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Chapter 1: Page Seven

The streetlamps on Cutter Street went out one at a time, in a line, like somebody walking.

I was six hundred feet over the garment district at a quarter past one in the morning, cape snapping behind me, the harbor a black mirror off my left shoulder and the Pile’s dome sitting on the far point like a low moon. I saw it happen twice before I believed it.

A lamp at the corner of Cutter and Fourth folded into the dark. Then the next one down. Then the one after that, steady as a man’s stride, each yellow pool going out a few seconds behind the last.

A blown transformer takes a whole block at once. A storm takes them at random. This had a pace, walking speed, and it was walking south toward the corner where the garment district ran out of factories and started having banks.

I touched the plate behind my ear. “Okafor. Danner. Lamps going dark on Cutter Street, heading south. One at a time.”

The senior’s voice came back low and calm, with wind in it. “One at a time how?”

“Like a man walking under them.”

There was a pause long enough for me to hear him decide. “I’m over the east rail yards. Twelve minutes, maybe ten. You’re closest.” Another pause. “Go look, Danner. Don’t be brave about it until I get there.”

“Define brave.”

“Anything you’d tell Keller about afterward.”

I tipped forward and dropped.

A winter on the Beacon Harbor circuit had taught my body the city the way a man learns the stairs in his own house. I came down the long slant over the shirt factories with my boots together and the cold air off the harbor going past my ears like a train, and under all of it the floor held.

I still could not get over it: there was a bottom under me now, warm and level, a red-haired woman’s floor, and I could feel it a mile away from her while she slept.

I could feel Donna too, a different thing entirely, a bright line running up the hill behind me to a house with yellow curtains over the sink. She was asleep. Even asleep, the light came down that line like a porch lamp left on.

The last streetlamp on Cutter Street died as I landed under it.

I came down hard and clean on the sidewalk in front of the Ferrante Brothers’ Savings & Loan. The lamp over my head still ticked as the filament cooled. Every window on the block had gone black, and the only light anywhere was a dull orange glow deep inside the bank, the color of a cigarette end in a dark room.

The hair on my forearms stood up under my sleeves. A penny taste came into my mouth, flat and coppery, as if I’d been sucking on change.

I knew that taste. I had tasted it on Valor Island the night the receiving-yard crate flared gold-white and a dockworker named Pell ended up under a gantry, and I had read about it all winter in a drawer with a blue ribbon on the handle. Page seven, where Audrey Bell had taught me to look.

The Ferrante Brothers’ front door was brass and glass with gilt lettering. The brass lock had slumped in its plate like butter left out in August. I pushed the door with two fingers, and it swung.

Heat came out to meet me.

Fire heat has a smell, smoke and paint and burning wood. This had none. It was clean and dry and enormous, a kiln with the door open, and it pressed against my face so hard my eyes watered.

Inside, the bank was a long room with marble floors, a row of tellers’ cages along one side, and green-shaded desk lamps on the loan officers’ desks. Every lamp was dead. The orange light came from the back of the room, where the vault was.

Behind the counter, two people crouched.

One was a young woman with dark hair coming out of its pins, a night clerk in a cardigan with a ledger clutched to her chest like a shield. The other was an old man in a gray watchman’s uniform, his cap gone, his white hair standing up, a service revolver in both hands pointed at the back of the room.

He pulled the trigger as I came in.

Nothing happened. Not a click, not a misfire. The hammer fell and sank, soft, like a thumb into dough.

“It won’t shoot,” the old man said, to me, to nobody. His voice was high and furious. “Forty years. Forty years it shoots fine.”

He swung the cylinder out to show me. The cartridges in it had gone soft as putty, the brass bulged and sagging, the bullets drooped in their casings like wax candles in a window.

“Get down,” I told him. “Both of you. Behind the counter, flat, now.”

I turned to the back of the room.

The vault door was sagging inward. It was a big round steel door, the kind that takes two men and a wheel to swing, and it was glowing orange around a ragged hole the size of a man, the steel drooping and sliding off its own hinges in long slow ropes. The thick bars that locked it had curled up like burned bacon.

In front of it stood a man made of furnace.

I did not look at him straight. The first time I came into that room I could not; he was too bright, a welding arc with shoulders, and my eyes slid off him like they slide off the sun. What I got was edges.

A long coat, camel colored once, gone black and smoking at the hem. Long arms. Long hands, long-fingered, pressed flat against the glowing steel. Skin the color of gold leaf laid over coals, and the heat pouring off it in waves I could see bending the air. A tall shape, too thin for its height, standing very still with its palms on the vault door, and under those palms the steel ran like syrup.

Once, while I stood there, a white flash went off somewhere in the middle of him, quick as a furnace door opening and banging shut. The whole room went white for a blink. Then orange again.

He did not turn around.

I did the Delano Street thing first, because I was still a Delano Street man in my bones and nobody had ever shown me anything else. I opened the source and threw light at him.

It left my palm blue-gold, a fist of it, the same flare that a year ago had taken a payroll office’s support beam and cracked it in half. It crossed the room.

It reached him as a spark.

It got smaller the whole way across the floor, a snowball thrown into a bonfire, and when it touched his coat it was a match flame, and then nothing, and the man brightened. The heat on my face climbed.

He had eaten it.

“Okay,” I said out loud, to the room, which I sometimes did when I was scared and needed to hear a calm voice. “Okay. Not that.”

I crossed the floor in three strides and hit him with my right hand, a strength blow, everything Donna’s bright fuel and a winter of circuit flying could put into a shoulder. A year ago that punch would have folded a car door.

It landed like a push.

That was the only word for it. My fist met his shoulder blade through the burning coat and stopped there, and it was like shoving a man in a crowd who is busy with something. He rocked a quarter inch. He did not look back. His long hands stayed flat on the steel, and the steel kept running.

My knuckles blistered, a white snap of pain across the back of my hand, and then the floor answered it and the blisters closed. The skin went angry and then went smooth, like a film run backward.

Then the drain hit.

Wayne Benton’s drain was a hand in a pocket. This was standing in a current. From the moment I came within thirty feet of him I could feel my stamina leaving me, the plain animal strength in my legs and arms that lets a man keep standing up. My life he left alone. The rest poured out of me like water out of a cracked jar.

The man who’d stood under the Sleepless Man’s fists on his own lawn would have hit this marble in about forty seconds, gray, a hero who’d come home to his wives on a stretcher.

I did not hit the floor.

Ruth’s floor came up instead, warm and unhurried, and it filled the jar back up as fast as the man in the coat could drink it. Empty, full. Empty, full. I put my weight down through my heels and set, the way a rail span anchors to its piers, and for one strange second I was proud of myself in a way I had no time for.

Then I thought about the two people behind the counter.

I had a Housewife’s floor under me. The old man and the young woman did not. I could hear the clerk breathing behind the counter, short and fast and dry.

He could have the vault. Every tool I owned fed him, and while I stood there looking for a fourth tool, two people were cooking. A year ago I would have kept punching out of pride. A winter on the circuit had sanded most of that off me.

I turned my back on him. The space between my shoulder blades itched the whole time, right where a knife would go in.

“Miss,” I said, coming around the end of the counter. “What’s your name?”

“Theresa.” She had the ledger against her chest so hard her knuckles were white. “Theresa Ferrante. It’s my uncles’ bank. I do the night books. I’m not supposed to be here, I’m never supposed to be here this late, I just wanted to finish the…”

“Theresa, I’m going to get you out of here, and I need you to hold still while I do it. It’s going to look strange.”

I lifted my left hand and let the thread come.

A hair-thin line of blue-gold out of my fingertips, the facet I’d found hanging off a collapsing rail span over Delano Street. I could hold a load with it, if the load was patient. What I could not do was hold it still. It came out of my fingers shaking like a fishing line in a current. I had flown with it all winter, and it still shook, and I still did not know why.

I laid it around Theresa Ferrante’s waist anyway, as gently as I could, and drew her across the floor toward me the way you reel in a fish you mean to throw back. It wobbled. It bumped her against the leg of a teller’s stool. She gasped. But it held, and she came, and then she was against my side and I had an arm around her.

The old man, I just picked up.

He weighed about as much as Donna’s steamer trunk. He swore at me in Italian the entire way, beating on my back with the useless revolver, and I put him over my shoulder like a sack of flour and walked out of the Ferrante Brothers’ Savings & Loan through the side door into the alley with the girl under my arm.

The drain stopped the moment I cleared thirty feet, like a faucet turning off. He’d had me the whole time I was inside. And I didn’t fall.

I set the old man down on a crate. He was crying. I checked him over the way Eddie had taught me, and he slapped my hands away.

“My hat,” he said. “My hat’s in there.”

“Your hat.”

“Rosa bought me that hat.” His voice cracked. “The year before she passed. Gray felt, with the little feather. I put it on the counter when I sat down for my coffee. It’s on the counter.” He wiped his face with the back of his wrist, furious with himself. “Never mind. Never mind, it’s a hat, I’m an old fool, I know it’s a hat.”

Theresa was sitting on the alley step with her ledger in her lap. “Mr. Benedetto,” she said softly. “Augie. It’s a hat.”

Her eyes were on me. A man doesn’t go back into a furnace for a hat.

But the floor had held the whole time, and the man at the vault had not turned around once. The counter was twenty feet from the side door. In and out. Ten seconds.

And Augie Benedetto was sixty-eight years old and crying about the last thing his wife had bought him.

“Stay here,” I said. “Both of you. Don’t go back in for anything else, I’m only doing this once.”

“You’re crazy,” Theresa said.

“My wife says that,” I said. “The other one says I’m thorough.”

I went back in.

Here is what I remember.

I remember the heat on my face again and the penny taste and my hair rising under my collar. I remember the drain catching me as I crossed into the room, the cracked jar, the floor coming up. I remember the counter, and the gray felt hat sitting on it beside an overturned coffee cup, a little brown feather in its band.

I remember putting my hand out for the hat.

And I remember thinking, with the hat almost in my fingers, that I had come into this room twice now and never actually seen the face of the thing at the vault, and that a man who’s going to fight something next week had better know what it looks like this week.

I remember deciding to look.

I turned my head and looked straight at him.

Then I was sitting on the curb on Cutter Street in the dark, and Theresa Ferrante was shaking me by both shoulders.

There was no join. One instant I was turning my head inside the bank; the next I was on the curb with my boots in the gutter and a girl’s frightened face eight inches from mine saying “Mister, mister, mister.”

“I’m here,” I said.

“You weren’t.” She let go of my shoulders and sat back on her heels on the sidewalk. “You came out walking like a sleepwalker and sat down and just stared. I said your name, I mean I said mister, I don’t know your name, I said it ten times.”

There was something in my right hand.

I looked down. It was a gray felt hat with a small brown feather in its band. My fingers were closed on the brim so hard they had crushed it.

I did not remember picking it up.

“How long was I in there?”

“I don’t know. A minute? More.” Theresa pushed her hair out of her face. “I counted. I count when I’m scared, my mother taught me, you count and it gives your head something to do. I got to ninety-something before you came out the door.”

Ninety seconds.

I checked my wristwatch, a steel Bulova Ruth had given me at Christmas because a man who flew a circuit all night ought to know what time it was when he came home. One twenty-three. Over Cutter Street it had said one sixteen.

A minute and a half, cut out of the film and the ends spliced so cleanly I would never have known, except for a hat in my fist and a girl who counts when she’s scared.

“Mister.” Theresa was watching my face. “You yelled something. In there.”

I rubbed my thumb hard across my palm. “What did I yell?”

“I don’t know. That’s why I’m telling you.” She frowned, trying to get it right, and I could see she’d get it right if it could be gotten. “It was a word. It was loud, like you were surprised. But it wasn’t a word I know. It sounded like English, it had English in it, but it wasn’t any English I ever heard.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I’d tell you if I could.”

I ran the list, fast, a man patting his pockets for his keys. Phone. Internet. Laptop. Every word I’d caught on my tongue a hundred times since the portal and swallowed. Any one of them, shouted in a burning bank at a man made of gold.

I didn’t know, and I could never know, because the only place I could have looked for the answer was the place he’d cut.

That was what landed under my ribs and stayed. The gray Tuesday and the four-minute call and Danny in Denver and every song I’d ever taught Donna to hum lived in my head and nowhere else. My head was the only proof that 2026 had ever happened, and something had just reached into it and taken a piece out as easily as a man takes a pie off a windowsill.

The Sleepless Man could break my bones and Ruth would knit them. This thing could take the inside of me out a minute and a half at a time, and nobody, not Ruth’s floor, not Donna’s light, not Eddie’s hands, could grow it back.

Down the street, the lamps were coming back on.

They came on the way they’d gone out, in a line, except now the line was going away from me, south and east toward the harbor, each lamp weaker than it should have been, a few blown for good. I was watching a man leave. Patient, in no hurry at all. Walking home from work.

I got up.

Theresa put a hand on my arm. “Don’t.”

“I’m not going after him.” It was the truth, and it cost me to say it, and I said it anyway. “I’m going to look at the vault.”

The heat inside the bank had dropped from kiln to oven, and I could breathe.

The vault was empty.

The door hung off its hinges in a long frozen drip, steel that had run like candle wax and set again. Inside, the shelves were bare, and a row of brass safe-deposit boxes had slumped into a single melted bar, the little numbered doors running together.

On the marble threshold of the vault, where the man had stood with his palms on the door, there was a stain. Gold-white, faintly shining, like the inside of a lamp globe. It went around the doorframe in a ring.

I knew Audrey’s file by heart. Steel door sagged inward around an empty opening. Gold-white stain on the threshold. Cartridges softened flat. A witness who could not describe what he saw.

I was the witness.

Boots hit the street outside, heavy, the sound of two hundred and some pounds of strength-and-toughness Specialist landing without bothering to be gentle about it.

Isaiah Okafor came through the front door in his green-and-silver cape with his broad shoulders filling the frame and his broken-and-healed nose lifted to the air like a dog’s, and he stopped two steps inside and looked at the room. The dead lamps. The melted vault. Me.

“Anybody hurt?” he said.

“No. Night clerk and a watchman. They’re in the alley. They’re fine.”

“Anybody dead?”

“No.”

He let a breath out through his nose, and his shoulders came down an inch. Okafor counted the way Malloy counted, the people first and everything else after.

“Then it’s a good night,” he said, “whatever else it is.” He walked to the vault, close enough that the heat still coming off it must have been ugly on his face, and touched one thick finger to the gold-white stain. Rubbed his finger and thumb together. “Page seven.”

“You read page seven?”

“Your brunette sent me her clippings in January.” He didn’t look at me. “Said you’d forget to show me. She was right.”

“I didn’t think it would come here.”

“Same thing, out here.” Okafor turned around and looked at me properly, a man deciding whether to send another man somewhere. “You went in.”

“Twice.”

“What did you hit him with?”

“Everything.”

“And.”

“He ate it.” I made myself say it plainly. Okafor had no patience for anything else. “Light, he ate. A straight punch was like shoving a man in a ticket line. And standing near him drains you. The legs go. It pours out of you.”

Okafor’s eyes narrowed. “You’re standing.”

“Keller,” I said, which was what the Row called Ruth, and what I called her too when I was talking to Okafor. “The floor kept coming up. I didn’t go down.”

Okafor grunted. From Okafor that was most of a speech. “And the clerk and the old man. You got them out.”

“First trip.”

“First trip,” he repeated. His gaze went past me to the counter, where the overturned coffee cup still sat, and then back to the hat I was still holding in my hand. “And the second trip was for that.”

“It was his wife’s.”

Okafor looked at the hat. Then he looked at me, and some of the hardness in his face eased.

“Danner,” he said. “You went into a furnace for a dead woman’s hat.”

“I know how it sounds.”

“No,” he said slowly, “I don’t think you do. I think it sounds like the reason I’d rather have you on my circuit than any strength man on this coast.” He shook his head once. “Don’t do it again.”

His eyes caught on my shoulder and stopped.

“Danner. Your jacket.”

I looked down at myself.

My cape had come off at some point I didn’t remember. My blue-and-gold jacket was untouched across the chest, the two gold stars at the collar where they belonged, Donna’s and Ruth’s. But on my left shoulder, seared into the royal-blue wool and shining faintly like the stain on the threshold, there was a handprint.

A man’s hand, open, fingers spread. Long fingers, too long for the palm, a pianist’s fingers. The print was darker at the heel of the hand than at the tips, as though the heat had lived in the palm and only reached the fingers on its way somewhere else.

I didn’t remember it. I laid my fingers inside the print, and they didn’t fill it. Under the wool there was a dull pulsing soreness I had not noticed until that moment, because the floor had been busy with everything else.

Okafor came over and looked at it from six inches away, the way he looked at a dent in a counterweight.

“He touched you,” Okafor said.

“I don’t remember.”

“A man who melts vault doors with his palms put his palm on you and took it off again,” Okafor said, very quietly. He tipped his head toward the vault. “Something that does this doesn’t let go of a man by accident.”

For a minute and a half, inside that cut, I’d stood in front of him with my eyes full of his face and my mouth shouting a word from 2026, and he had laid one long hand on my shoulder and decided to let me walk out with a hat.

Why?

Outside, a police car pulled up with its siren winding down and its single red light turning. A big uniformed cop got out with his hand on his holster and his breath smoking in the cold, and I knew him. Bisek. The beat cop who’d found me asleep on a park bench my first night in this world and told me the Y on Third opened its lobby at five.

He took in the dark bank, Okafor’s cape, me with an old man’s hat in my hand.

“Mr. Danner,” he said. “You look like you need the Y.”

He held out his other hand. My cape was balled up in it, scorched along the hem, the gold clasp torn clean off. “This was lying in the gutter by the curb. Nobody else on this block wears blue and gold.”

I took it from him. I didn’t remember losing that either.

“I need a doctor,” I said, and was surprised to hear myself say it.

The Row clinic sat on the corner at the head of Pennant Row, white clapboard with a red cross painted on a sign over the door, and at a quarter past two in the morning Eddie Pruitt had every light in it burning.

He was waiting on the step when I landed, in his undershirt and clinic-white trousers with his sandy hair sticking up on one side and his satchel over his shoulder, because Eddie would take that satchel with him to his own funeral.

“Okafor radioed,” he said. “He said you went into a furnace for a hat and now you want a doctor, and Jack never wants a doctor, so either you’re dying or you scared yourself. Sit. On the table. Don’t argue, I’m in my undershirt, I have no authority, sit anyway.”

I sat on the table.

Eddie talked the whole time he worked. He looked at my knuckles, which were perfect, and said “Keller” with exasperated affection. Then he peeled the jacket off my shoulder, looked at the burn under the handprint, and went quiet, which for Eddie was alarming.

“That’s not a normal burn.”

“What is it?”

“I don’t know. It’s pink, it’s warm, but it’s not blistered and it’s not open.” He laid his palm flat over it, and I felt his warmth go in, gentle and searching. His eyebrows went together. “It doesn’t want me. Your skin wants me, the meat underneath wants me, but there’s something sitting in it like grit in an oyster, and it doesn’t want to come out.” He took his hand away and wiped it on his trousers, an unconscious little gesture, as if his palm had come away from something spoiled. “Okay. That’s tomorrow’s problem. Eyes. Tell me about the minute and a half.”

So I told him.

He listened without interrupting. You could see what it cost him. Then he shone a chrome penlight in my eyes and had me count backward from a hundred by sevens, which I did badly, as I always had.

“You’re bad at math,” he said. “Good. That’s you, then.”

He put the penlight away and sat down on the stool across from me with his hands between his knees.

“There’s nothing wrong with you,” Eddie said.

It was the worst thing he could have said. Eddie knew that better than I did.

“Your eyes are fine. Your memory’s fine everywhere I can poke at it, before and after. No swelling, no concussion, nothing knocked loose.” He rubbed his face with both hands. “I know what damage feels like, Jack, it’s the only thing I’m any good at. There’s no damage.” He looked up at me. “It’s just gone. Like somebody took it out with tweezers and didn’t leave a mark.”

“Can it come back?”

“I don’t know.” He said it plainly. “I can’t heal something that isn’t hurt. If it’s anywhere, it’s not anywhere I can reach.”

The door opened and both my wives came in out of the night.

Donna came first, because Donna always came first, through doors and into rooms and into trouble. She had a camel coat thrown on over a pale pink nightgown that stopped at mid-thigh, her bare legs in a pair of my socks and her house slippers, her platinum hair loose and wild from the pillow, no lipstick, no armor, nothing but Donna. The coat hung open. The nightgown was thin, and her heavy breasts swayed under it with every step, and even sitting on Eddie’s table with an old man’s hat beside me and ninety seconds missing from my head, my eyes went straight to her and my body answered, a hard pull low in my belly.

She stopped in the doorway and looked at me.

The clinic lamps steadied. The big chrome lamp over the table had been flickering faintly since I sat down, some leftover disturbance from Cutter Street still in the wiring of me. The moment Donna’s eyes found my face, it went steady and warm and gold, and so did the little lamp on Eddie’s desk, and the one over the door.

“There you are,” she said, softly.

She had felt it in her sleep up the hill, through the bond, and she had gotten up and put on my socks and come.

Ruth came in behind her.

She had an old gray cardigan buttoned to the throat over her nightgown, and her thick red hair was down her back in a single loose braid she’d done in the dark. Nothing in Ruth Keller’s wardrobe had ever been built to hide her. The enormous soft weight of her breasts filled the knit and pulled the buttons, and the freckled skin of her throat showed above the top one, pink from the cold.

She didn’t stop in the doorway. Ruth never stopped in doorways. She crossed the room in four steps in her practical shoes, looked at Eddie, looked at me, and said one word.

“Where.”

“Everywhere a little,” I said. “Mostly my legs. And this.”

I showed her the shoulder.

Ruth looked at the handprint seared into my jacket. Her calm face did not change at all, which was how I knew she didn’t like it. Then she put the jacket aside, folded, and put her palm flat on my sternum.

The warmth came up from where her hand was, heat from the breastbone out, like a stove coming on in a cold kitchen. The scooped-out ache the drain had left in my thighs and the backs of my arms, the feeling of having carried a piano up four flights of stairs, went out of me like water going out of sand.

I breathed all the way down for the first time since the lamps went dark.

“There,” Ruth said.

She moved her hand to my shoulder and laid it flat over the burn, and I felt her press the warmth in there too.

It went slower.

Every other wound Ruth had ever closed on me, a broken rib, a tooth knocked out at the root, had gone under her hand fast, closed before I finished wincing. This went grudging, the edges first. When she lifted her hand, the place under the print was still pink, a pale patch the shape of a long-fingered hand, a little raised, like the skin over a healed scald.

Ruth’s mouth went flat. She put her palm back on it, held it longer, and took it away again. A little paler. Not gone.

“That’s slower than I like,” she said. “It doesn’t want to go.” She looked at me with her steady brown eyes. “It’ll go. Not tonight.”

Eddie said, “Well, that’s new,” in a small voice, and wrote something on his chart.

Donna had come to the other side of the table. She didn’t touch the shoulder. She took my right hand instead, the one that had been holding the hat, and turned it over and looked at the creases in the palm as though she might read what was missing there. Her thumb moved over my knuckles. The lamps stayed steady.

“Tell me,” she said.

I told them both, short, the lamps to the hat to the curb. Ruth’s hand moved to my back while I told the part about the drain, flat between my shoulder blades, as if she were checking the floor was still there.

Then I told them about the word.

When I said it, Donna’s fingers tightened on mine so hard her nails bit. She had sat at our kitchen table with my driver’s license in her hand and asked me if there were still porches in 2026. She knew what kind of word it would have been.

Ruth knew too. She only went very still. I’d seen her go that still on her porch at dawn, counting whether a man coming in was flying straight.

Eddie, on his stool with his chart, thought it was a word I’d shouted in a fright, and I let him.

“It doesn’t matter what the word was,” Donna said at last, firmly, for Eddie’s benefit and mine both. “Whatever you said, you said it to him, and he was busy robbing a bank.”

“He let me go,” I said.

“Then he’s an idiot,” Donna said.

