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PROLOGUE

Sometimes, at night, I would light houses on fire. But no one particularly cared. I could sit on a porch across the street from the flames, watching the fire spread from the first floor to the second, and still no one would come. It was many years since there’d been police or fire trucks or ambulances, and I picked houses far away from the few neighbors that remained.

I guess this was so I could be alone.

• • •

There’s a point in the fire when the heat and light seem to peak. Even across the street, my hands and face feel like they might burn, and I need to squint my eyes, wet now, heat pushing against them.

But still I watch, till the fire grows larger than the house itself, the house just a shadow, a memory of walls and windows and a roof, all now overtaken by the rolling, rising flames.

And then I walk home.

• • •

There are no people here, not one other person in this twenty-story building. The power works on most floors and the water runs, but the people here, they mostly choose to live in the houses, not the big buildings. Maybe they don’t like the idea of living close to someone else. The chance they might run into someone in the silence of a dimly lit hallway. The chance a stranger, a neighbor, might be standing there on the other side of a door.

But the people here don’t live apart because of fear. There is no violence here anymore, no danger or crime.

It’s more that people want to be alone. It’s more that there’s so little to say. It’s more that people are so tired.

I’m so tired. It makes me think everyone else is too.

And maybe other people don’t like being so high up in the air. My room in this hotel is at the corner of the twentieth floor and in the daytime, to the south and east, I can see the gray, still buildings and empty streets of this one-time downtown. This building is the tallest, but there are other buildings too, eight square blocks of low, stone buildings and tall, steel skyscrapers.

The graffiti is faded to gray and white.

To the west there are the factories, brown now, rusted, a massive and disconnected collection of low, long buildings whose hard, straight rooflines bow sickly in places, the rigid sightlines destroyed, the weight of rain from many years bending the structures, sinking them inward.

There’s a big iron wheel I can see. There’s a gear three stories high. Water towers. Power lines stretching from building to rail yard to warehouse and loading dock.

I have binoculars I found in the hotel’s office and now use them to stare out at the remnants of the city. Abandoned excavators in the industrial zone. Trucks parked at the rear of office buildings, their tires now flat, the windows rolled down.

I can see some buildings’ windows have been broken, can see doors that have been boarded up, other doors that have been left wide open.

I see people some days, half a mile away, in the neighborhoods beyond downtown, a few men and women walking amid the many houses that stand there still.

When it rains hard, the clouds are so low that I can see nothing from these windows.

When the fog comes, covering the streets and the bases of the buildings around me, it seems that I am suspended alone here in the sky.

• • •

It’s been years now that I’ve lived here. I sleep mostly on the couch, a few hours a night, then again in the late afternoon. It’s hard for me to stay asleep for very long.

The paint peels in wide swaths from the plaster walls and from the ornate moldings around the mantel and door frames. I light fires in the fireplace for heat. It’s a very old hotel and this room is in a suite. The outlets on some walls work, so I’ve set up floor lamps in the three rooms of this place. A living room where I sleep. A bedroom where I keep my clothes. A bathroom and small kitchenette.

There are rugs I’ve found to cover the wooden floors. Fine rugs, probably, like the fine sofa and table and chair. Yet everything is colorless. In part because it’s all so worn. In part because the walls are so pale. In part because these are the items I wanted to drag in here from other rooms.

Pale items, without color or distinction.

Most days I leave the windows open, even when it is very cold. Tall windows that open from the top and bottom, they reach all the way to the high ceiling, the wind blowing heavily, swirling from room to room, and I would rather dress warm than feel the air in this place go still.

Everything here is already so still. I find myself making reasons to create motion and noise. And, even then, for hours and hours at a time, this room will be entirely silent.

There are weeks I don’t talk. When finally I do, I don’t recognize the sound.

• • •

Something in the ground is killing us. No one knows this for sure. But it’s what people think. There are no mice or rats or roaches here. No cats or dogs. No animals other than the few thousand people spread across many miles.

