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Chapter 1: Forty Minutes Over Water

The crosswind came off the mainland like a hand laid flat against my chest, and it no longer moved me.

I held the heading. The trick had taken me a month to learn: straight flight did not come as naturally as walking down a hall. I built it moment by moment from a hundred small refusals to drift. The strait was thirty-some miles of open gray water between Valor Island and the coast, and I was two-thirds of the way across it at four hundred feet with the seaplane a fat droning speck off my left shoulder and Malloy’s stopwatch running somewhere behind me on the tower radio, and the wind wanted me east.

I did not go east.

A month ago the wind would have taken me. A month ago I had been someone who shot into the air on a scared thought and came down in a furrow, output and no aim, the source a window that only opened all the way or not at all. I had crashed into an awning carrying a jewelry clerk. I had cracked two ribs coming down off a terrace. Tommy Hale had called me a lawn dart for a solid week and it had been the kind wording. And now I flew over open water with a wife’s warm steady tether behind me in my chest like a rope tied off to a dock I could not see, and the height and the heading and the stillness all sat under my hands at once, the three things I had never once managed together until the morning after my wedding, and I held them the way you hold a full cup walking across a room, which is to say by not thinking too hard about the cup.

“You’re drifting, Danner.” Malloy’s voice came through the little bone-conduction plate behind my ear, dry and unbothered, the working voice. “Crosswind’s got its thumb on you. I can see it from here.”

He could not see it from there. He was forty miles back on the flight tower with a pair of field glasses and a stopwatch and thirty years of watching rookies slide east off the line, and he did not need to see it, he knew it was there because the wind was always there, and he was needling me on purpose, much as he needled everyone, to find out what a man did with a needle in him during the last third of a crossing when his shoulders had started to ache and the water below had stopped looking like scenery and started looking like distance.

“I’ve got it,” I said.

“Prove it. Give me the point on the coast you’re aiming at. Out loud. Commit to it where I can hear you.”

I found it. The Beacon Harbor hero dock was a chrome finger of a jetty at the north end of the harbor, past the breakwater, past the tank farm crouched dark on the point, and I could just make it out now, a bright glint under the morning haze with the city rising behind it in tiers, towers I could not name yet catching the sun, the elevated rail a thin bright thread strung between them, and over the far point, low and enormous and pale in the daylight, the dome.

I did not have a name for the dome yet either. That morning it was only a shape, a great chrome half-egg squatting on the far point with the light sliding off it, too big, too smooth, wrong in the skyline the way a moon would be wrong if somebody set it down in a harbor, and it held my gaze a moment too long, catching the eye before the mind understood its importance. Malloy cleared his throat over the radio. I turned back to the coast.

“The dock,” I said. “North jetty. I’m putting my boots on the north jetty and not one foot east of it.”

“There he is,” Malloy said, and I heard a note beneath the dryness that came close to approval. “Say it, mean it, fly it. Rookies drift because they’re aiming at miles of coast. A coast’s too big to hit. Aim at a nail.”

I aimed at the nail. Every correction carried me toward the north jetty and let the wind push and pushed back, not with more power, that was the lesson that had nearly killed me and a street full of people on Delano, more power was never the answer to a control problem, but with attention, with the steady small corrections that cost almost nothing if you made them early and cost everything if you made them late. The ache in my shoulders was the married baseline holding under load. The tether in my chest was Donna, her seaplane droning off my left shoulder and her warmth coming through it anyway, faint and certain, the way you can feel that a house has someone in it even from the yard.

The coast came up. The breakwater slid under me, then the harbor opening out flat and busy below, fishing boats and a gray freighter riding at anchor with its booms folded, the water changing from open-sea gray to harbor green, and the chrome jetty growing from a glint to a finger to a landing, and I brought the nose down in a long clean line the way I’d learned to on a balcony in the dawn, output easing off, lift bleeding away under control instead of vanishing all at once, and I came down onto the north jetty on the balls of my boots with my knees taking it soft, no crack in the planking, no stumble, no wild splash of light off my shoulders, a man stepping down out of the air onto a dock like he’d been doing it all his life.

I stood there breathing for a second, and the wonder got me the way it still did, the plain astonishment of it, that I had just flown across an ocean strait under my own power and landed on my own two feet in a chrome city out of a dream, and that this was, unbelievably, my commute.

“Time,” Malloy said. A pause while he read the watch. “Forty-one minutes.”

“Is that good?”

“Slow boat beat you by a minute.” The seaplane was still out over the water, a fat white speck losing a race it did not know it was in. “So no. But you held your line the whole way and you didn’t spend yourself doing it and you landed like you meant it, which is the part that keeps you alive out here. Fast comes later. Fast’s cheap. Anybody can go fast once. You went straight for forty-one minutes with the wind against you and you’ll still have straight in you tomorrow, which is the only kind of fast a city ever actually needs.” The plate hissed. “You’ll live, Danner. Welcome to the mainland. Now get off my dock, there’s a boat coming into where you’re standing.”

I got off his dock.

Walking the length of that jetty on my own two legs, with the wonder settling into something quieter, I measured what had just happened. A man wants to know when he’s gotten stronger, and soft power never hands him a number. No gauge had marked the crossing, no reader had called a reading hot, no bracket had lit. The crossing itself was the number. Six weeks ago, I hadn’t known I could fly at all. I’d have gone up scared and come down in the water halfway across, spent, and Malloy’s slow boat would have fished me out. Even weeks later I could not have held a hover over the east tower for thirty seconds. This morning I’d flown thirty-some miles into a headwind and landed soft with power to spare. A marriage separated those two versions of me. A woman in the seaplane off my shoulder had decided I was worth fueling, and knowing what her choice had made possible put a stubborn warmth beside the tether in my chest, better than any figure a machine could have given me. Numbers you read. This certainty ran all the way down, like finally learning to swim and trusting the water to hold you, until the old fight had quietly become an ability I simply used.

The hero dock had its own gate off the working jetties, a chrome arch with the winged star cut into it and a poster bolted inside the guardhouse that I would see a hundred times over the next six weeks and never stop reading, A HERO IS A PROMISE KEPT, the same words that had been on the wall of the intake office the day a beat cop found me sleeping in a park, and I stood under the arch and read it again and thought about how far a man could travel between two readings of the same four words.

The dock officer had my posting orders, and he did not hand them to me so much as present them, standing straight, because on the mainland a hero flying in off the strait was not a rookie who’d cracked his ribs learning to hover, he was a hero, and the stranger’s squared shoulders made the difference visible. The orders were on the heavy cream paper the academy used for the things it meant, and they were short, and they changed my life in about four lines.

Married heroes did not live in dorms. Married heroes lived in the world. I was posted to Beacon Harbor as circuit junior under Senior Hero Isaiah Okafor, effective on arrival, and a house had been assigned to me on Pennant Row, and my wife would come with me in my colors, and there was a line at the bottom that I read twice because it did not fit the form, in Malloy’s own blunt hand, added after the type: The city can use a healer who goes through windows. Pruitt’s posted to the Row clinic. He comes on the plane. F.M.

“You’ll be under Okafor,” the dock officer said, watching me read, a young man with the mainland accent, flatter and quicker than the island’s. “Senior hero, Beacon Harbor circuit. Green-and-silver. Been flying this city since before I could shave. Good man to draw. Hard, they say, but square.” He hesitated, then offered the advice men save for someone they’ve decided they like, in a lower voice, off the record. “Word of advice, since you asked, which you didn’t. The circuit’s not the island. Island’s a season, you train, you graduate, it’s got an end to it. City’s got no end. You fly it tonight and it’s there again tomorrow night wanting the same thing off you, and the night after, and it doesn’t care that you’re tired, and it doesn’t care that you’re a Universal, it just wants the hours. Okafor’ll tell you the same. Pace yourself, sir. That’s the whole job out here. Pace.” He straightened, formal again, having said more than his rank entitled him to. “Welcome to the mainland.”

Pace yourself. Endurance is now. Two people had told me the same thing before I’d been off the boat an hour, one a stranger on a dock and one a brunette on a gangway, and I filed it the way you file a word you keep hearing, certain it would come back around.

Eddie was coming. I stood on the mainland with my orders in my hand and grinned like an idiot at the news that the bravest man I’d met on either side of a portal, the healer they’d called nurse boy until he crawled through a barred window into a gassed building, was posted a corner’s walk from my new front door. The academy had done one right thing with its whole backwards hierarchy and put Eddie somewhere he’d be needed, and it had taken Malloy going around the form to do it.

The seaplane came in a while later, dropping out of the haze and settling onto the harbor in a long white ripping wake, taxiing up to the dock with its propellers ticking down, and the door opened and the world I was bringing with me came off it one piece at a time.

Donna came first, because Donna always came first, she had a bombshell’s instinct for a doorway and a good exit and she used both on a seaplane hatch the way another woman might use a staircase, and she came down the little folding steps in a soft traveling dress the pale blue of a spring sky with the blue-and-gold scarf knotted at her throat and the gold cuffs she never took off catching the light on her wrists, and she had a hatbox in one hand and, God help me, a set of kitchen curtains folded over the other arm, curtains, she had picked out and packed kitchen curtains for a kitchen in a house neither of us had ever seen, and the sight of her coming down onto the dock in my colors with her platinum waves under a little travel scarf and curtains over her arm and her whole warm face lit up looking for me hit me somewhere I did not have a word for.

“There’s my hero,” she called, and did not walk to me so much as arrive at me, all soft warm motion, the dress swaying over her hips, and she went up on her toes and kissed me right there on the working dock in front of the officer and the longshoremen, unhurried, her free hand flat on my chest, and the source in me answered her the way it always did, a lift, a brightening, and the guardhouse lamp inside the chrome arch flared up bright for a second in the daylight, and one of the longshoremen said something to another one and they both laughed, not unkindly, the laugh a workingman gives a lucky one.

“You flew it,” she said against my mouth, pulling back an inch, her eyes shining. “I felt you the whole way. You went up and you went straight and you weren’t scared once, not once, Jack. I sat on that plane with my hand on the window feeling you not be scared over all that water and I nearly cried on Corinne Hadley, which would have served her right.” She held up the curtains like evidence. “I got the yellow. For the window over the sink. Don’t say anything, I know we haven’t seen it, but every kitchen has a window over the sink, it’s a law, and when it turns out we’ve got one I’m going to be the wife who already had the curtains, and you’re going to marry me all over again out of sheer admiration.” She was breathless and bright and daring me to find it silly, the way she still sometimes dared, the old fear a thin thread under all that warmth, and I did the thing that answered it, which was to take the curtains seriously.

“Yellow’s right,” I said. “You look at yellow you can’t be in a bad mood. That’s science. Price would back me up.”

Donna beamed, the thread gone, the dare answered, and tucked herself under my arm to look at the city the way she looked at everything, like it might be hers.

Wayne and Corinne came off the plane behind her.

Wayne Benton descended the folding steps with his usual correctness, his uniform pressed flatter than the fabric wanted to lie, his shoes keeping a shine the salt air should have killed, his severe dark part untouched by a mile of open ocean. He steadied Corinne Hadley down the last step with one hand beneath hers, gracious and proper, performed just carefully enough that everyone saw him being gracious and proper. He had two rank stars high at his collar and a bare gold spot below them where the wife-star would go, and he was betrothed now, not married, the muster had read it out on the tower the same morning it read out my posting, Wayne Benton to Corinne Hadley, Secretary applicant, and his smile when the reader said it had arrived at the expected beat.

“Danner.” He came across the dock with his hand out and his smile out, and both were warm, and neither reached his ice-blue eyes, which did what they always did, which was measure. “Forty-one minutes. I heard the time on the tower plate. That’s a strong crossing for a man who was plowing furrows in the flight yard six weeks ago. You’ve come along.” A beat, gracious. “Marriage suits your numbers.”

There it was, in the first ten words on a new dock, the needle wrapped in the compliment, because a man who noticed that marriage suited my numbers was a man saying, quietly, where only the two of us could hear it, I am still counting your numbers, and I still think they are wrong. Wayne could taste power. It was the ugly gift under his drain, he could feel how much a man was carrying the way you feel heat off a stove, and he had tasted at Delano that I was carrying far more than a betrothed-but-unwed rookie had any business carrying, and he had banked it, and here he was on the mainland letting me know the ledger had come with him.

“Marriage suits everything,” I said. “Congratulations, by the way. Corinne. Truly.”

Corinne Hadley inclined her head a precise few degrees, chestnut hair in a tight French twist not one strand out of it after the flight, a clipboard already under her arm on a travel dock because Corinne was the kind of Secretary who had a clipboard the way other people had hands, and she looked at Donna’s curtains and her hatbox and her scarf and her whole soft bright disarray with a cool correct hazel gaze and said, “A Muse in a kitchen. How brave,” in a voice with no heat in it at all, which was somehow worse than if there had been.

Donna’s smile did not move. “Isn’t it,” she agreed sweetly, and I felt her decide, under my arm, not to spend anything on it, which was the new Donna, the married one, the one who had stopped needing to win the small ones.

Eddie came off the plane last, because Eddie came off everything last, clutching his medic satchel to his chest with both arms like a man carrying a baby down icy steps, his sandy hair over-combed and already losing to the sea wind, and he got to the bottom of the folding stairs and looked at the chrome city rising all around the harbor and the towers and the rail and the great pale dome on the point and went a little pale himself.

“Okay,” he said, to no one, “that’s a lot of city,” and then he saw me and his whole anxious face broke open into the grin, and he came across the dock at something between a walk and a trot and pumped my hand and did not let go of it. “They posted me to a clinic, Jack. A real one. With a door and everything. Malloy came and found me in the infirmary and said the city could use a healer who goes through windows, and I said I only went through the one window, and he said once is a career, and then he wrote it on your orders, I heard, he wrote it on your orders because he ran out of room on mine.” He was talking fast, the way he talked when he was scared, which was most of the time, and it was the most welcome sound I’d heard all morning. “Are you nervous? You look calm. Why do you look calm. There’s a giant dome. What’s the dome.”

“I don’t know what the dome is,” I admitted.

“That’s worse,” Eddie said. “You always know things. Donna, he doesn’t know what the dome is.”

“He’ll find out,” Donna said comfortably, “and then he’ll explain it to all of us like he read it somewhere,” and she reached over and straightened Eddie’s collar the way she’d taken to doing, mothering him, and Eddie let her, going pink, and I stood on my new dock with my wife under my arm and my friend’s collar getting fixed and my rival across the planking pretending to admire the harbor, and I thought, this is the household the plane brought, and this is the household that will hold, and I counted, the way I’d started counting people, one who keeps, one who watches, one who is simply mine.

Because Audrey had been at the dock on the other side, on the island, when we boarded. She had come down with the Wife wing’s morning observers in a neat pencil skirt and a cardigan against the sea cold, glasses on, a folder under her arm, and she had not made a speech about it, Audrey never made a speech, she had simply been there at the gangway where I would have to pass her, which was how Audrey put a thing in front of you, by standing where you could not pretend it had landed there by accident.

She had straightened Donna’s blue-and-gold scarf without a word, one small precise adjustment to the knot, as she’d laced Donna into her wedding costume, a woman doing the competent thing for another woman with no drama attached to it, and Donna had let her, and something had passed between the two of them that was easy and warm and had no rivalry in it at all, which still surprised me every time I saw it.

She had handed me the folder next, and it was a copy, in her own neat hand, of the page-seven file, the melted vaults, and the same four clippings sat inside, the four cases no one else had connected, and she had tapped the stack with one finger and said, “Four melted vaults. All page seven. Nobody’s connecting them but me. Write to me about the aim, Danner. I mean it. Letters. I’ll answer.” And then, as I’d tucked the folder under my arm, she had looked at me over the top of her glasses with that gray-green stare that gave away nothing and everything, and said the thing I had carried across forty-one minutes of open water like a second cargo.

“You’ll be tired on the mainland,” she’d said. “That’s not a warning. That’s the equation. A city circuit is endurance. You’ve got output and you’re starting to have aim, and neither of those is the thing a city takes out of a man night after night. You’ll find out what you’re missing by missing it. When you do, don’t write to me about how to hit the problem harder.” A pause, dry, final. “Write to me about what a man does when hitting doesn’t work. That’s a different letter. Keep my chair.” And she had turned and gone back up the gangway to the island, and I had carried her equation onto the plane and off it and onto the mainland, not understanding it yet, the way you carry a word in a language you’re still learning, knowing it will matter before you know what it means.

Price had been at the gangway too, further up, in her white coat and her pearls and her immaculate gloves with a folder of her own, and she had not straightened anyone’s scarf, she had only watched me pass with her dark blue eyes that could not be fooled, and she had said one thing, quietly, as I went by.

“The mainland has instruments too, Mr. Danner,” Dr. Price had said. “Mine. I’ll be over now and again with them.” And she had let me go with that, a woman who kept things and a woman who watched things both standing on the same dock watching me leave, one of them warning me and one of them measuring me and neither of them, I was fairly sure, was my enemy, which was its own kind of unsettling, because it meant I could not simply decide to be afraid of them and be done with it.

Packing had taken most of the previous day. Donna needed every hour; I needed about one. Together we seemed to need forever, because you cannot pack fast with a woman who holds up each thing and tells you where she got it. She had a steamer trunk of dresses she swore she’d need and I knew she wouldn’t and did not say so, the white halter and the red sweetheart and the champagne satin, her whole island courtship campaign folded in tissue, retired now but not thrown out, because a woman does not throw out the dresses she won a husband in. She packed the curtains. She packed a jar of honey.

“We are not carrying groceries across an ocean,” I’d said.

“It’s not groceries, it’s the honey,” Donna had said, as if that settled it, wrapping the jar in a slip. “You caught it. On the tray, the morning after. You threw a little blue thread around it an inch off the floor and set it back down like it was nothing and I have decided that is our honey now, it is a married-people honey, it has been places, and I am not leaving it on the island for some second-year to put in his tea.” She’d set it in the trunk between two sweaters where it would not break. “When we’re old you’ll say do you remember the honey, and I’ll say which honey, and you’ll say the honey, and I’ll pretend I forgot so you’ll tell me the whole thing again. That’s marriage, Jack. You keep the honey.”

So we kept the honey. And when she’d finally gone to sleep, spent and happy in a room half full of trunks, I’d done the last packing myself, just as I’d done it every time we moved since I fell out of the sky, quiet, alone, by the light off the sea window. The footlocker went with the household goods, and in the bottom of the footlocker, under the spare athletic whites, wrapped in an old undershirt and then in oilcloth, was the bundle. My dead phone. My dead smartwatch. My wallet with its useless cards and its driver’s license from a state that did not exist in this world in a year that would not come for seventy years. Thirty-one dollars of 2026 cash. A transit card for a subway a whole world away. Everything I was, before, folded into a wad the size of a paperback and hidden under socks, the only proof that a man named Jack Danner had ever sat in a chair and heard four minutes end six years, and I had checked the wrapping twice and set the whites back over it and closed the lid and carried the box down to the boat myself, and it had ridden across the strait in the cargo hold under a dust sheet, my whole other life crossing an ocean in a trunk.

Donna knew there was a bundle. She did not know what was in it. She knew there was a locked box, she’d said so at the wedding, she’d said she’d decided to stand next to a locked box her husband couldn’t open just yet, and she’d said it like a vow, and I had married her without opening it, and I would carry it onto Pennant Row still locked, for exactly as long as I could, which the four-vault folder under my arm was already telling me might not be very long at all.

“Come on, husband,” Donna said, tugging me toward the gate, curtains over her arm, city in her eyes. “I want to see the house. I want to see the porch. You promised me a porch. Three chairs eventually, you said, and I’ve been telling June Okafor about it in my letters for two weeks like it already exists, so if it doesn’t have a porch we’re going to have to build one before Sunday or I’ll have lied to a Housewife, and you do not lie to a Housewife, they can tell.” She looked up at me, bright and daring and entirely mine. “Take me home, Jack. Wherever it is. I’ll make it home by Tuesday.”

My wife stood on the chrome dock in my colors with kitchen curtains over her arm. Eddie clutched his satchel and stared at the dome; Wayne waited across the planking with his ledger and his on-time smile. The city rose gold and impossible around the harbor. I took the curtains from Donna so she’d have both hands free for it.

“Take me home, Jack,” she said again, quieter this time, the daring gone out of it, just the wanting left. Under the bright talk about porches and Sundays and June Okafor’s letters, my wife stood on a strange dock in a strange city with her old life packed into a hatbox. She was asking me to make this a place she belonged, the same thing she’d asked me on a balcony the morning after the wedding, the same thing I’d been asking the world since a beat cop found me asleep in a park.

“I’ve got you,” I said, which was the truest four words I owned. “Let’s go find the porch.”

We went through the chrome arch together, under the promise nailed to the wall, out into the mainland morning, Eddie tripping over his own satchel behind us and swearing at it, Wayne handing Corinne up into the second car with his on-time smile, the folder with its four melted-vault clippings under my arm and Audrey’s equation folded inside it, the harbor gold and the dome pale on the point and a hill road climbing away from the water toward a curve of houses I had not seen yet, where, the officer said, pointing, a flag was already flying at the head of the street and a bare pole was waiting at the end of it.


Chapter 2: The House With the Porch

Pennant Row came up under us the way a good street should, all at once and then all at once again, better the second time.

I’d carried Donna up from the harbor because she asked me to, or rather because she’d looked at the hill road and the waiting car and then at me and said, “or you could just fly me,” in a voice that made the car a sad idea, and so we’d gone up over the city instead of through it, Donna in my arms with the wind in her scarf and her arms locked around my neck and her whole soft weight trusting the air because she trusted me in it now, and she’d talked the entire way, pointing, naming things she couldn’t possibly know the names of, that’s a park, that’s a school, that’s where we’ll get ice cream, deciding the city was hers a block at a time.

The climb over it caught me again with the plain impossibility of the place. Beacon Harbor from the air was every promise the aesthetic had ever made a lonely man, chrome towers with the morning on them, streets laid out clean and wide, a green thread of park, the elevated rail running silver between the buildings with a train on it small as a toy, cars with fins and chrome catching the light at every corner, hand-painted signs, striped awnings, an optimistic city that expected a good future and had built accordingly. I flew my wife above it with the sun on us both. Gray January rain against a sixth-floor window returned from the life I could not describe here, followed by the impossible distance between that room and this sky. My arms tightened around Donna. She felt it, looked up without asking, and tucked her face against my jaw while I carried the memory.

Then the hill leveled and the houses began, and there it was, the Row, a long slow curve of hero houses laid along the top of the hill with the harbor spread bright and blue below them, chrome-trimmed roofs and painted clapboard and green lawns, and out in front of every single one, planted in the grass by the walk, a flagpole. The poles caught and held my attention as we descended. Not the houses. The poles. A pole on every lawn, and a flag on nearly every pole, and the flags were colors, household colors, the way the island had been collars and the mainland was poles, and I read the street the way you learn to read a street, top to bottom, without being taught.

At the head of the Row, biggest lawn, best light, green-and-silver hanging in the morning air, still, heavy, a flag that had flown a long time. Okafor. The senior. Next door to us, a bright new copper-and-white snapping in the harbor wind, so new it still had the fold-lines in it. Across the way an empty lawn with a bare pole and a house with its shades down, waiting for somebody. And in the middle of the curve, one lawn with a porch I could see from four hundred feet, a real porch, deep and shaded, running the front of a blue-shuttered house, and a pole in the grass with nothing on it.

Our pole. Our porch. Bare, because no wife had lived in the house yet, and a wife was about to.

“That one,” Donna breathed, before I could say it, her arm coming off my neck to point, and her voice did a thing it did not often do, it wobbled. “Jack. The blue shutters. The porch. Is that, tell me that’s, is that ours,” and I brought us down in a long slow line over the lawn and set us on the grass in front of the porch, on our feet, together, on purpose, because a man should land on his own lawn on purpose, with his wife in his arms, so the house knows who’s home.

I set her down. She stood on the grass in her pale blue dress and my scarf with her hand still on my chest and looked at the house, the porch, the two front windows like eyes, the shutters, the deep shade of the porch roof, and she did not say anything clever, my Donna who always had the clever thing, she just looked, and her eyes went bright and full and she pressed her lips together hard. A woman who’d spent all her life being told the pretty ones get the wedding photo and the loneliness after was standing on the lawn of a house with a porch that was hers. Some promises were too big for a joke.

“It’s ours,” I said.

“It’s got a porch,” she said, wrecked and delighted, and wiped under her eyes with one gold-cuffed wrist. “You got me the porch. I told June we’d have a porch and I didn’t actually know, I was just, I wanted it so bad I said it out loud to a Housewife I’d never met, and you got me the porch.” She turned and grabbed the front of my jacket in both hands. “There’d better be a window over the sink or I’m going to look like a fool with these curtains, is all I’m saying, because I have committed to the yellow.”

“Go find out,” I said, and she went, up the porch steps two at a time in her good shoes, and the screen door banged behind her, and I heard her voice come back out through the open windows a second later, high and cracked with joy, “JACK, THERE’S A WINDOW OVER THE SINK,” and somewhere up the Row a woman laughed, warm and unbothered, the laugh of a neighbor who has heard a lot of women find their kitchens.

I did not go in right away. I stood on my own lawn a minute longer, the way you do, letting it be true. And I looked down the curve of the Row to get the shape of the street I’d be flying home to, and that was when I saw the last house, the small one at the far end where the curve ran out, tucked under a big shade tree with a bare pole in its lawn like ours, and a ladder up against the front of it, and a woman on the ladder.

She was two rungs from the top with her back to the street, up under the eave wrestling with something in the gutter, and even from a hundred yards and from behind she read as a woman who had been up that ladder before and did not expect anyone to notice her on it. I don’t know what made me walk down there. Manners, partly, the new-neighbor thing. Partly that she was up high on a ladder alone with nobody holding it and every reflex I owned said a person up a ladder should have somebody at the bottom of it. I went down the Row, past the copper-and-white, past a low fence, and got close enough to call up without startling her off her perch.

“Hold on,” I said, “let me get that ladder for you before you,” and she said, without turning around, in a low even voice that was not startled at all, “I’ve held my own ladders for three years, and this bracket’s rusted through, so unless you brought a new bracket I don’t need the ladder held, I need it left where it is.” And she gave the thing in the gutter one more short hard pull, and it came free with a screech of old metal, and she brought it down and looked at it, a corroded gutter bracket, and dropped it in a pail hooked over the rung, and then she came down the ladder, unhurried, sure-footed, and I got the once-over of her that a man does not get to choose the order of, because she was above me on a ladder and there is only one way to see a woman from below.

Breasts first, because there was no other way to see her, coming down toward me. She was in a faded house dress the soft blue-gray of old cornflowers with the sleeves rolled to the elbow and an apron tied over it, and the apron had a bib, and the bib was losing, straining across a bust that was simply and frankly enormous, heavy and soft and full, pushing the cloth out and up as she reached for each rung, and the sight of it above me hit low and immediate before I’d taken in one other thing about her, the plain overwhelming abundance of her, and I made myself look at the rest of her before she was down and caught me not doing it.

The rest of her was of a piece with the bust and nothing like Donna. Not hourglass, not cinched, not a campaign. Soft everywhere, a full soft body built wide and warm, strong arms with the muscle of real work in them under the softness, freckles scattered across the tops of her chest and her forearms where the sun had found them, a body with no showmanship in it at all and more woman in it than any dress on the island had been cut to hold. Thick red hair, dark rich red, pinned up for the work and losing the fight, strands of it come loose and stuck to her flushed neck. And a face, when she reached the ground and turned it to me, that was calm all the way through, rosy and warm and utterly unbothered, brown eyes steady on mine, a mouth that was not smiling and was not unfriendly, a face that took my measure once, cleanly, and did not flirt, did not soften, did not do a single one of the things a face does when it wants something from you.

“Eyes up, Mr. Danner,” she said, low and even.

She wiped her hands on the apron.

“Keller,” she said. “End house. You’ll be the new one they’ve been holding the blue house for.” Not a question. She’d known before I flew over. “You’ll want to know where the fuse box is before dark. It’s in the pantry, left of the range, and it throws when you and the stove and the icebox all pull at once, which you’ll do the first cold night, they all do. So find it now, in the light, before you’re standing in a dark kitchen with a lit match wondering where the box is. That’s the one thing worth telling a new house on the first day. The rest you’ll learn.” She looked past me, up the Row, toward the blue house, where I could hear Donna still exclaiming through the windows, and something crossed her face, there and gone, too fast to read. “Your wife’s found the sink window.”

“She packed curtains for it,” I said, “before we’d seen the house. Yellow ones.”

Ruth Keller looked at me for a second with those steady brown eyes, and I could not have told you what was behind them, and then she picked up her pail of rusted metal and said, “Then she’s an optimist. Optimists do all right on this Row or they don’t do at all,” and she carried the pail around the side of her small house without another word, and left me standing on the grass having been thoroughly and completely dismissed, and I walked back up the Row to my own porch turned around in a way I could not name, having gone down to help a woman off a ladder and been informed, correctly, that she did not need it, and having seen, from below, the single most disorienting thirty seconds of my morning.

Donna was waiting on the porch with her hands on her hips.

“I saw you,” she said, and her eyes were sparkling, not narrow. “You went and helped the widow down her ladder.”

“She didn’t need helping down her ladder. She’s held her own ladders for three years, she told me so with some feeling.”

“Mm,” Donna said, in a tone I filed away, and looped her arm through mine and hauled me into our house.

The house was small and it was perfect and it was ours. There was the front room with the afternoon light coming through it, and a fireplace with a chrome surround, and a window seat under the front window where a person could sit and watch the Row. There was the kitchen with the chrome range and the icebox and the deep white sink and, over it, the window, looking out on the back and the harbor beyond, right where a window should be, and Donna stood at that sink and looked out that window with her yellow curtains still in the traveling bag and said, “I’m going to look at that every single day,” in a voice of total contentment. There was the breakfast nook built into the corner with a bench and a little table and its own window. There was a bedroom with a bed that had come with the posting, made up plain, waiting for us to make it ours, and a closet Donna opened and immediately declared too small and immediately began planning around. There was a bathroom with black-and-white tile and a deep tub Donna sat down on the edge of and patted like a pony.

Every boring, beautiful detail matched what she’d promised me on a balcony, and we walked through it touching everything, learning the house by hand as newlyweds do. Donna narrated the entire tour, this is where the tree goes at Christmas, this is where you’ll drop your jacket and I’ll pretend to mind, this is where the coffee lives, opening every drawer and cupboard and finding them empty and being delighted by the emptiness because empty meant hers to fill. She put her hand flat on the kitchen wall at one point and just held it there, and I asked her what she was doing, and she said, “Telling it we’re here,” and did not seem to think that was a strange thing to do, and neither did I, standing there in my own kitchen.

At the back door she stopped and looked out at the small yard, the clothesline, the harbor beyond the fence, and got quiet. “I keep expecting to wake up in the island suite,” she said. “Or hear a bell and find out this was one of the courtship exercises. They give you a pretend kitchen, you arrange the flowers, and then somebody grades the curtains.” She said it with a laugh, but her hand stayed tight on the doorframe. The house was too real and too sudden, the kind of happiness a person kept checking because she had never owned enough of it to trust the weight.

“It’s real,” I said, coming up behind her and putting my arms around her. “Yard, clothesline, harbor, and all. I checked the porch twice. Solid.”

“I know.” She leaned back against me and looked out over the fence. “I just need to keep saying it until my head catches up. We have a house, Jack. This is our kitchen. That’s our ridiculous little patch of grass, and I can hang anything I please on that line.” Joy put a wobble into the last word, and she laughed at herself, straightened, and clapped her hands once. “Right. Curtains. If I hang those, the kitchen will have to accept the facts too.” I let her go do the thing that made the house feel claimed.

The Row came to us before we’d finished unpacking, because that is what a Row does.

June Okafor came first, from the green-and-silver house at the head, a tall sturdy woman with dark brown skin and her hair in a neat wrap and a green-and-silver house dress and a pie held out in front of her like a credential, and behind her a small quick woman with light brown skin and a cloud of natural curls in a green-and-silver day dress who was already laughing before anybody’d said anything funny, Marguerite, Okafor’s other wife, his Muse, and the two of them came up onto my porch and into my new house and had it sorted inside ten minutes, who we were, where we’d come from, what we needed.

“Pie’s from me, welcome’s from the both of us, and the customs are these, so listen once,” June said, setting the pie on the counter and taking in Donna with one long practical look that missed nothing and judged nothing. “Pole goes up the day a wife’s in the house, not before, not the betrothal, the marriage, and you’re married, so your pole goes up today, you don’t wait for anybody’s leave, nobody files anything on this Row, the poles just go up. Sunday’s Row supper, everybody, my kitchen this week, yours when you’re ready and not before, no shame in taking a month, the widow at the end will feed you till then whether you ask or not. Clinic’s at the corner, they’ve posted a healer to it finally, thank God, last two years we’ve had to fly the hurt ones down to the harbor. And,” she paused, and her voice changed, went gentler, “the end house, the small one under the tree, that’s Ruth Keller, and her pole stays bare, and that’s hers to keep bare, and you’ll hear the story soon enough and it isn’t gossip so I’ll say it plain, she’s a widow, she lost her hero three years back, and she has fed every rookie on this Row since and worn nobody’s colors, and if you’re kind you’ll let her feed you and not make a thing of the pole. She doesn’t want a thing made of the pole.”

“How did she lose him?” I asked, before I’d decided to, and June looked at me a moment, weighing whether it was mine to know yet.

“She lost her hero three years ago,” June said. The warmth stayed in her voice, but a door closed behind it. “He was a good man, and she loved him. The rest belongs to Ruth. If she wants you to have it, she’ll tell you herself, and if she doesn’t, no neighbor ought to hand it over with a slice of pie.” She set the server down and glanced toward the end house. “What I can tell you is what the Row sees. She kept her house. She kept showing up. Every rookie since has found a hot dish at the back door, every hurt hero has found her standing over him until he ate, and every young wife who thought she was failing has learned better in Ruth’s kitchen without once being made to feel foolish. She gives the street more than the street knows how to return.”

June picked the server up again, brisk but still gentle. “So let the pole be hers. Don’t pity it, don’t fix it, and don’t go hunting a story because the empty space bothers you. Be a good neighbor. Take the casserole when it comes, return the dish clean, and listen if she ever decides to talk. That’s all anybody on this Row has a right to ask of you.” She cut the pie with one firm stroke. “And that’s already more than you asked. Eat your pie.”

“That’s the whole orientation,” Marguerite said cheerfully, cutting the pie without being asked, entirely at home. “Poles, supper, clinic, don’t make a thing of Ruth’s pole. Oh, and the kids.” She waved her knife toward the copper-and-white next door. “Roy and Peggy Castellan. Married a month, younger than springtime, he’s a speed Specialist and he never stops talking and she writes down everything anybody says at the fence like she’s taking minutes. You’ll like them. Everybody likes them. It’s impossible not to, it’s like being fond of a couple of puppies.”

The kids proved it by appearing at the fence about then, Roy Castellan, wiry and sunburned and grinning, already talking before he’d reached us, and Peggy behind him, small and quick with a sandy ponytail and, sure enough, a little notebook, and there was a warm loud quarter of an hour of introductions over the fence, Roy telling me he’d heard I was a Universal and was that true and what was it like and could I really do a little of everything and how fast could I fly because he was fast, he was real fast, he’d raced the trolley once and won, and Peggy saying “Roy,” in the tone of a woman who has said Roy many times, and Donna already halfway in love with both of them.

Raced the trolley once and won became, inside a minute, raced the trolley twice and won both, and then a story about a fruit cart that had gotten in the way, and Peggy, without looking up from the notebook, said the trolley had been stopped at the platform at the time and Roy had raced a parked trolley and lost to the schedule, and Roy said that was slander and she’d written it down wrong on purpose, and Peggy turned the notebook around to show him she’d written it down right, which was worse, and Donna laughed so hard she had to catch the fence.

June watched the pair of them the way a woman watches weather she’s seen come through before, fond and unbothered, and told us the Castellans had been married a month and bickered every single day of it and not one day of it in anger, that it was only how the two of them talked, Roy saying a thing too big and Peggy writing the true size of it in her book, and that between the pair of them you got the honest measurement of anything that happened on the Row, which she said was more reliable than the Herald and cheaper than the radio. Peggy said she was standing right there. Marguerite said that was the whole point of the notebook, so Peggy would always be standing right there in it. Roy said to write that down too, and Peggy did.

That was the Row, I learned in my first hour: a street that fed you pie, told you where the fuse box was, and handed over its customs and quarrels in the same afternoon. Warm and loud, it decided you were one of theirs before you’d unpacked a box, a curve of hero houses running on pie, gossip, and poles as naturally as the island had run on collars and bells. I stood at my own fence with a stranger’s pie on my counter and a wife lit up beside me and a pair of newlyweds arguing over a parked trolley, and felt what I’d felt on the lawn come up in me again, the plain animal astonishment of belonging somewhere, which is a feeling a man who has spent years not belonging anywhere never quite learns to take for granted, and I did not try to.

“What’s the dome?” I asked, when Roy paused for breath, pointing out at the great pale half-egg on the far point past the harbor. “On the point. I flew in past it this morning and I couldn’t take my eyes off it.”

“The Pile,” Roy said, and his voice dropped the way a man’s voice drops around a thing he’s decided is dangerous. “Harbor Pile. That’s the atom plant. Lights the whole city off it, that’s why it never goes dark up here, that glow at night, that’s the Pile.” He leaned in over the fence, delighted to have a scary thing to tell. “They say it’s basically a bomb they talked into behaving. My cousin worked the docks near it and he said if it ever went, if it ever really went, it’d take the whole point and half the harbor with it, glass everything for a mile. That’s why they’ve got the seawall and the cooling towers and all of it, keeping the thing calm.” He said it with relish, the way you tell a ghost story about the house on the hill.

“Roy makes it sound worse than it is,” Peggy said, not looking up from her notebook. “It’s a power station. It’s got men who run it and it runs fine.”

“It’s a bomb they’re being nice to,” Roy insisted, and Peggy wrote something in her notebook that I’d have bet money was the word Roy, and I looked out at the calm pale dome holding its steady light over the water and filed it away, a thing the whole city was quietly afraid of and lived by anyway, and went back to the warmer business of a fence full of new neighbors.

A quiet knock came at the kitchen door in the middle of it, and it was Ruth Keller with a casserole dish held in a folded towel, still warm, and she did not come in, she stood at the back step and held it out.

“You won’t have cooked today,” she said, “you’ve been unpacking, and there’s nothing in your icebox but a pie now. Chicken and rice. It’ll do you tonight and tomorrow.” Donna took it, thanking her, bright and warm, and Ruth’s steady eyes went past the dish to the kitchen, to the range, to Donna, and read something there in about five seconds that Donna did not know she was showing, whatever it was.

“You’ll want to light the range for supper,” Ruth said, mild, to Donna. “You know where the pilot is on a chrome range like that one?”

A small silence followed. Donna’s smile stayed bright, but her fingers tightened around the casserole dish before she made herself loosen them. The Wife wing had trained her in deportment, field triage, flower arrangement, and the fine art of being chosen at a mixer. Nobody there had ever shown her the pilot light on a chrome range. Now she was a married woman in her own kitchen who could not light her own stove. Her chin lifted as she prepared to bluff in front of a neighbor, and I loved her for trying. Ruth did not let it get that far.

“Down here, at the back, you turn this one to pilot first and hold it,” Ruth said, already crouched at the range, not making a lesson of it, not looking up at Donna to see her not know, just doing it, showing her hands and not her face, “then you hear it catch, then you bring the burner up. It’s a trick, that’s all, every range has a different one, it’s not a thing anybody’s born knowing.” The pilot caught with a soft whump. Ruth stood, wiped her hands, met Donna’s eyes for one plain second, said nothing about it, said only, “There. Now you’ve got a stove,” and went back down the steps and up the Row to her end house, and Donna stood in her kitchen with a lit range and a warm casserole and looked after her with an expression I would come to know very well over the next six weeks, a woman recognizing, before she has words for it, that she has just been done a kindness by someone who refused to make her small in the doing of it.

“I like her,” Donna said, quietly, to the window. “I don’t understand her yet, but I like her.” Then she squared her shoulders and turned around, bright again. “Come on. We’ve got a pole to raise before that sun’s down. June said today. I’m not going to be the wife who dawdled.”

So we raised the pennant.

June had brought it, folded, blue-and-gold, cut fresh for the household, the winged star gold on the royal blue, and Donna and I stood at the bare pole in our own front lawn with the Row gathering loose along the walk to watch the way a Row does, June and Marguerite, Roy and Peggy at the fence, and we clipped the pennant to the line together, her hands and mine, and hauled it up hand over hand, and the blue-and-gold went up the pole and caught the harbor wind and stood out straight and snapping in the gold afternoon light, our colors, over our house, and Donna made a small sound beside me and squeezed my hand.

The source in me rose to meet her joy. It answered her, the surge of her pride and joy pouring warm through the tether the way it did, and it went out of me the way it always went, into the nearest light, except there was no single light, there was a whole street of them, and up and down the curve of the Row the porch lamps brightened, all of them at once, every lamp on every porch swelling up gold and bright in the late afternoon, our lamp and the Castellans’ and the Okafors’ at the head and the dark ones on the empty lawns, the whole street of them glowing brighter for a long warm second and then easing back down, and Marguerite Okafor laughed out loud, delighted, and said, “Well, there it is,” and June, watching the lamps settle, said, dry and knowing, “That’ll be the Muse. Isaiah’s been on this Row eleven years and Marguerite’s never lit the whole street. You’ve got a strong one, honey.” And Donna went pink to the throat with pride, my Donna whose belief lit a street, and I put my arm around her at our own pole under our own colors and could not, for a second, speak.

Down at the end of the Row, on the porch of the small house under the tree, Ruth Keller stood with her arms folded and watched the lamps brighten and settle. She was too far to read, a still figure against the shade of her porch, and she did not come up the Row and she did not go inside, she just stood there and watched the new household raise its pole and light the street, and I could not tell, at that distance, what was in her face, and I found, standing at my own pole with my own wife glowing under my arm, that I wanted to know, and could not think why it mattered that I wanted to know.

Night came down over the Row soft and blue. We ate Ruth’s chicken and rice at the nook table with the harbor going dark in the window, and it was the best meal I’d had in this world or the last, warm and plain and made by hands that knew what a tired household needed, and Donna hung the yellow curtains over the sink window by lamplight, standing on a chair, and they were perfectly right, and we went to sleep in the bed that belonged to us, in our own house, as posted heroes, and I lay there with my wife warm against me and looked out the bedroom window at the city.

The Harbor Pile announced itself after dark.

Its dome shone from within on the far point, beyond the tank farm, washing the harbor roofs and elevated rails in a low silver cast. I could pick out a late train moving between buildings, the red pinpricks along the seawall, and a tug nosing toward the breakwater. The chrome city never vanished entirely from our bedroom window. Somewhere beneath that pale half-egg, turbines hummed and night crews kept their gauges steady.

A siren rose from the harbor, thin at first, then loud enough to reach the hill.

I lifted my head and searched the water. No smoke marked the docks. The Pile’s warning lamps continued their measured blink, and Donna’s warmth remained loose and untroubled along the bond.

She stirred against me. “What’s that?”

“Harbor,” I said. “Boats. It’s a working city. There’s always a siren somewhere.”

Donna pushed herself onto one elbow and squinted toward the point, sleep leaving her face by slow degrees. “Any lights wrong?”

“Nothing I can see.”

She listened until the note began to weaken. Only then did she settle again, cheek finding the hollow of my shoulder. “Long as it’s not for you.”

Her hand stayed curled in the front of my sleep shirt for another minute. I covered it with mine and kept watching until the siren wound down. A tug answered with two blunt horn calls, the late train rattled over a seam in the elevated track, and the red seawall lamps continued blinking in order. Harbor business. Nothing coming up our hill tonight.

Donna’s breathing slowed against my chest. Yellow kitchen curtains showed faintly through the open bedroom door, and our porch lamp cast a narrow bar across the lawn beneath the blue-and-gold pennant. Similar pools of light followed the Row’s curve past the Castellans and toward the Okafors.

One porch did not answer.

At the end house beneath the shade tree, Ruth’s windows were black and her lamp remained off. I pictured the warm casserole at our back step, her patient hands showing Donna the pilot light, and the ladder she had no intention of letting me hold. The rest of Pennant Row made a dotted gold line above the silver harbor. Ruth’s house ended it in darkness, and that unlit square stayed in my vision until sleep closed my eyes.


Chapter 3: The Circuit

Okafor did not shake my hand when I landed on his lawn at dusk for my first circuit. He looked me over head to foot the way you look over a tool somebody’s handed you, and then he looked at the sky, which was going gold and purple over the harbor, and said, “You had supper?”

“I did.”

“Good. Man flies hungry, he flies stupid. You’ll learn to eat before dark whether you’re hungry or not.” He was a big man, Isaiah Okafor, bigger up close than he’d looked at the head of the Row, heavy through the chest and shoulders in a way that had nothing to do with a gymnasium and everything to do with a body built to take hits and give them, dark brown skin, close-cropped black hair, a nose that had been broken and set and broken again, and two gold stars high at the collar of his green-and-silver jacket, and a calm deep voice with a great tiredness way down under the calm. He clipped his cape at the shoulder without looking at it. “You know what a circuit is, Danner?”

“Patrol,” I said. “You fly the city, you keep an eye on it, you’re there fast if something happens.”

“That’s what it looks like.” He rose off the grass, unhurried, and I rose with him, and we went up over the Row and the hill and out toward the darkening city, side by side, at a pace that felt insultingly slow to a man who’d crossed the strait that morning. “That’s what the recruiting posters make it. Here’s what it is.” He didn’t raise his voice; he didn’t need to; the deep of it carried. “A circuit is the same forty miles every night. Harbor, rail yards, the garment district, the tank farm, the Pile, back along the water, and around. Every night. You’ll fly it tonight, and it’ll be there tomorrow night wanting those same forty miles off you, and the night after, and it will not care one single bit that you’re tired, or that you’re a Universal, or that you flew the strait this morning and lit up the whole Row raising your pretty flag.” He glanced at me, and there was no cruelty in it, just the flat honesty of a man passing on a thing that had cost him. “The island’s a season. It’s got an end. You train, you graduate, you leave. The city’s got no end. That’s the dividing line, and nobody tells you, and it breaks the strong ones worse than the weak ones, because the strong ones come out here thinking strength is the thing. Strength is not the thing.”

“What’s the thing?”

“Lasting,” Okafor said. “Being able to do it again tomorrow when you didn’t sleep. A hero who can lift a car once and then has to go to bed for a week is no use to a city. That city needs the one who can lift the small thing every night for twenty years.” He let that sit while we flew. In the dark air over a bright city, his lesson met the equation a brunette had handed me on a gangway: endurance is now. Two people who had never met had found the same weakness in me from opposite directions.

We flew the circuit.

It was, for the first hour, the most beautiful work I’d ever done. The city came alive under us as the light went, ten thousand windows and the streetlamps stringing themselves on and the neon coming up over the diners and the theaters, the harbor black and glittering, the rail running its lit trains between the towers, and out on the point the Pile’s dome brightening as the sky darkened until it lay its low silver moon-glow over everything, and Okafor named the city for me as we flew. Donna had claimed it by deciding it was hers; he named streets already written into him by blood. That’s the garment district, watch the low roofs, kids get up on them. That’s the rail yard, the switchmen know us, wave back. That’s the Starlite, best coffee in the city, you’ll find that out, Florence behind the counter’ll call you sugar and never once ask your name, which after a season of the island’s roll calls struck me as its own kind of grace. That’s the Elysian, the picture house, three pictures on a loop and everyone on the Row has seen all three and lines up anyway. That’s the ballpark, dark this time of year, lit up like a birthday cake come summer, and Okafor said the worst nights of the year to fly were the nights the home team lost, forty thousand disappointed men letting off steam at once, and that a hero learned the ball scores whether he cared for the game or not, purely in self-defense. That’s a good bakery. That’s a bad one, and don’t let June Okafor hear you bought from the bad one, she’d take it as a personal wound, she had opinions about crust a man crossed at his peril.

He named the city with twenty years of routes worn into him, not deciding it was his the way Donna had that morning from the air, just knowing it, all of it, the good coffee and the bad crust and the switchmen’s first names and which corner of the ballpark fence the kids climbed over. The city lived in a tired man’s head, street by street, as securely as a house rests in a housewife’s hands, and I flew beside him and took it in, and saw the part the recruiting posters had left out, that under the capes and the colors and the ceremony a city circuit was mostly a man knowing forty miles of streets so well in his own body that he could feel, on any given night, the one corner of it that had gone wrong, before anybody thought to ring a bell.

That’s the tank farm.

He slowed over the tank farm, out on the dark spit past the harbor, a low black field of round oil tanks and pipe and catwalk crouched on the point below the Pile, and he brought us down lower, and he did not say anything for a moment. In the wash of the dome’s light, a scar cut through the middle of the field. One tank was newer than the others, its paint a different shade, and the ground around it was black in a way that had nothing to do with oil, scorched and scraped and never quite grown back, and a length of catwalk had been replaced with brighter steel, and there was, bolted to a stanchion at the edge of the burn, a small bronze plate I could not read from the air and did not need to.

“What happened here,” I said, because I already half knew, and wanted to hear him say it.

“A hero died here,” Okafor said. His deep voice went flat and even, the voice a man uses for the thing he has said before and will say again and cannot afford to feel every time. “Three years back. Something went up in the night, out here, and he came to it, the way we do, and it went up worse, and it took him.” He hovered over the scar a moment longer, and the dome’s light lay pale on his broken face, and then he said one word, and it was a whole eulogy, and it was the name I already knew.

“Keller.”

I did not say anything. There was nothing to say that wasn’t smaller than the silence. I thought about a woman on a ladder who’d held her own ladders for three years, and a bare pole under a shade tree, and a porch light left off, and the Row’s geography changed around that name. The scar on the point and the dark house at the end of the street became the same wound seen from opposite ends, and I flew on with Okafor toward the Pile with something heavy sitting behind my ribs.

We flew up off the tank farm and out to the point, and Okafor took me over the Pile itself, low and slow. The dome filled the sky beneath us, vast and pale and smooth, with four cooling towers shouldering up behind it and a low block of lit industrial buildings along the seawall.

From above, it looked less like a building than a small city devoted to one machine. A worker tram ran from the point road to a bright platform under the dome. Men in white hard hats crossed painted walkways between humming sheds, tiny at our height. The rail spur ended in a fan of sidings loaded with fresh steel and sealed drums. Atom crests shone from every gate, cheerful gold emblems on a place surrounded by fences high enough to tell the truth about how much power lived inside.

The whole point vibrated faintly through the soles of my boots even in the air. Warning lamps winked red along the seawall. Steam drifted from the cooling towers in four clean white columns and flattened in the harbor wind. Nothing looked damaged or frightened. It looked tended, staffed, and awake, the bright future reduced to men checking gauges on a night shift while the city used what they kept running.

“The Pile,” Okafor said. “Atom plant. Whole city runs off it, and the whole city’s scared to death of it, and both of those are about half right. You learn its silhouette now. If one light goes wrong on that point, I want you seeing it from downtown.”

He pointed out the dome’s atom crest, the freight gate, and the roof where plant crews flashed circuit heroes with a hand lamp when the radio failed. No lesson in machinery, only the landmarks a flyer needed at night and the names of men on the ground.

“Brannigan’s the foreman,” he said. “Thirty years out here, knows every bolt. Buy him a coffee sometime and he’ll tell you more than you want to know. More than I could tell you, which is why I won’t pretend otherwise.” A pair of workers below noticed our colors and lifted their hard hats. Okafor dipped one shoulder in answer, and I copied him a second late. “Those men keep the city bright. We keep trouble off those men. Remember which job is which.”

He banked toward the harbor. “Come on. Last leg’s the water road.” We turned and flew the dark water home, the dome’s low silver following us along the coast.

We finished the circuit near midnight, and Okafor set me loose with instructions to fly it once more on my own before dawn so the city would learn my shape in the air, and I did, and that was the first night I felt it. Not on the first lap, with Okafor. On the second, alone, in the small dark hours, the ache started, low and deep, not in my arms or my back but somewhere under all of it, in the place the source lived, a thinning, a wearing, the tether to Donna still there and warm but the well it fed drawing down slow and steady the way a tank draws down when the tap’s been left running, and by the time the sky went gray over the water and I came down onto my own lawn I was not the man who’d crossed the strait. I was gray. Spent in a way that sleep might fix and might not. I’d flown the strait, lit a street, and flown two laps of a city. Without drama, the miles had quietly taken more than I could give twice. On my dew-wet lawn in the gray dawn, my empty hands and hollow chest supplied the lesson Okafor and Audrey had already put into words. The city didn’t fight you. It just asked, every night, for a little more than you had.

Donna was up. Donna was always up when I came home, she’d decided that was a wife’s job and no argument, and she was in the nook in her robe with the coffee going and the harbor coming gray in the window, and she took one look at me coming through the back door and her face changed.

She didn’t say anything at first. That was the new Donna, the married one; she’d learned that a man coming home spent doesn’t want to be asked about it before he’s had a chance to sit down. She got up and poured the coffee and set it in front of the bench and pulled me down onto it and sat next to me with her warm soft hip against mine and her hand on my thigh, and let me drink half the cup before she said, quietly, not looking at me, looking at the harbor, “You’re thin.”

“I’m tired. First night. It’s a long circuit.”

“No.” She turned and looked at me then, and her warm blue eyes were serious in a way that reached in and took hold. “Jack. I can feel you. I’ve felt you thin before, I felt you go thin and dark from a hundred miles the day of Delano, and I know the difference between tired and thin, and you’re thin. The bond’s not, there’s less coming back up it than there was. Like a well that’s low.” She put her hand flat on my chest, the way she did, and I felt her feeling for me down the tether, gauging me, and her mouth went tight. “What did it take out of you? You just flew around the city. You crossed a whole ocean this morning like it was nothing.”

“That’s the thing,” I said, and it was the first time I’d said it out loud, and saying it made it real. “The ocean was a sprint. I could do the ocean. The circuit’s not a sprint. It’s the same demand endlessly, and it doesn’t stop, and I don’t, Donna, I don’t have the, there’s a thing I don’t have for it. Okafor’s got it. He can do this every night for twenty years and I watched him and he wasn’t even breathing hard. And I did two laps and I’m this.” I turned my hands over, looked at them, no light in them at all, the well too low to spark. “I’ve got the output. I can go big. You give me all the fuel in the world and I can go enormous for about four minutes and then I’m ash. What I don’t have is the, the being able to keep standing. The lasting.”

Donna went quiet and filed it with her usual care, my emotionally perceptive wife who felt me thin from across a room and did not yet have a word for what was missing but knew, now, that a thing was missing.

“Then we’ll find you the lasting,” she said finally, simply, and kissed my temple, and got up to make me eggs she would slightly burn, and did not say the other thing, the thing I saw cross her face and go, the thought that had a red-haired shape to it, the thought of a facet the household didn’t have and a woman at the end of the Row who did. She didn’t say it. It was too early to say it, and Donna, whatever the world thought of bombshells, always knew exactly when a thing was too early to say.

Wayne moved in across the Row that day.

I heard the truck before I saw it, and came out onto my porch in the afternoon with a second cup of coffee to watch the movers carry Wayne Benton’s life into the house across the street, the one with the shades that had been down, and there was Wayne on the far porch directing it, in his shirtsleeves, which was as informal as I’d ever seen him and still somehow pressed, and there on the porch rail beside him, folded, not flying, lay a length of slate-and-crimson cloth. His pennant. Folded on the rail, not up the pole, because Wayne was betrothed and not yet wed, and a pole waited for a wife the way a bare star waited for one, and Wayne would not raise his colors one day before the custom let him, because Wayne did everything correctly, and correctness was the whole architecture of the man.

Okafor came down the Row while the movers worked. I watched from my porch as Wayne came off his to meet him; I was too far to hear but not too far to read. I read Wayne being correct and warm and deferential to the senior hero, offering his hand, saying, I’d have bet, exactly the right things, that he was glad to be posted to a good circuit, that he intended to be useful, that he hoped to learn. And I watched Okafor take the hand and say something short and go on up the Row, and Wayne watch him go with a face that held its pleasant shape a beat too long after Okafor had turned away.

Okafor came up onto my porch on his way past, and stood at my rail, and looked across the street at the slate-and-crimson folded on Wayne’s, and said, in his deep tired voice, not a question, “You know him. From the island.”

“I know him.”

“He just told me he intends to be useful.” Okafor watched the movers a moment. “A man tells you he intends to be useful, believe him. But listen to the whole sentence.” He turned his dark steady eyes on me. “He didn’t say he intends to help. He said useful. Useful to what? To whom? A man who’s useful is a man positioning himself to be needed, and a man positioning himself to be needed on a circuit with one senior slot and a senior who’s tired,” and here Okafor almost smiled, a grim private thing, “is a man who intends to be senior. That’s all. I’ve flown twenty years with men like your friend across the street. He’ll be correct to my face until the day he isn’t. You knew that already, I think. It’s in how you watched him.” He straightened off my rail. “Fly with me at dusk. And Danner. Sleep today. All of it. You came home gray and don’t think I didn’t see it. The city found your bottom on the first night. We’ll talk about that too.”

He went. I slept most of the day the way he’d told me to, and woke in the late afternoon in our own bed with the harbor light gold through the yellow curtains and Donna’s side of it empty and warm; I lay there a minute taking the measure of myself. I was better. Not full. Better. The day’s sleep had put something back, not all of it. The job’s new shape was plain, spend at night, claw a little back by day, and hope the arithmetic came out on the right side of the ledger over a long enough run.

Donna was in the kitchen when I came out, and she’d found the apron.

It was mine to notice and I noticed. She’d changed out of the traveling clothes into a soft house dress, pale, printed with small flowers, and over it she’d tied a white apron she must have unpacked that afternoon, and she was standing at the range with her back to me working at something that smelled ambitious and slightly scorched, and the sight of her stopped me in the doorway, because the apron pulled the dress tight and the strings cinched her waist in and made the wide swing of her hips and the heavy soft weight of her chest, straining the bib, into the whole shape of her, and the platinum waves were pinned up off her neck for the cooking so that the nape of it showed, pale and soft, and she was humming, and she was mine, and anyone who came home gray that dawn would look at that, and something in him that was not the source would lift anyway.

“I can feel you looking,” Donna said, not turning around, and there was a smile in it. “You’ve been up four minutes and you’re already looking at your wife instead of thanking her for making, and I want to be honest with you, husband, for burning, your supper.” She turned then, wooden spoon in hand, and caught me looking, and her warm blue eyes went bright and pleased, because being wanted by her own husband in her own kitchen was a thing my Donna would never in her life get tired of, not after a childhood of being the pretty one nobody thought was home. “There it is. That’s the look. You know that’s the same look you gave me in the white halter dress on the island? Full campaign look. And here I am in an apron with flour on me making a supper that is going to be, at best, edible.” She set the spoon down and came to me, wiping her hands, and put them flat on my chest and looked up. “How much of that look is you feeling better and how much is you needing to?”

“Does it matter?”