Ruth was looking at the handprint on the folded jacket with the face she wore when she found a drafty window in October. Noting, very carefully, where the cold was getting in.

“He didn’t let you go,” she said. “He put you down. There’s a difference.”

Nobody said anything to that.

Eddie cleared his throat. “I’m writing this up for Malloy. He’ll want it, and Price will want it worse.” He looked at his chart. “What do I put? For the shouting. Patient reports shouting an unknown word during the missing interval. Do I spell it? Does anybody know how to spell it?”

“No,” I said. “Nobody does.”

He wrote that down too.

I sat with Ruth’s hand on my back and Donna’s fingers laced through mine and felt the edge of the cut in my own mind, the empty space where I had done and said something I would never be able to go in and get.

“Jack,” Donna said quietly.

“I’m here.”

“I know you’re here.” She lifted my hand and pressed her mouth to the knuckles, soft, warm, no lipstick. “I’m telling you that you are. All of you. I can feel all of you. Everything that matters is still sitting right here on this table being difficult about going home.” She put my hand against her cheek and held it there. “Now come home.”

Ruth’s hand pressed flat between my shoulder blades, once.

“Bed,” Ruth said. “Then I’ll feed you. Then we’ll see about the rest.”

I went home.

I flew the two of them up the Row, Donna on my back with her coat flapping and Ruth in my arms because she still said riding on a man’s back was undignified for a woman of thirty-one, and the porch lamps of Pennant Row brightened under us one by one, Donna’s doing, a street that knew when the Danners were home.

Our two pennants hung dark on their poles, mine in the middle of the curve and Ruth’s at the end.

I set my wives down on our porch.

Donna went in to put the kettle on, which she would ruin. Ruth stood on the top step with her braid over her shoulder and her cardigan pulled tight and looked down the hill at the dark city and the harbor and the Pile’s dome on the point.

Down at the water, a line of lamps was still coming back on along the harbor road, weak and yellow, walking away.

Ruth watched it until the last lamp at the bottom of the hill had come on.

“He walked,” she said. “All that, and he walked home.”

“He doesn’t fly,” I said. “I think.”

“No.” She turned and put her hand on my chest, over the place where the floor lived. “He doesn’t have to. He’s got somebody to carry him.” She said it the way she said everything, once, and went inside to keep my wife from boiling the coffee.

I stood on my own porch in my undershirt with the handprint jacket folded over my arm and a dead woman’s hat still crushed in my fist, because I had forgotten, in all of it, to give it back.


Chapter 2: The Gilded Dynamo

“Rule on it,” Donna said, and pushed the cup across the nook table at me with one finger, like a woman sliding a revolver across a bar.

I had slept six hours in our bed with a wife on either side of me and Ruth’s palm flat between my shoulder blades the whole time, and I had come downstairs to the kitchen in my undershirt to find both of them already up and the sun pouring through the yellow curtains Donna had carried across the strait last summer.

There were two pots on the chrome range. There were always two pots.

Ruth’s sat on the back burner, dark and plain and smelling the way coffee smells in advertisements. Donna’s sat on the front burner, and it smelled like a tire fire at a tannery.

“I haven’t sat down yet,” I said.

“Sit down and rule on it.”

I sat down in the nook under the window over the sink. Donna slid into the bench across from me in her robe, a pale blue quilted thing she belted badly on purpose, and propped her chin in both hands and watched me with her wide blue eyes, waiting. The robe fell open at the throat. She didn’t fix it. She never fixed it at breakfast. The soft heavy upper slopes of her breasts showed in the gap, pale and warm in the window light, a little sheen of morning on them, and she knew where my eyes went before they went there.

“Eyes on the cup, hero,” she said. “You can look at those after you lie to me.”

I picked up the cup and drank.

It was worse than usual. I hadn’t known that was possible. It was bitter in a way that had texture, and there was something gritty at the bottom of the mouthful, and it went down my throat like a confession.

“Well?”

“It’s warm,” I said.

“That’s what you said yesterday.”

“It was warm yesterday too. You’re consistent. That’s a virtue.”

Ruth set a second cup in front of me without a word and went back to the range. Hers. I drank half of it at once, and Donna watched me do it with her mouth pursed and her eyes dancing.

“I put an egg in it,” Donna said. “An eggshell. June says the farm wives up north do it, it settles the grounds. I put a whole egg in because I thought more would settle more.”

“A whole egg,” Ruth said from the range. Her back was to us. Her shoulders were moving.

“The shell too.”

“Sweetheart,” Ruth said, and turned around, and she was almost laughing, which on Ruth was a slight softening at the corners of a calm mouth and a brightness in the brown eyes. “You boiled an egg in his coffee.”

“I enriched his coffee.” Donna lifted her chin. “He’s had a night. He needs protein.”

I laughed. It came out of me before I could stop it, the first real laugh since Cutter Street, and it loosened something in my chest that had been tied in a knot since a curb in the dark. Donna heard it and her whole face went bright, and I understood, too late to be annoyed about it, that she’d put the egg in on purpose.

That was a Muse, even at a breakfast table.

Ruth came over with the pot and topped off my good cup. She was dressed for the day already, a green house dress with the sleeves rolled to the elbow and an apron over it, her red hair pinned up for work and already coming loose at the nape. She leaned past me to set the pot down, and the apron bib went taut over her breasts, freckled skin at the open collar, and she smelled of soap and fresh bread.

She put her hand on the back of my neck for a second as she straightened. Checking. The warmth came and went.

“The shoulder?” she said.

“Sore.”

“Let me see it after you eat.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Don’t ma’am me in my own kitchen.”

“It’s my kitchen,” Donna said.

“It’s your kitchen,” Ruth agreed. “That’s why the coffee has an egg in it.”

Out the window over the sink, Pennant Row was having its spring.

It had come all at once the week before, as it always did in Beacon Harbor, a cold gray March and then one morning the whole hill green. Every lawn on the curve was cut. The dogwood in front of the Castellans’ had gone white. Up at the head of the Row, Okafor’s green-and-silver pennant snapped on its pole, and across the street Wayne Benton’s slate-and-crimson hung straight and correct, and down at the far end past Ruth’s house the newest household on the Row flew maroon-and-white on the pole Roy Castellan had sunk for them last summer.

Our two poles were blue-and-gold. Mine in the middle of the curve, in front of this house with its yellow curtains. Ruth’s at the end, in front of the house she still kept and still slept in half the nights of the week, because a household was not a single building and never had been.

There were three chairs on our porch. I could see the arm of one through the front window from where I sat.

There was room on that porch for a fourth. Nobody had said so out loud since Christmas, and everybody in the house knew it.

The hat had gone back to its owner at nine, while I was still asleep upstairs. Bisek drove Augie Benedetto up the hill, and Ruth met them on the porch with the hat in her hands. She said he pushed the dent out of the brim with his thumb, put it on a little bent, and squinted up at our bedroom window, and told her to tell me: “Next time, son, look at your shoes.”

The good drawer was in the kitchen, to the left of the sink, and it had a blue ribbon tied around its handle.

Donna had tied it there the morning after Ruth’s wedding, so nobody in our household would ever mistake that drawer for a hiding place. It was a keeping place. A drawer you hide things in has its handle bare.

After breakfast I opened it and stood there with my coffee and looked at what a winter had put in it.

Price’s note, the short one, in her precise hand. Sokol’s piano card, written in the careful foreign English of a man who had learned it on the other side of the water. The five melted-vault clippings Audrey had sent me across the year. And on top of all of it, tied with a length of white kitchen string in a neat cross, a stack of letters an inch and a half thick.

Audrey’s.

I had written to her all winter about the aim, because she had told me to, standing on the island dock the day I left for the Row with a folder under her arm. Write to me about the aim, Danner. Letters. I’ll answer. I hadn’t known what to write at first, so I had written what was true: what the thread did and didn’t do on the circuit, the night I’d caught a falling window-washer’s bucket over Ferris Avenue and missed the squeegee, the week it had shaken so badly I’d stopped using it at all.

She had answered within the week, every time. Two pages, sometimes three. Crisp blue-black ink on Wife wing paper with the winged star at the top, every line squared to the edge of the page. She answered every question I asked and two I hadn’t.

I untied the string and thumbed through them standing at the counter.

Danner. You wrote that the thread “has a mind of its own, it’s a whole thing.” Things are not whole or partial. Describe the shake. Which direction does it drift, how far, at what distance does it start. I can’t fix an adjective. A.

Danner. Left and downward, then. Always left? Even when you aim with the left hand? Find out. Write it down. Don’t guess. A.

Danner. Your letter of the fourteenth said you would “circle back” to my question about distance. I have been circling for nine days. Land. A.

I laughed again, there at the counter, and Ruth looked over from the sink.

“Her,” Ruth said.

“Her.”

“You laugh different at those.” She went back to the dishes. “Like you found your name in the paper.”

The noon edition came at a quarter to twelve.

Peggy Castellan brought it, because Peggy brought everything, coming up our walk with the Beacon Herald folded under her arm and her sandy ponytail swinging and her little notebook in her other hand. She had the look of a girl who had already read the front page twice and had opinions.

“You’re famous again,” she said, handing it up the porch steps. “Not as famous as the Pile. But it’s above the fold, and they spelled Danner right, and they got the time of the call wrong by four minutes, I’ve written to them.”

“You wrote to the Herald.”

“Somebody has to.” She wrote something in the notebook. “Eleven forty-six, paper delivered, Danner porch.”

She went back down the walk.

I unfolded the paper on the porch rail, and the headline came off the page at me in type an inch and a half tall.

THE GILDED DYNAMO

Under it, a photograph of the Ferrante Brothers’ front door in daylight, the gilt lettering on the glass, the brass lock slumped in its plate like a candle. A second photograph inside, grainy, taken with a flash: the vault door hanging off its hinges in a long frozen drip.

Dell Marsh’s byline sat under the photographs, as it had sat under THE MAN WHO HELD THE PILE last summer. Marsh had kept his notes from the summer; the last paragraph said so.

A furnace in the shape of a man walked down Cutter Street early Wednesday morning, put out every lamp on the block one by one, and melted the vault door of the Ferrante Brothers’ Savings & Loan like candle wax. The Herald can now report what this paper’s page seven has been reporting in pieces since last summer: he has done it before. Five times, in this city and up and down this coast, a small family’s vault has been opened by heat no torch can make, and in every case the witnesses could not describe what they saw.

This reporter has given him a name, because a thing that walks through our city ought to have one: the Gilded Dynamo.

“Oh, that’s good,” Donna said, reading over my shoulder with her chin on my arm. “Oh, I hate that, it’s so good. Dell Marsh has no right to be that good at names.”

“He named the Sleepless Man too.”

“I know, and that one was good too.” She read on. “Oh, Jack. Look.”

Two people were inside the bank when the Dynamo walked in through the front door. Both are alive this morning because Beacon Harbor’s own Universal, Jack Danner of Pennant Row, landed on Cutter Street as the last lamp died, carried them out a side door, and then, by the account of night watchman August Benedetto, sixty-eight, went back into the burning building for Mr. Benedetto’s hat.

Night clerk Theresa Ferrante, who kept her eyes on her ledger the whole time, remembers everything. Danner, who would not give this paper a quote, is reported to have looked directly at the intruder.

Donna’s chin came off my arm.

“How does he know that?”

“Augie,” I said. “Or Theresa. Or Bisek. Or the night nurse at Eddie’s clinic who brought in the extra blanket.” I folded the paper. “It doesn’t matter. Marsh finds out things. It’s what he’s for.”

Six vaults now, six small families, and the thing that opened them had a name.

Page seven had come off page seven. It had come into my city and put its hand on me.

Okafor’s porch was at the head of the Row, and by one o’clock half the Row was on it.

That was how the street handled a bad night. Nobody called a meeting. Nobody needed to. June Okafor put the big percolator on, and the smell went down the hill like a bell, and people came. Roy Castellan with his arm long out of its sling, too loud. Peggy with her notebook. The young maroon-and-white rookie and his wife from the far end, pale and polite and trying not to stare at me. Eddie, who had slept four hours and looked it.

June was pouring. She was tall and dark and sturdy in a green-and-silver house dress with her hair in a neat wrap, and she poured coffee the way Ruth poured coffee, as a matter of authority, and nobody on that porch had ever refused a cup from her.

Marguerite had Donna by both hands on the porch swing.

“Every detail,” Marguerite said. Okafor’s Muse was small and quick with light brown skin and a cloud of natural curls held back with a green ribbon, and she laughed first at everything, and she wasn’t laughing now. “Every single one. What did it feel like. When he went in. Through the bond.”

“Like a stove,” Donna said. “Like somebody opened an oven door in the next room. I woke up hot. I thought I had a fever.” She glanced at me across the porch. “Then it went cold. All at once. Like somebody turned a light off in a hallway I didn’t know I was standing in.”

Marguerite’s hand tightened on hers. “The minute and a half.”

“The minute and a half,” Donna said quietly. “I couldn’t feel him. It wasn’t like the pumping station last year, when he went thin and I could still hold on. He was just, off the edge of the paper. And then he was back, sitting on a curb somewhere being very confused, and I was out of bed and putting on his socks.”

Ruth stood at the porch rail beside June with a cup in her hand. She hadn’t said anything since we came up the steps. She hadn’t had to. June had looked at her once and handed her a cup and stood beside her, two Housewives, the Row’s two kitchens, shoulder to shoulder at the rail like two women watching weather come in off the water.

Okafor sat in his big porch chair with his boots planted and the paper across his knee.

He’d flown the rest of the circuit alone after Cutter Street, and the tiredness was in the deep lines beside his broken nose. His voice was the same low calm it always was.

“The Ferrantes,” he said, and tapped the paper. “You know who they are?”

“A savings and loan,” I said. “Two old brothers, a niece who does the night books.”

“A family,” Okafor said. “Small one. Old harbor family, been lending money to fishermen and dry cleaners since before I could fly. Not a big outfit. They don’t run girls or numbers. They run a bank, and they pay the men they’re supposed to pay, and they keep their heads down.” He laid his thick finger on the paper. “Your brunette’s five vaults. You read them?”

“Every one.”

“You notice the names?”

I had, in January, and told myself I was seeing patterns because seeing patterns was the only thing I’d ever been paid for.

“Small families,” I said. “All of them. Up and down the coast. The ones who aren’t Sartori.”

“The ones who aren’t Sartori yet,” Okafor said. “The Sartori outfit’s been buying out the small families up and down this coast for two years, starting with ours. Buying, squeezing, sitting on them. The Morettis were the loud ones, they took hostages over it, you were there. The rest went quiet. Sold their docks, sold their trucks, sold their corners.” He looked out at the harbor. “And now somebody’s opening their vaults. Not the Sartoris’ vaults. Theirs. The ones who held out.”

Roy said, “So the Sartoris are robbing the holdouts.”

“No,” Okafor said. “A gang that robs holdouts uses men with guns and a truck. You get a robbery, you get a car chase, you get a funeral.” He turned the paper so the photograph of the drooping vault door faced the porch. “This is somebody walking into a bank with a thing nobody can stop, and walking out with the gold, and leaving the cash drawers alone. Nobody dead. Never anybody dead. Six times.” He let that sit. “A gang hitting a holdout leaves a funeral. This is a man collecting.”

“Collecting what?” Peggy said.

Okafor was quiet a moment.

“Payment,” he said. “Somebody’s paying for something big. And they’re paying in other people’s money.”

I thought about the man with his long hands flat against the steel, not hurrying, the patience of him. Collecting. A man walking a route with a satchel, except the satchel was a furnace and every house was a vault and the street ran the whole coast.

Who sells a man like that? And what does it cost?

I didn’t say it. Okafor saw me not say it.

“Spring trials,” he said, changing the subject on purpose. “You’re due on the island Saturday. Two weeks.”

“I can stay.”

“No, you can’t.” He didn’t raise his voice. “Malloy wants every second-year on that island measured, and Malloy gets what he wants, and besides.” He glanced at Donna and Ruth and back at me, and there was the smallest dry glint in his tired eyes. “Unless I’ve misread the Row, there’s a reason your household’s going besides the measuring.”

Marguerite laughed. It was the first one of the morning.

“I’ll hold the circuit,” Okafor said. “I held it alone four years before Keller’s man came, and I held it six months after he died, and I’ll hold it two weeks while you go get measured. The city won’t burn down.”

“He might come back.”

“Then he’ll come back to a city with me in it.” Okafor folded the paper. “And I’ll have read your report on what not to hit him with. Write it before you go.”

Across the street, a screen door opened.

Wayne Benton came down his porch steps at the correct pace in a pressed white shirt and gray trousers with a crease you could have opened letters with, his dark hair in its severe side part, and he crossed the Row’s center lawn toward Okafor’s porch at a walk that was neither hurried nor slow.

Corinne stayed on their porch. She had a clipboard against her hip, and she was writing on it, and she did not look up.

Wayne stopped at the foot of Okafor’s steps, the way he always stopped, at the line, correct, a man who would never set foot on another hero’s porch without being asked.

“Captain Okafor. June. Marguerite.” A nod to each, gracious. Then the ice-blue eyes came to me. “Danner. I heard about last night. I wanted to ask after your health.”

“I’m fine. Thanks.”

“I’m sure you are.” His smile arrived on time. “I hear you stood in it.”

“For a while.”

“And looked.” He said it lightly, as if he were reading a ball score off the back page, and he didn’t look away from my face while he said it. “That’s what the paper says. That you looked right at him.” A pause, just long enough. “Do you remember what you saw?”

The porch went quiet around us.

He knew. Not from the paper. He must have been awake at two in the morning across the Row with his lamp off when I flew my wives home over his porch, tasting the hollow in me as I went by. A man missing ninety seconds of himself has a hole in him, and Wayne Benton had spent his whole life learning the taste of holes in people.

“No,” I said. “I don’t.”

“That must be strange,” Wayne said gently. “For a man who’s always been so sure of what he knows.” He waited, to see if I would answer. Then he straightened. “Corinne and I fly with you Saturday. Same plane. She’s very excited about the placements, she’s been asked to run a demonstration.” His eyes went once to Donna, and then down the porch to Ruth, and then back to me. “I expect your household’s excited too.”

“We are,” Donna said, from the swing, with a perfectly sweet smile.

“I’m glad.” Wayne inclined his head. “Rest, Danner. You look like you’ve lost something.”

He went back across the lawn. Corinne looked up from her clipboard as he climbed the steps, said something short, wrote something down, and the two of them went inside.

June Okafor set the percolator down on the rail with a bang that made Roy jump.

“I have never,” June said, very evenly, “in eleven years on this Row, wanted to pour a whole pot of coffee down a man’s front.”

“Next time,” Okafor said, “I’ll hold him.”

Audrey’s letter came on Thursday, on the island mail plane.

It was a single sheet, folded twice, which alone told me something. Audrey’s letters were never shorter than two pages.

I read it at the nook table with both my wives across from me, because the household read Audrey’s letters together now.

Danner.

Word reached the island Wednesday. Okafor’s radio to Malloy, Malloy to Price, Price to me, because Price knows what’s in my file and has decided that’s my department.

Bring the jacket. Do not wash the shoulder.

Do not look at him again until I tell you how.

A.

Underneath, in smaller letters, squeezed in at the bottom of the page as though she had decided to add it after she’d already folded the paper:

I’m glad you got them out. Both of them. And the hat. That was a stupid thing to do and I would have liked to see it.

I read it twice and handed it across the table.

Donna read it with her lips moving slightly and passed it to Ruth. Ruth read it slower, the way she read everything, and then set it down on the table between the three of us and laid her hand flat on it.

“Don’t wash the shoulder,” Ruth said.

“Don’t wash it,” I agreed.

Donna had gone a little pink. “I’d put it in the basket.”

“I took it out,” Ruth said. “Wednesday night. After you went up.” She said it without any weight on it at all. “I don’t wash what I don’t understand.”

Donna looked at her. Then she laughed, a little helpless, the way she laughed when Ruth was right about something before anybody else in the house knew there was a question.

Ruth tapped the letter with one finger.

“She’s bossing you from a hundred miles off,” Ruth said.

“She’s been doing it all winter,” Donna said, and pulled the letter back across the table to look at it again, at the line at the bottom. “He likes it.”

“I don’t like it.”

“You laugh at the counter.” Donna didn’t look up. “You read them standing up at the counter with your coffee getting cold, and you laugh, and then you go sit on the porch and stare at your hand for an hour.”

Ruth said nothing, which in our house meant she agreed.

“She says she’d have liked to see the hat,” Donna said softly. She traced the small squeezed-in line with one fingertip. “She wrote the whole letter like an order from Malloy, and then she couldn’t stand it and she wrote that.” She looked up at me, and her blue eyes were warm and bright and not even a little jealous, which still amazed me, a year in. “That’s a woman who has been keeping a chair for a year, Jack Danner. I hope you know what you’re going to do about it.”

“I know what I’d like to do about it.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“No,” I admitted. “It’s not her choice yet.”

“Then that’s what you do about it,” Donna said, and handed me back the letter. “Go get measured. And let her choose.”

I wrote back that night.

I sat at the nook table after the house was dark and tried to write something that wasn’t afraid. It took four sheets.

The fourth said:

Audrey.

I’m bringing the jacket. Ruth took it out of the wash basket Wednesday night before anybody told her to. You would like her even more than you already do.

I looked at him once. I don’t remember it. I don’t know what I said. I’m told I shouted something, and I am fairly sure I know what kind of word it was even if I don’t know which one, and that bothers me more than the burn.

I’m not asking you to make me feel better. I’m asking you how to fight a man I can’t hit and can’t look at. Everything I’ve got, he eats. I need a different equation, and you’re the one who keeps telling me I’ve been solving the wrong one.

I’ll see you Saturday.

J.

I almost tore it up over the thing about the word. Then I didn’t. She’d read it in Eddie’s write-up the minute Price handed it over, and she was the only person on the island who would read it the way it was meant.

Ruth’s workshop was in the back half of her garage at the end of the Row, and nobody had been allowed into it since Christmas.

Donna had tried the side door in January, bribery with her own cookies in February, and an overturned bucket under the high window in March, which was how she found out Ruth had papered it over. “She’s building a coffin,” she’d whispered to me in bed, delighted. “For my coffee.”

On Friday afternoon, the day before the island, Ruth came up the Row in her shirtsleeves with sawdust in her hair and said, “Come down. Both of you.”

We went down.

Pine shavings curled on the floor under the bench. Her husband’s old workbench ran along the back wall, the same bench Hal Keller had built his toolbox on, and Ruth had kept it oiled for three years and then started using it. Tools hung on pegboard in outlines she’d painted herself, every chisel and plane and saw in its place. There was a shop lamp hanging from a cord over the middle of the floor, and under it, something under a white sheet.

Ruth stood beside it with her arms folded.

She had on an old canvas work apron over one of my work shirts, the faded blue one I thought I’d lost in January, and it didn’t fit her at all. It had been cut for a man’s shoulders with nothing in front to speak of, and Ruth Keller filled it the way a harvest fills a wagon. The buttons strained across the enormous soft swell of her breasts. The canvas apron bib, cut for a man, had given up entirely, and the freckled tops of her showed at the open collar, dusted gold with fine pine sawdust where it had settled on her skin while she worked. There was a pencil behind her ear. Her red hair was coming down in long loose curls from a knot that had given up hours ago.

My mouth went dry.

It always did, with Ruth. Half a year married and it still did. Donna walking into a room was a bright bang. Ruth came on slower and heavier, like August heat coming up off a road. She stood there in my stolen shirt with sawdust on her breasts and her strong freckled forearms folded and her brown eyes watching me, and I wanted to put both my hands on her and find out where all that sawdust had gone.

Donna’s elbow caught me in the ribs.

“Eyes up, Mr. Danner,” Donna murmured, in a fair imitation of Ruth’s low voice.

Ruth’s eyes warmed. “That’s my line.”

“I’m borrowing it. You weren’t using it.” Donna leaned around me. “What’s under the sheet? If it’s a coffin, I’m not climbing in.”

“It’s not a coffin.”