The trees have died and the plants have died and the grass and shrubs and flowers of thousands and thousands of front yards and small parks are all brown now, crumbling, and slowly blowing away.

There are massive chemical and petroleum plants in the industrial zone to the west. You can’t help but think this is part of what’s driven away all life. Smokestacks and pipes raised to the sky. Beveled tanks and rusted cylinders. Storage pools now dry but coated in a substance somehow rubbery and wet and very faintly green. Substances you wouldn’t ever want to touch.

When I walk through the industrial zone, I touch very little.

But the water in my hotel room is like all the water here, icy and brilliantly clear and it tastes like water from a stream, like a childhood memory of running through the woods and finding a stream you believe no one else has ever found.

Except that now, in this place, you can’t help but think that the water tastes this way because of something that isn’t supposed to be in it.

• • •

I enter the house through the front door. I’ve walked a long way tonight, in the dark, and I’m not entirely sure where I am. A few miles from my building. Like always I carry a flashlight and a compass, but rarely do I use them.

I flip light switches as I enter rooms, absently, a habit, wondering which houses and neighborhoods have power. Sometimes only parts of a house will work. The decay of this city moves room to room, wall to wall.

Eventually, though, it does seem that everything will finally turn off.

This house was left as it was lived in, dishes in the cabinets and magazines on the table in the living room. The doors are stiff to open, though, and there’s dust across everything, thick in the flashes of the streetlight outside. It probably smells old and dank in here, but it’s hard for me to know for sure. Everything these days smells old.

In the stairwell I see light from upstairs, cold white light from a streetlight nearby. There are photos on the walls of the stairway. Family and children, captured once in time. I have a thought that I should straighten the photos. But, after doing this a few times, I stop touching them.

The light above me enters through a dim window at the end of the upstairs hallway. The steps are wooden, loud under my feet, built of boards that seem to pop with every motion I make.

There is noise here, too, getting louder as I go upstairs. Not a noise in the house, but coming from outside, from above. Like a growing wind, but heavy. Heavy as a storm.

I turn a corner and see another stairwell, to a third floor, and the noise seems to come from there.

On the third floor I flip a switch on the wall and it lights the room like a forgotten daybreak, sudden and painful, and I flip the switch back off, my eyes blinded, the remnants of white and yellow still painful in my eyes.

In a minute, I can see the streetlight just outside a window, through white curtains pulled shut, and there is blue-white light as I move the fabric aside. The window is covered in some sort of filth, inside and out, an oily dust that lets light through, but blocks any distinct shapes or images.

The noise outside is loud, growing, and now I’d like to think that it’s just a storm.

I step on something hard and there’s a pop and there are voices. I nearly fall to the floor, ducking down, covering my head, light behind me, and it’s a moment before I realize that the voices are on a television. A talking man. A woman sitting. I stare at the images like they are foreign and unknown. But they aren’t. It’s just that I haven’t seen this in years. A news report, filled with talk of war in the desert and flooding along distant rivers and school failures in the suburbs, more images than I can process, words and colors I don’t understand. But I know I don’t need to understand. I know what they say is what they’ve always said, the news of dread and fear between bright commercial breaks, and I turn back to that window, wanting to see for sure what is making the noise, finding a wooden chair that, in a moment, I throw through the glass. Cold air blows into the room and the streetlight is brighter now, white across all I can see, and the noise outside drowns out the television, and I see now how I’ve made my way to the edge of this forgotten city, to the wall that marks its end, because I can see beyond the wall, down from the third story of this house into the massive highway, eight or ten or twelve lanes below me, filled with cars and trucks driving fast to some destination of their own and the roar of it all fills the room, one sound, wavering as it seems to peak.

It won’t peak, though. The noise will just keep rising.

I see the body then. Next to me. In the white light of the broken window and the blinking blue of the TV. A body on a bed, lying still, just a few inches away. Blackened and sunken into itself, draped in clothes, a woman, looking like the skeletal remains of a fire that touched nothing but her flesh.

