designated individuals in crowds. One man was pinpointed—and arrested—at a pop concert with sixty thousand fans in attendance. The software’s algorithms run not just on what you look like but on what you used to look like. On what you will look like. People love to talk about how dangerously inaccurate it is, but what’s scarier, really? When it makes a mistake or when it doesn’t? Most countries—most states—have no laws governing its use by police or by anyone else. It’s not like some advanced version of security-camera footage. That is, it’s not something someone somewhere is reviewing to see what you did. It does that work all by itself, and it is looking at what you are doing right now. No consent to this type of surveillance is required, or even possible really. Just in case you think I’m being paranoid.


Made it.


Up and down streets, mapless, reconnoitering. The place looks surprisingly like I pictured it: houses close together, sullenly so, like people wedged on to a rush hour bus trying to ignore how intimately they’re being touched. Strip malls, dollar stores, drive-through banks. Drive-through everything. School parking lots, empty this time of year. Road crews filling potholes, the stink of hot macadam, a wheelbarrow, two or three guys in filthy jeans leaning on shovels, crossing their hard arms.


Where to sleep the first night? The first few nights? Days Inn, Super 8, Courtyard by Marriott: nope, nope, nope. I saw a couple of big public parking lots, but you didn’t have to try hard to spot the cameras mounted high up on the light stanchions: they don’t even hide them. Little blue lights to show you where they are. So I left the city again, drove ten miles back the way I’d come, and parked on an unlit road. Feeling foolish but determined not to be careless now. I’ll go back in the morning, early, and start looking for a place to live.


I’ve made a lot of mistakes. It’s hard to draw breath in this world—to feed yourself, to work, to move from place to place—without doing damage of some kind. Environmental damage, human damage. It’s hard to lighten your footprint, much less eliminate it. There’s one sure way to eliminate your footprint, of course, but I was and am too much of a coward for that. Also too curious. Not optimistic: curious. If the candle of this world goes out for good, I kind of want to see it.


Newspaper classifieds are no use—if you’re going to pay for a classified ad, you’re likely going to want things from a tenant like credit checks and references. And the internet is obviously out of the question. So I’m driving around with my eyes open. Looking for poor neighborhoods, though not so poor that people would be too suspicious of the sight of me. Two-story places. Quiet streets, neglected streets, places run-down enough that no one meets your eye. Plenty of those here. I just need a sign.


Grove Street, Belleview Street, Elm Street, Grand Avenue. Names that evoke nothing, correspond to nothing, there only because a street has to have a name.


I didn’t research this place as thoroughly as I could have, because that would have involved the internet, and even though I eventually put a drill through my motherboard, everything you do on the internet leaves a trail. Your first instinct might be that the best place to disappear would be the country, the woods. But no, it had to be a city, I figured: navigable by foot or mass transit, big enough to be anonymous in. Nothing too cosmopolitan, though, not someplace anyone of my acquaintance would go for vacation or for some conference or convention. I’ve never so much as passed through; I know no one here; I know no one who’s ever even been here. Nothing to connect me to it: not the tiniest filament of logic or intuition to lead anyone who knew me to suspect that this is where I might have gone to ground.


I’ve done some harm. I’ve hurt people. And I’ve done it while priding myself on being kind, unselfish, a good person, which only makes it worse, because it suggests how little self-awareness I have, how unreal my will is, how pointless my intent. I left it all worse than I found it. I’ve committed some crimes.


ROOM FOR RENT—a handwritten sign on a piece of notebook paper. A phone number. Having no phone, I knock on the door. A woman answers, and she’s younger than I expected. I take a step back, deferentially, and ask if the room is still available. Behind her, nothing but an artificial, shades-down darkness. She looks me over. “Sorry, no,” she says and shuts the door. I walk back down the steps to the sidewalk. Across the street, two boys stare at me, not challengingly, but as frankly as if I don’t even see them, as if I can’t. I think today is a Tuesday, but anyway, it’s about eleven o’clock in the morning.


Yards with grass so high it wilts. Corner stores with windows blacked out by lottery signs. An abandoned house with scorch marks still visible on the frames of the upstairs windows.