Ruth took the corner of the sheet and pulled it off.

It was a chair.

A porch chair, the same height as the three on our porch, built of pale pine sanded smooth as skin and finished with something that made the grain glow honey-gold under the shop lamp. But it was not the same as the other three. It was narrower. It sat straight. There was no slouch built into the back of it for a man to lean into at the end of a long night. The back was tall and plain with three slats, and it would hold a person upright like a good spine.

And on its right side, where the arm would be, there was a flat broad board fixed level at the height of a seated woman’s elbow, wide enough to hold a notebook open, with a shallow groove routed across the top edge for a pencil to lie in so it wouldn’t roll.

A writing arm.

Donna made a small sound and put both hands over her mouth.

I looked at the chair. I looked at the pencil groove, the exact width of a pencil. I thought about a woman sitting on a porch in a pencil skirt, writing in a notebook, the pencil set down in that groove when she looked up to say something dry.

“For a narrow precise sort of woman,” Ruth said. “If she wants it.”

“Ruth,” Donna said through her fingers. “Oh, Ruth.”

“I’ve been working on it since Christmas.” Ruth ran her hand along the writing arm, testing the finish with her palm. “Pegged, not nailed. Nails work loose on a porch with the wet. The arm’s set for a right-handed woman. I watched her eat at the Bentons’ wedding. She holds her fork in her right hand and keeps her left in her lap, which means she writes with the right.” She looked at me. “If I’m wrong about the hand, I’ll move the arm.”

“You’re not wrong about the hand.”

“No.” She almost smiled. “I didn’t think so.”

“Does she know?” Donna said. “I wrote her you were building a coffin for my coffee. She wrote back that a coffin takes a weekend.”

“She doesn’t know,” Ruth said. “And nobody’s going to tell her. It goes on the plane crated. It stays crated. If she walks to our colors, it comes out. If she doesn’t,” Ruth folded the sheet over her arm in a neat square, “then it’s a good chair, and somebody on the Row will want it.”

“She’ll want it,” Donna said.

“That’s hers to say.” Ruth looked at me. “Not yours. Not mine. Not the girl’s here.” A tilt of her head at Donna, fond. “We keep a chair. We don’t sit in it for her.”

I crossed the garage and put my hand on the back of the narrow chair. It was smooth as glass. It was solid under my palm in a way the island’s own chrome furniture had never been. It had cost her three months of nights out here under the shop lamp with Hal’s tools, while I flew the circuit and Donna slept, and she had told nobody.

I turned around and kissed her.

She was surprised. I felt her go still against me for half a second, a woman who had been the floor under a whole street and was still, sometimes, surprised to be held up herself. Then her strong arms came around my neck and she kissed me back, slow and sure, and I tasted sawdust and coffee on her mouth. I got my hands on her hips over the canvas apron and pulled her against me, and all of her pressed into my chest through that straining work shirt, and the warmth came up from where she touched me, from the sternum out, the floor rising.

Something went down the bond from the other side of the garage like a bright laugh, and every bulb in the shop lamp over our heads flared to white.

We broke apart. Donna was standing by the workbench with her hands clasped under her chin and her eyes shining.

“Don’t stop on my account,” she said. “I’m only lighting it.”

Ruth pushed a curl of red hair off her face with the back of her wrist and left a streak of sawdust on her cheek.

“Later,” she said, to me, low. Then, to Donna: “Help me with the crate.”

Eddie was packing when I went to the clinic late that afternoon.

Or Eddie was trying to pack. His satchel sat open on the examination table, and around it lay everything a healer considered essential for two weeks on an island with its own infirmary: bandages, two penlights in case one broke, a jar of hard candies, a paperback detective novel with the cover torn off, and three envelopes.

He was standing over it all with his hands on his hips, looking betrayed by the size of the satchel.

“It all fit last time,” he said.

“Last time you didn’t bring the candy.”

“The candy’s for patients. You give a scared man a lemon drop, his pulse comes down ten points. That’s science. Price wrote it up.” He picked up one of the envelopes and turned it over in his hands. It was addressed in his loose handwriting, a little crooked, to nobody. There was no name on the front.

“Who are those for?” I said, though I knew.

Eddie’s ears went pink. “They’re for him.”

“Vetrov.”

“I asked Malloy if I can visit.” He said it fast, as if he expected me to argue. “He says he’ll ask. I want one visit a day, an hour, with a guard at the door if they want one.” He turned the envelope over again. “He sleeps eighteen hours a day, they said. So I wrote him letters.” He looked up at me, defensive and embarrassed at once. “So if he’s asleep I can leave them. And if he’s awake, I can read them to him. They said he doesn’t talk.”

“What did you write?”

“I don’t know. Stuff.” Eddie shrugged, miserable. “About the Row. About Roy’s arm. About Ruth’s pie and Donna’s coffee. About the weather on the harbor and the dog down the hill that barks at the milk truck. Just stuff. Like you’d write somebody who’s been sick.” He put the envelope down carefully on top of the others. “Nobody ever wrote him anything, Jack. I asked. Malloy said there’s nothing in his things. Not a letter, not a picture, not a scrap of paper with his name on it. Thirty-some years old and nobody ever wrote him a single thing.” He swallowed. “That’s not right. Even a dog gets a name on its collar.”

I stood there a minute with my hand on the satchel strap.

Then I took the paperback detective novel with the torn cover off the table and put the three envelopes in the bottom of the satchel where they would ride flat and safe, and packed everything else on top of them.

“The candy goes in the side pocket,” I said.

Eddie watched me do it. “Thanks.”

“He’ll be awake,” I said. “When you get there.”

“You don’t know that.”

“No. But I’d bet on it.”

By six o’clock the crate sat on our front lawn with Ruth’s pegs in its corners.

It was pale pine, four feet tall and narrow, stenciled DANNER, VALOR ISLAND in Ruth’s careful lettering. Roy and the maroon-and-white rookie had carried it up the Row between them like pallbearers, and Roy had asked four times what was in it, and Ruth had told him four times it was a crate.

Our trunks stood packed in the front hall. Donna’s was enormous. Ruth’s was small and neat and probably contained, I thought, three dresses, a sewing kit, and a cast-iron skillet. Mine had the oilcloth bundle in the bottom under the athletic whites, as it always did when we went anywhere, because I could not leave it behind and I could not explain why.

And on top of everything, folded in brown paper and tied with string, the jacket. Unwashed. The gold-white handprint still shining faintly on the shoulder under the paper if you held it to the light.

Peggy Castellan came to the fence at a quarter past six with her notebook open.

Nobody ever asked Peggy to. She stood at the white pickets in her sweater with her ponytail over one shoulder and wrote.

“Danner household departing tomorrow,” she said, writing. “Mister, Missus, Missus Keller. Doctor Pruitt.”

“Eddie’s not a doctor,” I said.

“He is in my notebook.” Peggy kept writing. “Two trunks, one footlocker, one satchel, one crate, chair-shaped.” She looked up at the crate on the lawn, then down the Row toward the end house, with pure Secretary innocence. “What’s in the crate, Mister Danner?”

“Ask Missus Keller.”

“I asked her this afternoon. She said a crate.” Peggy wrote that down too. “Seaplane at nine. I’ll radio the island your departure at eight-fifty-two, that’s when you’ll actually leave, because you’ll want to say something to Captain Okafor first and that takes eight minutes.”

“How do you know that?”

“I’ve been logging you since the day you moved in.” She closed the notebook. “You always say something to Captain Okafor first.”

Across the Row, Corinne Benton was on her own porch with her own clipboard, and the Bentons’ matched slate trunks with crimson piping already stood at the top of their steps, squared to the rail, ready. Corinne looked at our crate. Then she looked at Peggy. Two Secretaries across a street, one twenty-one and one twenty-three, both logging the same household’s departure for entirely different reasons.

Corinne wrote something down and went inside.

Behind me, the screen door opened. Ruth came out onto our porch in a clean house dress with her hair washed and pinned and the sawdust gone, and stood at my shoulder and looked at the crate on the lawn with her arms folded.

“Supper,” she said. “My house. Seven.”

“Donna too?”

“Donna too.” She was quiet a moment. Down the hill the harbor was going gold, and on the far point the Pile’s dome caught the last of the sun. Somewhere under it, on a corner of Cutter Street, a melted vault door hung in the dark. “There’s a thing I want to say. I’ll say it once. I’d like you both at the table for it.”

Then she went down the steps and walked home along the Row, past the new household’s maroon-and-white, unhurried, and at the end of the curve she switched her porch light on before she went inside.


Chapter 3: Give Me One

Ruth’s kitchen was smaller than ours and better.

It had been a hero’s kitchen for four years and a widow’s kitchen for three, and now it was a wife’s kitchen again, and every year of it showed in the room. The linoleum was worn pale in a path from the range to the sink to the table. The table was oak, heavy and old and scarred along one edge where somebody had cut bread on it without a board for seven years. The sideboard drawer that had held a folded red-and-cream pennant for three years stood a little open, empty, lined with clean paper. Ruth kept it that way. She’d told me once that an empty drawer was a thing you could look at.

At seven o’clock it smelled like short ribs.

She had braised them all afternoon in the cast-iron pot that lived on her back burner, with onions and carrots and something dark and sweet that might have been molasses, and when she set the pot down on a folded towel in the middle of the oak table and lifted the lid, the steam came up and Donna closed her eyes and made a sound I usually only heard from her in bed.

“That’s indecent,” Donna said. “You can’t cook like that in front of a woman who put an egg in the coffee.”

“Sit,” Ruth said. “Eat.”

We sat. We ate.

There were biscuits, tall and steaming, and green beans with bacon, and a pitcher of cold milk because Ruth believed a man who’d been drained ought to drink milk. She served me first and watched me take the first bite, as she always did, before she picked up her own fork.

I was hungry in a way that didn’t feel like hunger.

That was the residue of Cutter Street. Ruth’s palm had filled the hollow the drain left, and filled it again Thursday, and again Friday, and every time it came back a little, like a bruise coming back yellow after it’s gone purple. I could feel it now, eating, as if my body was trying to put back with short ribs what something had poured out of it in a burning bank.

And the shoulder. The pink handprint under my shirt had stopped hurting on Thursday, but it hadn’t gone anywhere. It sat on my skin like a stain on a tablecloth, and every time Ruth laid her hand on it, it faded a little and then stayed.

Ruth watched me eat. She left the hollow alone. She just kept putting biscuits on my plate.

Donna talked, because she liked the sound of the household at a table. The maroon-and-white rookie’s wife had come by that afternoon to ask how a Muse kept the lamps from flickering when her husband was scared, and Donna had told her the truth, which was that you didn’t, you let them flicker and you kept your eyes on him.

“She cried,” Donna said. “Poor thing. She’s nineteen. I told her the lamps flickering is how you know he’s alive.”

“That’s true,” Ruth said.

“I know it’s true. I said it.”

Ruth almost smiled. Then she set her fork down on her plate, squared it with the edge, and folded her hands on the oak table in front of her.

Donna stopped talking.

She didn’t call for quiet. She arranged herself like a woman setting a thing down to free her hands, and the room went still around her.

“I said there was a thing,” Ruth said.

I put my own fork down.

“Hal and I were married four years,” Ruth said. Her voice was low and even. She was looking at the table between us, not at me, not at Donna. “We talked about children the first month. We both wanted them. He wanted a houseful. I wanted three.” She turned her hands over on the oak, palms up, and looked at them. “But he was junior on the circuit, and the circuit’s hard on a junior, so we said, after he makes senior. And then the senior slot didn’t open, so we said, after the house is paid down. And then there was a bad winter on the harbor, two heroes hurt, and we said, after things settle.” She was quiet a moment. “We were waiting for the right year. A safe year. A year when he wasn’t flying into anything.”

She lifted her eyes and looked at me.

“There isn’t a safe year. There was never going to be one. I sat at a radio and found that out.”

Nobody said anything. Down the Row a screen door banged, somebody calling a dog in.

“You walked into a furnace on Wednesday,” Ruth said. “You’ll walk into something else next month. That’s what you are, and I married it with my eyes open, and I’d marry it again tomorrow.” Her hands closed slowly on the table. “I’m done waiting for years. I’m not going to plan it and I’m not going to count weeks on a calendar and I’m not going to sit and wait for the harbor to be quiet. I’m thirty-one. I want one.” She held my eyes. “Yours. That’s the thing. I wanted it said at a table, with both of you here, in the daylight part of the day, so it’s not something I whispered in the dark and took back in the morning.”

I looked at her across the oak table, at her strong freckled hands folded in front of her and her calm face that wasn’t calm underneath, I could see that now, after a winter of marriage, the tiny tightness at the corner of the mouth, and I felt something open up in my chest that had nothing to do with the bond.

I had never thought about it. That was the truth. In my other life it had been a thing other people did, people with savings accounts and second bedrooms, a door in a hallway I’d never had the money or the woman to walk down. Here I’d had a year of miracles stacked on miracles and I’d never once let myself put my hand on that particular door.

Donna had, in the storm last summer, with her mouth at my ear. Build me something. Someday, she’d said. Not tonight.

Ruth was not saying someday.

“Yes,” I said.

It came out rough, and I didn’t try to fix it.

Ruth looked at me a moment longer. Then she nodded once, as if I’d agreed to fix a gutter, and her hands unfolded on the table, and something in her shoulders let go that had been held, I suspected, since Christmas.

Then we both looked at Donna.

Donna was sitting very straight on her side of the table with both hands pressed flat against her cheeks and her blue eyes enormous and wet and absolutely blazing. Over our heads the light fixture on Ruth’s kitchen ceiling had gone from yellow to gold, and the lamp on the sideboard had gone from gold to something close to white, and the whole kitchen was lit up like a department store window at Christmas.

“Donna,” Ruth said carefully.

“Oh, I’m fine,” Donna said. Her voice wobbled all over the place. “I’m fine. I’m so fine. Look at the lights, of course I’m fine, I’m the lights.” She took her hands off her face and wiped her eyes with the heels of them, smearing her mascara. “I asked first, you know. Last summer. In the storm. I said someday.” She laughed, wet and bright. “But you’re older. You go first. That’s fair. That’s manners.”

“Sweetheart.”

“I mean it.” Donna reached across the table and took Ruth’s hand in both of hers. “I want it. I want a baby in this house that has your hair and his terrible math. I want it so much I could scream.” She squeezed. “And I want you to have the one thing you waited for and didn’t get. That’s the household. That’s what a household’s for.”

Ruth’s calm face came apart for a second. Just a second. A flicker at the mouth and the eyes, three years of something showing through, and then she had it back.

“Thank you,” she said. Just that.

Donna stood up.

She picked up her coffee cup, the good coffee, Ruth’s, and held it against her chest like a woman carrying a candle, and came around the table and kissed Ruth on the top of her red head. Then she came to me and kissed me on the mouth, slow and warm, the lipstick smearing, and pulled back with her forehead against mine and her eyes still wet.

“I’ll keep the lights on,” Donna whispered. “Up at our house. All night.” She straightened and looked at both of us and her face was pure mischief and pure love in about equal parts. “Don’t come home early.”

She went out the back door with the coffee cup, into the blue spring dusk, and I heard her heels on the back steps and then on the Row’s sidewalk, quick and bright, going home.

A minute later every porch lamp on Pennant Row came up a shade brighter. You could see it out Ruth’s kitchen window, the whole curve of the street going gold one house at a time, from the Castellans’ to ours to the Okafors’ at the head, as though somebody had walked up the hill turning them on.

Ruth watched it through the window with the dish towel still in her hands.

“That girl,” she said quietly.

“I know.”

“No. You don’t.” She turned back to me. “I didn’t know there were women like her. In the world. I lived thirty-one years before her and I never met one.”

She stood up and started clearing the table.

I got up to help and she put her hand flat on my chest.

“Sit down.”

“I can carry plates.”

“I know you can carry plates.” She pressed, gently, until I sat. “You’ve been my patient since Wednesday, two in the morning. I’ve had my hand on you four times a day and watched you stand up too fast and pretend you didn’t.” She picked up the pot and carried it to the range. “Sit there and let me clear my own table.”

So I sat there and watched her clear her own table.

She did it without hurry and without waste, and the good cups went rinsed and upside down into the wire dish rack beside the sink with the other clean dishes. She wiped the oak table down with a damp cloth, long slow strokes the length of it, leaning over it, and the green house dress pulled across her back and her hips as she leaned, and I watched the soft full curve of her ass move under the cotton and felt my body wake up all the way.

When the table was clean and bare and drying in streaks under the light, she stood beside it and reached behind herself and untied her apron.

She took it off over her head and folded it in half and laid it over the back of a chair.

She turned around and looked at me.

“Now,” Ruth said. “You can stop being the patient.”

I didn’t move.

“Jack.” Her voice dropped, lower, the register she only used in a bedroom. “I said I’ve had my hand on you for three days. I’ve been the one doing it. Tonight I don’t want you lying there letting me mend you.” She stepped closer, until she was standing between my knees where I sat, and looked down at me with her brown eyes gone dark and warm. “I want you to do something to me. That’s what I mean. Stop being the patient. Be my husband.”

I stood up.

I put both hands on her waist, on the soft give of her under the cotton, and lifted her.

She weighed what a grown woman built for holding people up weighs, and a winter of circuit flying and a wife’s floor in my legs made it nothing. I lifted Ruth Keller straight up off her own linoleum and set her down on the edge of her own oak kitchen table, and her hands came down on the wood on either side of her hips to catch herself, and she made a small sound of surprise that I felt in my hands.

“Here?” she said.

“Here.”

She looked at me for one long moment. Her chest was rising and falling under the house dress, and the color was already coming up from her collar, pink across the freckles.

“Yes,” Ruth said. “Here.”

I went down on my knees on her kitchen floor.

The linoleum was cool and hard under my knees, and I didn’t care. I put my hands on her ankles, on the plain practical shoes she wore every day of her life, and slipped them off one at a time and set them on the floor. Then I ran my palms up her calves, slow, the soft strong curve of them, and up over her knees, and pushed the green house dress up ahead of my hands.

She didn’t help me. She didn’t stop me either. She sat on the edge of her table with her palms flat on the wood and watched me push her dress up her thighs, and her breath was coming slower and deeper the higher it went.

Her thighs were soft and pale and freckled at the tops and warm, so warm, the heat coming off her skin. I pushed the dress up to her hips. Her underthings were plain white cotton, practical as everything she owned, and there was already a dark wet spot in the center of them, and seeing it did something to me that made my hands tighten on her.

“Lift,” I said.

She lifted her hips off the table. I hooked my fingers in the cotton and drew it down her thighs and over her knees and off, and dropped it on the floor.

I put my hands under her knees and lifted her legs over my shoulders.

Ruth made a sound I’d never heard from her, low in her chest, almost a groan, as her soft heavy thighs came to rest on my shoulders and my face came level with her. Her pussy was full and soft and flushed dark pink, red hair curling thick over the mound, her lips already swollen and parted and shining wet in the kitchen light. She smelled like warm skin and want.

I leaned in and licked her, one long slow stroke from the bottom of her slit to the top.

Her hand came off the table and fisted in my hair.

“Oh,” Ruth said, low and broken.

I did it again. Slower. I spread her open with my thumbs and licked into her, tasting her, salt and sweet and heavy, and found her clit with the flat of my tongue at the top of the stroke and pressed. Her thighs tightened on my shoulders. Her other hand gripped the edge of the table so hard the wood creaked.

“You don’t have to,” she started, out of a lifetime of habit, and I lifted my mouth an inch.

“Ruth. Hush.”

She hushed.

I ate her out the way she cooked: slow, all afternoon if it took all afternoon, no hurry anywhere in it. I learned her again. Long flat strokes of my tongue up through her folds, then small circles on her clit, then my mouth sealed over it, sucking gently, then back to the long strokes when her thighs started to shake. She was so wet it ran down my chin. I slid two fingers into her and curled them, and she was hot and tight and soft around them, clenching, and her hand in my hair pulled hard.

“There,” Ruth said. “God. There, Jack.”

She didn’t say much else. But her breath came apart, ragged, and her hips started to rock against my mouth in small helpless movements, three years of holding up an entire street sitting on her own kitchen table, held up by nothing but my hands and my mouth and the hard oak under her ass.

Her heels dug into my back, and then, all at once, her thighs stopped bracing. Her whole body let go of the work and just took.

The warmth came up off her skin into my face, into my hands. Her facet. Heat, a deep slow banked heat like the inside of an oven, pouring off her into me wherever we touched.

“Don’t stop,” she said, and her voice cracked down the middle. “Don’t you stop.”

I didn’t stop. I sucked her clit and fucked her with my fingers, steady, not faster, just steady, and she went over, hard and almost silent. Her thighs locked around my head. Her back arched off the table. Her fist pulled my hair so hard my eyes watered, and her pussy clenched and fluttered around my fingers in long deep pulses, and she rode my mouth through it with her heels in my back and one low long sound coming out of her that went on and on. Behind her on the drainboard the clean dishes in the wire rack chattered against each other, a thin bright rattle, cups and plates shivering in their slots as her hips bucked the heavy table an inch across the floor.

I held her through it. I kept my mouth on her, softer, until the pulses slowed and her thighs went slack on my shoulders and her fist in my hair opened.

When I lifted my head, she was leaning back on both hands on her kitchen table with her house dress around her waist and her red hair half down and her chest heaving, and she was looking at the ceiling.

“The dishes,” she said faintly.

“They’re fine.”

“I heard them.” She lowered her eyes to mine, and her face was flushed from her throat to her hairline, and for a moment she looked younger than I’d ever seen her. “Half the Row heard them.”

“Let them,” I said, which was her line, and she laughed, a real laugh, low and helpless, the kind I almost never got out of her.

“Take me to bed,” Ruth said.

I stood up and gathered her off the table.

She put her arms around my neck and let me. She still wouldn’t ride on my back down a lawn, because it was undignified. But she let me carry her out of her kitchen in my arms with her dress rucked up around her hips and her bare legs hanging over my elbow, and she put her face against my neck and breathed while I did it.

At the front hall she reached out past my shoulder without lifting her face, found the switch by the door without looking, and turned the porch light off.

I carried her down the short hall to her bedroom.

Her bedroom was plain, white chenille and a braided rug and a lamp with a fringed shade, the window looking down the hill toward the harbor. The bed was the one she’d slept alone in for three years, and then not alone, and now it smelled like both of us.

I set her down on her feet beside it.

She reached for the buttons down the front of her house dress, and I caught her hands.

“Let me.”

She looked at me. Then she let her hands fall.

I unbuttoned her dress from the collar to the waist, one button at a time, and opened it, and slid it off her shoulders. It fell to the braided rug. She stood in front of me in her slip and her brassiere with the lamp on her, and the slip came off over her head, and then she was standing there in nothing but the bra, a heavy white practical thing with wide straps and a long row of hooks down the back, built like an engineer’s bridge to hold up the enormous weight it held.

She’d taught me how this went. One hook, then wait. It’s not a box you tear open.

I stood behind her and put my mouth on the back of her neck, under the loose red hair, and unhooked the top hook.

She breathed out.

I kissed the knob of her spine. Unhooked the second.

The bra loosened against her back, and I felt her whole body ease a fraction with it, the weight shifting forward. I ran my hands down her bare sides to her hips and back up, slow, and unhooked the third, and the fourth.

On the fifth the straps slid off her freckled shoulders and the whole thing fell forward, and I reached around her and caught her breasts in my hands as they came free.

They spilled over my palms. They always did. Enormous and soft and heavy and warm, so much more than my hands could hold that I felt my fingers sink into her and the rest of her overflow my wrists. The freckles went all the way down over the tops of them and thinned toward the big soft pink nipples, which were already hard, already tight against my palms. I held the weight of her from behind and pressed my cock against the soft curve of her ass through my trousers and she let her head fall back on my shoulder.

“Like that,” Ruth said. “Just like that.”

I squeezed. Slow. Kneaded all that soft overflowing flesh, lifting it, letting it settle back into my palms, my thumbs rolling over her nipples, and she made a long low sound and pushed back against me.

I turned her around and put my mouth on them.