“No,” she said, and went up on her toes, and I bent and kissed her, and it was meant to be a small one and did not stay small, her mouth warm and unhurried under mine and her soft weight coming up against me and her hands sliding from my chest to my collar, and the source stirred, sluggish, low, the well still down but the want in me pulling at it, and the kitchen lamp over the sink brightened, faltered, brightened, a low uncertain glow where two nights ago it would have flared, and Donna felt the difference through the bond and broke the kiss and looked at the wavering lamp and then at me, and the bright teasing went quiet.

“See, that,” she said softly, one hand still on my collar. “Yesterday I lit the whole street with you. Just now I could barely light the one lamp, and you wanting me plain as day the whole time. It’s not the wanting that’s low, Jack. It’s the well. You go out there every night and it pours out of you and some of it doesn’t come back by morning, and I pour and pour up my end and I can feel it going into a hole in the bottom of you that I can’t, that isn’t mine to,” she stopped, and I watched her not say the shape of the thing again, watched her put it down gently the way you put down something too hot to hold. “Come eat your burned supper,” she said instead, and took my hand, and I let the thing stand unsaid between us one more night, the household’s missing wall, the red-haired shape of it, and we ate her scorched hopeful supper at the nook with the harbor going dark, and I did not fly that night, and I slept beside my wife, and near dawn the next morning the siren started, and it did not wind down.

It came up over the harbor thin and rose and held and did not stop, the way the first night’s siren had stopped, and I was up and pulling on my jacket before I was fully awake, and Okafor’s voice was on the little brass radio set on the front-room shelf, the circuit frequency, flat and awake, “Danner, up. Rail-lift bridge, the harbor spur, you’re closer than me, go, I’m behind you,” and I was out the door and off the lawn into the gray air with Donna’s voice behind me on the porch saying be careful and her warmth pouring up the tether before I’d cleared the roofline.

The rail-lift bridge crossed the mouth of the harbor spur, a big riveted lift-span that rose to let the boats through and came down to let the trains across, and it worked on counterweights, two great blocks of poured concrete and steel that rode up and down in towers to balance the span, and I came down out of the dawn onto the bridge deck and found it torn.

Not blown. Torn. My modern eye caught the one detail that mattered first and could not make sense of it, that there was no burn, no scorch, no blast pattern, no smell of anything gone off, none of the signatures I half-knew from a head full of the wrong century’s crime. The great steel arms that held the counterweights were bent. One weight hung crooked in its tower, its cables slack, and the steel guide-frame around it was folded, buckled inward, as a man might crush a tin can, and when I set down beside it and looked close in the gray light I saw, pressed into the folded steel, shapes. Dents. Curved, deep, paired dents in the bent metal, and I put my own hand up near one without touching it, and the dent was bigger than my hand, and it had fingers.

“Somebody bent this with their hands,” I said out loud, to nobody, to the gray dawn, and my skin prickled, and I did not believe it even as I said it and could not believe anything else.

There was a watchman. He was sitting on an oil drum at the end of the bridge with a blanket somebody’d put over his shoulders and his hands shaking around a tin cup, an old man, night-shift, and I went to him and crouched down and asked him what he saw, and he looked at me with the eyes of someone who’d seen a thing that had knocked the sense loose, and he told me.

“Come out of the water,” he said. “I swear to you, mister, on my mother, he come up out of the harbor. Big fella, gray coat, just, walked up the boat ramp dripping and come onto the bridge and started pulling it apart. With his hands. Like it wasn’t nothing. Like a man pulling weeds.” His cup shook. “The young hero come, the fast one, the kid in the copper suit, he come down on him about a minute in, hit him, I saw it, hit him a good one, and the gray fella,” the watchman stopped, swallowed, “the gray fella didn’t stop walking. Didn’t even look at him hardly. Kid hit him full tilt and he just, picked the kid up, and set him down over there, off the bridge, almost gentle, like you’d move a cat off a chair, and went back to the counterweights. Then he finished, and he walked back down the ramp, and he went back in the water. Walked into the harbor and didn’t come up.” The old man looked at me. “What kind of a man walks into the harbor and don’t come up?”

The kid in the copper suit was Roy Castellan. He’d been flying his own night, the rookie’s early circuit, alone, and he’d come to the bridge first, and he’d done the brave stupid thing, and Eddie had him in the Row clinic by the time I got back, his arm in a fresh cast, his sunburned face gone pale and stunned in a way I’d never seen on him, all the chatter knocked out of him, and Peggy sitting beside the cot holding his good hand and not writing anything down for once.

“I hit him at sixty,” Roy said to me, quiet, dazed, when I came in. Eddie was washing his hands at the basin, watching Roy the careful way a medic watches a patient who’s calm in the wrong way. “I’ve hit a man at sixty before, Jack. A man goes down at sixty, or through a wall, that’s, that’s what sixty does. I hit him and he didn’t move. It was like hitting the seawall. And then he picked me up.” Roy’s good hand tightened on Peggy’s. “He picked me up like a cat. Real careful. Broke my arm setting me down and I don’t even think he meant to, I think he just doesn’t know his own, he doesn’t know how much he’s got, and he set me down off the bridge so I’d be out of the way and went back to work like I was a chair he’d moved.” Roy looked at me, twenty-two and stunned. “Nothing’s supposed to just not move, Jack. What is he?”

I didn’t have an answer. Okafor did, when he arrived and stood over the bent counterweight with the finger-shaped dents in it, turning a folded piece of steel guide-frame in his big hands, and his broken face was grim, and I saw, for the first time, something in Isaiah Okafor that a hard man wears only when a thing has genuinely reached him. Worry.

“That’s a Durable,” he said. “A Specialist. Toughness, all the way up, nothing else, everything a man’s power can be poured into one facet and that facet is not falling down.” He set the folded steel on the bridge deck. “I’m a Durable myself, partly, strength and toughness, it’s my whole kit, and I could not do this to a lift-bridge with my hands, and I could not stand under a speedster’s hit at sixty and not feel it. This is past me. This is a Durable built past anything I’ve ever met, and I have flown this city twenty years, and Danner,” he looked up, “nobody’s registered a Durable in this city in twenty years. Not one. They’re rare, the strong ones don’t come along, and the ones that do, the academy knows their names before they can shave. This one’s on no book. This one nobody trained that we know of. This one walked out of the harbor.”

“Fascinating,” Wayne said.

I hadn’t heard him land. He was crouched by the counterweight, and I did not know how long he’d been there, and he had one long clean finger laid into one of the finger-shaped dents in the steel, fitting his hand to the shape of the hand that had made it, and his ice-blue eyes were bright with an interest that was too warm for the ruin around us, a collector’s interest, and he ran his fingertip along the curve of the dent and said, almost to himself, “No burn. No blast. Just pressure. He simply decided the steel would move, and it moved.” Then he stood, and dusted his fingers, and turned that bright interested look on me, and his smile arrived, on time, gracious.

“You’ve got a good eye for the strange ones, Danner,” Wayne said pleasantly. “You saw the finger-marks before Okafor set down, I’d bet. You always see the odd thing fast.” He tilted his head, and his voice stayed light, friendly, a man making conversation over a shared curiosity, and slid the needle in so smooth I almost didn’t feel it go. “A man who walks out of the water and can’t be hit. Off every registry. From nowhere anybody’s heard of.” A small pleasant pause. “You ever see anything like it? Where you come from?”

The dawn was gray, the bridge torn, Okafor watching, Roy in a cast, and an unstoppable man somewhere under the harbor. Wayne Benton crouched over the wreckage and asked me gently where I came from. He left the question there and held my gaze with his on-time smile. I planted my boots on the torn bridge deck, rubbed my thumb once against my palm, and gave him the only answer that cost me nothing.

“No,” I said. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Nobody has. That’s the problem, isn’t it.”

I flew the circuit again that night, every part of it, twice, watching the black harbor for a gray coat coming up out of the water, and came home gray myself in the dawn, thinner than the night before, and Donna felt me on the lawn before I reached the door and had the coffee poured and her hand on my chest before I sat down, and did not say the red-haired thing, and neither did I, though it stood in the kitchen with us now, unspoken, wearing an apron, and we both knew its name.


Chapter 4: Housewarming

Donna had decided to make a pot roast, and the kitchen was on fire.

Not really on fire. But there was smoke, a low blue haze of it hanging under the ceiling and pouring out the open back door into the evening, and Donna was standing at the open oven in her apron with a dish towel wrapped around each hand, staring down at a black thing in a pan as if she could reverse it by force of will, and out at the fence the Castellan kids had appeared the way kids appear at smoke, and Roy was calling something helpful and Peggy was writing it down.

“You want to prop the back door,” Roy called over the fence, cheerfully, arm still in its sling, an expert on everything. “Get a cross-draft. That’s what Peggy does when she, ow, Peg, that’s my broke arm,” and Peggy said, without heat, “then stop telling the whole Row Donna burned her roast,” and Roy said, wounded, “I’m being neighborly,” and Peggy said, “you’re being loud,” and the two of them bickered gently at the fence in the smoke like a pair of birds on a wire, and ordinarily Donna would have loved it, and tonight it landed on her like a spotlight.

“It’s not ruined,” Donna announced, to the room, to me coming in from the porch, to the smoke, in the bright brittle voice she used when a thing was very much ruined. “It’s got a good outside. You want a good sear on a roast. Everybody says so. This is a seared roast.” She poked it with a fork. The fork did not go in. “It’s a firm roast.”

“Donna.”

“Do not suggest the diner,” she said, and her chin came up. “I am not ordering supper because one roast fought dirty. I am going to learn this range if it kills me and singes the curtains on the way out.”

She turned back to the ruined pan and stood over it, studying the black crust like evidence. “I had a recipe. June wrote it out for me on a card, in her good hand, and I followed every word. That’s what makes me mad. It says put the roast in the oven. It does not say which rack, whether the pan gets covered, what the burner ought to sound like, or how a person knows the chrome dial is lying. It gives me four neat lines and assumes a mother or an aunt supplied the other hundred before I ever picked up the card.” She tapped the fork against the pan. “The Wife wing taught me deportment. I can carry a book on my head, pour tea for a colonel, read a room from the flowers, and tie six napkin folds nobody on this street has asked to see. They spent a year preparing me to enter a house and about eleven minutes on what to do once I got through the kitchen door. That is bad training, and I refuse to let bad training beat me.”

She pulled June’s recipe card from the counter, turned it over, and took up a pencil. “Tomorrow I try again. Tonight I write down every missing question this miserable lump has taught me to ask. Rack. Lid. Temperature. How to tell when it’s actually cooking instead of turning into masonry. If the next roast fails, it will at least have to find a new way.”

“The kitchen’s had you for one week,” I said. “It doesn’t know what it’s started.”

“Exactly,” Donna said darkly, squaring herself for round two with the recipe.

The screen door opened. Ruth Keller came in without knocking, because that, I was learning, was the Row, and she had her sleeves rolled and a look on her face that took in the smoke and the black roast and Donna’s brittle chin in one calm sweep, and she did not laugh, and she did not cluck, and she did not take the towels out of Donna’s hands.

“Oven’s too hot and the lid was off,” Ruth said, mild, like she was remarking on the weather. “That’s all. It’s not you, it’s the oven. These chrome ranges run twenty degrees hot and nobody tells you, and a roast wants a lid or it does exactly that, seals the outside and never cooks in.” She crossed the kitchen, and she still did not take over, she stood beside Donna, not in front of her, and pointed. “Now. That one’s gone, we’ll not save the middle, but you’ve got more than a roast in an icebox. Have you got potatoes? You’ve got potatoes. Here’s what we do with a bad night in a kitchen, and every wife has them, every single one, so put that away.” This last was to Donna’s face, which had started to fall, and Ruth said it low and flat and certain, a fact and not a comfort, and Donna put it away. “We make hash. We take the good outside off that roast, which is the part you did right, it’s a good sear, and we cut it small, and we fry it up with the potatoes and an onion, and in twenty minutes you’ve got a supper that tastes like you meant to make it, and nobody at the table needs to know the middle was a brick. That’s not a failed roast, that’s hash, and hash is a thing a smart woman makes on purpose. Get me the onion. You’re going to do it, I’m going to tell you how, and your husband’s going to open the windows before we all die of smoke.”

I opened the windows.

Ruth Keller taught my wife to save a supper, one of the quieter marvels this world had given me, because she never once took the knife out of Donna’s hand. She stood at her shoulder and told her where to cut and how small, and let Donna’s hands do all of it, and corrected with a word and never with a grab, so that when the hash was frying and the kitchen smelled like something a person would want to eat and Donna stood over the pan flushed and triumphant, it was Donna’s hash, she’d made it, with her own hands, and she knew she’d made it, and the difference between that and a woman swooping in to fix a poor bombshell’s dinner was the difference between a kindness and a wound, and Ruth had chosen the kindness so cleanly it looked like nothing.

“Onion small,” Ruth said, at Donna’s shoulder, hands folded, watching Donna’s knife and not touching it. “Smaller than that. You want it to disappear into the hash, not stand up in it. There. Now you’ve got a feel for it; you can tell when it’s small enough.” And Donna, biting her lip, cutting, said, “I can, actually,” surprised, and Ruth said, “course you can, it’s not a mystery, it’s a knife and an onion,” and told her when to put the potatoes in and how to leave them alone so they’d crisp instead of steaming, don’t stir them, that’s the whole secret, everybody stirs, you leave them, you let the pan do the work, and Donna left them, hovering, hands twitching to stir, and Ruth said, “leave them,” once more, dry, and they crisped, and Donna made a small astonished sound when she flipped them and found them gold.

“There,” Ruth said, when the hash was done. “That’s a supper. You’ll make it better than me inside a month, you’ve got good hands, you just weren’t taught, and being taught’s not the same as being stupid, whatever anybody on this Row with a French twist thinks.” Which was the only sign she gave that she’d read Donna’s whole fear off her face and filed it, and Donna went still and looked at her with an expression that was the beginning of love.

We made Ruth stay for supper. She didn’t want to, said she’d eaten, said she had things, but Donna took her by the arm and put her at the nook table and that was that, and the three of us ate Donna’s hash in the lamplight with the harbor going dark in the window, and it was good, and Donna glowed, and I watched the two women across the little table find each other, careful and warm, Donna asking Ruth a hundred questions about the Row and Ruth answering them plainly, no gossip in her, just the facts of a street she’d carried for three years, and I thought that whatever the world thought of a bombshell and a widow, my wife had better instincts about people than anyone I’d met on either side of a portal, and she’d decided she wanted this woman in her life before either of us understood the shape of why.

Ruth looked at me across the table, and read me with the same clean accuracy she’d brought to Donna.

“You’re pretending not to hurt,” she said.

It wasn’t a question, and it landed in the middle of the warm supper like a stone in a pond. Donna’s fork stopped. I opened my mouth to say I was fine, and Ruth’s steady brown eyes told me not to bother, and I closed it.

“I’ve come home gray three dawns running,” I said. “It’s the circuit. Okafor says it’s normal, it’s the city finding your bottom. I’ve got a lot of output and not much, barely any floor. It takes it out of me and it doesn’t all come back.”

Ruth set down her fork. And she reached across the little table, unhurried, and laid her palm flat on my sternum, over my heart, the way you’d check a child for fever, and she left it there, and she did not do anything, she did not make a face or close her eyes or perform a single thing, she just rested her warm hand flat against my chest for the space of a slow breath.

A floor came up under me.

I don’t have a better word for it, and I’ve thought about it a great deal since. Everything I’d felt of power in this world had been Donna’s, and Donna’s power came in as light and lift and a bright pouring surge, a thing that went up. This went down. It came up under me from below, from the soles of my boots into the concrete of the floor, a settling, a solidity, a sense of being held that had no light in it at all, only warmth spreading out from the point of her palm through my aching chest and down into my legs, and the wearing gray thinness that had ridden me for three dawns eased, not filled, eased, the way a low fever eases when a cool hand finds your forehead, and I sat at my own supper table and felt, for the length of one breath, what it was to have a bottom under me that did not fall away.

Then Ruth took her hand back, and it went.

The floor slid away the instant her palm left my chest, the warmth draining back down into the ground it had come from. I was gray and thin again, and the loss of it was so sudden and so total that I had to work not to reach for her hand and put it back. I looked at Ruth Keller across my supper table and I knew, now, in my body and not just in a diagram Price had drawn, precisely what a Housewife facet felt like, and the very thing my household did not have; I did not say any of it, because nothing remained to say that a woman who’d known what she was for ten years didn’t already know better than me.

Ruth looked back at me. Her hand lingered halfway between my chest and her place setting before she deliberately folded it into her lap. Her lingering hand told me she had felt it too: her facet pouring into a Universal built to carry it where needed, felt what she was, an answer to what I lacked, and that it had told her something she hadn’t come to my table meaning to learn. Her hand had known me. That was the plain fact sitting in the middle of the supper. Her facet had reached into me and found the specific hollow place the circuit had been carving out of me for three nights and had started, in one breath, to fill it, the way water finds the low spot in a field without being told where it is, and a woman who had been a Housewife for ten years and a widow for three had felt her own dark unused gift wake up and go looking, and had felt where in me it wanted to go, and neither of us was going to say one word about it at a supper table with my wife two feet away.

“That’s the circuit,” she said, evenly, and picked her fork back up, and that was all.

But she was different for the rest of the meal. Quieter. Not cold, Ruth was never cold, but turned inward, a woman doing arithmetic she didn’t want to be doing, and when she gathered herself to go a little while later she was brisk about it, brisker than she’d been all evening. The truth was that she was leaving my table faster than she’d meant to because of a thing that had happened at it that she hadn’t planned on, and Donna walked her to the front door while I sat at the nook with the ghost of a floor fading out of my legs; I heard the two of them low and warm on the porch, a few words I couldn’t catch and Ruth’s low even voice under Donna’s bright one, and then the front door closed. I sat alone in my new kitchen with the harbor black in the window and the smoke long gone and my back aching less than before, the floor itself gone; I did not have time to make sense of any of it, because Donna came back through the house into the kitchen, and she had taken off the flowered house dress somewhere between the porch and here, and she was wearing the apron and nothing else.

She stood in the kitchen doorway with the lamplight on her, the white apron tied at her throat and cinched at her waist and hanging down the front of her, and everything the apron didn’t cover bare, her shoulders and the deep swell of her breasts spilling out past the bib on both sides, her wide soft hips, the full round curve of her ass as she turned to pull the door shut behind her, with her thick creamy thighs, the platinum waves coming down out of their pins where she’d shaken them loose, and she looked at me sitting stunned at the nook and put one hand on the doorframe and said, “I’m going to be domestic if it kills me.”

“Donna.”

“No, listen.” She came into the kitchen, unhurried, letting me look, because being looked at by her husband was oxygen to her. “I burned a roast and a widow had to save my supper, and I am not going to lie to you, I hated it, I hated needing saving in my own kitchen. But then I fed you, Jack. My hash. You ate it and you liked it and I made it, and I’ve decided that’s what a house is, it’s a woman feeding her husband in a kitchen with the windows open, and I want the rest of it too, all the rest of it, and I want it right now, in the kitchen, with the windows open, so that this is the first thing that happens in it, before it’s the smoke or the burned roast or Corinne Hadley’s face. I want the first real thing that happens in my kitchen to be my husband.” She stopped in front of me and I could smell her, clean skin and the day’s cooking and under it the warmer thing, and she took my hand and put it flat on the bare curve of her hip and looked down at me. “Take me right here. That’s not me asking pretty. That’s me telling you what I need in my own house.”

I stood up.

The chair scraped back and I stood and got my hands on her, both of them, the warm bare weight of her hips and the cinched cloth of the apron at her waist, and I kissed her, and this time I did not let it stay small, and Donna made a low pleased sound into my mouth and pressed the whole soft front of her against me, the heavy give of her breasts spilling warm against my shirt, her hands going to my belt.

“The window,” she breathed against my jaw, already turning in my hands, already reaching to plant her palms on the edge of the deep white sink under the open window that looked out on the Row, presenting the round curve of her ass to me and the lamplit kitchen, arching her back so the apron rode up and bared her completely from behind. “I want to look out my window while you do it. I want to look at my harbor. Anybody could walk their dog. Anybody on the Row could look up and see the Danner kitchen light on and know exactly what’s keeping it on.” She looked back over her shoulder at me, platinum hair falling, blue eyes gone dark and heavy. “Is that terrible. Tell me that’s a little terrible.”

“It’s a little terrible,” I said, getting my belt open, getting my hand on the small of her back and then down over the round of her ass, and she pushed back into my palm. “You want the whole street to know I’m home.”

“I want the whole street to know I’m yours,” she said, and that was Donna, that was the exact turn of it, and I ran my hand down between her thighs from behind and found her already wet, slick and hot and ready, and she gasped and dropped her head between her shoulders and pushed back against my fingers.

I worked her with my fingers first, two of them, slow, curling, my thumb finding her clit while she braced on the sink and rocked back into my hand and panted at her own dark window, and she was loud, my Donna was always loud, breathy and unashamed, telling me yes and there and God, Jack, more.

“You’re already soaked,” I said against her ear, my chest to her bare back, my fingers slick to the knuckle. “You burned a roast and needed saving and all you could think about was getting me in here with the windows open, don’t tell me otherwise, you’re dripping down my hand.”

“I thought about it every minute she was showing me the onions,” Donna gasped, shameless, pushing back onto my fingers. “Standing there learning to cut an onion and thinking about you bending me over this sink. What does that make me.”

“Mine,” I said, and curled my fingers hard, and she keened and dropped her forehead to the window glass. “It makes you mine. Say it looking out the window.”

“Yours,” she said to the Row, to the dark, to the porch lamps down the hill, breathless and grinning, “I’m his, look up here and see whose I am,” and she was soaked to the wrist and shaking and she reached back and grabbed my hip and said, “now, stop teasing, I said take me now,” and I took my hand away and lined myself up and pushed into her from behind, one long slow slide into all that wet heat, and she cried out and her back arched and her heavy breasts swung free of the apron bib underneath her, hanging full and swaying with every thrust once I started to move.

I held her hips and drove into her over the sink, and the kitchen filled with the sound of it, our breath and the slap of my hips against her ass and her voice climbing, and she kept her eyes open, kept looking out the window at the Row, at her harbor, one hand braced on the sink and one coming up to press against the glass, and she laughed, breathless, wild, “the lamp, Jack, look at the lamp,” and the lamp over the sink was brightening, swelling gold with every thrust, the source pouring up out of me into her and back and into the light, brighter than it had managed in days, my Donna lit me even gray, and I got a hand up under her and around to hold one heavy swinging breast, thumbing the hard peak of her nipple, and put my mouth on the back of her neck and said against her skin, “You want them to see the light? You want the whole Row to look up the hill and see the Danner house lit up like a bonfire and know?”

“Yes,” she moaned, “yes, let them see what you do to me,” and she reached back and got a fistful of my shirt and pulled me harder into her, and I gave it to her harder, and she braced both hands on the sink and took it, breasts swinging, ass rippling under my hips, her lipstick leaving a red smear on the window glass where her mouth had pressed.

Then I wanted to see her face.

I pulled out of her, and she made a wounded sound at the loss, and I turned her around by the hips and lifted her as her legs came up around me for a second, and carried her the three steps across the kitchen to the nook table and laid her back on it, on the very table we’d just eaten her hash on, in front of the second window, the apron bunched up around her waist now, her platinum hair spread out on the wood, and I pushed her thighs up and back and hooked her heels over my shoulders and pushed back into her, deeper this way, folding her soft and open under me, and she threw her arms up over her head and grabbed the far edge of the table and looked up at me with her whole wrecked flushed face.

“Like this,” she gasped, “God, right there, don’t stop, Jack, I’m close, I’m so close,” and I got my thumb back on her clit and worked it in time with my hips and watched her come apart, watched my wife on the nook table with her heels on my shoulders and her heavy breasts shaking with every thrust, and she got louder and higher and then her whole body went tight, her thighs clamping, her back bowing up off the table, and she came, hard, clenching around me in long hot pulses, crying out, and out through both open windows and up and down the whole curve of the Row every porch lamp flared bright at once, a wave of gold light running the length of the street on the crest of her orgasm, and Donna felt it happen and turned her head and saw it through the window even as she came, the whole Row lit up on the strength of her, and she laughed, mid-climax, breathless and delighted and clenching around my cock, “the whole street, Jack, the whole street,” and that laugh, my wife laughing while she came because she’d lit a street, was the thing that finished me.

I buried myself deep and let go, and came inside her, holding her hips down against the table, spending everything I had left up into her while she milked it out of me with the last aftershocks of her own, and the lamp over the sink and the lamps down the Row held their bright gold a long moment and then eased, slow, down to their ordinary glow, and the kitchen was quiet again except for our breathing.

I stayed in her, bent over the table, my forehead down against her sternum, and she got her fingers into my hair and held me there, both of us wrecked and warm, her heart going hard under my cheek.

“That’s the first real thing that happened in my kitchen,” she said, wondering, up at the ceiling. “Not the smoke. That. I’m going to think about that every time I do the dishes for the rest of my life, and no one will ever know why I’m smiling.” She lifted her head and kissed the top of mine. “Look at the window. I got lipstick on my own window. I’m going to leave it.”

I straightened up, easing out of her, and helped her sit up on the edge of the table, apron askew, hair a wreck, glowing. She wrapped her arms and legs around me and stayed there a minute, warm and heavy and boneless, her face in my neck, my cum sliding warm down the inside of her thigh, both of us breathing, and she pressed a lazy kiss under my jaw and said, “Married people get to do that whenever they want. Nobody tells you that part. On the island it was all sneaking and stairwells and hoping nobody heard, and now it’s my kitchen and my table and my husband and the whole street can hear and I do not care, that’s the best part, Jack, the not caring, I fought so hard to get here and the prize is I get to not care.” She leaned back to look at me, red lipstick smeared halfway to her ear, and grinned. “I look wrecked, don’t I.”

“You look married,” I said, and she laughed. Only then, standing in the quiet kitchen, did the change register. The ache in my back had eased. The deep low grind of the gray circuit-thinness had loosened enough to let me stand straight, and I put the relief down to the sex, to Donna, to being christened and happy in a warm room.

An hour later, while the tub filled, the ache began creeping back into my spine. By the time we reached bed the borrowed ease was gone, though I still blamed the circuit and thought Donna had simply bought me a little relief. I did not connect that brief hour to Ruth’s warm palm on my sternum.

I ran the deep tub while Donna inspected the lipstick on the window and declared it part of the house now. Then I carried my wife to the bath, got in behind her, and washed her hair while she planned aloud. My Donna lay pillowed against my chest in the warm water, platinum waves soaked dark, assigning the curtains, the garden, and the Sunday supper she’d host in a month when she was ready. She picked the precise spot on the porch where the third chair would go someday, for company, she said, precise company, and grinned back over her shoulder. I worked lather through her hair and asked whether precise company got a cushion. Donna decided it did, blue with gold piping, and spent ten cheerful minutes describing a woman who would pretend not to appreciate it. The ache returned beneath her plans, slow enough that I shifted twice before admitting my spine hurt again. Donna made me sit still while she worked her thumbs along my shoulders, then kissed the back of my hand when that failed to help. We got out, dried each other, and fell exhausted into our own bed.

In the dark, before sleep took me, Donna sprawled half across me with her breath slow against my ribs. Smoke, hash, and two women laughing at my table passed through my mind, but I kept returning to the floor. The warm hand on my chest and the ground coming up under my boots and the gray thinness easing, and then her hand gone and the floor gone with it. I had felt, for one breath, what my household was missing, felt it as a thing and not a diagram. I lay in the dark next to the wife I loved with my whole self and thought, carefully, honestly, about a facet she could not give me and a woman at the end of the street who could; I did not let the thought go anywhere yet, because it was too big and too soon and it touched too many people, but I did not push it away either. I let it sit. The last of the relief faded as I lay there. I could not tell whether Donna and the bed had bought that easier hour or whether my exhausted body had simply granted me a brief reprieve.

Peggy Castellan was at the fence in the morning, with her notebook, and she waited until Donna came out to hang the wash before she said it, sweet as anything, seventeen kinds of innocent, “The whole Row knows when the Danners are home,” and Donna went scarlet to the roots of her platinum hair, and Peggy grinned, and for a second Donna teetered on the edge of the old mortification, and then she chose the other thing, she lifted her chin and pinned a wet sheet to the line and said, “Good,” and Peggy laughed, delighted, and wrote something down, and it was fine, it was better than fine, my wife had turned a street’s worth of exposure into pride over the laundry.

“June says it’s the strongest Muse-light she’s seen on the Row,” Peggy went on, conversational, a girl who genuinely could not tell that she was saying an outrageous thing, notebook at the ready. “The whole street brightening. She says Marguerite never did more than her own porch. I wrote it down. Is it true the lamps do it when, you know, does it do it every time or only when it’s, I mean is it a strength-of-feeling thing or a” and Donna said, “Peggy,” strangled, and Peggy said, “I’m doing research,” with total sincerity, and Donna threw a wet sock at her over the fence, and Roy laughed so hard from the porch he had to sit down, and it was a good morning, a bright ordinary Row morning, and I stood on my porch with my coffee and my stiff back and watched my wife win a war she’d have lost a month ago, and loved her.

And down at the end of the Row, Ruth Keller was hanging her own wash, and she’d heard, of course she’d heard, and she didn’t look up and she didn’t say a word, she just pinned her sheets to the line. From my porch, the small private curve of her mouth resolved into a smile she shared with nobody, aimed at the line and the harbor and not at us, and I could not have told you what was in it.

We had the day, first. A good one, the kind the Row handed out for free. Donna made the hash again for practice, alone this time, and got it right, and was insufferable about it in the best way, and hung the yellow curtains properly and stood back to admire them and made me admire them.

She made me eat a second helping of the hash to prove the first one hadn’t been luck, and then a third, standing over me with the pan in the same commanding posture Ruth used, having learned the stance already if not yet the cooking. When I said with my mouth full that it was the best hash in two worlds she said she should certainly hope so, she’d made it twice now and was practically a professional. Then she got our honey down off the shelf, the married-people honey she’d carried across an ocean sooner than leave it for a second-year to put in his tea, and put a spoonful in her coffee and a spoonful in mine, and announced that this was a honey-and-hash house, that those were the two things she could make without setting off the smoke, and that a wise woman built on her strengths. I told her it was a fine foundation for a marriage. She said it was better than most, that half the marriages she knew were built on considerably less than a good hash and a jar of sentimental honey, and hummed, and buttered honey onto a corner of bread and fed it to me by hand across the nook, and it was, and we walked the Row in the afternoon and met three more households and got asked to a Sunday supper and said yes, and I felt, all day, better in spirit than I had since the strait, though the old circuit ache sat firmly in my back again. Okafor came by the porch at dusk and looked at the way I shifted against the rail and said, “Still feeling it,” and I said the sleep was helping some. He looked at me a beat longer than that answer deserved, a Durable himself, a man married to a Housewife, then told me to fly carefully and went home to his green-and-silver.

That night the siren came again, and it did not wind down, and it was not the bridge.

I was on the porch when the radio crackled inside, and Okafor’s voice came flat and awake off the shelf, and Donna was already coming out with my jacket in her hands.

“Danner.” A pause, and under Okafor’s calm I heard, for the second time, that new thing, the worry. “Harbor pumping station. He’s back. You’re fastest to lift. Go. I’m right behind you, and Danner, do not engage him alone, you hear me, you hold and you watch until I’m there.” A hiss. “Go.”

I went.


Chapter 5: The Man Who Didn’t Stop

I beat Okafor to the pumping station by ninety seconds, and ninety seconds was long enough to lose everything I thought I knew about being a hero.

I’d flown down off the hill with Donna’s warmth already pouring up the tether behind me and the siren pulling me in like a hook, and I’d seen it from the air a mile out, the harbor pumping station lit up wrong, floodlights swinging, a plume of white water already climbing out of a broken skylight into the floodlit dark, and men running on the quay, and I’d felt the dread come up in me the way it hadn’t come up over water in weeks, because a torn bridge in the dawn was a mystery and a drowning station full of running men was a thing happening right now. I put on everything I had and came down fast.

The harbor pumping station sat low on the waterfront where the big supply mains came up out of the ground, a long brick hall full of green-painted pumps the size of cars, and it fed the whole north half of the city and, past that, the lines that ran out to the Pile. I came down through the broken skylight into the pump hall with Okafor’s order still in my ears, hold and watch until I’m there, and I held it for exactly as long as it took to see what was happening on the floor, which was the station drowning beneath him.

He’d torn two pumps clean out of their beds. They lay canted and broken with the mains gushing under them, water fountaining twenty feet up into the girders and coming down in a roar, and it was loud in there, loud as a waterfall, a wall of white noise you had to shout through, and the floor was already ankle-deep and climbing visibly, an inch a minute, black harbor-cold water spreading across the concrete and swallowing the floor drains and the low machinery and rising toward the electrical panels along the wall where blue sparks were already spitting and dying in the spray.

There were men in it. Plant men, night crew, three of them, and one was pinned. A length of fallen four-inch pipe had come down across his legs and driven him down against a pump base, and he was sitting in the flood with the water at his chest and rising toward his chin, and his two crewmates were hauling at the pipe with everything they had and not moving it an inch, screaming at each other and at him over the roar, and the pinned man had stopped screaming, which was worse, he had gone quiet and was holding his chin up out of the water and watching it climb toward his mouth with the flat terrible calm of a man doing arithmetic on how many inches he had left.

Walking away from all of it, away from the drowning man, toward the third pump, not hurrying, not glancing back, was the gray man.

He matched the watchman’s account and was worse for being real. Big, six-foot-three of him, broad as a door, in a heavy gray coat soaked black and dripping, gray trousers, gray boots, cropped colorless hair, and a face when he turned it a quarter toward the noise that was not a face so much as a shut door, pale eyes that did not blink, no anger in it, no pleasure, no anything, a man doing a job. He put his bare hands on the third pump’s housing, on cast iron an inch thick, and I saw the iron move under his fingers like clay, and he began, without effort, to tear it out of its bed, and the water was at the pinned man’s chin.

There was no more holding and watching. Okafor would understand. A man was drowning.

I hit the water running, and it was cold enough to bite through the boots, and I crossed the hall in three strides and got my hands under the fallen pipe where it crossed the pinned man’s legs, and the water was at his lower lip now, and his eyes came up to mine over the surface, wide and white, and I said, “Hold your breath,” and heaved.

The source came up hot and the pipe came up with it, four inches of steel bending in the middle where I gripped it, tearing free of the pump base it had jammed against, and I got it up off his legs and slung it away across the hall where it hit the water in a sheet, and the man came up out of the flood on a whoop of air, coughing, and I got an arm around him and hauled him up onto his feet, and his legs held, not broken, just pinned, and his crewmates got him under the arms.

“Out,” I shouted, close to their faces, over the roar. “Up the stairs, all three of you, don’t stop for anything, the panels are going, get above the water. Go.” And they went, the two of them dragging the third between them, sloshing and stumbling toward the stairs at the far end. Their climb carried them above the rising line. I turned back once they were safe. One of them grabbed my sleeve on the way, an old plant hand with his face gone white, and gasped, “He’s after the mains, mister, the supply mains, if he opens all of them the whole north side loses pressure and the lines to the point go dry, you can’t let him get the last two,” and then his crewmates hauled him away toward the stairs and the water and the noise swallowed the rest of it, and I filed it, the mains, the point, the lines going dry, one more thing I didn’t have time to understand, and that left me and him.

I want to be honest about what I did next, because it was every instinct I owned and every one of them was wrong.

I hit him.

I came across the flooded floor and put a strength blow into the side of him with everything the source could pour, a blow that would have folded a car around itself, a blow that had bent an elevated rail span on Delano Street, and it landed on him with a sound like an axe into a stump, and he rocked. That was all. He rocked a half step sideways, one boot sliding in the water, and he did not fall, and he did not stagger, and after the half step he settled. A change passed through him, one I understood far too late. He got steadier. The blow went into him and he stood more solidly than he had a second before, planted, absorbed, and he turned his shut-door face to me for the first time and looked at me with those pale unblinking eyes the way a man looks at a fly that has landed on his work.

I tried leverage instead, the trained answer, using the enemy’s weight, and I got in on him and hooked an arm and tried to take him off his feet the way I’d have taken a wrestler down, and it was like trying to throw a bridge piling. He did not go. He was not braced against me, he simply weighed what the world weighs, rooted, and when I hauled at him with everything the source had he turned his head and looked down at my hands on his coat with a flat mild curiosity, and then went back to reaching for the pump as if I were weather.

“Okay,” I said, out loud, to myself, over the roar. “Harder.”

I hit him harder. I planted and pivoted and put the whole rising surge of the source into it, a blow that cracked the air, and it caught him square in the chest and drove him back two steps into the broken pump, and I felt it connect all the way up my arm, a good hit, a great hit, the best hit I had. He absorbed it. The blow entered him the way the flooded floor took water, and he came off the pump and he was not hurt, he was fed, he moved quicker now, sharper, the two steps I’d knocked him back covered in one, and I understood, cold, in my stomach, before my brain would let me say it out loud: the harder I hit him, the more he had.

I stood in the rising water and made myself look at what I was seeing, because it was so wrong that every instinct wanted to explain it away, wanted to believe I’d hit soft, wanted to believe the next one would land. But I hadn’t hit soft. I had hit him with a blow that bent a car, and he had gotten stronger, and there was no version of that a man’s brain wants to accept, because it turns every rule of a fight inside out. All my life as a hero, roughly six weeks of it, had rested on a simple sentence, the harder you hit a thing the more it hurts, and here was a thing for which the sentence ran backward, the harder you hit it the better it feels, and I stood there for a half-second with the entire logic of what I was refusing to reassemble itself into something I did not know how to fight.

Donna felt me falter. A hundred meters and a hillside away, in the nook with the radio, she felt the jolt of it come up the tether, the wrongness, and she did the only thing she could do, she poured. Warmth and courage and raw pouring fuel came flooding up the bond into me, my Muse pushing everything she had into her hero, and the source in me flared bright and enormous on the strength of it, and I did what she was built to let me do, I went big.

Energy. I threw it. Blue-gold fire off both hands, a flare that lit the whole drowned hall like noon and threw both our shadows huge and wild across the girders, a flare that would have put a hole in a brick wall or dropped a truck, everything Donna’s fuel let me pour, and it hit him full in the chest and washed over him and around him, and he walked into it.

He walked into my energy flare with his head down like a man walking into rain. The fire broke over his shoulders and his cropped gray head and poured off him and did not burn him and did not stop him, it went out against him, went into him, the blue-gold light sinking into the gray of him like heat into stone and simply ceasing, gone, and where it had touched him the wet coat steamed for a second and the water around his boots hissed; afterward, he came out the far side of my whole flare dry, and warm, and stronger, and he lifted his head and kept walking, toward me now, and I saw in his pale flat eyes what finally broke my nerve, which was that he had liked it. Not cruelly. The way a cold man likes a fire. I had handed him warmth and he had taken it in and it had done him good.

And Donna kept pouring. She couldn’t see, she could only feel, and what she felt was her hero in trouble, and so she did the only thing a Muse can do, she opened everything and poured, her whole bright fierce heart coming up the tether in a flood, courage and fuel and love, more than she’d ever sent, enough to light every household on the Row twice over. I took it because I couldn’t not take it; I threw it, because throwing it was all I knew, and every drop of my wife’s poured-out heart went into that man and made him stronger. I have never felt anything worse in my life than the moment I understood I was feeding the enemy my wife, that the bond that made me was a hose and he was the drain; I wanted to scream at her down the tether to stop sending, but there’s no word for that on a bond, there’s only feeling, and all she could feel was that I needed her, so she gave more.

The thread, then. My aim. What had saved a street. I flung the hair-thin blue-gold wire off my fingertips and wrapped it around his arm and hauled, as I’d bound a falling rail span, and for one second it held. Then he simply walked forward, and the thread passed through him or he through it, I could not tell, he moved through my binding the way a man walks through a hanging curtain, brushing it aside without breaking stride, and it frayed off him and was gone.

I had nothing left that was mine. Force fed him. Energy fed him. Aim slid off him. And in the last second, gutted and desperate, I found the right idea far too early to use it, the way you sometimes get the right thought before you’ve earned the ability to act on it. I stopped hitting. I put my hands out flat and I set my feet and I simply stood in his way, between him and the last pump. I tried to hold the line, to be a wall, to give him nothing to eat and just not let him past.

It was the right idea and I could not do it, because I had no floor. I set my feet on the flooded concrete and he walked into me, unhurried, and there was nothing under me, no bottom, no anchor, the specific facet I did not have, and he pushed through me the way the harbor pushes through a reed, my boots sliding back across the wet floor with no purchase, my whole body having nothing to plant against. I understood in that failing half-second that the answer was to stand and take it and not fall, and that standing was a thing I did not know how to do, that I was all output and no ground, and that somewhere there was a warm hand that could put a floor under me deep enough to do this, and it was not here; I went sliding backward off my own feet.

He came the last step and reached out with one huge gray hand and took me by the front of the jacket, and lifted me off my feet, easily, the way Roy had said, like a man picking up a cat, and looked at me for one moment with those pale unblinking eyes, and there was no hate in it, I keep coming back to that, there was no hate in it at all. A moment later, he turned and dropped me.

He dropped me through the catwalk grating over the pump beds, and it was almost gentle, almost considerate, he set me falling in a direction that was clear rather than throwing me into a girder, he chose where to drop me the way you’d set down something you didn’t want to break more than you had to. I went down through the torn metal grate and hit the flooded concrete of the lower bed eight feet below; I landed badly, on my side, on the edge of a broken pump housing. I felt my ribs go, two of them, a bright sick crack, and the water closed over my face black and cold.

I came up choking. I hauled myself half out of the flood onto the broken pump with the roar of the mains filling the whole world and the pain of the ribs so big I couldn’t get a full breath, and I looked up through the bent grating I’d fallen through. Above me, he forgot I existed.

That is the part I could not forgive for a long time, longer than the beating, longer than the ribs. He turned away from the hole he’d dropped me through before I’d even hit the water. He did not watch me fall. He did not check that I was down. He had already put me out of his mind, the way you put down a tool you’re finished with, and he waded back to the third pump through the rising flood and set his bare gray hands on the cast-iron housing and began, patiently, methodically, without one wasted motion, to tear it out of its bed, and I lay broken in the water eight feet below him and watched the muscles move in his gray forearms and watched the iron give under his fingers like bread. I had thrown everything in me and all of my wife’s heart at him, everything I was, everything the island had built, and that it had registered on him as less than an inconvenience, a cat moved off a chair, a curtain brushed aside, and then back to the pumps, and there is a particular horror in being not defeated but dismissed, in learning that the best you have does not rise to the level of a thing your enemy has to think about. Broken in the water beneath him, I could not imagine getting past that dismissal. I could barely imagine getting out of the room.

Okafor came down through the skylight like the wrath of God.

The four minutes Isaiah Okafor gave that man in the drowning dark of the pump hall were the best fighting I had witnessed so far, and I saw them from below, hauled half out of the water on a broken pump, unable to do one thing but watch. Okafor was a Durable himself, strength and toughness, and he did not make my mistake, he did not throw wild fed blows, he closed the distance and got hold of the man and fought him body to body, chest to chest, two immovable things trying to move each other, and for four minutes the greatest hard man I would ever meet stood toe to toe with the gray man in the rising water and gave him everything a lifetime on the circuit had built.

He was smart about it in a way I hadn’t been. He didn’t try to hurt the man, you couldn’t hurt the man, hurt was fuel. He tried to move him, to get him away from the last pump, to buy the mains time, and he fought like a wrestler and a longshoreman and a tired father all at once, hooking, driving, using the flooded floor and the broken pumps as walls to pin him against. He drove him into a pump housing with his shoulder and held him there a whole ten seconds, boots churning the water, veins standing in his neck. He got the man off his feet, once, got under his center and heaved and put two hundred and forty pounds of gray coat down into the flood with a slam that threw water to the girders, the only time I had yet seen the Sleepless Man leave the ground, and for a half a second my heart came up, thinking, there, that’s how, and then the man simply stood back up out of the water, unhurt, unbothered, steadier for the slam, and my heart went back down. Okafor took the gray man’s blows on his crossed forearms and his shoulders and his back and did not fall, Okafor did not fall, four minutes, absorbing punishment that would have killed the whole rest of the Row put together, and it was magnificent, a great man doing everything right against a thing that made everything right irrelevant.

It was not enough, because Okafor could be hard, and the gray man could be fed, and hard runs out. I watched it run out. I watched, minute by minute, Okafor’s blows land with everything and do nothing, watched the man take Okafor’s strength into himself and grow steadier while Okafor grew slower, the arithmetic of it merciless and plain, and at the end of four minutes Okafor was breathing like a bellows and bleeding from the nose and his arms were dropping, and the gray man was as fresh as when he had walked out of the harbor, fresher, full of everything the two of us had fed him, and he put one flat hand on Okafor’s chest and pushed, almost tiredly, and Isaiah Okafor went off his feet and down into the water, and did not get up fast.

“Stay down,” Okafor got out, on his hands and knees in the flood, blood and harbor water running off his face, still trying, God help him, still trying to get up. “Danner. Stay down. Don’t feed him any more. That’s, that’s the thing, don’t you see it, we’ve been feeding him, every hit, both of us, we,” and the water took the rest of it as he went back down onto his elbows, the first man to give me the truth while he was losing, and it was the seed of everything, and I was too gutted to do anything but hear it.

The gray man looked at the two of us, one down in the flood and one broken on the pumps below, and he did not finish us, he had no interest in finishing us, we were not the job. He turned and walked back to the third pump and tore it out of its bed, and the last main let go, and the water roared; afterward, he was done. He walked to the far wall where a door let out onto the harbor, and he opened it, and he walked down the ramp into the black water, unhurried, the same pace as everything, and the harbor closed over his gray head, and he was gone, back under the water, and the pump hall drowned behind him.

I got Okafor’s arm over my shoulders and we got ourselves out, barely, up the flooded stairs and through the door into the gray of the coming dawn, and we sat down on the wet quay in the wreck of it, the two of us, backs against a bollard, spent past anything, the drowned station roaring behind us and the plant men huddled in blankets a little way off and the first fire truck grinding up the waterfront road too late to matter.

For a while neither of us said a word, two grown men sitting in the wet with their arms shaking too hard to hold anything, and then Okafor spoke, low, staring out at the black harbor where the man had gone under, and what he said was the beginning of my whole education.

“I’ve been a Durable twenty years,” he said. “Toughest thing on this circuit. I have stood in a burning building and held a wall up while they got the people out. I have taken a runaway trolley in the chest and stopped it and walked away. Nothing in this city has put me down in twenty years. And that thing put me down in four minutes without trying, and you know why?” He turned his head and looked at me, blood drying black on his face. “Because hard isn’t the same as forever. I’m hard. I can take a great deal, once. But I take it and it costs me, and I run out, same as anybody, I just run out slower. And that thing doesn’t run out at all, because we keep filling it back up. You felt it. Every hit you gave it, it got stronger. Same with me. We stood here and we poured ourselves into it for four minutes and all we did was feed it dinner.” He let his head go back against the bollard and closed his eyes. “I don’t know what beats that, Danner. I’ve never met a thing I couldn’t outlast, and I just met one that outlasts me. A man who can’t be hurt and can’t be tired and doesn’t stop.” A long breath. “There’s a wife somewhere who could put a floor under a hero deep enough to stand under that thing all night. I had a notion, in there, watching you empty out. But it’s a bad notion and I’m too tired to say it right, so I won’t, not yet.” And he didn’t, not that night, but he’d said the shape of it, hard is not forever, and it went into me next to the thing Ruth’s hand had already put there, and the two of them started, slowly, in the wreck of that morning, to become a plan I would hate.

We sat a while longer, and the fire crews got the last plant man clear and pumped some of the flood back where it came from, and the sky went from black to gray to the first cold color, and neither of us had it in us to move.

Wayne landed a few minutes later.

He came down clean and dry onto the quay, not a hair out of place, and took in the drowned station and the two of us sitting in the wreck of it, and his face arranged itself into concern, on time, and he said, “God. What happened here. I came as fast as I could, the rail yard had a fire,” and the thing about it was that the rail yard really had caught fire, I found out later, there had been a small real fire at the rail yard that Wayne had genuinely gone to, and it was perfectly true and perfectly timed and perfectly deniable, and Wayne had a gift, I was learning, for being genuinely elsewhere at exactly the moment his absence cost the most, so that you could never once point at the beat and call it what it was.

He crouched in front of me and went still. The drain-stillness, his private method of tasting how much power remained in a body. I had nothing left to sense it with, yet the faint cold attention reached me anyway. Wayne’s gaze lingered on me as his mouth relaxed into private satisfaction, a collector adding a reading to his ledger. I sat gutted and gray on the quay, emptier than I had ever been, every drop from Donna and me poured down the gray man’s throat. Wayne leaned closer and spoke beneath the roar of the drowning station. “You’re completely empty, aren’t you. I’ve never tasted a man this empty who was still awake. You threw everything you had at him. Everything.” A small pause. “Interesting, how much you had to throw.”

“Help Okafor,” I said.

Wayne helped Okafor, correctly, gently, and radioed it in with the right words, and got the plant men counted and the city crews pointed at the right valves, and was, for the rest of that gray morning, the visible model of a useful hero, the one of the three of us still on his feet and clean and organizing, and there was not one part of it a man could name. Sitting gutted against a bollard, I recognized Wayne’s habit of arriving after others paid the cost and looking good in the aftermath, and that no camera and no log would ever catch the ninety seconds or the four minutes he had spent being genuinely, deniably, elsewhere.

I put both palms on the quay and tried to rise. My elbows unlocked before my hips left the wet stones. The station crews rushed past us with hose, hooks, and shouting orders while brown water spilled through the doors around their boots. Somebody threw a blanket over my shoulders; I could not hold its edges together.

A fireman waded back into the hall for a tool chest and came out cursing when the current tore it from his grip. Another crew fought a buckled valve with a bar, gaining an inch, losing half of it, then leaning together without stopping to debate the lesson. Beside me, Okafor tried to stand and sank against the bollard. Blood from his nose dotted his green-and-silver collar. Donna’s tether reached me from the Row, thin and frayed after everything she’d poured. I pressed a fist to my sternum as if I could shield what remained from the noise and cold.

My boots skidded when I tried again. For one raw second I remembered Ruth’s palm at supper, warmth dropping through my legs until the ground rose to meet me. That floor had lasted one breath. I needed it now, with the quay pitching under feet that could not carry me and the city’s toughest hero shaking beside me. The absence had a physical shape: wet stone, useless knees, and Okafor’s hand catching my sleeve before I fell into the water.

Eddie’s voice came scratchy over Okafor’s field radio where it lay half in the water, Eddie at the Row clinic, patched into the frequency, “Jack, are you there, the station’s calling in two heroes down, is that you, Jack, answer me,” and I picked up the wet handset and told him we were alive, banged up, ribs, coming in, get the cots ready, and he said he would, and he said, careful, the medic in him steadying the boy in him, “can you fly?” and I looked at my hands, empty, gray, no light in them at all, the source a cold pit, and I said, “No. Somebody’s going to have to carry me,” and there was a silence on the line, because in roughly six weeks of knowing me Eddie had never once heard me say I couldn’t fly.

Okafor carried me. That is the plain fact of the end of that night, and I have never been ashamed of it. The senior hero of the Beacon Harbor circuit, bleeding from the nose, four minutes past his own limit, got the empty gutted junior over his shoulder and flew us both up off the drowned quay and along the water road and up the hill to the Row in the gray dawn, slow and heavy and absolutely unwavering, a hard man doing the last hard thing of a bad night, and he set me down on my own lawn under my own blue-and-gold pennant hanging limp in the still dawn air, and my front door was already open, and my wife was already coming.

Behind Eddie’s frightened voice on the radio, all the way in, I’d heard another one, and it went straight past the radio and up the tether and into my chest. Donna had felt all of it from the nook, felt me thrown down and drowned and emptied, felt her own poured heart go down a stranger’s throat. She was not crying when Okafor carried me onto our lawn. My wife came through the lit doorway with her platinum hair down and her whole face set like a fighter’s. Her fury crossed the grass before she did, fierce and bright around the last cold ember of me. She caught my face in both hands, checked my eyes, then put one arm around my waist and took my weight from Okafor without asking whether she could carry it.

“Inside,” Donna said. “Eddie has a cot ready, and you’re coming home now.”


Chapter 6: Embers

Eddie strapped my ribs in the gray light of the Row clinic with his hands steady and his mouth going, because Eddie’s hands and Eddie’s mouth had never once agreed on how frightened he was allowed to be.

“Two cracked, not broken, you’ll want to breathe shallow for a week and you’re going to hate every deep breath and cough you’ve got coming,” he said, winding the strapping, not looking at my face because looking at my face would have made it worse for both of us. “The ribs I can help. Ribs are easy, ribs are just a thing that’s in the wrong shape and wants to be in the right one and I can talk it into the right one faster than it’d get there alone. Give me till tomorrow on the ribs.” He tied it off, and then he sat back on his stool, and his boyish freckled face took on the strained look that meant the medic in him had a hard truth to give and the boy in him didn’t want to. “It’s the rest of you I can’t do anything with, Jack. And I want to be honest because you’d know if I wasn’t. You’re not hurt so much as you’re spent. Emptied. There’s nothing in the well, and healing doesn’t fill wells, healing knits and mends and sets, it works on what’s broken, and you’re not broken, you’re just, gone. Poured out.” He shrugged, helpless, the best healer the island had turned out in a decade sitting in a clinic looking at a thing he couldn’t touch. “I can’t heal spent. Nobody can. Spent just has to come back on its own, slow, if it comes back. That’s the one thing in a body I’ve got no hands for.”

“How long,” I said.

“For the ribs, a day. For the well?” Eddie spread his hands. “Days. A week. I don’t know, Jack, I’ve never seen a hero this empty who was still talking. Doyle looked like this after Wayne drained him in sparring, that same blank nothing, and Doyle took a week to fly again and he wasn’t even carrying anything to begin with.” He stood, and gathered his satchel, and at the door he stopped and said the last of it quietly, because Eddie always knew which of his sentences was the one that mattered. “You went in against a thing nobody could beat and you got three men out of the water first. I logged that. The men are alive. You did the part that counts and it cost you the part that shows, and I know that’s a bad trade in this town, but it’s the right trade, and don’t let anybody, don’t let Benton, make you feel like the empty is the story. The three men are the story.”

Okafor was on the next cot, and that was its own hard thing to see, the senior of the circuit laid out flat with his ribs strapped like mine and a splint on two fingers and one eye swollen half shut, and he was awake, staring at the clinic ceiling, and he’d heard all of it. Across the little room Roy Castellan sat up on his own cot with his arm still in its cast, the two of them keeping vigil on the older man the way the Row kept vigil on its own, and June had come down and was sitting by Okafor with her hand on his chest, and I understood, seeing her hand there, seeing the color of his face under it, that June Okafor was doing for her husband precisely what Ruth had done for me at Donna’s table, that a Housewife’s hand on a beaten hero’s chest was the oldest medicine on the Row, and that Okafor had a floor and I did not, and that separated the man strapped up and healing from the man strapped up and gray.

“You did all right, Danner,” Okafor said to the ceiling, hoarse. “You got the men out. Don’t carry the rest of it. I’ve flown twenty years and he put me down in four minutes, so whatever you’re telling yourself about what you should’ve done, tell it to me first, because I’ll have already thought it and thrown it out.” He turned his head, the one good eye finding me. “We’ll talk when we can both breathe. There’s a thing to be learned from last night and it’s not a thing about hitting. You start turning it over. I’m turning it over too.” And June said, gentle and firm, “You’re turning it over later, you’re sleeping now,” and put her broad hand flat on his chest, and I watched the senior hero of Beacon Harbor go quiet and heavy under a Housewife’s palm, and I got up and left them to it and did not say the thing that was loud in my head, which was that I wanted, with an ache I didn’t have a right to yet, a hand like that of my own.

Ruth was on my porch when Eddie flew me home, and she did not ask how I was, she looked at me once, gray and strapped and folded around my ribs, and she said, “Kitchen. Now. You’re not going to bed on nothing,” and that was that.

She fed me in her own kitchen, at the small table under the window, because Donna’s kitchen was still Donna’s kitchen and Ruth had a way of taking a broken thing to the place where she had the tools. It was a plain kitchen, plainer than ours, worn smooth by use, everything in it in the place a working woman would put it, and there were three years of a widow’s life in it and no colors anywhere, no red-and-cream, nothing of the dead man on the walls, just a clean spare room that fed people, and I sat in it strapped and gray and let it hold me the way it held everyone the Row sent her.

She put a bowl of something in front of me, thick and hot, chicken and dumplings, and she stood over me until I ate, and she did not talk while I ate, she moved around her kitchen doing small quiet things, wiping a counter that was already clean, setting a kettle, hanging a towel, and the ordinary domestic sounds of it, a spoon on china, a drawer, the kettle starting to think about the boil, did more for me than the food, and the food did a great deal. I had lived a year alone at a window in a city that never once made a sound like this for me, a city of takeout containers and a refrigerator hum, and I sat in a widow’s kitchen in a bright impossible world and felt, under the physical wreck of me, a homesickness for a home I’d never had being quietly answered by a woman who wasn’t mine and might never be.

When the bowl was empty she sat down across from me. And she reached out, as she had at Donna’s table, and laid her palm flat on my chest, over my heart, above the strapping, and this time she left it there.

Longer than before. Not a breath. A long slow minute, her warm hand flat and still on my sternum, her steady brown eyes on my face, and the floor came up under me the way it had at supper, from the soles of my boots up into me, warmth spreading from the point of her hand out through the emptied gray hollow of me, and where her warmth went the thinness eased, the deep worn nothing filling, not all the way, not close to all the way, but filling, the well finding a trickle at the bottom of it that had not been there a minute before, my breath coming deeper and easier around the strapped ribs, some color coming back into the world.

“That’s you,” I said. Quiet. Not a question either.

Ruth did not take her hand away. She looked at me, and for once she did not deflect or turn the moment into a remark about supper. She gave me the plain truth, low.

“I know what I am, Mr. Danner. I’ve known for ten years. That’s not the question.”

Her thumb moved once against my chest. The floor deepened, and my eyes stung with the relief of it. Ruth felt my breathing ease beneath her hand. Her mouth tightened at how precisely her touch had found the empty places in me.

Then she took her hand back, slow. The floor slid away with it, and she folded both hands in her lap where neither could reach for me again by accident.

“What’s the question?” I asked, because I couldn’t not.

Ruth looked past me toward the gray harbor. Her hands stayed folded. She could have answered, but I was wounded, hungry for every scrap of relief she offered, and she would not give either of us words spoken under that pressure.

“Not today,” she said. “You came into my kitchen hurt. I fed you and put a hand where it helped. That’s what happened here, and it’s enough for one morning.”

I looked at the hand she had withdrawn. The ache in my chest had returned with the missing warmth, making want feel uncomfortably like need. Ruth followed my eyes and tucked her hands beneath the edge of her apron, calm and unmistakable.

“Don’t ask me to name anything while you’re looking at me that way,” she said. “You’d hear what you need instead of what I mean, and I won’t have that between us. When I’ve got something to say, I’ll say it standing up, with nobody hurt and nobody owing anybody for the breath in his lungs. Until then, Mr. Danner, you let a kindness be a kindness.”