Two more nights driving back out of town just to sleep in the car. The only thing I can say with confidence at this point is that this isn’t some trial, some experiment. There’s no going back. I made sure of that. Only forward. This is it, this is my life now, to the end.


I just need to find a room, even if it’s not permanent; I need to be behind walls, where my face is not exposed. Rolling around the residential streets in the hatchback, which is almost certainly stolen: how else would it have wound up in that guy’s yard in the first place? Nothing connects me to the car, though, once I’m not in it. Possessions are chains, traps. This seems like a religious or monastic idea but it turns out to apply to the outlaw life too.


Sugar Street, it’s called. Can’t be too many cities with a Sugar Street, and this one is a million miles removed from anything to do with the growing or processing or packaging of sugar, so who knows. Somebody’s fantasy. Anyway, driving up and down in some of the more featureless parts of town—trying not to travel the same block twice, to avoid attracting notice— I come across Sugar Street, and I get a good feeling, and sure enough, there’s a house with a laminated cardboard sign in its cracked porch window that says ROOM FOR RENT INQUIRE WITHIN. Inquire within! Fancy!


I park right in front of the house—so that I can leave the money in the car but still have an eye on it—and by the time I’m halfway up the walk the owner has opened the door, stepped through it, and closed it behind her, with an aggressive look on her face. Strange, smiling men exiting cars: what good news could they bring?


She is quite a presence, instantly bigger than the modest physical space she occupies. Somewhere, anywhere between thirty and forty-five. Ink-black hair in a precarious bun, tank top and shorts, tattoos everywhere. Lots of words in the tattoos, in illegible cursive. Too much time in the sun. And the most peculiar shape: skinny legs, skinny arms, and a super-stout torso, breasts, stomach, everything, like she’s been put together out of mismatched parts, some kind of chop shop of physiques. I mean, the parts probably weren’t always mismatched. It’s a drinker’s body, was my first thought. She didn’t seem drunk just then, though.


“Help you?” she said.


I said I’d seen the sign and wanted to ask about renting the room.


Her eyebrows went up. “No shit,” she said, half a question. She didn’t make a move to let me in. “That your car?” she said. I said I was borrowing it from somebody while I looked around for a place to live.


“Why don’t you live with Somebody, then?” she said.


That bridge, I said, summoning up a little wince, is burned.


She nodded, went back inside, and shut the door. I stood there for a few seconds on the front step—a rectangle of plywood on cinder blocks, one of which was sinking into the ground—feeling watched, trying not to turn around. Sweat flattening my hair. Then the door inched open again, and she emerged with a ring of keys in her hand.


“Come on,” she said. “Separate entrance.”


That was a plus. The room was around the back and up a flight of external stairs. I hung back a bit, to avoid my face coming uncomfortably level with the back of her too-tight shorts. There was nobody else outside, on the sidewalks or the street, and every window I saw was covered. The fourth key she tried opened the door, and she walked in ahead of me, as if she wanted to make sure the place was empty.


But there was no question it was empty and had been for some time. The smell told you that. “Gotta leave these windows shut with no screens on them,” she said and then struggled to open one window, but it wouldn’t budge. I flipped a light switch to no effect. But in the sunlight I could see everything there was to see.


It was grim. One long rectangular room, narrow, with windows in the front and back. Dropped ceiling with water stains everywhere. Linoleum on the floor of the kitchen area, except for two missing squares in the corner. A rusty-drained sink and an unplugged fridge and electric stove with the coils missing on two of its burners. A moldy-looking bathroom off the kitchen. No bed. No furniture.


“There’s a public middle school right down Sugar and around the corner,” she said, which seemed like an odd selling point.


“How much are you asking?” I said.


She stared at me. I could see her deciding whether to give me the real price or one at which I might take offense, so she could see what would happen then, how desperate I really was. Every thought she was having, you could see it on her face: she cut a pretty formidable figure but in the guile department she had less going on than she probably imagined.


“Are you a sex offender?” she said.


“What? No.”


“Because you seem kind of like a sex offender,” she said. “That’s why I mentioned the school. I could probably get into trouble for renting to you if, you know . . . ”


I shrugged and shook my head.


“Well, it’s one seventy a month,” she said. “Utilities not included. Payable in cash on the first, in advance. Plus one month’s security deposit.”