I took my time. I always took my time with Ruth’s breasts, because she liked it and because I could not have hurried if somebody had set the house on fire. I kissed the freckled tops of them. I buried my face in the deep soft valley between them and breathed her in, soap and warm skin and the short-rib steam still caught in her hair. I took one nipple into my mouth and sucked, slow, and her hand came up to the back of my head and held me there the way she held a thing she’d decided to keep.

“Yes,” she said above me. “That.”

I moved to the other one. Back again. Her breasts were flushed pink now, the color spreading under the freckles, and they were wet from my mouth and shining in the lamplight, and her breath had gone short and her hand in my hair was trembling.

“Bed,” she said. “Now. I want you in me.”

I laid her down on the white chenille spread. She lay back with her red hair spread across her pillow and her enormous breasts falling softly to either side and her soft thighs parted, and she watched me undress with her brown eyes half closed. When I came down on the bed beside her, she reached over to the head of the bed without looking and took her second pillow, and lifted her hips, and pushed the pillow under them.

She’d thought about it. She’d thought about it, maybe for months, and she’d known what she would do with that pillow.

The sight of her like that, hips lifted, legs open, offering, went through me so hard it nearly hurt.

I moved over her and between her thighs. She reached down between us and took my cock in her hand, warm and sure, and stroked me once, slow, from root to head, and guided me to her.

“Now,” she said.

I pushed into her.

She was soaked from the table and soft and hot, and she took me slow and all the way, her body opening around me an inch at a time until I was buried to the root and the pillow under her hips had tilted her so that I sank deeper than I ever had. We both made a sound at once. I held still there, deep in her, my forearms on either side of her head and my chest against the enormous soft give of her breasts, and her heels came up and settled on the backs of my thighs.

“Deep,” Ruth breathed. “That’s deep.”

“Too much?”

“No.” Her hands came up and pressed flat on my back. “That’s where.”

I moved.

Slow at first. Long slow strokes, all the way out to the head and all the way back in, the pillow holding her hips up so every stroke went to the bottom of her. I filled my hands with her breasts and held them while I fucked her, kneaded them, and she arched up into my palms and her pussy squeezed around me, soft and wet and tight.

The warmth was everywhere. It came up through her skin into mine wherever we touched, her belly against mine, her breasts in my hands, her thighs along my hips, and it went down into the bottom of me, down into the hollow Cutter Street had left, and I felt it start to fill.

“Harder,” Ruth said after a while. Her voice was low and rough and sure. “Jack. Harder now.”

I gave her harder.

I drove into her deep and steady, faster, the bed creaking under us, the headboard knocking softly against her bedroom wall. Her breasts bounced and swayed under my hands with every stroke, heavy, soft, the freckled flesh rolling, and her breath came out of her in short hard sounds that matched my hips. She lifted to meet me. She was so wet I could hear it, the slick sound of my cock driving into her, and her hands slid down my back to my ass and pulled me in harder.

“That’s it,” she said. “That’s it. Give it to me.”

“I’m going to fill you,” I told her, and my own voice surprised me, rough and possessive and sure. “You hear me, Ruth? All of it. Right where you want it.”

“Yes.” Her eyes opened and found mine, and they were dark and wet and fierce. “Give me one.”

That nearly finished me right there.

“I’m going to,” I said. “I’m going to give you one. You’re going to take every drop of me and keep it.”

“Put it where it stays,” Ruth said. Plain. Low. Her heels locked into the small of my back. “Deep. Don’t you dare pull out. I want all of it in me.”

“Mine,” I said. I didn’t plan it. It came up out of somewhere old. “You’re mine, and this is mine, and I’m going to put a baby in you, Ruth.”

That word in her ear tipped her over. With my cock buried in her and my hands full of her breasts, it went through her like a wave going through a sheet hung on a line, from her hips up through her belly and her breasts to her throat. Her pussy clamped down on me in long hard pulls and her thighs locked and her head went back into the pillow, mouth open, no sound at all for a moment, and then one long low cry.

Her clenching dragged me over.

I drove into her as deep as I could go, as deep as the pillow would tilt her, and held there, and came. I felt it pull out of the bottom of me in hard thick pulses, spilling into her, filling her, my cock jerking with each one, and she held me in with her heels and her hands and her whole soft clenching body and took every pulse with a small sound each time, as though she were putting each one away.

I stayed there over her, buried, breathing.

When I moved to ease out of her, to come down beside her so I wouldn’t crush her, her legs locked tighter.

“No,” Ruth said.

“I’m heavy.”

“I know what you are.” She didn’t open her eyes. Her hands slid up my back and held on. “Don’t you pull out of me. I said where it stays.”

Then she did a thing I didn’t expect.

She set one strong foot flat on the mattress and pushed, and rolled us, slow and sure. I let her. The bed rocked, and then I was on my back on her white chenille spread with her on top of me and my cock still buried inside her where she’d kept it. She didn’t let it slip. She held it in her, clenched, deliberate, and settled down on me.

All of it. She lay down on top of me the way a quilt lies down on a bed, her enormous breasts spread warm and heavy across my chest, her soft belly against mine, her full hips on my hips, her thighs on either side of me, and her face came down beside mine on the pillow with her red hair falling over both of us like a curtain.

She was heavy and warm and everywhere, and I was inside her, and she didn’t move.

“Stay,” she said, into my neck.

I stayed.

We lay like that a long while, joined, breathing together. I could feel her heartbeat through her breasts against my chest, big and slow. My hands moved over her back, her shoulders, the long soft slope of her down to her ass, and I held her there, all that warm weight pressing me into her bed.

Then she started to move.

She didn’t lift off me to do it. She ground, slow, small circles of her hips while she lay on top of me, a lazy rolling grind that pressed my softening cock deep into the warm wet of her, her own cum and mine slick between us. She didn’t hurry it. She didn’t need anything from me. She just lay there on my chest and rolled her hips, and kept rolling them, a woman kneading dough she had all afternoon for.

I felt myself start to harden in her again.

It shouldn’t have been possible that fast. It was. Her floor was in me, warmth from her body pouring into mine everywhere we touched, and the hollow at the bottom of me was full now, and I could feel my cock thickening inside her by slow degrees while she ground on it, stretching her open again.

She felt it too. She made a pleased low sound against my neck.

“There he is,” Ruth murmured.

She pushed herself up on her hands then, slow, until she was sitting up astride me with her palms braced on my chest. Her breasts swung forward between her arms, heavy and pink and freckled. Her hair was a red tangle over her shoulders. She looked down at me with her face flushed and her eyes heavy-lidded and certain, and she began to ride me.

At her pace.

It was slow. It was so slow I thought I’d lose my mind. She rose up the length of me until I nearly slipped out of her and sank back down to the root, all her weight settling on me, and paused there, and ground, and rose again. She didn’t speed up when I gripped her hips. She took my hands off her hips and put them on her breasts instead and kept the pace where she wanted it.

“Mine,” she said, down at me. “Now it’s my turn to say it.”

Then she laid her right palm flat on my sternum.

The warmth came up from the middle of my chest, deeper than the clinic touch, deeper than any mending she’d done on me. It spread out from under her hand and met the warmth already coming up from where she held me inside her, and the two ran together, and I felt something I’d never felt from her before.

I felt her heartbeat.

Through the bond this time, through her palm on my chest, the big slow thud of Ruth Keller’s heart beating inside my own ribs. And while she rode me, slow, with her hand pressed flat over my breastbone, I felt her heartbeat change. It slowed. It eased. It came down a little at a time until it was beating at the rate of mine, thud for thud, the two hearts going together under her palm.

The warmth ran both ways. I could feel it going into her too.

“Oh,” Ruth breathed. Her eyes went wide. “Oh, Jack. I can feel it. I can feel you.”

And at the same moment, on my left shoulder, under the pink stain of a long-fingered handprint, I felt the burn go.

It went with a small hard give, a stuck drawer coming free, a little catch and then nothing. The grit in the oyster, whatever the gold man had left sitting in my skin that her palm alone had only been able to fade, came loose all at once and melted out of me into that deep both-ways warmth. I felt my shoulder go clean.

And the hollow under the floor, the last scooped-out place that Cutter Street had left in the bottom of my body, filled. All the way. Level and full and warm, like a bath.

Ruth felt it go. I saw her feel it. Her eyes went to my shoulder, and her hand stayed on my chest, and she rode me slow through it and watched the pink handprint on my skin fade to nothing in the lamplight.

“There,” she whispered. “That’s out.”

“That’s out,” I said, and my voice broke on it.

She came again then, slow and deep, with her palm on my heart and our hearts going together, a long rolling clench around my cock that pulled at me from the root, and I couldn’t hold it and didn’t try. I gripped her hips and held her down on me and came into her a second time, hard, spilling deep where she’d asked, and she kept her hand pressed flat over my sternum through every pulse of it, holding me there, keeping me.

Afterward she lay down on me again. All of her. She settled her full warm weight across my chest with me still inside her and put her forehead against mine and breathed.

“That’s two,” she murmured.

“That’s two.”

“Good.” She closed her eyes. “I’m keeping them.”

I lay under her and held her. Through her side window, up the hill, every porch lamp on Pennant Row but hers was still lit gold, and at the middle of the curve our own front windows were blazing like a ship in the dark, Donna keeping the lights on.

Ruth didn’t get off me. She slept that way, in the end, on top of me, her breasts warm on my chest and her breath warm on my neck and her hand still flat on my sternum where it had found my heartbeat.

Just before she went under, she said one more thing, in the dark, so low I almost didn’t hear it.

“It’s not a plan, Jack.”

“I know.”

“It’s a wanting.” Her fingers moved once on my chest. “I’m allowed one.”

“You’re allowed as many as you want.”

“No.” She almost smiled against my neck. I felt it. “Just the one. I said it at the table. I’m not going to keep saying it.”

She slept.

I lay awake a while longer under my sleeping wife with my shoulder clean and the floor full and her heartbeat still going in step with mine, slow and steady under her palm.

In the morning, Donna made coffee.

It was terrible. She made it in our kitchen at seven, and Ruth made her own on her own range and carried it up the Row in the pot with a dish towel around the handle, and we drank both of them on our front porch in the early gold light with our trunks stacked behind us and the crate on the lawn.

Donna handed me hers first. I drank it. It had no egg in it this time. It had something worse, which she said was chicory, and which I believed was a bicycle tire.

“Well?” Donna said.

“It’s warm.”

She didn’t hit me. She was looking past me at Ruth.

Ruth was sitting in her chair at the end of the porch in a clean blue dress with her red hair pinned up neat for the plane and her good coffee in both hands, looking down the hill at the harbor. Her face was the calm face she always wore. Nothing on it. Nothing anybody on the Row would have seen.

Donna saw.

Her eyes went over Ruth’s face and read it the way they read mine, and she understood the whole night, all of it, without one word. Her blue eyes went soft and bright and wet. Her lips parted.

And she didn’t say anything.

Donna Danner, who named every feeling she had out loud, who had once told the entire Pennant Row through its porch lamps exactly when her husband had made her come, looked at Ruth’s face in the morning light and said nothing at all. She just reached over and put her hand on Ruth’s knee, and left it there, and drank her own terrible coffee.

Ruth looked down at the hand on her knee. Then she covered it with her own.

It was the loudest thing I had ever heard Donna say.

At a quarter past eight, Roy and the maroon-and-white rookie came up the walk to load the crate. Roy asked what was in it. Ruth said it was a crate.

At eight-forty I walked up the Row to Okafor’s porch, because Peggy had said I would. He was at his rail with his coffee, and his tired eyes went to my left shoulder as if he could see through my shirt to the clean skin. He didn’t ask.

“Report’s on my table,” he said. “‘Don’t hit him, don’t throw light at him, don’t look at him.’ That’s a lot of don’t, Danner.”

“I don’t have a do yet.”

“Your brunette might. Ask her. To her face.” He drank. “And when you look at him next time, and you will, make sure somebody else is watching who you are while you do it.”

That was the eight minutes.

At eight fifty-two by Peggy’s notebook, the household left Pennant Row.

The seaplane sat in the harbor below the north jetty with its propellers turning over and its cargo hatch open, and the dockmen were loading Ruth’s crate into the hold with the trunks. Donna was already aboard at a window seat in a pale yellow traveling dress with the blue-and-gold scarf at her throat, waving at me through the glass. Ruth was climbing the folding steps behind her. Eddie was sitting on his satchel on the dock because it would not stay shut. Across the planking, Wayne Benton handed Corinne up the steps with one hand under hers, correct, and glanced back at me, and smiled.

I stood on the end of the jetty and didn’t get on.

The pilot leaned out of his window. “Mister Danner? We’re boarding.”

“I’ll fly it,” I said.

He stared at me. Then he looked at the strait, a hundred miles of open gray water to the island, and back at me, and shrugged the way a pilot shrugs at a passenger who is clearly not his problem.

Donna pressed her palm flat against the window glass. Behind her, Ruth’s calm face looked out at me, and she lifted one hand and laid it flat against the glass too, the way she’d lay it on my chest.

The floor came up under me, full, all the way to the top.

I stepped off the end of the jetty into the air.


Chapter 4: Back Where I Fell

Halfway across the strait, I flew upside down past my wife’s window.

I hadn’t planned to. I’d planned to fly the crossing the way Malloy had taught me for my qualifying run, straight and quiet, a nail on the coast and the wind ignored. But the seaplane droned along at a hundred and thirty knots off my right shoulder with its windows full of faces, and in the third window from the front Donna had her nose pressed flat to the glass like a kid at a candy store, and after twenty minutes of her mouthing things at me I couldn’t stand it.

So I rolled over onto my back with my arms crossed on my chest as if I’d strung a hammock between two clouds and drifted along beside her window, upside down, at four hundred feet over the open water, and yawned.

Donna shrieked. I couldn’t hear it over the engines. I saw it. She clapped both hands over her mouth and fell sideways out of view against Ruth.

When she came back up she was laughing so hard her face had gone pink, and she was pounding on the glass with the flat of her hand, and Ruth’s calm face appeared behind her shoulder and looked at me, upside down, hanging in the air off the wingtip.

Ruth shook her head slowly. I read her lips easily. Show-off.

Then she put her palm flat against the window.

The floor came up under me through four hundred feet of wind and a pane of glass, warm and level and full. I hadn’t needed it. She put it there anyway, the way she’d put a second biscuit on my plate before I asked, and I rolled right side up and flew the rest of the way on it.

Three rows behind them, in another window, Wayne Benton sat with a newspaper open on his knee and watched me go by. He did not smile at all. Corinne was beside him writing on her clipboard.

Eddie was in the window behind Ruth with his face the color of skim milk and his satchel clutched in both arms. I learned later he had been airsick into a paper sack twice before the halfway mark.

The crossing took forty minutes. My qualifying run last summer had taken forty-one, and I’d landed with my shoulders burning. This time the crosswind came off the mainland and leaned on me, and I leaned back without noticing, like a boy leaning into a curve on a bicycle. I could have turned around and flown it back.

Then Valor Island came up out of the haze ahead of the plane, and I forgot about everything else.

It came up gold.

The island rose out of the blue water like something set there by a jeweler: white cliffs, green slopes, and over all of it, catching the morning sun, the academy. Marble terraces stepped down the hillside in long white tiers. Chrome domes sat on the buildings like polished helmets. The flight towers stood along the cliff edge with their catch-cables strung between them in long silver loops, and the banners of a dozen households snapped from the poles along the main terrace. Over the flight yard, three caped figures turned slow circles. First-years, learning.

The first time, I’d come in on a seaplane on my second day in this world and thought: somebody here is going to look at me and know I’m not from anywhere. Nobody had found out. Two women had, at two kitchen tables, because I’d told them. That was the opposite of being found out.

I came down over the harbor.

The academy’s dock was a long white jetty with chrome bollards along its edges. When I first came in it had been a dock of bleached wood, and I’d walked up it that first afternoon with my hands shaking and thought I might throw up. They’d poured it over in stone while I was still crashing into the padding, and set a gold winged star into an arch at the land end.

I landed on the end of the jetty with both boots, soft, and walked toward it.

The dock was full.

Second-years and their households filled it from end to end, men in their colors and their wives beside them, trunks and hatboxes, a portable radio playing brass band music, the whole jetty crowded and loud and bright.

“PORTAL GUY!”

The shout came from forty feet off and hit me like a thrown ball.

Tommy Hale came through the crowd toward me at a pace somewhere between a jog and a stampede. He’d been a wiry kid last summer. A winter of lifting trucks on the circuit had put thirty pounds on him, and now he was a big, broad-faced, sunburned strength Specialist with a crew cut and arms like a stevedore’s and a grin that took up half his head. He was wearing a red-and-white second-year’s jacket with a single rank star high on the collar and a bare gold spot below it.

He hit me in a bear hug that lifted me off the dock.

“Portal guy!” He set me down and held me at arm’s length by both shoulders and looked me over. “Married twice! Two! In one year!” He shook me. “Save some for the rest of us, you greedy bastard!”

“Hello, Tommy.”

“Hello Tommy, he says.” He turned to the whole crowded dock. “This man crashed into the padding nine times in one morning! I counted!”

“Seven,” I said.

“Nine!” He clapped me on the back hard enough to rattle my teeth, then pointed at the bare gold spot at his collar. “And I’ve got this. A whole year. They keep telling me I’m too loud for the Wife wing.”

“You are too loud for the Wife wing.”

“That’s what Mabel said.” He went a little pink under the sunburn. “Mabel Crane. She’s finishing this spring. She wrote me twice this winter,” he added, with the air of a man confessing to a crime. “Not that it matters. Placements are her business.”

Behind him I saw others I knew. Karras, the energy Specialist, tall and quiet, lifting a hand from beside a stack of trunks. Boyd, the enormous strength Specialist, grinning shyly over everyone’s heads like a friendly bear. Cadet Officer Reyes at the foot of the arch with a clipboard, who had signed me into this place my first day.

And Doyle.

Doyle was standing apart from the crowd at the edge of the jetty, a smaller man in an energy Specialist’s gray, alone, his hands in his pockets. He saw the seaplane taxiing up to the dock with its door opening, and he saw who was standing in the open door behind my wives, pressed and correct, waiting to hand his own wife down.

Doyle turned around and walked to the other end of the dock.

He didn’t hurry. He just put forty yards and a stack of steamer trunks between himself and Wayne Benton and stood looking at the water.

Then I stopped seeing Doyle, because I saw her.

Audrey was standing at the foot of the arch with Malloy.

She was exactly where she’d stood the day I left for the Row, at the place on the stones where the jetty met the land, as if she had marked the spot and come back to it. She had her back to me. She was talking to Malloy about something on a sheet of paper he held, and she had a folder under her left arm, and Malloy said something, and she turned half around to answer a question from Reyes behind her.

She turned away from me as she did it, and I saw the pencil skirt.

It was charcoal gray wool, plain, cut to just below the knee and fitted to her without an inch to spare. When she turned, the fabric pulled tight across her hips and her ass, and her ass was the first thing I saw of Audrey Bell since Wayne’s wedding, and it stopped me where I stood on the dock.

I’d known what she looked like. But a letter is paper, and this was a woman standing in the spring sun on a white stone jetty with her weight on one hip, and the full round heavy curve of her ass filling that gray skirt so tight the seam at the back stood out in a straight line down the middle. Her hips flared out wide from a narrow waist where a white blouse was tucked in neat as a letter in an envelope. The skirt hugged the thickness of her thighs all the way down to the hem, and below it her calves were strong and curved in sheer stockings with a dark seam up the back, and she stood in low black heels with her knees together, perfectly balanced.

My mouth went dry. My hands closed at my sides.

I stood on the dock in the crowd with Tommy Hale talking at my shoulder and couldn’t hear a word he said.

She turned back around, and I saw the rest of her.

The glasses first. Black frames, a little cat-eyed at the corners, catching the sun. Behind them the gray-green eyes, cool and level, already moving across the crowd the way they moved across a map. Her dark brown hair was rolled and pinned at the back of her head, glossy as a piano, and one strand had come loose at the left temple and curled down along her cheek. She had a pen clipped to the folder. Her blouse was buttoned to the second button and no further, and under it her chest was neat and modest, nothing like Donna, nothing like Ruth, clean lines under clean white cotton.

Her mouth was the thing. It was a controlled mouth. Pale rose lipstick, nothing loud, and it sat in her face in a straight composed line, not smiling, not frowning, the mouth of a woman who decided what it would do before it did it.

Her eyes found me across the crowded dock.

They stopped.

Her gaze had been moving, sweeping, cataloging the dock, and it reached me and stopped as though it had hit the end of a line. The composed mouth did not change. Nothing on her face changed at all. But her fingers tightened on the folder under her arm, and the loose strand at her temple moved in the wind, and she did not reach up to fix it.

She looked at me for as long as it takes to read a sentence.

Then she looked past me, at the seaplane, at the woman coming down its folding steps in a pale yellow traveling dress with a blue-and-gold scarf, and her face changed completely. It opened. It warmed. A real smile, the kind I’d seen on her maybe four times in my life.

She walked straight past me.

“Donna,” Audrey said.

Donna came off the last step of the seaplane and saw her and made a sound like a teakettle and ran. She ran in her heels down the stone jetty with her yellow skirt flying and her platinum hair coming loose from its traveling scarf, the whole soft abundant bounce of her, every man on that dock turning to watch her go by. She hit Audrey in a hug that rocked them both back a step.

Audrey allowed it. Stiff for a second, and then not stiff, her free arm going around Donna’s back, her eyes closing behind her glasses for a moment.

“You came,” Donna said into her shoulder. “You came to the dock.”

“I was standing here anyway,” Audrey said. “Malloy needed a list read.”

“Liar.”

“Yes,” Audrey agreed.

She held Donna off at arm’s length and looked at her, top to bottom, the way she read a file. “You look happy. You look like a woman who cheated at cards all winter and won.”

“I did cheat at cards all winter.”

“I know. Your letters.” Audrey reached up and straightened the knot of the blue-and-gold scarf at Donna’s throat with two small precise movements, the way she’d done on this dock the day we left. “There. You tied it in a hurry.”

“I tied it in a seaplane.”

“That’s a hurry.”

Ruth came down the steps next, unhurried, in her clean blue dress with her small neat case in one hand. She stopped at the foot of the steps and looked at Audrey, and Audrey looked back at her, and the two of them took each other’s measure the way they had over a plate of food at Wayne’s wedding, in the space of about one breath.

Audrey let go of Donna. She crossed the dock to Ruth and held out her hand.

“Mrs. Keller,” she said.

Ruth took the hand. “Miss Bell.”

Behind them, the seaplane’s cargo hatch was open and the dockmen were swinging the freight out on a small hand crane. Trunks first. Then the crate, pale pine, four feet tall and narrow, THIS SIDE UP, swaying gently on its sling as the crane lowered it to the stones.

Audrey’s eyes went to it. Just for a second.

The man running the crane had gray in his hair and a slight hitch in his left leg, and he steadied the crate as it came down as if it held eggs. Pell. The gantry had come down on him the night of the gold-white crate, and Eddie had crawled under the steel to keep him breathing. He was back rigging freight, as Eddie had promised he would be.

Pell set the crate down on the stones, upright, and patted its side once.

Audrey looked at it a moment longer. At its corners. Then she looked back at Ruth.

“You built the chair,” Audrey said. “I can tell by the joinery.”

Ruth’s hand tightened on the handle of her case.

“You can’t see a chair,” Ruth said. “You can see a crate.”

“I can see the crate.” Audrey tilted her head a few degrees toward it, a precise little movement. “The corners are pegged. No nails. A woman who pegs a crate for a seaplane doesn’t buy her furniture. She builds it, and she builds it slow, and she doesn’t trust a nail with it on a wet porch.” Her eyes came back to Ruth’s. “And the crate’s four feet by twenty inches. That’s chair-shaped. A narrow chair. Narrower than a porch chair.” A pause. “And Donna wrote me in March that you’d papered over your garage window.”

Donna made a strangled noise.

Ruth looked at Audrey without blinking.

Then, slowly, Ruth smiled.