She stood, brisk, the boundary set. Whatever history guarded the answer stayed behind her steady face. She had shown me the shape of the locked door and put her body squarely in front of it.

“Go home to your wife,” she said. “You’ve eaten. You can breathe. That’s enough from my kitchen today. Go on.”

I stood on her porch a moment before I went, in the dark under the shade tree, next to the bare pole, and I did not push, because Donna was right that pushing would ruin it and because Ruth had asked me not to, but I did say one thing, over my shoulder, quiet, because it was true and she deserved to have it said once.

“For what it’s worth,” I said, “nobody’s asking you to answer it fast. Or at all. There’s a chair on my porch that’s yours whether you ever answer it or not. That part’s not conditional.” And Ruth didn’t say anything, standing in her doorway with the light off behind her, but I felt her still there when I stepped off the porch, watching me go up the dark Row, and that was its own kind of answer, the not-going-inside, the standing in the door watching, and I carried it home.

I went home to my wife.

My wife had seen. Donna had come down the Row looking for me and she’d stood at Ruth’s kitchen door for a moment, unseen, and she’d seen the red-haired woman’s hand flat on her husband’s chest and the color come back into his gray face, and she had not made a sound and she had gone home ahead of me, and when I came in she was sitting on the edge of our bed in her nightgown with her hands in her lap, and she was not smiling, and I stopped in the doorway.

“I saw,” she said.

I came and sat down beside her, careful of the ribs, and I didn’t reach for a defense, because nothing remained to defend, and Donna deserved better than a man scrambling.

“Her hand on your chest,” Donna went on, looking at her own hands. “And the gray going out of you. I felt it too, you know, at the same second, up the bond, I felt you get a floor, I felt something come up under you that I have never once been able to give you, in six weeks, and I’ve poured everything I’ve got into you, everything, and last night I poured so hard I lit the whole street and it went down that man’s throat and did nothing, and she puts one hand on you at her kitchen table and you can breathe.” Her voice wobbled, and there it was, the old thing, the thing that had run her whole life surfacing one more time, the pretty one, the booby prize, the sweet glow in the corner they settle for. “The pretty one lights up nice and the useful one keeps him alive. That’s the old story, Jack. That’s the same old story I’ve been running from since I was fifteen. She can do the thing that matters and I do the thing that’s decorative.”

“Donna.”

“Don’t,” she said, “let me get through it, I’m getting through it, I have to get through it out loud or it’ll rot in me,” and she took a breath, my wife did something braver than I could have done for her: she talked herself across the fear she’d been running from since she was fifteen, in her own nightgown, on the edge of a bed, with no one to help her.

“Here’s what’s true,” she said, slower, steadier. “I light you up. You go big and bright and you save streets and you cross oceans because I pour my whole heart into you and it comes out as light. That’s not nothing. June said Marguerite never lit the Row in eleven years and I did it my first week. That’s a real thing, that’s a rare thing, that’s the Muse, and I fought too hard and too long to believe I was the Muse to sit here and call it decorative just because there’s a facet I can’t do.” She turned and looked at me. “And there’s a facet I can’t do. That’s the other true thing. I can make you burn hot, and I can’t keep you from burning down. Somebody’s got to keep the house from burning down, Jack. A hero who burns bright and burns out in four minutes is no good to anybody, you found that out in the water last night, you almost drowned finding it out. You need the floor. You need it or that man kills you the next time, or the time after, and I can’t give it to you, and she can.” She said it plainly, all the way through, and reached the far side of it, and her chin came up, and it was steady. “That’s not me losing to her. I keep thinking it should feel like losing and it doesn’t, because it isn’t. It’s a household. One woman turns the lights on and one woman keeps the house standing and they’re not the same job and you don’t rank them, you just, you need both, and any wife who tells you she can be all three facets at once is lying, that’s why the good households have more than one wife, that’s the whole design of it, and I knew that on the island, I’ve always known that, I planned the third chair on the porch myself. I just didn’t think the second chair would come so fast, or that she’d be a widow with a body like a hearth, and I got scared for exactly,” she held up her fingers, a small measured space, “this much. And now I’m done being scared, because being scared of the thing your husband needs is a stupid way to lose a house you love.”

I did not say anything for a moment, because anything I said would have been smaller than what she’d just done. My wife had faced her oldest wound and crossed the fear under her own power. I kept quiet. Adding my reassurance now would only steal the victory she’d earned for herself.

“I want to hear you say it,” Donna said then, quieter, the last of it. “Not to be cruel. I need it out in the air where I can look at it instead of imagining it. Say you want her. Say it out loud so it’s a real thing we decided and not a thing that happened to me at a kitchen door.”

So I said it. I took my wife’s hand and I said, “I want Ruth in this household. I want the floor she can give me and I want the woman, both, and I want it done right, on her terms, when she chooses it and not before, and I want you next to me the whole way, because you saw it before I did and you’re braver about it than I am.”

Donna’s grip on my hand loosened, and she rested her platinum head against my shoulder, careful of my ribs. “Good. That’s what I needed. That’s the real thing said out loud.” A moment later, a different voice emerged, the bright one coming back, the recovery: “She’s got to choose it herself, though, and I saw her face on the lawn the day we moved in, Jack, and I’m telling you as the person in this house who reads faces for a living, that woman is going to take a long time and a lot of pretending she isn’t before she chooses anything, so we don’t push, we just, we be a porch with a chair on it and we wait.” She kissed my jaw. “I’ll make her want to. I’m very good at making people want things. It’s the one thing I was actually trained for.”

Donna’s shoulders settled against mine. The old fear had spoken, and she had answered it herself before I could.

We lay down together after that, careful of my ribs, and she arranged herself along my good side with her platinum head on my shoulder and one soft thigh thrown over mine and her hand spread flat and warm on my strapped chest, and I felt the difference between her hand and Ruth’s, and I want to be honest that I felt it, because it mattered and I would not have lied to either of them about it. Ruth’s hand put a floor under me. Donna’s hand did not put a floor under me. Donna’s hand made me want to get up off the floor and do something worth the light she poured, and those were not the same and neither was better, and lying there in the dark with my wife’s hand on my chest I understood the design of the thing all the way down, the way the bond had always promised it, that a man built to hold a lot needed more than one kind of hand, and that the wanting of the second hand took nothing from the first, and Donna, half asleep, murmured into my neck, “I can feel you thinking. You’re thinking about the design of the household like it’s a bridge. Go to sleep, engineer,” and I laughed, which hurt my ribs, and she said “serves you right,” and we slept.

The Beacon Herald came in the morning, and all Beacon Harbor was already saying the name.

THE SLEEPLESS MAN, the front page said, over a photograph of the drowned pumping station, and under it Dell Marsh’s byline, and the story was breathless and mostly right, which is the worst kind of newspaper story. A man had come out of the harbor. He had torn a rail bridge apart with his hands and then a pumping station, and two of the city’s heroes had gone against him at the station, a senior and a junior, and both had been beaten, put down, carried off, and the man had walked back into the water untouched. One plant man had witnessed it, and Marsh had gotten to him, and the plant man had said what gave the headline its teeth. He never stops, the man had said. He never even slows down. He don’t sleep, mister. He just walks. And Marsh had run it under a photograph of hand-shaped dents in cast iron, and by breakfast all Beacon Harbor knew that there was a man in the harbor who could not be hurt and could not be tired, and the bright confident city that believed the future would be good was, for the first time since I’d flown into it, afraid.

Reading my worst night in the paper over coffee felt stranger than living it. Cold type carried two beaten heroes into a hundred thousand breakfasts, and I was one of the anonymous men the city discussed on streetcars and over fences, and the plant man Marsh quoted, the one who said he just walks, was the same man I’d hauled up out of the flood by the collar with the water at his chin. Donna read it over my shoulder with her chin on my head and one hand on my strapped chest, and she was quiet for a while, and then she said, not lightly, “They named him. That’s what a city does, it names the thing it’s scared of so it can talk about it. And now everybody in Beacon Harbor is going to say his name at supper for a week, the Sleepless Man, and it’s going to grow every time they say it, and by the time you go against him again he’ll be nine feet tall in everybody’s head.” She set the paper down. “So we’d better make sure that when the paper writes about him the next time, it’s got a different ending, and a different name in it, and it’s yours.”

Malloy’s voice came over the Row’s radio at midday, off the island, flat and grim, the working voice with something new under it.

“You’ll have seen the paper,” he said. “Here’s what the paper doesn’t have. Price ran the residue and the readings off the bridge and the station both, and it’s a Durable, Specialist-class, everything poured into toughness and storage, off every registry we keep, and there’s more. The way he moves reads trained. Disciplined. Economical. A wild talent thrashes, Danner, a wild talent that strong would leave a crater and a body count and he left neither, he did exactly the damage he came to do and no more and walked home. That’s not wild. That’s trained.” A pause, and the thing under his voice came up into it. “And trained means somebody trained him. A Durable that big doesn’t happen and stay off every book we’ve got, not by accident, not in a country that registers its supers before they can shave. Nobody on this side of the water trained that man. I’ll say it once on an open channel and then we’ll be careful how we say it after. Somebody built that, somewhere else, and put it in our harbor.”

“Why the bridge and the pumps,” I asked. “They aren’t targets, there’s no money in a pumping station, nobody’s holding a bridge for ransom. It doesn’t read like crime.”

“No,” Malloy said, and I could hear him liking the question and not liking the shape of where it went. “It doesn’t. Crime takes something. This is just breaking. Somebody paid to build the most expensive weapon I’ve ever seen the readings on, shipped it across an ocean, and is spending it on a rail bridge and a water pump.” A silence on the line, and then the field instructor’s flat certainty. “Which means the bridge and the pumps aren’t the point. They’re on the way to the point. You find what the bridge and the pumps have in common, Danner, what they both feed, and you’ll find what he’s actually walking toward, because a man doesn’t practice on the doors he doesn’t care about. Those were practice. Or they were a road. Watch your Row. I’m coming out when I can, and Danner, get a floor under you somehow before he comes back, because next time he won’t be tearing pumps, next time he’ll be walking at something, and you found out last night what happens to a man with no floor who gets in his way.”

The Row absorbed the news that day. A street shows fear through its people. There was less noise on it. The wives came out to the fences and stood in twos with their arms folded and the paper in their hands, and the talk was low, and June went house to house the way she did, and Ruth’s chicken and dumplings appeared on more back steps than mine, and Roy for once had nothing to say.

Peggy Castellan came to my fence in the afternoon without her notebook, which was how I knew the morning had reached her, and she did not log anything, she just stood there a while and then said, small, that she’d read the story to Roy twice because he’d asked her to and both times he’d gone quiet at the part about the two heroes carried off, and that Roy going quiet was a thing she’d seen exactly twice in a month of marriage and both times this week. Then she asked could she bring us anything, and I said no, and she brought a jar of her mother’s preserves anyway, because that was the Row, you asked can I bring anything and then you brought the thing regardless, the asking being manners and the bringing being love.

June went the length of the street all afternoon with a basket, not saying much at any door, just turning up at each one with something warm and a hand on a shoulder, taking the temperature of her Row the way Ruth took the temperature of a hurt hero, and by evening every household on the curve had been visited and fed and quietly counted, present and accounted for, nobody left alone with the paper. Marguerite Okafor, who laughed first at everything, did not laugh once the whole day, and that was its own kind of weather report. And the children, who normally ran the Row fence to fence in a shrieking pack, played close to their own porches that afternoon and low, the way children go quiet around a thing the grown-ups have gone quiet around, without being told, because children read a street the way Donna read a face. A city that had believed nothing bad could get up the hill to Pennant Row had watched two of its heroes carried home in one night, and you could feel the street pull in on itself, close ranks, the way people do, and it was frightening and it was also, in a way I hadn’t expected, the warmest thing I’d seen the Row do, because a street that draws in tight around a bad morning is a street that has decided it’s one thing, and I stood on my porch and watched my neighbors decide it, and was glad, under everything, to be one of the things it was drawing in around.

Wayne came out onto his own porch across the Row while the street was pulling in tight, and he did not pull in with it. He stood at his rail with a cup of coffee and looked at the drawn-in Row and at me strapped up on my porch, and he was fresh and clean and the only unbeaten hero on the street, and he lifted his cup to me, a small correct salute, neighbor to neighbor, and his face was arranged into the right sympathy, and under the sympathy, where only a man who’d learned to watch him could see it, was what had been in his eyes on the quay, the satisfaction of anyone who had tasted precisely how empty I’d been and was in no hurry at all about what he knew. He hadn’t gone to the pumps. He’d gone to a rail-yard fire that was real. And here he stood, the useful one, the man the Row could lean on now that its junior and its senior had both been carried home. Wayne Benton was going to profit handsomely from the Sleepless Man’s arrival. He knew it, too, and he would be gracious about it every single day. I lifted my hand back, because there was nothing else to do with it, and he smiled, on time, and went inside to his Secretary and his folded pennant and his ledger.

I sat on the porch at dusk with Donna, both of us watching the dome brighten on the point as the light went, the city lit and lovely and newly afraid under it, and Ruth’s porch light off at the end of the Row, and I said the thing none of us had wanted to be the one to say, the thing Malloy had circled and not landed on, what turned a monster into a war.

“Somebody sent him,” I said.

Donna reached over and laced her fingers through mine and didn’t argue, and down the Row the poles stood in the dusk, blue-and-gold and copper-and-white and green-and-silver, Wayne’s pole still bare across the street and Ruth’s bare one under a shade tree, and out on the point the dome held up the whole bright frightened city, and somewhere under the black harbor someone who never slept was resting, if he rested, if a made thing rests, waiting for whoever sent him to give the next order.


Chapter 7: Dead Drops and Dents

The ribs healed in a day, the way Eddie promised, and the well came back slow over the better part of a week, and while I waited to be a hero again I used the one ability still available from a couch: thinking like someone from a century stuffed with movies about this kind of network.

The shape was familiar. A weapon shipped in from somewhere else, spending itself on infrastructure, run by somebody who didn’t want the city to see the pattern. That was a network, which meant handlers and couriers and money moving and messages passing, and I had a head full of how networks like that worked, or how Hollywood said they worked, which I was learning were not always the same thing.

“Dead drops,” I told Okafor, once he was up and around, both of us on his porch with a harbor map spread on the table between us and June refilling the coffee. “That’s how they’ll pass messages. Nobody hands anything to anybody, that’s how you get caught, you leave the thing in a spot and the other man collects it later, a hollow in a wall, under a bench, taped behind a,” and I caught myself about to describe a payphone that would not be invented for a decade, and swerved, “behind a loose brick. And they’ll have a signal for when a drop’s live. A chalk mark. A shade drawn a certain way. And they’ll use the classifieds, the personals, coded, because everybody reads the paper and nobody thinks twice about a man selling a used davenport.”

Okafor looked at me over the coffee. “That’s a great deal of certainty from a man who was an office clerk in whatever town you won’t name.”

“I read a lot,” I said.

My knowledge jammed right when I felt cleverest. “The other thing to watch for is microfilm,” I said, warming to it, running ahead of myself. “Tiny film, you photograph a document down to the size of a period, hide it in a hollow coin, a whole file in something you’d never look at twice, that’s how the professionals move paper without carrying paper,” and Okafor was frowning at me, not following, and I saw it land wrong, saw that microfilm was either not a thing yet or not a thing here, that I’d reached into my head and pulled out the wrong decade again, and I kept going too fast because stopping would draw more attention than the swerve, “or, cylinders, wax cylinders, they’ll record it and pass the cylinder, that’s more likely here,” recovering onto a thing I’d actually seen a longshoreman handle, and Okafor said, slow, “Nobody photographs paper down to a period, Danner, that’s not a thing that exists,” and I said, “no, you’re right, I’m thinking of, I read a story once, forget it,” and there was a worse moment coming and I walked right into it.

“Whoever’s running this, if they’re any good, they’ll have people watching the watchers,” I said, “counter-intelligence, the way the,” and the three letters were most of the way out of my mouth, the name of an agency that would not exist for years in a country that was not this one, a bureau, a set of initials as familiar to me as my own, and I bit down on it hard enough to hurt and turned it into, “the way the good outfits do, in the stories,” and Okafor looked at me over the coffee for a long, level moment.

“The way the who do,” he said, quietly.

“A thing I read,” I said. “I read too much.”

“You keep saying that.” And he let it go, again, the way he let things go, but he’d heard the shape of a word I hadn’t finished, and he filed it, a man collecting the odd pieces of me without spending them, the way Price filed things, as everyone who mattered in my life had begun collecting odd details, and then he looked back at the map, because the certainty was useful whatever its source, and Okafor was a practical man, and a practical man uses a good tool and wonders about it later. “All right. Say you’re right. How do we find a drop we don’t know the shape of in a city this size.”

“We don’t look for the drops,” I said. “We look for the couriers. A network this careful, the weakness is always the low men, the ones who carry, because they’re the ones out in the open, and they’re the ones who aren’t paid enough to die for it. You find a courier and you don’t scare him, you make him a better offer than the one he’s got, and he’ll trade every link up the line to save his own skin.” And this part I was sure of, because this part was not the movies, this part was Delano, this part was Nicky Moretti standing in a room full of guns deciding his uncle’s crew was finished, and I knew, from the inside, exactly how a smart low man thinks when the ground shifts under him.

The pattern was the first real thing I found, and my finger found it on the map, and it made the coffee go cold.

The bridge and the pumping station. I put a finger on each. Then I asked the question that changes an investigation, which is not what got hit but what does what got hit actually do, and I traced what they carried, and June, who’d been on the Row eleven years and knew where every wire and pipe on that map went, leaned over the table and told me, and it was the same place.

“That spur’s the point line,” June said, tracing the rail with a blunt finger. “Coal and heavy freight, out to the plant, nothing else rides it. And these mains,” she moved her hand, “north water, and the north water goes out to the seawall, to the plant intake, June’s kitchen has flooded twice off a break in that line so I know exactly where it runs. Both of them. Out to the point.” She straightened up and looked at the two bent marks and the line they drew and went quiet, a Housewife who’d buried a lot of Row husbands doing the same arithmetic I was doing and reaching the same cold answer first. The rail-lift bridge carried the spur that hauled coal and heavy equipment out to the point. The pumping station fed the north mains, and the north mains ran out to the point too, to the seawall, to the intake. Two attacks, no ransom, no bodies, no money, and both of them, when you stopped looking at them as targets and started looking at them as a road, pointed the same direction, out past the harbor, to the far point, to the great pale dome that held up the city’s light.

“He’s not attacking the city,” I said, slow, looking at the two bent marks on the map and the line they drew. “He’s clearing a road to the Pile. The bridge and the pumps aren’t the target, they’re the supply lines. He’s cutting what feeds it and what cools it, one piece at a time, quietly, so nobody sees the shape until it’s too late to matter. Malloy said find what they have in common. This is it. It’s the Pile. Whatever this is, it ends at the Pile.”

Okafor looked at the map for a long time, and his broken face was grim, and he said, “Then we’ve got a problem the size of a city, because the whole town’s terrified of that dome and half of them think it’s a bomb, and if a man who can’t be stopped decides to walk into it, I don’t know one hero on this coast who could keep him out.” He rolled the map. “But that’s tomorrow’s problem. Today’s problem is a courier. You want to find the low men, we start at the docks. Everything that comes across water comes across the docks, and a weapon shipped from somewhere else came in on a boat and gets fed and paid from a boat, and the docks are where a man in a good coat pretends to be in the import business.”

The docks were where I saw Nicky Moretti, and Nicky Moretti was in a good coat pretending to be in the import business.

We’d gone down in the afternoon, Okafor and I, in plain jackets over our colors, walking the long chrome-and-timber waterfront where the freighters unloaded, and I’d been reading the longshore crews the way you read a room, looking for the man who didn’t fit. I found him up on a loading platform, clean, dark, quick, in a good gray coat that cost more than every other coat on the dock put together, directing a crew of longshoremen with a clipboard and the easy authority of a man who’d found, at last, an employer who paid on time. Pomaded black hair. Restless dark eyes. Olive skin. A face I’d last seen in a room full of guns on Delano Street, deciding I was the most interesting thing in it.

Nicky Moretti saw me at the same moment I saw him, and he did not run, and he did not flinch, he had too much class for either, he just looked at me across the busy dock for a long second with those quick dark eyes doing arithmetic. A moment later, he touched the brim of an imaginary hat, a small ironic salute, one professional to another, and turned, unhurried, and walked in through a wide loading door in the side of a big new warehouse, and over the door, in fresh gold paint on a green ground, it said SOKOL FINE PIANOS.

“You know him,” Okafor said, watching my face.

“Nicky Moretti,” I said. “Delano Street. He got away. He was the smart one, he had an exit planned before the job went loud.” I looked at the gold letters over the door. “And now he’s got a good coat and a clipboard and he works for a piano importer, and a piano importer’s warehouse is exactly the size of thing you’d want if you were shipping something large and heavy across an ocean that you didn’t want anybody to look at too closely.” I filed the name off the door. Sokol. “There’s the boat, Isaiah. There’s the front. Pianos. An importer brings in big heavy crated things all day, nobody thinks twice about a crate the size of a man coming off a freighter for a piano house.”

We did not go in. Two heroes walking into a private warehouse with no cause was exactly the wrong move, the kind that closes a door you want to keep watching, and Okafor knew it and I knew it, so we marked it, Sokol Fine Pianos, the door, the boat at anchor, Nicky’s good coat, and we walked on like men with somewhere else to be.

But I stopped at the end of the dock and looked back at the freighter riding at anchor out past the breakwater, gray and patient, its booms folded, a foreign flag hanging limp at its stern that I did not recognize and that Okafor, following my eyes, said quietly was Panamanian, a flag of convenience, a flag that meant nothing except that whoever owned the boat did not want you to know where it was really from. It had been at anchor three weeks, Okafor said. Longer than a freighter waits to unload. A boat that sat that long at anchor was a boat waiting for something, or being something, a floating piece of somewhere else moored in our harbor under a flag that was a lie, and I looked at it and thought about someone who walked out of the water and did not come up, and wondered how far a made thing could swim, and where it went to rest, and whether the answer was moored out there in plain sight flying a flag that meant nothing.

I felt Nicky Moretti watching us go from somewhere behind that gold-lettered door the whole way down the dock, and I did not need to see him to know the precise expression on his quick dark face, because I’d seen it on Delano, the look of a smart man watching a problem walk away and deciding, privately, how much that problem was going to be worth to him later, and to whom.

The courier came to us, in the end, as I’d said the low men do, because Roy Castellan could not stay out of it.

Roy, arm still in its cast, benched from flying, bored and proud and twenty-two, had taken to hanging around the harbor watching the boats because his cousin worked the docks and because he could not sit still, and he’d spotted a man passing a wax cylinder in a paper sleeve from one hand to another behind the fish market, which was not a thing honest men do with a recording, and Roy, who was a speed Specialist and could not fly but could by God still run, had run the man down on foot on pride alone, one-armed, three blocks through the garment district, and sat on him until a beat cop came, and brought him up to the Row clinic trussed and furious with the wax cylinder in his good hand like a trophy.

“I caught a spy,” Roy announced, to the whole clinic, glowing. “Peggy, write it down, I caught a spy with one arm. He was passing this, look, it’s one of the recording cylinders, that’s how they’re sending their messages, Jack, I heard you telling Okafor, coded messages, and I caught the man carrying one,” and Peggy was writing it down, beaming, and Eddie was checking the trussed courier for injuries because Eddie checked everybody, and it was, for about ninety seconds, a very good afternoon on Pennant Row.

“He didn’t want to be caught, either,” Roy went on, wound up, unable to stop, because a good chase was the best thing that had ever happened to Roy Castellan and this had been a great one. “He saw me coming and he bolted, and Jack, I can’t fly right now, look at me, I’m no good for anything, and I thought, well, I can still run, a broke arm doesn’t slow your legs, so I ran him, three blocks, through the market, over a fruit cart, sorry about the fruit cart, I’ll pay for the fruit cart, and he was fast for a regular man but he wasn’t Specialist fast and I am, and I ran him down by the fish market and sat on him.” He held up the cylinder again. “With one arm. Peggy, did you get that I did it with one arm.”

“I got it,” Peggy said, writing, glowing at him, and it was genuinely the best I’d seen the Row in a week, the kid redeeming a broken arm with a footrace, and I clapped Roy on his good shoulder and told him it was real work, real hero’s work, and meant it, and watched him light up brighter than any lamp on the street.

Then Wayne came in.

He came in the way he came into everything, correctly, having heard there was a prisoner, in his capacity as a hero of the circuit, to assist, and he looked at the trussed courier, a small frightened man in a cheap coat who’d been caught carrying somebody else’s secret for somebody else’s money, and Wayne said, pleasant, “Let me talk to him,” and crouched down in front of the man, and went still.

The drain-stillness. I felt it come into the room like a cold draft, and the courier felt it worse. Color drained from the man’s face. He sagged, the vitality draining out of him into Wayne who crouched there calm and pleasant asking soft questions, where’s the drop, who do you carry for, and the man’s head lolling, gray creeping up his face, turning the same gray I’d gone on the quay, and Wayne was doing it slow, and deliberate, and it was working, the man was starting to babble, and it was the ugliest use of a power I had seen in this world, a man being emptied out like a bottle to make him talk, and I did not think about it, I moved.

“Wayne,” I said, warning, and he didn’t stop, and the courier’s eyes were rolling back now, the babble going thick and slurred, three years of a healthy man’s vitality pouring out of him into a hero who crouched there calm as a Sunday, and Peggy had stopped writing and gone white and Roy had come half up off his stool and Eddie was already moving, and I did not wait to see whether Wayne would stop on his own, because a man who empties a prisoner slowly and pleasantly in a room full of witnesses is a man who has already decided the witnesses don’t matter.

I got a hand on Wayne’s shoulder and pulled him off the man, physically, with my hands and not one spark of power, and put myself between them, and said, “That’s enough.”

Wayne came up off his heels smooth and unhurried and looked at me, and for one second, one, the pleasant arranged face was gone and there was just the cold thing under it, the ice-blue fury of a man interrupted, and then the pleasant face came back, on time, and he brushed his sleeve where my hand had been as if I’d left a mark. “I was questioning a prisoner, Danner. It’s a legitimate method. He was talking.”

“He was dying,” I said. “You were draining him to death to make him talk, and you don’t do that, not on this Row, not while I’m standing in the room. Eddie. Bring him back.”

Eddie was already there, hands on the gray courier, the warm green-gold of his healing pouring in, color coming back into the slack face, and Wayne watched the man he’d emptied get filled back up by a healer, and something in his jaw tightened, and Okafor’s voice came from the doorway, deep and flat and final, where he’d come in behind Wayne without any of us hearing him, the way a big man can.

“Danner’s right,” Okafor said. “We don’t question prisoners that way in my circuit, Benton. We’re heroes, not the thing we’re hunting. You bring a man in and you hand him to the law and you let a healer keep him whole. That’s the rule, and it’s mine, and it’s not open.” He came into the room, and he was not raising his voice, and it was worse for that. “You’re a good hero and a useful man and I’m glad of you at a fire. But you drain a prisoner in my clinic again and I’ll fly to the island myself about it. Are we clear.”

“Perfectly, Captain,” Wayne said, pleasant, correct, the smile arriving exactly on schedule, and he inclined his head, and gathered himself, and left, and it was all completely gracious, and Okafor followed him with the grim face of someone whose worst suspicion had just been confirmed.

Wayne stopped in the doorway and looked back at Okafor. “A private word, Captain. Since we’re speaking of rules.”

Okafor watched him for a beat, then followed him onto the clinic porch. The door eased nearly shut behind them. Roy started telling Peggy about the fruit cart again, too loudly because he wanted the room normal, while Eddie kept both hands on the courier and watched color return to the man’s lips.

I moved to the washstand beside the door for fresh towels. It put me close enough to hear Wayne through the narrow gap, though nobody farther into the clinic could have made out his lowered voice.

“We’ve got foreign men in this city now,” Wayne said softly. “A weapon off every registry, a handler nobody can place, men on the docks with accents from the other side of the water. And it all turned up after Danner arrived. We don’t actually know where he’s from, do we? He came out of nowhere with power that read wrong from the first day, then bonded and married within weeks, strong before his time. Now there are foreign agents in Beacon Harbor, and nobody has asked the obvious question about the one man here whose origin none of us can name.”

“You’re asking it,” Okafor said.

“Privately. To my senior. I’m sure it’s nothing, Captain. I only think, if we’re being careful, we should be careful about all of it.”

A floorboard gave one precise complaint under Wayne’s polished shoe. Then he crossed the porch and went down the steps.

Okafor remained outside a moment. When he returned, he pulled the door closed and looked straight at me by the washstand. He knew I’d heard. I folded the towel once, because there was nothing I could say that would not sound like a man with something to hide.

He came close enough to keep the exchange between us. “He’s going to say that to more people than me. You should know that. Soft and reasonable, where only the right person hears it. It’ll be true enough to stick, because none of us can name where you’re from.” His dark eyes stayed on mine. “Can we, Danner.”

“No,” I said, the only honest word I had.

“All right.” Okafor let it go, filing it, and turned to the courier, who was whole again and terrified and looking up at the men who’d stopped the one who was killing him with something close to gratitude. This was the part I knew how to do. This was Delano. I crouched in front of the little man the way Wayne had, except I did it with my hands open and my voice easy, and I made him the better offer.

“Here’s where you are,” I said, quiet, just to him, the way you talk a frightened man down off a ledge. “You’re a courier. You carry cylinders and you pick up money under a brick and you’ve never met the man you carry for, which means he’s never met you either, which means you’re nothing to him, you’re a coat he’ll throw away the second you’re a problem. And you’re a problem now, because you got caught, and the way this works, the men above you find out you got caught and they don’t wait to see if you talked, they just stop the leak, that’s how careful outfits stay careful.” I watched it land in his face, the fear turning a corner into a colder fear, the exact fear I was counting on. “So the man who empties people isn’t your danger. Your danger’s the brick. Your danger’s that tomorrow you go for the money and it’s not money under there. Unless.” I let it sit. “Unless you’re already somewhere safe, with the law, having given up a name that isn’t yours, because the one thing that keeps a low man breathing when the outfit decides he’s a leak is being somewhere the outfit can’t reach with a story the law already has. You don’t save yourself by being loyal. Loyalty gets you the brick. You save yourself by being useful to me faster than you’re a liability to him. So. Give me the high man. Not the drops, not the routes, I’ll find those. The name. Who pays the brick.”

He gave it up gladly, the way a low man will always trade the high one when you show him that loyalty is what gets him killed, and it was the name off the door.

“Sokol,” the courier said. “I don’t know his first name, I never met him, nobody meets him, you leave the cylinders where you’re told and the money’s under the same brick the next day. But that’s who it’s for. Mr. Sokol. The piano man. Everybody on the low end knows that much and nothing else. Sokol.”

Okafor studied me crouched there with the name in my hand. Words had drawn it out quickly and cleanly, with no power or drain, where Wayne’s cruelty had failed. He said, low enough for me alone, “Where does an office clerk learn to question a man like that,” and I stood up and said, “Same place I learn everything, Isaiah,” and he almost smiled, and did not ask again, and there it was, both edges of me shown in one afternoon, a head full of the wrong century that jammed on microfilm and a bureau of three letters and then turned around an hour later and cracked a courier open like an egg, useful and dangerous in the same breath, exactly as the world had made me.

Ruth came up onto our porch at dusk with a plate, because I’d flown nothing and eaten badly and she’d decided that would not stand, and she came up the steps in a house dress with the sleeves rolled and the apron over it, and she reached the plate out to me, and as she reached, the bib of the apron pulled and the whole heavy soft weight of her chest strained against it, freckled at the tops where the dress dipped, the cloth losing the way it always lost against her, and my mouth went dry, clean out, just as it had off the ladder that first morning, and I took the plate and said thank you and did not manage much else, a grown married hero struck dumb on his own porch by a widow handing him a supper.

Donna, standing beside me with her arm through mine, felt me go dry through the bond and put a very gentle, very amused elbow into my ribs, the healed ones, and murmured, low, just for me, “eyes up, husband,” in a fair imitation of Ruth’s own line, and I felt my face go hot, and Ruth missed nothing. Three years of reading faces on this Row and two weeks of reading mine let her catch the dry mouth, the elbow, and Donna’s murmur in one glance. Her calm brown eyes traveled from Donna’s teasing face to my hot one and back. Then she held my gaze one beat longer than she had on the ladder and let her private smile reach me before turning it toward the porch rail. The reserve remained, but she no longer kept every inch of warmth behind it. “There’s more if you want it,” she said, which about a plate of supper meant a plate of supper and about the rest of it meant something neither of us was going to say on a porch, and she went back down the steps and up the Row, and Donna watched her go, her enormous soft shape moving unhurried through the dusk toward the one dark house, and said, thoughtful, not one grain of jealousy in it, “She’s going to be so much work, that one, and so worth it, and she’s already halfway gone on you and she’d rather eat the plate than admit it. Give her time. I’m working on her.” She squeezed my arm. “I know how to leave a good thing where she can see it without chasing her around the Row with it.”

Audrey’s first letter came in the evening post, and it was short, and it was Audrey.

Danner, it said. The same four melted-vault cases remain in my file, all page seven, all the small families, all the same detail, and now your tireless man in the harbor, which I have read about, which the whole coast has read about. Here is the only thing I have to say and then I’ll not crowd your investigation. Your tireless man and my gold man both came from nowhere. But that nowhere is a place. Nobody is built and trained and shipped from nowhere; the place has an address and a language and a paymaster, and the reason both of them are terrifying is precisely that we keep calling their origin nowhere instead of finding out where it actually is. Stop being frightened of a man from nowhere. Start finding out where nowhere is. That’s the whole equation, and it’s the same one for both of them, and I think that’s not a coincidence, and I think you think so too. Keep my chair. A.

I read it twice, standing on my porch in the dusk with the dome brightening on the point and the plate of Ruth’s supper going cold in my hand, and I thought about a name on a warehouse door and a good coat on a dock and a courier who’d never met the man who paid him, and about a brunette on an island who had drawn a line between the gold man on page seven and the gray man in the harbor before anyone else in two worlds had thought to. From a hundred miles away, Audrey Bell remained the sharpest weapon I had. I would spend this fight wishing she were closer and being glad, for her sake, that she wasn’t.

“Nowhere is a place,” I said, to Donna, to the dusk.

It landed on me differently than Audrey had meant it, because I was the one man in two worlds who knew, all the way down, the very thing it was to be from a place everyone here would call nowhere. My nowhere had an address. It had a language and a paymaster and a January rain against a sixth-floor window. Sokol’s people were hunting a man from nowhere without knowing that the phrase, in my case, was true, and Wayne was whispering it soft and reasonable to Okafor and would whisper it to worse men than Okafor, and Audrey, a hundred miles off, had written the one sentence that cut to the center of the threat without knowing how closely it touched my own secret. Nowhere is a place. I knew where mine was. And what had begun to frighten me, standing on my porch with a warm plate and a bright wife and a dark house down the Row, was that the people in this city most determined to find out where nowhere was were the piano importer who wanted to buy me and the pressed neighbor across the street who wanted to spend me, and that both of them were, in their way, closer to the truth than my own wife.

“Then let’s go find out where it is,” Donna said, taking the cold plate out of my hand to warm it up, because a wife feeds her husband, and she paused in the doorway and looked back at me with the lamplight behind her. “All of it, Jack. Where he’s from, where nowhere is.” A beat, gentle, and I understood she was telling me she’d noticed my face. “Whenever you’re ready to.” And she went inside, and I stood on the porch a moment longer looking down the Row at a bare pole and a dark porch, and watched her carry Ruth’s plate into our warm kitchen while the name Sokol sat cold in my head.


Chapter 8: Red and Cream

Ruth let me up on the roof. Two weeks earlier she’d told me she held her own ladders and meant it; now she stood at the bottom of one and said, “The valley flashing’s gone at the chimney and it’s a two-man job, and you’re the two men, so come up before I change my mind.” Her invitation carried more meaning than any label.

The work was the excuse, and we both knew it, and neither of us said so.

The work was good and honest. Two people could talk over their hands without looking at each other, which made certain truths survivable. We stripped the old flashing back and cut new lead and bedded it in, Ruth on the high side handing me pieces and telling me where they went, and she knew what she was doing, that was the first thing, she knew roofs the way she knew ranges, three years of keeping her own house up with her own hands, and she corrected my work twice, flatly, and both times she was right, and I stopped arguing and started listening, which she noted with a small grunt of approval and no comment.

“You can use the power for this, you know,” I said, at one point, fitting a piece. “I could hold the whole chimney off its base if the flashing needs to go all the way under.”

“I don’t want the power for it,” Ruth said. “I want it done right by hand so it lasts. Power’s a young man’s answer to everything, lift it, blast it, thread it. A roof doesn’t want power, it wants a person who’ll take the time. That’s half of what’s wrong with heroes, they think there’s a facet for everything and there’s no facet for taking your time.” She handed me a nail. “That’s free. You can tell Okafor I said it, he’ll agree, he’s the only one of you who’s figured it out.”

The harbor lay blue and enormous below us and the Row curved away under the shade trees and out on the point the dome sat pale in the afternoon, and gulls worked the wind off the water, and up there on her roof with a mouthful of roofing nails Ruth Keller told me who she was, in pieces, between the shingles, much as she said everything, once, and plainly, and never twice.

“Hal was energy,” she said, tapping a nail. “Specialist. Red-and-cream, that was his colors, cream ground and a red star. Good hero. Not a big talent, he’d tell you so himself, he wasn’t going to be senior of anything, he was a solid middle hero who flew his circuit and came home, and he was the man I wanted and I knew it the day I met him.” She held out her hand for the mallet. “I was twenty-four. Wife wing, Housewife track, top of my class, could have had my pick, and I picked the solid middle one who came home, because I’d already worked out the thing it takes some women a whole marriage to work out, which is that the flashy ones die and the solid ones grow old, and I wanted to grow old.” Tap. “Four years. Good ones. This house. This Row. I fed the rookies then too, I’ve always fed the rookies, that’s the Housewife in me, you can’t turn it off, it just points at whoever’s nearest and hungriest.” Her mouth nearly formed a smile before the memory of Hal stopped it. “He couldn’t cook either, Hal. Worse than your wife, and that’s saying something after the roast. Burned water. So I did all of it, and I liked doing all of it, that’s the part nobody understands about a Housewife, the doing-all-of-it isn’t a burden we carry, it’s the thing we’re for, it’s where we’re strongest. A man thinks he’s letting you off easy by learning to fry an egg and what he’s actually doing is taking away the thing that makes you necessary. Hal never once learned to fry an egg and I loved him for it. Left me the whole kitchen.” She tapped a nail home, hard. “There. Now I’ve told you a nice thing about him. So you know he was a whole man and not just a way I got sad.”

I handed her the next piece of lead. She bedded it, precise, her strong freckled arms sure at the work, and she did not stop. Her steady hands made clear that the hard part had begun, and the work let her continue.

“Three years ago the tank farm went up in the night,” Ruth said, and her voice did not change, and that was the worst of it, the flatness, the thing worn smooth by handling. “Out on the point. You’ve flown over the scar, Okafor shows everybody the scar. Something let go out there and it was going to take the whole farm and half the harbor with it, and Hal was on the circuit, and he went to it, because that’s what they do, that’s what you married men do, you go to it. And he got in close and he poured everything he had into holding it, energy against fire, buying the crews time to get clear, and it worked, he held it, the crews got out, nobody on the ground died.” Tap. “And then it went again, worse, and it took him. And I was here. At the radio. On the Housewife frequency, the way we are, pouring up my end, holding him up from three miles off the way I’d held him up for four years.”

She set down the mallet.

“And I felt it stop,” Ruth said, looking out at the point, at the scar you couldn’t see from here but that she could see with her eyes closed. “You want to know what a widow is, Mr. Danner, that’s what a widow is. It’s a woman who was pouring herself into a man and felt the far end of it just, stop. Not slow. Not fade. Stop. Mid-pour. The bond I’d built over four years of marriage went dark under my hands in the middle of the night while I was still giving, and there is nothing in this world worse than feeling the person you’re holding up stop needing you because he’s gone.” She picked the mallet back up, because her hands needed something. “I got up before dawn and I went out to my own pole and I took his colors down myself, red-and-cream, folded them right there in the dark on the lawn, because I was not going to have somebody from the office come do it for me with a sad face on, it was mine to do. And then I made breakfast for the two rookie households on the Row who’d lost their sleep to the fire, because they needed feeding, and a widow keeps her house, and a widow keeps feeding people, that’s the whole of what’s left when the pouring’s got nowhere to go.”

I didn’t say anything for a while. Nothing remained to say that wouldn’t be smaller than what she’d handed me, and Ruth didn’t want anything said, she wanted the flashing finished, so we worked, and after a bit she turned it around on me, the way a careful person does when they’ve said too much and want the ledger evened.

“You don’t talk about where you’re from,” she said. Not a question, an observation, the same flat way she’d said you’re pretending not to hurt. “Whole Row’s noticed. Your wife lights the street and can’t cook and everybody knows her people. You landed with a footlocker and a dead look you get sometimes when somebody mentions home, and you change the subject so smooth most people don’t catch it doing it. I catch it.” She handed me a nail, unhurried, not pushing, just laying the fact on the roof between us. “I’m not asking. A person’s got a right to a closed drawer, God knows I do. I’m only telling you I see it, so you know I see it, same as you saw me not-fine on your porch. Whatever’s in your drawer, Mr. Danner, it’s not my business until you make it my business. I just don’t like being the only one on a roof with a drawer open.”

Facing Ruth Keller across a stripped chimney with the harbor behind her, I thought about a bundle containing a dead phone and a driver’s license in the bottom of a footlocker, and about how this woman had, without one bit of power, read more of me in two weeks than the diagnosticians and the drainers with all their instruments, and I said, carefully, honestly, as much as I could, “There’s a drawer. You’re right. It’s not a sad one exactly, it’s a dangerous one, and the danger’s part of why it stays shut. And if it ever opens, it opens to the people who’re standing next to it, and not before, and not for anybody’s curiosity.” I met her eyes. “That’s true, and it’s most of what I can say on a roof, and I think you of all people understand a drawer a person can’t open yet.”

Ruth held my gaze a long moment, then nodded once, satisfied. Nobody alive respected a closed drawer more. We returned to the flashing and worked without the old guardedness between us. Each of us now knew the other carried a private danger not yet ready to be set down, and neither reached for it. That honest restraint drew us closer than a confession forced too early could have.

It was only when we were sitting on the ridge with the last of it done, catching our breath, that she told me the custom, plain, because I’d earned it and because she wanted it understood before anything else got understood.

“You’ll be wondering about the rules,” she said. “Everybody wonders and nobody asks. So here they are, once. When a hero dies, his wife’s bond goes dark. It doesn’t transfer, it doesn’t fade slow, it goes out, and it stays out, because it was built for him and he’s gone. That’s a widow. And a widow keeps her house, for life, that’s hers, nobody takes a widow’s house. She can bond again, if she chooses to, there’s no law against it and no shame in it, but most never do, because most have felt a bond go dark once and would rather feed the whole Row forever than feel it a second time.” She looked at me. “And the waiting custom, the wait-for-the-wedding thing they teach the maidens, the clean-first-spike business, that’s not for me. That’s for a girl bonding her first hero, where the academy wants the first spike clean and predictable and in a marriage bed on a wedding night, all tidy. A trained widow’s different. My facet doesn’t need easing in, it comes on strong the day I decide, betrothal or not, I’ve done this before, I know what the door feels like open. So if it ever came to it, and I’m not saying it will, there’d be no waiting and no permission and no office to ask. It’d be a kitchen matter. Betrothal at a table, and the rest is the couple’s own business, whenever they please, because a widow’s already a grown woman and everybody knows it.” She said it flat, factual, a woman explaining the plumbing, and only the fact that she’d said it at all told me anything, because Ruth Keller did not explain the plumbing of a thing she hadn’t started thinking about.

She showed me the drawer that evening, in the kitchen, when we came down, and she showed it to me on purpose, and that told me more than the roof had.

She opened a low drawer in the sideboard and there it was, folded neat, cream cloth and a red star, Hal’s colors, three years in a drawer, and she did not take it out and she did not hide it, she just let me see that it was there, and she said, “I keep them. People think I should have burned them or buried them and I didn’t, they’re folded in a drawer in my kitchen and I know exactly where they are.” She closed the drawer, slow. “I’m not done with him, Mr. Danner. I want to be honest about that with you if we’re going to be honest at all. I’m not done with Hal Keller and I don’t expect I ever will be all the way. But.” And here she stopped, and looked at the closed drawer, and said the thing so quietly I almost missed it, the first crack in three years of certainty. “I might be done with the drawer. Maybe. Not yet. But the drawer’s a different thing than the man, and I’ve started to be able to tell the difference, and I couldn’t, for a long time, and now I can, and I don’t know what to do with that, so I’m telling you, because you’re the reason, and you ought to know you’re the reason.” She turned from the drawer. “That’s more than I’ve said to anybody in three years. Don’t make me sorry I said it.”

“I won’t,” I said.

“And the last thing, and then we’re done talking about it,” Ruth said, and she said it without any drama at all, the way you’d state a house rule, and it was the truest and hardest thing she owned, and she gave it to me straight. “I don’t watch heroes die twice. That’s the promise I made, and it kept me out of the radio room and my porch dark for three years. I watched one hero fly into the night and not come home. I sat at a radio and felt it, so I decided I would never do that again, never pour myself into another man who goes to the fire, because eventually the fire wins. That’s what fire is.” She looked at me, steady, no plea in it, just the fact. “And you’re a man who goes to the fire. You go to it more than most, you’re a Universal, they’ll send you at everything. So you understand what you’re asking a woman like me to do, even if you’re too decent to ask it out loud. You’re asking me to stand at a radio again someday. And I don’t know if I’ve got it in me, and that’s the whole truth, and it’s not about wanting, wanting was never the trouble.” She turned to the stove. “Now sit down, you’re not leaving my kitchen on an empty stomach, we didn’t fix a roof so you could go home and eat your wife’s cooking.”

I sat, and while she moved around her kitchen I turned over what she’d handed me, the vow, and it sat heavy in me, because she was right, she’d named it exactly, I was someone who went to the fire and I was asking her, without asking, to stand at a radio again. And I made myself look at it honestly, as she’d looked at it, because she deserved a man who’d looked at it honestly. Everything in me wanted her. The floor, yes, the facet, the thing my household needed and what would keep me alive against the gray man, all of that, but under it, plainer, I wanted her, the woman, the calm and the steel and the warmth and the way a kitchen felt with her in it, I’d wanted her since a ladder two weeks ago and the wanting had only deepened. And precisely because I wanted her, I was not going to be the man who used his own need to talk a widow past her decision. If she came, she’d come on her own feet, having decided with her eyes open that a share of the worst night of her life was worth it, the way Donna had put it on the swing, and not one day before, and not one inch pushed. That was the only way it would be clean, and Ruth Keller had been nobody’s clean anything, she’d said so, but she was going to be, in this, if it happened, she was going to have chosen it free and whole, because she’d already had one marriage taken from her by the dark and I was not going to be another thing that happened to her. I was going to be a thing she chose. Or nothing. Those were the only two honest options and I’d made my peace with both.

She set the plate in front of me and I ate it without saying any of that, because saying it would have been its own kind of pushing.

A minute later, she reached up for a high shelf for the good bowls, up on her toes, and the reaching pulled the whole front of her up, the apron bib straining, the enormous soft weight of her chest lifting and pressing against the cloth, freckled skin at the collar of the house dress, her red hair coming loose from its pins and falling down her back with the stretch of it, and I looked, I couldn’t not, a grown man caught flat by a woman reaching for a bowl, my mouth going dry and my whole body going warm and stupid, and she got the bowl down and turned and caught me looking, of course she caught me, Ruth caught everything.

And she did not tell me to stop. She looked at me looking, and her calm brown eyes held mine, and she said, “Eyes up, Mr. Danner,” in the low even voice, and it was the same three words she’d said off the ladder that first morning, and it was not the same at all, because that first morning it had stopped my stare and now it was almost an invitation, the smallest one, a woman who’d spent three years making sure no man looked at her that way letting one man look at her that way for the length of a held breath before she pointed his eyes back up, and there was warmth in it, and permission in the withholding of it, and my heart went sideways, and she turned back to the stove before either of us could make it into more than it was, and I sat down at her table like a man who’d been handed something and told to be careful with it.

The kitchen lessons had started by then, and they were the best thing on the Row to watch, and I watched when I could.

Ruth had taken Donna on the way she took on a leaking gutter, as a job that needed doing, and three afternoons a week Donna went down to the end house or Ruth came up to ours and they cooked, and it was not the swooping-in kindness of the first night, it was a curriculum, Ruth teaching my wife the craft from its foundations, how a chrome range really behaves, how to read a roast by the smell and not the clock, how to make a sauce that doesn’t break, how to feed a tired man the things that put him back together, and Donna, who’d been top of nothing at cooking and terrified of the kitchen’s hidden rules, turned out to have exactly the good hands Ruth had spotted the first night, and got better fast, and glowed under Ruth’s flat rare praise the way she glowed under nothing else.

The part nobody could have predicted was how funny they were together, the bombshell and the widow, Donna narrating everything in her bright breathless way and Ruth cutting her off with a dry word, Donna calling Ruth’s instructions the gospel according to the range and Ruth telling her to stop talking and watch the pan, the two of them falling into a rhythm that looked, from my porch, exactly like sisters, the older one steady and the younger one bright, and I would stand at the fence with my coffee and watch my wife learn to run a household from the woman I was trying, slowly, patiently, never pushing, to bring into it, and think that whatever else the gray man had broken, he had accidentally built me this, two women in a kitchen who’d have had no reason to find each other and had, and were the better for it.

There was the afternoon of the mayonnaise, which entered Row legend before sundown. Donna had read in a magazine that a proper wife made her own, and had not told Ruth she was attempting it, and Ruth had come up to find the Danner kitchen looking like a crime scene and Donna near tears over a bowl of yellow soup that would not thicken no matter how she beat it. Ruth had looked at it a moment and asked how fast she’d added the oil, and Donna had said all at once, how else, and Ruth had said there it was, you add the oil a drop at a time or you get soup, and Donna had said nobody tells you these things, they just expect you to know them out of the air. And Ruth had said that was right, that the whole of running a house was a thousand things nobody tells you that everyone expects you to know already, and that the only difference between a woman who could run a house and one who couldn’t was that somebody had once stood in a kitchen and told the first one, drop at a time, patient, without making her feel a fool for not being born knowing it.

Ruth showed her drop by drop, and it had thickened, and Donna had held the bowl up like a trophy and declared she’d made mayonnaise, she’d conquered mayonnaise, and Ruth had said she’d conquered it with a great deal of help and about a quart of wasted oil, and Donna had said a win was a win. She could not bear to throw out the first ruined batch, the wasted-oil soup, because it was a thing she’d bled for, so she’d put it in the icebox instead, where it sat for a week, and Peggy logged its existence from the fence, and Roy asked to be allowed to see it, and it became, briefly, the most famous mayonnaise on the mainland, a monument to a bombshell too stubborn to quit a kitchen that had beaten her once.

“She’s teaching me to feed you right,” Donna said, one evening, flushed and proud, setting down a pot roast that was, for the first time, everything a pot roast should be, browned and tender and whole. “Ruth says a Housewife feeds a hero to keep him standing and a Muse feeds him to remind him what he’s standing for, and that they’re different suppers, and I’m learning both, and Jack, I made this one, all of it, and it’s not hash, it’s a roast, an actual roast, taste it and tell me she didn’t fix me.” And I tasted it, and it was a roast, an actual roast, and I told her the widow hadn’t fixed her because she’d never been broken, she’d only been untaught, and Donna threw her arms around my neck, and down the Row a porch light came on at dusk.

Donna and Ruth had the porch swing the next afternoon, and I was not there for it, and Donna told me every word that night in bed, because Donna could not keep a good scene to herself and this was a good scene.

They’d sat on Ruth’s porch swing in the sun, the two of them, and Donna had brought lemonade and not brought her armor, and after a while Donna had said the true thing, just as she did, kindly and bluntly, no cruelty in it and no dodging either.

“I saw your face,” Donna had said. “The day we moved in. You were on your porch with your arms folded when Jack and I raised blue-and-gold and the whole Row lit up, and I watched your face, Ruth, and I read it, because reading faces is the one thing I’m the best in the world at, they trained me for it and it turns out I had a gift. You weren’t only watching new neighbors celebrate. You were remembering what it felt like to stand under household colors and have the light mean home.”

And Ruth, Donna said, had not denied it, which was the remarkable thing, Ruth had looked out at the harbor and been quiet a long time and then said, low, “You’re a generous girl, Donna Danner. You’re offering something and you don’t know what you’re offering. You’ve got a few good weeks of marriage in you and you think a household is a warm bed and a lit street. You don’t know what it is to stand at a radio.”

And Donna, my Donna, had put her lemonade down and looked the widow in the eye and said, “I know exactly what I’m offering. I’m not a girl, Ruth, I know everybody looks at me and sees a girl in a nice dress, but I felt my husband go thin and dark from a hundred miles the day of Delano, and I felt him get poured down a monster’s throat two weeks ago in a drowning pumping station, and I sat at a radio too, and I know what it costs and I’m offering it anyway, with my eyes open, because I’ve got a porch with three chairs on it and a husband who comes home gray, and I would rather share the standing-at-the-radio with a woman who can put a floor under him than watch him fly out one more time with no floor at all. That’s what I’m offering. Not a warm bed. A share of the worst night of your life, and a share of all the good ones, and a man worth both. And I’m offering it because I love him and I’m not scared of you, and you should stop deciding what a girl in a nice dress knows about the dark.”

And Ruth, Donna said, had held her gaze for a long, searching moment, and then had said only, “Drink your lemonade,” which from Ruth was a white flag, and the two of them had sat in the sun not talking.

“And then,” Donna said, propped up on her elbow in our bed with her platinum hair everywhere and her eyes shining with the pleasure of a well-told thing, “and then she said the thing that got me, Jack. After we’d sat a while. She said, out of nowhere, not looking at me, she said, ‘You’d have to be all right with me healing him. With my hands on him. Some first wives can’t stand it, the healing, it looks too much like the other thing.’ Testing me. Seeing if I’d flinch. And I said, ‘Ruth, I have spent two weeks watching my husband come home the color of a dead fish, and the gray only left him after you put your hand on his chest in your kitchen, so you can put your hands on him all you like, I’ll hold your other hand while you do it if that helps.’ And she looked at me like I’d said something in a foreign language, like generosity was a foreign language, like nobody had offered her a single thing in three years without her having to bake it first, and Jack, her chin went, just for a second, just went, and then she got it back and said ‘drink your lemonade’ again and we never mentioned it, but I saw it.” Donna flopped back onto the pillow. “She’s so lonely, Jack. Under all that competence. She’s been the one who feeds everybody and gets fed by nobody for three years, and she’s decided that’s just what she is now, the one who gives, and she doesn’t even know how starved she is, and it makes me want to cry and it makes me want to feed her a hundred suppers and it makes me love you for being the thing that woke her up.”

Donna lay in our bed telling it with tears standing in her eyes, proud of herself and full of a fierce protective tenderness for a woman who’d been cool to her two weeks ago, and she should have been proud, because she’d done in two weeks what the Row from end to end hadn’t managed in three years, which was get past Ruth Keller’s front door as something other than a mouth to feed.

That night I flew the circuit, the whole dark forty miles of it, harbor and rail and the point and the water road, watching the black harbor for a gray coat, and I came home in the small hours over a sleeping Row, and every porch on it was dark, the way porches are at three in the morning, all but two. Mine, where Donna left a light for me every single night. And the small house under the shade tree at the end of the Row.

Ruth’s porch light was on.

It was on when I flew over, a small warm gold square at the dark end of the street, and I came down onto my own lawn and stood on the wet grass and looked at it, that one lit porch at the end of the Row where the light had been off for three years, off through every circuit and every siren and every dawn since the night she took Hal’s colors down, and it was on tonight, for no reason a neighbor could name, on and waiting, and it stayed on, I watched it, it stayed on until I was down and safe on my own grass under my own pennant, and only then, a minute after I landed, did it go out.

She’d kept it on until I was home, a choice she had not made in three years. She would never mention it, and she didn’t have to. A porch light could speak for a woman without demanding words, and I stood in the dark on my lawn with my heart going hard and understood that Ruth Keller had a vow that said she’d never stand at a radio again, and a porch light that had just stayed on until a hero was safely down, and that the two of them were pulling her in exactly opposite directions, and that she knew it, and that the light going out was her telling me she knew it, and telling herself she’d only leave it on the once.

I told Donna about the porch light that night, lying in the dark, and she went very still before her fingers found mine beneath the sheet.

“On until you were down,” she said. It was not a question. “And then off. Oh, Ruth.”

Donna turned my hand over and traced my palm, her touch unusually quiet. I could feel her reading the whole woman from that one lit square and resisting the urge to turn understanding into action.

“We don’t mention it to her,” she said. “Not tomorrow, not over coffee, not with one of my clever little hints. She gave herself one private thing tonight. We let it stay hers.”

“Even if she does it again?”

“Especially then.” Donna laced her fingers through mine. “I can keep a porch ready without dragging her onto it. You can land where she can see you. That’s enough from us.”

She lifted our joined hands and pressed her lips to my knuckles. The fierce tenderness in her face made my chest ache more than the circuit had.

“God, I love you,” she whispered. “And God, I love her. The Wife wing girls would call me completely deranged.”

“They might have a point.”

“They usually don’t.” Her mouth brushed my hand again. “Go to sleep, husband. We leave her switch alone.”


Chapter 9: Slate and Crimson

Wayne Benton got married on the Okafor lawn on a bright Saturday, and I watched slate-and-crimson go up the pole across the Row, and I will say this for the man, he did it correctly, and it was, in its cold pressed way, a good wedding.

Every household came, because that is what the Row does, whatever it privately thinks. There were long tables on the Okafor lawn and June’s cooking and Marguerite’s and, quietly, without anyone making a thing of it, a great deal of Ruth’s, because Ruth had cooked half the wedding and let June take the compliments, that being Ruth. The wives had strung the porches with paper lanterns, and the brass trio the Bentons had hired from the harbor tuned up under the shade trees, and Roy Castellan told everyone who’d stand still that his arm was nearly healed and he’d be flying inside the week, and Peggy logged the wedding gifts in her notebook, and it was, for all that half the Row privately thought Wayne Benton was a cold fish, a real Row wedding, warm at the edges whatever it was at the center.

Eddie came in a borrowed jacket a size too big and spent the first half hour convinced he’d been seated wrong and the second half hour convinced he’d used the wrong fork, and Donna, who’d taken him on as a project the way she took on everything, told him there was no wrong fork at a Row wedding, the fork was whichever one reached the food, and Eddie relaxed by degrees as he always did, from a boy braced to be found out into a young man telling a story with his hands going. By the time the brass trio hit its stride he’d forgotten the jacket entirely and was teaching Marguerite Okafor a dance step he swore they did on the island and plainly did not, and Marguerite laughed first, just as she did, and let him lead her wrong all over the lawn, and it was the loosest I’d ever seen Eddie Pruitt, a healer at a party with nobody bleeding, and it suited him.