Security deposit! That struck me as pretty funny under the circumstances, but I kept treating her seriously. “I’ll go two hundred if you include the utilities,” I said, because of course I couldn’t set up any accounts like that in my own name. I also thought that negotiating might make me less suspicious in her eyes, and it did seem to do that. But there was still something she didn’t credit about me.


“I can’t have any trouble here,” she said. She didn’t say why not. It was like her imagination was running away with her: whatever had brought me there, it had to be bad if she couldn’t guess it.


“No trouble,” I said. “I can give you the first six months up front if you like.”


Her eyebrows rose again. “You can’t park that car here,” she said, trying to recover from seeming pleased. “No space for it.”


“Like I said, it’s not mine. After I move in, it’ll be gone.”


Fourteen hundred dollars cash was what was written on her face. Still, there was something more malevolent than greedy, I felt, in her desire to take me at my word. Not a sound from downstairs. She jingled the keys in her hand.


“What’s your deal?” she said. “You do something? Somebody looking for you?”


I met her eyes. “No,” I said, as convincingly as I could. “Just looking for a fresh start.”


“Well, we’ll give it a shot. I don’t know what your deal is. But I’ll tell you this,” she said, laughing as if she’d put one over on me. “I was pretty much going to give it to you no matter what, because I put that sign up back in April and you’re the first white one who’s come around.”


And I’ll admit I laughed too, a little, just to make the contract.





IMAGINE YOUR BIOGRAPHER. Let’s say it’s a she. She sits at your kitchen table and she’s polite and respectful and full of enthusiasm for the task at hand, which is to gather up everything there is to know about you, the record of your life. There are some things in your past that you would just as soon she didn’t know about, and you’re relieved when she seems not to know those things, at least not yet. After a few hours, she can see you’re tired and so she thanks you warmly and goes out into the world to interview everyone who’s ever been close to you, patiently, perhaps for years, at which point, she says cheerfully, she will be back to follow up.


It’s not just the suspense over whether she’ll learn what there is to be learned. It’s knowing that the time, however long or short, between now and the day of her return is all the time you have to alter the record.


I figured out where the Goodwill is and bought some furniture. Nothing too big to fit in the car, nothing too big for me to carry up those back stairs by myself. So that meant a futon, which I unrolled on the floor against the interior wall. I’m getting used to it; at a minimum, it beats sleeping in the car. And it does have the upside, when I’m lying on it, of preventing me from being visible through the windows.


A card table with collapsible legs, two metal folding chairs, a deep, canvas camp chair that also folds and is surprisingly comfortable. The futon and a comforter and some sheets. Haven’t figured out where I’ll wash them. A pillow. A trash can. Silverware and a couple of plates and a coffeemaker and a pot. They have everything at the Goodwill, and except for the loading bay in back, they do not have cameras.


She watches me through her blinds. If I wave, she waves right back, so she isn’t hiding, exactly. I paid her six months in advance, as promised, utilities included, so there’s rarely any occasion to speak to her.


She dresses the same every day: shorts, two or three layered tank tops, hair piled up on her head. Hard looking. Her clothes are all tight. Maybe she likes being provocative, or maybe they’re clothes she bought years ago and they don’t fit the same now. Her name is Autumn, or so she told me. I’m in no position to be skeptical of anyone’s name.


$165,406. The envelope, for now, is underneath the futon.


After much painful banging with the flat of my hand, the windows open, and the smell exits like a reluctant spirit. The front window faces roughly east, so I had to buy some kind of curtain if I didn’t want to wake up with the dawn every day. Also a curtain rod, a screwdriver, and some screws. The next time I saw Autumn, she gave me a little sarcastic lip purse and said, “Look who’s handy.”


I thought about a TV, while I still had the car to transport it, but for a TV to work, you need an antenna, and I don’t know. An antenna in my home? Signals go two ways, whether they tell you so or not. I compromised on a radio. I went to Goodwill every day until one appeared: a very pleasing old clock radio, as it turned out, the kind with an actual dial. That’s the beauty of Goodwill; they’re not just restocking the shelves with the same items, reordering as things sell out. It’s passive, even random up to a point. Everything depends on the circumstances of the people who show up at the loading bay door with stuff they need to get rid of, intimate circumstances you’ll never know.