“It stays crated,” Ruth said.

“Of course it does,” Audrey said. “It’s not my business what’s in your crate.”

“No,” Ruth agreed. “It’s not.” She turned to Pell. “Will you keep that in your freight shed for me? Out of the wet. Until I send for it.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Pell said, and touched his cap.

Audrey watched the crate go off on Pell’s dolly toward the long low freight shed beside the receiving yard. She did not ask a single question about it. She didn’t look at me. She held her folder a little tighter under her arm, and the strand blew across her cheek, and she let it.

She turned around and walked over to where I was standing, and stopped in front of me, a little closer than a woman stands to a man she’s just saying hello to.

She looked up at me through her glasses. I was five-eleven. She was five-seven in her low heels, and she still somehow managed to look at me as if I were the one being measured.

“Jacket,” Audrey said.

She didn’t say hello. She held her hand out, palm up.

I had it under my arm, folded in Ruth’s brown paper and tied with string. I put it in her hand.

Her fingers closed on it. She didn’t open it. She held it against her chest beside the folder, both of them under her arms like a woman carrying the two most important things she owned.

“You didn’t wash it,” she said.

“Ruth took it out of the basket.”

“I know. You wrote me.” Her eyes dropped to the parcel against her chest and came back up. “Your letter came yesterday. I read it.”

“And?”

“And I’m working on it.” She looked at me a moment longer. “You asked me how to fight a man you can’t hit and can’t look at. That’s the first good question you’ve asked me in a year, Danner. Every other letter you asked me how to hit things better.”

Behind her, Malloy cleared his throat, a sound like a cold truck turning over.

“Bell,” he said. “Danner. If you two are done exchanging parcels on my dock.”

Captain Frank Malloy stood at the foot of the arch with his arms folded and his sleeves rolled, iron-gray crew cut, chin scar, pale blue eyes that had watched me crash into the padding seven or nine times in one morning and never once looked surprised.

“Captain.”

“Forty minutes,” Malloy said. “You were showing off.”

“I was keeping pace with the plane.”

“You were flying upside down past your wife’s window. The pilot radioed it in.” He did not smile. “Logistics. Listen once, I won’t say it twice. Married households go in the guest cottages down by the hangar, the low ones, the ones we keep for staging crews. You’ve got two. The one with the blue curtains, and the one next to it on the covered walk.” His eyes flicked to Ruth. “Keller, you’ll want the one with the stove.”

“I will,” Ruth said.

“Trials start at dawn tomorrow. Flight yard. Don’t be late, don’t be early, be there. Second-year sparring, the precision course, durability, all of it, all week. The Wife wing runs its operations trial midweek, and placements are at the end of the week on the main terrace.” He said the last part to me, flat, his eyes holding mine one beat longer than the rest. “Households that want a trainee stand under their colors. You know how it works.”

“I know how it works.”

“Good.” Malloy looked at Eddie, who had arrived at my elbow, still pale, clutching the satchel. “Pruitt. Your request’s approved. One visit a day to the cold room. One hour, guard on the door. He’s in the low block off the receiving yard, next to the diagnostic bay.” A pause. “He woke up twice this week. Ate both times. Not a word. Looked at the door a lot.”

Eddie went a different shade of pale. “He’s awake?”

“Sometimes. You’ll find out. And Moretti’s in the same block, two doors down from the gray one. He’s been asking for a newspaper every day for six months. Don’t give him one.”

“Nicky’s here?” I said.

“Where else would I put him?” Malloy said. “He’s the only man alive who’s said the word catalog to my face. I want him where I can see him.” He turned to go, then turned back. “Price wants the jacket in the diagnostic bay before lunch. Bell, take it. Danner, go with her. And Danner.” He looked at me hard. “Don’t look at anything in there that glows.”

He walked off up the terrace stairs.

The guest cottages sat in a row at the foot of the hill below the flight hangar, low white buildings with green shutters and a covered walk running along their fronts. Palms leaned over them. The sea was a hundred yards off down a sandy path.

I knew which one was ours before Reyes checked his clipboard.

Donna knew too.

We came along the covered walk with the trunks on a hand cart behind us, Eddie pushing it, and Donna’s step slowed. Then it stopped. She was looking at a door, the third one from the end, white with a brass knob, and the window beside it with blue curtains drawn half across.

She put her hand on my arm. She looked at the door and then up at me, and her blue eyes were enormous and bright and absolutely wicked, and her fingers tightened on my sleeve.

That was the cottage. The staging cottage, the night of the weather delay, the night before Delano Street. The rain on the blue curtains and the little chrome alarm clock that ticked itself three inches across the dresser. A locked door and a quilted bed and a woman who’d told me she was ready and trusted me.

The look Donna gave me said I would be paying for that look later, and that I would enjoy every cent of the bill.

“Danners,” Reyes said, checking his clipboard, oblivious. “This one, and the next one down. The blue one has the double bed, the green one has the kitchenette.” He glanced up. “Congratulations again on both weddings, Mr. Danner. We heard about the Pile all the way out here.”

“Thank you, Reyes.”

“Mrs. Danner.” Reyes smiled at Donna. “Mrs. Keller.”

Ruth was already at the door of the green cottage, looking in at the kitchenette with a critical eye. “Two burners,” she said. “I’ve cooked for a wedding on less.”

The diagnostic bay was down the hill, past the freight shed, at the edge of the receiving yard.

It was a long low building with a curved chrome roof, and inside it was cold and blue: blue tile, blue light from long tubes in the ceiling, a floor of polished gray stone. Glass-topped steel tables stood in a row down the middle, and instruments I didn’t have names for sat on rolling carts, dials and needles and things like brass radios with their backs off.

At the far end, behind a waist-high wall of thick glass, stood the containment cradle.

It was a steel frame like a ship’s cradle, bolted to the floor, and in it sat the crate. The same crate, the one that had come in from a burned payroll depot on the mainland and flared in the receiving yard and brought a gantry down on Pell. Its wooden slats were long gone. What was left was the steel inside: warped bands, slumped brass locks, a lid gone soft at the corners and set again in drips. And all over it, in streaks and spatters, the gold-white residue. Faintly shining, like old frost.

My mouth tasted like pennies.

Dr. Lillian Price was standing beside the glass with her hands in her white coat pockets, looking at the crate as though it were an old friend she had never entirely trusted.

She hadn’t changed. Chestnut hair in its neat roll. Pearls. Immaculate white gloves. Dark blue eyes that had never once failed to see what I didn’t want her to see.

“Mr. Danner,” Price said, without turning around. “You’ve been looking at things you shouldn’t.”

“I’ve been told.”

“I’m sure you have.” She turned. Her eyes went over me once, quick and professional, top to bottom, and stopped on my left shoulder. “Where’s the burn?”

“Gone.”

Price’s eyebrows rose a precise quarter inch. “Pruitt’s report said it was resisting him. He said it was sitting in the tissue like grit. He said Mrs. Keller’s palm faded it but would not close it.”

“It closed last night.”

“How?”

I opened my mouth and found I had no idea how to answer that question in front of Lillian Price and Audrey Bell.

Audrey was setting the brown paper parcel down on the nearest glass table, untying the string, and she did not look up. But her hands paused on the string for a half second.

“Thoroughly,” I said.

Price looked at me over her pearls. Her eyes narrowed in a way that, on any other woman, would have come with a grin.

“Ah,” she said. “Mrs. Keller’s palm couldn’t do it, and Mrs. Keller could.” She took a small notebook out of her coat pocket, unclipped a silver pencil, looked at the blank page, and put both away again without writing anything. “That’s interesting. I’ll remember it. I won’t write it down.” She turned to the table. “Show me.”

Audrey had the paper open. She lifted the jacket out and laid it on the glass, blue-and-gold, the two gold stars at the collar, the left shoulder up.

The handprint shone on the royal-blue wool.

In the blue light of the bay it looked brighter than it had on Cutter Street. The long fingers spread wide. The heel of the palm darker and denser than the tips, pressed pale and shining into the weave.

Price bent over it with a jeweler’s loupe screwed into one eye. She didn’t touch it. She looked until I wanted to look away for her.

“Bring the cart,” she said.

Audrey brought the cart. Price unclipped a long brass instrument with a needle dial from it, the kind of thing I’d watched her run over me a dozen times, and passed its tip a few inches over the handprint. The needle jumped.

Price made a small satisfied sound.

“Now,” she said. “Miss Bell. Would you carry the jacket to the glass, please. Slowly.”

Audrey picked the jacket up by the collar and the hem, holding it flat, the handprint up, and carried it down the long cold room toward the containment wall at the end. Price walked beside her with the instrument. I followed, because nobody told me not to.

Ten feet from the glass, the crate in its cradle began to glow.

I stopped walking.

The old gold-white streaks on the warped steel, a year dead and dull, started to shine like coals when you blow on them, and grew as Audrey walked closer with the jacket. At five feet from the glass, every streak and spatter of old residue was lit from inside, and the handprint on the jacket was shining too. They answered each other.

The penny taste in my mouth got so strong I could feel it in my teeth. The hair on my arms stood straight up.

Audrey stopped.

Price stood with the instrument in her gloved hand and watched the needle swing to the end of its dial and stay there, quivering. Her face was perfectly calm. Her eyes were shining.

“Residue knows residue,” Price said softly. “Same source. Same man. A year apart and a hundred miles of water, and it recognizes itself.” She lowered the instrument. “It’s the same hand, Miss Bell. Now I can prove it to the needle.”

“You’d already proved it,” Audrey said. “With the clippings.”

“You proved it with the clippings. I proved it with a feeling.” Price almost smiled. “This is better than a feeling. Take it back to the table.”

Audrey walked back down the room with the jacket. Behind her, the crate’s glow faded slowly, the streaks going dull again one by one, like lamps going out down a street.

At the table, Audrey took a pair of steel calipers out of her folder, set their points to the handprint, and measured it, quick and neat, writing each figure in a small square hand without looking at the page.

I had no business staring at her in front of Price, and I stared anyway. She bent over the glass table with her weight on one hip and the calipers in her left hand and her pen in her right, and the charcoal skirt went tight across her ass again, and the seam up the back of her stocking ran straight down into her low black heel. A loose curl fell across her glasses. She blew it aside without stopping.

“Palm, four and one-eighth across at the widest,” she said, to nobody, writing. “Middle finger, five and three-quarters from the crease to the tip. That’s long. That’s very long. A pianist’s hand. Taller than six feet if the proportion holds.” She moved the calipers. “And he’s thin. The fingers are long and the palm’s narrow. Thin hands on a tall man.”

“I saw him,” I said. “From the side. He’s tall. Too thin for how tall.”

Audrey didn’t look up. “Yes. I’d have said so.” She bent closer, so close her glasses nearly touched the wool. “And the heat’s in the palm. Look at the density. The heel of the hand is three times as dark as the fingertips. When he put his hand on you, the heat came out of the center of him, down the arm, into the palm. Not the fingers. The fingers were just holding on.” She straightened and looked at me. “He didn’t grab you, Jack. He laid his hand on you. Flat. The way you’d put a hand on a horse’s neck to settle it.”

The cold came back under my ribs.

“Why?”

“I don’t know yet.” She closed the calipers. “But the density says he held still while he did it. He chose where to put his hand, and he chose when to take it away. He meant every inch of it.” She looked at Price. “Somebody told him not to hurt you.”

Price said nothing. She looked at the jacket.

“That’s speculation,” I said.

“Yes,” Audrey said. “It’s the only kind I have until I have more.” She wrote one more line in the notebook. “I’ll have more.”

Price kept the jacket.

She hung it in a glass cabinet on the cold wall, on a padded hanger, the handprint facing out, and locked the cabinet with a small brass key she put in her coat pocket. “It stays here,” she said. “With the crate. I want to see what they do to each other over a week.”

At the door of the bay, Audrey stopped me with two fingers on my sleeve.

Price was at the far end of the room bent over her instruments. It was just the two of us in the doorway with the blue light behind us and the spring sun bright on the stones of the receiving yard.

“You looked at him,” Audrey said. Low.

“Once.”

“Once.” She didn’t let go of my sleeve. Her fingers were light and cool through the cloth. “And you don’t remember it. And you shouted something, and you know what kind of word it was. You wrote that to me.”

“I know.”

She was quiet a moment. Up close, behind her glasses, her eyes were very steady and very clear, and there was something in them I didn’t have a name for, sharper and more exact than fear.

“Don’t do it again,” she said. “Don’t look at him. Not once. Not sideways. Not until I’ve worked out how you can look without looking.”

“How do I look without looking?”

“I said I’d work it out. I didn’t say I had.” She let go of my sleeve, and reached into her folder, and took something out and held it up.

It was a pair of goggles.

Welding goggles. Heavy black rubber, a canvas strap, and two round lenses so dark green they were almost black, scuffed, one with a chip at the edge.

“From the receiving yard,” Audrey said. “Pell lent them to me. They’re his.” She held them out. “Put them on next time you see something glowing in a doorway.”

I took them. They were heavy and tacky with old oil.

“Is this a joke?”

“Yes,” Audrey said. Then, after a beat she seemed to measure: “And no.”

She turned and walked back into the blue cold of the bay, toward Price and the glass cabinet and the jacket, her heels clicking on the stone, her skirt moving, the folder under her arm. She didn’t look back.

I stood in the doorway with Pell’s welding goggles in my hand and the penny taste fading out of my mouth.

The rain came in off the strait after dark.

It came the way it had come the night before Delano Street, in long soft sheets drumming on the covered walk’s roof. Ruth had made a stew on two burners in the green cottage that was better than the grand hall’s roast, and Eddie had eaten two bowls and gone up the hill to his bunk in the infirmary wing with his three letters in his satchel for the morning.

Ruth had kissed me on the porch of the green cottage and gone in and closed her door.

“Go on,” she’d said. “She’s been looking at that door since the dock.”

Now I stood in the doorway of the blue cottage and looked at it.

It was the same. The small kind room. The quilted bed with its white spread. The braided rug. The single chair with nobody’s jacket over its back. The little dresser with its porcelain pitcher and its brass tray, and on the brass tray, God help me, a chrome alarm clock with green hands, ticking.

The blue curtains were drawn across the rain-streaked windows, all but one narrow line where the gray dark showed through.

Donna was sitting on the edge of the bed.

She had changed out of her traveling dress into a pale blue nightgown that stopped above her knees, thin cotton with a ribbon at the neck, and she was sitting on the white quilted spread with her bare feet on the braided rug and her hands flat on the mattress on either side of her hips. Her platinum hair was down. The lamp on the dresser threw warm light across her bare shoulders and the soft heavy swell of her breasts under the cotton, her nipples standing out dark and hard against the thin blue, and the cotton pulled across her full hips where she sat.

She was looking at the curtains.

When I came in and shut the door behind me she turned her head and looked at me, and then back at the curtains, and she started to laugh.

It started small. A little breath through her nose. Then it came up out of her, bright and helpless, and she fell sideways on the quilted bed and laughed into the spread with her bare knees drawn up and her nightgown riding up over the thick creamy backs of her thighs.

“Same ones,” she gasped. “Jack. They’re the same curtains.”

“I noticed.”

“They didn’t even change the curtains.” She rolled onto her back, still laughing, her breasts shaking under the cotton. “A whole year. I married you, I set a kitchen on fire, I lit up a whole street and helped marry you to a widow, and they didn’t change the curtains.”

I came and stood over the bed and looked down at her.

She stopped laughing. She looked up at me with her hair spread across the quilt and her cheeks pink and her blue eyes bright and wet, and her lips parted.

“This is the bed,” she said softly.

“I know.”

“I was so scared.” She caught my hand and laid it flat on her belly, over the cotton, and held it there with both of hers. “Look at me now.”

I looked at her. My wife sprawled on her back on that bed, her nightgown halfway up her thighs and her breasts rising and falling under thin cotton, and the lamp on the dresser burning a shade brighter than a lamp that size had any right to.

My cock pressed hard against my trousers. She saw it. Her eyes went down to it and back up to my face, slow, and she smiled.

“Not tonight,” Donna said.

I waited.

“Not tonight,” she said again, and she was smiling wider, wicked, delighted with herself. “I’ve got a plan. You’ve got trials at dawn, and Malloy will know if you don’t sleep, he always knows. And I’ve had a plan since February for what I’m going to do with you on this island.” She pressed my hand harder against her belly. “It isn’t here. And it isn’t tonight.”

“Where is it?”

“You’ll find out.” She let go of my hand, rolled over onto her side, and pulled the quilt up over her shoulder, and looked at me from under her hair. “But I want you to lie down in this bed with me, right now, and think about it all night, and not get any. I want you to think about this bed and those curtains and that clock, and how far it walked across the dresser the last time, and me.” Her voice dropped. “And I want you to know I packed the white dress.”

The white dress.

The white halter sundress from the night of the mixer. The dress that had started all of it.

I stood there beside the bed with my heart going.

“Lie down, hero,” Donna said, and closed her eyes, still smiling. “And put out the lamp. If you can.”

I lay down beside her in my clothes. I put out the lamp.

It took me three tries. Every time I reached for the switch, she moved against me under the quilt, her soft warm ass pressing back into my lap in the dark, and the lamp flared up again on its own like a dog wagging its tail, and she laughed into the pillow.

On the dresser the chrome alarm clock ticked on its brass tray, and the rain came down on the blue curtains, and I lay in the dark with my wife’s warm body against me and was still awake when the clock’s green hands said two.


Chapter 5: Second-Year Measures

“Reading’s hot,” said the speaker on the gauge booth, and the whole flight yard laughed.

I was a hundred and fifty feet over the cliff edge, climbing, with the sun just clear of the sea and the air still cold enough to bite. Below me the flight yard ran out to the cliff in a long green field cut by white lines, the chrome towers along its edge with their catch-cables slung between them. In a little glass-fronted booth at the foot of the tallest tower, a man in a gray academy cardigan sat behind a wall of dials with a microphone, watching the lift gauge.

He had called my reading hot a year ago, every time, usually right before I hit the padding. “Reading’s hot.” Thump.

Now he said it like a man saying hello to an old friend he hadn’t expected to see.

I kept climbing.

The old ceiling had been a hundred and eighty feet. That was where I’d topped out as a first-year, the place where the lift went thin and wobbly and my body started to forget how to hold itself up. Malloy had painted it on the face of the big lift gauge in the reader’s booth in yellow: a stripe across the dial at the hundred-and-eighty mark, with DANNER lettered under it, as a joke, after the morning I’d hit it four times in a row and bounced.

I went past the yellow mark at a hundred miles an hour and didn’t feel it.

Two hundred feet. Three hundred. The island spread out under me like a map, the blue water all the way around, and eastward a hundred miles of strait with the mainland somewhere under the haze. Six hundred feet, my circuit height, and then past it without a wobble. Nine hundred. Twelve hundred feet.

The floor was full. The light was steady. I felt both of them at once, Ruth on the rail by the flight yard gate with her hand flat on the top bar, Donna beside her in a yellow sweater with both arms up over her head, and I was nowhere near the top of either of them.

“Reading’s very hot,” the speaker said.

“That’s enough, Danner.” Malloy’s voice in the plate behind my ear, dry. “I’ve seen the view. Come down and show me the dead-stick.”

The dead-stick drill had nearly killed me my first week: cut your lift at height and drop like a stone, then bring it back on without a flare and land on the painted circle without bouncing.

I came down to four hundred feet, cut my lift, and fell.

The wind came up around me with a roar. The flight yard swelled, the green field and the white lines rushing up. I watched the turf come and didn’t think about it. At sixty feet I opened the lift the way you’d open a door you knew was there in the dark, not hard, just a hand on the knob, and it came on clean and soft under me, no flare, no splash of blue-gold off my shoulders, and I slowed through forty feet and twenty and ten, and stepped down onto the painted circle on the balls of my feet with my knees taking it.

No bounce. Not a blade of turf disturbed outside the paint.

The yard was quiet a moment.

Then somebody on the second-year rail started clapping. Then everybody did.

“Touch-and-go,” Malloy said, as though nobody had done anything. “Three circles. Go.”

I did three. Up off the first circle, a long low swoop across the field, down on the second without stopping, a touch of the boots on the paint and up again, across to the third. Clean, clean, clean. On the third I came down and stopped, and the second-year rail was shouting, and Tommy Hale was on top of the rail with both fists in the air yelling “THAT’S MY PORTAL GUY” at the top of his lungs.

I walked back across the field to the launch line.

Malloy stood there with his stopwatch and his clipboard. He looked at the stopwatch. He wrote something on the clipboard. He did not look at me.

“Huh,” Malloy said.

That was the whole parade.

Behind him at the instrument table, Dr. Price sat on a folding chair in her white coat with three of her brass machines running at once, their needles chattering on long paper tapes that fed out of them in curls onto the grass. She was writing nothing. She was watching the tapes with her chin on her gloved hand and an expression of perfect contentment, like a woman watching a pot she knows will boil.

“You were at a hundred and eighty a year ago,” Price said, without looking up. “You went past twelve hundred with no change in the tape. I don’t know where your ceiling is now, Mr. Danner.”

“Neither do I.”

“No,” Price said. “That’s what makes it interesting.”

“Durability,” Malloy said. “Boyd. Get over here.”

Boyd was the biggest man on Valor Island.

He’d spent a winter on a south coast circuit lifting trucks off things, and he’d gotten bigger. He came across the yard with a slow rolling walk that had learned to duck for doorways, six foot six, shoulders like a church door, a gentle round boyish face on top of all of it, and he could punch through a bank wall.

“Hi, Jack,” Boyd said.

“Hi, Boyd.”

“Captain says hit you.” Boyd looked apologetic. “With everything.”

“That’s what he says.”

“Sorry,” Boyd said, and drew back his right hand.

I set.

I didn’t think about it anymore. After a month of mornings on the Okafor lawn it just happened on its own. My weight went down through my heels into the turf and the hard chalk under the island, and stayed there.

Boyd hit me in the chest with everything a strength Specialist has.

It was enormous. I want to be honest about that. It was like being hit by a truck that had been taught to box. The air went out of me all at once and I heard my ribs make a sound like green sticks bending, and the shock of it went down my legs and into the ground and the turf under my boots split in a little star.

I didn’t move.

I didn’t give him a step or an inch. My boots stayed where they’d been, on the white of the launch line, and my body took the blow and kept it and handed it down into the island.

Then the floor came up.

I felt Ruth do it. She was on the rail sixty feet away, and she didn’t move, and her hand stayed flat on the top bar. But the warmth came up under me from the bottom of my body, from the sternum out, and I felt my ribs go warm, and I felt them go right. The green-stick sound reversed itself somewhere inside me. The ache went out of my chest.

Boyd was standing there with his fist still out, staring at my shirt.

I looked down.

There was a bruise coming up on my chest under the thin cotton of my training shirt, a big dark one the size of Boyd’s fist, purple at the center going red at the edges. I watched it. Everybody watched it. Over about ten seconds, it went from purple to blue to green to yellow, and then it went pale, and then it was gone.

My skin was clean.

“Holy smoke,” Boyd said softly.

At the instrument table, all three of Price’s machines started chattering at once, their needles going so hard the tapes fed out in long jerking loops. She put her gloved hand flat on the top of one of them, as if to calm it.

“Next,” Malloy said, and wrote on his clipboard.

The precision course was in the afternoon, and it was a disaster.

It ran along a lane at the north end of the yard, a long straight strip of turf between two rows of chrome posts. Chrome rings hung from wires between the posts at intervals down the lane: the first at ten yards, the next at twenty, then thirty, forty, fifty. Each ring was about the size of a dinner plate. At the far end of the lane a weighted training dummy hung from a hoist hook on a steel frame, a canvas body filled with sand, the weight of a big man. Beside it was a raised wooden platform.

The drill was simple. Send the thread through every ring in the lane, without touching one. Hook the dummy at the far end. Lift it off the hoist and set it on the platform without letting it swing.

It was the thread at a distance, and it was everything I was bad at.

I’d written Audrey about it all winter. Left and downward. Always left, even with the left hand. Worse past thirty feet, worse when I was scared, worse on the mornings I most needed it to be good.