Roy got his cast signed. That became the event of the reception without anyone planning it, because Roy decided a wedding was as good a place as any to collect signatures on the plaster before it came off, and worked the whole party with a grease pencil. He got June and Marguerite and Okafor and Florence from the Starlite, who’d closed the diner for the afternoon and come up the hill for it, and finally cornered me, and I signed it, and Peggy signed it last, and what Peggy wrote on her husband’s cast in her small precise hand was the time of the trolley race with the true number, and Roy howled about it and would not have it sanded off for anything, and wore the slander on his arm proudly the rest of the week.

Florence called everyone sugar, all of Pennant Row, heroes and plant men and children alike, and told Donna she remembered Jack from his first day in the city, a lost tall drink of trouble with no appetite and worse manners, and Donna made her tell every part of it, every detail, and Florence obliged, and I stood there being gently roasted by a diner waitress in front of my entire street and could not have been happier about it, because someone who gets roasted by the woman who fed him his first nickel coffee in a strange world is a man who has, somewhere along the way, come to belong to a place.

One moment from the middle stayed with me because it showed the Row at its truest. The plant men had come up from the harbor for the wedding, off-shift, in their good clothes, Brannigan’s crowd, men who worked the Pile and lived down the hill, and they mixed in with the hero households the way a good street mixes, no line between the ones who flew and the ones who kept the pumps turning, all of them at the long tables together eating Ruth’s cooking that June was getting the credit for. I stood at the edge of it with a glass I wasn’t drinking and watched a whole community that had been terrified two weeks before eat and dance and sign a kid’s cast in the lantern light, and thought that this, the mixing, the plant men and the heroes at one table, was what the aesthetic had always promised and rarely delivered, a bright world where the work of keeping the lights on and the work of saving the day sat down to the same supper, and I loved it, the whole warm loud ordinary miracle of it, even at Wayne Benton’s wedding.

Wayne stood at the head of it in a uniform pressed flatter than fabric wants to lie, and Corinne Hadley came out of the house on nobody’s arm because Corinne Hadley was the kind of woman who walked to her own wedding under her own power, in a slate-and-crimson dress cut with no waste in it, chestnut hair in its tight French twist, a clipboard nowhere in sight for once but you felt she knew right where it was, and the two of them said the short vows in clear correct voices, and there was, I’ll grant it, a real feeling between them, cool, but genuine, two precise people who’d found in each other someone who valued precision, which is a kind of love even if it isn’t the kind that lights a street. Wayne raised his pennant, slate-and-crimson, up the pole he’d left bare and correct through the whole betrothal, and it caught the wind, and the Row applauded, and it was real. He had a wife now, a good one, a competent one, and a pole with his colors on it, and a standing on the street, and it was all earned inside the rules, and I stood there clapping with everyone else and understood that Wayne Benton had just become a harder man to dislike out loud and a more dangerous one underneath, because a man with a household, a wife, a pole, and a place on the Row is a man with a platform, and Wayne had wanted a platform all his life until then.

Corinne found Donna at the reception, and was exactly as cool as advertised.

“Donna Danner,” Corinne said, holding a glass she wasn’t drinking from, taking in Donna’s bright dress and brighter face with a precise hazel gaze. “The famous Muse. The whole Row talks about your lamps. And your cooking, though I gather the widow’s had to take that in hand.” A small correct smile. “You’ve made domestic struggle quite fashionable. I’d have thought a woman with a gift like yours would want more than an apron, but then, we all find our level. It’s a lovely apron.” Corinne walked off before Donna could answer, gracious as she’d been on the plane. Donna, God love her, refused to spend herself chasing the insult. She watched Corinne go and said to me, mild, “She married a ledger and she knows it, and a woman who married a ledger has to tell herself the apron’s the sad choice or she can’t get through the day. I feel a little sorry for her, actually. Not much. A little.” And she sipped her lemonade and let it go, the new Donna, unbothered, and I loved her.

Ruth and Corinne were cooler than that, and it happened over by the drinks, and I only caught the end of it.

Corinne had said the thing about the pole. Loud enough. In Ruth’s hearing, and meaning it to be, standing near the drinks with a knot of the newer wives, looking down the Row at the one bare pole under the shade tree, and she’d said, “I don’t know how the street stands it, honestly, that bare pole at the end, year after year. It’s morbid. If it were me I’d have taken the whole thing down. A flagpole with nothing on it is just a woman advertising her own sad story to the whole street every single day.” And there’d been an uncomfortable little silence, because everyone knew Ruth was six feet away, and Ruth, who had heard every word, did not turn, did not color, did not sharpen. She reached over and took Corinne’s glass, which was nearly empty, and refilled it from the pitcher, unhurried, and handed it back, and said, “You look dry,” in her low even voice, and that was all, and it was a devastation, because it answered contempt with care, and made Corinne, for one second, in front of the newer wives, look exactly like what she was, a sharp young woman who’d tried to wound a widow at a wedding and gotten handed a full glass for her trouble. Corinne took the glass and did not say anything else, and Ruth went back to helping June with the tables.

Donna went to her. I watched it. My wife crossed the whole lawn in her bright dress, away from the good company and the brass and the lanterns, and picked up a stack of plates and fell in beside Ruth at the serving table without being asked, and I couldn’t hear what she said, but I saw Ruth’s head come up, and saw her look at Donna, and saw Donna say something short and fierce with a jerk of her chin back toward Corinne, defending the widow’s pole to the widow’s face, and saw Ruth nearly laugh, the closest I’d seen her come, and the two of them served the wedding side by side after that, the bombshell and the widow, and it was, I thought, the best answer to Corinne’s cruelty anyone could have made, better than the full glass even, because it said the thing plainest of all, which was that the woman with the bare pole was not alone anymore, whatever Corinne thought, that she had a bright generous girl at her elbow now who’d cross a whole lawn to stand with her, and Corinne, watching it from the good company with her clipboard nowhere in sight, could not for all her precision have engineered a thing half so warm.

I watched my wife fall a little further in love with the woman she was trying to marry to me, and I fell a little further in love with my wife for it, and it was, all told, the strangest and best thing about my whole strange life, that the warmest bond forming on that lawn was the one between my wife and the widow.

Wayne toasted Okafor at the supper, and it was correct, and it had a knife in it.

He stood, glass up, and thanked the senior of the circuit for his welcome, for his leadership, for the example he set, and he said, warm, gracious, “To Captain Okafor. The finest hero on this coast, and the senior of Beacon Harbor, for as long as he holds the slot,” and there was the knife, slid in so smooth under so much warmth that half the table drank to it without hearing it, for as long as he holds the slot, a toast that was also a notice, and Okafor drank to it with a face like stone, and his dark eyes found mine down the table, and he did not have to say anything, he’d already told me on my porch weeks ago, he intends to be senior, and here was the man saying it into a wedding toast with a smile on, and getting applauded for it.

Dell Marsh was at the reception, because a reporter goes where the story might be, and the Sleepless Man had made every hero in Beacon Harbor a story.

He was exactly as I’d have drawn him, rumpled, sharp-eyed, hat pushed back, a pencil behind one ear and a cigarette he lit and forgot, and he worked the reception the way a good reporter works a room, easy, friendly, getting more out of people than they meant to give because he seemed to be having such a nice time. And he found me by the tables, and he was pleasant, and he asked me the ordinary questions, how long on the circuit, how I found the mainland, and then, easy, in the same friendly voice, “And where’s a fellow like you from, originally? Danner. Can’t place the name to a town. I know most of the hero families up and down this coast, it’s my beat, and I can’t place yours anywhere.”

Before I could give him the careful nothing I’d built for exactly this, Wayne was there.

Wayne had drifted over, glass in hand, gracious, the host’s-friend energy of someone who circulates, and he put a light hand on my shoulder like a comrade and answered the reporter for me, warm, smiling, on time.

“Oh, Danner’s from nowhere anyone’s heard of,” Wayne said, pleasant, a little joke among friends, and it landed like a joke, and it was not a joke. “Isn’t that right, Jack. Came out of nowhere, straight to the top, arrived, bonded, and married within weeks, strongest reading in his cohort from the first day, and none of us can name the town.” He smiled at Marsh, comradely, and Marsh, who was a professional, went very still under the friendliness the way a fisherman goes still at a tug. His stillness told me he’d heard the threat beneath the joke. He did not write it down, which was worse than writing it down, because a good reporter doesn’t write down the thing that matters in front of you, he writes it down later, and Wayne squeezed my shoulder and said, “Best hero on the Row, though, whatever the town. Excuse me, Corinne’s waving,” and drifted off, having planted it, and Marsh looked at me with his easy friendly eyes gone thoughtful and said, “Nowhere anyone’s heard of,” and I said, “Wayne likes his joke,” and Marsh said, “sure,” pleasant, and did not believe me, and there it was, out in a reporter’s head where I could not reach it, exactly as Okafor had said it would be, said soft and reasonable and true enough to stick.

Okafor found me a few minutes after, having watched the whole thing from across the lawn, and he handed me a drink I hadn’t asked for, which was Okafor’s way of standing next to a man, and he said, low, not looking at me, looking at the reception, “He did it in front of the reporter on purpose. Not to the reporter, in front of you, so you’d know he’ll do it, and to the reporter so it’s started. That’s how your friend fights. He never throws the punch, he just puts the knife on the table where you can see it and lets you spend the rest of the year knowing it’s there.” He took a slow drink. “I’ve told you I don’t know where you’re from and I’ve decided I don’t need to. But Marsh is going to want to, now, and Marsh is good at his job, and a man that good who’s been handed a thread is going to pull it. So whatever’s in your footlocker, Danner, you’d best decide who you’re going to tell it to on your own terms, and soon, because the alternative is it comes out on Wayne’s terms, or a reporter’s, and a thing like that only stays yours as long as you’re the one holding it.” And he clapped me on the shoulder and went to rescue June from a dull cousin, and left me with a drink and the exact advice I did not want and knew was right.

Audrey came in the afternoon, and the whole day got sharper.

She came over on the circuit-observers’ plane, the Wife wing sent people out to watch the mainland households now and again, and she’d arranged to be one of them, in a neat traveling suit almost the blue of my colors, glasses on, her dark hair pinned with the one strand that escaped when she was thinking, a folder under her arm because Audrey went nowhere without a folder, and she was exactly as composed as she’d been on the island, and unmistakably herself, and she took in Pennant Row in about thirty seconds, missing nothing, the poles, the households, the bare one at the end, and she did not say hello so much as arrive at a conclusion.

She found Donna first. And she looked at Donna, and then she looked down the lawn to where Ruth was helping June with the tables, and then she watched Ruth for a moment, watched Ruth’s eyes go to me across the lawn and away, the small unconscious track of a woman keeping tabs on a man she wouldn’t admit to keeping tabs on, and Audrey read the entire situation off that one look, the whole shape of the household that was forming, and she turned to Donna and said, dry, warm, precise, “You’re making room. For the redhead. I can see it from the plane. Good. That’s the generous read and the smart one both, which is rare.” A beat. “Keep my chair while you’re at it.” And Donna laughed and hugged her, and Audrey allowed it, stiff and pleased, and the two of them stood there a moment, the bombshell and the secretary, easy with each other the way they’d been easy since the bridal room. The household Audrey meant to join was already being built to fit her, a chair kept, a room made, by a first wife generous enough to build it.

She crossed paths with Ruth once, and I watched it, because I’d been curious how Audrey and Ruth would read each other. It was nothing, on the surface. Audrey came to the table for a plate, and Ruth served her, and the two of them took each other’s measure in the space of a spoonful, the composed brunette with the folder and the calm redhead with the ladle.

“You keep this Row standing,” Audrey said, precise and quiet. “I can see it in how they come to your table. That’s good work.”

Ruth looked at the sharp young stranger, then at the untouched champagne glass in Audrey’s hand. “You’re the precise one, aren’t you. The one the girl keeps a chair for.”

“When the time is right,” Audrey said. “Today I’m only a guest thanking you for supper.”

“Then eat it before it gets cold,” Ruth said, and added a second spoonful to Audrey’s plate.

Audrey accepted that answer without probing for another. Ruth refilled her glass, which from Ruth was respect, and the two women moved apart with neither claiming to know the other’s private choices. I thought, watching them, that the household forming around me might someday include women who knew when precision meant seeing a boundary and leaving it untouched.

She found me by the porch rail, later, alone, with a champagne glass she wasn’t drinking from, and she got straight to it, because Audrey did not spend a visit on small talk.

“You’re losing,” she said. “I’ve read the accounts, the ones the island gets. One fight, one loss, and you were carried out of it. And I know why, and you know why, and I want to hear you say it so I know you actually know it and aren’t just surviving it.” She looked at me over the glasses. “Why are you losing, Danner.”

“Because I can’t out-hit him,” I said. “Everything I’ve got is output. He eats output. Force feeds him, energy feeds him, the thread slides off him. The harder I try to beat him the stronger he gets.”

“Right so far.” She set the untouched glass on the rail. “So stop. That’s the whole letter I’d have written you if you’d written me first, which you didn’t, so I flew out to say it to your face. The man doesn’t tire. That’s not a problem you solve by making him tire, you can’t force exhaustion on a thing that doesn’t tire, that’s what doesn’t tire means. You’re solving the wrong equation. You keep asking how do I hurt him, how do I wear him down, and both of those are you, still, trying to be the one who does something to him. Wrong equation.” She tapped the rail, once, precise, the way she tapped a map. “The right equation isn’t about him at all. He runs on being hit. So the question is not how do I beat a man who can’t be beaten. The question is how do I stand in front of a man who can’t be beaten and give him nothing, for as long as it takes, until the thing that only refills when someone hits it runs dry because nobody’s hitting it. That’s not an attack. That’s an endurance. And you don’t have the facet for it, and you know exactly where the facet is.” She turned her head, deliberate, and looked down the lawn, at Ruth, at the enormous calm red-haired woman setting out plates, and looked back at me. “Aim is later, Danner. Aim is my department and I’ll bring it when it’s time and it’s not time. Endurance is now. And it’s standing right there in an apron putting out June Okafor’s good china, and you already know it, I can see that you know it, so I won’t insult you by explaining it further. Go marry your floor. It’s the only thing that beats him and it’s twelve feet away.” She picked her folder back up. “That’s what I came to say. That, and keep my chair, which your wife’s already doing, so really I came to say the first thing.” She straightened and tightened her grip on the folder until one corner pressed white against her knuckle. For half a beat she looked toward the harbor instead of meeting my eyes. Then her fingers eased, her gaze returned, and she was crisp again. “Congratulations to the Bentons, I suppose. He married well. She’s wasted on him. Walk me to the plane.”

I walked her to the plane, and she talked the whole way about the four melted vaults, page seven, the gold man, the pattern nobody but her was tracking, and at the plane she shook my hand, formal, and said, “Write to me. About the aim. When endurance is handled and it’s my turn to matter. Not before.” And she got on the evening plane and was gone, back to the island, back to her file and her chair, and she left the whole Row feeling a little slower and stupider for her absence, which was the Audrey effect.

I stood on the hero dock after Audrey’s plane lifted and tested her equation against the ground waiting for me. Could I keep the gray man away from a crowded place without striking him? For six minutes, perhaps. Could I hold a valve, a doorway, or a bridge approach while he drove me backward? Not on the wet footing where he’d already beaten me. Flight gave me escape, not a way to protect anyone below. The thread could hold a load but had passed through him like loose silk. Every useful answer ended at the same practical limit: my knees, my boots, and the missing ground beneath them.

That left a decision rather than a revelation. I would practice refusing the first punch. I would ask Okafor how long a Durable could block without attacking. And I would go home to the woman twelve feet down the Row without turning need into pressure. Ruth had left a porch light on; she had not offered a bond. The distance between those choices belonged to her. My job was to become worth crossing it for and remain alive while she decided.

I walked back to the reception with three concrete questions for Okafor and enough humility to ask them.

Donna and I danced on the Okafor lawn as the light went, because there was a brass trio and paper lanterns and my wife in my arms, and the power moving between us mattered.

There were no fixtures out on the lawn to brighten, only the paper lanterns strung too far off to reach and the dusk coming down blue over the harbor, and so the source did the other thing it did, the thing from the island, what happened when there was nowhere for the light to go, it routed through skin. Donna against me, her hand in mine and her other hand flat on my chest and her cheek against my jaw and the soft heavy warm length of her pressed all down my front, and where we touched the warmth built, the source pouring into the simple contact of us instead of out into a lamp, until we were warm as a stove in the cooling dusk, radiant with it, her body against mine putting off a heat you could have warmed your hands at, the small of her back hot under my palm, her breath hot against my throat, the whole of her gone soft and glowing and pliant in my arms.

And she felt it and pressed closer, loving it, a woman who lit streets learning she could also just be a hearth in a man’s arms, and she turned her face up and said, low, only for me, breath warm on my ear, “I can feel it going into me instead of the lanterns. It’s different when it’s got nowhere to go but us. It feels like, God, Jack, it feels like being kept warm from the inside,” and her hips moved against mine in the slow turn of the dance in a way that was not entirely a dance, and I had to concentrate on being a married man in public, and she knew it, and she liked knowing it, and we turned slow on the grass giving off heat like a banked fire while the lanterns swung and the brass played and the widow at the edge of the lawn watched the heat come off us and thought her three-years-forbidden thoughts.

And Ruth watched.

From the edge of the lawn, by the tables, with a stack of plates in her hands, Ruth Keller watched me dance with my wife and watched what my power did with a woman held against me, watched the two of us go warm and bright in the dusk, and I felt her watching, and I looked over Donna’s shoulder and met her eyes across the lawn for one second, and Ruth did not look away, she held it, a widow with an armload of plates watching a hero be warm with his wife and thinking, plainly, on her face for one unguarded second, about being the woman held against a man like that, about warmth she’d told herself for three years she was done wanting, and then she turned and carried the plates into the house, and Donna, who had felt me go still, murmured against my jaw without opening her eyes, “She’s watching, isn’t she,” and I said yes, and Donna said, “good,” and kept dancing, and pressed her warm mouth to my throat, and let the widow see the life she’d be joining.

The piano was on my porch when we got home.

It sat there in the dark, a piano, an upright, polished, expensive, with a card, delivered while the whole Row was at a wedding, left on my own porch by someone who’d walked up my own steps while I was a quarter mile away dancing, and Donna stopped dead at the sight of it and said, “We didn’t order a piano,” and I said, “no, we didn’t,” and my skin went cold, because I knew whose piano it was before I read the card, there was only one piano importer who would send it.

We stood over it, the two of us, in the porch dark, and neither of us wanted to touch it, because a gift you didn’t order from anyone who wants to own you is not a piano, it’s a message with keys, and the message was the delivery as much as the note, the fact of it, that someone had walked up my own steps to my own porch while I danced a quarter mile away, unhurried, and set a piece of furniture on it, and gone, and no one on the Row had seen a thing, or if they had they’d thought nothing of a delivery man with a piano on a Saturday. It said, before I read a word of the card, we can reach your porch. We can reach it whenever we like. Your pole and your pennant and your Row full of heroes don’t keep us off your steps. That was the first sentence, and it was written in furniture, and I felt Donna understand it at the same moment I did, felt her go still and reach for my hand.

The card was tucked under the lid. And it was not signed, and it was handwritten, in a careful, formal, slightly wrong English, the English of a man who had learned the language somewhere else and learned it very well but not from the cradle, every word correct and the music of it foreign, and it was written to me, and it used a turn of phrase, deliberately, that was mine, that was from my century and not this one, a small idiom I’d let slip somewhere it had been overheard and passed up a line, dropped into the note on purpose so I would know that they knew, and it said:

Mr. Danner. A gift for your fine new home, from an admirer of unusual men. We are all of us far from where we started; some of us farther than others. We know a man out of place when we see one. When you tire of being underpaid for extraordinary gifts, come and speak with us. The offer will be generous. The instrument is yours regardless. Play something from home.

I stood on my porch in the dark with my wife beside me and read a note from someone who had walked up my steps and left a piano and told me, in my own idiom, in a hand that had learned English on the other side of the water, that he knew just what I was, that he thought I was a man out of place, and that he wanted to buy me.

“Play something from home,” Donna read, over my shoulder, quiet, and looked up at me, and her warm face in the porch dark was not frightened, it was fierce, but there was a question in it now, a real one, the question the piano had put on our porch. “He thinks you’re from somewhere, Jack. Somewhere distant. Far enough that he thinks he can offer you a fortune to come work for the far place instead of here.” She folded the card, careful, and put it in her pocket, and did not ask the rest of it, not tonight, but I saw her decide to ask it soon, saw the box move to the front of her mind and sit there, and she said only, “We’re not touching this piano, and we’re not moving it either, we’re going to leave it right where he put it, out here on the porch where the whole Row can see it, so that when they ask where the Danners got a piano I can say a stranger left it and watch it become a story, because the one thing a man who sneaks up your steps in the dark can’t stand is being a story everybody’s telling.” That was Donna, that was exactly Donna, taking a thing meant to frighten her in private and dragging it out into the public daylight where she was strongest, and I loved her for it, and I put my arm around her.

Out on the point the dome held up the bright unknowing city. At the end of the Row, Ruth’s porch light came on, gold and warm, and stayed on. And I stood between the two of them, the lit dome and the lit porch, with a stranger’s piano on my own steps and a note in my wife’s pocket written in my own century’s idiom. The enemy had just written to me in my own language, and the box in the bottom of my footlocker had started to open whether I was ready or not.


Chapter 10: Build Me Something

The card from the piano sat on our kitchen table for three days before Donna asked me, and the piano itself sat on the porch the whole time, precisely where Sokol’s men had left it, because Donna had decided we’d leave it there in the daylight where the Row could see it, and she’d been right, it had become a story inside a day, a stranger left the Danners a piano, and neighbors came by to look at it and admire it and speculate, and the very publicness of it took some of the menace off, which was the point, that was Donna’s gift, turning a private threat into a public curiosity.

Still it sat there. Each climb up my own steps took me past it, polished and expensive and unasked-for. I thought play something from home; I did not touch it, none of us touched it, and its presence settled into the house like a silence everyone walked around. I could feel it working on Donna the whole three days, could feel her circling it, the question building in her; I knew my wife well enough by now to know she’d ask when she’d decided how to ask, and not before, and that when she did it would be straight.

She asked me on the third morning, and she did it the way she did the hard things, straight, over coffee, with the storm coming in off the harbor and rattling the window over the sink.

“They think you’re from somewhere,” she said. She had the card in front of her, the careful foreign hand, play something from home. “Sokol thinks it. Price thought it the day of the wedding on the island, she told you your numbers didn’t fit, you told me. Wayne thinks it and he’s saying it to reporters now. There’s a whole list of people in two cities who’ve decided my husband is from somewhere far, and there’s one person who’s never once asked.” She looked up at me, and her warm blue eyes were steady, no wobble in them, and that was the thing that told me she meant it. “Me. I’ve never asked. I stood next to a locked box at my own wedding and called it a vow and I’ve kept it, three weeks on this Row, I never asked, and I want you to understand I’m not asking now because I need to know. I don’t. I married the man on the porch, not the box. But Jack.” She put her hand flat on the card. “They’re coming for it. Whatever’s in it. Sokol left a piano on our porch to tell you he knows, and a man like that doesn’t stop at a piano. So I’m not asking because I need it. I’m asking because they’re going to try to take it, and I’d rather know what they’re taking than find out from them.”

I sat with that a moment, because she’d earned a real answer and not a soft one, and I gave her the piece of it I could give her before I gave her the full matter, which was the shape of the danger.

“Here’s what I can tell you now,” I said. “Not what’s in the box. But why it’s locked. Everybody’s got it backwards, including me at first. The danger was never that people would think I’m crazy. This is a world with portals in it, with soft spots, with men who fall out of the sky, a strange origin has a category here, they’d believe me. That’s the whole problem, Donna. They’d believe me. And a man who is what I am, if the wrong people believe it, doesn’t get called a liar, he gets kept. Used. Handlers and questions and a room somewhere and never a free man again, because a man like me is the most valuable thing a government or a Sokol could get their hands on, and valuable things don’t get to have porches. That’s why it’s locked. Not shame. Not madness. Because the day the wrong people know for certain what I am is the day I stop getting to choose anything, including you, including this house.” She took it in and saw what my silence had been meant to protect: Donna, our house, and my freedom to choose either. “So when I say I want to know what Sokol knows before I open it, I mean I need to learn whether they have proof or only a hunch. I can live beside a hunch. Proof changes everything.”

Donna was quiet, taking it in, and then she said, softly, “That’s the most you’ve ever told me,” and I said, “I know,” and she said, “and it’s still not the thing,” and I said, “no. But it’s the true shape of the thing, and I wanted you to have the shape before the thing.”

Next I honored the decision I’d made on the island: when this day arrived, I would promise her the entire truth on a fixed date without opening the box one day before the time was right.

“I’m going to tell you,” I said. “You, first, before anyone. I decided that a long time ago, before I even knew your name I knew that whoever I bonded would be the first person I told, because you can’t build a house on a locked room. So it’s coming. But I want to tell it to you clean, when I know what Sokol knows, exactly how much and exactly what shape, because if they’re coming for it I need to know whether they’ve got the whole thing or a guess, and I need to be able to tell you which, because the danger changes completely depending on which. Right now I don’t know if that piano’s a man who knows everything or a man who’s guessing at a fortune. When I know that, I open the box, to you, and I tell you all of it, and then we decide what to do about it together, as a household.” I reached across and put my hand over hers on the card. “That’s not me putting you off. That’s me wanting to hand you a whole thing instead of half of one. Do you understand the difference.”

“I understand the difference,” Donna said, slowly, working it, and then her chin came up, and she made the deal her way, because Donna insisted on shaping her own deals. “But it gets a date. I’m not living in a house with a room I can’t go in for a year, waiting for you to feel ready, because a man can feel not-ready forever, that’s what not-ready is for. So you tell me a date. A real one. The day you’ll open it by, whatever you know or don’t know by then, and if the day comes and Sokol’s still a mystery, you open it anyway, to me, because I’d rather have half a thing from my husband than a whole thing I had to wait my whole life for.” She turned her hand over under mine and gripped it. “Name the day, Jack.”

I named it. Two weeks out. A real date, a Tuesday. Saying it aloud put the day on our calendar: my wife would learn that her husband had watched four minutes end six years in a gray city seventy years from now. Donna repeated the Tuesday once, nodded without flinching, and tapped the card with one red nail, a woman who had gotten a locked room both a key and a deadline.

“Two weeks,” she said. “All right. That’s a real date and I’ll hold you to it and I won’t ask again between now and then, that’s the deal, you get your two weeks clean and I get the whole thing on the Tuesday, whatever you know by then.” She reached across and touched my face. “And Jack, whatever it is, I want you to hear this now, before, so it’s already said when the day comes. It’s not going to change anything. I married the man on the porch. I don’t care if the man on the porch used to be a man somewhere I’ve never heard of. He’s the man on the porch now, he’s my man, this is our house, and there is nothing you can take out of that box that makes any of that less true, and I want you to spend the next two weeks knowing that instead of dreading it, because I can feel you dreading it and I won’t have my husband dreading the day he finally lets me all the way in.” And she folded the card away into a drawer, and I sat there undone by her, by the plain generous certainty of her, a woman handing me an absolution two weeks before the confession, and the storm hit the coast an hour later.

It came in off the harbor the way the big ones do, the sky going green-dark in the afternoon and the wind picking up until the Row’s poles bent and the pennants stood straight out cracking like whips and then the rain came, sheets of it, drumming the roof, running the gutters Ruth and I had fixed, and out on the point the great pale dome of the Pile stood steady through all of it, lit from within, unbothered, holding its low silver light over the streaming city while the storm broke itself against the hill.

We made the house snug against it, which was its own kind of good. Donna had learned enough from Ruth by now to make a real supper, a pot of something slow that had cooked all afternoon and filled the house with the smell of it, and we ate it at the nook with the storm hammering the window and the yellow curtains glowing in the lamplight, and it fulfilled the 1950s promise made to a lonely man at a rainy window in another life, a warm lit kitchen and a woman across the table and weather that couldn’t get in, and I sat there with a piano-shaped threat on my porch and a monster in the harbor and felt, under all of it, absurdly safe, because the house was warm and the woman was mine and the storm was on the outside of the glass. Donna caught me feeling it and reached across the little table and put her hand on my jaw and said, “You’ve got the rainy-window face again. The one where you’re somewhere else being sad about it.” And I said I wasn’t sad, I was the opposite of sad, I was a man who’d spent a lot of rainy nights alone at a window and couldn’t get over having a kitchen with somebody in it, and Donna’s eyes went soft, and she said, “then let’s go to bed and I’ll remind you that you’re not at the window anymore,” and we did the dishes together first, because that was the new thing, the boring beautiful thing, and then we went to bed early with the rain loud on the roof and the window cracked open the way Donna liked it, so she could smell the rain and feel the wet air move.

We lay in the dark a while first, not touching, just listening to the storm, the rain drumming and the wind working the shade tree at the end of the Row, the window cracked open so the wet cool air moved over us and carried in the smell of rain and harbor and washed dust. Donna liked a storm. She’d told me once that a storm made a house feel like a house, that you couldn’t feel how snug a place was until the weather was trying to get in and couldn’t, and I lay there and understood her, because I’d spent a hundred storms alone at a window watching a gray city dissolve and feeling the weather get all the way into me, and now there was a wall and a roof and a woman, and the storm stayed outside.

In the dark, with the storm loud and the window open and the rain coming in a fine mist onto the sill, Donna reached for me.

She came up over me in the dark, her soft heavy warmth settling onto me, her platinum hair falling around both our faces, and she kissed me slow, and I felt the difference in it from the kitchen, the difference from the housewarming, this was not the bright hungry Donna of the sink window, this was a quieter one, a deeper one. She kissed me like she had all night, unhurried, her mouth soft and searching, her weight settling warm down the length of me, and I ran my hands up the soft curves of her sides under the nightgown, up over the heavy give of her breasts, and she shivered and pressed into my palms, her nipples already hard, and she sat up astride me in the dark to pull the nightgown off over her head, and even in the low light I could see her soft abundance, the heavy breasts, the cinched waist, the wide hips, all of it pale and warm against the streaming dark of the open window behind her, the rain-light moving on her skin.

I cupped her breasts in both hands, the full heavy weight of them, thumbing the hard peaks until she arched and made a low sound, and she reached down and stroked me slow, both of us just touching in the dark with the storm loud, no rush in it, and when she lifted my hands off her breasts and laced her fingers in mine and leaned down over me so her breasts brushed my chest, she said, low, against my lips, “I want you to build me something.”

“Build you what,” I said, my hands finding the warm bare curves of her as she settled over me.

“Ask me what,” she said. “Make me say it. I want to hear myself say it out loud with the storm going.”

“What do you want me to build you, Donna.”

And she said it, low and sure, her forehead against mine, her hips already settling warm against me. “A baby. Someday. Not tonight, I don’t mean tonight, I’m not being foolish, I know there’s a monster in the harbor and a piano on the porch and it’s the worst possible time. But someday. That’s the something I want you to build me, and I want you to make love to me tonight like you’re practicing for it, like it’s the plan, like every time from now on is aimed at it even when it isn’t yet, because that’s what I figured out I want, Jack, in this house, with the porch and the third chair coming and a whole household growing. I want to be the mother of your children someday. I want permanence. And I want you to give it to me tonight as a promise even though it’s not a plan, because a woman needs to hear the promise long before the plan, that’s the part nobody tells you.” She reached down between us and took me in her hand, guiding. “So build me something. Even if it’s just the promise. Especially if it’s just the promise.”

I rolled her under me.

I laid my wife back on our bed with the storm loud through the open window and the rain misting cool on her skin. I settled between her thighs, and she locked her legs around the small of my back and pulled me in; I pushed into her slow, all the way, deep and unhurried, and she let out a long shaking breath and held me there, her heels crossed at my spine, her whole soft warm body under mine, her heavy breasts flattened between us. I did not go fast, I went the way she’d asked, deep and slow and deliberate, like it was the plan, like every stroke was aimed at the promise.

“Like that,” she breathed, her hands spread on my back, her hips rising to meet me. “God, just like that, deep, I want to feel all of it,” and the heat facet came up, no lamps to take it, only the two of us in the dark, and it poured into where we touched, into the press of my chest to her breasts and my hips to her hips, and we grew as warm as a hearth against the cold wet storm-air coming through the window, radiant, and Donna felt it and moaned and pulled me deeper.

I held myself up over her on my forearms and watched her face in the rain-light while I moved in her slow, watched each deep stroke part her lips, her brows drawing together, her whole soft body rocking under mine with the rhythm of it, her heavy breasts moving between us with every deep push, and I bent and took one hard nipple in my mouth and she gasped and arched up into it, her legs tightening around my back.

“You feel that, we’re warm,” she panted, her hands sliding down to grip my hips and pull me deeper on every stroke, “we make our own warm, put a baby in a house this warm and it’d never once be cold, build me that, Jack, build me a warm house full of your children,” and the breeding talk poured out of her low and heated, not a plan, a fever, the thing she wanted said out loud in the dark to make the wanting real. “That’s what all this is for someday, isn’t it, this is what a body like mine is for, you look at me like you can’t believe it and someday you’re going to put your babies in me, say you will, say it while you’re in me.”

“I will,” I said against her throat, driving into her slow and deep, meaning it as the promise she’d asked for, “someday I’m going to fill you up, put it all in you, make you round and glowing with it, and this whole warm house full,” and she keened and locked her legs tighter and said, “yes, God, yes, all of it, don’t you dare pull out tonight, I want it in me even if it’s just practice, put it in me, all of it, build me something,” and I felt her start to climb, felt her thighs begin to tremble around me, felt her whole body going tight and hot and needy under mine.

“Not yet,” I said, gentling her, slowing, because she’d asked for the slowest thing there was and I wasn’t going to let her rush past it, and she made a wild frustrated sound and dug her nails into my back, and I kissed her deep and held the pace, deep and slow and merciless, until she was shaking and soaked and half out of her mind with the slowness of it.

Then I turned her, because she’d asked for slow and I wanted to give her the slowest thing there was, and because I wanted to hold her the way the words she’d said wanted to be held.

I eased out of her, and she whimpered at the loss. I gentled her, hush, come here, and rolled us both onto our sides facing the open window and the streaming dark and the far steady glow of the dome on the point; I gathered her back against me, spooned her close, her ass tucked warm into my lap and my chest to her back. I lifted her top thigh over mine and slid back into her from behind, slow, and she was so wet and so ready that I went all the way in one long unhurried push, and she cried out soft and reached back to hold my hip and keep me there, deep.

I spread my hand flat and wide over her soft belly and held it there, low, where she’d meant, where she’d been asking me to put it with every word about building and filling and someday, and Donna went absolutely still for a second when she felt my hand settle there, and then she made a sound I’d never heard her make, a broken tender helpless sound, and she covered my hand with her own and pressed it hard into her belly and said, wrecked, “oh, you understood what I meant,” and I had, and both our hands stayed spread low on her belly while I moved in her slow and deep from behind, and it was the tenderest thing we’d ever done, and the filthiest talk of the night had led straight to the gentlest act of it, which is a thing only marriage teaches you, that the two are the same country.

“There,” she whispered, wet-cheeked from the rain or not from the rain, her hand pressing mine into her belly. “Your hand right there. That’s the promise. I can feel the promise through your hand.”

I held her and moved in her slow and deep, spooned close against her back, my knees tucked behind hers, one arm pillowing her head and the other wrapped around to hold my hand low on her belly under hers, and it was the closest two people can be, wrapped all the way around each other facing the same dark window, and I put my mouth on the back of her neck and on the top of her spine and kissed my way along her shoulder while I rocked into her, unhurried, and she reached her free hand back and got it into my hair and held on, and turned her head so I could kiss the corner of her mouth, and we moved together slow in the dark like that, her platinum hair damp at the temples from the misting window, the rain cool on our overheated skin, the whole warm weight of her curled back into me.

The warmth poured off us both into the sheets and the cold storm air, and the bedroom lamps, the two of them on the nightstands, low, did not flare, did not swell and crest with her the way the whole Row’s lamps had flared at the sink, they held, steady and warm and golden, a low even glow that stayed for the whole long slow length of it, and I understood even in the middle of it what it meant, that Donna’s light had stopped being a match that flares and catches and gone over into a hearth that simply burns, steady, warm, a house-light and not a struck one, and it was the truest sign of what she’d grown into that her power had learned to hold instead of flare, and I told her so, low, against her ear, I told her the lamps were holding steady, and she opened her eyes and saw the low even glow and made a soft wondering sound and said, “they’re not flaring,” and I said, “no, you’re a hearth now,” and she pressed back onto me hard at that, undone by it, by being called the thing she’d fought her whole life to become.

“I’m going to,” she gasped, her hand crushing mine against her belly, her hips working back onto me, “Jack, I’m close, keep it slow, keep it deep, right there,” and I kept it slow and deep and right there, my hand low on her belly under hers, and she came around me clenching slow and hard and long, a deep rolling thing, nothing like the bright sharp crest at the sink, a low deep tremor that went through the whole of her and squeezed me tight inside her, and she pressed my hand harder to her belly and rode it out shaking, and it was that, her hand holding mine to her belly while she came, that finished me.

“Now,” she breathed, feeling me go, “in me, all of it, keep your hand right where it is,” and I buried myself deep and came inside her with my hand spread low on her belly and her hand pressed over mine, spilling everything into her slow and deep while she clenched around me and held my hand to the promise, and the lamps held their steady golden glow and did not break, and the rain came in cool through the window onto our warm tangled bodies, and I held my wife from behind with our hands stacked on her belly and stayed inside her a long time after, both of us breathing, warm as a banked fire in the storm dark.

We stayed tangled a long time after, spooned in the dark, my softening length still inside her and my hand still low on her belly under hers, neither of us wanting to move and break the warmth, the lamps holding their low steady gold, the rain slackening on the roof. She traced my knuckles where they lay against her belly, slow, again and again, while her breathing went deep and content.

“I mean it,” Donna said, finally, quiet, into the dark and the rain. “Not tonight. I know it’s not tonight, I know what’s out there, I know it’s the worst possible time for it. But I mean it, Jack. Someday. You built me the promise tonight and I’m going to hold you to the plan when it’s time.” She turned her head and kissed my arm where it lay under her cheek. “That’s the something I wanted. Not tonight. But I wanted to have said it out loud, with your hand there, so it’s real, so it’s a thing we’re aimed at even while we wait. A woman can wait a long time for a plan if she’s got the promise to hold. I waited my whole life for somebody to even make me the promise.” And I held her, my hand still low on her belly, and told her I meant it too, and I did, and I told her again that she was the thing I reached for and now the thing I’d build a whole family on someday, and she cried a little, happy, and pretended it was the rain, and we lay there listening to the storm ease off the coast, and no plan began that night, and no plan needed to, because she was right, the promise was the whole of it, and a woman needs the promise long before the plan.

Okafor’s voice came off the radio at first light, and it took the warmth out of the morning fast.

The storm had blown through and left the harbor washed and gray, and Okafor’s voice was flat and awake and had the worry in it, the new worry that never fully left him now. “Danner. Up when you can. Two things off the dawn watch. First, there’s a boat come into the harbor in the night, small, fast, sat off the Sokol dock an hour and pushed back out before light, a courier run, somebody brought something in or took something out under the storm. Second.” A pause, and the worry deepened. “The dawn crew on the point saw him. The gray man. Walking. Not tearing anything, not attacking, just walking, out along the tank-farm road at first light, slow, the way he does, looking the ground over.” Another pause, and Okafor said the thing that turned it from a report into a wound, because Okafor knew the Row’s geography as well as I did now. “The tank-farm road, Danner. Where it happened. Where Keller died. He walked the road where Keller died at first light and looked it over like a man surveying, and then he went back in the water. I don’t know what it means. But he’s not just breaking things anymore. He’s looking. He’s picking his ground. And the ground he picked to walk this morning was the worst piece of ground on this whole coast for the woman at the end of your Row.”

I lay in the gray dawn with my wife warm and asleep against me, my hand still resting low on her belly, and looked out the window at the point where the dome sat pale over the washed city, and thought about a made man walking slow along a scorched road at first light, surveying the very spot where a widow’s hero had burned three years ago.

Set beside everything else, the dawn walk made a hard pattern. Okafor was right that he’d stopped just breaking things and started looking. The bridge and the pumps had been a road cleared to the Pile, and now the maker’s weapon was out walking the ground around it in the dawn, choosing his footing, which is what you do before a thing you mean to hold, not a thing you mean to smash and leave. Whatever Sokol was building toward, it was close enough now that the gray man was surveying the field. And of all the field on that whole coast he could have walked, he’d walked the tank-farm road, past the scar, past the little bronze plate, the one piece of ground that would put its knife straight into the woman I was trying, gently, patiently, to bring into my house, and I did not think that was an accident, and I did not think Sokol did anything by accident, and the cold thought came to me that someone who wanted to buy me, and could not, might come to understand very quickly that the way to move a hero who won’t be bought is through the people he’d stand in front of.

I eased my hand off Donna’s belly and got up, careful not to wake her, and I dressed in the gray light, and I did not fly the harbor first. I flew to the end of the Row and came down soft on the wet grass of the small house under the shade tree, where the porch light was, even now in the coming day, still faintly on, and Ruth was already up, because Ruth was always up, and she came to her door in a housecoat with her red hair down for once, loose and heavy around her shoulders, and she looked at my face and knew it was bad before I said a word.

“He walked the tank-farm road this morning,” I said. “At first light. Okafor’s dawn crew saw him. He didn’t touch anything. He just looked it over. I wanted you to hear it from me, on your own porch, before it got to you some worse way, because it’s your ground, and you had a right to hear it from a person who knows what it is to you and not off a radio.”

Ruth stood in her doorway with her hair down and took it. Her calm face did not break. One hand locked around the belt of her housecoat while her gaze fixed on the point and the scar beyond it. After a long moment she said, low, “He walked where Hal died.” Not a question. Then three years of banked steel entered her voice. “He can look at it all he likes. It’s just scorched dirt to him. He doesn’t know what happened there.” She pulled the housecoat tighter and faced me. Anger had narrowed her brown eyes and pulled her shoulders square. A made weapon surveying her worst ground had accomplished in one dawn walk what three weeks of my patient decency had not: it had given Ruth Keller a target for all that restraint, and anger in a woman like Ruth stood much closer to action than fear ever could. “Thank you for coming yourself,” she said. “Go fly your harbor. And Jack.” It was the first time she’d used my given name, and it stopped me on the step. “Come home. Whatever you do out there. You come home.” And she went back inside, and did not turn the porch light off behind her, left it burning in the full gray daylight, and I flew the harbor with that ringing in me, because the enemy had a route now, and the route ran through the worst ground Ruth Keller owned, and Ruth Keller had just called me by my name.


Chapter 11: The Offer

The note arrived as quietly as the piano had, quietly, left where I’d find it, a folded card slid under my own front door in the night, and it said only STARLITE. TOMORROW. NOON. COME ALONE OR DON’T COME, in the same careful foreign hand, and I knew before I’d finished reading it that I was going to go, and that going alone was the wrong move, and that I’d make it anyway, because a man learns more from a meeting he shouldn’t take than from one he should.

Donna did not like it.

“Alone,” she said, flat, when I told her, standing in the kitchen with the note in my hand. “They leave a piano on our porch to tell you they can reach us anytime they want, and now they want you alone in a diner, and you’re going to go, alone, because a note told you to.” She folded her arms. “I don’t like it, Jack, and I’m going to say so once and then I’m going to make you eat something before you go, because I’m not sending you to meet the people who built the gray man on an empty stomach, that’s Ruth talking, she’s ruined me, I hear her in my own head now.” She came and put her hands on my chest. “Go. I know you’re going. Just, hear the offer and say no and come home, and don’t be clever, that’s all I’m asking, don’t try to be clever with them, you get clever when you’re scared and clever is the thing that shows them what you are. Just be a man who says no.”

“I’ll try,” I said, which was not a promise to not be clever, and she knew it, and she made me eat, and I went, and I was clever, and it cost me exactly what she’d feared it would.

The Starlite hadn’t changed, and that was its own small comfort in a bad week.

It was the diner I’d walked into my first hour in this world, before the academy, before Donna, before any of it, a lost man with thirty-one dollars of useless future money and a dead phone, and it sat on its corner in the garment district exactly the same, red vinyl booths, black-and-white floor, a brass-trimmed jukebox playing something with a lot of strings in it, the smell of coffee and griddle and somebody’s cherry phosphate, and Florence was still behind the counter, older than the rest of the world by the look of her, and she saw me come in and called, “Well, if it isn’t a tall glass of trouble, sit anywhere, sugar, coffee’s still a nickel and you still look like you skipped breakfast,” and I loved her for it, for the plain unbothered sameness of her.

A familiar place measures how far a person has changed. I’d walked in here a ruined office man with a dead phone in his pocket and no idea what a wife bond was or that I could fly, and here was Florence with the same rag and the same nickel coffee and the same sugar for a stranger, and in between I’d become a hero and a husband and a man two governments wanted, and the diner didn’t know and didn’t care, and there was a comfort in that so deep it almost undid me, and I would have given a great deal to remain at her counter over a nickel coffee instead of walking to a back booth to hear what he was worth to people who’d decided he was worth a great deal.

Nicky Moretti was in the back booth in his good coat, and he’d ordered me a coffee, which was its own kind of message.

“Sit down, hero,” Nicky said, and he was smooth now, smoother than Delano, the panic all gone out of him and something worse in its place, the ease of a man who’s found a powerful employer and mistaken it for safety. Pomaded black hair, restless dark eyes, a good gray coat, a cigarette he didn’t light. “You look good. Married life. The Row. I heard you got a porch. That’s the dream, right? Guy like you, guy like me, we come from nothing, we want the porch.” He slid the coffee across. “Drink it, it’s just coffee, if my people wanted you dead you’d be dead, and they don’t, that’s the whole reason we’re talking, so drink your coffee and hear me out like a reasonable man.”

“Your people,” I said, and sat, and did not drink the coffee.

“My people don’t want you dead, Danner. That’s the headline. Get it clear before anything else, because it changes how you ought to listen.” Nicky turned the unlit cigarette over in his fingers. “They want you bought. There’s a difference, and the difference is the best news you’ve had all month, because a thing somebody wants to buy, they take care of. You’re not a problem to them. You’re an asset they haven’t acquired yet.” He leaned in, and dropped his voice, and here it came, the thing under everything. “Because you’re from somewhere, hero. I knew it on Delano. I stood in a room full of guns and listened to you talk about how things end like you’d already read the last page, and I told myself, that man has seen something the rest of us ain’t seen yet, and then I got out, and I found some new employers, careful ones, from far away, and I mentioned you to them, the hero who talks like he’s from someplace with different endings, and hero, you should have seen their faces. They know men out of place when they hear about them. It’s practically their business. And they want you.”

“Bought to do what,” I said. “Say I was for sale, which I’m not. What is it your careful far-away people think they’re buying.”

“Everything you’ve got in your head,” Nicky said simply. “That’s the whole of it. They don’t want you to fly for them or fight for them, they’ve got a thing that fights, you’ve met it. They want the head. They want to sit you down in a comfortable room a long way from here and ask you questions for the rest of your life, and every answer’s worth more than the last, because a man who knows how things end is worth more than any weapon anybody ever built, and they know it, because knowing that is their whole line of work.” He spread his hands, reasonable, a man laying out a generous thing. “Comfortable, Danner. That’s the word I keep coming back to. Not a cell. A house. Servants. Anything you want. Just, theirs. You’d never want for a thing again except the one thing.”

“Except being a free man.”

“Except that,” Nicky agreed, and had the grace, at least, to say it plainly. “Nobody’s free, hero. I’m not free. You think I’m free in this good coat? I traded one set of bosses for a better-paying set, that’s the whole of what any of us gets. You’ve got a boss too, you’ve got an island and a captain and a country that owns your cape. At least my people pay in a currency you can spend.”

“And the price,” I said.

Nicky told me the price. He wrote it on a paper napkin and turned it around, and it was a number I had never seen written down in my life, not for a house, not for a man, a number with too many zeros to be about money and everything to do with what money was standing in for, which was a life of never being free again dressed up as a fortune, and I looked at it and the old cold fear returned, because a number like that on a napkin meant they weren’t guessing anymore. They’d decided. They were sure enough of what I was to spend that.

So I did what I did, the loaded gun that jams, and I tried to buy information with a bluff, and it half worked, which was worse than if it hadn’t.

“Sokol’s a clerk,” I said, easy, like a man who knew things. “You know that, right, Nicky? You’re smart, you always were the smart one. Sokol runs a piano store and a courier chain and a freighter and he thinks he’s a big man, but a number like this doesn’t come from a piano importer, this comes from the people Sokol answers to, the ones across the water who built the gray man, and I know who they are.” I let it sit, and reached, into a head full of the wrong century’s movies, for a name, a spymaster, a directorate, a thing that would land, and I picked one, and I said it, confident, watching his face. “This is coming down from the desk of a man who doesn’t exist on any org chart, and his name is not Sokol.”

Nicky’s face gave me both the answer I wanted and proof that my bluff had jammed. His eyes flickered, once, at the shape of what I’d said, the structure of it, Sokol’s a clerk, there’s a bigger desk, that landed, that was true, I saw it land. And then, at the name itself, the actual name I’d pulled out of a film that would not be made for thirty years about a country that might not exist in this world, his face did the other thing, a small pull of confusion, almost pity, a man hearing a wrong note in a tune he knew, and I understood in that half-second that I’d gotten the shape dead right and the name exactly wrong, that there was a bigger desk and I’d correctly guessed there was, and that the name I’d put on it belonged to nothing, to a story, to nowhere, and that Nicky Moretti had just watched someone who talked like he was from someplace with different endings reach for the truth and pull out a fairy tale, and it told him something about me, the wrongness told him something, the same way it had on Delano.

“Where’d you get that name, hero,” Nicky said, soft, curious, and it was not a question about the name, it was a question about me, and I did not answer it, and my not-answering was its own answer, and we both knew it.

“The answer’s no,” I said, flat, and pushed the napkin back across the table. “Tell your careful employers I’m not for sale. Not at that number, not at any number. I’ve got a porch and I’m keeping it. And Nicky.” I stood. “You were the smart one. You had an exit planned before Delano went loud. So you already know the thing you’re not letting yourself know, which is that people who buy men don’t keep the men who sold them the men. You’re not an employee to them, you’re a courier who knows too much, and the day you stop being useful you’re a leak, same as the low man in the clinic. You should have an exit planned for this one too. You always plan the exit. Plan this one.” And I left him in the back booth with the napkin and the unlit cigarette, and Florence called “come back, sugar, you didn’t touch your coffee,” and I went out into the day.

Outside the Starlite, I turned the meeting over and disliked every conclusion. I’d gone to learn what Sokol knew, and I’d learned it, and the learning was all bad. They weren’t guessing. A number like that on a napkin was not a hunch, it was a decision, they were sure enough of what I was to spend a life’s fortune acquiring it, which meant secrecy no longer protected me from their network, at least on their side of the water, at least in the mind of whoever sat at the bigger desk. And worse than that, I’d confirmed it for them with my own cleverness, exactly as Donna had feared, because anyone who reaches for the name of the power behind Sokol and pulls out a fairy tale is a man who was reaching from inside a story nobody here has read, and Nicky had watched me do it, Nicky who heard wrong notes for a living, and whatever Nicky reported back would not be I don’t think he’s from anywhere, it would be he’s from somewhere all right, and he doesn’t even know our names for it, which is worse, which is the most valuable thing you can say about an asset. I’d walked in to take their measure and I’d given them mine, and Donna had told me not to be clever. I had been clever, and cleverness had cost me the one thing it always cost me.

The fog was coming in off the harbor, and I should have flown straight home to my wife and my porch. I did not.

They were waiting for me in the fog, because of course they were, because the offer and the enforcer were the two halves of the same sentence, buy him, and if he won’t be bought, remind him what he’s refusing.

The docks were fogbound, gray and close and dripping, the fog come in thick off the harbor the way it does on that coast, swallowing the freighters whole so that only their riding lights showed, smearing the warehouse lamps to soft halos, foghorns going somewhere out in the white, the world shrunk down to thirty feet of wet planking in every direction and gray nothing beyond it.

I came down onto the wet planking near the Sokol warehouse, because that was where the trouble would be, and because some part of me needed to know, after the pump house, whether the plan I’d finally understood could be made to work, needed to test the answer even knowing I lacked the tool. That was its own kind of clever, the worst kind, the kind that gets a man hurt to satisfy a thing he needs to know, and I knew it was, and I did it anyway.

Trouble walked out of the fog toward me at his usual unhurried pace, out of the white, taking shape a piece at a time, first a darkening in the fog, then the outline, then all six-foot-three of him, big and gray and wet, the gray coat dark with the damp, the boots loud on the wet planks, the shut-door face and the pale unblinking eyes, the Sleepless Man made an enforcer now, sent by anyone who couldn’t buy me to remind me, with his hands, in the fog, what I was refusing. He stopped a few feet off and looked at me with those flat pale eyes, and his face carried neither threat nor relish; he was a tool that had been pointed, and someone had pointed him at me, and he would do what he’d been pointed to do.

This time I kept my hands down.

The first blow caught my shoulder and spun me toward the edge of the dock. My heel struck a coil of wet rope. I stepped over it, ducked beneath the boom of a loading crane, and put a bollard between us. The gray man walked around the iron post rather than strike it. He wanted me, not the dock, and that gave me room to move.

I backed along the planks through the fog, refusing every invitation to swing. He came at his steady pace. When he reached for my jacket I lifted ten feet, crossed above his head, and landed behind a stack of piano crates. He turned on the ground and followed. No jump. No rise. His pale eyes tracked me through the white while his boots stayed on the boards.

A crane chain hung from the fog. I caught it, swung over him, and came down beside a handcart. He drove a fist where my ribs had been and shattered the cart’s handle instead. Wooden slats skipped across the wet dock. One struck a mooring worker crouched behind a crate, and the man cried out.

The fight stopped being an experiment. I flew low, seized the worker by his coat and belt, and carried him to the warehouse steps. “Inside. Lock it.” My landing boot slid on fish slime, forcing me to one knee. The gray man crossed the distance before I regained my feet.

His next blow folded me against the loading doors. I tasted blood and brass. Blue-gold light crowded my hands, begging to be thrown, but I closed my fists around it and ducked his follow-up. He struck the corrugated door hard enough to bow it inward. The impact went into him. His shoulders squared a fraction more.

So even missed blows fed him when they landed on the dock around us. I needed him spending force only on me.

I moved away from the crates, workers, and equipment to an open stretch of planking beside the water. Fog beaded on my lashes. The boards tilted slightly toward the harbor and flexed under his boots. I chose the driest seam I could find, planted there, and made the shorter test.

He hit me. I took it and gave him nothing back.

The second fist snapped my head sideways. My right boot slid until its heel caught a raised nail. I dragged it forward before the third blow arrived. That one drove me across a puddle, water sheeting around my soles. I kept my hands at my sides and studied him between impacts.

No quickening. No deeper set through his shoulders. His rhythm stayed flat instead of sharpening as it had in the pump hall. The choice was working. Each strike cost him and returned nothing.

The planks betrayed me before his stamina did. A warped board rolled under my left boot. I shifted to the narrow strip beside a mooring cleat; his fist landed in my chest and forced me off it. My heels found wet rope, then bare slick timber. Every adjustment spent strength I needed for the next impact. I tried bracing against a bollard, but he changed angles and drove me sideways rather than back. My shoulder struck iron. Pain flashed down the arm.

Six minutes lived in those hazards: fog in my eyes, salt water underfoot, rope at my heels, and a gray fist arriving before I found stable ground. He never accelerated. I simply lost purchase in smaller increments until both knees struck the planks.

I had the answer and could not hold the ground required to use it. Ruth’s warm floor was twelve feet down the Row, not beneath this dock. I spat blood into the harbor and made the only decision my battered body could still execute.

Up.

I got clear the only way left. I went up.

It took the last of me, but flight had always been the deepest thing in my kit, the first facet and the surest. I threw my broken self off the wet planking into the air, into the fog, straight up, spending the dregs of the well on lift and nothing else, and the gray man reached for me as I went and his huge gray hand closed on the fog where my boot had been and missed; I climbed into the white and I braced for him to come after me.

He did not come after me.

I hung in the fog thirty feet up, bleeding, gasping, waiting for the weight of him to rise out of the white and pluck me down, and it did not, and I looked down and there he was, a gray shape on the gray dock, standing flat-footed on the wet planking with his pale eyes turned up at me, and he did not rise, and he did not reach, and he did not try, because he could not. He was a Durable, poured all the way into toughness and storage, everything a man’s power could be spent on one facet and that facet was not-falling-down, and there was nothing left over in him for flight, not a scrap, he was a thing of the ground, immovable and unstoppable and earthbound, and the sky was simply closed to him.

I filed it away, hard, bleeding in the fog, the single most useful fact that terrible afternoon had cost me and bought me. He does not fly. Whatever I could not do to him on the ground, whatever floor I lacked and needed, there was one place the tireless man could never follow, and it was up. A Universal who could not out-hit him or outlast him could at least get above him. That fact was true, immediate, and worth the blood it had cost, and true facts about a thing that could not be beaten were the rarest currency I owned, and I’d just earned one with my own blood.

Okafor’s voice was in my ear, on the comm, “Danner, where, give me your position, I’m up, where are you,” and I gave it, gasping, hanging in the fog above a man who could not reach me, and there was a beat before it relayed, a beat where the channel was open and my position was given and nothing happened, a full second too long, and then Wayne’s voice, smooth, on time, “Danner’s at the Sokol dock, Captain, I’ve got it, relaying now,” relaying the thing I’d already said, a half-beat late, deniable, a man who’d heard my position and held it in his mouth one second longer than a man who wanted me helped would have, and I heard the beat, the way I’d heard it on Delano, the way I’d hear it again, and I filed that too.

Okafor came out of the fog a minute later, green-and-silver, dropping down onto the dock between me and the gray man like a wall arriving, and the gray man turned from staring up at me to face the new hard thing, and Okafor did not fight him, Okafor was too smart to fight him a second time in the open with no plan, he just put himself in the way, a Durable buying a junior time, and called up into the fog, “Go, Danner, I’ve got the ground, go home, you’re no good to me spent,” and I went, because he was right, and because I could not do one more useful thing on that dock, and I left the senior of the circuit standing in the fog between me and the tireless man, giving ground slow and not falling, buying me the sky, and I hated leaving him and I went, because a hero who can’t stand has one job left, which is to not become a second body the standing one has to worry about.

I flew for the Row because I could not fight and could barely fly, and I did not make my own lawn.

Ruth’s was closer. The end of the Row came up out of the thinning fog, the small house under the shade tree, and I could not make it past it to my own, I was going down, and I came down hard and graceless on Ruth Keller’s lawn, on the wet grass by the bare pole, and folded onto my knees in the fog with the last of me gone.

Her porch light was on.

It had been on the whole time, gold and warm in the gray fog, the one lit thing at the dark foggy end of the Row, and I aimed at it the way I’d learned to aim at a nail over open water, the one bright fixed point, and I came down out of the sky toward it and did not so much land as arrive at the ground, my legs gone, and folded onto the wet grass by her bare pole.