But there was no fire. Just time.

You don’t see many bodies here. Most people move on before they die. This person, she may have made a choice.

Light from outside and the glow from the TV touch all sides of my body and I hear nothing but the highway and I keep staring at that dead woman, so very close to me, and I can’t help but imagine her features.

After a few minutes, I touch her hand.

It’s heavy and dry.

This is my apocalypse. My end that won’t ever finish. The purgatory of a godless man, alone now, living here, in a city that’s been abandoned.

It must be another twenty minutes before I manage to leave the room.

But it does not take long for the house to burn.


PART I


CHAPTER 1

Years ago, I would walk into a house that I once owned, back on the south side of the highway. It was the house where we lived when the first of the children was born. The new owners hadn’t changed the locks, even many years later, so my old key still worked. But someone finally found me, sitting in the kitchen. I didn’t hear the man coming down the stairs. He recognized me. After a moment, he said I could stay for another minute, but then I would have to go.

But I couldn’t stay. I told him I was sorry. I told him I would never come back. And I never have.

The worst part is waking up. I’ll remember everything I had. Through most of the day, I am able to forget. But in the moments after I wake up, I will always have a second where I find myself remembering. Their faces and their movements, the smell of them before they went to bed. The sounds of their voices every time they would come home.

I came here to the abandoned North End less than a year after they died, returning to this place where I grew up. Where I was born forty-five years ago.

Five miles by ten miles, the North End of this city has nearly completely died. It started decades ago. The closing of dirty, aged factories. The migration from downtown to the suburbs. The rise of crime and the spread of homeless camps in vacant buildings and emptied warehouses. The failure of schools, police, the very streets we drove along. People kept moving away. The cycle, of abandonment and disrepair, it was the only thing growing stronger.

There were once more than a million people here.

Now, even the homeless have moved away.

For a time, there was an effort to tear down whole blocks of houses. The last-ditch effort of a city government that has since evaporated. The power and water and gas were shut off to some blocks. Bulldozers cleared the land. The remnants of the homes were hauled away to somewhere else in the North End. Left behind were the dying grass and a few dead trees, and the flat, concrete outline of a neighborhood.

Otherwise, nothing changed.

Most neighborhoods were left standing, though, even as they too were emptying of people. No buyers of the homes, the residents shut their doors and moved. Some houses still have their porch lights on. Years now they’ve been untouched.

• • •

There are many things here that you don’t need to buy. There are abandoned stores that still have clothing and blankets and towels. There are matches and light bulbs and batteries in most any home or building. There is more here than those of us who are left could ever possibly use.

We get food from a small corner store a half mile from my hotel. It was probably once a liquor store. You enter through the front door and immediately there’s a protected room, thick glass and heavy bars and a shallow slot through which you pass your money. The other side of the glass is piled very high with boxes. I can’t make out the person on the other side. He or she is a shadow, a muffled voice. Taped to the window is a handwritten list of what’s available for the week. Cans of food most of the time. Bread some weeks, just two or three slices in a small plastic bag. No fresh vegetables or fruit. No drinks. No milk or cheese. You say what you want and the person tells you what it costs and after you’ve slid your money through the slot, the person slides back the food you ordered.

Most days, they can’t make exact change.

I don’t really eat much. So none of this is a problem.

Outside the store, only the right side of the building is lit, the other side lost in darkness.

There is one last overpass crossing the wide, deep highway. It is the only way to get from here to the South End, where a million people now live. The other overpasses were closed, one by one, over time. Unsafe and crumbling, they are barricaded with concrete blocks and barbed wire on top of fences and signs that point anyone to turn away from here.

It’s not clear what will happen if the last overpass is deemed unstable too.

The highway intersects with two other highways, which together mark three of the four borders of this large area known as the North End. The highways were built in straight, deep trenches, cutting through neighborhoods fifty years later, tall concrete walls added as sound barriers in the twenty years after that.