I stood at the head of the lane and raised my right hand, and let the thread come.

It came out of my fingertips blue-gold and hair-thin, and it shook.

It always shook, a bright wobbling filament drifting left the moment it left my skin. I sent it down the lane at the first ring and it went through, barely, without a sound.

Malloy wrote something down.

Second ring, twenty yards. The thread wandered. I felt it go, and I pulled it back right and overcorrected and it struck the ring dead on the rim. The ring swung on its wire, ting-ting-ting, spinning.

Third ring, thirty. Clipped the bottom edge. The ring jumped.

Fourth ring, forty yards. I got it through clean, and felt a stupid flash of hope. Fifth ring, fifty. The thread was shaking so badly by then I could see it from the head of the lane, a bright line wriggling in the afternoon sun like a hair in a breeze, and I clipped the fifth ring so hard it came off its wire and fell in the grass.

Three rings hit. One down.

A low sympathetic murmur went down the second-year rail behind me, the sound men make watching another man fall off a horse, and it was worse than laughing.

I hooked the dummy anyway.

The thread caught it under the arms and held, because holding was the one thing it had always done well. I lifted it off the hoist hook. Two hundred pounds of canvas and sand, fifty yards away at the end of a line of light that wouldn’t stop shaking.

The dummy started to swing.

It was the shake. The shake went down the thread into the load like a shiver down a rope to whatever’s tied on the end, and the dummy began to sway from side to side on the end of my line. A little at first. Then more. I tried to damp it, and the trying made the thread shake worse, and the swing got wider, and I tried harder, and the dummy swung out a full six feet to the left and came back and hit the steel support post of the hoist frame with a sound like a sack of grain hitting a wall.

The whole frame rang. The dummy spun on my thread. Sand trickled out of a seam.

I set it down on the platform. Crooked. Half off the edge.

I let the thread go and stood there at the head of the lane with my hand still raised and the bright line fading out of my fingertips, and the whole flight yard quiet behind me.

Malloy wrote on his clipboard. He filled most of a page.

“Three rings struck,” he said finally, flat, for everyone. “One ring down. Load swung into the post. Load set off-center.” He clicked his pen. “Danner. Sit down.”

I sat down on the bench at the side of the lane.

I’d known it was coming. It didn’t help. I sat with my forearms on my knees and looked at my right hand and thought about a girl’s voice saying I can’t fix an adjective.

The floor was full under me. The light was full. Neither of my wives could reach the thing that was wrong with the thread, and I had flown past twelve hundred feet that morning and then failed to put a sandbag on a platform in front of forty men.

Wayne ran the lane after me.

His version was different, because his facet was different. A drain Specialist doesn’t have a thread. At the end of the lane, where my dummy had hung, the cadets had wheeled out a second target: a canvas training dummy strapped to a steel frame with eight glass cells fixed down its chest in a column, each one about the size of a jelly jar, each one glowing faintly with stored charge, a soft amber light like a nightlight.

Reyes called numbers off a card. Wayne had to drain the cell he called, and only that cell, from fifty yards, without dimming the ones next to it.

He stood at the head of the lane in his pressed slate-and-crimson second-year jacket with his hands loose at his sides, and went still.

The drain-stillness. Every part of Wayne went quiet at once, breathing, hands, face, like a cat on a windowsill watching a bird, his ice-blue eyes fixed on the target fifty yards away.

“Four,” Reyes called.

The fourth cell from the top went dark.

Not dim. Dark. The amber went out of it like a candle pinched, and the cells above and below it, third and fifth, kept glowing as bright as they’d been.

“Seven.”

The seventh went out.

“Two. Six. One.”

They went out in that order, clean, each one dark the instant he called it, the neighbors untouched. Five numbers, five cells. When Reyes lowered his card, the column on the dummy’s chest was dark wherever he had called and still glowing at full strength in the three places he hadn’t. You couldn’t have done it cleaner with a pair of pliers.

Wayne came out of the stillness and breathed. He looked, as he always did after a drain, a little brighter. Color in his face. A little straighter in his jacket.

“Five for five,” Malloy said, writing. “Clean. No bleed to adjacent cells.”

The second-year rail applauded. It was real applause. It was the best mark of the day, by a long way, and everybody on that rail knew it.

Wayne came back down the lane past my bench on his way to the rail. He didn’t stop. He slowed.

“Well,” Wayne said pleasantly, to no one in particular, in a voice just loud enough for the nearest dozen men to hear. “A man married twice who can’t thread a ring.” He let the rail wait for it. “They’ll write songs.”

He walked on.

A few men on the rail laughed. Not many. Tommy Hale didn’t laugh. Boyd didn’t laugh. Doyle, at the far end of the rail by himself, looked at Wayne’s back with no expression at all.

There wasn’t anything to say. He was right.

Up on the Wife wing balcony that overlooked the yard, a row of trainees in white blouses leaned on the rail and watched, as trainees had watched the heroes every morning since the island was built. Some of them had notebooks. One of them had her elbows on the rail and her chin in her hand, and she was looking at the lane, at the five rings and the hoist frame and the sandbag dummy sitting crooked on its platform.

She was not looking at Wayne.

She was looking at the post where the dummy had struck it, and she was writing.

Ruth gave her demonstration at four o’clock, on the training lawn below the Wife wing.

It wasn’t on the schedule. A note had come to the green cottage by cadet runner on Saturday evening from the head of Housewife training: would Mrs. Keller consider speaking to the finishing trainees about her work. Ruth had read it at the two-burner range and said, “Tell them four o’clock tomorrow. And tell them I’ll need the husband.”

That was me.

The trainees came down the lawn in a group, about twenty of them, in plain white blouses and dark skirts, with notebooks and very serious faces, and arranged themselves on the grass in a half-circle around Ruth.

At the front of them, standing, was Lorraine Pike.

I remembered her. Tall and sturdy, copper-brown hair in a practical roll, brown direct eyes, sleeves rolled to the elbow. She had coached my breathing at the trolley car on the courtship course, low and endless, you’ve got more in the tank than you think. She’d carried an old woman out of a gassed building on Delano Street. She was finishing this spring, and she was plainly the one the others looked to. When she sat down, they sat down.

Ruth stood in front of them on the grass in her blue dress with an apron over it and looked at them for a moment.

They looked back at her. Twenty young women who had spent a year or two learning to be the floor under a hero, looking at a woman who’d done it twice.

“I’m Ruth Keller,” Ruth said. “I’m told you know that.”

They knew it. Since last summer, the Housewife lane had a story: a widow on a mainland Row who had walked across a battlefield of lawns and put her hand on a hero’s back and kept him standing under a monster. Somebody on this island had cut it out of the Herald and pinned it up.

“I was trained here,” Ruth said. “Ten years ago. I sat on this grass. I married a hero, Hal Keller, energy Specialist, red-and-cream. I wore his colors four years and then he died, and I sat at a radio and felt the bond go dark.” She said it like a woman giving her address. “Most women in that chair never bond again. I’m not going to tell you they’re wrong. I didn’t, for three years.”

She paused.

“Then I did. That’s the husband.” She tipped her head at me. “Come here, Jack.”

I came.

“Boyd,” Ruth said.

Boyd was sitting on the lawn at the edge of the group. He’d come to watch, which nobody had asked him to do, and he’d brought a sandwich. He looked up with his mouth full.

“Come here,” Ruth said. “Nobody’s hitting anybody. You hit him once today, that’ll do. You’re going to be the weight.”

Boyd swallowed his sandwich and came over looking relieved.

Ruth turned to me. “Pick him up. Over your head, arms straight. And hold him there.”

Boyd was six foot six and somewhere north of two hundred and eighty pounds, and he still had half the sandwich in one hand. I got one hand in his belt and one flat under his shoulder blades and pressed him up off the grass, all the way, until my elbows locked and Boyd lay across my palms seven feet in the air, looking down at twenty Housewife trainees with a polite, worried face.

“Hi,” Boyd said to them.

Nobody laughed. They were watching my arms.

Ruth put her hand flat between my shoulder blades.

“The lift is his,” she told them. “His and the Muse’s. Any hero on this island can get a man over his head. What I do is the other half. Holding him up there costs something every second, and somebody has to pay it back as fast as he spends it.” She tipped her chin at my arms. “Watch.”

For a minute nothing happened, which was the point. A minute is a long time with a strength Specialist balanced on your palms. My arms stayed straight and still, and the warmth went from under her hand into my shoulders as fast as Boyd’s weight took it out, and I could have stood there until supper.

“Now,” Ruth said, and took her hand away.

The floor didn’t go. It never went; I’d felt it a mile from her on Cutter Street while she slept. But from across a lawn it came slower than it came under her palm, and two hundred and eighty pounds of Boyd took it faster than it came.

At about forty seconds my forearms began to tremble.

It started in the wrists, a fine buzz, and climbed into the elbows. Boyd swayed a quarter inch on my palms, grabbed my wrist with his free hand, and said “Oh” in a small voice. The burn came into my shoulders. Sweat broke under my shirt. I could hold him. I could have held him a good while longer. But twenty young women could see what it was costing, because it was costing it on the outside now, in my shaking arms and my set jaw.

A girl in the front row with her hair in two braids dropped her pencil in the grass and didn’t reach for it.

Ruth let it go on until my elbows started to give. Then she put her hand back.

The shake stopped all at once, a struck bell with a palm laid flat on it. The burn went out of my shoulders. My elbows locked straight again, and Boyd let go of my wrist and breathed out.

Lorraine Pike drew a breath in through her teeth. The trainee beside the girl with the braids had to nudge her with an elbow before she remembered her pencil.

“You can put him down,” Ruth said.

I put Boyd down. He set his feet on the grass, checked his sandwich, which had survived, and thanked me for the ride.

“That’s what it does,” Ruth said to the trainees. “You know that. You’ve read it. Now you’ve seen it.” She looked at them. “Here’s what you haven’t read. That’s not where the work is.”

“The work is before,” Ruth said. “It’s whether he ate. It’s whether he slept. It’s whether he’s lying to you about his back, because he will, they all do. It’s knowing what his face does when he’s thin and what it does when he’s scared. It’s being on the porch when he lands so he lands on purpose.”

She stopped there.

Nobody wrote anything for a moment. Then they all wrote at once.

The girl with the braids raised her hand. She was young, maybe twenty, with a round earnest face, and she had found her pencil.

“Mrs. Keller. Is it different? The second time?”

Lorraine turned around and looked at the girl with an expression that said she should not have asked that.

Ruth didn’t seem to mind.

“It’s the same facet,” Ruth said. “It’s a different woman.” She was quiet a moment. “I was twenty-four the first time. I didn’t know anything. I thought the work was keeping him alive. The second time I was thirty-one, and I’d sat at a radio, and I knew the work is keeping him standing. You’ll learn it. I hope you learn it the easy way.”

The girl with the braids wrote that down with her tongue between her teeth.

I stood there beside my wife on the grass in front of twenty Housewife trainees with my shirt untucked, and watched them watch her. They didn’t look at her the way the Row looked at her, with that fond familiar respect, the widow at the end who fed everybody. They looked at her the way a young man looks at a hero on a newsreel.

And I looked at her too, the way I had since a ladder on Pennant Row.

She stood in the four o’clock sun with her sleeves rolled to the elbow and her strong freckled forearms bare, her apron tied tight at her waist, and her breasts filling the blue dress and straining the apron bib over it. Her red hair had come down at the nape in long curls. She stood calm and certain, the same as in her own kitchen, and took up more of the afternoon than the sun did. Two nights ago she’d been asleep on top of me with her hand on my heart, and I’d been inside her, and she’d been keeping me there.

She felt me looking. Her eyes came to mine for a half second.

“Eyes up, Mr. Danner,” Ruth said, mild, in front of all of them.

Twenty young women looked at me. A ripple of laughter went through the group, startled and delighted, and the girl with the braids put her hand over her mouth.

Lorraine Pike didn’t laugh. She looked at Ruth and then at me and then back at Ruth, and her eyes went bright, and she sat back down on the grass with her notebook in her lap.

“That’s all,” Ruth said. “Questions, I’ll be at the green cottage by the hangar. I’ll feed you while you ask them.”

The Wife wing mixer was that night, in the pavilion on the seaward terrace, and the island turned out for it in its best.

It looked the way it had a year ago, when I’d stood there in a jacket that still didn’t feel like mine with my hands sweating. Paper lanterns strung under the pavilion roof in long lines, red and gold and blue, swaying a little in the sea wind. A brass band on a riser at the back, horns flashing. Long tables of food and punch and champagne along the sides. A dance floor of pale stone in the middle. Beyond the open sides of the pavilion the terrace dropped away to the sea, black and silver in the moonlight.

This time the crowd was finishing trainees in their best, second-years and their wives, single second-years looking at the trainees and trainees looking back.

Donna walked in on my arm in the red sweetheart dress.

She had packed it on purpose, like the white one: the dress she’d worn to the energy range the day my first flare came. Back then she’d worn it to prove something. Tonight she wore it like a woman who’d already proved it and wanted to have fun.

The dress did what it had always done. Her heavy breasts swelled up out of that sweetheart neckline, round and soft and pressed together, a deep shadow of cleavage between them, the red silk straining at the seams to hold them. Her waist was cinched down to nothing. Her hips flared out and the skirt swung around them with every step. Red lipstick to match, winged liner, platinum waves set and shining. Gold cuffs at her wrists, my colors’ gold, because she never took them off.

Every head in that pavilion turned when she came in.

She laughed. She actually laughed, out loud, delighted, and squeezed my arm.

“I used to be so scared walking in here,” she said in my ear. “I used to count the steps to the punch bowl so I wouldn’t trip. Now look at them.” She lifted her chin and smiled at the whole room like a queen at a parade. “Let them look.”

Ruth came in on my other arm in a dark green dress with the blue-and-gold scarf at her throat. She didn’t care about the pavilion. She cared about the food. She looked at the long tables, made a small noise of disapproval at the size of the sandwiches, and went to see whether there was a kitchen behind the band riser.

Across the floor, Mabel Crane was making eyes at Tommy Hale.

She was as I remembered her, small and quick and dancer-light, with honey-brown curls and green eyes, in a pale green stage dress. Tommy was standing by the punch bowl in his red-and-white jacket looking as if somebody had hit him with a shovel. Mabel looked at him over her glass. Then away. Then back. Then she laughed at something the girl beside her said, a bright clear laugh that carried across the whole pavilion, and Tommy’s ears went red to the tips.

“Oh, he’s done for,” Donna said happily.

And then I saw Audrey.

She was standing at the edge of the pavilion by one of the open sides, near a lantern, alone. She had a champagne glass in her hand that she was not drinking from. I could tell from across the room. It was full to the same line it had been full to when somebody handed it to her.

She was wearing a blue dress.

It was almost my blue, a shade off, a neat fitted dress with a narrow white collar and a skirt that fit close over her hips and fell straight to below the knee. She’d worn a dress almost that same color to Donna’s wedding. Nothing Audrey Bell wore was an accident.

From the front it was modest, a white collar and a neat bodice over her neat chest. Then she turned her head to look at the band, and shifted her weight, and the blue fabric pulled tight over her ass and the thick swell of her hips, and I had to look at the lanterns for a moment.

Donna, beside me, followed my eyes and smiled.

“Go on,” she said. “I’ll be dancing with Eddie. He needs it.”

Eddie, at the punch bowl, did not look in need of a dance. He looked in need of a bigger punch bowl to hide behind.

But before I could cross the floor, somebody else got to Audrey first.

Wayne and Corinne came across the pavilion together, arm in arm, slate-and-crimson.

They made a handsome couple. I’d always granted that. Wayne in his pressed jacket with his single gold wife-star at the collar now, below the two rank stars, his dark hair in its severe part. Corinne in a slate-gray dress with crimson piping at the collar and cuffs, her chestnut hair in its tight French twist, her hazel eyes cool and level, her clipboard nowhere in sight for once. They walked like two people who knew how long the walk was going to take.

They stopped in front of Audrey.

I was twenty feet away, by a pillar, with a glass of punch somebody had handed me. Close enough to hear if I stood still. I stood still.

“Miss Bell,” Wayne said, and inclined his head. “Corinne and I hoped we’d have a moment.”

“Mr. Benton. Mrs. Benton.” Audrey’s voice was perfectly pleasant. “Of course.”

Wayne didn’t waste words.

“I’ll be plain, because I think you prefer it,” he said. “The Cape Lorne circuit, down the coast, has a senior retiring in the fall. I’ve been told the slot is mine if I want it. I want it.” He paused. “A senior household on a circuit that size runs on precision. Corinne is the best Secretary I’ve ever seen work a radio. But a senior’s household needs two. Two radios, two logs, two sets of eyes on a map table, around the clock.” He looked at her directly. For once there was nothing sideways in the look. He was making an offer and meant it. “We’d like you to be the second. A Secretary’s place in a senior household, on the coast, from the fall. Your own room. Your own desk. A circuit that needs exactly what you are.”

It was a good offer, correct within every custom of the island, made in the open at a mixer the way such offers were supposed to be made.

“I’d value you,” Corinne said.

She said it in her cool, level voice, looking straight at Audrey, and it was one sentence and it was honest. Corinne Benton didn’t flatter anybody.

Audrey looked at the two of them for a moment.

“Thank you,” she said. “Both of you. It’s a generous offer, and I can see it’s a serious one.” She lifted her untouched champagne an inch, a small salute. “I’ll give my answer at placement. Like everyone else.”

“Of course,” Wayne said. “We’d expect nothing else.”

He gave her a small correct bow. And then, as he straightened, his eyes went past Audrey’s shoulder and found me. Standing by the pillar, twenty feet away, with a glass of punch in my hand, listening.

He’d known I was there. He’d known the whole time.

His smile arrived on time.

He took Corinne’s arm and they walked away across the dance floor toward the band, correct, taking their time, and the crowd parted for them.

Audrey didn’t turn around. She stood there by the lantern with her champagne and looked at the sea.

“You can come over now, Danner,” she said, without looking. “You’ve been standing behind that pillar for two minutes. It’s not a very wide pillar.”

The pavilion steps went down to the terrace on the seaward side, wide shallow marble steps, and we sat on them, because the brass band was loud and the pavilion was hot and the steps were cool and dark.

We had four minutes. I knew it was four minutes because Audrey said, as she sat down, “I told Mabel I’d be back in four minutes, she’s going to need me when Tommy Hale tries to dance.”

She sat on the second step from the top with her knees together and her blue skirt smoothed under her and her untouched champagne set beside her on the marble. I sat beside her, not close enough to touch.

The sea moved below us in the moonlight.

“He made you a good offer,” I said.

“He did.” She looked at the water. “A Secretary could do real work at Cape Lorne. And Corinne meant it. That surprised me.”

“Me too.”

“Don’t be surprised by Corinne. She’s good at her job.” Audrey turned her head and looked at me. “Give me your left hand.”

I blinked.

“Your left hand, Danner. Give it to me.”

I held it out. She took it in both of hers.

Her hands were cool and dry and small, and very precise. She turned my hand palm up on her knee, on the blue fabric over her thigh, and I felt the warmth of her leg through the cloth under the back of my hand. She laid two fingers on the inside of my wrist, where the pulse is.

She held them there.

“Breathe normally,” she said.

I breathed normally. Or tried to. She was holding my hand on her thigh in the moonlight with her fingers on my pulse, and I could smell her, something clean and faintly sharp like cut grass, and I didn’t think my pulse was doing anything normal.

“Now aim,” Audrey said. “At the lantern. That one.” She tipped her head toward a paper lantern hanging from the pavilion eave above us, a blue one, swaying. “Don’t send the thread. Just aim at it. Get ready to send it, and don’t.”

I looked at the lantern. I raised my right hand, and I felt the thread gather in my fingertips, ready, and I held it there.

Audrey’s fingers pressed slightly on my wrist.

“There,” she said quietly.

“What?”

“Your pulse.” She didn’t let go. “It goes uneven. Exactly when you aim. The moment you pick the target, it skips. Long, short, long, short. Like a man running down stairs who keeps missing a step.” She pressed again. “Aim again.”

I aimed again.

“There. It does it again.” She lifted her eyes from my wrist to my face. In the moonlight her glasses caught the blue of the lantern above us, and behind them her eyes were steady and intent. “That’s the shake, Danner. It’s not your hand. Your hand’s fine. Your hand is as steady as a surgeon’s when you’re not aiming. I watched you hold a cup of punch for two minutes behind that pillar and the surface didn’t move.” She was quiet a moment. “It’s your timing. The thread goes out on your pulse. When your pulse skips, the thread skips. Every skip is a wobble. You’ve been fighting your hand for a year, and your hand was never the problem.”

I sat there and looked at her.

A year of letters about left and downward. A year of thinking I had a bad hand.

“How long have you known?”

“Since the lane this afternoon,” Audrey said. “I watched the dummy swing. It swung in a rhythm. A swinging thing that swings in a rhythm is being pushed in a rhythm. The only rhythm in a man is his heart.” She looked back down at my wrist. “I just needed to check.”

She didn’t let go of my wrist.

The diagnosis was done. She’d said what she’d come out to say. Her two fingers stayed pressed lightly on the inside of my wrist, and my hand stayed palm up on her thigh, on the blue fabric, and neither of us moved it. I could feel her pulse too, faintly, in the tips of her fingers where they touched me. It wasn’t slow.

One beat. Two. Three.

The brass band inside the pavilion finished a number. Somebody laughed. The sea moved on the rocks below the terrace.

Then Audrey took her fingers off my wrist, and folded my hand closed with both of hers, and set it back in my own lap.

“Four minutes,” she said. She picked up her champagne glass, still full, and stood, and smoothed her skirt over her hips with one hand. “Mabel will need me.”

She went back up the steps into the light and the brass.

I sat on the dark step alone with my hand in my lap, still closed the way she’d closed it, and felt my pulse going under my own fingers, uneven as a man running down stairs.


Chapter 6: The Operations Trial

They had rebuilt the disaster course, and they had built it meaner.

I stood at the start line on Wednesday morning with the plate behind my ear and the sun on my neck and looked at it, and I felt my stomach do the thing it had done a year ago on this same field, the morning I’d run it for Donna.

The big training field below the flight towers had been turned into a ruined city block. The first time it had been timber and painted plywood. Now the half-collapsed facade at the near end was real brick, three stories of it, propped with steel jacks and leaning out over the course. The toppled water tower beyond it was a real wooden tank on steel legs, lying across the lane with one leg buckled and a slow brown flood spreading from its seams. The trolley car was a real green-and-cream trolley, canted off a stretch of track with its wheels in the air.

And at the far end, the column tower.

Forty feet of stacked concrete training columns, each one the size of an oil drum, piled up in an unstable spire with a little platform on top. On the platform, strapped down, sat a weighted dummy in a painted dress. The old one had been plywood. This one was canvas and sand, the weight of a real woman, and somebody had given it a painted face and a painted yellow dress and a little painted hat.

Smoke pots lined the whole lane. Two dozen of them, squat iron canisters set into the turf every ten yards, and when they went off they would put a wall of thick colored smoke across the entire course at chest height.

“You can’t see a thing in there once they light,” Tommy Hale said beside me, cheerfully. “I ran it yesterday on the practice day. I walked into the water tower. Face first. They had to get me out with a rope.”

“Thanks, Tommy.”

“Don’t mention it. Good luck, portal guy.”

The operations trial was the Wife wing’s, not ours. We were the equipment.

Every Secretary trainee finishing that spring would sit at a radio set in the Wife wing operations room, up on the third floor overlooking the field, pick a second-year off the start line, and run him through the course by voice. She could see the course from her window. He couldn’t, once the smoke went up. He had his ears and whatever she told him.

Everybody was watching.

The second-year rail was full. The instructors’ platform under its striped awning was full: Malloy in the center with his clipboard, Price at her instrument table with three machines chattering, a row of Wife wing instructors in neat suits. The Housewife trainees and the Muse trainees and the households crowded the slope below the Wife wing.

And on the Wife wing balcony, on the third floor beside the long windows of the operations room, Donna.