Her door was already opening. She’d felt it, or heard it, or simply known the way she knew everything, and Ruth came out onto her porch in her house dress with her red hair down loose around her shoulders and looked at me kneeling broken and bleeding on her grass in the fog, and she did not say a word, and she did not gasp, and she did not put a hand to her mouth. Her face went through one thing, fast, deep, three years deep, a widow looking at a hero folded on her lawn in the fog, the scene she’d spent three years refusing to face again, and I watched her look at it, and I watched her not run from it.

She came down the steps.

Unhurried, sure, as she came down everything, down off her lit porch and across her own wet lawn to where I knelt, and she crouched in the grass beside me and got my arm up over her shoulders, and she stood, and she took my weight, all of it, the whole broken spent weight of a grown man, and she did not stagger under it, her strong freckled arms and her wide soft grounded body a bottom under me, solid, immovable, a floor, the deepest floor I’d had since her hand held me in her kitchen, and the moment she had me the warmth came up through where she held me, her facet waking whether she’d told it to or not, pouring up out of her and into the wreck of me, easing, filling, the gray thinness giving way, and I nearly wept at it, at the sheer relief of a bottom under me after an afternoon of standing on sand.

Ruth carried me from the wet grass toward her steps, my arm over her shoulders and her red hair stuck to my bloody cheek. I wanted every foot toward that lit door to mean more than it could safely mean. The temptation embarrassed me. I was half-conscious, leaning on the woman whose refusal I had promised to respect, and already my hungry mind was trying to furnish tomorrow with her choice tonight.

My boot caught the bottom step. Ruth tightened her arm around my waist and waited until I found it again. Warmth entered wherever our bodies met, easing the worst shake from my legs. She did not speak a vow. She adjusted her grip.

Tonight is not a promise, I told myself, blunt enough to hear it through the pain. Tonight she had come down the steps because she would not leave a wounded neighbor in the fog. I could treasure the direction of her feet without demanding that she keep walking after my blood was washed away.

At the threshold she paused to get my balance under me. I looked at the warm kitchen beyond her shoulder instead of at her mouth and helped with what little strength remained, one awkward step at a time. Her dress was wet and streaked red where I leaned on it. She carried me anyway, and I let that act be exactly as generous and exactly as narrow as she intended.

She got me up the step. At her threshold, in the warm gold light spilling out into the fog, she finally spoke, low and even, the same three words I’d said to a frightened bombshell on a chrome dock a month before. Coming from Ruth, they meant just what they said and no more: she had my weight tonight.

“I’ve got you,” Ruth said, and got me over her threshold into the warm lit house, then kicked the door shut on the fog and the harbor and the whole gray afternoon behind us.

She put me in a kitchen chair and she tended me, and it was the heat and all of it at once, and the plain truth of it mattered most in that hard day. She knelt in front of me on her own kitchen floor with a basin of warm water and a cloth and she cleaned the blood off my face, unhurried, her strong freckled hands sure and gentle, her red hair loose and falling forward around us both, close enough that I could smell the clean warm woman-and-kitchen smell of her, and she worked in silence, wiping, pressing, her palm coming flat to my chest now and then to pour the floor into me and let me breathe, and each time her hand settled on my sternum the warmth spread through me and the ache went out and I nearly groaned with the relief of it, and each time she took it away too soon, and put it back, and took it away, just as she left her porch light on and turned it off, the same fight, the same woman fighting herself.

There was a moment. There’s always the moment. She was close, kneeling between my knees with her hand flat on my chest and her red hair down and her enormous soft warmth filling the space between us and her calm brown eyes coming up to mine, and the warmth pouring off her hand into me was not all facet, some of it was just her, just a woman that close to a man she’d carried in off a lawn, and we were both still, and the moment stretched, and her breath changed, once, and her eyes went to my mouth and back up. I did not move, because every step of this was hers and I’d sworn it would be; I let her have the moment to do with what she would.

And she pulled back. Slow. Deliberate. She took her hand off my chest and sat back on her heels and let the floor slide out of me, and she looked at me for a long steady breath, and then she said, low, even, not unkind, “Not tonight, Mr. Danner,” and it was Mr. Danner again, she’d reached for the formal name like a woman reaching for a railing, having called me Jack in the daylight and needing the distance back now, tonight, close, with her hair down. “You’re hurt and I’m not deciding a thing about my whole life over a man’s face I just washed the blood off of. When I decide, and I’m not saying I will, I’ll decide it standing up in the daylight with my wits about me, not on my knees in my kitchen at night with you looking at me like that. That’s not a no. Hear me. That’s a not-tonight, and it’s a not-like-this. You deserve better than being a thing I fell into because you bled on my lawn, and so do I.” She got to her feet, and gathered the basin, and her voice steadied all the way back to level. “I’m getting you up the Row to your wife. She’ll be at a radio out of her mind by now, and I won’t leave a woman at a radio one minute longer than I have to, not ever, I know exactly what minute costs.” And she got a shoulder back under me and took me out into the fog and up the Row to my own lit porch, where Donna was already coming down the steps with her face wild, and Ruth handed me over, one woman to another, the two of them working together over me without a wasted word, and then Ruth went back down the Row through the fog to her own house, and her porch light was still on, and it stayed on the rest of the night, and it did not go off when she got home, and that was new.


Chapter 12: The Box Opens

The footlocker scraped the bedroom doorframe when I carried it toward the kitchen nook. Donna heard the sound, came from the sink drying her hands, and stopped with the towel still between them.

“Tuesday came early,” she said.

“Wednesday beat it by six days.”

Her eyes went from my face to the dented metal box. She knew what I had decided. She had watched me carry that locker onto a seaplane, off it, and up our porch steps without once asking to see beneath the spare whites. Now I set it on our kitchen table beside the sugar bowl, where ordinary married life and seventy years of impossible evidence made poor neighbors.

I drew Nicky’s napkin from my pocket and laid it on the lid. The number had too many zeros to be about money. “They aren’t guessing,” I said. “The Starlite settled that. Sokol’s people are sure enough to spend this much buying my head, and my bad bluff gave Nicky another wrong note to carry back. I said I’d tell you when I knew whether they had a hunch or proof. I know.”

Donna read the number once and turned the napkin facedown. She did not ask what mistake I’d made or remind me that she’d warned against cleverness. Instead she pulled out the chair beside mine and sat close enough that our knees touched.

“Then don’t make me wait for a date that already did its job,” she said. “Open it because you chose tonight.”

The dishes were done. Darkness filled the window over the sink, and the far dome cast its low silver above the point. I sat opposite my wife with both hands on the footlocker’s latches. Donna reached over and turned the lamp higher so I’d have enough light, the smallest correct gesture making the room gentler without pretending the box was. I opened it.

I told her plain, because she’d earned plain rather than soft, and speaking early let me do it without a gun to my head, in my own kitchen, at my own pace.

“I’m from somewhere,” I said. “You know that part. Everybody’s decided it. Here’s the rest of it, the part nobody’s guessed, not Sokol, not Price, not Wayne. I’m not from a far country. I’m from a far year.” And I said the number, out loud, in my own kitchen, words I had never said to another living soul in this world. “The year 2026. Seventy years from now, near enough, in a place a lot like this one and nothing like it. I was born there. I lived twenty-nine years there. And then one afternoon I fell through a soft spot in the world, the kind Malloy talks about, the kind that’s usually just weather and sometimes worse, and it dropped me on a dead freight line half a mile from the Starlite, and the hole closed up into a stone wall behind me, and I walked into a diner with thirty-one dollars that don’t spend here and a telephone that doesn’t work, and Florence called me sugar and gave me a nickel coffee, and that was how my first hour in this world began, and I never told anybody, because a man who tells the truth about a thing like this either gets called mad, which I could live with, or gets believed, which I can’t.”

Donna sat with her hands flat on the table and did not say a word, and I kept going, because you don’t stop halfway through a thing like this, you empty the whole box or you don’t open it.

I took the things out one at a time and set them on the table between us in the lamplight. The telephone first, the dead black glass slab of it, useless, a brick, and I told her what it was, a thing that in my year held every song ever recorded and every book ever written and a map of the whole world and a way to reach anybody living in about a second, and that it hadn’t turned on since I arrived and never would again, and Donna touched the dark glass with one finger, careful, the way you touch a thing at a funeral. The dead watch, the same. A handful of coins with the wrong dates on them, dates that hadn’t happened. She read a year stamped decades beyond the calendar on her kitchen wall. The coin reached her differently than the spoken number, because a person can hear a number and hold it at arm’s length, but a coin is a real thing in your hand with an impossible year on it, and it’s harder to keep an impossible thing at arm’s length once it’s got weight.

Last the driver’s license, the little laminated card with my own face on it, younger, tireder, a Jack Danner with no island in him yet, and my name, and an address in a city that didn’t exist here, and a date of birth that wouldn’t come around for another forty years. I slid it across the table and Donna picked it up and held it under the lamp and looked at the photograph of her husband from before he was anybody; afterward, she looked at the date of birth; I saw her do the arithmetic. I saw her fail to make it come out to any number a person can be, and she set the card down very gently on the table and put both her hands over her mouth; I braced for whatever came.

What came was, in order, the responses only a Muse would give a man who’d just handed her the impossible, and I have loved my wife in a great many moments but never more than in the order she took it.

First she laughed. A short helpless startled laugh, one note, her hands still over her mouth, the laugh of a person whose whole understanding of the world has just been turned over like a card table and who can only laugh at the wreck of it, and she said, muffled through her fingers, “seventy years,” and laughed again, and then the laugh cracked in the middle and went over into the second thing.

Then she cried. Not hard, not a storm, a slow overflowing, her warm blue eyes filling and spilling while she looked at the dead phone and the wrong coins and the card with a birth date on it that wouldn’t happen. I started to reach for her, to say it was all right, to do the husband thing, and she shook her head and put a hand up, not away from me, just, wait, let me; I understood she wasn’t crying because she was frightened or hurt, she was crying the way you cry at the size of a thing, and she needed to be allowed to cry at the size of it before she could do anything else, and so I let her. I sat with my hands on the table and let my wife weep at the whole impossible size of me for as long as she needed to.

Wet-cheeked, she asked a question I will remember on my deathbed, whichever century I have it in, because it was the most Donna question there has ever been.

“What’s the music like,” she said.

Not what happens. Not who wins. Not is there a war, is there a flood, does the world end, do we end, none of the questions a frightened person asks, none of the questions a person hungry for the future asks. She wiped her face with the back of her hand and looked at the dead phone that had held every song ever recorded and she asked me what the music was like, because Donna heard the world in music, she always had, she hummed when she was happy and she’d told me a storm made a house feel like a house, and faced with the future packed into a footlocker on her table what she wanted to know first was what it sounded like.

So I told her about music you could carry a thousand songs of in your pocket, about voices layered and stacked into a wall of sound, about a woman with a voice like a struck bell who wouldn’t be born for decades, about bass you felt in your chest at a concert, about a hundred years of it all at once available in the dark from a slab of glass, and Donna listened with her chin in her hand and her eyes still wet and going soft and far, and she said, “and it’s all in there, in the little black thing, and it’ll never play again,” and I said no, it’ll never play again, and she looked at the dead phone with real grief, grief for a thousand songs she’d never hear, and it was the strangest most tender thing, my wife mourning the music of a world she’d never see, and I thought, not for the first time, that I had married the only person in either century who’d have grieved the right thing first.

She hummed a few bars of something then, one of her own, one of this world’s, a bright brass-band thing from the harbor dance halls, and she looked at me over it and said, “teach me one. From up there. A tune. Someday, not tonight, but I want to be able to hum something my husband grew up on, I want one song out of that whole dead pocketful in me where nobody can take it,” and I said I would, and I meant it. Being asked to smuggle one song seventy years backward into a woman’s memory, so it wouldn’t die with a battery, felt impossibly strange. I wanted to do it more than I could say. It was the first thing anyone had ever asked of the future I carried that was small enough and human enough to give.

Then she asked about the part of the future that mattered most to her.

“Are there still porches,” Donna said.

She said it looking at the dark window over her own sink, the window she’d wanted, the whole reason we’d picked this house, and she said it quiet, almost afraid of the answer, and I understood the question under the question, which was, is what I have here, the porch and the pole and the nook and the man, is it a thing your world kept or a thing your world lost, did the future keep the porches or did it get too big and fast and lonely for them, and I told her the truth, which was complicated, that yes there were still porches but fewer people sat on them, that my world had gotten so good at everything except the porch part that a man could have the whole of human music in his pocket and no one to sit next to, that I’d spent a hundred rainy nights at a window in a six-hundred-square-foot box that cost more a month than made any sense, alone, with a century’s wonders glowing in my hand and not one person to hand it to, and that the loneliest I had ever been was surrounded by more wonders than any king who ever lived, and that this, the nook and the window and the dark harbor and her, became the point my whole shining world had somehow misplaced.

Donna was quiet a long moment after that. Then she did what only my Muse could do, she took the whole impossible size of it and found the one sentence that made it human, and she said it softly, looking at me, her wet eyes gone warm and certain.

“So a man from the future looked at the whole of it,” she said. “All of it, every year of it, all that music, everything you had. And he fell through a hole in the world into a nickel-coffee town seventy years back. And out of the whole of it, out of everything, he picked a porch.” She reached across the table over the dead phone and the wrong coins and put her hand on my jaw. “He picked a porch and a pole and a woman who can’t cook. You looked at seventy years of everything and you chose this. Jack. That’s not a thing you have to dread telling me. That’s the best thing anybody’s ever said about my house.”

Only after that did she ask the harder thing, quiet, looking at the dead glass. “Can you go back.” And I told her the truth, that the hole had closed into a stone wall behind me and I’d gone back to the freight line three times in my first weeks and put my hands on the wall like a fool and it was only ever a wall, that Malloy said the soft spots open where they open and when they open and no man has ever made one, and that as far as I knew or would ever know there was no door home, there was only the wall. She absorbed that truth and kept any gladness wisely unspoken, because a decent person doesn’t say I’m glad you can’t go home to a man telling her he can’t go home, even when some part of her is, and she just nodded, and said, “all right,” and reached over and closed my hand around the dead phone, gentle, both her hands over mine over the useless glass. Then she asked the one under all the others, barely above the hum of the steady lamps. “Would you. If the wall opened tomorrow and you could walk back through into all that music and everything you had. Would you go.” And I looked at my wife across a table full of a future she’d never see and I did not have to think about it, and I told her no, not for the whole of it, not for all the music ever recorded and every wonder my century ever built, that a man doesn’t walk out on the one warm lit thing he spent his whole life at a window wanting just because the window finally opens, and Donna heard it and her chin came up and her wet eyes went fierce and bright, and that was the thing that dried her tears, not comfort, the answer, and she said, low, “then I don’t care about the wall. Let it stay a wall. Good.”

The bond changed.

I felt it change while she said it, felt it go over into a new register the way it had in the storm when the lamps stopped flaring and learned to hold, only more so, deeper, a whole floor of the thing settling into place, and the two lamps in the kitchen, which had been burning their ordinary yellow, did not flare up bright the way they did when Donna’s belief caught fire, they went steady, they deepened, they poured out a low even gold that filled the whole nook and did not swell and did not break, a light with no flicker in it at all, a light like a held breath that never had to be let out, and Donna felt the bond change at the same instant I did and looked up at the steady lamps and then at me and understood without being told that her light had just learned a new thing, that a secret told all the way is a different kind of fuel than a secret kept, that a Muse who knows the whole of her hero burns steadier than one who’s guarding a locked room in the house, and she breathed out slow and said, “oh,” soft, wondering, “oh, it feels different now, it feels like, like I can finally get all the way around you,” and she could, and the light said so, low and gold and unbroken over the impossible things on the table.

We sat in that new steady light a while, and I put the things back in the box slower than I’d taken them out, and Donna helped me, and she held the driver’s license one more time before it went in, looked at the young tired stranger who was her husband, and put it away gentle, and before it went in she pressed her thumb once to my pictured face and then reached across the box and pressed the same thumb to my real jaw, comparing the two of them, the ruined office man and the hero at her table, and said, “he got better looking,” and the joke cut through my rehearsed dread so cleanly that I laughed with the license still in her hand. Only Donna could do that. I caught her wrist and turned my mouth into her palm and kissed it, and she made a soft sound and let her hand slide down my throat, warm, the steady gold light holding around us, and for a second the box on the table was just furniture and there was only my wife’s hand on my throat and the low even burn of a light that had learned to hold, and I could have taken her down onto the kitchen floor right there, and she knew it, I felt her know it in the change of her breath and the press of her thumb at the hollow of my throat, and she leaned in and put her forehead against mine and said, breathless, teasing even now, “later, we’ve got a future to put back in a box first,” and we both laughed, low, and it was the best laugh I’d had in a month.

Then she asked me the one practical question, the one that told me her mind had already jumped forward past the wonder to the household, because Donna’s mind always came home to the household in the end.

“Does Ruth know,” she said.

“Not yet,” I said. “You first. I told you that I’d decided, before I knew your name, that whoever I bonded would be the first, and I meant it, and I kept it, and you’re the first, and that’s done now, that’s a thing that happened, you’re the person I told first and nobody can ever be that again.” I closed the lid on the box. “But if Ruth ever bonds me, she’ll know before it’s done. Before she says the words, before she wears one thread of my colors. I won’t let a woman betroth herself to a locked room. Donna, I won’t let a woman put her whole life on my collar without knowing what she’s putting it on. She’s got a right to the box before she’s got a right to the pole, and if it comes to it, that’s the order it goes in. The truth, and then the words. Not the words and then the truth. She decides what she’s bonding with her eyes open or she doesn’t decide it at all.”

And Donna looked at me over the closed box, and there was a thing in her face I’d only seen a few times, the deep bottom of her, the part under the brightness, and she said, quiet, “Good. That’s the right order.” And then, because she was Donna and could not leave a heavy thing heavy for long without lightening it or she’d drown in it, she added, “God help her, though, the poor woman’s going to have to hear you say the number with a straight face, and if she laughs the way I did you’re not to hold it against her, laughing’s the only sane thing to do with it, I laughed, it’s allowed,” and I said it was allowed, and she came around the table and sat in my lap and put her arms around my neck and her face in my throat, and we stayed like that a while in the low steady gold, and a weight I’d carried since the portal closed finally eased on a dead freight line, because a locked room is heavy, and I’d been carrying mine through every kitchen and dock and honeymoon suite since I arrived in this world, and now there was one person in it who could go in that room with me, and the box was on the table and the light was gold and my wife was in my lap and the future was, for one whole evening, a thing I did not have to carry alone.

Okafor called it in the morning, at his own map table, and the world came back.

He had me over to the green-and-silver house after the dawn watch, June feeding us both without being asked because that was the Row, and he had a chart spread on his big kitchen table with the harbor on it and the freighter marked, and he tapped the mark and gave it to me flat.

“She’s been at anchor for weeks,” Okafor said. “Out past the breakwater, in the deep road where the big ships lie. Under a Panamanian flag, which means nothing, which is the point of a Panamanian flag. She takes on no cargo and lands no cargo that anybody’s logged. She just sits. And the harbor master went out to her twice and both times she had her papers in order, and the papers say she’s waiting on a berth, and a ship can wait on a berth as long as she likes, that’s not against any law, and so nobody can touch her, and that’s the whole game, Danner, that’s the shape of it. Everything Sokol does is legal or invisible. The piano’s a gift. The freighter’s waiting on a berth. The courier boats are fishing. And the gray man walks out of the water and back into it and there’s no law against walking.” He rubbed his broken nose. “I passed it up the chain. It traveled higher. And what came back down is what always comes back down when a foreign flag’s involved and nobody’s technically broken a law, which is that it’s delicate, and there are considerations, and we’re to observe and not provoke.”

“Observe and not provoke,” I said.

“Observe and do not provoke,” Okafor agreed. He folded the paper carrying that instruction into a hard square and pushed it beneath the coffee pot, physically burying it under something useful. “That’s the whole official position. One line. It doesn’t change the freighter, the man in the water, or Sokol’s offer. We keep our eyes on the things with hands.”

He moved four coffee beans onto the harbor chart: one at the intake, one at the Row, one beside the freighter, one at the hero dock. People, positions, distances a body could cross. The paper stayed under the pot.

“Malloy had a thing to say about that,” he added, and there was almost a smile in it, the first I’d seen on him in a week. “He was on the radio when it came down. He heard the whole delicate speech. And when they were done he keyed his set and he said, I don’t care what the government says. I care what walks out of the water. And then he told them the readings say Durable, Specialist-class, off every registry, and that the way the thing moves says trained, and that trained means somebody trained it, and that nobody on this side of the water trained it, and then he signed off before they could tell him he was out of line.” Okafor folded the chart. “So that’s where we stand. A ship we can’t touch, a man we can’t hold, an offer to buy you, and a captain on the island who’s decided he cares about the water and not the paper. It’s not much of a wall. But Malloy’s a good thing to have on your side of it, and so’s a floor, when you get one.” And he looked at me a beat too long when he said floor, because Okafor missed nothing, and he’d seen a widow’s porch light stay on, and he did not say Ruth’s name, he just let the word sit there and picked up his coffee.

Across the Row, Wayne stood at his porch rail in the slate-and-crimson dusk, very still, his ice-blue attention fixed on our steady kitchen lamps. He had been there long enough for the light to go down around him. Corinne moved behind the parlor window, setting their supper table, but Wayne stayed outside with one hand resting on the rail and the other hidden inside his jacket.

When he saw me watching from Okafor’s window, his smile arrived late. He did not wave. Instead he turned his head toward the Danner house again as if listening to a frequency only he could hear. The steady lamps gave him no flare to measure, no burst that could be dismissed as excitement, only a sustained depth that had not existed the day before.

He drew a small notebook from his jacket, opened to a marked page, and made one precise entry. I could see the motion of the pencil but not the words. Then he paused, counted something on the page with the tip, and underlined the new mark once before tucking the ledger away.

The abnormal pre-wedding spike was already in that notebook. Donna’s deepened bond had just given him a second impossible reading, while the too-knowing slip on Delano sat beside them as a different kind of note. Wayne looked from our lamps to me and touched two fingers to his breast pocket. Not a salute. A reminder that the count was his to keep.

I held his gaze until he went inside. Whatever he’d felt, he wanted me to know he’d felt it. That was Wayne’s favorite kind of pressure, a blade shown from across the street and returned to its sheath before anyone else noticed.

Then the Row’s evening broke open, because Roy Castellan came up my porch steps two at a time with no breath in him.

I was home by then, back from Okafor’s, on my own porch in the last of the light with Donna, and Roy came pelting up the Row from the direction of the hill road with his sling flapping and his sunburned face gone white under the burn, and he took my steps in two jumps and grabbed the rail and could not get the words out for a second, just heaved, pointing back down the Row toward the hill road that came up from the harbor to the head of the street, and Donna was already on her feet, and I was already off my chair, and Roy got it out in pieces between breaths.

“He’s on the road,” Roy said. “The hill road. Coming up. I was down at the bottom by the tram stop and I saw him come off the harbor path onto the road, the gray man, the coat, walking, slow, the way he does, and he’s not going to the Pile, Jack, he’s not going toward the point, he turned up the hill, he’s coming up the hill road, he’s coming up here.” Roy hung on the rail and got the last of it out, the part that turned it from a sighting into a siege. “He’s coming up onto the Row.”

“Get inside,” I told Donna, and knew as I said it she wouldn’t, and she didn’t, she went instead for the radio in the nook to raise Okafor, already moving, already the wife at the handset she’d been on Delano, and Roy hung on my rail asking what he could do with one arm in a sling and I told him to run the Row and get every woman and child off the lawns and behind a wall, which was a real job and a safe one and got a kid with a broken arm out of the path of a thing that had picked him up like a cat once already, and he went, and I stood on my own steps and made myself breathe and made myself not launch straight down the hill and hit the thing, because hitting the thing was the one move I had that fed it, and I had learned that, I had learned it in a flood and a fog, and the whole of what I’d learned came down to standing on my porch with my fists closed and not using them while a gray shape climbed toward my street.

Down the Row, one by one, the porch lamps were catching the last light, green-and-silver at the head and copper-and-white and slate-and-crimson and my own blue-and-gold, every pole on the street standing up against the dusk with its colors on it, every pole but the bare one under the shade tree at the end where a gold porch light had come on early and was burning steady in the coming dark, and up the hill road, unhurried, taking the grade like a man with nowhere he needed to be by any particular time, a gray shape was climbing toward the street full of poles.


Chapter 13: Widow’s Pole

He came up onto the Row beside the Benton house, and he did not go for a person or a porch. He went for the pole.

Slate-and-crimson came down first. The gray man crossed Wayne’s clipped lawn without looking at the house, his soaked boots leaving dark prints on the walk. Corinne stepped onto the porch with the household shotgun already shouldered. She had the sight on his chest and the safety off. Even from my lawn, I saw her finger held straight along the guard instead of curling around the trigger.

Wayne was at the far end of the circuit on his assigned sweep, right where the schedule placed him. His wife stood on his porch alone while the Sleepless Man put both enormous hands around the flagpole. The concrete socket cracked with a sound like crockery breaking. He pulled steel, footing, and a plug of black earth out of the lawn in one steady lift.

Corinne tracked him with the barrel. Her jaw worked once. Then she lowered the muzzle by two inches, too competent to waste a shell on something bullets only fed. The gray man bent the pole slowly across his knee. Slate-and-crimson slid down through the porch light and dragged over the grass where Corinne had stood as a bride days before. She did not run or weep. She watched every inch of her wedding colors fall, straight-backed and furious, and when the pole struck the road she called the time into Peggy’s open frequency in a voice that stayed perfectly level.

Then the Sleepless Man moved to copper-and-white. He stepped over Wayne’s bent pole rather than around it and kept the same measured pace toward the Castellans. Roy was racing along the Row getting women and children behind walls, doing the job I’d given him. I caught a copper blur at the far fence, heard his voice ordering two families into a basement, and knew it was costing him everything not to turn back toward his own lawn.

Peggy stood on the Castellan porch with a little rifle in one hand and her notebook braced against the porch post with the other. The gray hands closed around her pole. She lowered the rifle before he pulled, set the pencil to paper, and watched her husband’s colors rise with the socket.

The first crack made her flinch. The second did not. She wrote the time, the direction he bent it, and the number of seconds he took. Copper-and-white folded across one gray thigh. A strip of the pennant caught on a splinter of concrete, pulled taut, and tore with a soft sound I heard between radio calls. Peggy’s mouth tightened. She wrote that down too, because logging the attack was the useful thing she could do, and Peggy always found the useful thing.

There was a particular horror in how slowly he worked. He pulled each pole the way a gardener pulls a stake at the end of a season, bent it, dropped it, and walked on at the pace of a man taking the evening air. He never looked toward a window. He did not need to. Curtains shifted all along the curve, porch doors opened behind armed people who knew better than to fire, and every household heard the metal complain.

Every household had time to read the message. I can take your colors one household at a time. Your heroes will watch. By refusing to hurry, he made each lawn wait its turn.

Green-and-silver came next, but Okafor met him on the lawn before he could touch the pole. The senior hero came off his porch hard and low, thirty-eight years old and heavy through the chest, strength and toughness built for exactly this. June called his name once from behind him. Okafor did not look back. He lowered one shoulder and hit the gray man chest to chest.

The impact shook leaves from the shade trees. Okafor drove him two full steps across the grass, boots cutting trenches, and turned his hips to force the Sleepless Man away from the pole. For four seconds it was the best fight I’d ever seen a hero fight. He got one forearm under the gray man’s chin, locked the other around his middle, and moved the immovable thing another foot by refusing to believe it was immovable.

Then the gray man absorbed the force. His boots stopped sliding. The strength Okafor poured into him settled through the big body, and the shut-door face showed nothing while one arm closed around the senior’s waist.

He picked Okafor up. At first he merely lifted, the strongest hero on the coast held clear of his own grass with his boots kicking once at empty air. Then the gray man turned and sent him the length of the lawn. Okafor went through the porch rail in a storm of white splinters and struck the front of his house hard enough to shake every window. June’s voice rose inside, sharp with his name.

Okafor came off the wreck slower than he’d gone into it. Blood ran from his nose. One sleeve hung torn from shoulder to cuff. He planted, dragged air into himself, and charged again because that was Okafor. This time he tried to turn the gray man’s momentum instead of meeting it. The Sleepless Man caught him by the shoulders, walked him backward three steps, and drove him down into his own lawn. The ground jumped under my boots two houses away.

Okafor rolled, got one knee beneath him, and reached for the gray coat again. The Sleepless Man had already dismissed him. He turned to green-and-silver, wrapped both hands around the pole, and pulled while the senior clawed his way upright behind him. Fresh concrete burst from the socket. He bent the pole across his knee and dropped it beside Okafor, the pennant spilling over the senior’s outstretched hand.

The message written in poles was coming toward me. Take a man’s colors and you threaten everything beneath them: house, wife, standing, porch, the bright promise that competence earns a life worth keeping.

I waited on my steps while the gray man left Okafor’s ruined lawn and walked toward blue-and-gold. Donna came up behind me but did not touch me. Her belief was already rising through the bond, bright enough that our porch lamp hummed. I loosened my hands one finger at a time, because the sight of Okafor in the grass had closed them into fists without my permission.

“No hitting,” Donna said behind me. Her voice shook once and steadied. “I know. You know. I’m saying it so the whole house knows.”

“No hitting,” I agreed.

The Sleepless Man stepped over green-and-silver. Okafor caught at one gray boot and could not hold it. The man continued down the walk, passed the Castellans’ torn pennant, and turned his pale eyes toward the blue-and-gold moving above my head.

Then he came to my lawn.

I came down off my steps to meet him at my own pole, and made the hardest choice of my life: I did nothing. I put myself between the gray man and the blue-and-gold. I planted my boots on my own grass; I put my hands down. I did not throw a blow, because I had learned its terrible design in full now, the flood and the fog had taught me, you do not strike him, because impact feeds him, and if you stand and take it and give it nothing then the only well it draws from is your own body and your own legs, and the night’s central question, the fight’s only question, was whether I could stand on nothing long enough to matter.

He hit me.

He hit me and I took it and I did not hit back, and Donna was on the porch behind me at the rail, not inside where I’d sent her, on the rail with her hands white on it, pouring an unbroken flood of light through the bond into me the way she’d poured it in the flood, and my output came up blazing, the blue-gold flaring at my hands and up my shoulders, the porch lamps swelling bright the whole length of the Row, all of it useless, all of it the wrong tool, because I had no use for output against a thing that ate it and I had learned that too. I let it blaze and did not spend it on a blow, I spent it only on standing, on staying upright under blows that would have folded a car; I stood.

For eleven minutes I stood.

It was the longest and worst eleven minutes of my whole strange life, worse than the flood, worse than the fog, because in the flood and the fog I had at least been allowed to move, to fly, to spend myself on doing, and here the whole discipline of it was doing nothing, was standing on my own lawn in front of my own house while a made thing struck me repeatedly and every instinct, the office man’s and the hero’s both, screamed at me to swing, to fly, to run, to spend the blaze at my hands on a blow just to feel like I was fighting. I did not, I stood, and it is a particular hell to be beaten while holding the one weapon that would make it stop and knowing that using it is the one thing that loses. He hit me in the chest and I heard something in it give. He hit me in the face and the Row went sideways and came back. He hit me low and I folded and made myself unfold and stand back up square, and Donna’s light poured in and held me tall enough to keep unfolding; I gave him nothing, not one blow, not one, eleven minutes of a monster’s fists and I never once hit back, and the not-hitting was the whole of the courage of it, and refusing him cost more courage than any blow I’d thrown.

I counted them after, as I counted the six minutes in the fog, from the way my body kept the time. He hit me and I took it and gave him nothing and he did not steady, he did not quicken, the terrible correct thing kept being true, he was not feeding, I was giving him nothing and nothing was coming back into him, and it was working, it was provably working. I could not make it matter, because I had no floor. Every blow drove me back a half step across my own grass and rocked me on my heels and there was nothing under me to plant against, nothing coming up through my boots to meet the force, and so I took the whole of each hit into my own unaided body and spent the well down just to keep my feet, as I had on the dock, the right idea and the wrong equipment, a man trying to be a wall and built on sand, and at eleven minutes, longer than the fog by nearly double because Donna’s light gave me that much and no more, the well started to hit bottom, and my knees started to go, the first buckle, the beginning of the fold; I set my teeth and tried to hold and could not. I felt myself starting down the way I’d gone down in the fog, doing everything right, losing anyway.

Ruth walked off her porch.

I did not see her start, I was down on one knee by then with the gray man’s fist drawn back, but Donna saw it and told me after, and half the Row saw it, and doors opened all along Pennant Row as the widow came off her porch. She had been on it the whole time. She had not gone inside and she had not screamed and she had not run down the Row with the rest of the panic, she had stood on her own porch at the dark end of the street under her one gold light and watched a gray man come up the hill taking poles, watched him put Okafor through a rail and bend Wayne’s colors in the road and come to the Danner lawn, watched a hero she had carried in off her own grass two nights before plant his feet and take a beating he could not survive rather than throw the punch that would end him, watched him start to go down, and she came off the porch. She came down her own steps and across her own bare lawn past her bare pole and out into the street and up it, past the bent poles and the torn colors and the wreck of Okafor’s porch, walking, not running, the way Ruth came down everything, unhurried and sure and impossible to stop, a soft heavy red-haired woman in a house dress with her sleeves rolled crossing a battlefield made of lawns toward a man on his knees, and she came onto my grass behind me, and she put her hand flat on my back.

The floor came up.

Words failed me. My body answered instead. Her palm went flat between my shoulder blades and the whole world got a bottom to it. The half-buckled knee under me stopped buckling. The next thing the gray man’s fist did, when it landed, did not drive me back a half step, because there was suddenly something behind me and under me and through me to drive against, a floor, a bottom, ground coming up through my boots to meet the force so that the blow went into me and through me and down into the earth instead of spending my own poor well to keep me standing. I stood. I got my foot back under me and I stood up off the knee with a widow’s hand flat on my back and I turned my chest square to the gray man and I took his next blow standing, and it moved me nothing, because I was not standing on sand anymore, I was standing on Ruth Keller, and Ruth Keller does not move.

He hit me and I stood. He hit me harder, just as he’d escalated on Okafor. I stood. And every household on the Row, coming up out of their doorways and from behind their walls now, watched a thing they had never seen and would never forget, a widow with her hand flat on a hero’s back and a hero who would not go down, the two of them a single planted thing in the middle of the street, the woman feeding the floor up through her palm and the man taking a made monster’s fists and not moving, not an inch. Behind me, Ruth never strained, and that mattered. She held me without the desperate effort needed to catch a falling man; she was simply a bottom that remained steady, inexhaustible, warm, a thing that did not have a well to run dry because it was not spending, it was only being. In the middle of that beating, Audrey’s equation, Okafor’s lesson, and my failure on the wet dock finally joined, that this, this exact thing, a floor that does not fail, was the one and only answer to a thing that cannot be beaten, and that it had just walked out into the street in an apron and put its hand on my back.

Both women reached me at once, and that was what I have never been able to make anyone understand who wasn’t inside the bond that night. Donna on the porch behind me, pouring light, all courage and blaze and nerve, the ceiling of me, everything I could be if I reached, and Ruth on the grass behind me, pouring floor, all warmth and bottom and stay, everything I could stand on while I reached, and the two facets were live in me together, the light and the floor, a hero with a ceiling and a bottom both. I understood in my body what the household was going to be before my head had words for it, that Donna made me tall and Ruth made me sure and that a man with both was a different animal than a man with either; I stood in the street between the woman on the porch and the woman with her hand on my back and took a monster’s fists and thought, with a clarity that had no business being in a man being beaten, this is it, this is all of it, I am standing on just what I was built to stand on and I am never letting either of them go.

Donna felt it too. She told me after that the second Ruth’s hand went onto my back she’d felt the bond change shape around a second person, felt the floor come up under her own light, felt the two of them lock into me at once, and that she had not felt one flicker of the old fear when she felt it, not the pretty-one fear, not the booby-prize fear, none of it, she’d felt only relief, a woman on a porch pouring everything she had into a husband she could not save alone feeling a second woman arrive under him and take the weight she couldn’t take, and she’d said out loud on the porch, to nobody, to the Row, fierce and wet-faced, “there she is, there’s the floor, stand up, Jack, you’ve got a floor now, stand up,” and I had.

The whistle came from the hill road.

Thin and high and cold, a silver whistle, one long note out of the dark at the bottom of the street, and the gray man stopped with his fist drawn back and turned his shut-door face toward the sound, and he lowered the fist, and he turned, obedient, a made thing called to heel, and he walked back down the Row the way he’d come, past all the poles he’d taken, unhurried, and did not touch the one bare pole at the end of the street under the shade tree, walked right past it and did not lay a hand on it, and I understood the awful small joke of that even in the state I was in, that there was nothing on Ruth’s pole to tear down, that the one lawn on all of Pennant Row he left untouched was the widow’s, because the widow had already taken her own colors down years ago and left nothing for a monster to take, and he went down the hill and off the road and back toward the harbor and the water, and the whistle stopped, and the Row was left standing in its wrecked street among its bent poles with its colors in the grass, and me standing square in the middle of it on a floor made of a woman’s hand.

Ruth took her hand off my back, and I nearly went down at the loss of it, caught myself, and turned around, and she was standing on my trampled lawn with her red hair coming loose and her chest heaving, not from strain, from the size of what she’d just done, and she looked at me, and she looked down the street at the bent poles and the wreck of the porches and the neighbors coming out into the dark, and she looked back at me, and she said it, low and even. Three years of keeping her porch dark ended with seven words.

“I’m done watching from a window,” Ruth said.

We went to her kitchen, because that was where Ruth decided things, she’d told me so herself in the fog, she’d decide standing up in daylight with her wits about her. It was not daylight, but she had her wits and she was standing up. She led the way down the Row to the small house at the end and put me in a kitchen chair, Donna in another, and Okafor in the third when he came in bleeding from his own wrecked porch to witness. Ruth stood at the head of her own kitchen table with Hal’s drawer six feet away and looked at me, and I stopped her before she could say the words.

“Wait,” I said. “Before you say anything. Before you decide. There’s a thing you have to know first, and you have to know it before, not after, because you don’t get to bond a locked room and I won’t let you.”

Donna understood before Okafor could ask. She rose and offered the senior her arm. “Isaiah, would you wait on the porch for one minute? This part belongs to Ruth before it belongs to a witness. We’ll call you back before she says anything that needs hearing.”

Okafor looked from Donna to me, then to Ruth. She gave him one firm nod. He let Donna help him up, crossed to the porch, and pulled the kitchen door shut behind him. Through the glass I could see his broad back turned toward the room, one hand braced on the rail while he watched the wrecked Row.

“Now,” I said to Ruth. “Sit down one minute and hear the worst of me while you can still walk out the door.”

I told her quickly and plainly, without music, in her own kitchen with my wife beside me and our witness outside beyond a closed door, I told Ruth Keller the number and the year and the hole in the world and the diner and the dead phone in a footlocker up the Row. All of it. The whole box, in about ninety seconds, because I had said it once already that week and it came easier the second time. I watched a mature calm widow hear that the hero on her kitchen chair was born seventy years from now, and she did not laugh the way Donna had and she did not weep. She did the Ruth thing. She stood very still and took it and turned it over once. A moment later, she said what made me understand I was going to marry her.

“I’ve buried one man who came from a bad place,” Ruth said. She said it looking at the drawer, and then at me. “Hal came off a hard-luck farm in a hard-luck county and he never once told the truth about where he was from because he was ashamed of it, and it didn’t matter, it never mattered a single day, where a man comes from. I’ve heard men lie about their counties and I’ve heard men lie about their wars and now I’ve heard a man tell me he comes from a year that hasn’t happened, and I’ll tell you what I told the county and the war, which is that it isn’t the question. Where you come from doesn’t scare me, Jack. I’ve been scared of exactly one thing for three years and it isn’t a year and it isn’t a hole in the world, it’s a bond going dark at a radio while I sit there and can’t do anything about it. That’s the only thing that’s ever scared me. So I don’t care what year made you. I care whether you come home. That’s the whole of what I’m bonding, and I’ve made my peace with it, and I made it out in the street with my hand on your back, so sit still and let me do this before I lose my nerve, which I won’t, but let me anyway.”

Ruth looked toward the closed porch door. Donna understood and crossed to open it. “Isaiah. She’s ready for her witness now.”

Okafor came back to the third chair, moving stiffly, and sat with blood drying at his collar. He had heard none of the secret and asked for none of it. Ruth waited until Donna shut the door and resumed her place beside me.

And here Donna did the thing that I think, of all the things my first wife has ever done, is the one I would choose to have her remembered by. Ruth reached for my collar, and then stopped, and her calm cracked for one second, one, and she looked at Donna, at the wife already on the collar, at the woman whose colors I already wore, and she said, low, not to me, to Donna, “Is this yours to give me leave for? I don’t want it if it costs her. I’ve watched a household come apart over less and I won’t be the crack in a good one, so you tell me true, Donna Danner, in front of him, is there room, because if there’s not I’ll take my hand back and keep my house and there’ll be no hard feeling in it.” And Donna got up out of her chair and came around the table and took Ruth’s face in both her hands, the bombshell and the widow, and she said, “I’ve got a porch with three chairs and a husband who comes home gray and I have been trying to marry you to him for three weeks, you enormous stubborn wonderful woman, there’s room, there’s a whole chair with your name coming, put your hand on his collar and say the words before I say them for you,” and Ruth laughed, actually laughed, one low startled note, the first real laugh I’d ever heard out of her, and it broke something loose in her face that had been set for three years, and she wiped her eyes with the back of her wrist the way she wiped everything and turned back to me.

And she reached out and took my collar between two fingers, the gold collar of my hero jacket, at the empty spot where the second star would go, the spot the tailor on the island had once explained to me meant unbonded, and she held it, and she said the words, the plain widow’s words with no ceremony in them and no party and no permission asked of anybody, said them low and even in her own kitchen with two witnesses, and she said, low and plain, “Jack Danner, I choose your household. I give you my strength, my keeping, and the floor under everything you do. I will stand with you, and I will keep you standing.”

When she said them the floor came up under me and stayed, and did not go when she took her fingers off my collar, because it was not her hand anymore, it was the bond, on, live, a partial boost strong out of the gate the way the widow custom said a trained widow’s came, and I sat in Ruth Keller’s kitchen chair with a new bottom under the whole of me and understood that I would never again stand on sand. Okafor, bleeding in the third chair, watched the whole of it and said the one thing a senior says at a betrothal he’s witnessed, low, formal, from a man who’d lost his own porch rail that night and come anyway, “witnessed, and stands,” which is the old form, and it stood.

Eddie came in the middle of it, because somebody had run for the clinic when the poles started coming down, and he pushed in the door with his satchel already open and stopped dead at the sight of a betrothal happening over a bleeding senior hero in a widow’s kitchen; afterward, he did his job, because that was Eddie, he went to Okafor first, the worst hurt in the room, and put his hands on him. Then he came to me, and he looked at the bruises coming up on my face and my ribs from eleven minutes of a monster’s fists, and he reached to heal them the way he’d healed me after the pump hall, and he stopped, his hands an inch off my face, and he watched, because the bruises were fading on their own.

They were fading while he watched. The bruising over my ribs where the gray man had folded me was easing at the surface, the swelling on my cheekbone going down, the split at my lip closing, an hour’s worth of smaller hurts mending before a healer’s eyes, powered by a bond that had been live for four minutes, and Eddie Pruitt crouched there with his hands out and nothing to do with them and watched a man heal without him, and he said, soft, wondering, not put out, just amazed, “well. Well, that’s new. I’ve never once in my life watched a man not need me and been glad about it. Huh.” And he sat back on his heels and let it happen, and Ruth looked at Eddie looking at her work, and something passed between the healer and the Housewife, two people whose whole gift was keeping heroes alive, a professional courtesy, a recognition, and Eddie said, “you and me are going to work well together, Mrs. Keller,” and Ruth almost smiled, and said, “Eddie, if you call me Mrs. Keller in this house you’ll get no supper in it,” and that was the whole benediction the betrothal got, a healer and a widow settling who’d feed whom, and it was exactly right, it was the Row.

Ruth put me to bed in her spare room before the night had fully lifted. Donna went up the Row to help June with Okafor and hold the radio while Ruth stayed close enough for the new bond to do its work. It was not consummation, and I did not press for anything Ruth had not chosen. I slept under her roof with the floor live beneath me. By dawn, the swelling had eased, the darkest bruises had lightened, and my split lip had sealed. The ache under my ribs and through my back remained deep enough to punish every breath. Ruth’s new floor had stopped me from sinking and mended the surface. The damage underneath would need more.

The Row came for the poles at dawn.

When the gray light rose over the harbor, I woke to Ruth’s coffee and post-hole diggers biting into lawns. June, Marguerite, the Castellans, and Brannigan’s off-shift men worked from house to house with shovels and fresh concrete. A street terrorized in the dark answered by standing everything back up together. Green-and-silver, copper-and-white, slate-and-crimson, and blue-and-gold rose in turn, and by noon only the new concrete showed where the monster had walked.

Wayne came for his own pole at dawn with the rest, back from his sweep, correct and useful, and he did the work, I’ll give him that, he stripped off his jacket and dug his own post-hole and set his own pole in fresh concrete with his sleeves rolled and his hands dirty, a neighbor doing neighbor’s work, and Corinne handed him the level and the colors and the two of them re-raised slate-and-crimson without a word, competent, and it was all exactly correct, and the only wrong note in the whole bright morning was the moment Wayne straightened up from tamping his concrete and looked down the Row and saw Ruth.

She was on my lawn. She’d come up from her end to help with the Danner pole, and she was standing next to me with the colors folded over her arm, and her hand was on my forearm, resting there, easy, a betrothed woman’s hand on her hero’s arm in the morning light, and Wayne saw it, saw the widow’s hand on my arm and read enough of what it meant to suspect that Ruth’s bond had gone live. A moment later, he smiled, on time, and lifted a muddy hand to us across the lawns, gracious, neighborly, and went back to tamping his concrete. He studied the hand, the possible bond, the floor that had held a monster while his own colors lay bent in the road, measuring evidence he could not yet count, and I thought, watching him, that anyone who keeps a ledger and misses his own street’s worst night on a scheduled sweep is a man you want to be married to a floor before you have to find out what he’s saving it all for.


Chapter 14: Keep Me Standing

Ruth fed me before she took me to bed, because that was the order of things in Ruth Keller’s house.

She had me down to her end of the Row the next evening, and Donna had done the sending, and Donna’s part in it mattered as much as anyone’s. My wife had spent the day at Ruth’s elbow and her own, the two of them back and forth up the Row with covered dishes and folded wash and the small traffic of two houses becoming one household, and in the late afternoon Donna had come and found me on our porch and straightened my collar with both hands where the empty star spot was and said, low and sure and not a wobble in it, “Go down to Ruth’s tonight. She’s ready, and you’re braced enough to go even if you’re still bruised and hurting, and there’s no waiting custom for a widow, she told me so herself over the beans. Go, and don’t you dare come back before morning, and don’t be nervous, and Jack.” She’d smoothed my collar flat. “It’s not a thing that takes anything from me. I want you to hear that with your whole self before you go, because I could feel you worrying it. She’s the floor and I’m the light and a house needs both, and tonight the floor gets her husband, and I’ll be right here being glad about it, and in the morning I’m coming down to make coffee in her kitchen so bad she’ll have to teach me, and that’s the household, that’s how it goes, now go.” And she’d kissed me, warm and sure, and turned me around by the shoulders and pointed me down the Row, and I had gone, sent by my first wife to my second, and there is no ordinary word for what it felt like and I have stopped looking for one.

Ruth’s kitchen was warm and low-lit and smelled of everything she’d cooked that day, and she had a plate for me before I’d got my jacket off, and she made me eat it, all of it, sat across from me at her own table with her red hair coming down and watched me eat like she watched everyone eat, because a hero beaten twice in two days needed food before anything else. The meal belonged to the intimacy rather than delaying it; this was its front porch, because with Ruth the care and the wanting were the same country and you came into the one through the other.

It was pot roast, because of course it was, the thing Donna had smoked up the Row from end to end trying to make on our first night and Ruth had salvaged in ten minutes, and it fell apart under the fork the way Donna’s never would until Ruth taught her the trick of it, and there were carrots gone sweet in the gravy and potatoes and bread Ruth had baked that afternoon, and I ate it all under her steady brown gaze and found plain relief where I’d carried strain since the portal. A warm plate, a warm kitchen, and a woman making sure I ate quieted the old bone-deep loneliness I’d brought from 2026. She did not talk much while I ate. Ruth never talked much. She watched me, and she got up once to cut me more bread without asking, and she reached over at one point and pushed a strand of my hair off my forehead the way you’d do for a boy, and there was nothing childish in it, it was a woman putting her hand on a man she’d decided on, testing the ownership of it, learning that she was allowed now, and warmth rose from her fingers where they brushed my forehead, the smallest flicker of the floor, and she took her hand back and looked at it like it had told her something.

“You eat like a man who forgot he was allowed to,” she said, finally, low. “I noticed it the first week. You thank people for things nobody thanks anybody for. You thanked me for a casserole like I’d pulled you out of the harbor. Where you come from, they must not have fed you right, wherever it was, whenever it was.” She got up and took my empty plate. “Well. You’re fed right now. Get used to it.”

When I’d eaten she took my plate and set it in the sink and did not wash it, which from Ruth was its own kind of announcement, and she came and stood by my chair and looked down at me with her calm brown eyes, and she said the widow’s rule out loud, what she’d told Donna over the beans, said it to me plain so there’d be no mistaking it.

“I’ve been a wife,” Ruth said. “I know what a door feels like, open. The waiting custom is for maidens, for girls the island wants a clean first spike out of, predictable, on a schedule, at a party. I was never anybody’s clean anything, and I’m thirty-one years old, and I’ve buried a husband, and I am not waiting for a party to have the man I’ve decided on. The pole can wait and the Row can have its wedding. This is a kitchen matter, and I’ve decided it, and I decided it standing up in the daylight with my wits about me like I said I would.” She took my hand and drew me up out of the chair. “So come to bed, Jack. And I’ll tell you the one thing I want, and then I want you to give it to me. I have held every single person on this Row up for three years. I held you up in the street. I have been the floor for everyone who ever needed one and I have not once, in three years, had anybody be the floor for me. And tonight I want, for one night, to stop being the one who does the work. That’s the thing I want. Come and take it off me.”

I saw what it cost her to say that. Nothing about it came easily. Ruth Keller had built a whole life out of being the one who does the work. It was not a burden she’d been handed, it was armor she’d forged, because a woman who is always holding everyone else up is a woman who never has to sit still and feel the size of her own grief, and she’d known that about herself, she’d told me as much on the roof with the shingles, that she stayed because the Row’s rookies needed feeding, that the feeding was what got her out of bed, and now she stood in her own kitchen, choosing to put that armor down for one night and hand the work to a man. Her practiced steadiness roughened on the word want. She gripped my hand harder, forced her shoulders not to square for another task, and admitted she wanted, for one night, to be taken care of. That confession struck me as braver than my stand in the street. I had only taken a beating. Ruth had to say she was tired.

She led me back to her bedroom, the room she had not shared in three years, while down the hall a dead man’s colors remained folded in the closed kitchen sideboard drawer, and her porch light was dark after two straight weeks of burning because tonight she was not leaving it on for anyone who was out. The man was in.

She undressed herself, and she did it deliberately, and I let her, because every step of this was hers and because watching Ruth Keller undress herself in her own lamplight was a thing worth being still for.

There was a lamp on the nightstand and she turned it low, not off, because she wanted to be seen and she wanted to see, and she stood at the foot of her own bed and gave me a long, measuring look, with her calm brown eyes, unhurried, taking her measure of the man she’d decided on the same way she took in everything, and there was nothing girlish or nervous in the look, it was a grown woman looking at what she was about to have and being satisfied with it, and being looked at that way by Ruth Keller did something to me that Donna’s bright hunger never had, a different heat, slower, surer, the heat of being chosen by a woman who had already been a wife and knew the very thing she was choosing and was choosing it anyway.

She reached back and unbuttoned the house dress down its length, unhurried, much as she did everything, and let it fall off her soft freckled shoulders and pool at her feet, and stood there in her slip and her bra with the lamp warm on her, and she was not Donna, she was nothing like Donna, and the difference of her went through me like heat. Where Donna was cinched and bright and hourglass, Ruth was abundance, soft and full and grounded, a soft belly and full hips and thighs made for holding a man, and above all of it, filling the whole frame of her before anything else could, the enormous heavy weight of her breasts straining the plain bra, the freckled tops of them spilling over it, rosy where the color was coming up in her chest, and my mouth went dry at the size and the softness of her, at the sheer generous amount of woman standing in the lamplight deciding to be mine.

She unhooked the bra, and this was the part that was pure Ruth: she unhooked it in stages, one hook and then a breath and then the next, watching my face while she did it, not a tease exactly, something slower and surer than a tease, a woman letting a man have the whole of a thing a piece at a time because the wanting was in the pieces, and the bra came away, and her breasts came free, heavy and soft and full and freckled, more of her than my hands would hold and I already knew I was going to spend the night finding that out, and I made some sound I didn’t plan, and Ruth heard it and the color deepened across her chest and she came to me where I sat on the edge of her bed and stood between my knees and took my hands and lifted them to her breasts herself.

“There,” she said, low. “You can take what I’m offering. All of it. I’ve watched you be careful with everybody for three weeks and you can stop being careful now, this is mine to give and I’m giving it, so take it.”

I took everything she offered. I filled my hands with her, the heavy soft warm weight of her breasts, more than a handful each and spilling past my fingers, and she made a low sound and her head went back, and I leaned in and put my mouth on her, on the freckled rise of one breast and then the soft peak of it, and Ruth’s calm broke into a warm shaking breath, her hand coming up to the back of my head and holding me there, and I worshiped her the way she was asking to be worshiped, both hands and my mouth, the soft give of her and the hard peaks and the freckled warmth, and she stood between my knees and let me, her fingers in my hair, her low voice going lower, “yes, like that, God, it’s been so long, don’t stop,” and the warmth started, her facet, coming up off her skin and into me where I touched her, not light, never light, warmth from the sternum out, a low banked heat pouring off the whole soft abundance of her into my chest and my hands and my mouth, and the ache that eleven minutes of a monster had left in the deep of me eased under it while I had my mouth on her breast.

I spent a long time there, because she let me and because I could not have stopped. I buried my face in the soft heavy warm valley between them and she gathered my head in against her and held me there and her heart beat beneath all that softness, steady and strong, the heart of a woman who had held a whole street up for three years and never once been held, and I got a hand full of one breast and my mouth on the other and gave her the whole of my attention, worked the freckled softness and the hard peaks until her breath came ragged and her calm was gone and the color had come all the way up her chest and throat and into her face, rosy and flushed, and she looked down at me devoted to the abundance of her and said, wondering, unsteady, “You don’t hurry. You touch me like every part deserves your whole attention, and you’re not rushing past anything,” and I lifted my mouth off her long enough to say, “I’m not going to hurry past anything about you, not tonight, not ever, we’ve got all the time there is,” and she made a sound at that, at all the time there is, a woman who’d learned three years ago that there is never all the time there is, and pulled my mouth back to her breast and held me there hard.

Then she took the thing further, and it was hers, Ruth’s alone, and from then on I would only ever want it from her. She eased me back and knelt down between my knees on her own bedroom floor, and got my clothes off me the rest of the way with her sure unhurried hands, and she took me in her hand and stroked me slow, watching my face; afterward, she reached to the nightstand for a little bottle of oil she kept there, warmed it in her palm, and slicked me with it. Then she gathered those enormous soft breasts in both hands and wrapped them around my cock, the whole slick heavy warm weight of them closing around me, and looked up the length of my body with her calm brown eyes and held them there.

“Now be still,” Ruth said, “and let me,” and she began to move.

She rose and fell slow, working her breasts up and down the length of me, the oiled soft weight of them gripping and sliding, her eyes on mine the whole time, up, steady, patient, and it was the softest most overwhelming thing, wrapped in the whole warm heavy abundance of her, the head of my cock appearing and disappearing at the top of the slow slide where she bent and touched her tongue to it each time it showed, and the warmth pouring off her the whole while, and I put my hands over hers where they held herself around me and she said, “no, still, I told you, I’m doing the work tonight, I want to, hush,” and I let my hands fall and let a widow work me slow between her breasts in her own lamplight, and it built and built, that slow soft relentless slide, until I told her I was close, and she said “up here, then, on me,” and worked me faster, and I came, and I finished on her, on the freckled rise of her breasts and her throat, watching it fall on her while she held herself around me and milked the last of it up through the slick warm grip of her, and she looked down at herself and then up at me with something satisfied and unhurried in her face, a woman who had wanted exactly that and gotten it, and I was undone by her and we had not even started.

She rose up over me and pushed me back onto her bed, and now she rode me, and this was the restoration, the widow’s floor made flesh. She climbed up over me, all that soft warm abundance settling over my hips, and reached down and took me in her hand and guided me to her, and she was slick and hot and ready, and she straddled me and took me inside her, slow, sinking down the whole length of me an inch at a time with a long low sound that started deep in her chest, her head going back, her red hair falling down her back, taking me in with the same unhurried certainty she did everything, her weight settling warm over me until she’d taken the whole of me and sat there a moment, full, her hands flat on my chest, breathing, letting herself feel it, a woman who had not had this in three years feeling it all the way. A moment later, she began to move, and she rode me slow and enclosing, her hands flat on my chest, her breasts swaying heavy above me, her red hair down all around us, and where she was joined to me and where her hands pressed my chest the warmth poured down into me, and the healing came.

I felt it happen. I felt the deep bruise in my ribs where the gray man had put something wrong go warm and then go right, felt it knit under her while she moved on me, felt the ache leave my back where I’d taken his fists, felt three days of a body holding damage let the damage go, all of it happening while she rode me slow, a woman healing a hero with her body while she took her pleasure of him, and I put my hands on her hips and looked up at her working over me and said, rough, “I can feel it, I can feel you fixing me while you,” and Ruth said, low, her rhythm never breaking, “I know. That’s what I am. That’s what you get. A man rides me and gets up mended, that’s the bond, that’s the whole of what I do, now hush and let me heal you,” and she rode me slow and enclosing and mended me from the inside while she went, and it was the tenderest filthiest holiest thing, and the warmth built in both of us until she clenched around me and shook and came, slow and deep and grinding down onto me with her head back and her hair everywhere, riding it out on my cock with her hands pressing the last of the healing into my chest.

Then she gave me her contradiction, and it is the truest thing about her.

She came down off it breathing hard, her forehead against mine, and she was quiet a moment, and then she said it, plain, the thing she’d wanted and could not have from anyone she was busy holding up, said it low against my mouth. “Now stop letting me do the work.” I went still. “You heard me. I’ve done the work. I’ve fed you and healed you and held you up in the street and carried you off two lawns and I have been the floor for this whole Row for three years and I am so tired, Jack, of being the one who holds. Turn me over. Take it off me. I want, for one night, to be the one who gets held down and used and taken care of, I want to hand it to you and have you take it, so take it, that’s the last thing I want and then I’ll never ask, take me hard and don’t be gentle, I’m not made of glass, I’m made for this, so do it.”