No phone book, no computer, so I spent an entire day driving around the edges of town looking for some kind of auto-salvage yard, someplace raggedy enough that I could hand them the keys to the hatchback and walk away. I never found one. Or I found two, but they looked too reputable, and I couldn’t figure out what to say to the men I saw there, how to explain the kind of transaction I was looking for without arousing their suspicion. So here’s what I did: I made sure every trace of me was out of the car—wrappers, napkins, everything—and drove until I found a service road off the highway, near some kind of spooky runoff pond. No houses there, no structures of any sort. I pulled into the scrub, and when I was convinced I didn’t hear anything except distant traffic and insects, I wiped the car down with my shirt for prints inside and out, I threw the keys into the pond, and I walked away. The only part of this plan that felt less than genius was that I was now several miles from home. Also, I didn’t quite know how to get back there, except in a rough, follow-the-sun kind of way. I didn’t want to ask anybody where Sugar Street was. I didn’t want to ask anybody anything. So it took me almost four hours, though to be fair I did stop three times just to rest and get something to drink. It was close to ten p.m. when I found the house; I felt like crying. She pulled aside the curtain and watched me limp up the driveway toward the back stairs, the flickering light of a TV framing her head.


Now everything that can identify me is corporeal, unsheddable: blood, DNA, face, fingerprints, voice, retina, whatever. Not much I can do about any of that. They say that when you undergo a bone marrow transplant, if you survive it your blood type and DNA actually change. Fascinating, though obviously not something one could consider, you can’t just walk into a hospital and ask for a transfusion of someone else’s stem cells a la carte. In any event, I’ve done what I set out to do: I’ve gone quiet. I emit no signal. I cannot be triangulated. I’m Tom Joad. I’m nobody—who are you?


Even so, it’s not easy to let your guard down. The fear of being seen is ingrained, reflexive. I hear cars slow down on the street outside and step back from the window. I avert my face when strangers pass me walking the other way. I try to calm myself, to remind myself that no one knows me here, that this is a big country. But most people have no idea how thorough state surveillance is today, how complete and invasive and perfectly unscrupulous. The moment you feel like you can relax—like you’ve left your pursuers nothing, you’re a cold trail, you’ve won—that’s when you’re most likely to slip up, according to the laws of irony anyway.


Peak summer now. Humid and still. Not much better at night. The radio informs me that we are poised to break a record. At least I don’t have to talk to anyone about the weather, because I don’t talk to anyone about anything at all. There’s a decent cross breeze in my room when the front and rear windows are open, but my futon is too low to the ground to feel it, so sometimes I will get up in the middle of the night and sit in the camp chair in the dark to cool off.


I could never really cook. A life of fast-food takeout would do me just fine, in theory, but every inch of those places is camera-covered. The counters, the drive-through, I wouldn’t doubt the restrooms too. So I have to find diners, roadhouses, people running restaurants out of their homes, their backyards. There’s more of those than you would think.


For instance, just six blocks off Sugar Street, it turns out, is the best Korean restaurant in the history of the world. It doesn’t even have a sign outside, apart from a laminated square of cardboard in the front window that just says OPEN. It looks like—in fact, it certainly must be—someone’s house. The kitchen is just a kitchen. Beyond it there are four tables, never more than one of them occupied, and yet the menu is eight pages long. Six blocks is a ruinously long way to carry any kind of noodle dish involving broth, so once in a while I’ll take a risk and eat in. Sometimes a woman will come out of the kitchen, nod to me politely, and then seat herself at the table next to mine to roll out dumplings.


It’s not a hairshirt situation—the Goodwill, the thrift-store clothes. I’m not martyring myself. I miss nice things. Plush furniture, art on the walls . . . But if you want to live beneath notice, this is how it has to be: no accounts, no subscriptions, transactions only of a certain immediate type, in certain unpatrolled venues. Nothing escapes the world’s attention like a poor person. Of course I am not a poor person. I know that, every one of my deprivations is a choice. Still, I am living the life of a poor person, and, increasingly, I look like one.
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