She was at the rail in a pale blue sundress with her platinum hair pinned up and her gold cuffs flashing in the sun. Mabel Crane stood beside her in green. They were close enough to the operations room windows that they could have tapped on the glass.

I looked up at Donna, and I knew where she was standing.

She’d stood in that room once before, inside, at the map table, with two red threat cards face up in front of her that she’d missed because she’d been watching her hero instead of her map. She’d walked out with her chin up and not cried until she reached the seaward terrace.

She’d asked Malloy herself, at breakfast, to stand on this balcony this morning.

Corinne ran first.

She was already married, so she wasn’t being placed, and she wasn’t being scored. She was the demonstration. The Wife wing had asked her to show the trainees what a working Secretary sounded like on a real course, and she had agreed, and naturally she ran her own husband.

Wayne went into the smoke at the horn.

The pots went up in a long rolling bang, one after another down the lane, and the whole course vanished under a wall of red and yellow and gray smoke at chest height. You could see the top of the brick facade above it. You could see the water tower’s legs. You could see the column tower rising out of the smoke like a lighthouse out of fog, with the painted dummy on top.

You couldn’t see Wayne.

But you could hear Corinne. They had put a loudspeaker on the instructors’ platform so the field could hear the Secretaries work, and Corinne’s voice came out of it cool and flat and fast.

“Forward eleven paces. Stop. Facade left, the jack at the second floor is your weak point, don’t touch it. Right four. Under the beam. Under, Wayne. Good. The trolley’s live, there’s a charged cable across the step, drain it. Now. Good. Through.”

Wayne came out the far side of the trolley in under a minute.

He ran the whole course like that, on her voice, cold and clean and fast. He drained the charged cable at the trolley in the drain-stillness, so fast it barely registered. He went through the water tower’s flood on the line she gave him without splashing. At the column tower he climbed, on her calls, hand over hand up the outside of the stacked columns while she told him which ones were loaded and which ones would shift, and he got his hands on the painted dummy and brought it down the back of the tower on his shoulder.

The tower didn’t fall. One column near the top shifted, a quarter turn, with a grinding sound that made the whole field suck in its breath. It held.

He set the dummy on the safe turf at the finish line. Corinne’s voice said, “Clear,” and the loudspeaker clicked off.

The field applauded. Two minutes and fifty seconds. Corinne Benton could run a man through a burning city like a woman reading a timetable aloud.

Wayne came off the course and walked past the start line. He didn’t look at me. He looked up at the operations room window, where Corinne was a slim gray shape behind the glass, and lifted a hand to her.

She lifted one back.

Then the instructors called the finishing trainees to the radio sets, and the choosing began.

There were nine of them. Nine Secretary trainees finishing that spring. They came into the operations room one by one where we could see them through the long window, each one in a white blouse and dark skirt, and each one walked to the window and looked down at the start line where the second-years stood waiting.

Each one picked up her handset and said a name.

It was a kind of placement before the placement. A trainee didn’t have to pick the man she meant to walk to on Sunday, but everybody on that field knew a woman picking a hero in front of the whole island was saying something.

The first four picked Karras, Doyle, Boyd, who walked into the water tower, and Tommy Hale, who went white under his sunburn and came out the far end five minutes later with the dummy, looking as though he’d been knighted.

Then the fifth trainee came to the window.

She didn’t pause at the glass the way the others had. She didn’t look up and down the start line, weighing. She walked straight to the window, looked down at the field, found me, and picked up her handset.

“Danner,” said Audrey Bell over the loudspeaker.

One word.

The field went quiet, three hundred people knowing the same thing at the same moment. The Secretary trainee with the best marks on the island, the one who had walked a blindfolded giant through a burning building a year ago without raising her voice, had just picked the man who failed the precision lane on Sunday. The man who couldn’t thread a ring. The man who was married twice, and the whole island had heard about a crate on the dock by suppertime Saturday, and half of it had guesses.

On the second-year rail somebody whistled, low.

I looked up at the balcony.

Donna had both hands on the rail and her face turned toward the window where Audrey stood. Then she turned and looked down at me, and she was smiling so wide it took up her whole face.

I walked to the start line.

“Plate,” Audrey’s voice said in my ear.

This time it came into my ear first, through the bone-conduction plate, close and private. The loudspeaker on the platform would carry it to the field a breath later.

“I hear you.”

“Good. Listen to me and nothing else. Don’t listen to the field. Don’t listen to your wives. Don’t listen to Malloy.” A short pause. “Don’t listen to your own heart. Especially not that.”

“How do I not listen to my own heart?”

“You listen to me instead.” Her voice was even and very close. “Horn’s in ten seconds. When I say go, walk. Don’t run. Don’t fly. Walk.”

The horn went.

The smoke pots went up in a long rolling bang down the whole lane, and the world turned red and yellow and gray. It came up around me thick and warm and acrid, chemical, stinging my eyes. At chest height it was solid. I could see my boots on the turf below it and nothing at all ahead of me.

“Go,” Audrey said. “Walk.”

I walked.

“Eleven paces. Count them. Stop.” I stopped. “The facade’s ahead of you and leaning left. The jack at the second floor is set wrong, it’s taking load on the outside edge, it’ll kick out if anything bumps it. Go right of it. Four paces right. There’s a beam down across your path at the height of your knees. Step over. Good.”

I stepped over a beam I couldn’t see. It was where she said.

“Straight. Seven paces. The trolley’s on your left. Stop.”

I stopped.

“The car’s sitting on its two right wheels. Lean on it and it finishes falling. Don’t lean. There’s a cable across the trolley step. It’s charged again. Wayne drained it on his run. You can’t drain. Don’t touch it.” A pause, half a second. “Use the thread. Lift it. Hook it on the trolley’s grab rail over your head, that’s three feet up and a foot left of your right hand. Lift it out of your way and walk under.”

I raised my right hand in the smoke.

My stomach tightened. I knew what was going to happen. I was going to send the thread and it was going to shake and go left and wrap around something I couldn’t see. I felt the thread gather in my fingertips, and I felt my pulse kick under my ribs, long, short, the way it always did when I picked a target.

“Not yet,” Audrey said.

I held.

“Your heart just skipped. I heard your breath change. Don’t send it on your heart.” Her voice dropped, even, rhythmic, like a woman counting time for a dancer. “Send it on my word. Not before. Not after. On the word. Ready.”

I was ready.

“Now,” Audrey said.

I sent it.

The thread came out of my fingertips blue-gold and hair-thin, and it went straight.

It went straight.

I felt it go. I couldn’t see it in the smoke, but I had it like a rope in my own fist, every inch of it. It went out from my fingers in a clean line. It found the charged cable on the trolley step and slid under it and lifted it, and found the grab rail three feet up and a foot left of my right hand, and hooked the cable over it, and held.

Still. It held still.

I stood in the smoke with my hand up and the thread going out of my fingers straight as a surveyor’s line, and I didn’t breathe.

“Walk under,” Audrey said. “Don’t stand there. Walk.”

I walked under.

“Let it go. Now.” I let it go. “Water tower. Eighteen paces straight, then you’ll be in the flood. The near left leg is buckled. It’s the weak leg. Everything’s leaning on the near right leg, which is fine, and the far left, which is not fine, it’s cracked at the base. Don’t touch either of the left legs. The dummy’s pinned under the tank on the far side, there’s a strut across him. Thread under the strut, lift from the right end, not the left.”

I walked eighteen paces. The flood came up over my boots, cold and brown. I could hear the tank above me in the smoke, the slow creak of wood under strain.

“Stop. Hand up. The strut’s five feet ahead, a foot below your waist. Ready.”

My heart kicked. I felt it.

“Not on that,” Audrey said instantly. “Wait. Ready.”

I waited.

“Now.”

The thread went out straight and slid under the strut, and I lifted from the right end, and felt the strut come up off the dummy without shifting the tank by a hair. I drew the dummy out from under it and over the flood to my hands. Canvas and sand, a weighted man in a painted suit. I put him over my shoulder.

“Good,” Audrey said. Very quietly, just once. Then crisp again. “Leave him at the trolley, that’s the drop point. Then the tower.”

I left him at the trolley. Then I went toward the column tower.

I could feel it before I reached it. The air around it moved differently, the smoke curling around its base in slow eddies. Forty feet of stacked concrete over my head, each column the size of an oil drum, all of them sitting on one another with nothing holding them but weight and the instructors’ cruelty.

“Stop,” Audrey said. “You’re at the base.”

I stopped.

“Listen to me carefully. Corinne ran Wayne up the outside. That’s the safe way if you’re Wayne. You’re not Wayne. You’re heavier than he is, you’ll have her weight on you coming down, and when you brace, you brace into whatever’s under you. Those columns won’t take it. Put a boot on them and they’ll shift.” A pause. “So don’t climb. Fly. Straight up the north face, twelve inches out from the stack, and don’t touch it.”

“I’ll splash.”

“You won’t. You haven’t splashed in a year. Your lift is clean. It’s your thread that isn’t.” Her voice was flat and sure. “Fly up. I’ll stop you at the platform.”

I lifted off the turf. Slow. Up out of the smoke, the red and yellow falling away below me, into the clear bright air above it. The column tower went past my face a foot away, gray concrete, rough. I heard the field below me make a sound as I came up out of the smoke into view.

“Stop,” Audrey said.

I stopped. Hovering. The platform was in front of me at chest height, and on it the painted dummy sat strapped in her painted yellow dress with her painted hat, looking at me with painted blue eyes.

“Don’t reach for her,” Audrey said. “Your arms will shift your center and you’ll touch the stack. Use the thread. Unbuckle the strap at her waist first, it’s a brass buckle, the tongue’s on the left. Then lift her straight up, not out. Straight up two feet. Then out. Then down.”

“In that order.”

“In that order. On my word. Each one on my word.” She paused. “Your column. The third from the top on your side. It’s the one that’ll go first. It’s sitting on the one below it on two points, not three, I can see the gap from here. If anything touches it, it rolls. That’s the one Wayne shifted. Stay away from it.”

“I can’t see it.”

“You don’t have to see it. I can see it.” A short breath. “Ready. Buckle.”

I raised my hand. My heart kicked.

“Wait,” she said.

I waited.

“Now.”

The thread went out straight and found the brass buckle at the dummy’s painted waist and slipped the tongue out of it on the left side, as neat as fingers.

“Up. Ready. Now.”

The thread caught the dummy under both arms and lifted her straight up off the platform. Two feet. She hung there in front of me without a quiver, off the end of a blue-gold line as straight and quiet as a plumb bob off a string.

On Sunday the dummy on the precision course had swung into a post and spun on my line like a sack in a gale.

Now I held a woman’s weight of canvas and sand forty feet in the air on a thread, and it didn’t move at all.

“Out,” Audrey said. “Ready. Now.”

I drew her out from over the platform. Away from the stack. Clear of the third column from the top.

“Down. Slow. I’ll count. One. Two. Three.”

I brought her down. Out of the bright air into the smoke, my own body sinking with her, slow, and I couldn’t see her anymore but I could feel every inch of the thread and every pound of the weight on the end of it, still, steady, and Audrey counted in my ear, “Seven. Eight. Nine. Ground,” and the dummy touched the turf at the finish line and settled there soft as a dropped coat.

I came down beside her.

“Clear,” Audrey said.

The field was silent.

Then I heard three hundred people stand up at once.

The roar came a second after. It came up from the second-year rail and the instructors’ platform and the slope below the Wife wing, all at once, and the smoke was clearing and I could see them, men on their feet with their fists up, Tommy Hale on top of the rail, Boyd with both arms over his head.

But the loudest sound on that field came from the third-floor balcony.

Donna was screaming.

Full-throated, joyful, wholly unladylike screaming. She was standing at the balcony rail outside the room where she’d failed this same exercise, with both arms up over her head, screaming at the top of her lungs with her whole body. “THAT’S HER! THAT’S AUDREY BELL! DID YOU SEE THAT? THAT’S HER!” She was bouncing on her toes, her sundress swinging, her pinned hair coming down.

The lamps along the balcony rail, a row of chrome fixtures that had been sitting dark in the morning sun, came on all at once, every one of them, bright enough to show against the daylight.

Then brighter.

Mabel Crane, standing beside her in green, looked at the lamps. Then she looked at Donna. Her mouth opened to say something, and closed again.

Mabel said nothing at all. She put her hand on the rail beside Donna’s and stood there with her while Donna screamed, and from Mabel, who could talk the paint off a wall, it was the highest compliment I’d ever seen her pay anyone.

I was still standing at the finish line beside the dummy when the second thing happened.

The smoke was clearing in long tatters across the lane, and the cadets were coming out from behind the instructors’ platform to reset the course for the next run, carrying fresh smoke pots and wrenches. Four of them, young, first-years by their colors, walking down the lane toward the trolley car, laughing about something.

“Jack,” Audrey said in my ear.

Her voice had gone flat and very fast.

“Stop the cadets. Now. Don’t let them walk past the sixth pot.”

“What?”

“The sixth pot. Near the trolley. There’s a gas line under it.” She was talking fast and even, every word exact. “This field was the old kitchen yard before they built the Wife wing. There was a gas main to the old kitchen. It runs under the course. It’s on the original island plans in the library. They never dug it out, they capped it. The sixth pot’s sitting right on top of the old fitting, and the pot’s been burning on it for an hour, and the cap’s going.” A breath. “I can see it from here. Look at the smoke over pot six. It’s not rising. It’s going sideways along the ground. Something’s pushing it.”

I looked.

She was right. Over the sixth pot, near the trolley car, the last of the yellow smoke wasn’t drifting up and away like the rest. It was lying flat along the turf and spreading outward in a thin sheet, low, pushed from underneath. The grass around the pot was trembling.

The cadets were twenty feet from it.

“REYES,” I shouted. “CLEAR THE COURSE.”

Cadet Officer Reyes, on the platform, didn’t ask why. He put two fingers in his mouth and whistled, a long shrill blast, and the four cadets stopped dead in the lane and looked back.

“Off the field! Now! Back to the platform!”

They ran.

“Jack,” Audrey said. “The cap’s split. You’ve got maybe a minute before there’s enough gas under that pot to light. When it lights it’ll take the pot and everything ten yards around it.”

I was already moving. I didn’t fly. I walked, fast, down the lane toward the sixth pot, the way she’d taught me ten minutes ago.

I smelled it at fifteen feet. Faint, sweet, rotten, the smell of a stove left on. At ten feet it was strong enough to make my eyes water.

“Stop,” Audrey said. “That’s close enough.”

I stopped.

“The pot’s sitting on the fitting. The split in the cap is on the north side, under the pot’s rim. I can’t see the split, but I can see where the gas is coming out. It’s coming out under the north edge of the pot in a line about four inches long.” Her voice didn’t waver. “You need to seal it. The thread can hold a valve open. It can hold a split shut. Lay it into the split and hold it closed until the cadets can shut the main from the old valve house. That’s behind the Wife wing. Reyes knows where it is.”

“Reyes,” I said, without turning around. “Old kitchen gas main. Valve house. Behind the Wife wing.”

“Going,” Reyes said, and I heard his boots hit the turf running.

“The split’s four inches,” Audrey said. “You’ll lay the thread along it. Right to left. Thin. As thin as you can make it. It has to go into the crack, not over it.”

I raised my hand.

I felt my heart kick. Harder than before. Because this wasn’t a dummy, and there were three hundred people on that field, and if the gas lit, the nearest of them was forty yards off and that might not be far enough.

“Not on that,” Audrey said. “You’re scared. That’s fine. I’m not. Listen to me.” Her voice slowed down. It came even and steady and slow into my ear, a metronome. “Breathe out. Ready.”

I breathed out.

“Now.”

The thread went out of my fingertips thin and straight. I sent it as thin as I’d ever sent anything, a hair, less than a hair. It went down along the ground under the north rim of the smoke pot, and I felt it find the place where the gas was hissing out, a thin hard edge in the dark under the pot, a crack in old iron.

I laid the thread into it.

Right to left. Along the split. Into it, not over it, the way you’d lay a thread into a seam you meant to sew shut.

The hissing stopped.

I stood there with my hand out and the thread going down from my fingers into the ground under a smoke pot, holding four inches of split iron closed. I couldn’t see any of it. I felt it. Every fraction of an inch of the split, the sharp edges of the crack on either side of the thread, the push of the gas behind it wanting out. I held it shut.

It didn’t shake.

“Hold it,” Audrey said quietly. “Just hold.”

I held.

It took Reyes three minutes and ten seconds to reach the old valve house behind the Wife wing and find the main valve and put his whole weight on a wheel that had rusted shut sometime before the war. I know because Audrey counted them for me, out loud, in my ear, one second at a time, all hundred and ninety of them, so I would have something to listen to besides my heart.

At a hundred and ninety, the push behind the thread went soft and then went away.

“Main’s closed,” Reyes’s voice said, faint, over somebody’s radio.

“Let go,” Audrey said.

I let go.

The thread faded out of my fingertips. The pot sat there on the turf, dark, cold. The grass around it had stopped trembling.

I stood there a moment with my hand still out. Then I lowered it. My fingers were shaking now, after. That was all right. After was allowed.

“Clear,” Audrey said, and her voice cracked very slightly on it, and then the loudspeaker on the platform clicked off.

Dr. Price was standing at the front of the instructors’ platform when I came back up the lane.

She had one long paper tape held up in both gloved hands like a woman reading a letter, staring at it.

Malloy stood beside her with his clipboard.

“Look at this,” Price said. She didn’t look up. “Frank. Look at this.”

Malloy looked.

“That’s the thread,” Price said. “That’s his output trace on the precision lane Sunday.” She ran a gloved finger along one section of the tape, a jagged scrawl like a seismograph during an earthquake. “And that’s this morning. The trolley. The tower. The gas line.” She ran her finger along another section. It was a line, straight and even, with small regular ticks along it like a ruler’s markings.

“That’s an unbonded Secretary,” Price said softly. “Steadying a Universal’s thread. By voice.” She lowered the tape. “That’s not supposed to happen before a betrothal. There’s no mechanism for it. There’s no bond for it to travel on. It shouldn’t be possible at all.”

Malloy looked at the tape. Then at me, coming up the platform steps. Then at the operations room window, where a slim dark-haired figure stood behind the glass with a radio handset still in her hand.

“Write that down,” Malloy said.

Price rolled the tape up neatly in her gloved hands.

“No,” she said.

Malloy didn’t argue. He looked at her a moment longer and then made a mark on his clipboard, one mark, and turned the page over so nobody could read it.

Wayne Benton was standing at the bottom of the platform steps when I came down them.

He’d been waiting, hands clasped behind his back, watching the operations room window.

His run had been the best mark of the week, with one column shifted near the top of the tower. It had stood for almost an hour. Mine was slower, four minutes and forty seconds, but nothing on the course had shifted. And the gas line.

The instructors had already written it on the board by the platform. Danner, Bell: course clear, no structural disturbance, live hazard identified and contained. Under it they had drawn a line, and under the line, in a different hand, somebody had written: first on the week.

Wayne looked at the board. Then he looked up at the operations room window.

Audrey had come out onto the balcony. She was standing beside Donna and Mabel at the rail with her handset still in one hand, and Donna had both arms around her from the side and was saying something into her ear, and Audrey was letting her.

Wayne lifted a hand to the balcony.

“Miss Bell,” he called up, clear and pleasant. “That was exceptional work. The gas line. I’ve never seen anything like it. My congratulations.”

Audrey looked down at him. “Thank you, Mr. Benton.”

Wayne lowered his hand. He didn’t look at me. He hadn’t looked at me since I came down the steps. He turned and walked away toward the second-year rail, where Corinne was coming down from the operations room to meet him, and he took her arm, and they went off together up the terrace.

He had congratulated the Secretary. He hadn’t said a word to the man she ran.

I understood that. I’d have done the same, in his place. You don’t congratulate the equipment.

Ruth sent me to the operations room that night with supper.

I didn’t volunteer. I was sitting on the covered walk outside the blue cottage at eight o’clock with my boots off and my feet on the rail, still a little shaky from the morning, and Ruth came out of the green cottage next door with a covered basket on her arm and stood in front of me and held it out.

“She hasn’t eaten,” Ruth said.

“Who?”

Ruth looked at me.

“I’ll take it,” I said.

“Yes, you will.”

She stood there while I put my boots back on and took the basket and started up the hill in the blue spring dusk. When I looked back from the corner of the freight shed, she was still standing at the cottage door with her arms folded, a dark solid shape against the lamplight, watching to make sure I didn’t turn around.

I didn’t turn around.

The operations room was dark except for one lamp.

It was a long room with tall windows looking out over the dark training field and the sea. Radio sets stood on a shelf along one wall, their dials dark. A chalkboard with the morning’s times still on it. And in the middle of the room, the map table: a great wide table with a top of frosted glass, lit from underneath, a map of the island pinned flat under the glass.

Audrey was sitting at the end of the map table with a long paper tape unrolled in front of her across the glass, lit from below, glowing.

She’d taken off her cardigan and hung it over the back of her chair. She was in a white blouse with the sleeves rolled to her elbows and a dark gray pencil skirt. Her dark hair had come half down from its roll, the pins giving up one at a time, and more than one strand had escaped now. She had a red pencil in her right hand and her chin in her left and she was bent over the tape, making small marks on it, so absorbed she didn’t hear the door.

I knocked on the frame.

She looked up. For half a second her face wasn’t composed at all. Then it was.

“Danner.”

“Supper,” I said, and held up the basket. “Ruth says you haven’t eaten.”

“I ate.”

“When?”

She thought about it. Actually had to think.

“Tuesday,” she said.

I set the basket down on the map table beside the tape and took the cloth off. Ruth had packed it as though she expected a siege: roast beef sandwiches on her own bread, potato salad, hard-boiled eggs, a thermos of the good coffee, apple pie in a tin. Two of everything. She’d packed for me too.

Audrey looked at it. All of it, item by item, like a manifest.

“She doesn’t argue, does she,” Audrey said.

“Never.”

“No. I didn’t think so.” She set down her red pencil, squared it with the edge of the tape, and took a sandwich.

We ate at the map table. She ate efficiently and completely and without pretending she wasn’t hungry. She finished the sandwich and half the potato salad and an egg and an apple before she said anything else, and when she poured the coffee she sat back in her chair and held the cup in both hands and closed her eyes for a moment over it.

“That’s good coffee,” she said.

“That’s Ruth’s. You should try Donna’s.”

“Donna wrote me about Donna’s.” Her eyes opened. “She described it as a crime against the bean. She was very proud.” Audrey smiled, briefly and completely, and then put it away. “Show me your hand.”

I put my right hand on the glass.

She didn’t take it. She turned the paper tape around on the lit glass so that it ran in front of me, glowing from below.

“Price gave me this,” she said. “The trace from this morning. Your output. She said she wouldn’t write it down, so somebody had to read it.” She picked up the red pencil again and laid its point on the tape. “Look. This is the trolley.”

I looked. A line of ink on paper, glowing, with small sharp ticks along it.

“Each tick is your heartbeat,” Audrey said. “Price’s machine picks it up through the output. Every time your heart beats, the thread pulses. You see? Here, here, here.” The pencil moved along the ticks. “And these marks are mine.” She’d drawn small red lines on the tape in pencil, above the ticks. “This is where I said now. Here. And here. I timed them off the trace and the loudspeaker recording.”

I looked.

Every red mark sat exactly on top of a tick.

“I was calling it on your pulse,” Audrey said. “Not on mine. On yours. I was listening to your breath through the plate, and I could hear when your heart skipped, because your breath changes when it skips, and I waited for the next good beat. A long one. A steady one. And I said now on that.” She moved the pencil. “Look how close. Half a second. Every one. Inside half a second, all morning.”

I looked at the tape. At the red marks sitting on the ink ticks like birds on a wire.

“You weren’t aiming on your heart,” she said. “You were aiming on my word. And I was saying my word on the good half of your heart.” She set the pencil down. “That’s all it was. That’s the whole trick, Jack. Timing. I was doing your timing for you.”