From my hotel room, I can see a few sections of the walls. But I can’t see the vehicles down on the roadway.

The fourth border of the North End is the bay, far to the north, many miles away. I haven’t been there since I was a child. There were parks there then and boats to rent, but over the years that area was given over to a port. Grain elevators and loading piers and massive fueling centers for the ships and barges that eventually stopped coming as this city died.

The water reaches into the city, though. Via a series of canals stretching down from the bay. Some canals are narrow as backstreets, others are wide, grand avenues of water, with ornate, block-long bridges crossing over them. Other canals run close to the houses, houses that have small docks leading from their back doors to the water. Still other canals are lined by old, wooden houseboats, ten and twenty stationary floating homes, many now slowly sinking into the cold water beneath them.

• • •

I see the police car turn onto the main boulevard when it’s still a mile away. There aren’t many cars here anyway, but this one is brightly white, the blue and yellow lights flashing, even though it drives very slowly as it makes its way downtown.

Car 4043, painted on the roof.

Some of the traffic lights still work, but the car moves steadily forward, ignoring them. The car crosses the small bridges over the canals, moving straight toward this building it seems, and I wonder for a moment if the police are trying to find me.

I don’t think they’d have any reason to do so.

I watch them stop below my building, staring down at them through my binoculars as I lean my head partway out my open window. It’s cold today, but not blowing hard. Even as high as I am, I can hear their radios, indistinct words buzzing out from the open car windows.

As they get out of the car and look around at the empty downtown, it’s clear they had no idea that this all is here. They keep looking up, turning their heads, talking to one another across the roof of the car.

One is shaking his head.

Disbelief.

The other officer, a woman, is trying to use her cell phone. She presses buttons, holds the phone to her ear, then in a moment stares at it in her hand. It won’t work here, but it will take her some time to realize.

I decide I should go down and talk to them.

When I push open the front door of my building a few minutes later, both police officers jerk their bodies, turning around to me, hands on their holstered guns.

I raise my hand. “It’s all right,” I say, and immediately I try to think of the last time I have spoken.

It’s hard to imagine what I look like to them. My hair is long and I don’t shave often. I’m wearing a wool blazer and a sweater underneath it and weathered jeans stained in many places. I look as if I’m a tired and worn college professor standing now as the sole survivor of a plague.

“It’s all right,” I say again, and as I walk forward they keep their hands on their guns.

It hurts my throat a bit to talk. Mostly I notice my lips and tongue, like they are new to me.

The officers are both so very young-looking. Fit, broad-chested, the man’s hair closely cut and the woman’s jaw seems tightly drawn. Sculpted.

No one here is young or well-groomed and if we’re fit it’s only in the sense that we are able to continue to survive.

The radio from the car continues to emit the buzzing drone of digitized voices. I see the cell phone in the female officer’s hand. I point at it. “That won’t work here,” I say.

She glances at it. “Why?”

I point up. “The towers have all failed,” I say. “Years ago.”

It’s been a full week since I have spoken. I remember the last words I said. To the person at the corner store. “Thank you,” I said.

We stand here, the police officers and me, outside my building, staring at each other. The woman glances around, as if expecting other people to come out and speak to her.

“Do you need help?” the male officer asks me.

I shake my head. “No,” I say. It’s a moment before I think to say, “But I assume you do.”

It has started to rain, very slightly, heavy but erratic drops hitting us here and there, as if a person in one of the buildings above us is throwing down small handfuls of water.

“Someone is missing,” the female officer says. “A woman. She’s gone missing. And her family thinks she might have come here.”

“To this building?”

“To the North End,” the man says.

“It’s a big area,” I say.

He nods. It’s clear they had no idea how big an area this is.

“Have you ever been over here?” I ask.

They shake their heads.

“It’s a big area,” I say again.