So I did it.

I hesitated for one beat, long enough to read her. Ruth’s knees had parted beneath me. Her fingers dug into my shoulders, pulling rather than bracing, and the low command in her voice had cracked with naked need. She had done the feeding and healing. Now she wanted my control, not another careful question.

“Say it again,” I told her, my voice roughening as my hand closed on her hip.

“Take over, Jack.” Her eyes held mine. “Turn me over. Hold me down. Give me the part I asked for.”

“Then the work is mine.” I caught both her wrists in one hand and kissed her hard enough to make her moan into my mouth. The street had taught my hands refusal; Ruth’s eager body demanded the opposite. That instinctive contrast lasted only a heartbeat before desire took it.

I turned my widow over and laid her out prone on the bed she had slept alone in for three years, and I came down over her broad soft freckled back and gathered her red hair off her neck in one fist, gentle, and pushed into her from behind, and she made a sound into the pillow I felt in my own chest, and I took her the way she’d asked to be taken, hard and deep and sure, her enormous breasts flattened into the mattress under her, her hips lifting to meet me, her hands fisted in the sheets, and I put my mouth by her ear and told her, “there, I’ve got it, you don’t have to hold anything, I’ve got the whole of it, let go,” and Ruth Keller let go, the woman who never let go of anything, she let go and let a man drive into her from behind and hold her down and do the work, and she came apart under me a second time, shaking, saying my name into the pillow, and I drove into her hard and deep and finished inside her, buried to the root, spilling everything into her while she clenched around me and the warmth crested through both of us and the last of the eleven minutes’ damage went out of me for good, mended, gone, a hero made whole inside the woman who’d made him.

The spike came then, and it was not light.

The house did not shake. No lamp flared. No alarm clock moved three inches across a nightstand, none of the things the island’s clean bright Muse-fuel did. What happened instead was warmth spreading through me from the sternum, a deep even heat filling every part of me at once, and under it my body finishing the last of its own repair while I was still inside her, the well not just filled but deepened, a new bottom laid in under the whole of me that I would carry from that night forward, the consummation spike of a Housewife bond, which is not a flash and not a flare but a floor poured and set, and I lay over Ruth’s broad warm back with my face in her red hair and felt myself become, at last, a man who could stand under anything, and I said so, low, into her hair, and she reached back and held my hip and said, “good. That’s what you married me for. Now you’ll come home.”

She slept with the light off.

I lay awake a long time after, on my back in a widow’s bed with a widow gone soft and heavy and asleep against my side, her red hair spilled across my chest, her breathing gone deep and even, and I kept checking the dark window where no porch light burned, then the red-haired woman asleep beside me. For the first time since Hal died, Ruth Keller slept with a hero safely home in her bed. There was no man out. The man was in, with his arm under her neck and her floor poured through him. She had switched off the porch light before coming to bed and trusted the dark because everyone in her house was accounted for. I stayed awake a long while, listening to her breathe against my chest, checking the black window again, then the warm curve of her body, hardly able to accept that two centuries of loneliness had ended here.

And I thought, lying there, about the kitchen sideboard drawer down the hall. Hal’s red-and-cream lay folded there, four years’ worth of a marriage in the drawer she had shown me and closed herself, because she had not gone near it. The truth was that she had made her peace with it enough to bring a man to this bed but not enough to empty the drawer, and that those were two different things and I would be a fool to rush the second because I’d been given the first, and that Ruth Keller would open that drawer on her own timetable the way she did everything or she would never open it, and that either way it was hers; I lay there in the dark next to her and decided I would never once ask about the drawer, that I would let her come to it or not come to it, that the one thing I could give a widow that no bond and no floor and no wedding could give her was the right to grieve on her own clock. I gave it to her silently in the dark and then I slept.

I slept all night through without waking, which I had not done since the mainland, because a man with a floor under him sleeps like a man with a floor under him, and I woke to gray light and the smell of coffee going wrong.

Donna came in the morning, and made coffee, and it was terrible, and it was the household.

She came down the Row at the gray hour with her own key that Ruth had given her the day before, and let herself into Ruth’s kitchen, and I woke to the smell of coffee going wrong and Ruth’s low voice and Donna’s bright one, and I came out to find my two wives in a widow’s kitchen in the early light, Donna at the range murdering a pot of coffee and Ruth beside her taking the pot gently out of her hands the way she took everything, “no, sweetheart, you’ve boiled it, look, you’ve boiled it black, how do you boil coffee, it’s water, watch me,” and Donna laughing and saying “I contain the sun and I cannot make a cup of coffee, it’s a scandal, teach me before he’s up,” and neither of them had heard me, and I stood in the kitchen doorway in the gray light and watched the two of them, the platinum and the red, the light and the floor, my first wife and my second in one warm kitchen teaching and laughing over a ruined pot, and I did not say anything for a moment because some moments you do not talk over, you just stand in the door of them and let them be the thing your whole life was aimed at.

Ruth saw me first, over Donna’s shoulder, and her calm face opened into quiet welcome, and she said, “there he is, sit down, both of you, I’ll make the coffee, God knows nobody else in this house can,” and she sat her two people down at her table and made a proper pot, and the three of us had coffee at a widow’s kitchen table in the gray dawn, three chairs, and I sat there mended and married-and-a-half and drank Ruth’s good coffee and watched Donna reach across and steal the sugar from Ruth’s side and Ruth slap her hand away gentle, and it was, of everything, the best morning of my life.

Donna, I should say, had spent the night up the Row entirely happy about all of it, and said so, over the coffee, plainly, because Donna named her feelings out loud the way she named everything. “I want you both to know I slept fine,” she said, buttering bread badly, “in case either of you was worrying I sat up all night being brave about it. I didn’t. I turned the lamp off and I felt the whole household from up there, the two of you, I could feel it change shape when it, well.” She colored, delighted, not embarrassed. “When it did. And it didn’t feel like losing a single thing. It felt like the house getting bigger. That’s the thing nobody tells you about a Muse, we feel the whole household through him, and last night I lay in my bed and felt my husband get a floor and felt the redhead at the end of the Row stop being lonely, both at once, through the bond, and I have never slept better in my life. So.” She pointed the butter knife at Ruth. “You’re stuck with us. Both of us. Forever. Pass the sugar back, I earned it.” And Ruth passed the sugar back, and looked at Donna over the rim of her cup with an expression I was learning to read on her, the one that meant she was moved past her own words and using her coffee to cover it, and the three of us sat there in the early light and were unmistakably a household, three chairs and one pot of good coffee and a bare pole up the Row still waiting.

A moment later, I flew the dawn circuit, and I did not come home gray.

I went up off Ruth’s lawn into the coming light and flew every part of it, the harbor and the rail yards and the Pile on the point and the tank farm and back, the long endurance loop that had been quietly bleeding me dry for three weeks, and I flew it end to end and came around toward the Row in the full risen morning and felt I could have flown it twice.

I flew past the tank farm on the far leg of it, the scorched ground where Hal Keller had died and where the gray man had walked at first light surveying his footing. I flew it slow and looked down at the little bronze plate and the scar in the earth; I thought about the man who’d flown this same circuit before me, red-and-cream, energy Specialist, a farm boy who lied about his county. I did not feel jealous of a dead man, I felt something closer to a debt, because the woman who’d poured a floor into me last night had learned every bit of what she was at the side of the man who burned on that ground; I was the one who got the whole of her because he was gone, and the decent thing, the only thing, was to be worth it, to fly this circuit end to end and come home whole every single dawn so that a woman who’d watched one bond go dark on this exact loop would never watch a second one go. I dipped a wing over the bronze plate, not a salute exactly, an acknowledgment, one man who flew the loop to another, and flew on toward home. There was a bottom under the whole of me now. The circuit had been a thing that spent me and I had never had anything to spend it against, and now I had a floor, and flying was not pouring out of a well that emptied, it was standing in the air on a thing that held; I came down over Pennant Row light and easy and clean. I landed on Ruth’s lawn, soft and on purpose. She waited on her porch with two cups of coffee. When I came down whole and unmarked, she descended the steps, handed me one, and pressed her palm to my chest long enough to feel the strong beat beneath it.

“Whole,” she said.

“Whole,” I agreed, and drank her coffee beside the bare pole waiting for its day.


Chapter 15: A Floor Under Everything

Later that morning, after the dawn circuit and coffee beside Ruth’s bare pole, I returned to my own house with a floor under me and a wife at either end of the Row. I sat on the edge of my own bed in the full morning light and took the measure of what I’d become, because it deserved measuring. About four weeks before, I’d been a clean flyer with no bottom who had crossed a strait on a borrowed married baseline, then come home from the city circuit gray as ash. Now there was a bottom to the whole of me, a thing I could feel even sitting still, a floor the bond had poured and set, and a hero who has just gained the one facet he always lacked is a dangerous thing to leave alone thinking about it, because he starts to feel finished when he is only armed, and the difference between armed and finished is the difference between a man who lives and anyone who gets careless. Okafor knew that, which was why his message reached the house before I could get comfortable.

Okafor hit me before noon to see what I’d become, and I let him, which became the most useful beating of my life.

He’d sent word up the Row that he wanted me on the green-and-silver lawn after the dawn watch, and I went, and he’d cleared a space on the grass with his broken porch rail still splintered behind him from where the gray man had thrown him through it, and he stood there heavy and calm in the morning with his sleeves rolled and said, “I’m going to hit you, Danner. Once, to start, not soft. Set your feet.” And I set my feet, and the floor was there under them, live and steady, Ruth’s bond a bottom I could feel through the soles of my boots into the earth, and Okafor hit me, a strength Specialist’s straight blow into the chest that two weeks ago would have folded me over and cost me an afternoon, and it moved me half a step and I stood, and the bruise came up under my jacket, a deep spreading ache, and while Okafor watched, it faded.

He watched it go. He put his big hand flat on my chest where he’d hit me and felt the ache leave under his palm, felt the deep of it knit and settle and go, an injury’s whole life run through in half a minute, and he took his hand back and looked at it. Then he looked at me, and his next words named our plan.

“I’m hard,” Okafor said. “You understand the difference now, so I’ll say it plain. I’ve spent twenty years being hard. I take a hit and it doesn’t get in, I’m built like a wall, and a wall’s a fine thing until you meet something that hits harder than the wall was built for, and then the wall cracks, and a cracked wall doesn’t heal, it just stands there cracked until the next hit finishes it. That’s what he did to me in the pump hall and on my own lawn. He hit me harder than I was built for and I cracked and there was nothing under it. But you.” He tapped my chest where the bruise had been. “You’re not hard. You cracked just now, I felt it, that hit got in, you’re not a wall. You just fixed it before I got my hand off you. You’re not hard, Danner, you’re renewable. That’s a different animal. A wall stands until it breaks. A thing that heals stands until it decides to stop.” He stepped back and looked at me a long moment, a hard tired senior looking at a junior who’d become the one thing he wasn’t. “And that’s the answer. I’ve been chewing on it since the street. You want to know how you beat a thing that feeds on being hit and never gets tired. You don’t. You can’t. But a thing that feeds on being hit only stays full because somebody’s always hitting it. It’s got a well like the rest of us, it just refills from a source none of us thought to cut off, which is us, our fists, we’ve been filling his tank every time we swing at him. So you stop swinging. You stand in front of him and you give him nothing to eat and you don’t fall down, and a thing that only refills when it’s hit, and isn’t being hit, spends down like anything else, until it’s empty. And the only man on this coast who can stand in front of that and not fall and not swing is a man who heals as fast as he cracks. Which is you. Now.”

“So I stand there,” I said.

“So you stand there,” Okafor said. “For as long as it takes. An hour. Two. However long it takes a made thing to run a tank dry that’s never once run dry because nobody ever thought to stop feeding it. You stand there and you take everything he’s got and you give him nothing back and you don’t go down, and you heal as fast as he hurts you, and you wait him out.” He pressed a thumb into the old break along his nose. “That’s the plan in full, Danner. That’s it. There’s no more to it than that and there’s no trick in it and there’s no glory in it. It’s the worst plan I’ve ever drawn up in twenty years of this work, it’s a plan where the hero’s whole job is to get beaten half to death for two hours and not fight back, and it’s the only plan there is, and it’ll only work if the floor holds the whole time, which means it’ll only work if the redhead holds, which means the most important person in the fight is going to be a woman in a kitchen a mile away, and I’ve made my peace with that too. Terrible plan. Go home and eat something. You’re going to need to be able to take a beating like you’ve never taken one, and the only way to get ready for that is to be rested and fed and married, so go be all three.”

We drilled it, though, before he sent me home, because Okafor did not believe in a plan you hadn’t put your hands on. He hit me for the better part of an hour on that green-and-silver lawn, harder and harder as the morning went, testing the floor, testing the healing, hunting the edge of it, and he found things out and I found things out. He found out that the floor held under a strength Specialist’s worst, that I could take a full blow and stay planted and mend it faster than he could line up the next one. And I found out the thing that scared me, which was that healing hurts. The books make it sound like a mercy, and it is, but a bruise knitting in half a minute is a bruise’s whole week of ache poured into thirty seconds, and taking a beating from a man who never tires while my own body raced to fix each blow before the next one landed was going to be an hour of pain stacked on pain with no letup and no numbness, because numbness is the body giving up on a hurt and my body was not going to be allowed to give up on anything, it was going to feel all of it, fast, over and over, for as long as I stood there. I said as much to Okafor, that it was going to hurt worse than being hard would, that a wall doesn’t feel the cracks it stops noticing and I was going to feel every one of mine fresh, and Okafor looked at me with something that was almost pity and almost respect and said, “Yes. That’s the price of renewable. Hard men go numb. You don’t get to. You’re going to feel every part of it, every minute, and heal, and feel the next minute. That’s why it has to be you. A hard man would break. A numb man would quit. It takes a man who feels the whole thing and stands anyway, and God help you, Danner, that’s what you married a floor to be able to do.”

Price came in the afternoon, out of a hired car, with instruments.

She came the way she’d said she would on the island gangway, the mainland has instruments too, Mr. Danner, mine, and here she was, chestnut hair in its neat roll, white coat, pearls, immaculate gloves, a folder and a black leather case of instruments, stepping out of a hired car onto Pennant Row like the bright science of the world arriving to take a reading, and she set up in my own front room with Donna hovering and Ruth watching from the kitchen doorway, and she ran her instruments over me, the little chrome things that measured a hero, the resonance bank and the chrome dials she’d used on the island cliff, and she had me hold a blue-gold sphere while she measured it and had Donna stand near and then far while a needle on a gauge climbed and fell, and had Ruth put her hand flat on my chest, which Ruth did without being asked twice, and Price watched her instrument do a thing it had never done, watched the floor come up in a reading, a warmth that registered where warmth shouldn’t, and went very still over the dial, and made a small precise note in her folder in a hand nobody else would ever read, and she was quiet a long while. A moment later, she sat back and took off her gloves finger by finger and looked at me with her dark blue eyes that could not be fooled.

“Two anomalies,” Price said. “That’s a pattern. I want you to understand that I say this as a scientist and not as a threat, because I know how a woman with a folder and a car full of instruments looks arriving on your porch, and I am not that. You are the most interesting diagnosis of my career, sitting on a hero’s sofa, and I have decided to tell you the truth about where I stand because I think you’ve earned it and because I think a man ought to know who’s watching him and why.” She folded her gloves. “Your betrothal readings on the island did not match the timeline. That was one. A trained widow’s floor that came online at betrothal stronger and faster than any Housewife bond I have on record, followed by an unusually deep consummation spike that added regeneration in a man who was already reading impossibly, that’s two. Strong widow-betrothal readings are real, they’re in the literature, but not like this, and the regeneration that followed only widened the anomaly. What happened was more than a strong widow’s bond, Mr. Danner. This is something that used the betrothal as a door and walked through it into a room I don’t have a name for. Two anomalies is a pattern.” She stood, and picked up her case. “And I have not reported it. I want you to hear that plainly, because I imagine you spend a good deal of energy wondering who’s going to report you and to whom. I have not reported the first one and I am not going to report the second one, and it is not because I like you, though I do, it’s because I would rather be the person watching this than have it handed to someone who’d stop watching and start using. There’s a man across your Row who’d use it. I’d rather it was mine. So I’ll keep coming, and I’ll keep my instruments on you, and I’ll keep it in a folder that lives in my own bag and nobody else’s, for now, because two is a pattern and I haven’t decided what it means, and I don’t write things down until I know what they mean. Both of those are true today. Good afternoon. Feed him,” she said to Ruth, in the doorway, one professional to another, “he’s going to need it,” and Ruth said “I intend to,” and Price got back in her hired car and went, and left the bright cool science of the world sitting in my front room like a held breath.

Across the Row, Wayne stood very still at his porch rail while Price’s instruments drew Ruth’s bond to the surface. His ice-blue gaze fixed on my house and the hired car. Then his smile arrived late, and he took out the small notebook I had seen after Donna’s deepened bond.

I knew the first two impossible readings he kept: the abnormal pre-wedding spike on the island, then Donna’s bond settling into its deeper register. Ruth’s Housewife spike was the third. Wayne made one precise mark, closed the ledger, and went inside.

He came over once that week, Wayne, correct and neighborly, to return a ladder Ruth had lent Corinne, and he stood on my porch in the evening and studied the three chairs and the two women through the window and he was pleasant the whole time, and on his way down the steps he paused and said, easy, not turning around, “a Muse and a Housewife. That’s a rich household, Danner. Richer than any two-facet household on this Row. Richer than mine, and I trained eleven years for mine.” A beat. “Some men bond and some men are bonded to, and it’s a funny thing which men the gift falls on. I used to think it fell on the ones who earned it.” And he went down the steps and across the lawns to his own porch, having said a thing that was almost a compliment and was actually a wound, the way he did, and I stood on my porch and understood that the difference between Wayne and me was not the power, it was that Wayne thought the gift was a wage you were owed and I thought it was a grace you spent your life trying to be worth, and that a man who thinks he’s owed and hasn’t been paid is the most dangerous man on any street, and he lived across from me, and he was counting.

Founders’ Night was ten days away, and those days gave me the full measure of the household I meant to defend.

That week the house became a household, warm and solid around me, worth every hour I would stand.

Two wives learned to share a kitchen, and they divided it the way they divided everything, by facet. Donna handled the light of the house, the brightness of it, the neighbors and the porch and the running warmth of the place, and she was good at it, she’d been born good at it, a woman who could fill a fence with friends in a week. And Ruth handled the floor of it, the food and the mending and the deep steady keeping of the place, and taught Donna the pilot light and the pot roast and the trick of coffee without once making her feel small for not knowing, and the two of them ran the Danner house between them, light and floor, and it worked at once and completely, because they were not competing for the same ground, they’d split the ground clean down the middle by what each of them was, and a household divided by facet instead of fought over is a peaceful place, and mine was.

Ruth carried the third chair down the Row herself. Two chairs had occupied the Danner porch, mine and Donna’s, beside the space reserved for a third, and on the third day Ruth came up from her end of the street carrying one of her own porch chairs, a good solid wooden one, and set it on the Danner porch next to the other two without ceremony, and sat down in it, announcing our household to every neighbor more plainly than any pole could, three chairs on the porch and the widow in the third one, and Peggy Castellan logged it from the fence and June Okafor brought a pie to sit with it and the Row understood, and Corinne across the way looked at three chairs on the Danner porch and said something to Wayne I couldn’t hear and Wayne smiled on time.

The nights carried their own kind of riches, and I’ll give them a line because the heat of a house is as much a thing worth standing for as the supper is. Ruth had her own house still and slept in it some nights and ours others, and there was no schedule to it and no jealousy in it, the two women worked it out between themselves the way they worked everything out, and there was a night Ruth was in our kitchen late finishing the bread for the morning in nothing but her house dress with the blue-and-gold scarf still at her throat, her sleeves rolled and flour to the elbow and the enormous soft warmth of her leaning over the board, and Donna came up behind me in the doorway where I’d stopped to watch and put her chin on my shoulder and murmured, low and wicked, “you’re allowed to go help her with that, you know, she’d let you, look at her, she’s leaving that scarf on for you and pretending it’s for the flour,” and Ruth without turning around said, “I can hear you, both of you, and the bread has to prove, so you’ll wait,” which was not a no, it was a not-yet with a smile in it, and the three of us laughed in a warm kitchen at midnight over proving bread, and that was the heat of that house, not just the bed but the whole warm crackling wanting air of a place with two women and a man in it who all liked each other, and I went to sleep those nights the richest man in two centuries.

There was a Sunday supper, the Row’s custom, and it was the first one the Danner house hosted, and Ruth ran it and Donna filled it, which is the whole of how our house worked said in a single evening. Ruth cooked for the street off our range and June brought her own and the two kitchens of the Row met over one long table set up across the Danner and Castellan lawns joined, and Okafor sat at the head of it with his broken porch behind him and his two wives beside him and told a story about a hero twenty years gone that made the whole table laugh.

The story was about a strongman named Prentiss who’d flown the circuit before Okafor’s time, a hero with more muscle than sense, who’d once caught a runaway beer truck on Founders’ Night and been so pleased with himself that he’d carried it over his head down the whole waterfront to show the crowd, not noticing the tap had sheared clean off in the catch, so that he arrived at the seawall triumphant and drenched and trailing a mile of foam and a following of every stray dog in the city. Okafor told it deadpan, in his deep tired voice, and the plant men who’d heard it before laughed hardest because they knew the parts that were coming, and the children made him tell the dog part twice. June said the moral of the story was that someone who shows off gets just what he’s owed, and looked at Roy when she said it, and Roy, who’d been drawing breath to tell the trolley story again, put his newly freed arm down and reached for the bread instead, and the whole table laughed at that harder than at the truck.

The plain texture of that supper deserved its weight. There was Ruth’s pot roast, three of them, and June’s greens, and a ham somebody’s household had done, and Marguerite’s terrible ambitious cake that everyone praised and nobody finished, and Donna’s contribution, which was the hash, because the hash was the one thing Donna could make without supervision and she made a vat of it and was proud, and the plant men ate it and asked for the recipe, which sent her over the moon for a week. The children ran the length of the joined lawns between the tables and under them and got fed standing up the way children do at a Row supper, a roll pressed into a hand in passing, and Peggy tried to seat them and failed and logged the failure. Somebody had a fiddle to go with the brass, and there was dancing on the grass once the plates were cleared, and Okafor danced with June slow and heavy and careful of his still-mending ribs, and Roy raced two of the plant men’s boys the length of the lawn and let them win and then could not stand having let them win and raced them again for real, and Peggy said that was the whole of Roy Castellan in one lawn, a man who couldn’t lose on purpose for longer than a minute.

I let the evening be long, because a Sunday supper is a slow thing on purpose, nobody hurries a Row supper, the plates come out and the plates go back and the light goes gold and then blue, and the children wear down from a run to a walk to a heap of them asleep on a porch glider, and the grown-ups sit on in the dusk with the last of the coffee and don’t say much, and the fiddle plays low, and it is about the most unhurried the whole bright fast optimistic world ever lets itself be.

Roy Castellan got his sling off that week and could not stop flexing the arm and telling everyone he was flying again inside the week, and Peggy logged the seating like it was a mission, and Marguerite laughed first at everything the way she did, and Donna moved down the whole length of the table filling glasses and drawing the shy ones out and being the light of it, and Ruth stood at the serving end being the floor of it. I sat in the middle of a street that had been terrorized in the dark ten days before and watched it eat supper together in the evening sun, and understood in my body what I was going to be asked to stand in front of a monster to keep, which was this, exactly this, a table across two lawns and a widow at one end and a bombshell down the middle and a kid flexing a healed arm, the bright warm ordinary miracle of a street where competent people got to keep what they earned; I would have stood in front of anything for it. I was about to have to.

The morning Ruth first wore my colors undid me, and it undid Donna louder.

She came into the kitchen in the early light in her apron, the plain one, sleeves rolled, the enormous soft warmth of her, and knotted at her throat over the apron and the house dress was a scarf, a blue-and-gold scarf, my colors, the first thread of them she’d ever put on, not the full colors, not yet, just a scarf at her throat, a widow who’d worn no colors for three years with a band of blue-and-gold knotted under her red hair, and she wore it like it was nothing, went about the coffee like a woman who hadn’t just put on a hero’s colors for the first time in three years, and I stopped in the doorway and could not speak, and Donna, behind me, could, Donna took one look at Ruth in blue-and-gold at the range and put two fingers in her mouth and whistled, loud, a wolf whistle, bright and delighted and filthy, and said, “would you look at the widow in her fella’s colors, turn around, let me see, oh, Ruth, that’s exactly right,” and Ruth turned around with the coffee pot and colored up her whole freckled chest and said, “hush, both of you, it’s a scarf,” and it was not a scarf, it was a woman deciding out loud in the kitchen that she was somebody’s now, and the porch lamps, catching Donna’s delight, brightened up and down the Row in the morning, and Ruth looked at the brightening lamps and at her own blue-and-gold scarf in the window glass and did not take the scarf off, and that was the heat of that whole good week, a widow in a scarf and two lamps brightening and a wolf whistle in a kitchen, and I felt impossibly rich all that week.

Nicky Moretti’s boat burned in the harbor at midnight, and Nicky came up my porch steps wet through an hour later, and the good week ended.

I saw the fire first. I was on the porch late, in the third chair, the one Ruth had carried down, with a last coffee, watching the harbor the way I did now, and out past the breakwater a light bloomed and grew and became a fire, a boat burning on the black water. I stood up; I knew before I knew, the way you do, that it was a message the same as the piano had been a message, that somebody had set a fire on the water for me to read. I read it, a small fast courier boat, a good coat’s kind of boat, burning to the waterline off the Sokol dock; I thought, they burned Nicky’s boat. I was right.

A man changes when he has something to lose. Watching that boat burn, I felt the warm week go thin and cold in me, because ten days of Sunday suppers and proving bread and a widow in a scarf had done a thing to me that three weeks of losing fights hadn’t, they’d given me the full and exact measure of what was on the table, and a man playing for a table across two lawns is a more frightened man than one playing for himself. I stood on my porch and made myself breathe and made myself not go wake anybody, because the fire was a message and messages are read best clear-headed; I sat back down in Ruth’s chair to wait and see whether the sender of it would come up the hill, because a burned boat is either the end of a thing or the beginning of one. I did not yet know which; I found out an hour later.

Ruth and Donna had gone to bed, up the Row and in our own house, and I’d told them both to sleep, that I’d sit up a while, and I was glad of it now, glad neither of them was on the porch to see the fire and read it before I had, because a wife who has watched one bond go dark on the water does not need to be woken to a boat burning. I stayed in the third chair long enough to identify the boat, trace the likely walk from the Sokol dock, and decide what I would tell my wives before waking them. A man with a household learns to meet bad news early, so the people he loves do not have to meet it blind.

He came up the hill an hour later, on foot, wet to the waist, his good coat ruined and dripping, his pomaded hair plastered to his skull, his olive face gray in the porch light, and he came up my steps the way a man comes up steps when he’s got nowhere else to be, and he stood there dripping on my porch and looked at me in the third chair and said, and his voice had the panic back in it, the Delano panic, the good employer safety all burned off him with the boat, “they burned my boat, hero. With me supposed to be on it. I wasn’t on it because I got a bad feeling and I’ve lived this long on bad feelings, and I got off it an hour before, and I watched them burn it from the dock, my own new employers, the careful far-away ones, they burned my boat with everything I owned on it because I stopped being useful the exact minute I told them you said no, same as you said, word for word, you told me in the Starlite, people who buy men don’t keep the men who sold them the men, and I laughed it off, and here I am wet on your porch, so.” He wiped the water off his face with a wet sleeve. “You offered me a thing on Delano Street. A clean slate. A new name. Protection. I told you it was impossible, no such program, you were lying or you’d seen something, and I walked, and I was right, there’s no such program. But you meant it. I could hear you mean it, that’s my whole gift, hearing when a man means it, it’s why I’m alive and my cousins aren’t. You meant it. And I’ve got nothing left to sell to anybody and a set of employers who just tried to burn me, and I know things, hero. I know the whole thing. I know what they’re going to do and I know when. And I will trade the whole of it, everything I know, for that thing you offered me on Delano and I was too smart to take. Get me out. Get me far. And I’ll give you Founders’ Night.”

I looked at him a long moment, dripping and gray and finished, the smart Moretti who’d always had an exit planned and had finally run out of exits, and I thought about the offer, and about whether a man could trust a thing bought from a burned fixer, and I decided the way I’d decided everything since the mainland, by asking what got the most people through alive, and the answer was that someone who knows Founders’ Night is worth more talking than drowned, and that the clean-slate offer I’d made on Delano and couldn’t actually deliver in this world had just become a thing I might be able to deliver after all, because Malloy took prisoners to the island and the island was far and anyone who’d given up a whole sabotage was a man Malloy might be persuaded to keep somewhere far and quiet, and that was close enough to a clean slate to offer honestly.

“I can’t give you a program that doesn’t exist,” I said. “You were right about that on Delano, there’s no clean-slate office in this world, I was reaching for a thing from somewhere else. But I can give you the true version of it. I can put you in front of Captain Malloy with everything you know, and I can tell him you came to me and gave it up freely before the fact and not after, and that changes what happens to a man, giving it up before. And Malloy takes people far. The island’s a long way from a man with a silver whistle. It’s not a new name and a house. It’s a far quiet place and your skin. That’s the real offer, Nicky, it’s smaller than the one on Delano and it’s got the virtue of being true. Take it or don’t.”

Nicky Moretti, dripping on my porch with his boat burning behind him, heard a man mean a thing again, the wrong-note gift that had kept him alive, and heard that this time the thing was real and small and deliverable, and he took it. His shoulders dropped; he stopped tugging the ruined coat into shape, and his answer came without a bargain attached. The good-coat swagger had failed him, leaving a wet, frightened, clever man who wanted to live.

And he stood there dripping in my porch light with the harbor burning behind him, and up the Row a gold light was on and a bare pole stood waiting, and the burning boat and Nicky’s arrival ended the quiet week and forced us to act now, and I stood up out of Ruth’s chair and opened my own door and said, “get in here before you catch your death, and start at the beginning, and don’t leave anything out,” and Nicky Moretti came dripping into my house and gave up the whole of it.


Chapter 16: What the Fixer Knew

Nicky told it at my kitchen table in dry clothes of mine that fit him badly, with Okafor across from him and Donna at the range keeping coffee coming and Ruth in the doorway with her arms folded, and he told all of it. Once a frightened fixer decides to sell everything, he unloads it before his nerve returns.

“Sokol bought me a few weeks ago,” Nicky said, both hands around the coffee. “After Delano. I got out clean, I always had the exit, and I had a thing to sell, which was the docks. I know every longshore boss and every crooked customs man and every safehouse the small families keep on this waterfront, I grew up on it, it’s the one thing I’m worth, and Sokol bought it. He’s not a big man, understand, I want you to have this right, Sokol runs a piano store and a courier chain and he’s a middleman, a buyer, he’s a customer, he answers to people across the water I never met and never will, and what they wanted from Sokol and what Sokol wanted from me was the same thing, the waterfront. Who to pay. Who to scare. Where the safehouses were. How to move a thing off a freighter without a manifest. And the thing they were moving.” He looked at me. “You’ve met the thing. It came off the freighter in the dark a few weeks ago and I’m the one who found it a dry place to sleep, except it doesn’t sleep, so, a dry place to stand. The gray man. Sokol calls him the merchandise. He’s got a name, I heard it once, foreign, and I’m not going to try to say it because I’ll say it wrong, but the merchandise is what they call him, because that’s what he is to them, a thing they were sold.”

“Founders’ Night,” I said, because a frightened seller needed to stay pointed at the information we were buying.

“Founders’ Night,” Nicky agreed, and set the coffee down, and got to it. “Two nights off now. I got clear of the boat, watched it burn, and came straight up your hill. The whole city goes down to the seawall for the fireworks, the mayor lights the first shell off the breakwater, the Pile’s dome lit up gold, forty thousand people on the waterfront with their faces up at the sky. And under all that noise and all those eyes looking up, Sokol’s people go to work at the Pile. They’ve been at it for weeks, that’s what the bridge was and what the pumps were, they weren’t attacks, they were the merchandise clearing the ground and testing the response, learning how long a hero takes to get to the point and how hard he is when he gets there.” He looked at me, and there was a professional’s respect in it, cold. “The pumps weeks ago, that was a rehearsal, and you were the test. They wanted to know how fast a hero got there and what he did when he arrived and how long he lasted. You showed them. You got there fast, you hit hard, and you burned to embers inside minutes and had to be carried out. That’s in a report somewhere on that freighter, hero, in a careful foreign hand. Danner, J. Arrives quickly. Strikes. Empties. Manageable. That’s what your best night bought you, a line in their book saying you were manageable. They don’t know about the redhead. Nobody wrote the redhead down, because the redhead came after.” And that sat me back in my chair, the cold size of it, that I’d been auditioned and graded and filed as manageable in a fight I thought I’d merely lost, and that the only thing Sokol’s careful people did not have in their report was the one thing that had changed, the floor, the widow, the after.

“Founders’ Night’s the job,” Nicky went on. Divers put charges on the seawall intake grate to choke the cooling water from the harbor side. A gate crew cuts the rail spur so nothing can be brought in by land. And the merchandise walks into the pump house through the east gate and pulls the main coolant pumps out of their seats with his hands and stands over the valve so no hero can get in to open it back up, and he holds it, because holding is the one thing he does better than anything alive, he holds it while the fireworks go up, and the reactor runs dry of the water that keeps it cool, and by morning the Pile’s dark, and a dark Pile means a dark city, forty thousand people and a whole coast, and Sokol’s gone on the freighter under the false flag before the first light, east, home, paid.” He spread his hands. “That’s it. That’s the job in full. Cut the water, hold the valve, run the reactor dry, and let a man who never gets tired stand in a doorway until the lights go out.”

Okafor had gone very still across the table, and he asked the question I hadn’t known enough to ask. “And when the reactor runs dry,” Okafor said, low. “What happens. The papers say the Pile’s a bomb. Forty thousand people on that seawall. Is he going to make a bomb go off under a fireworks crowd.”

Donna, at the range, had gone still with the coffee pot in her hand, because Donna had a Muse’s ear for the shape of a thing and she’d heard the size of it, forty thousand people and a dark coast and a husband in a doorway, and she did not say anything, she just set the pot down and came and stood behind my chair and put her hand on my shoulder, and Ruth in the doorway had not moved but her arms had tightened across herself, because the plan Nicky was laying out ended with a man standing in a building getting beaten for hours to keep the lights on and both my wives had done the arithmetic on what it meant faster than I had.

Here my future knowledge finally fit without jamming, and I said it fast because I needed it to land before the fear did. “No,” I said. “It’s not a bomb. I know how it sounds, I know the papers have had everybody scared of that dome for years, but it is not a bomb, it can’t do the thing the papers are afraid of, that’s not how the thing inside it works. It’s a kettle. It’s an enormous chrome kettle, and the water isn’t there to keep a bomb from going off, the water’s there because a kettle left on with no water in it boils itself dry and cracks and ruins itself and floods the point with something you don’t want in the harbor, but it does not blow up a city. Nobody on that seawall dies tonight from a dry Pile. What happens is the city goes dark, and the point gets poisoned, and it takes ten years and a fortune to build another one, and Beacon Harbor spends a decade as a dim cold city that used to be the brightest on the coast, and that’s the whole of what Sokol’s buying, not a massacre, a humiliation, the lights of the bright city put out to show that they can be. That’s worse than a bomb for what they want, which isn’t to kill this place, it’s to prove it can be turned off.” I looked around the table. “Keep the water moving and it can’t do the thing anybody’s scared of. That’s the whole fight. Keep the water moving.”

Nicky was looking at me the way he’d looked at me on Delano and in the Starlite, the wrong-note look, a man hearing a thing said with a certainty it had no business having, and he said, soft, “you talk about that kettle like you’ve read the back of it, hero,” and I said, “I read a lot,” and Nicky let it go, because he’d already sold me everything and had no reason left to pull the thread, and instead he gave me the last of it, the part that wasn’t Founders’ Night, the part that connected both off-registry supers to a larger danger, and Malloy’s men were on the road for him by then and he knew it and he said it before they came.

“One more thing, and then I’m done, and then your captain can have me,” Nicky said. “You want to know why my far-away employers wanted you so bad they’d spend a fortune. Because you and the merchandise are the same kind of thing to them, hero. You both came out of nowhere. The merchandise came off a boat from a place that isn’t on a book, off every registry, a Durable nobody trained on this side of the water, and you came from a town no reporter can place, talking like a man who’s read the last page. And the people who sold Sokol the merchandise, the ones across the water, they’ve got more where he came from. That’s the thing nobody’s put together but me, because I’m the one who saw the paperwork that wasn’t paperwork. They’ve got a catalog.” He said the word plain, and it struck the kitchen table harder than his coffee cup had. “A book of them. Made men, off every registry, sold to whoever’s buying. The merchandise is one entry. And your gold man, the one melting vaults for the Sartoris across the bay, the one the whole small-family war’s been about, he’s another entry, same catalog, same nowhere, I’d bet my burned boat on it. Sokol’s just a customer. There’s a catalog, and there’s somebody who keeps it, and they sold a tireless man to a piano importer in Beacon Harbor and a gold man to a mob in the next city over, and nobody in either city knows the two are pages in the same book. Except me. And now you.” Boots on the porch, then. “That’s my whole worth, hero. Spent. Tell your captain I gave it up before, not after. Remember I said before.”

Malloy’s men took Nicky Moretti out of my kitchen and off to the island and a far quiet place and his skin, which was the real small true version of the clean slate I’d offered him on Delano, and he went without a fight, a wet clever frightened man who’d finally run out of exits and bought the last one with the truth, and the word he left on my kitchen table sat there in the lamplight after he’d gone, catalog, the unanswered threat that turned a local monster into one entry in something much larger, and I looked at Okafor across the table and Okafor looked at me and neither of us said the word out loud, because some words you don’t feed by saying.

I went to the Pile the next morning with Walt Brannigan, because I meant to stand there for two hours and needed to know every foot of it.

Brannigan was the foreman, thick and bald with forearms like cable and coveralls and a hard hat with the Pile’s atom crest and reading glasses on a cord, and he walked me through all of it, the reactor hall with its chrome dome throwing its low silver over the whole point, the cooling towers, the pump house with its enormous pumps, chrome and green-painted iron, humming, moving the harbor’s water through the guts of it, and the main coolant valve set in the floor like a wheel on a ship, a big brass wheel on a stem, and the east gate on the pump-house side and the west gate up on the rail side and the water intake down at the seawall where the harbor water came in through a heavy grate to be moved through the whole system, and he explained what each thing did with the patient contempt of anyone who’d spent thirty years explaining his life’s work to people who thought it was a bomb.

He showed me the pumps first, the four of them, and told me pump two was the one they’d go for because pump two fed the main line and pump two’s housing was the one the merchandise had already pulled once, in the rehearsal, so he knew its weak points, and Brannigan had welded new brackets on it and knew they wouldn’t hold against a man who pulled valves out with his hands, and said so, plainly, a man with no illusions about his own welds against a monster. And he showed me the valve, and how the water still moved through it even with the intake choked, drawing from the standpipe and the reserve, slower, but moving, for a while, for a few hours, long enough, if the valve stayed open, and the fight’s clock became clear. It was not really a fight about a man, it was a fight about a few hours of reserve water and whether the valve stayed open long enough for the reserve to outlast the monster, and that the monster’s whole job was to make sure it didn’t, to hold the ground over the valve so no hand could keep it open, and that my whole job was to be the hand.

When he was done I stood over the main coolant valve and I said the thing, the kettle thing, and the hard old foreman’s face changed.

“It’s not a bomb,” I said, looking down at the valve. “It’s a kettle. You keep the water moving through it and it can’t do the thing the whole city’s scared of. They cut the intake, this valve is how the water still moves, this is the one that matters, you keep this open and the water keeps going and the kettle can’t boil dry, no matter what happens up at the reactor. This valve open is the whole city’s lights.” And Brannigan took off his reading glasses and looked at me a long moment, a man who’d said that exact thing to a scared city for thirty years and been treated like a crank, and he said, “Son, I have been trying to tell people this building is a kettle since before you were, well, since a long time. Nobody wants to hear it. A kettle’s not frightening enough. They’d rather have a bomb to be scared of than a kettle to take care of. You’re the first hero they’ve sent me who knew the difference walking in the door.” And he put his glasses back on and got practical, and showed me the valve, and showed me the wheel that opened it and how a body could hold it open, and I filed every inch of it, because a man’s whole fight was going to happen on this spot, over this wheel, and I meant to know the ground the way the gray man knew ground.

I stood on the seawall a while after Brannigan left me, in the ordinary daylight, and looked at the dome, the great pale chrome kettle that lit the entire city like a low moon. I thought about forty thousand people who’d stand on this exact stone two nights from now with their faces up at the fireworks, not one of them knowing that the bright thing over their shoulders that made their city the brightest on the coast was a kettle that a tireless man meant to boil dry; I thought that this, right here, was the heart of the 1950s dream, a bright confident city that trusted its own miracles and went down to the water to watch fireworks under a dome it thought would always be lit, and that my job two nights from now was to be the thing the dream didn’t know it needed, a man standing in a dark pump house under all the light, keeping the water moving so the city could go on trusting the dome, and that the deepest kind of heroism in a bright world is the kind nobody on the seawall will ever know happened. I found I did not mind, that I’d rather be the unknown hand on a valve than the name in a headline; I flew home to my household to spend the last night before I found out whether I meant it.

Malloy’s radio call that night measured our help by how little of it existed.

“The island sends what it can,” Malloy said, flat, over Okafor’s set. “And what it can, with a government that says observe and not provoke, is me. I’ll fly the strait Founders’ Night and be over the Pile by dawn. Forty minutes over water, same as always. That’s the reinforcement, Danner, it’s one captain in the air arriving at first light, which is either exactly when you’ll need me or an hour too late, and there’s no way to know which from here.” A pause. “Hold till dawn. That’s the whole instruction. Whatever the plan is, it ends at dawn with me over the point, and if you can keep the lights on till I’m there, we win, and if you can’t, we don’t, and I can’t make the strait any shorter than forty minutes, God knows I’ve tried. Hold till dawn.”

Okafor laid the deployment on his kitchen table, the harbor drawn out on butcher paper, the Pile at the point, the three ways in marked, and it was a small plan for a small army, four people and a floor and a captain forty minutes away.

“Three points,” Okafor said, and put his blunt finger on each. “The intake, at the seawall, where the divers go. That’s water and dark and charges, and it’s mine, because I can hold my breath longer than any man on this coast and I don’t crack underwater, I just get slow, and slow’s fine down there. The west gate, the rail side, where the gate crew cuts the spur. That’s a fight against men with cutters and maybe guns, straightforward, and it wants somebody fast and hard and clean.” He looked up. “Benton. That’s yours. Six men, charges, the rail spur. Handle it and then you’re free to move to wherever the night’s gone worst.”

Wayne, at the table, correct, nodded once. “West gate,” Wayne said. “Understood.” And that was all he said. There was no beat or wrongness in it, only a man accepting a sound assignment soundly.

He had one question, though, and it was a good one, and it was Wayne all over. “And when the pump house goes worse than we think,” Wayne said, easy, reasonable, looking at the map and not at me. “Because it will. It always does. When Danner’s in trouble and the call comes for the west gate to leave a clear rail spur and come to the point. What’s the order.” And Okafor looked at him a beat, and said, “the order is you come,” and Wayne said, “if the gate’s clear,” and Okafor said, “if the gate’s clear, you come, that’s the order, Benton,” and Wayne said, pleasant, “of course,” and the oddly specific contingency made me uneasy. Wayne had asked exactly how the order would work if my position failed, then accepted the answer so smoothly that there was nothing to challenge.

“And the pump house,” Okafor said, and put his finger on the middle of the Pile, on the valve. “Where the merchandise goes. Where he stands over the water and holds it dark. That’s Danner. Because Danner’s the only one of us who can stand in front of that and not fall and not feed it, and because Danner’s the one with the floor. You hold the valve open, and you stand in front of the man who’s going to try to stop you, and you don’t hit him, and you don’t fall, and you wait for dawn and Malloy, and you keep the water moving the whole time. That’s the job. It’s the worst job on the board and it’s yours because you’re the only one who can do it.” He straightened up. “Brannigan and his crew restart the pumps behind you once the merchandise is past them. Eddie’s at the clinic staging but he’ll come if there’s burned men, and there’ll be burned men, there always are. And the wives.” He looked at me. “The wives hold the Row and the radio and the plant crew’s families, and one of them holds you from a mile off through a bond, and I don’t pretend to understand the last part but I’ve seen it work in the street, so I’m counting it as a fourth point on the board even though I can’t draw it. Four points and a floor and a captain at dawn. That’s the army. Go home and be with your household, Danner. It’s two nights off. Spend them.”

Donna and Ruth had already decided their own part before Okafor drew it, because that was the kind of women I’d married, they didn’t wait to be assigned. Ruth’s kitchen would be the Row’s radio room and canteen, she’d told me flat, because the plant’s night crew had wives and children who’d be sitting up terrified while their men worked a sabotaged Pile, and somebody had to feed those women and hold that radio, and it would be her, and June would be with her, the Row’s two kitchens gone to war the only way a kitchen goes to war, by staying lit and full so the people who fought had a warm place to be afraid in. And Donna would be on the handset, Okafor’s frequency, because Donna had sat at a radio through Delano and knew the job, knew how to be the voice a hero heard when the night went bad, knew not to give tactics but to give nerve, and she said, plainly, “I’ll be on the set, and I’ll be on you through the bond the whole time, and you’re going to feel me the whole night, Jack, every minute you’re in that doorway you’re going to have the lights, I promise you that, I’ll pour till dawn,” and I believed her, because she’d done it before, and because a Muse who’s promised to pour till dawn is a thing you can build a terrible plan on.

I went home. On the night before Founders’ Night the household went to bed together, the last warm thing before the cold one.

Donna made it happen, because Donna made the warm things happen. She came to me the night before Founders’ Night with Ruth’s hand in hers, the two of them at the bedroom door, Donna in front and Ruth behind her a little, and Donna said, plain, bright, sure, “He needs both of us tonight. He’s going to go stand in a doorway and get beaten for two hours tomorrow night to keep the lights on, and tonight he’s going to have both his wives, and I’ve talked to Ruth, and Ruth wants to, don’t you make her say it, she’s shy about this part even though she’s not shy about anything, so I’ll say it for her, we both want to, and you’re going to lie down and let us.” And Ruth, behind her, low, said, “she’s not wrong,” which from Ruth was a shout.

Donna undressed Ruth first, for me, and narrated it, because that was Donna, generous even here, giving me her sister-wife with words. “Look at her,” Donna said, unbuttoning Ruth’s house dress from behind, sliding it off the soft freckled shoulders, unhooking the bra in the stages it came in, freeing the enormous heavy warm weight of her breasts into the lamplight while Ruth stood and let herself be given, coloring up her whole chest, “look at all of her, isn’t she the most, I’ve wanted to get my hands on these since the casserole, Jack, I’m not ashamed to say it,” and she cupped Ruth’s breasts from behind, lifting their soft weight, and Ruth’s head went back against Donna’s shoulder and her breath went ragged, and I was already hard watching my bombshell undress my widow.

Then Ruth undressed Donna, quieter, sure hands, the house dress and the slip off Donna’s cinched hourglass, the heavy DD breasts freed, the platinum hair coming down, and Ruth said, low, the only narration she gave, “you’re a picture, girl, I’ve thought so since the lawn,” and Donna glowed at it, and the two of them stood there naked in my lamplight, the platinum and the red, the hourglass and the abundance, and looked at me, and I told them what I wanted, plainly, because leading meant giving the desire a shape and letting each woman choose it.

“I want Donna on her hands and knees for me while she uses her mouth on you, Ruth,” I said. “Then I want you in my lap, facing me, while Donna stays at my side and helps me make you come. I want both of you sharing me, and I want to direct every part of it. If either of you wants a different shape, say it now. If either of you doesn’t want it, we stop here and nobody loses anything.”

Ruth met my eyes first. “I’ve thought about sharing since the porch swing, since she told me she had a porch with three chairs. I’m new to it and I’ll be clumsy, but I want exactly what you said. Stop asking me and lead.”

Donna’s smile went hungry. “I brought her here by the hand, Jack. I want my mouth on her while you take me, and I want to watch her ride you afterward. Yes. Tell me where you want me.”

Two women in a bed meant two distinct yeses. I had them, clear and eager, so I led.

I put Donna on her hands and knees on the bed and knelt behind her, and I sat Ruth up against the headboard with her thighs open. Ruth’s hands hovered over Donna’s shoulders, uncertain where to settle, and her knees tried to close by an inch. I caught her gaze.

“Ruth, open for her,” I said. “Put your hands in her hair. Let Donna feel that you want her there.”

Ruth obeyed me with a slow nod. Her thighs eased apart, her fingers sank into Donna’s platinum waves, and the last stiffness left her shoulders when Donna kissed the inside of one soft thigh.

“Like this?” Ruth asked.

“Exactly like that. Keep looking at me.”

I fit Donna’s face down into Ruth’s lap, and that was the shape of it, the first rung, the three of us joined in a line. I ran my hands over Donna’s round ass and the small of her back and pushed into her from behind, deep, one slow full stroke, and she cried out into Ruth, and then she put her mouth on Ruth, on her clit, eager, greedy, the way Donna did everything she wanted, and Ruth’s hands came down and cradled Donna’s platinum head against her thighs and her soft belly, holding her there, gasping, her enormous breasts heaving, and I drove into Donna from behind, watching her heavy breasts sway with every stroke, watching my bombshell’s mouth work my widow, and Ruth held Donna’s head and the three of us moved together in a line, and the power came up, both facets at once, the lamps swelling steady and bright with Donna’s pleasure and the warmth pouring off Ruth into all three of us where we touched, light and floor in the same bed at the same time, and I felt the two of them feel each other through me, felt the bond carry Donna’s blaze into Ruth and Ruth’s warmth into Donna, and Ruth said, wondering, wrecked, “oh, I can feel her, I can feel what she does to you, it’s like being warm and lit at the same time,” and Donna lifted her mouth off Ruth long enough to say, “that’s the light, that’s what I am, now hold still and let me,” and went back to her mouth’s work, and I gripped Donna’s hips and drove into her and told her she was doing so well, told them both, kept my voice on them the way my hands were on them, and the bed became one warm lit thing moving together.

I directed them by name; keeping both women claimed and neither neglected required it. “Ruth, watch her, she’s close, I can feel it,” and Donna was, she came around my cock with her face in Ruth’s lap, clenching and shaking, and I held her through it, and then, “Donna, keep going, she’s almost there,” and Donna kept her mouth on Ruth and Ruth came against Donna’s mouth with her hands fisted in the platinum hair and her head back and a long low sound that broke her usual calm, the widow undone with a bombshell’s mouth on her.

And then we changed, the second shape, and it was the one I’d wanted from the first. I sat back against the headboard and pulled Ruth into my lap facing me, and sank her down onto me, her enormous breasts filling my face, her weight settling warm over me, and Donna knelt beside us, close, her mouth at my ear and her hand spread flat between Ruth’s shoulder blades, pressing, helping, her breasts against my arm, murmuring filth in my ear the whole time, “look at her ride you, look how she takes you, finish in her, Jack, she wants it, put it in her while I watch,” and I held Ruth’s hips and drove up into her while she rode me and Donna pressed at her back and whispered at my ear, and Ruth came again, enclosing, clenching, and Donna’s hand slid around to hold Ruth’s breast and mine, the three of us one thing, and I finished inside Ruth with Donna’s mouth at my ear and Donna’s hand on Ruth’s breast, spilling everything into her while both facets crested at once, the lamps a steady blaze that did not break the fixtures and the warmth flooding all three of us from the sternum out, light and floor together, the whole household’s power in one bed.

Three in the bed after, tangled, the lamps holding their steady glow, and we lay there a long time, the three of us, not talking much, and I felt the household in the bond the way Donna had described feeling it, both of them at once, the light and the floor, and I finally grasped that whatever the pump house did to me the next night, I was carrying this into it, that a man does not stand in a doorway for two hours for an abstraction, he stands there for a specific warm bed with two specific women in it, and that the plan Okafor had drawn, the terrible plan, the stand-there-and-take-it plan, was only survivable at all because I had a concrete thing to be standing for, and it was Ruth’s warm arm lying heavy across my chest, Donna’s leg thrown over mine, and the steady low burn of the lamps. I fixed those details in memory on purpose. Tomorrow, when the blows started, I would hold this bed behind my teeth.

And Donna, sprawled warm across both of us, said it finally, the thing that pointed the warm night at the cold one, “now go stand there tomorrow and come home.” And Ruth, on my other side, her red hair everywhere, her hand flat on my chest pouring the last of the floor into me, said the widow’s version, low and sure, the thing she’d say and mean, “I’ll keep the light on. And the stove.” And I lay between my two wives the night before Founders’ Night with a floor poured into me and a light steady over me, and did not think about the pump house, because they would not let me, they held me between them until I slept, and I slept.


Chapter 17: Founders’ Night

I said goodbye to my household on the porch at dusk, before I flew to the point, and the goodbye stayed sharper in memory than the battle.

Donna fixed my collar the way she always did, both hands, at the empty star spot and the filled one, and she did not tell me to be careful, because Donna did not lie either, careful was not a thing a man could be in a pump house, and instead she put her forehead against mine and said, low, “I’ll be on you the whole time. Every minute. You won’t have to reach for the light, it’ll be there, I’ll hold it there, that’s my whole job tonight and I’m good at my job. You just stand.” And Ruth put her hand flat on my chest, the way she did, and poured the floor into me until I could feel it settle all the way down, and she looked at me with her calm brown eyes and said the widow’s goodbye, the thing she’d built her whole self to be able to say without her voice breaking, and her voice did not break. “I’ll keep the light on,” Ruth said, “and the stove. And Jack. You come home. I’ve done this before, sent a man toward the point at night, and I’m not doing the other half of it again, the part where he doesn’t come back. So you come back. That’s not me asking. That’s me telling you the only thing I’ve ever been afraid of, and telling you not to make it happen.” And I kissed them both, and I went up off my own lawn into the last of the light with two women on the porch below me and both of them in my chest, and flew to the point.

The first shell went up off the breakwater at nine, gold and enormous, and forty thousand people on the seawall made the sound a crowd makes at fireworks, one soft rising Oh, and under it, at the point, the work began.

When the first shell burst, I stood low and still on the pump-house roof with my household filling my ear. Donna had wired me to Okafor’s frequency and to her own, and I could hear the night unfold through the little handset at my collar, Peggy Castellan’s flat calm logging voice reading positions, Okafor’s deep one down at the intake, and under all of it, not on any frequency, in the bond, Donna, a steady warm pour of light coming up the mile from Ruth’s kitchen into me, holding, much as she’d promised, I’ll pour till dawn, and I stood on the roof of the building I was going to be beaten in and felt my wife’s light in my chest and watched the city I was going to keep lit throw its fireworks up at a dome that did not know it was in danger.

The bright city lay under me at full wattage. I had never seen it so clearly as I saw it from that roof, because I was about to fight for it. The seawall was a mile of light, the promenade lamps and the strings of colored bulbs and the neon of the waterfront and the headlights of the cars parked three deep, and the fireworks going up gold and green off the breakwater, and forty thousand people down there in their good clothes, men in shirtsleeves with their kids on their shoulders and women in summer dresses and old couples in folding chairs, the bright confident city out on the water to celebrate itself under a dome that lit them like a low moon, and not one of them looking at the point, not one of them knowing that the light they were standing in came out of a chrome kettle a tireless man was walking toward through the dark; I stood on the roof and loved them, the whole ignorant happy crowd of them, loved the city for not knowing, because a city that doesn’t know it’s in danger is a city that still trusts its own miracles, and that trust was the dream itself. I was the price of keeping it; I found I would pay it gladly. I filed that feeling too, because I was going to need everything I could hold behind my teeth before the night was out.

Beneath Donna’s light came the second presence, Ruth’s floor, a mile off in her kitchen with her hand doing kitchen work but the bottom of her poured into me all the same, and I stood on the roof feeling both my wives at once, the light and the floor, the ceiling and the bottom, and I thought, whatever this night is, I go into it carried by two women, and there are worse ways for a man to walk into the worst hour of his life.

Ruth’s kitchen fought its own war, audible behind Donna’s frequency throughout the night, and it mattered as much as the fight in the pump house.

She’d turned the small house at the end of the Row into the Row’s radio room and canteen, and June Okafor was with her, the two kitchens of the Row gone to work, and the plant’s night crew had wives and mothers and children who’d been told the Pile was the job tonight, and those women had nowhere to be but terrified, and Ruth had gathered the whole frightened lot of them into her house and was feeding them. That was the front. That was the Housewife’s war, and it is not a smaller war than the one at the valve, and nothing about it was smaller. Ruth fed forty women and kept them from breaking, moved among them low and calm and sure with coffee and bread and a hand on a shoulder, kept the fear in that house from becoming panic by the sheer grounded fact of her, and Donna sat at the handset in the middle of it with Peggy beside her logging, and the two of them ran the radio while Ruth ran the room.

There was a boy, I heard about him after, a pump man’s son, eight years old, whose father was in the pump house, my pump house, the very building the merchandise was walking toward, and the boy had figured out enough to be sick with it, and he’d gotten loud the way a scared child gets loud, on the edge of setting the whole roomful of frightened women off, and Ruth had come across the kitchen and crouched down to him and not told him it would be all right, because Ruth did not lie to people, she’d said, low, just to him, “your father’s at the pumps and there’s a hero standing in front of the door so nothing gets to your father, a real one, the one who lives up the Row, he’s standing right in the doorway and he doesn’t fall down, I’ve seen it, I put my own hand on his back and watched him not fall down, so your father’s got a wall in front of him tonight and the wall is my husband and my husband does not fall, now come help me carry the bread, a boy who carries bread has no time to be scared,” and she’d put a tray in his hands and given him a job, and the boy had carried bread the rest of the night and not cried again, and that is the Housewife’s war, that is what the facet does when it isn’t healing a hero, it takes a room full of terror and feeds it and gives it a job and holds it together till dawn, and Ruth Keller won her half of Founders’ Night in a kitchen with a bread tray, every bit as surely as I held the valve.

The plant crew, out at the Pile doing the most frightening work of their lives, could hear in the background of every transmission the sound of their own kitchens still going, their own wives still fed, and it held them, it held the whole plant, and Brannigan told me after that the single thing that kept his men at their pumps that night was the sound of Ruth Keller’s kitchen coming down the wire, the ordinary warm noise of home still running while they worked, and I believe him, because I heard it too, all night, and it held me.

The west gate went first, and Wayne did his job, and did it well, and that truth made what followed harder.