We’re silent. It seems as if they are unsure what to do or say. The script they usually follow in a missing persons case has unexpectedly slipped away from them.

“There’s a newspaper here,” I say. “If you have a photo, they will run it.”

“Who reads the newspaper?” the woman asks.

“People who live here,” I say.

“How many people live here?” she asks.

“Maybe a couple thousand,” I say.

They both look around slowly. As if trying to see some of the other people I’ve mentioned. Wondering, I’m sure, if they are even now being watched.

Probably they are. Me as well.

“Why do you live here?” the male officer asks me, then raises a hand, shakes his head. He didn’t mean to ask that out loud. It’s just what’s on his mind.

“This is where I grew up,” I say.

“But why live here now?” the woman asks.

I think about this for a moment. “Do you want to give me some information about this missing woman?” I ask. “They’ll put that in the newspaper too.”

The woman reaches inside the car and pulls out a piece of paper. I step forward and she hands it to me. There’s a black and white photo of a woman who’s been crying and a brief description of her. It says she’s forty. It gives her name and where she is from in the South End.

There’s no explanation of why she is missing. No mention of why she might be here.

“Can we get your name and number in case we have more questions?” the male officer asks me.

I give him a name, not mine. “I don’t have a phone,” I say.

As they are getting in the car, the woman says to me, “Are you sure you don’t need help?”

I shake my head.

She’s still staring at me, from the mirror, as they drive away.

• • •

From a room on the other side of my building, I can see the South End at night. The glow of streetlights and homes and buildings and cars, shining upward, reflecting against the clouds, lighting them up with a dull, cold gray.

It’s a view I only stumble on, not a view I want to see.

A million people living as if they had not abandoned this place where I still live.

• • •

I leave the missing woman’s photo and description on a table in my hotel room. It’s a week before I take it to the paper.

We move slowly here.

The police did not say she is in danger. They didn’t say she is a murderer or a thief. They only said that she is missing. That her family wants her found.

Probably I only asked for the information because I work at the newspaper. Strangely, the paper still functions. It is only eight pages, printed once a week. I write every word and take every picture.

I do finally run the photo, after another week has passed, along with a short article noting that the woman is missing. That maybe she has come to the North End.

I wake up a few days later and find myself thinking that, as much as anything, I’ve run the article to give her a warning. They are looking for you. They know you might be here.

Maybe this woman wants a head start. Maybe she deserves it.

I’ve always assumed that lots of people here don’t want ever to be found.

There are three of us who work at the newspaper. There is the old pressman in the basement who prints the paper and puts it out in the racks and boxes we still have around the North End. And the office manager who comes every day, but doesn’t stay for more than a few hours. She is an older woman, probably fifty-five, though she often looks much younger.

Everyone in the North End seems to be a similar age. The people who are younger have aged from being here. The people who are older, maybe there’s a way in which this place makes them seem healthier than otherwise they might be. They walk where they go. There is not the kind of food that would make you heavy or unhealthy.

There are, however, no children. I haven’t seen a child since I arrived.

The office manager brings me my pay, every week, a small amount of cash in a stiff, gray envelope. It’s not clear to me where she gets the money. But she also brings me things that make the office function, paper and pens and notebooks and folders. She brings these items in a brown paper bag that does not look like it came from a store. The pens don’t look new. The paper is just a small stack, fifty or a hundred sheets, loose, not in a wrapper.

She brings black and white film for the camera, too, never more than one roll. I take pictures sparingly. We only get the chemicals to develop the film every few months, when the pressman goes to the South End to get the press supplies and the big rolls of paper we use for printing.

I take one picture every week of an old building or home in the area. I write a history of that structure, spending hours at the abandoned library researching the history of the building, its former tenants, its architecture, the history of the neighborhood where the house or building stands.

I write another article that covers some event that once happened in the North End. The opening of the port or the groundbreaking of a factory. Again I research it, both in the library and in the paper’s archives.

This paper has been printed for over one hundred and fifty years.

I also write about the meeting, twice a month, of a commission who has responsibility for this area. The city government was disbanded, the area unincorporated nearly ten years ago. But we still fall in a county. The commission has so far been unable to let go of their responsibility for the North End, although they’ve tried to do so many times. The commission members meet in an old community center near the last overpass across the highway. They come in cars. They park close to the building. They talk for exactly an hour, spending very little of that time discussing what should be done for the North End.

Nothing that they talk about is ever acted on.

I’m not sure who owns this paper. Maybe the same family has owned it since it was first founded. There’s no explanation in the paper. No owner who is listed.

For the most part, though, it seems this paper is like most everything in the North End—it is no longer owned by anyone.

And yet the newspaper is picked up and read by people who live here. I watch people take a paper from one of our old and beat-up racks or boxes. I see people outside our office, watching them through the dim and yellowed glass along the front of the building, taking a minute to read the front page of the paper they’ve picked up, then slowly walking away. There are three more boxes I can see from up in my hotel room and I’ve many times watched people take papers from each of those boxes too.

Always when people pick up a copy of the paper, they pause, standing still as they skim the front page for a moment. Every time.

It’s as if they are looking for a specific thing. Maybe looking for some answer that, every week, the paper doesn’t have. Or a next step they and everyone should take. A step that I have no idea how to find, articulate, or define.

• • •

From my room I stand watching the scavenging of buildings and homes and factories along the southern edges of the North End. Very slowly and methodically, the buildings and homes are being stripped of everything by the scavengers. Pipes are pulled from the basements. Aluminum gutters are pulled from the sides of buildings and homes. Copper wire is pulled from inside the walls.

As the North End began its final collapse—after the city government dissolved and services like schools and the police and the fire department were officially ended—heavy equipment was moved out of some factories, furniture was put on moving trucks, fire engines and police cars were, for the most part, driven away from their stations.

But, in the end, so much was left behind. People leaving their homes took only what they could afford to move. Some had the money to hire full moving services who could pack up and transport their things. But many could afford only to move what they could fit in their own car.

The scavengers, they don’t come from other places. They live here. They are us.

We are slowly dismantling the remnants of our city.

The scavengers pile up what they find in the streets where they are working. Men and women arrive, driving beat-up panel vans and offering money for what has been scavenged. Some days there are two trucks, some days five or six. These brokers for the items sell these things to junkyards and other buyers in the South End. The brokers, all of them, also still live here in the north.

The scavenging is terrible and hard, slow work, and the people who do it—some days fifty of them, some days a hundred or two hundred—they are covered in filth when they leave these structures, hair and faces and shoulders turned gray from the dust, their hands blackened and bloodied even through their gloves.

Every few weeks, I go and watch them. Making notes for an article I will write for the paper. Taking pictures of the scavengers as they enter and leave a home or office or factory.

They look like miners emerging from a coal mine. Or firefighters leaving a burned-out home.

From the windows in my room, I can see where the scavengers have been. They’ve disrupted the landscape along the southwestern corner of this place, turning the edges of houses a barren white where the gutters have been pulled away. Leaving square, white spaces on the roofs of stores where the heating and air conditioning units have been pulled from their mounts.

They’ve scavenged whole neighborhoods. Entire factories and warehouses. A square mile or more and still they slowly move forward and how far they will go and what direction they’ll take next is not clear.

There is, though, no longer any scavenging from the various abandoned stores throughout the North End. There was looting once. In the early days. But now, in the stores, people only take what they know they need.

I suppose there was a time when someone might have said that the things we take are not ours. But no one thinks that way anymore.

What we take we’ve clearly earned.

• • •

I type quickly on the typewriter, the sounds loud and steady, and sometimes as I sit here alone in this office finishing my stories, for a moment I’ll think it is the sound of the typewriter that I’m creating, not the words in the stories themselves.

• • •

There aren’t many ways to earn money here besides scavenging. It’s hard for anyone to make or sell anything that the rest of us can’t get for free.