“West gate, movement,” Peggy’s voice, flat. “Six figures on the rail spur. Cutters. Charges.” Then the fight came over Wayne’s open channel, brief and one-sided, because Wayne Benton was a trained drain Specialist and six men with cutting torches were exactly the kind of enemy he was built to unmake. I heard it happen down the wire, and it was, I’ll say it plainly, good work, the kind of thing Wayne was genuinely and coldly excellent at, the stillness that came before Wayne drained a man and then the sag of it, the color and the strength going out of a body, a courier’s whole vigor pulled out of him through the air until he folded gray and empty onto the rail bed, and Wayne took two of them that way, drained them gray and dropping where they stood, and the other four he and the plant’s guards put in irons, clean, fast, competent, no wasted motion, a man doing the one thing he was built for and doing it beautifully, and I remember thinking, even then, even knowing what I knew about the beats he waited, that Wayne Benton was a real hero when the job was the job, that his rot was not in his competence but somewhere underneath it, in the ledger, in the grievance, in the one word he would not say later, and that a rot like that is worse in a competent man than a fool, because you can’t dismiss it. Four minutes after Peggy called the movement Wayne’s voice came smooth and correct over the set: “West gate engaged. Six down, two drained, four in irons. Spur secure. West gate engaged.” And that was true, every word of it, and it was good work, and I heard Okafor’s voice acknowledge it from the intake, and I accepted the accurate four-minute report at face value. The west gate was handled.

The intake went second, and it was Okafor’s, and it was bad, and it held him throughout the night.

“Intake, divers,” Peggy called. “Three, four, on the seawall grate. Charges on the grate.” And Okafor went into the black harbor water after them, and it was the worst kind of fight, a fight underwater in the dark against men with charges, and Okafor was built for it, could hold his breath longer than any man on the coast and did not crack underwater, but underwater a strength Specialist is slow, and three divers with a job to do and knives is a thing that takes time to unmake even for a wall, and it took Okafor the whole night, down in the black water at the seawall pulling charges off a grate and hauling divers up into the light one at a time.

The cruelty of the design became clear while the calls stacked up. The divers were not meant to win. A charge on the intake grate would have choked the harbor water, yes, but the valve I stood over drew from the reserve and the standpipe for hours regardless, so the intake was never really the fight, the intake was a leash, three men sent into the water to do a job that mattered just enough that the strongest hero on the coast could not turn his back on it, and it worked exactly as designed, it pinned Okafor to the seawall the whole night, held the wall away from the valve, because Sokol’s careful people had understood the one thing about heroes that the merchandise’s own rules turned into a weapon, which is that a good man cannot walk away from a fire that is still burning to go help at a worse one, and so they lit two fires, a small one at the intake to hold the wall and a slow one at the west gate to hold the drain, and left me alone in the middle with the real one. Okafor cursed it the whole time on the open channel, his voice coming up out of the water between breaths, “I can’t leave it, they’ve got charges on the grate, if I surface without pulling them they set them, I can’t leave the intake, Danner, I can’t get to you, hold, I can’t come, hold,” and I said I’d hold, and meant it, and he stayed in the water because he had to, and that was two of the four points on Okafor’s board pinned down exactly where Sokol wanted them, the west gate secured and reporting engaged and the intake held, and the middle of the board, the valve, left for me.

Time lost its usual shape that night while I waited. The clock said one thing and my body said another, and between the first shell at nine and the gray line of dawn there stretched a night with no shape to it, no hours, only positions on a board and voices on a wire and the growing certainty that every part of Sokol’s design had been built to leave me alone in the middle. I stood on the pump-house roof and watched the board fill up exactly the way Sokol had drawn it, the west gate lit and secured and then, worst of all, repeating the same engaged report, the intake lit and holding Okafor down in the black water, and the middle of the board, the valve, waiting for the one thing that hadn’t arrived, and I made myself breathe and made myself ready to do what I hated most, and I waited, and the waiting was its own hell, because a man braced to be beaten wants the beating to start just to stop the bracing.

The merchandise arrived with the second volley, timed to the fireworks.

The second big volley went up off the breakwater, a whole sky full of gold and red and white bursting over forty thousand upturned faces, the loudest brightest moment of the whole show, and under the cover of that noise and that light the east gate of the pump house came apart, and the Sleepless Man walked in.

He came the way he always came, unhurried, out of the dark of the east gate into the pump house lights, big and gray and wet, still wet, always wet, a thing that walked out of harbors, the gray coat dark and heavy with the water, the boots loud on the pump-house floor, the shut-door face, the pale eyes that did not blink often, and there was something almost unbearable about the calm of him against the noise outside, the fireworks bursting and the crowd’s roar coming faint through the walls while a gray man walked into a pump house at the pace of a man with an appointment he was neither early nor late for. He did not look at me. He looked at the pumps, at pump two with Brannigan’s new welded brackets, and he walked to it and put both his enormous gray hands on the housing and pulled, and the welds Brannigan had known wouldn’t hold did not hold, they sheared with a sound like a struck bell, and pump two came up out of its seat with a shriek of tearing iron, water fountaining silver into the pump-house lights, and Brannigan’s crew scattered back from it shouting, and the merchandise dropped the ruined pump housing on the floor with a crash and reached for the valve, the main coolant valve in the floor, the brass wheel, all Beacon Harbor’s lights, and moved to shut it.

His reach made the plan physical. Nicky’s warning, Okafor’s map, Audrey’s diagnosis, and Brannigan’s lesson narrowed to a gray hand closing on a brass wheel. Forty thousand upturned faces stood behind that wheel, along with the boy carrying bread in Ruth’s kitchen and his father at these pumps. If the brass turned, their city went dark. I was the only body on the point close enough to stop it, and I moved.

There was a burned man before I could stop it.

One of Brannigan’s crew, a pump man, had been at pump two when the housing tore, and the steam line went with it, and the man took a face and an arm of scalding steam and went down screaming on the pump-house floor six feet from where the merchandise stood, a bad burn, a killing burn if nobody got to him fast, and Eddie was through the east gate and into the pump house before I could say his name, before I could say no, before I could tell him to stay clear of a monster. Eddie Pruitt, twenty-two years old, soft and boyish and scared of everything except the one thing, came into a building with the Sleepless Man in it because there was a burned man on the floor and that was the whole of Eddie’s reasoning, always, forever, there is a hurt man and I am a healer and the rest is somebody else’s math, and he skidded down onto the concrete beside the burned pump man in his clinic whites with his satchel already open and put his hands on the man and started the slow desperate work of keeping him alive six feet from a monster’s boots, and he was talking already, fast, low, to the burned man and to himself, because that was how Eddie stayed steady, he talked, “all right, I’ve got you, that’s a bad one but I’ve had worse through a window on Delano, you stay with me and I’ll stay with you, we’re both going to be embarrassed about how scared we are in the morning,” and I could have wept at the sound of him, at the boy who went toward the burn while heroes were still deciding.

And now I had a valve to keep open and a man who never stopped trying to close it and a healer and a burned man on the floor in the same room, and the fight took its final shape in that instant, which was that I could not move, I could not fly, I could not maneuver, I had to stand exactly here, over this valve, between the merchandise and the wheel, and not leave, because leaving meant the valve or meant Eddie, and so the plan and the room and all night collapsed down to one spot on a concrete floor and someone who had to hold it, and it was better that way, if I am honest, it was easier, because a man with nowhere to go and nothing to decide has only one thing left to do, which is stand, and standing was the plan, and the room had just taken every other option off the table and left me the only one that could win.

I got to the valve first, and it was the whole ballgame, getting there first. I came down off the roof and through the pump house at a dead run and put myself between the merchandise and the wheel just as his gray hand closed on it and began to turn it shut. I got both my hands on the wheel over his and hauled it back the other way, and for one moment it was a contest of two grips on one wheel, his enormous gray hands turning it toward dark and mine turning it toward light; I could not out-pull him, no man could, but I did not have to out-pull him, I only had to reach the valve before he’d closed it and get it open again while he adjusted. I cranked it full open in the second his grip shifted, the water surging back through, the whole system’s flow restored. Then I let go of the wheel and planted myself over it instead, boots on the concrete on either side of the wheel, my whole body the thing between his hands and the valve now, because a valve you have to keep turning is a valve you can lose, but a valve you stand on top of is a valve he has to go through a man to reach; I made myself what he had to go through. The floor came up live under me, Ruth’s bond a bottom coming up through the soles of my boots into the concrete into the bedrock of the point. I faced the gray man across the valve I was standing on, and he looked at me for the first time that night, the pale flat eyes, a thing that had filed me as manageable two weeks ago meeting the same man planted over the one wheel it needed, his pale stare measured me again as the machine reassessed, and whatever he saw did not change his orders, because Sokol’s whistle had pointed him at this valve and a made thing does not choose, and he drew back his enormous fist.

The call went out, because the night had gone worse than we thought, exactly as Wayne had said at the table it would.

“West gate to pump house,” Peggy’s flat voice, and then Okafor’s from the black water, urgent, “west gate, the pump house is engaged, Danner’s alone with the merchandise, the intake’s got me pinned, get to the point, Benton, the spur’s secure, leave it and get to the pump house, that’s the order, west gate to the pump house,” and there was a silence, one beat, two, the open channel hissing, and then Wayne’s voice, smooth, correct, on time, the three true words gone false in his mouth: “West gate is engaged.”

It was not. It had been. It was clear. The spur was secure, the four saboteurs were in irons, the two drained men were down, there was nothing at the west gate for Wayne Benton to be engaged with, it had been over for minutes, it was clear ground and a clear rail spur and a man standing on it who could have flown to the point in ninety seconds and put himself at my shoulder, one more hero in the doorway, and maybe that would have changed the night and maybe it wouldn’t, but it was the difference between a man alone and a man not alone, and Wayne chose alone, chose it for me, from a mile off, on a clear gate. And instead of the word that would have sent him he said the three words that had been true and were now a lie with the same syllables, west gate is engaged, and Okafor’s voice came back hard out of the black water, “Benton, is the gate clear, give me a status, is the gate clear, Danner’s alone in there,” and Wayne said again, unhurried, flawless, “west gate is engaged, Captain,” which was not a status and was not a lie you could catch, it was a man declining to say the word clear while never once saying a false thing you could hold him to, a whole betrayal built out of nothing but the refusal to speak one true word, and Peggy Castellan, logging every transmission in Ruth’s kitchen, wrote the times down, both of them, the time the gate went quiet and the time Wayne kept saying engaged, because Peggy logged everything and her log would remember what Wayne hoped we’d forget, and I stood over the valve with the merchandise’s fist drawn back and heard the whole architecture of it, the question asked at the table so the record would show it, the three words that meant secured and could be made to mean occupied, a man building a wall of technically-true out of the one word he would not say, and in the half-second before the first blow landed, the empty channel told me nobody was coming. A hero remained at a clear rail spur while a monster beat the neighbor he’d been counting for a month, and it was going to be me and the valve and the floor and Donna’s light and nothing else until dawn and Malloy, and then the fist landed and the thinking stopped.

I did not hit him.

That was the terrible plan, and it began with the first blow. Everything after was holding the same choice. He hit me, the first full blow, a straight drive of that enormous gray fist into my chest, and it drove into me and the floor took it, down through my boots into the concrete into the point. I did not go back a half step, I stood, and it hurt, God, it hurt, the way Okafor had promised it would hurt, a blow that cracked something and then my own body racing to fix the crack fresh and fast so I felt the breaking and the mending both in the same second, no numbness, no mercy, the price of renewable, and every instinct in me, the office man’s and the hero’s, screamed swing, fly, run, there was blue-gold blazing at my closed fists from Donna’s light with nowhere to go, a whole flare of output I could have put into a blow, and putting it into a blow was the one thing that lost, and so I put my hands down flat at my sides and closed them into fists around all that useless blazing light and did not use them; I looked at the gray man over the open valve and I said the thing out loud, said it to him and to myself and to Donna in the bond and to the whole listening night, the sentence that was the opposite of everything the island had trained into me, said it plain and steady with my wife’s light in my chest and my widow’s floor under my boots:

“I’m not going to hit you,” I said. “I’m going to stand here. And I’m going to keep this water moving. And you’re going to spend everything you’ve got trying to make me stop, and I’m not going to give you one single thing back, and we’re going to find out together how long a man who only refills when he’s hit can last when nobody hits him. So swing. I’ve got all night. I’ve got a floor under me and a light in me and forty thousand people at my back who don’t even know my name, and I’m not going anywhere, and I’m not going to hit you. Swing.”

I don’t know if he understood the words. I don’t know how much English was built into a made thing off a boat, and it did not matter, because the meaning of a man planting himself over a valve with his hands down needs no language, it is the oldest sentence there is, I will not move, and he read it off my body the way I’d read his message off the poles, and the flat pale eyes fixed on my lowered fists. He paused, shifted one foot to test my stance from a new angle, and studied me as if an unfamiliar input might yield to repetition. Then Sokol’s order reasserted itself. His shoulders squared with the mindless certainty of a hammer, and outside the walls another volley went up over the crowd, gold and enormous, and the pump-house lights shook with the concussion of it, and under the brightest moment of the brightest night the bright city ever gave itself, in a dark room nobody was watching, a gray fist drew back.

Behind me on the floor Eddie kept talking to his burned man, low and steady, and out at the seawall Okafor pulled charges in the black water and could not come, and up at the west gate a man stood on clear ground and said engaged into a handset while a monster wound up to break me, and a mile up the hill a widow kept a kitchen full of frightened women fed and a Muse poured light down the wire into my chest, and forty thousand people on the seawall watched the sky and did not know my name, and I stood over a brass wheel with a floor under my boots and a light in my sternum, alone in the middle of the whole design, the one thing left on the board that could keep the water moving, and I closed my hands into fists and swore to God and both my wives I would not open them.

The Sleepless Man drew back his fist, and swung, and I planted my boots on the valve and gave him nothing, and the longest night of my life began.


Chapter 18: The Set

In the first minute of it, standing over the valve taking the gray man’s fists, I found the facet I did not know I had, much as I’d found every facet, under a pressure that left no other option.

Flight and the thread had surfaced by the same rule. I did not reach for this facet; my body produced it when there was nothing else it could do. On the island, Price had a name for it, she’d called it shy power, a facet that only surfaces under the conditions it trusts, and she was right about mine every time, my kit had only ever shown me a new piece of itself when I was cornered so hard there was nothing left but the new piece, flight with a jewelry clerk in my arms, the thread over a falling load, and now this, over a valve, with a monster’s fists and no other way through. He hit me and the floor took it, Ruth’s floor, the bottom under my boots, and that had been enough on the lawn to keep me standing, but standing is not the same as holding, and a man over a valve all night needs more than to not fall, he needs to not move, he needs to be a fixed point the way the valve was a fixed point, and in the first minute my body reached past the floor for a thing to be, and became it. My weight dropped, pouring from shoulders and chest through hips, legs, and boots into the concrete, and I felt myself anchor, the way a bridge span anchors to its piers, the way the rail-lift bridge had been bolted down at its counterweights before the gray man tore it up, and I understood it as a thing I was doing and not a thing I was suffering, and it had a shape, and the shape had a name that arrived whole in my head the way names did: the set. Weight down. Boots planted. A stillness a body makes on purpose, a thing that says to a force arriving I am part of the ground now, hit the ground if you like. That was the set, and it surfaced in the first minute of the worst night of my life, the new facet the pressure squeezed out of me, and it was the last piece of what I’d been becoming since the flood, the durability with a shape, the tough facet that was not just healing and not just a floor but an act, a stance, a deliberate rooting, and once I had it I did not lose it, I stood over that valve set into the point like a piling, and he hit me, and I did not move.

The truth about not hitting deserves saying, because it would be easy to remember it as one decision made and held, and it was not, it was a decision I had to make again with every single blow, a hundred times, then hundreds more, through the night, because the instinct to swing does not give up after you refuse it once, it comes back with every fist, fresh, screaming, the whole trained hero of me and the whole cornered animal of me both shouting at me on every blow to put the blazing light at my fists into his face and make it stop, and the terrible discipline of the night was not one act of will, it was the endless repetition of the same small refusal, no, not that, don’t feed him, stand, a thousand times, no, hold, refuse, and each denial cost me and none of them got easier, and that, more than the pain, was what nearly broke me, not the blows but the endless holding-back of my own hands, as a man’s own strength, refused for long enough, becomes its own kind of agony, a scream with nowhere to go.

He hit me. I refused to answer. My body healed.

That was the rhythm of it, the night’s grinding rhythm, three beats over and over in a cycle that never broke: he hit me, I gave him nothing, I mended. His fist took me in the chest and cracked a rib. The bone broke, then knitted again as Ruth’s warmth poured up through the floor and along the bond from a mile away. I felt the whole hurt of the break and the mend in the same breath, no numbness, the price of renewable, Okafor had promised me I’d feel every second of it and I did. He split my cheekbone and I felt it close. He caught me over the eye and the blood ran into it and then the cut sealed under Ruth’s warmth and the blood stopped. He broke the small bones in my hand once when I put it up wrong and I felt them knit while I got the hand back down to my side. He caught me in the mouth and I spat a tooth and felt the socket close and, absurdly, in the middle of the worst night of my life, I thought about whether the tooth would grow back and could not spare the attention to wonder about it and let it go. He drove a fist into my gut and I folded around it and the set held my feet even while I folded and I unfolded and stood straight and he broke a rib on the other side and it went and came back. Knuckles knit, cheekbone closed, the ribs went and came back, over and over, a body destroyed and rebuilt on a cycle of seconds, and it was the most pain I have ever been in, a wall of pain that never once let up because my body was never once allowed to give up on a hurt and go numb, it had to feel each one fresh and fix it and feel the next. I stood in the middle of that wall of pain, set into the floor, and did not swing, and did not fall, and kept the water moving.

No later explanation captured the strangest part: the healing and the hurting became, after a while, one single sensation, indistinguishable, a body being unmade and remade so fast and so continuously that the break and the mend blurred into a single unbroken roar of feeling, and somewhere in the middle of the night I stopped being able to tell whether I was being destroyed or being saved, because it was both, always both, every second both, and I think that is the truest thing about what Ruth’s bond had made me, not a man who couldn’t be hurt but one being hurt and healed at the same time forever, which is a different and stranger and lonelier thing than being tough. That night I understood why Okafor had said it takes a man who feels every minute and stands anyway, because being renewable is not a mercy, it is a sentence, it is feeling everything and surviving all of it, and the only thing that made it bearable was that I was not bearing it alone, that every mend came up the wire from a woman who loved me, that I was not healing, I was being healed, by name, a mile away, over and over, all night.

He tried, in the early stretch, to get me off the valve by every means his orders allowed. I had to answer each one without striking back. He grabbed me around the middle and heaved, meaning to throw me hard into the pump housing, but the set held. My weight drove down through my hips and boots into the concrete until he might as well have tried to wrench the valve itself out of the point. He hauled harder. My body lifted less than an inch, my soles never left the floor, and when he released me I settled squarely over the wheel and took his next blow without giving him anything. Then he picked up a length of torn pipe and drove it across my shoulders like a lever, trying to pry me from the spot. I let the pipe bite, healed where it crushed me, and stayed planted until the metal bent around my back and he dropped it. And I understood he was doing what I was doing in reverse, that we were two men in a room each trying to force the other into the move that lost, him trying to clear the valve and me making him spend for every inch he never gained, and that the whole fight was a contest of two refusals. Mine was harder to hold and more important to hold, because his was an order and mine was a choice, and a choice held through the night against every instinct is a stronger thing than an order; I held it.

There was a stretch in the middle where I thought I could not do it.

The win would be a lie without admitting it. Somewhere past the first twenty minutes, before the slowing, when the blows were still coming at full machine force and my body was mending each one only just fast enough and the wall of pain had gone on so long I could not remember not being in it, I broke, on the inside, just as a man breaks, and I thought, I can’t, this is too long, he is not slowing, nothing is happening, Okafor was wrong, the plan doesn’t work, I am going to stand here and get beaten until I die because I was too proud to swing, and my knees, which had not moved in twenty minutes, began, just slightly, to think about giving, the old fold, the fog-fold, the lawn-fold, starting up under me again, and for one second all of it tipped toward losing.

Ruth caught me. A mile away, in a kitchen full of frightened women, doing nothing but keeping her hand steady on the work and her bond steady on me, Ruth felt my knees begin to think about folding and poured, the floor surging up harder through the concrete into my boots, a bottom that would not let me down, not straining, never straining, just there, more of it, the widow’s whole grounded certainty coming up the mile into the soles of my feet saying stand, you’re standing, I’ve got the floor, and my knees stopped thinking about giving and locked, set, planted. I did not fold; I felt her a mile away decide I would not fold and make it so. I finally grasped that the floor was not just a thing that held my weight, it was a thing that held my will, that when my own nerve failed in the middle of the night it was Ruth’s that stood me up, the same as it had been in the street, a hand on my back I could feel from a mile off; I stood.

Donna held the light, and she did not give me tactics, she gave me nerve.

She was in my chest from dusk to dawn, a mile away at a handset in a widow’s kitchen, pouring, exactly as she’d promised, I’ll pour till dawn, and the light came up the wire and up the bond and blazed at my closed fists with nowhere to go, and she did not once tell me how to fight, because Donna knew there was no how to fight in this, there was only how to stand, and so she gave me what she was for, she gave me belief. Her voice came through the bond, not words exactly, nerve, courage, a wife’s whole faith poured into a husband, and where it came through as words it was never a tactic, it was, stand there, I’ve got the lights, I’ve got you, I’m not going anywhere, you’re doing it, Jack, you’re doing it, look at you, you’re standing, keep standing, I’ve got the lights. I stood, because a Muse’s whole gift is to make a man reach past his ceiling, and my ceiling that night was not how hard I could hit, it was how long I could refuse to, and Donna raised that ceiling the way she raised every ceiling, by believing past the edge of what I thought I had; I found more, because she believed there was more, and that is what a Muse is. I married the best one there ever was.

All through it, the open channel at my collar kept the night talking between blows. Okafor’s voice from the black water, ragged, checking, “Danner, are you up, give me a word, are you standing,” and me getting out one word between fists, “standing,” and Okafor, “good, hold, I can’t leave the water, they’ve still got a charge on the grate, hold, I’m coming when I can,” and he could not come, and we both knew it, and he kept asking anyway because a senior does not leave a junior alone in the dark even when all he can send is his voice. And Peggy’s flat logging voice, marking the time, marking my one-word answers, marking, over and over, the thing that was becoming the loudest silence of the night, “west gate reports engaged,” because Okafor kept calling Wayne to the point and Wayne kept answering with the same technically true words after the gate had cleared. “West gate is engaged.” Peggy logged each reply and its time, building a precise column in a widow’s kitchen, the same engaged report repeated while the secured ground stayed a mile away and empty of any fight.

Behind me, Brannigan and his crew put pump two back.

I could hear it over the noise, the plant men working in the wreckage six feet behind me while I held the doorway, hauling the torn pump housing back toward its seat, Brannigan cursing and directing, welding, bolting, doing the actual work of keeping the city lit while I did the work of buying them the room to do it. The plant men defined the true shape of the win. I was not keeping the lights on; I was keeping the merchandise off the men who were keeping the lights on. A hero is anyone who stands in a doorway so ordinary people can do the extraordinary work of running a city. Brannigan got pump two turning again before the first hour was out, and the flow came up stronger with the valve full open and the pump restored, and the kettle kept its water, and the dome on the point stayed lit, and out on the seawall forty thousand people watched fireworks under a light they never once thought about, and behind me a bald old foreman in a hard hat won the actual battle with a welding torch while I took the blows that would have stopped him.

Eddie kept his burned man alive, and talked the whole time, because that was how Eddie stood his ground.

Six feet from me, on the concrete, Eddie Pruitt knelt over the burned pump man with his hands glowing faint and his voice going the whole night, a running low stream of talk, to the burned man, to himself, to me, to nobody, because Eddie talked to stay steady the way I set my boots to stay steady, and it was the sound I held onto when Donna’s nerve and Ruth’s floor got hard to feel through the pain, Eddie’s voice, “you’re doing fine, both of you, I’ve got a burned man and a beat-up hero and it’s just another Tuesday for the Row clinic, stay with me, Danner, don’t you dare fall down and give me two patients, I can’t carry you, you’re enormous, stay up, you’re doing fine, we’re all doing fine, this is fine,” and it was not fine, it was the worst night of all our lives, and Eddie saying it was fine in that shaking brave steady voice was a truer comfort than if it had been, because it said we were still here, still working, still ourselves, in the middle of the thing, and I have never loved a friend the way I loved Eddie Pruitt on that pump-house floor keeping a stranger breathing six feet from a monster while he told us all it was fine.

Once, when a blow drove me back a step and I came down near him, Eddie looked up from his burned man for one second, one, and met my eyes, the boy healer and the beaten hero, and he did not say anything brave that time, he just looked at me with his light-brown anxious-kind eyes and gave me the smallest nod, the nod that said I see you, I know what you’re doing, it’s the bravest thing I’ve ever watched a man do and I’m going to keep this fellow breathing so it’s worth it; afterward, he went back to his work. I went back to mine, and we held our two ends of that pump-house floor between us, the hero who wouldn’t fall and the healer who wouldn’t quit, and the burned man breathed, and the water moved, and the monster slowed.

At the half hour, the gray man stopped and spoke, the only words I had heard from him.

His fist lowered. The pump house filled with sounds his blows had buried: Eddie’s quick murmur to the burned man, Brannigan swearing at a stubborn bolt, water hammering through the open valve. The Sleepless Man listened. His pale eyes moved past my shoulder toward Eddie’s hand on a stranger’s chest, then toward the plant crew hauling together on pump two.

He faced me again. Blood dried along my jaw where a cut had already sealed. Blue-gold light crowded my lowered hands. Ruth’s warmth held beneath my sternum, deep and steady. He studied my planted boots, then glanced once toward the high windows as if expecting the whistle that had always supplied his next purpose.

None came.

“Nobody holds me up,” the Sleepless Man said.

The accented words emerged slowly from a mouth built, perhaps, for orders rather than speech. He did not sound angry. He sounded as if he were naming a mechanical fact nobody had bothered to ask him about.

I had no clean answer. My ribs knitted under Ruth’s warmth while Donna kept my fists blazing. Eddie talked six feet behind me, and Brannigan’s wrench struck iron in a stubborn rhythm. Every person holding me up had chosen to be there. The man across from me had only a whistle.

His gaze went to Eddie again. The healer had one hand pressed over the pump man’s ruined arm and the other braced on the man’s shoulder. “Stay with me,” Eddie said, unaware he was being watched. “You’ve got people waiting. Make me look good and keep breathing.”

The gray man’s fingers flexed. For the first time all night, he failed to raise his fist on schedule.

“Somebody holds me,” I said.

I let the answer stand. Donna’s light burned against my knuckles. Ruth’s floor ran down through my boots. Behind me, the pump man coughed and Eddie praised him like he’d won a prize.

The Sleepless Man looked at my face, my hands, then the valve between my feet. His shoulders rose with one slow breath. The next fist came late and off-rhythm, clipping my collarbone instead of landing square in my chest. It still broke bone. Ruth’s heat rushed into the fracture, fierce and immediate, while I reset my stance.

He hesitated with his arm half drawn back. The pause lasted less than a second. Then the order inside him caught and drove the fist forward again, ragged now, harder in effort and poorer in aim. I took it without answering. He stared at the place where I’d healed, jaw working once.

No revelation freed him. No sympathy stopped the blows. The whistle’s discipline kept his body moving, and my wives kept mine upright. But his machine rhythm was gone. Each strike now carried a tiny delay, an unwanted look toward the people behind me, or a fist clenched twice before it swung.

I planted harder and gave him nothing.

Outside, past the half hour, the fireworks ended.

I marked it because it changed the whole sound of the world. For thirty minutes the fight had happened under the cover of the show, the concussions of the shells rattling the pump-house windows, the crowd’s roar coming faint through the walls, forty thousand people at the water celebrating a city they didn’t know was under the knife, and then the finale went up, the big one, a whole sky of gold and white and red that lit the high windows bright as noon for a few seconds. Then it was over, and the crowd made its going-home noise, that long dispersing murmur of a crowd that has seen its fireworks and is drifting back to its cars and its beds, and the waterfront went quiet, and the city went to sleep, all of it, forty thousand people going home to lit houses in a lit city never knowing that the lights they walked home under were being held on by a man getting beaten in a dark room on the point, and the quiet after the fireworks was the loneliest and best sound of the night. The proof was a city safe and ignorant and going to bed, which is the only thing a hero ever really wants, a city that gets to not know how close it came.

I held the valve with the thread, once, when the wheel slipped, and it was the hardest thing my kit ever did.

Somewhere past the half hour the valve wheel took a knock in the fighting and started to creep shut. I could not turn it and hold the set at the same time, could not take my weight off the floor to work the wheel without giving up the anchor, and so I did what I’d only ever done to catch a spoon and feel a load, I put out the thread, the hair-thin blue-gold wire from my fingertips, the aiming facet, the crude one; I wrapped it around the valve wheel and held it open with the thread while the gray man beat on me, held a coolant valve open with the thinnest most delicate thing in my whole kit while the crudest most brutal thing in the world hammered my body, and it strained, God it strained, the thread was made for a spoon and a rivet and a bracket, not for holding a plant valve open against its own weight for long minutes while I was pounded, and it shook, the thread shook, my hand shook. I held it; I thought, once, in the middle of the strain, in a dry voice that was not mine, that was Audrey’s, the thought arriving whole and unbidden the way names did, that a man taught to do this well would not be shaking, that the thread was aim and aim was not my facet, that somewhere there was a precision to this I did not have, a way to hold a valve with a wire that did not cost everything, and that the woman who could teach it to me had told me, aim is later, endurance is now. I let the thought go, held the shaking thread through the present strain, and saved the precision problem for later.

At the hour mark, the blows began to slow.

It was small at first, so small I did not trust it. A blow came a half-second later than it should have. Then another. The relentless machine rhythm that had never once faltered in three fights faltered, a hitch, a hesitation, the smallest slackening in the terrible clockwork of him, and I stood set into the floor and took the slowing blows and did not let myself hope, because hope was a thing that would make me move and moving was the one thing that lost, and I made myself keep standing exactly as I had, giving nothing, taking everything, while the everything got, blow by blow, a little less.

Because it was working. It was finally, provably, working, much as it had worked in the fog for six minutes before my floor failed, only now my floor did not fail, now I had a floor and a light and a set and a friend and a foreman and two women a mile off, now I could stand as long as it took, and the first change had come precisely where Okafor hoped it might, after an hour of a man spending everything and getting nothing back, and a machine that only refills when it is hit, and is not being hit, spends down like anything else, and he was spending down. I could see it. The blows that had thrown Okafor through a porch and dropped me through a catwalk came slower and landed softer, not because he was pulling them, a made thing does not pull a punch, but because the tank was running low, the stored force he spent in every blow was not being replaced because I would not replace it, and an hour of spending without feeding was doing to the tireless man the one thing that had never been done to him in his manufactured life, it was emptying him.

And I understood, watching it slow, precisely what it meant about him, about the whole horror and pity of what he was. He had never run dry because he had never once, in his whole manufactured life, been left alone. Every enemy he had ever met had hit him, because hitting a monster is what men do, it is the only thing men think to do, and every hit had filled him back up, so that a thing designed to store force had been kept topped off by the very heroes sent to stop it, fed by its own destruction, an engine that ran on being fought, and no one had ever thought to simply not fight it, because not fighting a monster is the hardest thing in the world and looks like cowardice and feels like death, and so in thirty years or however long they’d been building and selling things like him, no one had ever done to one of them what I was doing now, which was nothing, which was the one thing, which was standing still and refusing to be the fuel. And it was emptying him. The tank that had never been empty was going empty, and I watched a made thing discover exhaustion for the first time in a life that had been built specifically to never know it, and there was a terrible tenderness in it, watching a weapon learn to be tired, like watching a thing learn it was mortal after all.

Through the hours after that, they slowed more. The waterfront stayed quiet, and the blows kept coming with longer gaps while the night ground on.

At last the dome’s light through the high pump-house windows gave way to the first gray of dawn, a thin gray line high up in the windows. I marked it the way a drowning man marks a shore, dawn, Malloy, forty minutes over water and he’d be over the point, hold till dawn, that was the whole instruction, and the dawn was a gray line in the windows and I was still standing and the blows were slowing and slowing, coming now like a tired man’s, like a man at the end of a long day’s labor, heavy and slow and spent, and the merchandise’s shut-door face had changed, the pale eyes had changed, there was a thing in them now that had never been in them, a heaviness, a droop, the pale unblinking eyes blinking now, slow, and blinking again, slower; I understood what I was watching. I could hardly believe it; I kept standing so I would not jinx it. I watched the tireless man, the sleepless man, what never stopped because someone had always hit it, run all the way down to the bottom of a tank that had never once been empty, spend the last of a stored force my body had refused to refill all night, and get, for the first time in its whole made life, tired.

He swung, slow. I took it, and it barely moved me, and he drew back for another and his arm was slow and his eyes were heavy and the dawn was gray in the windows. I could see, faint and far, a single flying figure over the water, Malloy crossing the strait under his own power, coming with the dawn exactly as he’d promised; I did not need him now. That was the point, the sweetness of the gray line in the windows, Malloy was going to arrive at first light and find the fight already won, find a monster spent and a valve held and a city lit, because the plan had worked and dawn had come and I had lasted, I had actually lasted, the man with no floor had stood all night on the floor a widow gave him and outlasted what could not be beaten.

Behind me Brannigan’s pump turned and Eddie’s burned man breathed and Donna’s light held steady in my chest and Ruth’s floor held under my boots, and the tireless man wound up one more time, slow, so slow, heavier than a man’s arm has any right to be, his eyes falling shut and dragging open, falling shut and dragging open. I stood set into the floor of the city I was keeping lit and waited for it, whatever it was, what came after a whole night, the thing no one had ever seen, because no one had ever not hit him; I was about to be the first. I stood and waited, and the gray man’s heavy slow fist came up one more time, and his eyelids sagged almost closed before he forced them open for one final swing.


Chapter 19: The Sleepless Man Sleeps

He fell asleep on his feet, mid-swing, and I caught him.

His fist had come up one last time, slow, so heavy, and his eyes had fallen shut, and the fist did not fall, it stalled above his shoulder, and then his enormous gray body swayed, like a felled tree pausing before it goes, and he pitched forward, asleep, two hundred and forty pounds of made man toppling toward the concrete, and I finally stepped off the valve and caught him.

I do not know why I caught him. No reason existed to. He had beaten me all night, he had come to break my city, he was a weapon pointed at everything I loved, and I could have let him fall and hit the concrete face-first and no one in two centuries would have said a word about it, and instead I stepped forward and got my arms around the great gray weight of him as it fell and took it against my chest and lowered it down, because a thing that has finally, after a whole manufactured life of never once being allowed to, gone to sleep, should not have its first sleep be a fall onto concrete, and because I had spent all night learning the pity of him, the nobody-holds-me-up of him, and anyone who has learned to pity a monster cannot quite let it drop, and so I caught the Sleepless Man as he slept, and held him.

He weighed what a fallen tree weighs, and he was warm, and he breathed, slow and deep and even, and asleep against my chest with all the shut-door hardness gone out of his gray face he did not look like a weapon at all, he looked like what Eddie said he looked like. My arms shook with the weight of him and with all night finally coming due in my body at once, and I went down onto my knees on the pump-house floor with the great gray sleeping weight of him, not dropping him, lowering us both, and I knelt there holding a monster asleep against my chest and shook, and Eddie left his burned man a moment, because the burned man was stable now, breathing, saved, and came across the concrete on his knees and put his hand on the great gray throat and felt for the pulse.

Eddie was quiet a moment, feeling it, and then he looked up at me with something soft and astonished in his tired freckled face and said it: “He’s got a heartbeat like a tired kid. That’s all. Slow and steady and worn out. Like a kid that fought sleep as long as he could and finally lost.” And he kept his hand on the throat a moment longer, the healer’s habit, reading a body the way he read every body, and he said, lower, wondering, “there’s nothing wrong with him, Danner. Nothing broken, nothing hurt. He’s just asleep. First real sleep of his life, maybe. Somebody built this poor thing to never sleep and you just let him.” And there was a thing in Eddie’s voice I’d never heard, a healer’s grief for a patient who wasn’t even hurt, grief for the whole made lonely fact of the thing, and Eddie Pruitt looked at the sleeping monster with the same face he turned on every hurt thing that came through his clinic door, and I watched Eddie keep his fingers on the slow pulse after he had counted it, offering a sleeping enemy the same patience he gave every frightened patient in his clinic. He adjusted the gray coat away from the man’s throat and checked his breathing again, careful, thorough, unwilling to treat an enemy as anything less than a living body under his hand. For that minute, the pump house and the island and every question about where the Sleepless Man belonged could wait. And I looked down at the tireless man asleep in my arms with a heartbeat like a tired child, alive, whole, spent, and I understood that we had won the only kind of victory I wanted, no body, no death, a monster put not into the ground but to sleep, and I held him and did not let him fall.

Out on the seawall, a silver whistle I associated with Sokol went unanswered for the first time.

I heard it, thin and high and cold, out of the gray dawn beyond the walls, the silver whistle, the note the merchandise had always obeyed, the note that had called him off my Row, and it came, then sounded again, sharper, and nothing answered it, because the thing it called slept in my arms with a heartbeat like a tired kid and could not be whistled awake. Sokol whistling repeatedly for a weapon that would not come told their entire story, the owner and what he owned, because a man does not whistle for a partner, he whistles for a dog, and whoever held that whistle had spent the whole campaign calling the merchandise to heel like one, and now the dog was asleep and would not come, and I thought of the one line the gray man had said all night, nobody holds me up, and I thought that the loneliest thing about the whole loneliness of him was that the only human being in his manufactured life, the one voice he obeyed, thought of him as a whistle thinks of a dog, and that a thing owned like that had never once in its life been held, only called, and that the man who owned it was, right now, in the dawn, calling repeatedly and getting nothing, and did not stay to wonder why. A handler does not grieve a dog that won’t come; he cuts it loose and goes.

The unseen handler whistled for his merchandise a third time and got nothing back from the weapon he had always commanded: silence from a spent man who would not come. The whistle stopped. A minute later an engine rose, a fast launch running out from the seawall across the harbor toward the deep road where the freighter lay. I could infer Sokol was cutting his loss the way he’d cut Nicky and running for the ship, but fog and walls kept the man himself out of sight. I could not go after the launch. I could barely stand, I had a sleeping monster in my arms and a whole night of healing still settling in my bones, and I let it go, and hated it, and let it go.

The freighter weighed anchor at first light and went east.

I saw it from the pump-house door, later, when I carried the sleeping man out, saw the freighter that had sat for weeks under its false flag in the deep road finally move, saw it take up its anchor and turn its bow to the strait and go, east, out past the breakwater and into the open water and away, toward the other side of the water, toward wherever the merchandise had been built and whoever kept the catalog, with Sokol presumably aboard it, a customer who’d lost his purchase and cut his losses and run home to explain it, and it went east and it sailed beyond anything I could do to stop it, and that was the one thing about that dawn that was not clean, the one open wound in the win, that the handler had presumably got away, that the man behind the weapon was on a boat going home while his weapon slept in my arms, and I filed it, much as I filed everything, Sokol, east, likely alive, a name I would remember, and let the boat get small on the gray water and go.

Watching it go brought back Nicky’s word, the one he’d left on my kitchen table, catalog, and the freighter carried Sokol back toward whoever kept the catalog. Somewhere across the water, the merchandise was one entry and a gold man melting vaults across the bay another. Sokol was a customer sailing home to a shop that could sell him another monster if he could pay. We had won a single fight that dawn, not a war, and the rest of that catalog remained beyond my reach, and I did not tell Okafor that, or Malloy, or anyone but the two women who already knew everything, because the fight in front of me was won and the city was lit and I would not spend the sweetness of a won dawn on the dread of a boat I couldn’t catch.

But his network broke, all of it, that dawn, everything except the man on the boat. The divers Okafor had held in the black water went into irons on the seawall, dragged up out of the harbor cold and beaten and done. The gate men Wayne had drained and cuffed at the west spur went into irons, the drained ones still gray, still sagging, the color not yet back in them. The couriers, the dock men, the whole apparatus Sokol had bought off Nicky weeks before came apart in a single morning once the merchandise slept and the freighter ran, because an apparatus like that only holds together as long as it is winning, and the moment it lost it was just a collection of frightened men a long way from a boat that had left without them, men who’d signed on with a piano importer for good money to do quiet work and had woken up on the losing side of a thing that had put a foreign monster to sleep in a hero’s arms, and there is no loyalty in a machine like that once it stops paying, and they gave each other up by noon, one after another, each man trading the next for a lighter sentence, all of it unspooling.

The piano showroom on Larch Street was empty by the time the police got to it, cleared out in the night, SOKOL FINE PIANOS with nothing behind the glass but dust squares where the pianos had stood and one upright nobody had come to collect. I thought, when I heard that, of the piano on my own porch, the one Sokol had left me with the note in my own idiom, play something from home. Sokol had known he might lose, that a man who clears his showroom in the night before the job is a man who’s kept an exit the way Nicky kept an exit, and that the difference between Sokol and Nicky was that Sokol’s exit was a freighter and a whole ocean and Nicky’s had been a small fast boat somebody burned, and that the men who keep the catalog do not lose their handlers to a jail cell, they lose them to a boat going home to explain. I did not know what happened to a man like Sokol when he got home and explained that he’d spent a monster and a fortune and lost them both to a hero from nowhere; I did not envy him the explaining, and the whole local machine of it was broken by lunch, every piece but the one on the boat.

Okafor came up out of the black water and found me standing.

He entered through the east gate at the gray hour, divers secured and charges stripped from the grate. A dozen cuts marked him, and cold had turned his lips pale. He stopped inside the doorway when he saw me holding the sleeping man.

Okafor’s eyes went first to the valve. He crossed the floor stiffly, crouched beside the brass wheel, and laid two fingers against the pipe. Water throbbed through it. Then he inspected pump two, where Brannigan’s crew had the repaired housing turning. Brannigan gave him one exhausted nod and kept tightening bolts.

Only then did Okafor come to me. He touched the gray coat at the Sleepless Man’s shoulder, perhaps checking for himself that the body inside it truly slept. His hand moved to my jaw where hours of blows had left no bruise. He turned my face toward the high windows, saw the healed skin, and released me.

“Valve stayed open,” he said.

“All night.”

He looked back at the wheel. His mouth opened once and closed. Then he walked the short distance between the valve and the sleeping man, placing each boot where mine had stood. He tested the gouged concrete with one heel and traced the bent pipe that had been used as a lever across my shoulders. His fingers found a streak of dried blood on the metal. He rubbed it away with his thumb, glanced at my healed face, and dropped his hand. The strongest man on the coast leaned both hands on his knees, dragged a breath into a chest battered by the intake fight, and tried again.

“I couldn’t have done that,” he said. “Twenty years and I couldn’t have done that, not any night, not once, because I’d have hit him. First minute. Fed him and lost.”

Okafor straightened and met my eyes. Water ran from his torn sleeve onto the concrete between us.

“You didn’t hit him, Danner. All night.” He looked at the sleeping man against my chest and shook his head slowly. “I’ve seen brave work. I don’t know that I’ve ever seen anything braver than refusing the punch.”

He put one cold hand under my elbow to help me bear the sleeping man’s mass. Then he stood beside me without forcing another sentence.

Malloy landed on the pump-house roof at dawn, forty minutes over water, and said the sonnet.

I heard the rush of displaced air over the roof and then boots strike metal above us. Malloy had flown the strait himself and landed on the pump-house roof before coming down through the access, iron-gray crew cut and pale assessing eyes and pressed field uniform and the chin scar, forty minutes over the strait exactly as he’d promised, hold till dawn, and he came into the pump house and took in the whole of it in one sweep of those pale eyes, the standing junior, the sleeping monster in my arms, the held valve, the bleeding senior, the boy healer and his burned man, the lit city, and Frank Malloy looked at all of it, and looked at me holding the thing asleep, and he said the one word that from Malloy was a sonnet, a whole page of praise folded into three letters, he said, “Good.” And then, because he was Malloy and there was work, “Carry him outside easy. My men’ll take him from you there. We’ve got a cold room on the island that’ll hold a sleeper, and God knows the island’s the safest place on this coast for a thing off no book. You did it, son. Bring him out.”

I kept the Sleepless Man in my arms and stood with the great sleeping gray weight against my chest. Okafor got a hand under my elbow, steadying me until my legs remembered the floor, and I carried the man myself through the wrecked pump house and out the door into the gray dawn. Malloy’s men waited on the quay with a reinforced stretcher. I transferred the Sleepless Man directly into their hands and told them to be gentle; Malloy gave the same order before they bore him away alive. That was the win in one image, a monster handed over sleeping instead of dead, no body count, exactly as I’d wanted it. I stood empty-armed outside the pump house and nearly fell, and Okafor caught me again, the wall holding up the renewable man for once, and I let him.

And Eddie’s burned man lived. That belonged beside the sleeping monster, the same size of victory, maybe bigger. The pump man who’d taken a face and an arm of steam six feet from the fight, the one Eddie had come into a monster’s room to save, the one Eddie had kept breathing through the whole night with his hands and his talk, that man lived, and would keep the arm, and would go back to his pumps, because a twenty-two-year-old healer had decided a burn was more important than a monster and knelt down beside it in the worst room on the coast and would not quit, and when Malloy’s men lifted the pump man onto a stretcher and carried him out into the dawn breathing, his eight-year-old boy up the Row in Ruth’s kitchen still carrying bread, I looked at Eddie Pruitt sitting back on his heels on the bloody concrete, gray with exhaustion, his clinic whites ruined, and I thought that of all the people who won Founders’ Night, the healer won it hardest, and Malloy thought so too, because Malloy stopped by Eddie on his way out and put a hand on the boy’s shoulder and said, “you again. Through a window on Delano, into a monster’s room here. The island keeps trying to teach you to be careful and you keep not learning it. Don’t learn it.” Which from Malloy was the second sonnet of the morning.

Wayne came in from the west gate as the sun cleared the water, with four saboteurs and a commendation face, and the one wrong note of the dawn played out in about ten seconds.

He came in correct and useful and clean, not a mark on him, four cuffed saboteurs marched ahead of him, his slate-and-crimson uniform pressed flat even after a night in the field, and he took in the pump house with his ice-blue eyes, the sleeping monster gone, the valve held, the win complete, and he arranged his face into the expected expression for a hero arriving at a won field, grave, satisfied, a man who’d done his part, and he said, “The spur’s secure, Captain. Four in irons, two drained. West gate held.” And Okafor, bleeding, holding me up, looked at Wayne across the pump house with his dark tired eyes, and said it, flat, without heat, the way you state a fact you both know: “Gate’s been clear since nine-ten, Benton.” And there it was, out in the room, the thing, and Wayne did not blink, Wayne had built his whole night for exactly this moment, and he said, smooth, correct, unhurried, “The gate was engaged, Captain,” the same three words, the wall of technically-true, and he held Okafor’s eyes and did not look away, because a man who has decided to build his alibi out of one word he will not say does not flinch when the word is asked for, he simply declines to say it, again, forever.

Malloy watched it. That was the truth about that exchange, that Malloy was standing right there, and Malloy missed nothing, and Malloy looked from Okafor to Wayne and back, and looked at Peggy’s log when it came up the wire later with its timed column of west gate is engaged, repeated long after the fighting there ended, and Frank Malloy did the thing Malloy did with a thing he could not yet spend, he filed it, behind those pale assessing eyes, said nothing, gave Wayne nothing to hold onto and gave Wayne no warning either, just looked at both men a long moment and filed all of it behind his eyes, the gate clear since nine-ten and the man who said engaged, and I finally grasped that Wayne’s omission had been seen by the two men on the coast whose seeing it mattered most, Okafor and Malloy, and that it had stayed, in the seeing, exactly as deniable as Wayne had built it, three technically true words repeated in a log, nothing you could court-martial, nothing you could prove, a betrayal that everyone who mattered saw and no one could spend, and that Wayne would walk out of that pump house with his four prisoners and his pressed uniform toward a commendation, and he did, and it was correct, and it was the second-worst thing that happened that night.

I did not have it in me to fight Wayne about it that morning. I would not have if I’d had it in me, because nothing allowed me to fight. That was the whole cruelty of what Wayne had built, a betrayal with no handle on it, and someone who reaches for a handle that isn’t there just looks like a sore winner; I was not going to hand Wayne that. But I looked at him, across the pump house, over the wreck of the night. I let him see that I’d heard it, every part of it, the question at the table and the repeated engaged that meant occupied long after the gate was clear, and Wayne looked back at me and let me see that he knew I’d heard it, and neither of us said a word, and that silent exchange over a held valve at dawn was the first time we both acknowledged the fight without his smile between us, a thing between Wayne Benton and me that was not going to resolve that morning, a thing that was going to want, eventually, his face and not his ledger, and we both knew it, and he marched his four prisoners out into the dawn toward his commendation, pressed and correct and smiling on time; I let him go, because there was nothing else to do, and because I had two wives on a lawn a mile away and a floor under me and I would rather fly home to them than spend one more breath on Wayne Benton.

The city at dawn justified every hour of the night, and I flew up into it and looked at it before I went home.

I made myself go up, spent as I was, up off the point into the first full light. I hung there a moment over Beacon Harbor and looked at what the night had kept. The Pile’s dome lit and steady on the point, throwing its low silver even into the risen sun. And below it the entire city, every lamp still burning down into the dawn the way lamps do when nobody’s turned them off, the seawall lights and the promenade and the neon of the waterfront and the rail yards and the ten thousand houses on the hills with their porch lights on, the whole bright confident city lit end to end in the gold morning, forty thousand people asleep in lit houses never knowing, the harbor gone gold under the sun; I hung over it all, beaten and mended and empty and whole, and looked at a city that got to not know how close it came. I have felt a great many things in two centuries and I do not think I have ever felt anything like hanging over that lit city at dawn knowing I had held it up with my body and my wives and my friends and a foreman’s welding torch, and that it would wake up and go to work and never once know my name, and that this, exactly this, was the whole of what a hero was for, the unknown hand on the valve, the lit city that gets to stay ignorant; I turned toward the Row and flew home.

Two wives were on my lawn, and every pennant on the Row was up, and one pole was still bare.

They were on the lawn when I came down the Row in the gold morning, both of them, Donna and Ruth, they’d come up from the end house the moment the radio said it was over, and they stood on the Danner lawn watching the sky for me, and I came down out of the risen sun onto my own grass, whole, unmarked, a whole night of a monster’s fists healed clean off me, not a bruise on me, and Ruth Keller watched her hero descend from the dawn onto our lawn without a mark. This time the man returned from the Pile alive and sound in the morning light, and the radio silence she had feared never came. She did not run to me or weep. She stood on the grass with her red hair loose and her arms folded while the calm in her face broke slightly around the eyes. Donna did run. She crossed the lawn and hit me, laughing and crying as I caught her, saying, “you stood there all night, I felt every minute of it, I never stopped pouring, did you feel me, tell me you felt me.” I told her I had, that her light in my chest had kept me upright. Over her platinum head, Ruth approached at her usual sure pace and laid her hand flat over my heart. I needed no healing. She needed the strong beat beneath her palm, proof that her hero had come home. Her eyes closed for one second. When they opened, she gave the feared silence its answer in four quiet words. “You came home. Good.”

Behind us in the kitchen there was still a kitchen full of the fed, forty women and their children who had sat up all night in a widow’s house being kept from breaking, and June among them, and Peggy with her log, and as the word came down the Row that it was over, that the men at the Pile were coming home, that the plant crew was whole, the frightened women in Ruth’s kitchen became the relieved women in Ruth’s kitchen.

It was a loud kitchen all at once, loud with the particular racket of people who have been braced all night and are suddenly allowed to stop, women crying and laughing in the same breath and reaching for each other across the table, somebody’s coffee knocked over and nobody minding, the whole held breath of the night going out of the room at once. Ruth kept feeding them through it, because that was Ruth, a woman does not stop feeding a room only because the room has turned happy, she fed the relief the same as she’d fed the fear, more bread, more coffee, a hand on this shoulder and that one, and June went among them with the pot, and the children who’d been kept quiet and close all night were let loose and tore out into the dawn to be children again, shrieking down the Row in the gold light as if a monster had never walked it.

And Peggy Castellan closed her log at last. She’d filled pages of it in the dark, positions and times and the long timed column of west gate is engaged, and now she wrote one final line and shut the cover, and she showed it to me later, and the last line was only the hour and one word after it, HELD, in capitals, underlined twice, which was the night’s report as a Secretary would allow herself to feel it, and I have thought since that Peggy’s one underlined word was as true an account of Founders’ Night as anything Dell Marsh ever set in type.

The eight-year-old boy who’d carried bread all night ran down the hill to meet his father coming up it with a steam burn on his arm and a healer’s whole night keeping him alive, and the reunion of that boy and that man on the hill road was the truest picture of what the whole night had been for, and Ruth watched it from her lawn with her arms folded and her calm face come apart just slightly at the eyes, because that reunion, the man coming home up the hill to the boy, was what her whole three-year vow had been built around the absence of, and here it was happening on her own street because a hero had stood in a doorway all night, and she watched it and let it be, and it was, I think, the moment she finally decided about the pole, watching a pump man’s boy get his father back.

Up and down the Row every pennant was up, re-raised after the monster’s walk, green-and-silver and copper-and-white and slate-and-crimson and my own blue-and-gold, the whole street standing with its colors in the gold morning. Every pole but one. The bare pole at the end of the Row under the shade tree remained empty, the only pole the monster had never touched and the one pole Ruth had not yet let anyone fill.

I looked down the Row at it. Ruth followed my gaze. She did not turn away as she had before, and she did not fold her arms or retreat behind the calm face she wore when the subject came too close. She studied the bare steel from foot to tip, then looked at the blue-and-gold above my lawn as it caught the harbor wind. Her hand stayed flat over my heartbeat.

Around us, the Row came back to itself. A child dragged a bent strip of copper-and-white out of the road. Brannigan’s men shouldered shovels toward the next damaged lawn. June called from Ruth’s kitchen that the coffee was going cold, and nobody moved toward it yet. After a night measured in radio calls and blows, the ordinary sounds of neighbors cleaning their street felt louder than the sirens had.

Donna slipped her arm around Ruth’s waist without speaking. I put an arm around each of them, and the three of us stood together on the trampled grass while every other household’s colors moved around us. Ruth’s thumb pressed once against my sternum, confirming again that I was alive. She looked from my face to Donna’s, then toward her small house under the tree. The pole cast one narrow shadow over the lawn, unbroken by cloth.

Ruth’s eyes returned to that bare steel, quiet and steady. Her mouth set, eased, and set again while her hand kept count of my heart. Whatever choice she was weighing remained hers to name, so Donna and I held her between us and gave her the silence to weigh it.


Chapter 20: Ledgers

I slept eleven hours after the Pile, in my own bed, with both my wives, and it was the best sleep of my life because it was earned.

They put me to bed together the morning I flew home, wrung out as I was. Donna pulled off my boots while Ruth worked my jacket from shoulders that kept trying to tense for another blow. Every time the mattress shifted beneath me, my body braced. Ruth noticed and put her palm between my shoulder blades until the set released and I remembered that a bed was allowed to move.

After a night of being hit, my body needed holding with an animal simplicity. Donna curled against my front with both arms around my ribs, careful though the ribs were already whole. Ruth settled at my back, broad and warm, her hand flat between my shoulder blades. The last warmth of the floor moved through me. Neither asked for an account. Neither told me I was safe. They made safety physical enough that words would have cheapened it.

For a while I listened to their breathing refuse to match. Donna’s came quick whenever I shifted, then slowed when I pressed my mouth to her hair. Ruth’s stayed measured until she thought I had gone under, and then one shudder escaped her, hard enough to travel through all three of us. I reached back without turning and found her wrist. She covered my hand with hers.

“Everybody’s home,” I murmured.

“Everybody,” Ruth answered.

Donna tightened her arms. “Keep saying it until we sleep.”

So I said it twice more, quieter each time, and went down between them like a stone into deep water.

I woke once in the afternoon light. Donna was still tucked under my chin. Ruth’s arm lay across us both, her fingers loosely hooked in Donna’s sleeve as if even asleep she meant to keep the household from drifting apart. My first instinct was to rise and check the harbor. Both women woke at the movement.

“No,” Donna said into my chest.

Ruth’s arm tightened. “Pile’s turning. Okafor sent word. Lie down.”

I obeyed. Donna pressed her ear to my chest to hear the steady beat. Ruth put her palm over Donna’s hand and felt it too, counting without a clock until her face eased. I covered both their hands with mine. We held one another without heat or hurry, three exhausted people taking inventory by touch: heartbeat, breath, warmth, all present.

Sleep took us again. When I woke the second time, Ruth’s supper and Donna’s terrible coffee scented a house with everyone in it, alive.

Malloy did the debrief on Okafor’s porch that afternoon, with the broken rail still splintered behind us, and as always, he counted first.

He stood on the green-and-silver porch with the circuit’s tired households around him, Okafor bandaged and stiff, Eddie gray and hollow-eyed, me whole but wrung out, and he read the count off the back of his eyes without a notebook, because Malloy kept his numbers in his head.

“No deaths,” Malloy said. “Theirs or ours. That’s the first number and it’s the only one that matters and everything after it is detail, but I’ll read the detail because you earned the detail. No deaths. One burned pump man who’d have died on that floor if a certain healer hadn’t gone into a room with a monster in it, and who’s going to keep his arm and be back at his pumps in a month. Six saboteurs in irons at the west gate. Four divers in irons at the seawall. A foreign-built durable asleep in a cold room on the island under my own lock, off every book, alive, which means we get to learn what he is instead of burying what he was. The captured divers call him Vetrov. Anatoly. That’s all they had. The whole local end of a foreign network broken and giving each other up by the hour. And the Pile turning, the city lit, forty thousand people who went to fireworks and went home and will never know they were ever in danger, which is the best thing a hero ever gets to give anybody, a night they never knew to be scared of.” He looked around the porch. “That’s the debrief. No dead, a monster caught alive, a network broke, a city lit. Everything else is detail, and I don’t do detail on a porch. Well done. All of you. Now somebody feed this boy before he falls over,” meaning Eddie, and June already had a plate coming, because June was June.

The plate June brought Eddie was the size of a hubcap, because June had firm opinions about what a healer who’d been up all night owed his own body, and she stood over him while he ate it the precise way Ruth stood over me, and Eddie, who had kept a burned man alive six feet from a monster without his hands shaking once, could not meet June Okafor’s eye while she watched him eat, and got through the whole plate out of pure inability to say no to her, and looked, by the end of it, better, which was the point, June being June. And Roy Castellan, arm out of its sling for good now and flying again, had appointed himself the Row’s messenger for the day, and spent it running up and down the street carrying news between porches at a speed no message on earth required, because a speed Specialist with good news to carry is a happy man. By noon he’d told every household on the curve three times over that the plant crew was whole and the monster was caught alive and Danner had stood in a doorway all night, and Peggy said he was going to wear a groove in the Row, and Roy said a groove would make him faster, and went to tell the next porch. It was, all told, the lightest the Row had felt in weeks, a street that had been holding its breath since the pumping station finally letting it out, porches full again and children loud again and every pole up, and I sat on Okafor’s mending porch in the afternoon sun eating June’s cooking beside a healer eating more of it and let the lightness stand on its own, because a street earns its light mornings, and this one had earned this one.