But there are people who sell cooked food from a table set up near the corner store. Restaurants, in a way, without anywhere to sit.

None of it is very good.

People sell liquor, mostly liquor they seem to have found, a stray assortment of half-filled bottles, though a couple people sell harsh, homemade liquor from a still. The same with cigarettes, sold mostly in small bundles of three or five or ten, no thought given to the consistency of brands. They sell coffee, half-filled bags and cans they’ve found, sometimes sold as is, other times mixed together and sold in brown lunch sacks taped tightly into small and heavy blocks.

The vendors sell these things from their tables on the sidewalks near the corner store.

I can remember walking through cities many years ago, and always there was some man or woman on a street selling their paintings, their necklaces, drawings or bracelets they’d made. But here there is none of that.

Periodically, people set up a table of items of some distinction, items from homes but items that you wouldn’t easily find. Books and music they’ve gathered. Fine cloth and containers of beads.

Not much of it sells. And the few valuables that the scavengers do find, electronics or tools or silver, are sold to the brokers in their panel vans.

Often, though, the scavengers seem to keep the jewelry they find. They wear many rings and bracelets and necklaces, so much jewelry that no one item is distinguishable from the rest.

The spoils of their work.

The vendors who sell things near the corner store only do so intermittently. They sell for a few days a week or a few days a month. Then they take what they make at their table and go to the corner store or to another table and spend that money on something else.

The small economy of the last survivors.

Many people, though, it’s unclear how they make money. Maybe they simply have savings from when there was a city here. I’ve heard that some people regularly cross the overpass to the South End. They could get money from a bank there and return. It does not take much money to live here now. It would not take much in savings to survive in this place forever.

These are, also, the things I write about for the paper. The progress of the scavenging. The offerings of the vaguely functioning economy on the streets near the corner store. I let people know what food is for sale. I let people know what’s being sold at the tables.

I never cross over to the South End.

• • •

I come upon the missing woman because, as is often the case, I can’t manage to get warm.

Often, at night, I find myself wanting another blanket near my feet, a second pair of gloves on my bare hands. I am looking for blankets today. Searching through apartments in a building a few blocks from mine.

I wander down the long hallway, shoes kicking up dust from the wooden floors. There is trash in the hallway, a few broken chairs.

When I go looking for things in the apartments or houses, I have to make sure I’m not taking from someone who still lives here. It can be hard to know for sure, as most people live in such a bare and minimal way. An inhabited home can look like a home abandoned a decade or more ago. And so I have learned to look for simple signs. Food is the most obvious. Cleanliness another. An ordered space, a tidy room. A lack of dust and random debris. The few times I’ve accidentally gone into a house or apartment that was still being used, I saw some sign immediately. Two chairs pulled up to a clean table, the table cleared of everything except for a stack of napkins, a salt and pepper shaker, all arranged neatly together. A few books stacked carefully on a side table near a fireplace. The windows on the outside wiped clear of the gray and oily grime that otherwise coats this place.

These are the smallest signs of order, surprising in this place of forgotten chaos and disrepair. But these signs of some human need stand out, the base instinct to make sense of our surroundings, to create order in the devolving world in which we live.

Never have I walked in on anyone. Sometimes I think I know, can sense, when someone is actually near me. When they are behind a gate or door.

Probably, though, it’s just the odds. There are enough homes and rooms here for the million people who once lived in this city. The chance of walking in on any of the few people left is very, very small.

I am trying doorknobs as I walk through this apartment building. Most are locked. But the doors that are open, most are for apartments that have already been gone through, years ago it seems, the apartment strewn with boxes and a broken picture and glass shattered across a living room floor. But all of it is covered in dust.

Whoever damaged this place, they did it back in time.