Malloy’s next move revealed that he’d flown the strait for more than a headcount. He took me aside at the porch rail, out of the household’s hearing, and he looked at me with those pale assessing eyes that missed very little, and he said, low, that he had two things to say off the record, which was where he kept the things that mattered. The first was that the gate had been clear since nine-ten, and he’d heard a man say engaged, and he had a Secretary’s log with a timed column of repeated engaged reports in it, and he wanted me to know he’d heard all of it and filed it and was not going to spend it, because he had no solid evidence to spend; Wayne had built it too clean, and a captain who moves on a thing he can’t prove just teaches the clean ones to be cleaner, but that I was not carrying that one alone. And the second was harder. He said my readings didn’t sit right, that he didn’t need Price’s instruments to know it, that he’d watched heroes for thirty years and knew when a man’s numbers were wrong, and that mine had been wrong since the strait and got wronger every week, and that he wasn’t asking about it, he was telling me he’d noticed, same as Price had, and that he’d made the same choice she had: watch without reporting, because he’d rather have me than have the truth about me, and that this had turned out to be a choice a man had to make about Jack Danner, and he’d made his, and I was not to make him regret it. Frank Malloy had never said so much to me at once, and it was a kind of love, the practical kind, the only kind he had, and I finally grasped that the circle of people who knew my numbers were wrong and had chosen me over the reporting of it had just added the one man on the coast whose choosing mattered most, and that I was, somehow, without ever meaning to be, building a whole quiet conspiracy of people who had decided to protect a man from nowhere, and that it was the opposite of Wayne’s ledger, and that I was rich in it.

One quiet remark from Eddie stayed with me after that debrief. He was looking out at the harbor with his hollow tired eyes, and spoke half to himself, “I keep thinking about him. The gray one. Asleep in your arms with a heartbeat like a kid.” He turned the coffee June had put in his hands. “They built him to never sleep, Danner. Think about that. Somebody sat down and built a man and the thing they took out of him was sleep, took the one mercy a body gets, took the off switch, so he’d never stop being useful, and then they pointed him at us. And you gave it back to him. The one thing they took. You made him tired enough to sleep.” He shook his head slow. “I’ve healed a lot of hurt out of a lot of people and I never once gave anybody sleep before. I’d like to see him. When he wakes up. I’d like to see what a made thing is like once it’s had a sleep.” And I told him that was a thing for the island and Malloy, not for us, and Eddie said, “I know. I’d still like to,” and I filed that too, the healer who wanted to visit the monster, because it was the most Eddie thing I’d ever heard and because I did not think Eddie was going to let it go.

Eddie got the same words he’d gotten after Delano, and he took them better this time.

Malloy came to him last, and stood over the boy healer who’d gone into a monster’s room, and said the thing he’d said on a seaplane dock after Delano Street, that Eddie was the best healer the island had turned out in a decade and that they ought to pin medals on healers and didn’t, and Eddie, who’d gone red and stammering and disbelieving the first time, this time looked up at Malloy with his tired hollow eyes and said, quiet, steady, a Row clinic medic who’d kept a man breathing six feet from the end of the world, “I know. You said. I believed you the second time.” And Malloy almost smiled, which for Malloy was a laugh, and said, “Good. It took.” Eddie Pruitt had grown up somewhere between Delano and the Pile. The boy who couldn’t believe he mattered had become a man who knew he did, and this quiet certainty was maybe the biggest victory anybody carried from that night, bigger than the monster, because a monster is something you catch once while a man’s hard-won sense of worth stays caught.

Price came the next morning with her instruments and gave me the third number, the one Malloy’s count didn’t include.

She ran the chrome things over me in my front room, quiet, precise, chestnut hair in its roll, and she was a long time over the dials, longer than before, and when she sat back she took off her gloves one finger at a time the way she did when she’d decided to tell the truth, and she said, “Three things now. The betrothal that didn’t match. The widow-betrothal floor and the regeneration spike that followed consummation, both beyond anything in my records. And now this. A new facet, Mr. Danner. The set, they’re calling it already, the plant men saw you do it and they’ve got a name for it, a durability that isn’t just healing and isn’t just a floor, it’s an anchor, a thing you do on purpose, and it surfaced under pressure the way your flight did and your thread did, and it is not in any literature I have ever read for a Universal or a Specialist or anything else. And your baseline rose again. In one night. It rose the way it rose after your wedding, a whole step up, married-baseline become held-the-Pile baseline, a man measurably more than he was a week ago.” She folded the gloves. “Two anomalies was a pattern. Three is a diagnosis. I could write the diagnosis now, I have enough, I know what the readings say even if I don’t know what made them. And I have not written it down. I want you to hear that a third time, because it’s the third time it’s true and it’s the most true it’s ever been. I have not written the diagnosis down. I have decided only that I would rather understand what I am seeing than hand it to someone eager to use it. Today, the diagnosis remains unwritten. Good morning, Mr. Danner. Congratulations on the pole you’re about to raise. I read the Row’s poles same as anyone.”

Dell Marsh put Founders’ Night across the front page.

THE MAN WHO HELD THE PILE filled the top of the Beacon Herald in type wide enough to read across a streetcar. Beneath it ran a photograph of the pump-house door at dawn: broken masonry, steam in the light, and me carrying the gray man toward Malloy’s stretcher. The caption called me BEACON HARBOR’S OWN UNIVERSAL. The story named Pennant Row twice, the Row clinic once, and the Starlite as the place where “our newest hero still takes his nickel coffee.” Marsh had gone to Florence for that detail. He quoted Brannigan on the valve, a dockworker on the lights staying steady, and the burned pump man’s son on carrying bread because Ruth told him heroes needed supper too. A sidebar listed every captured saboteur and every plant worker who came home. Marsh had found a local address for me made of habits rather than records, then surrounded it with the names of people who had stood beside me.

Wayne’s phrase appeared nowhere. No hero from nowhere. No mysterious arrival. The article gave three columns to the open valve, the living pump man, Eddie’s work, and the forty thousand residents who watched fireworks without knowing the lights were close to failing. Readers met a man attached to a street, a diner, two women waiting on a lawn, and a senior hero who called him Danner as if he’d always been on the circuit. Marsh had demonstrated the city’s choice in names and places without ever announcing it.

He came to the porch that afternoon for a quote. I gave him six careful words about Brannigan’s crew keeping the pumps turning.

Marsh folded his notebook. “Nice quote. Means nothing. That’s a talent.”

“Print the men who turned the wrenches.”

“Already did.” He pushed his hat back and studied me. “I wrote the Pile story because it’s true, good, and useful. Wayne’s nowhere story didn’t make today’s paper.”

“Did you throw it out?”

His pencil went behind his ear. “A man in my line keeps his notes, Danner. You never know which story’s the one someday.”

He tipped his hat and left. On the front page under my elbow, BEACON HARBOR’S OWN remained black and unmistakable. In Marsh’s pocket, nowhere remained unwritten but not forgotten.

Wayne came to the property line that night, and we had the conversation we had been approaching since the island, and it settled nothing and named everything.

It was late, the Row quiet, both our porches lit, and I was in the third chair on my own porch and Wayne came across the lawns to the low line where his grass met mine and stopped there, correct, his hands in his pockets, and he did not come up onto my porch and I did not ask him to, and we talked across the property line in the dark like two men who both knew the very thing they were.

“Sokol’s people asked me where you were from, Danner,” Wayne said, easy, conversational, looking out at the harbor and not at me. “Before the Pile. Foreign men, careful ones. They found me. They knew I was your neighbor and they knew I wasn’t your friend, which is good intelligence, and they asked me, for money, where you were from. Wanted to know. Odd, isn’t it. Odd that a foreign network trying to buy your husband would think Wayne Benton across the Row would have the answer.” He turned his head and looked at me then, the ice-blue eyes catching the porch light. “Odd that they’d be right.”

“What did you tell them?” I said.

“Nothing,” Wayne said. “Yet.” And he let the word sit, the same word he always left sitting, and then he said the rest of it, the thing under all the years of it, and he said it plainly for once, no manners wrapped around it, the grievance bare. “I’ve been on that island since I was sixteen. Eleven years. I earned every star at my collar the long way, the hard way, drills and trials and bleeding for it, eleven years of doing everything right, and I am good, Danner, I am genuinely good, you saw me at that west gate, I’m as good as this system makes. And you fell out of the sky. You fell out of the sky with no town and no history and readings that don’t add up, and in four weeks you had a wife, and in roughly ten weeks you had two, and you held the Pile, and the city put your face on the paper, and you didn’t earn one hour of it, it fell on you, it just fell on you out of nowhere, and I have spent eleven years earning a fraction of what dropped on you in a season, and you want to know what my ledger is, Danner, that’s my ledger, that’s the whole of it, it’s a list of everything the system owes me and paid you instead.”

I did not argue with the part that was true, because part of it was true, and anyone who argues with the true part of another man’s grievance is a fool. I stood up out of the chair and came to the top of my steps and looked down at him across the line and I said the only thing there was to say.

“Some of that’s fair,” I said. “The eleven years. The earning it the long way while it fell on me. That part’s fair and I won’t pretend it isn’t, and I’m not going to insult you by telling you to be grateful for what you’ve got, a good wife and a pole and a commendation, because I know that’s not the point. You believe it should have been yours and more of it. That part’s fair. But Wayne. You held a clear gate all night while a man got beaten to keep your own city lit. You built an alibi into a briefing two days early. You’ve got a ledger of everything you’re owed and you keep it instead of a life, and a man who keeps a ledger instead of a life turns into the ledger eventually, becomes nothing but the list of what he’s owed, and that’s not the system’s fault and it’s not my fault, that’s yours, that’s a thing you’re doing to yourself, one held gate at a time.” I came down a step. “So here’s what I’ve got for you. Whatever’s in that ledger, whatever you think the world owes you and paid me, when you finally decide to come collect it, come at me with your face. Not your notes. Not a whisper to a foreign network. Not a beat held on a radio. Not a word you won’t say into a log. Come at me like a man, with your face, someday, and we’ll settle it like men. But I’m done being afraid of your ledger, Wayne, because a ledger’s just a man too much of a coward to throw the punch, and I’ve learned the hard way about not throwing punches, and there’s a kind that’s brave and a kind that’s just cowardice with good manners, and yours is the second kind.”

Wayne looked at me a long moment across the property line, and he smoothed one cuff with two exact strokes. He did not get angry, Wayne never got angry. His smile arrived late, and he said, quiet, “Someday.” Just the one word, an answer and a promise and a threat all folded into three syllables the way he folded everything, and he turned and went back across the lawns to his own lit porch and his good wife and his commendation and his pole. He crossed back to his porch, leaving the truth of our exchange naked between us. It had settled nothing. Someday was a real word in Wayne Benton’s mouth.

I remained on the porch until Wayne’s door closed. Then I came inside and threw the dead bolt, a small useless piece of brass that nevertheless put him outside and my household inside.

Donna had heard enough through the open window. She met me in the front room with two fingers hooked through my belt and searched my face. “Someday?”

“His word. Not mine.”

“Good.” She tugged me toward the kitchen. “Then he can keep it across the street. Ruth saved you supper.”

Ruth stood at the range with her sleeves rolled, but her attention went straight to my hands. She turned them palm up, checked that I had not struck Wayne, then closed my fingers around a warm mug. “Did he say what he wanted?”

“Everything he thinks I stole by arriving.”

“That’s too large a hunger to feed.” She pushed the mug toward my mouth. “Drink.”

I drank. Donna shut the curtains facing the Benton house, not all the curtains, only those two. Ruth set a plate at my place. Their practical movements stripped Wayne’s threat of the stage he wanted. I had told him the truth and refused the rest of his game. Now his porch, his ledger, and his someday stayed beyond our drawn cloth while I sat between my wives and ate.

Ruth approached the drawer on her own timetable, as she approached every choice, and she took Hal’s colors out.

She did it two days after the Pile, on a bright still morning, and she did not make an announcement of it, she just came up the Row to our house with something folded over her arm, red-and-cream, a dead man’s pennant, four years of a marriage folded down into a drawer and now carried out of it into the daylight, and she stood on the Danner porch with it and said to Donna and to me, low, even, “I’m going to take this to the tank farm. To the plate. Not because I’m done with him. I’ll never be done with him, that’s not a thing you get done with, and I don’t want to be. But I’m done with the drawer. A drawer is a place you put a thing you can’t look at, and I can look at it now, I looked at it this morning and I could look at it, so it doesn’t belong in a drawer anymore, it belongs at the plate where he is, in the daylight, where I can visit it like a person instead of hiding it like a wound.” And she looked at Donna. “Come with me. I don’t want to do it alone and I don’t want to do it with him, no offense, Jack, it’s not a husband thing, it’s a woman thing, come with me,” and Donna, who understood exactly, put down what she was doing and took Ruth’s free arm, and the two of them, the widow and the bombshell, walked down the hill to the tank farm together in the bright morning, to the scorched ground and the little bronze plate where a red-and-cream hero had burned three years before. I stayed behind because they had not asked me, and it wasn’t mine, and a man learns which griefs are his to stand in and which are his to stand back from.

They were gone an hour. I fixed the loose board on Ruth’s porch while I waited, then carried two boxes from her pantry up to ours and returned for the tools. Work kept my hands occupied, not my mind. Twice I found myself facing the hill road, ready to fly down and make certain they were all right. Twice I drove another nail instead.

The hammer had just gone back into the box when Donna and Ruth appeared at the curve. The red-and-cream was no longer over Ruth’s arm. Her hands hung empty at her sides. Donna walked close enough that their shoulders touched.

I met them at the bottom of the steps. The question rose anyway, immediate and selfish: What did you say there? Ruth’s wet, calm face stopped it before it reached my mouth.

“I fixed the loose board,” I said instead. “It won’t catch your heel now.”

Ruth tested it beneath one practical shoe, then climbed onto the porch. Her fingers found mine as she passed. She held on, warm and grateful, without explaining the hour or being asked to. Donna squeezed my shoulder behind her. Whatever happened at the plate remained theirs; the useful work and Ruth’s empty hands were enough for me.

And Ruth said only one thing about it when they came back, which was enough. She came up onto the porch, and she had left the folded red-and-cream at the plate, in the daylight, where he was, and her hands were empty, and her face was wet and calm both, the way a face is after a thing that needed doing got done, and she stood in front of me on the porch and did not talk about the plate or the drawer or Hal, she asked me a question instead, plain, the question that meant the drawer was closed and a new thing was open, she said, “Does Saturday suit you?” And I said, “For what?” though I knew, and she said, “for the colors. My pole’s been bare three years and I’m done with it being bare, same as I’m done with the drawer, and I’d like to put your blue-and-gold up on it Saturday if Saturday suits you, and have the Row, and do it right, the widow’s way but done right, out loud, in the daylight.” And I stood up and took her face in my hands, the calm wet face of the woman who’d walked off a porch to put a floor under me, and I said Saturday suited me fine, and Ruth Keller almost smiled, and then Donna was there with her arms around both of us, and Donna, who had walked a widow down a hill to a dead man’s plate and back and was not one bit jealous of any of it, said, wet-eyed and bright, “good, Saturday, we’ve got two days, and Ruth Keller, you are going to wear the colors cut for a woman built like you and you are going to walk out onto that lawn like the most-married woman in three counties, and I am going to lace you into it myself, and if you argue with me about the neckline I’ll do it while you sleep,” and Ruth said, “I’ll argue with you about the neckline,” and Donna said, “I know you will, and I’ll win,” and the three of us stood on the porch in the bright morning laughing, the widow and the bombshell already fighting about a wedding dress, and it was decided, the last bare pole on Pennant Row had a Saturday now, and a household that could laugh about a neckline two days after holding a city up all night was a household that was going to be all right.

Audrey’s letter came that afternoon, written before Ruth had walked to the tank-farm plate and named a Saturday.

It was short, in her clean crisp hand, and it said what Audrey said, which was everything in the fewest possible words: Danner. Word reached the island about the Pile, and about the floor that held. Congratulations on both. I suspect the Row may not keep its last bare pole much longer. Endurance is handled. Aim is still later, and later is still coming. I am still, as ever, keeping my chair. A. I read it twice. Audrey did not know what Ruth had decided that morning, but she had seen the shape of the decision weeks before the rest of us. Her chair remained kept, and aim was still hers and still later. I folded the letter and placed it beside the piano note and the four melted-vault clippings.


Chapter 21: Two Pennants

Ruth Keller married me on a Saturday on the Danner lawn, in front of every household on the Row, in blue-and-gold cut for a woman built like her, and although I had married once in this world already, the second wedding undid me worse than the first.

Every household came, because the Row always comes, and this time it came glad. There were long tables on the lawn and June’s cooking and Marguerite’s and, this time, out in the open where everyone could praise it, a great deal of Ruth’s own, because the widow at the end of the Row had cooked for every household on the street for three years and now the street cooked for her, brought their dishes to her wedding the way she’d brought hers to their suppers, and it was the Row paying a debt it was glad to owe. Roy Castellan was flying again, his arm long healed, and he flew loops over the lawn to make the children laugh until Peggy made him stop and come log the wedding gifts, and Roy logged them badly and Peggy re-logged them properly behind him, and the burned pump man from the Pile was there with his arm in a light dressing and his eight-year-old boy who’d carried bread all through Founders’ Night, and the boy came and found me at the tables and looked up at me and did not know what to say and finally said that his father was better, and I crouched down and told him his father was better because he’d been brave enough to carry bread when he was scared, that a boy who carries bread in a bad hour is doing a hero’s work same as anybody, and the boy went away three inches taller, and Ruth, who’d overheard, put her hand on my arm and did not say anything, because I’d said what she’d have said, and that was its own kind of marriage. Malloy came down from the island, iron-gray and pressed, and stood at the back with his arms folded looking like someone who did not do weddings and had flown a strait for this one anyway. Price came, chestnut roll and pearls and gloves, the bright cool science of the world in a summer hat, and stood watching my numbers get married with an expression I could not read. Eddie came in a jacket that fit, an actual jacket, cut for him, that sat right on his narrow shoulders for once instead of hanging off him, and he was so pleased about the jacket that he kept touching the lapels, and I loved him for it. And Okafor stood up as witness, the senior of the circuit, his porch rail finally mended behind him, and it was right that it was Okafor, because Okafor had witnessed the betrothal bleeding in a kitchen and now he witnessed the wedding whole on a lawn, and a thing that gets witnessed at both ends by the same hard honest man is a thing that stands.

Even the Bentons came, because the Row comes, and Wayne stood at the edge of it correct and pressed with his commendation newly on his collar and Corinne beside him in slate-and-crimson, and Corinne, who had called Ruth’s bare pole morbid in the widow’s own hearing a month before, watched that same widow raise blue-and-gold on the no-longer-bare pole. Corinne Benton’s cool, competent face softened against her will for one second, because a woman who married a ledger and told herself the apron was the sad choice cannot watch a widow choose love against her own vow and stay entirely unmoved, and Corinne caught herself softening and put the cool back on, but I had seen it, and I thought, not unkindly, that Corinne was going to spend a long time on that porch across the Row watching a household that had the thing her ledger-husband could never give her, and that the coolness was armor over a thing she would not let herself want, and I did not gloat about it, because there is nothing to gloat about in a woman who married the wrong man’s grievance, there is only a kind of sadness, and Donna, who saw it too, said only, low, that Corinne was lonely over there, and left it, generous even about Corinne, because that was Donna.

The getting-ready was Donna’s, and Donna told me about it afterward, because the groom had no place in that room, but it was where the wedding truly happened, in the bedroom mirror an hour before the lawn.

Ruth had not wanted a fuss. Ruth had said she’d put the colors on herself, she’d been putting her own clothes on for three years, and Donna had said, gently, immovably, no, not this, this one you let me do, and had sat the widow down in front of the mirror and done it, laced her into the blue-and-gold cut for a woman built like her, and Ruth had gone quiet and stiff in the mirror the way a woman goes who has not let anyone dress her or fuss over her in a long time, and had said, once, low, looking at herself in a hero’s colors after three years of a bare pole, that she looked like she was pretending, like a widow playing dress-up at being chosen again. And Donna had put her hands on Ruth’s shoulders from behind and met her eyes in the mirror and said the thing, the true thing, what she’d repeat to me on the lawn, that Ruth was not pretending and not playing, that she should walk out there like a woman who’d already been chosen, because she had, twice, once on the lawn with her hand on his back in front of all of Pennant Row and once at her own kitchen table with her own words, that she’d done the choosing both times and he’d never once pushed her, that there was no pretending in it, that the lawn was just the third time and the only new thing about the third time was that the Row got to watch, and that Donna did not lace women into dresses they didn’t deserve, so Ruth could hold still and let her do her face and stop looking at herself like she didn’t deserve the dress. And Ruth had held still and let Donna do her face, and the two of them had gotten the bride ready together, the bombshell and the widow, and whatever passed between them in that mirror was the real wedding, and the lawn was just where they showed it to everyone.

Ruth came out of my house in blue-and-gold, and every voice on the lawn went quiet.

Donna had done it, all of it, laced her in and fixed her face and pinned nothing so it could all come down later, and the costume was cut to Ruth’s every generous curve, no attempt to make her a second Donna, no cinched hourglass she didn’t have, it was built for abundance and it framed her, a blue-and-gold halter that held the enormous soft weight of her breasts and framed rather than hid the freckled rise of them, an apron-line skirt over her full hips, gold cuffs at her wrists like Donna’s, and the short gold cape worn not as a cape but as a wrap, draped soft over her shoulders and the tops of her arms the way a woman wears a thing she’s chosen rather than a thing she’s been given, and her red hair was down, all of it, loose and heavy and everywhere, not pinned for housework but down for her wedding, and she came out onto the Danner front step and down onto the lawn in my colors with her red hair down, a widow who had worn no colors for three years walking out in blue-and-gold in front of the Row from end to end, and the lawn went quiet, and I forgot how to breathe.

Donna, beside me, murmured, low, proud, wet-voiced, the thing she’d said to Ruth in the mirror an hour before and now said to me, “I told her to walk out like a woman who’s already been chosen. Because she has. Twice. Once on the lawn with her hand on your back and once at her own kitchen table, she chose you twice before today, and today’s just the part where the Row gets to watch her do it out loud.” And Ruth walked across the lawn to me in my colors with her red hair down and her calm brown eyes steady on mine, and she was not a bombshell and she was not a bride out of a magazine, she was a grown woman of thirty-one who had buried one hero and decided, against her own three-year vow, to stand beside another, and there is no picture in any magazine as beautiful as a woman who has counted the whole cost of a thing and chosen it anyway, and she reached me and took my hands and we said the words.

They were short, the way Ruth was short, the way the widow’s way was short, no long ceremony, just the words that mattered said plain in the daylight in front of the people who mattered. And Ruth said hers looking right at me, and her voice did not break, the voice she’d built to not break, and she said, “I told you once I don’t watch heroes die twice. I meant it. I’m not going to watch it. I’ve decided how I’m going to make sure of it, and it isn’t by staying on a porch behind a bare pole where it’s safe, because safe was just a slower way of watching. I’m going to keep you standing. That’s my vow. Not I’ll wait for you and not I’ll survive you. I’ll keep you standing. That’s what I am and that’s what I’ve got and that’s what I’m giving you, a floor that doesn’t fail, for as long as we both get.” And then it was mine, and I did not have anything as good as that, so I said the true small things, I said, “you gave me a bottom when I was standing on sand. You left a light on when I was out. You walked off a porch across a battlefield to put your hand on my back, and I felt it from a mile off in a pump house all night, and I’ll feel it every day I’m given. I’ve got a porch with three chairs and one of them’s yours and it always was, since the casserole, I just took a while to earn it. Come stand on my lawn. Put your colors up.” And Ruth Keller almost smiled, the almost-smile that was worth more than anyone else’s whole grin, and we were married.

Price watched the vows with an expression I finally read. It was not a scientist’s expression but a woman’s. After weeks of choosing to watch me instead of report me, Lillian Price had, somewhere in the watching, come to be on my side. And Malloy, at the back, arms folded, iron-gray and unmoving, watched a widow put a floor under his most impossible junior and marry it, and when Ruth said her vow, I’ll keep him standing, I saw Frank Malloy, who did not do weddings, give one small slow nod, the nod of a field captain hearing a thing said that he knew to be operationally true, because Malloy had seen the floor hold a monster in a street and knew that Ruth’s vow was not a bride’s pretty words, it was a tactical fact, the truest promise anyone said on that lawn, I’ll keep him standing, from the woman who literally could, and Malloy nodded at the fact of it and went back to being a wall at the edge of a wedding.

Ruth raised the pennant herself afterward, and the meaning of the widow’s pole came home.

There is a custom that a hero and his wife raise the colors together, the way Donna and I had raised ours our first day on the Row, two hands on the line. But Ruth had taken her own pole’s colors down herself, alone, one dawn three years before, no one’s hands but hers on the line the night Hal died, and so she raised these herself too, alone, one woman’s hands on the line, because the pole was hers, it had always been hers, she’d kept it bare by her own choice for three years and she would fill it by her own choice now, and the Row understood and let her, no one moved to help, and Ruth Keller walked to the bare pole at the end of the Row, the last bare pole, the one the monster hadn’t touched because there’d been nothing on it to take, and she bent the blue-and-gold to the line with her sure freckled hands, and she raised it, alone, hand over hand, her red hair down and the gold cape sliding off one shoulder, and my colors went up the widow’s pole into the Saturday sky and caught the wind and flew.

There was a dance, before the night part, because there is always a dance, the brass trio from the harbor playing on the lawn in the last of the light the way they’d played at Wayne’s wedding a month before. I danced with Ruth first, the bride, slow on the grass, her enormous soft warmth against me and the gold cape sliding off her shoulder, and there were no fixtures close enough out on the lawn for the power to brighten so it did the other thing, routed through skin the way it had with Donna at that other wedding, and Ruth felt it come up warm between us where we touched and made a low surprised sound and said she’d wondered what it felt like, watching me dance with Donna a month ago from the edge of a lawn thinking her three-years-forbidden thoughts, and now she knew; I told her that a month ago she’d watched from the edge and tonight she was the one being warmed, and Ruth’s calm face came apart again, just a little, and she put her cheek against my jaw and danced with her hero on her own wedding lawn, and then Donna cut in, laughing. I danced with Donna, and then the two of them danced with each other, the bombshell and the widow, while the Row watched and the brass played; I stood at the edge of my own lawn and watched my two wives dance together in the dusk and thought a man could die of being this lucky.

The Row’s lamps brightened, up and down the whole curve of the street, Donna’s doing, the Muse’s blessing on her sister-wife’s pole, every porch lamp swelling gold in the afternoon, and out on the point the great pale dome of the Pile brightened too, every district in the city’s light lifting for one moment, because there was that much Muse-light loose on the Row and it went everywhere there was a fixture to take it, and the bright world lifted its lights for one moment for a widow raising a pole, and Ruth looked up at her own colors flying and then out at the brightening street and then at me, and her calm face came all the way apart at last, three years of it, and she let it, in the daylight, in front of everyone, and Donna was crying and June was crying and even Okafor’s hard face had gone soft, and there were two blue-and-gold pennants visible along the Row now, one at the Danner house and one at Ruth’s end house, two poles, one household, and the widow’s pole was bare no longer.

We had the wedding night, and it was the household’s, and the hunger we had carried from the lawn came with us into the bedroom.

Donna brought us up when the Row’s party had wound down, when the last of the lamps went off down the street and our two blue-and-gold pennants hung dark and still along the Row, and Ruth was on the bed in my colors, the halter and the cape and the gold cuffs, still dressed, because Donna had a way she wanted this to go and Ruth had let her have it. The costume coming off in pieces was the whole staging of it, Donna’s idea, because Donna understood that a wedding-night is a costume coming off, that the blue-and-gold that had gone up the pole in public came off in private, and she undressed the bride for me slow, the cape first, sliding the gold wrap off Ruth’s freckled shoulders and letting it fall, and the gold cuffs, one and then the other, set aside, and she loosed the halter and let the enormous soft weight of Ruth’s breasts spill free of it into the lamplight, freckled and heavy and flushing already, and she left the apron-line skirt for last, pushed up rather than off, and all the while Ruth sat and let herself be undressed by her sister-wife on her own wedding night, and Donna stayed, that was the new thing, a deeper trust than the night before Founders’ Night, Donna undressed the bride and then did not leave, knelt on the bed beside her, and Ruth, who was new to this and steady about it, caught Donna’s hand before she could move away.

“Stay, Donna,” Ruth said in her own low voice. “I don’t know how to do this with two yet. I want to learn with you here.”

Donna threaded their fingers together. “I’m staying. I’ve got you, and we’ve both got him.”

I put one hand on Ruth’s thigh and the other under Donna’s chin. “Ruth first. The bride gets my hands and my cock first, and Donna helps me give her everything she asks for. Then I take Donna while Ruth watches and helps. That’s the order tonight. Do you both want it?”

“Yes,” Donna said at once, bright and hungry. “Lead us.”

Ruth’s calm eyes held mine. “Yes. Both of us, exactly that way.”

Then I led.

I took Ruth first, on her back, in my colors half off her, the halter pushed down and the enormous soft freckled weight of her breasts freed. I chose to linger there because it was her wedding night and I wanted every freckled inch of her, my mouth on the abundance of her, both hands full of her, and Donna knelt at her head and joined me, put her hands on Ruth’s breasts from above while my mouth was on them, cupping them, lifting them, offering them to me, the two of us worshiping the bride’s breasts together, and Ruth’s head went back and her breath went ragged and the flush came all the way up her freckled chest and throat. Then I settled between Ruth’s soft thighs, and Donna put her mouth at Ruth’s ear and told her what I was about to do, narrated it low and warm and filthy, that he was going to put it in her now, all of it, that she’d had it and it was good, that she was going to feel so full, there, feel that, that’s him, oh Ruth look at your face, and Ruth’s calm broke as I pushed into her, her head going back into Donna’s hands; I sank into her slow and deep and she took me the way she took everything, all the way, with a long low sound that came up from the bottom of her. I moved in her while Donna worked her breasts and murmured at her ear, two of us on the bride at once, one inside her and one at her ear and both sets of hands on her, and the warmth poured up off Ruth and the lamps held steady-bright over us, floor and light in the same bed; I felt through the bond the strangeness and rightness of it, that Ruth was feeling Donna’s light and I was feeling Ruth’s floor and Donna was feeling both through me, the household all wound into one thing on the bride’s wedding night. And Ruth came like that, with a husband inside her and a sister-wife’s hands on her breasts and a sister-wife’s mouth at her ear telling her how good she looked coming, and she came apart with both of us on her and said both our names, Donna’s and mine, the widow undone by a whole household instead of a man, and it was, I think, the moment Ruth stopped monitoring the room and let both of us see and hold her, saying Donna’s name and mine because she belonged to a household now, one no tank-farm fire could erase.

Afterward, it was Ruth’s turn to help, one wife helping me pleasure the other, both directions now, first Donna helping me with Ruth and now Ruth helping me with Donna, the household learning to be a household in bed the way it had learned to be one in a kitchen, by dividing the work and doing it for love.

I stretched flat across the bed instead of returning to the headboard, shoulders near the pillows, and crooked one finger at Donna. She came over me on her knees, platinum hair hanging loose, heavy breasts swaying as she crawled up my body. I caught her waist and guided her astride my hips, then held my cock steady while she sank onto me. The first slow descent pulled a long sweet sound from her. She planted both palms on my chest and rolled her hips until she had taken every inch.

“Up,” I told her, tightening my hands at her waist. “Ride me where Ruth can see all of you.”

Donna straightened. The position put her upright above me, hips exposed to the lamplight, breasts bouncing free, her flushed face turned toward the headboard. Ruth moved there at my direction, sitting above my right shoulder with her back supported by the pillows and her soft thighs bracketing my head and upper chest. Her red hair spread behind her. From there she faced Donna squarely over the length of my body, close enough to hold eye contact, while her hands could reach everything Donna offered.

I hooked an arm around Ruth’s near thigh and drew her snug against my shoulder. Warm softness pressed beside my cheek. My other hand gripped Donna’s hip and set her rhythm on my cock.

“Ruth, take her breasts,” I said. “Donna, keep riding me and look at her. Neither of you looks away.”

Ruth leaned forward between her parted knees and filled both hands with Donna’s heavy breasts. Her thumbs rolled the hard peaks as Donna rose and dropped on me, each descent forcing my cock deep and making her breasts push into Ruth’s palms. The new arrangement turned my wives toward one another across my body: Ruth above my shoulder, calm brown eyes level with Donna’s; Donna riding upright over my hips with nowhere to bury her face. I lay beneath and between them, directing the pace, one arm keeping Ruth in place and one hand controlling Donna’s waist. The center belonged to me.

“Look at her,” Ruth said to me without taking her eyes off Donna. She was learning the game faster than either of us expected, the caretaker discovering another use for those sure hands. “Look at her face. She loves being watched, don’t you, girl? I’m watching. I’ve got my hands on you, and I’m seeing every bit of what he does.”

Donna moaned and rode harder. Her platinum hair bounced around her wrecked face, but Ruth’s gaze held her upright as firmly as my hand did. The household watched her now, not strangers and not a street told by its lamps. The woman Donna had walked down a hill and helped marry to me sat facing her, knees framing her husband’s head, hands weighing Donna’s breasts while my cock worked inside her.

I slid my hand from Donna’s waist between her thighs. Ruth released one breast and reached down too, laying her fingers over mine so I could place them on Donna’s clit.

“There,” I said. “Circle it for me. Let me feel what your hand does to my Muse.”

Ruth obeyed. Her slick fingers worked Donna from the front while Donna rode me, lifting high and taking me to the root with each drop. I held Ruth’s wrist to set the pressure, then returned my hand to Donna’s hip and drove up to meet her. Light built through the room toward its crest. Beneath it, Ruth’s warmth ran from her thigh against my shoulder into my sternum, floor and light threading through the body that joined them.

“Don’t slow down,” Donna begged. “Please, Ruth. Keep watching me. Jack, harder. Make me do it for her.”

“Ride me,” I commanded. “Show your sister-wife what happens when my Muse gets the audience she asked for.”

Donna obeyed with a broken cry. She tried to duck her face as the pressure mounted, but there was no neck to hide in now. Ruth caught her gently by the chin and tipped it back up until their eyes met again.

“No hiding, girl,” Ruth said, low and warm. Her other fingers kept circling Donna’s clit, slick and relentless. “You asked me to watch. Let me see what my hand and his cock do to you.”

Donna’s thighs tightened around my hips. Her rhythm lost its smoothness, becoming short hungry drops that drove me deep while her breasts bounced in Ruth’s reach. The lamps climbed brighter without flickering, pouring steady gold across platinum hair, flushed skin, and the red waves spread above my shoulder.

“There,” Ruth murmured. “I’ve got you. Come where I can see.”

Donna cried out and clenched around me. Her body shook once, twice. Then she squirted across Ruth’s working fingers and my belly in a hot rush. The new angle left the evidence shining down the length of me. Ruth did not flinch or slow. She rubbed Donna through it while Donna kept riding helplessly, spilling again over Ruth’s hand and my skin, laughter breaking through her sobbing gasp.

“Only when I’m watched,” Donna said. “God, only when you watch me like that.”

“Then I’ll watch.” Ruth drew Donna forward by the breast and kissed her, slow and certain, while her wet hand kept moving. “Every time you ask.”

Donna bent toward Ruth for the kiss but remained upright on me, knees planted at my sides. I gripped her ass with both hands and thrust up through the last clenching pulses. Ruth’s legs tightened around my shoulder and head, surrounding me with her soft weight while she held Donna’s mouth to hers above my chest. The three of us made a new shape across the bed, nothing like the seated line of our first night.

“Stay on me,” I said. “I’m going to fill you while she keeps you open.”

“Inside,” Donna pleaded. “Give me all of it. Ruth, keep your hands on me.”

Ruth braced one palm on the mattress beside my head and leaned across us. Her other hand left Donna’s clit, traveled down the tense line of my side, and reached around beneath my hip to press flat against the small of my back. The same hand from the lawn found its place at the peak, warm and sure, supporting my drive from below while Donna rode above.

“I’ve got you both,” Ruth said. “Finish in her, Jack. Let me feel the house take it.”

The floor rose through her palm as Donna’s light crested. Heat spread from my sternum into my hips. The bedroom fixtures blazed steady gold without one tremor in the glass. I pulled Donna down hard and buried myself in her, coming inside pulse after pulse while her pussy squeezed my cock and Ruth’s hand held my back through every shudder.

Donna moaned my name against Ruth’s mouth. Ruth pressed harder beneath me, giving me the support to spend every last drop inside my wife without losing the upward rhythm. Light and warmth passed through all three of us, bright enough to gild the room and controlled enough that nothing rattled or broke.

When the final pulse left me, Ruth’s hand remained at my back. Donna folded forward across my chest, wet, shaking, and smiling, still joined to me. Ruth unwound her legs from my shoulders and came down beside us. I kissed Donna’s ruined lipstick, then drew Ruth in and kissed her too, tasting Donna on both of us.

Three in one bed after, tangled, two costumes on the floor, the lamps settled slowly from their blaze to ordinary warm gold. None of us wanted to move. Ruth lay heavy and warm along my back with her palm still there; Donna rested damp and boneless across my chest, one thigh thrown over mine. For a long while, our bodies made all the household I needed. And out the window the two blue-and-gold pennants hung dark along the Row, the Danner house’s and Ruth’s, two poles with the same colors, one household, and I lay there and looked at the dark shapes of them against the lit dome on the point and thought about the whole strange road of it, a lonely man at a rainy window in a gray year seventy years from now who’d fallen through a hole in the world and washed up in a nickel-coffee town with nothing, and who now lay in a bed on a hero’s Row between two wives with two pennants flying his colors and a city he’d held up with his own body sleeping lit below the hill, and I did not say any of it out loud, because it would have been too much, but I felt the whole size of it, the loneliness and the miracle both, and Ruth, who missed nothing, felt me feel it and pressed her hand flat on my back and said, low, that I should stop thinking so loud, that I was home now and home was a thing you were allowed to just be in, and she was right.

Down the street, a few porch lamps that had brightened with Donna’s finish pulsed once, gently, and settled, and Donna, sprawled warm and spent and glowing across both of us, looked out the window at the Row and said, lazy, delighted, unashamed, that every household on the Row knew, that the lamps had just told them, that all of Pennant Row knew precisely what the Danners had just done. And Ruth, on my other side, her red hair everywhere across the Danner pillow, her hand still resting flat on my back, said the widow’s answer, low and sure and final.

“Let them.”


Chapter 22: Three Chairs

The morning after the wedding, I flew the dawn circuit end to end, harbor and rail yards and the Pile and the tank farm and back, and I came home to my own lawn without a mark on me and three chairs on the porch, and the sight of them drew me down as surely as any landing marker.

The circuit had changed, and its new character held from departure to landing. It had been, my first weeks on the mainland, a slow bleeding, a loop that spent me a little more each night until I came home gray and Donna felt me thin through the bond from the nook and didn’t say so until I did. Now it was a thing I flew standing up, in the air, on a floor that did not fail, every district in the city passing under me in the risen gold light.

I flew it slow on purpose that morning, because I wanted to see everything the night at the Pile had preserved. The harbor and the breakwater and the deep freighter road empty now where a false flag had ridden for weeks at anchor. The Pile’s dome lit and steady on the point, turning, kept, the water moving through the great chrome kettle because a man had stood over a valve. I flew a low pass over the pump house where I’d stood all night, and there was Brannigan already back at work in his coveralls and hard hat directing the repair of pump two, and he looked up and saw me and lifted a wrench, not a wave exactly, a foreman’s acknowledgment of the one hero who’d known his building was a kettle; I tipped a wing to him and flew on. The rail yards. The garment district, where a Starlite sat on its corner with Florence behind the counter and a nickel coffee for anybody, the diner I’d entered during my first confused morning in this world with thirty-one dollars that didn’t spend and a dead phone, unchanged, eternal. The lost man who’d entered that diner seemed impossibly distant from the hero flying above it now. And the tank farm, the scorched ground, and Hal Keller’s little bronze plate, and there beside it now, in the daylight where a widow had carried it, a folded square of red-and-cream, a dead hero’s colors laid at the place he died by the woman who’d loved him and had now, at last, married again. I flew a slow circle over the plate and the folded colors and dipped a wing, one flyer of the loop to another, the second time I’d saluted a dead man’s ground and this time not a stranger’s, my wife’s first husband’s, a man I owed the whole of Ruth to; I flew on. The bright confident city I’d held up with my body waking to a workday it would never know it almost lost. I flew above it all, whole, unmarked, renewable, a man measurably more than he’d been six weeks before; I came around toward the hill and the Row in the full morning and saw our two pennants flying along the street, my colors on two poles, and came down soft on my own grass, on purpose, because the porch deserved it, just as I’d come down with Donna in my arms the first day.

There were three chairs on the porch.

There’d been two, mine and Donna’s, and a space, and then Ruth had carried her own porch chair down the Row and made it three. Now the three of them sat in the morning sun. Donna occupied one with her platinum hair loose, her robe belted badly, and her bare feet tucked beneath her. Ruth sat in the other with red hair down over a cardigan, both hands around a cup. The middle chair remained empty, waiting.

Neither woman offered me coffee immediately. Ruth came down the steps, caught my chin in one calm hand, and turned my face toward the sun. She checked the cheekbone Vetrov had broken and my mouth where the tooth had gone. Her thumb pressed the smooth gum once.

“It grew back,” I said, showing her the tooth.

“Good. I wasn’t sure it would.” She took my right hand and inspected the knuckles, turning it palm up, then squeezed each finger that had broken around the valve thread. “Any pain?”

“None.”

Donna had followed her down and was running both hands over my jacket as if a wound might be hiding under blue cloth. “Turn around.”

“I’m whole.”

“Turn around and let your wives decide that.”

I turned. Donna checked my back. Ruth pressed her palm between my shoulder blades, found no break or fresh healing, and nodded. Only then did they let me approach the chairs.

Ruth handed me her cup, which held the best coffee in three counties. Donna handed me hers, which she had made herself on purpose to prove she could and which was undrinkable. I took both, drank from Ruth’s because it was drinkable, then made a show of drinking from Donna’s because she was watching.

“Better,” Donna said. “Admit it.”

Ruth settled back into her chair. “It is not better, sweetheart. It will never be better. Let him drink mine before yours takes the lining off his throat.”

“My coffee builds character.”

“Your husband has enough character. He needs a tongue.”

I swallowed Donna’s bitter crime with appropriate solemnity. After a night under Vetrov’s fists, bad coffee was a small danger, and Donna’s delighted attention made the performance worth every drop.

It had become the great running argument of the household, the coffee, the one thing Ruth could not teach and Donna would not stop trying to learn, because Donna had decided that a woman who contained the sun ought to be able to boil water, and it galled her past all reason that she couldn’t. Ruth had decided it was funnier to let her keep trying than to fix it, so every morning there were two pots, the good one and the crime, and every morning Donna made me rule on the crime, and every morning I ruled the same way, which was to drink Ruth’s and lie about Donna’s, and every morning Donna caught me lying and made me do it again more convincingly. Ruth said one of these years the girl would make a drinkable cup by pure accident and the running joke would be ruined. Donna said she heard that, and it wasn’t going to be an accident, she was going to do it on purpose one morning to spite them both. Ruth said she looked forward to it, and meant it, and that was the household in a single argument over a bad pot of coffee, two women who’d have had no reason to find each other keeping a joke going in the morning sun.

I stood before the middle chair with a cup in each hand and my two wives on either side. Two cups of coffee, an empty seat, and a lousy pot Donna would keep making until it killed us all had been the impossible wish of a lonely man at a rainy window seventy years from now.

Heat lived in the morning too, because there was always heat in that house now, it lived in the air of the place. Donna had come out in a robe with not much under it and Ruth in a cardigan with the buttons done low, and the two of them in the morning sun with their hair down and their bare legs tucked up were a thing to make a man forget his coffee, and Donna caught me looking, first at her, at the robe fallen open at the thigh, and then at Ruth, at the freckled softness the low buttons showed, and she grinned and said I had that look I got, and Ruth followed her eyes and said, dry, warm, that the man had held a city up earlier that week and married a widow yesterday and still could not sit through a cup of coffee without wanting the both of them, and Donna said that was just how he ought to be, that a man who stopped looking at his wives was someone who’d stopped, and reached over and put her warm hand on my thigh, and Ruth put her hand flat on my chest, much as she did, not for healing now, just to have it there, and I stood between the chairs with one wife’s hand on my thigh and one wife’s hand on my chest in the morning sun and wanted them both with an urgency that could wait. Donna read it in my face and promised me later with a squeeze of my thigh. Ruth’s thumb moved once over my sternum, calm and warm. I let the urgency wait and stood between my wives in the morning sun, holding two cups above the porch’s three chairs.

Malloy’s voice came off the radio while we lingered there, and it pointed at spring.

He raised me from the island, and it was practical Malloy, no ceremony. “Danner. Spring trials. Second-year circuit men report back to be measured, bruised, corrected, and sent home believing the measuring mattered most. You will attend.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Pruitt too, if he can stop writing requests to visit my prisoner long enough to pack.”

Ruth leaned toward the radio. “He’ll pack. I’ll see to it.”

Malloy paused at the unfamiliar voice. “Keller. Congratulations. Keep Danner in one piece until spring. Price wants clean readings, which seems optimistic.”

“I intend to keep him longer than spring.”

“Good answer.” Paper moved near Malloy’s handset. “Wife wing placements run the same week. Trainees finishing their specializations will be matched to households and circuits that want them. Thought you’d appreciate the scheduling. Pure coincidence, naturally.”

Donna covered a laugh with both hands. I looked at the radio grille as if I might see Malloy’s expression through it.

“Naturally,” I said.

“Bell’s name is on the observer list,” he added, too flatly. “That’s all the information you need. Malloy out.”

The set clicked silent before any of us could make him admit he’d carried Audrey’s name into the conversation on purpose. No ceremony, only practical facts and one brunette folded inside them. The island wanted me back in spring for the second-year trials, and the Wife wing’s spring placements happened at the same time.

Audrey was on the island finishing her training, keeping a file, and keeping a chair. A Wife wing placement in spring meant Audrey Bell would finish and be matched to a household and circuit. She had told me twice that aim was later, and spring was later. The facet still missing from my kit, the precision to hold a thread without shaking, waited a hundred miles away on an island in the form of the woman whose dry voice I’d heard while the valve strained beneath me. And Donna, beside me, heard all of it in Malloy’s one flat word too, because Donna heard everything, and she looked at me over the terrible coffee and said, low, only for me, spring, and there was no jealousy in it, none, there was a wingwoman already planning a fourth chair the way she’d planned the third, and I said spring, and Ruth, on my other side, who’d read the whole household off one plate of supper at a wedding a month before, said, not looking up from her coffee, that she’d best start thinking about a fourth chair for the porch then, and that it would be a narrow one, for a narrow precise sort of woman, and Donna laughed, and neither of us had said the name and Ruth had said it plainer than a name by describing the chair, and the three of us sat there in the morning knowing spring might finally put Audrey’s kept chair in play, none of us frightened of the possibility, a household making room without claiming a choice that was still hers, and Malloy had signed off before any of us could say a thing he’d have to pretend he hadn’t heard.

Price’s note came by hand that morning, carried up by a boy from the harbor, and it was the shortest thing she ever wrote me and the biggest.

It said only, in her precise hand: Mr. Danner. Three anomalies is a diagnosis. I have written the diagnosis down at last, but not where anyone else will find it. I have started a file of my own. It has exactly one subject and I do not intend to share it, ever, with the island or the registry or anyone who would stop watching and start using. I would rather understand you than own you. That is a decision. I have made it; I wanted you to have it in my own hand so you would know the watcher on your numbers is, on balance, on your side. Congratulations on the pole. Give my regards to your floor. L. Price.

I passed the note to Donna. She read it with her mouth compressed, then handed it to Ruth.

“That’s trust from her,” Donna said. “She’d call it observation because trust sounds imprecise. It’s still trust.”

Ruth read more slowly. “She says she would rather understand you than own you. That sounds like a woman who’s met too many people who’d choose the other way.”

“She has,” I said. Across the Row, Wayne’s curtains were open and his desk lamp burned in the front room.

Ruth folded Price’s note along its original crease, no new fold, and gave it back. “Then keep it somewhere good. Not hidden under socks. A person ought to know when somebody chose her side.”

I put it in the kitchen drawer with Audrey’s letter and the piano card. The four older melted-vault clippings rested beneath them, still waiting on the fifth. Price’s small white note looked almost bare among the larger papers, but it carried the clearest promise in the drawer: she had seen enough to name me, and chosen not to hand that name to anyone who wanted ownership.

Donna closed the drawer with her hip. “Good. Now the watcher has a place with the people who keep chairs.”

I left Price’s note there in the morning light, not hidden, only kept. Ruth checked the drawer once, memorizing where it lived. Donna tied a blue ribbon around the handle, bright enough that nobody in our household could mistake secrecy for shame.

The freighter was gone east and Sokol with it.

He’d sailed under his false flag out past the breakwater at first light on Founders’ Night, toward the other side of the water. There was no getting him now. A boat with an ocean’s head start was beyond anything I could fly down, and anger did not shorten the distance. The deep road beyond the breakwater stood empty in the morning, only a dark patch of churned water marking where the freighter had ridden for weeks.

Sokol remained a known handler tied to a shop that kept a catalog, alive and outside my reach. His piano still occupied my porch, his note still rested in the good drawer, and his abandoned showroom held freight tags and wax-cylinder scraps Malloy’s men were sorting. Those were the pieces he had left behind. None could turn a hero into a ship or tell me which eastern harbor had received him. I accepted that much without mistaking it for safety, then let the freighter stay gone.

I did not envy him the sailing east, the more I thought about it. A man does not go home to the people who keep a catalog and tell them he spent their monster and their fortune and lost both to a hero from a nickel-coffee town, not without a cost, and whatever waited for Sokol on the other side of the water was not a warm welcome. I found I could let him go the more easily for knowing that the losing had followed him onto the boat, that he sailed east not to safety but to an accounting, and that the shop that had sold him a tireless man would be less pleased with the sale than I was with the outcome, and there was a rough justice in that, the handler carried home to answer for the weapon; I let the water take him and turned my mind back to the porch, because the porch was the point and Sokol was only the thread. Anyone who spent a gold morning chasing that thread in his head would forget the porch he had fought to keep.

The Sleepless Man slept in the island’s custody, eighteen hours a day, they said, a made thing that had never slept catching up on a whole manufactured lifetime of it, and Eddie had written to ask to visit him.

Malloy told me that, dry, over the radio, that the Row’s healer had put in a formal written request to visit the foreign durable in the island’s cold room. I laughed, because of course he had, of course Eddie Pruitt, who healed everything and could not leave a hurt thing alone, had written a letter asking to go sit with a monster who wasn’t even hurt anymore, just tired. The gray man sleeping with a tired child’s heartbeat returned to mind, along with Eddie’s wish to be there when he woke. If anyone in two worlds could make that lonely creature less lonely, it was Eddie. I hoped they’d let him. I wanted what had beaten me all night to wake up in a cold room and find a soft, boyish healer sitting there who’d wanted to come, because nobody holds me up was the saddest thing I’d ever heard a creature say and maybe Eddie was the answer to it, and that hope could wait for the island.

The gray man might know where he had been built, or he might know nothing beyond Sokol’s whistle and the next job put in front of him. Sleep had made him look human; it had not made him willing to talk, and no one yet knew what kind of person would open his eyes in that cold island room. The only voice any of us had heard from him had said that nobody held him up. It was too little to build a theory on and too painful to forget.

Eddie wanted to offer him company when he woke. That was enough reason for the visit without turning kindness into an interrogation. A chair beside a cot, a steady voice, and a healer checking a pulse were not tactics, however badly I wanted answers from across the water. Whatever Vetrov knew about the catalog remained locked behind a man who had spoken one sentence to me, and I had no right to pretend Eddie’s gentle presence would open him. I could hope Vetrov woke to a friendly face without assigning that friendship a job.

Audrey’s file came, forwarded, with a fifth vault in it, and Nicky’s word sitting over every part of it.

It came in the same packet as the spring notice, her page-seven clippings, the melted vaults, the gold-white residue, the campaign nobody but Audrey was tracking against the small families across the bay. The four familiar articles were clipped square and marked in her neat blue pencil. Beneath them lay a fresh clipping from a city farther down the coast.

A fifth vault.

The photograph showed a steel door sagged inward around an empty opening, its locking bars softened and curled. No body count. No dramatic front-page robbery. The report sat beside advertisements for shoes and a church raffle, six inches of type about a small family’s cash reserve vanishing overnight. Page seven, right where Audrey had taught me to look.

She had circled three details: the gold-white stain on the threshold, cartridges found soft and flattened without being fired, and a witness who could no longer describe what he had seen. Four short lines connected those marks to the earlier clippings. No flourish. Audrey did not need one.

Donna read over my shoulder. Ruth stood on my other side with one hand on the back of my chair, her warmth steady against me.

“Five now,” Donna said.

“Five,” I agreed. “And every one quiet enough to disappear under the larger stories.”

Ruth touched the witness paragraph. “This one didn’t disappear to her.”

At the bottom, Audrey had written the connection she’d been making for weeks: The gold man and the tireless man both came out of nowhere, but nowhere is a place. Someone is selling men who appear on no registry to customers who can pay. Five doors are enough to call this a route.

Nicky Moretti’s last word returned as I read Audrey’s blue-pencil notes: catalog. The softened cartridges matched the earlier jobs. The gold-white threshold stain matched the residue in her first four clippings. A second off-registry super had crossed the same hidden route as Vetrov and reached a customer with money. Audrey’s annotations established the connection without needing to circle it twice.

I laid the fifth-vault clipping beside Sokol’s piano note in the good drawer. We know a man out of place when we see one. Whoever sold the Sleepless Man knew how to recognize displaced men, and sooner or later the surviving handler might explain that Beacon Harbor’s Universal came from farther away than any ship could travel. That seller would value my head more than Sokol ever had.

The threat was real, but it offered no road to follow that morning. Sokol’s ship had left an empty harbor. The witness in Audrey’s clipping had an emptied memory. A stain, five doors, and one frightened fixer’s word were evidence, not an address.

I filed Audrey’s pages beneath Price’s note and shut the drawer once. Then I returned to the porch. Donna read my face before I reached the middle chair and held out Ruth’s good coffee instead of her own terrible cup.

“Bad?” she asked.

“Still open across the water. Still beyond my reach.”

Ruth took my wrist and drew me down between them. “Then sit where you can reach what matters.”

I sat. Donna tucked one bare foot beneath my thigh, and Ruth’s hand came warm to my sternum. Behind us, the drawer stayed closed. Ahead, both blue-and-gold pennants moved in the gold morning while the Pile kept turning.

Across the Row, Wayne’s front door opened. Corinne stepped out first in slate-and-crimson and set a cup on the porch rail. Wayne followed in a pressed shirt, buttoned one cuff, and looked across the lawns.

His eyes found me beside the good drawer, then Donna and Ruth in their chairs, then the two blue-and-gold pennants moving above us. He lifted his hand at the neighborly angle the Row expected.

I lifted mine back.

Wayne held the salute for one measured beat. His smile arrived on time. Corinne said something I couldn’t hear, and he lowered his hand, took the coffee she had poured him, and went inside with her. Slate-and-crimson kept moving above their porch after the door shut.

A clatter came from the clinic path. Eddie had caught one shoe under the strap of his satchel, pinwheeled, and saved himself by grabbing the white fence. He looked around to see who had witnessed it.

Every person on our porch had.

“I meant to do that,” he called.

“Of course you did,” Donna called back. “Very advanced healer footwork.”

Eddie freed the strap, shoved the satchel behind his hip as if that might make it less dangerous, and waved up at us. “Ruth promised me a proper supper for helping with the wedding. I’m collecting before somebody decides gratitude has an expiration date.”

“Sunday,” Ruth said. Her hand remained warm over my sternum. “And mind your feet before you break something you’ll have to heal yourself.”

“Occupational practice.” Eddie took two careful steps while watching us, walked shoulder-first into the clinic gate, corrected course, and went up the path grinning.

Beyond Ruth’s end house, where builders had finished extending the Row by one new home that week, a new flagpole leaned six degrees toward the harbor.

Roy Castellan stood halfway up the ladder with a wrench in his good hand and copper-and-white bright across his back. Below him, Peggy held the ladder with one hand and her notebook with the other. Beside the fresh concrete waited a folded set of unfamiliar household colors and a young married couple trying not to look nervous while half the Row watched their pole go up.

“It’s straight,” Roy called down.

Peggy consulted the little level strapped to the post. “It’s pointing at the Pile.”

“Everything points at the Pile from here.”

“Gravity doesn’t. Two inches left.”

Roy shifted the bracket. The pole swung too far. Peggy wrote something, showed him the page, and pointed right. He moved it back with exaggerated care while the new wife covered a laugh behind her glove. Her husband took hold of the ladder beside Peggy, found the balance, and planted both boots in the damp grass.

“There,” Peggy said.

Roy tightened the last bolt. The pole settled upright. He came down two rungs, leaned away to judge it, then climbed back up when Peggy tapped the level with her pencil. The rookie husband kept both hands on the ladder until Roy’s shoes reached the grass.

“You’ll want to check that concrete after the first rain,” Roy told him, passing over the wrench. “And after the first monster. Rain’s more common.”

The new hero looked from Roy’s healed arm to the straight pole. “I’ll remember.”

His wife unfolded their colors across both forearms. She had been gripping the cloth too tightly; when she loosened her hands, deep creases remained in it. Peggy showed her how to fasten the first clip, then stepped aside and let her do the second herself. Her husband took the other end of the line. They pulled together.

Cloth climbed through the gold morning, caught the harbor wind, and opened above the newly finished house past Ruth’s, where the curve now ended. The new wife laughed at the snap of it. Her husband stared upward wearing the dazed expression I remembered from our own first day, when a pole and a porch had seemed too large a promise to belong to one man.

Porches up and down the Row answered with raised cups and applause. June struck a wooden spoon against a pan. Marguerite whistled. Eddie waved both arms from the clinic gate and nearly let the satchel take his feet again. Roy tried to answer everybody at once, fumbled the wrench, caught it against his chest, and bowed as if the catch had been planned.

Peggy wrote that down.

Donna held her cup toward me again. “Mine went cold while you were saluting everybody.”

“That may improve it.”

“Drink and find out.”

I accepted the cup. The coffee remained a crime against beans, water, and the chrome range that had produced it. Donna watched my face over the rim, blue eyes bright with the challenge.

“Well?”

“Warmer than it tastes.”

She slapped my thigh. Ruth’s low laugh sounded beside me, and her thumb moved once over my heartbeat.

“Give him the good cup before he flies another circuit to escape yours,” Ruth said.

Donna traded cups, but only after making me swallow once more. I drank Ruth’s coffee and let the bitterness clear. The new colors snapped at the end of the Row. Eddie reached the clinic door, checked the satchel strap before the step, and looked back to wave again. Wayne’s slate-and-crimson pennant shifted across the street, though his door stayed closed.

Ruth kept her hand on my chest. Donna rested hers on my thigh and nudged the empty chair with one bare foot.

I sat down in the middle chair.
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