The hallway comes to a turn. In the corner, I see water, dripping down from the molding along the ceiling, clear water following a long-stained brown path. It rained hard last night. This is the tenth of fifteen floors. The rainwater, even hours later, still finds its way through the cracks and seams of this old structure. The buildings here bleed water when it rains, perforated as they are by cracks and breaks and holes, the water coming down from the roofs, in some places rushing, in some places dripping, the water for days after the heavy rain still making its way through ceilings and stairwells and the walls themselves.

I reach out toward the wall, lightly touching the water with the very tips of my pale fingers.

“Hello,” a voice says, and I jerk in place, step back. Turn my head.

She says again to me, “Hello.”

She’s twenty feet away, standing in the hallway on which I was about to turn.

I nod. In my mind, I answer her. Then I realize I haven’t spoken. I say, “I’m just looking for a blanket.”

The voice, mine, is once again unfamiliar.

She nods. “I think I have one.” She has brown hair and her eyes in the dim light seem black, colorless, and the way she moves I think she is probably very strong. “Yes,” she says. “Sure. I can bring you a blanket.”

I stare at her. It’s a moment and I shake my head. “No, not like that. I can find one. Somewhere else.”

I take a step backward, toward the hallway I was on.

It takes me another moment to realize this is the woman the police are looking for.

She still stands in her hallway, in the middle. Arms at her side. She wears a heavy, black wool coat. Boots. Her brown hair is pulled off her face. As she talks, there are thin wisps of mist.

For a moment, I’m struck by the fact that it is cold for her here too.

Again I realize I’ve said something only in my mind. “Thanks,” I say now. “For the blanket. The offer.”

She nods.

I say to her, “Do you read the newspaper?”

She stares. Confused. “What?”

“Do you read the newspaper?”

She glances down, then looks over her shoulder. She says, “Not lately.”

Down the hall, behind her, I see a child stick his face out from a doorway.

Once more, I step backward.

“My son,” she says. She’s walking to him, glancing at me over her shoulder. Nervous, protecting. Instinct here, safety. Let nothing bad now happen.

“There is a newspaper here,” I say. “You should find it. The paper. One from a month ago. It’ll be in the library.”

She waves her son back into the apartment. But he doesn’t move. The woman turns to me and nods. “Okay.”

We’re quiet a moment. I’m thinking very slowly. No grounding in what I might say. “They’re looking for you,” I tell her. “Here. In the North End.”

She seems to gnaw her lip.

We’re thirty feet apart now. She is standing near the opening to the apartment.

“The paper is in the library,” I say again. “It doesn’t include much detail. Just says that the police think you are missing.”

She nods. Gnawing her lip, I think. I hear the water from the molding, behind me, dripping from the ceiling to the floor.

The boy, maybe eight years old, he stares straight at me. He’s a portrait to me, of a boy staring plainly forward.

I still can’t seem to think right. Thoughts come to me slowly, shapes turning into words, forming sentences in my mind. I think to shake my head, visibly, so she’ll see me do it. “The police,” I say. “The article. None of it mentioned a child.”

I step back again, accidentally pressing myself against the wall. The water is already soaking through to my hip and the back of my thigh.

“I don’t need to have seen you here,” I say, awkwardly. I have to pause. “I’m just looking for a blanket.”

I turn and leave, walk down the hall.

I touch the rainwater that still spreads across my leg.

There are no children in the North End. I’ve never seen a child on the street. I’ve never once seen a sign that one might be here.

I think to myself that I like this.

Seeing children would make the emptiness only that much more apparent.

• • •

The best way to burn down a house is to light on fire the steps leading up from a darkened basement. It does not take much effort. Usually there’s a gas can or paint thinner in a shed out back or in the basement itself. The basements are often filled with forgotten boxes of books, plastic toys that were never discarded, old wooden cribs covered in dust and basement grime.

Pile these on top of each other, or just push them close together, and they will burn very easily. The fire will grow steadily in the shallow windows of the basement, soon spreading up the wooden basement stairs, now cutting holes in the floor of the living room and kitchen.
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