“Price says it’s not supposed to be possible.”

“Price says it’s not supposed to be possible before a betrothal.” Audrey picked up her coffee again. “Price has never had a Secretary listen to a man breathe through a radio plate for an hour.”

“Can you teach it to me? So I can do it myself?”

She was quiet a moment.

“I don’t know,” she said honestly. “I’ve been sitting here for three hours trying to work out if you could. I don’t know. A man can’t listen to his own heart and aim at the same time. That’s the problem. He’s busy.” She looked at the tape. “Maybe it’s just a thing that takes two people.”

Out the tall windows, the field was dark and the sea was a black sheet with a road of moonlight on it. Somewhere down the hill a radio was playing in a cottage, faint, a dance band.

Audrey reached up and took off her glasses.

She did it without thinking, the way a woman does a thing she does fifty times a day. She held them up to the lamp and looked through them, frowned at a smudge, and took the hem of her blouse at the waist and started to clean the lenses with it, her head bent.

I’d never seen her without them.

Not once in a year. They were part of her face the way her mouth was.

Without them she looked different. Younger. Her face was finer than I’d realized, a narrow straight nose and high cheekbones and a softness under the eyes that the frames had always hidden. Her eyes were gray-green and very large without the glass, a little unfocused, the lashes long and dark. There was a small red mark on either side of the bridge of her nose where the frames rested all day. She looked tired and young and not composed at all, bent over her glasses in the lamplight with her hair coming down, cleaning them on her own blouse.

I looked at her and couldn’t look anywhere else.

She lifted her head, and caught me.

She knew. Her eyes found my face, blurred and a little searching without the glass, and stopped there. Her hands stopped on the glasses.

Then, slowly, she put them back on.

She didn’t hurry it. She lifted the glasses with both hands and unfolded the earpieces one at a time, and set them on her face, and settled them on the bridge of her nose with one fingertip, and the whole time she kept her eyes on mine. As the lenses came down between us her eyes came back into focus, and sharpened, and went cool and level again, the Audrey I knew. But slow. As though she wanted me to watch it happen.

As though she were letting me see the door close, so I’d know there was a door.

“You were staring, Danner,” she said quietly.

“I was.”

“You’ll want to stop that.” She picked up her red pencil and squared it with the tape. “Placement’s Sunday. You don’t get to look at me without my glasses until then.”

“And after Sunday?”

Audrey looked down at the tape and made a small red mark on it that didn’t need to be there.

“After Sunday,” she said, “depends on where I walk.”


Chapter 7: Reading’s Hot

The blue cottage was dark when I got back from the operations room, and the bed was empty.

I stood in the doorway with Ruth’s empty basket over my arm and looked at the quilted spread, smooth and white and turned down at one corner the way Donna turned it down, and the little chrome alarm clock ticking on its brass tray, and nobody in the room.

There was a note on the pillow.

It was on Donna’s pink stationery with the scalloped edge, folded once, and it said in her round looping hand: Don’t go to sleep. Don’t you DARE go to sleep. D.

The dot over the i in DARE was a heart.

Next door, in the green cottage, a lamp was burning behind the curtains. I could hear voices through the wall. Low, two women, one bright and one calm. Then a laugh, the bright one, quickly hushed. Then the calm one saying something I couldn’t make out that sounded like hold still.

I went back out onto the covered walk and sat down on the steps.

A shower had come through while I was in the operations room, and the night was clean and cool and full of stars. The sea moved on the beach a hundred yards down the sandy path. Above me and to the left, the flight hangar loomed dark, and past it, up the hill along the cliff edge, the flight towers stood against the stars in a row, tall and thin and silver, with the catch-cables slung between them in long dark loops.

The lamps on the catch-cables were off. The island turned them off at ten.

I sat and waited, and thought about a red pencil on a glowing tape, and a woman putting her glasses back on slowly so I’d know there was a door.

At ten past one the door of the green cottage opened, and Donna came out.

She came out onto the covered walk in the white dress.

I’d known she’d packed it. She’d told me. It didn’t matter.

It was the white halter sundress from the mixer a year ago, the first night, the dress that had walked into the Wife wing pavilion and made me forget every word I’d rehearsed. It tied behind her neck in a soft white bow and left her shoulders and her back bare. The bodice was cut in a deep V that plunged between her breasts, and the white cotton was stretched tight across the heavy swell of them, pushing them up and together, a deep soft shadow of cleavage running down the V almost to her waist. She wasn’t wearing anything under it. I could see that from the steps. The thin white cotton clung to her, and her nipples stood out hard and dark through it in the cool night air.

The bodice cinched in tight at her tiny waist. Below it the skirt flared out full and white and swung around her hips and her thick soft thighs with every step, the hem at her knees, pleated, moving like a bell.

Her platinum hair was set in soft waves, side-swept, the way she’d worn it that first night. Ruth had done it. That was what the hold still had been. Red lipstick, glossy. Winged liner. The gold cuffs at her wrists.

She came down the covered walk toward me barefoot on the boards with her heels in one hand, swinging them by their straps, and stopped at the top of the steps and looked down at me.

“Hello, sailor,” Donna said.

I stood up.

My body had stood up before I’d decided to. Everything in me had stood up. I stood on the cottage steps and looked at my wife in the white dress under the walk lamp and felt my cock go hard against my trousers so fast it ached.

She saw. She’d known she would see. Her eyes went down and came back up slow, and her red mouth curved.

“Good,” she said softly. “That’s what it’s for.”

“Donna.”

“Hush. I’ve had a plan since February, and you’re going to let me have it.” She came down one step, so her face was level with mine, and put her free hand on my face, her palm warm along my jaw. “You know where I failed, Jack? On this island?”

“The operations room.”

“The operations room,” she agreed. “Third floor. Two red cards.” She smiled. “And today I stood on the balcony outside that room and screamed my head off for the woman who beat me, and the lamps went off like Founders’ Night, and I didn’t feel one bad thing. Not one.” Her thumb moved along my cheekbone. “So the island knows that now. That I’m not that girl. But the island doesn’t know the other thing yet.”

“What other thing?”

“That the Danners are back.” Her blue eyes were bright in the lamplight, and wicked, and absolutely certain. “I want the flight tower.”

I looked past her up the hill at the row of silver towers against the stars.

“The tall one,” Donna said. “At the end. Where the gauge reader’s booth is.”

“Donna, the gauge reader sleeps in that booth.”

“I know.” She leaned in and put her red mouth against my ear and whispered. “I want him to wake up.”

The tallest flight tower stood at the north end of the row, right at the cliff edge, a chrome lattice tower forty feet high with a ladder up one leg and a little railed deck on top where the catch-cables anchored. Below it, at its foot, the gauge reader’s booth sat with its glass front dark. Somebody was snoring inside. I could hear it through the glass.

Past the tower there was nothing. The cliff dropped away into the dark, and below it the sea moved, silver and black, all the way to the edge of the world.

I put my hand on the ladder.

“No,” Donna said. “Don’t fly. Climb. Behind me.”

She hung her heels by their straps on the bottom rung. She put her bare foot on the ladder, and her hand above it, and started up.

I understood about three rungs in.

She climbed slowly. She didn’t need to. She climbed the way she walked into a room, every step considered. And I was below her on the ladder, a rung behind, my face at the level of her knees, and the white skirt swung out over me with every step she took.

Under it she was bare. All of her.

I looked up the inside of that white bell of cotton and saw her thick creamy thighs moving above me in the starlight, soft and pale, rubbing together as she climbed, and above them the full round curve of her ass, bare, swaying with each rung, the soft heavy cheeks shifting and pressing as she lifted one leg and then the other. When she reached up, the dress rode higher. When she stepped up, I could see the soft pink of her between her thighs, glistening.

She was already wet. I could see it. I could see it shining on the inside of her thighs in the starlight.

“Are you looking?” she said from above me, breathless, not stopping.

“Yes.”

“Good.” Another rung. Her ass swayed right over my face, close enough to bite. “Keep looking. All the way up. I want you to look at it the whole way.”

I kept looking. All forty feet. By the time she reached the top my hands were shaking on the rungs and my cock was so hard I could barely climb.

She went over the edge of the deck onto the top of the tower and turned around and held out her hand to help me up, as if I needed help.

I came up onto the deck.

It was small, eight feet square, with a chrome rail around it at waist height and the anchor fittings for the catch-cables bolted to its corners. The wind was stronger up here, coming off the sea, steady and cool. It pressed the white dress against Donna’s body and blew her skirt out sideways and lifted her hair off her neck.

The whole island lay below us in the dark, the long black flight yard with its painted circles faintly white, the terraces stepping up the hill under the domes, one lamp still burning in the green cottage, a single light over the door of the cold block down by the receiving yard.

Donna stood at the rail and looked at all of it with the wind in her hair.

Then she turned around to face me with her back against the rail and reached up behind her neck and untied the bow of her halter.

She did it herself. Her own fingers. She pulled the bow loose and let the two white straps slide down over her collarbones and over the tops of her breasts, and the bodice fell forward.

Her breasts spilled free into the night.

They were full and heavy and soft and pale in the starlight, swaying as the cotton fell away from them, the nipples dark and hard and pointed from the cold and from wanting. The wind touched them and she gasped and her nipples tightened even more. They bounced as she breathed. She stood there with her back against the chrome rail and her dress hanging off her waist and her breasts bare to the sea wind and the whole sleeping island, and she looked at me.

“Here’s where I want it,” she said. Her voice had dropped low and husky. “Not on the deck.”

“Where?”

She lifted one hand and pointed. Past the rail. Past the edge. Into the open dark over the flight yard, forty feet above the turf.

“Up there,” Donna said. “Not on the deck. Up.”

I crossed the deck in one step and took her face in both hands and kissed her.

She opened her mouth for me at once, hungry, her red lipstick smearing under my mouth, her tongue sliding against mine. Her bare breasts pressed against my chest through my shirt, soft and heavy and cool from the wind, and her hands were already at my belt.

I pushed her back against the rail.

I put my mouth on her throat and then lower, down over her collarbone, and took one of her breasts in my hand and lifted it, full and heavy and spilling over my fingers, and put my mouth on it. I sucked her nipple into my mouth, hard, and she cried out, a bright sharp sound that the wind took away over the sea. I moved to the other. Back. Her breasts were cold from the night air and her nipples were hot in my mouth and she arched back over the rail and offered them to me, both hands in my hair, holding me there.

“Yes,” she said. “God, yes, Jack, harder.”

I sucked harder. I squeezed them both, kneaded them, lifted them and buried my face between them and felt them press soft and cool against my cheeks. She was panting.

I put my hand under her skirt.

She was soaked. My fingers slid up the inside of her thigh and found her wet, slick and hot and open, and when I touched her pussy she shuddered against the rail and her knees nearly went. I slid two fingers into her. She clenched on them, tight and slick and hot. I found her clit with my thumb and pressed and she cried out again, louder.

“Jack.” Her voice cracked. “Now. Please. Now.”

She had my belt open. She had my trousers open. She reached in and took my cock in her hand and pulled it out into the cold night air and stroked it, hard, from root to tip, and looked up at me with her lipstick smeared across her mouth and her blue eyes wild.

“Put it in me,” she said. “Lift me up and put it in me.”

I put my hands under her ass and lifted her.

The strength facet came up in me without my calling it, the way it always came when Donna was close and wanting, bright and easy, and she weighed nothing, nothing at all. I lifted her right up off the deck and she wrapped her thick soft thighs around my waist and locked her ankles behind my back. Her skirt bunched up around her waist. Her bare ass filled my hands, soft and heavy and warm.

Her pussy was right there against the head of my cock, wet, open.

I let her down onto it.

She sank onto me slow, her whole soft weight bearing down, and I felt her open around me and take me, inch by inch, hot and slick and tight, until she was sitting all the way down on my cock with her thighs locked around me and her arms around my neck and her breasts crushed soft against my chest.

“Oh God,” she breathed into my ear. “Oh God, Jack. Like that. Hold me like that.”

I held her like that. I stood on the deck of the flight tower with my wife impaled on my cock in my arms, her legs around my waist and her ass in my hands, and I lifted her a little and let her slide back down, and she moaned into my neck.

“Now,” she whispered. “Now, Jack. Step off.”

I looked at the edge of the deck. At the dark beyond it, forty feet of nothing down to the turf.

I stepped off the tower.

We didn’t fall.

The lift came on under us, soft and clean, no flare, and we hung there in the dark air beyond the rail of the flight tower with nothing under us at all. The wind came around us. Her skirt blew out sideways like a white flag. The flight yard lay forty feet below, black, the painted circles pale on the turf.

Donna’s arms tightened around my neck so hard I couldn’t breathe for a moment. Her thighs locked on my waist. Her pussy clenched on my cock, all at once, a hard wet squeeze that went through me like a shock.

“Oh my God,” she gasped. “Oh my God, Jack, we’re, there’s nothing under us.”

“I’ve got you.”

“I know you’ve got me.” Her voice broke into a laugh, high and shaking. “I can feel exactly how much you’ve got me.”

Then the Muse came up.

I felt it come through her, through every place her skin touched mine: her thighs on my hips, her breasts against my chest, her arms around my neck, her pussy wrapped tight around my cock. It came in through all of them at once, bright and hot and pouring, skin to skin, forty feet in the air.

The lift surged.

We rose. I hadn’t meant to rise. I thrust up into her, once, and on the thrust we lifted a foot in the dark, and she gasped and clenched, and on the draw we settled back, and the Muse poured in harder, and I thrust again, and we lifted again.

“Do that again,” Donna said. “Do that again. Every time.”

I did it again. Every thrust I drove up into her, my hands on her ass, pulling her down onto me as I came up, and every thrust lifted us a foot and every draw let us settle back, so we rode up and down over the yard like a buoy on a swell. Forty-two feet. Forty-three. Her skirt flapping. Her hair whipping across both our faces. Her breasts bouncing against my chest, heavy, soft, slapping.

“Fuck,” Donna moaned. “Fuck, Jack, you’re so deep, every time, you’re so deep.”

“You feel that? You feel what you’re doing to me?”

“I feel it. I feel all of it. I’m lifting you.” She laughed again, wild, into the wind. “I’m lifting us both. With my pussy. Oh God, that’s so filthy, I love it.”

I started to fly.

Slow. A wide slow circle out over the flight yard, banking gently into the turn, my wife wrapped around me and my cock buried in her. She bounced on me with every stroke. The wind of our flying tore at her skirt and blew it up behind her, so her bare ass was out in the night air, pale in the starlight, my hands gripping it and spreading it.

“The whole island,” she said into my ear, breathless. “The whole island’s down there asleep.”

“Yes.”

“I want them to know.” She drew back from my neck to look at me, her face a foot from mine, her lipstick a red ruin across her mouth and chin, her eyes blazing. “Let them read it. Let the whole island read it, Jack. Let every lamp on this rock tell them the Danners are home.”

And the lamps came on.

Below us, on the first of the catch-cables, the one strung from the tallest tower to the next one down the row, a single bulb flickered and caught. Then the next one on the cable. Then the next. All the way down the long silver loop to the second tower, a string of lights coming on one at a time in the dark, gold, like a necklace being clasped.

Donna saw it. Her mouth fell open.

“Look,” she breathed. “Look, look.”

I drove up into her again and we bobbed on it, and the second cable lit. Bulb after bulb, from the second tower to the third, a long gold line coming on under us in the dark as we circled over it.

“That’s me,” Donna whispered. “That’s me doing that.”

“That’s you.”

“Fuck me harder and it’ll do the next one.”

I fucked her harder.

I held her ass in both hands and drove up into her hard and deep, faster, and she cried out with every stroke, high and sharp and loud, not caring, wanting it heard, her thighs clenching on my hips. The third cable lit. The fourth. All down the row of flight towers along the cliff, one catch-cable after another, gold strings of light coming on under us in order.

“Higher,” Donna begged. “Take me higher.”

I banked into the turn over the yard and let us climb a couple of feet, and she clenched on me, and I felt her begin to shake.

“I’m going to come,” she said, her voice cracking all the way down. “Jack. I’m going to come up here. In the air. Over the whole island.”

“Come for me. Come on my cock with the whole island under you.”

“Keep turning. Keep going. Bank it, Jack, bank it, I’m almost, I’m almost.”

I banked harder. The world tilted, the lit cables swinging below us, the black sea swinging out beyond the cliff, and I drove up into her at the bottom of the turn as hard as I’d ever driven into anything.

Donna came.

She came screaming. Her whole body seized around me, her thighs locked, her arms locked, her pussy clamping down on my cock in a long hard pulsing grip that went on and on. Her head went back and her platinum hair flew out behind her in the wind and she screamed at the stars with her mouth wide open.

And then she squirted.

I felt it before I understood it. A hot gush between us as her pussy clenched, flooding out around my cock, soaking my belly and my thighs through my open trousers. Then another, harder, as we came around the bottom of the turn, spraying out of her in a hot bright arc. It went over my legs and into the night air and fell away below us toward the flight yard in a glittering scatter in the light from the cables.

“OH,” Donna shouted. “OH MY GOD. JACK. I’M,” and then she couldn’t say anything at all, because she was laughing and coming at the same time, wild, helpless, shaking on my cock forty-five feet over the flight yard with the gold cables lit beneath us.

“Holy shit,” I said. “Holy shit, Donna.”

“I know!” She was gasping, laughing, still clenching around me in long slow pulses. “I know! I’m raining on the flight yard!”

I was laughing too, helplessly, swearing, holding her up in the dark with my cock still buried in her, hard as iron, and she was soaked and shaking and laughing into my neck, and I was so close I could barely see.

That was when the speaker crackled.

It came from below, from the gauge booth at the foot of the tallest tower. A sharp click, and a hiss, and then a man’s voice, thick with sleep and bewilderment, coming out of the loudspeaker on the booth’s roof and rolling out across the whole dark flight yard and up the hill to every terrace on the island.

“Reading’s hot,” the gauge reader said.

A pause. The hiss of a man looking at a needle that had gone all the way to the end of its dial in the middle of the night.

“Reading’s very hot.”

Donna laughed so hard she nearly fell off me.

She actually lost her grip. Her arms slid off my neck and she tipped backward in the air, shrieking with laughter, her hair flying, her breasts bouncing, her thighs loosening on my hips, and for one instant she started to slide down off my cock with nothing under her but forty-five feet of dark.

I caught her. We dropped four feet before the lift caught us.

I had her by the ass with both hands and pulled her back onto me hard, all the way down, and she cried out with the shock of it as my cock drove back into her to the root. That did it. Her pussy squeezed on me, still pulsing, and I couldn’t hold it anymore.

I held her down on me in the air and came.

I came hard and deep inside her, hovering forty-one feet over the flight yard at the height of the tallest catch-cable, my hands clamped on her ass, my cock buried to the root and pulsing, pumping my load into her in thick hard spurts. I felt every one. She felt them too. She stopped laughing and wrapped herself around me again and held on, her arms around my neck and her face in my throat, and said “yes, yes, yes” into my skin with every pulse until I was empty.

Below us, every bulb on every catch-cable blazed at once, so bright the whole flight yard went white-gold under us, and the gauge booth’s speaker crackled again with a sound that might have been the reader dropping his coffee.

Then the lights steadied.

They didn’t go out. They settled. They went from blazing to a warm steady gold, all the cables at once, a quiet constant light.

We hung there in the gold light, breathing.

I brought us down to the tower deck slow.

I set her down on the boards as gently as I could. Her legs wouldn’t hold her. They folded the moment her bare feet touched the deck, and she sat down hard on the planks with her back against the chrome rail and her white dress bunched around her waist and her breasts bare and her thighs wet and shaking.

I knelt down in front of her.

Her lipstick was everywhere. Across her mouth, her chin, smeared up one cheek. Her platinum waves were a tangled wreck blown sideways. Her breasts were flushed pink and marked red where my fingers had gripped them. She was looking up at me with an expression of pure stunned wonder.

“Are you all right?”

“No,” Donna said. “I’m ruined. I’m completely ruined. Look at me.” She looked down at herself and started laughing again, weakly. “Look at my dress.”

The white dress was soaked through below the waist, the skirt wrinkled and wet and stained, the bodice hanging down around her middle with its straps dangling.

“It’s ruined,” she said. “The dress I won you in. I’ve ruined it.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I’m not.” She reached up and touched my face, and her hand was trembling. “I’m not even a little sorry. Jack. I’ve never felt anything like that. Not in the air. Nobody’s ever done that in the air.”

I took off my jacket and put it around her shoulders.

She pulled it close around her, blue and gold over the white, my colors over her bare breasts, and leaned back against the rail and looked out at the gold cables still glowing below us.

She snuggled down into my jacket. “Let them have the story. Let them tell it at breakfast. The Muse who failed the Secretary lane came back and lit up the flight yard at two in the morning.” She tipped her head back against the rail and looked at me with her ruined face and her blazing eyes. “The island can have the story, Jack. I’ve got the man.”

I sat down beside her on the deck and put my arm around her, and she leaned her head on my shoulder, and we sat there on top of the tower in the gold light and the sea wind until the deck went cold under us.

At breakfast, Malloy didn’t look up.

The mess hall sat on the second terrace, a long room of white tablecloths and chrome coffee urns and tall windows full of morning sea, and Malloy was at his usual table by the window with a plate of eggs and a newspaper and a cup of black coffee. I came in with Donna on my arm in a fresh yellow sundress with her hair pinned up neat and her lipstick perfect, as if she’d slept nine hours on a cloud.

The mess went quiet. Second-years and their wives at the long tables, trainees at the round ones, the instructors at the head table: every one of them had been talking about us a second ago. Somebody dropped a fork.

Donna gave the fork a little wave.

We walked past Malloy’s table on the way to the coffee urns. He turned a page of his newspaper.

“Danner,” he said, without lifting his eyes from the paper.

“Captain.”

“Your reading was hot at two hundred hours.” He turned another page. “I’ve moved the gauge reader to days.”

That was all. He took a sip of his coffee and kept reading.

Donna made a small sound beside me that might have been a laugh trying to escape through her nose. I didn’t dare look at her. I got two cups of coffee from the urn with my hands not quite steady and turned around.

Tommy Hale was standing at attention beside the long second-years’ table.

He’d stood up when we passed. He was standing ramrod straight in his red-and-white jacket with his chin up and his chest out, and as Donna came past him with her coffee, he brought his right hand up to his brow in a sharp, perfect, formal salute.

He held it there, dead serious, eyes front, while she walked by.

Donna stopped. She looked at him. Then she curtsied, a deep slow theatrical curtsy with her free hand holding out the skirt of her yellow sundress, and went on to our table.

The second-years’ table came apart. Boyd laughed so hard he had to put his head down on the tablecloth. Karras turned away to the window with his shoulders shaking. Even Doyle, alone at the end of the table, was smiling into his cup.

Wayne and Corinne sat at a small table by the far wall. Wayne was cutting his ham into precise squares. He didn’t look up. Corinne looked at Donna over her coffee cup with her cool hazel eyes, then looked down and wrote something on a small notepad beside her plate.

Audrey came in five minutes later.

She had a folder under her arm and her glasses on and her hair rolled and pinned perfectly, every strand in place, and she walked down the length of the mess toward the Wife wing’s table without looking left or right.

She passed our table.

She didn’t stop. She slowed half a step, and without turning her head, without looking at either of us, she said in her dry voice, just loud enough:

“Forty-one feet. The reader logged it.”

And she walked on.

Donna put her coffee cup down very carefully on its saucer. Her face was perfectly composed. She watched Audrey’s back all the way down the mess, the gray pencil skirt moving over those hips, the folder under her arm.

“Forty-one feet,” Donna repeated softly. Her eyes were dancing. “She read the log, Jack. She went to the gauge booth this morning and read the log.”

“Of course she did.”

“Of course she did.” Donna picked up her cup again and sipped her coffee. She wasn’t blushing. She wasn’t even a little embarrassed. She looked like a woman who’d won something, and was enjoying the trophy. “Good. Then she knows exactly how high.”

Eddie got his visit that afternoon.

He’d gone down to the cold block every day since Sunday, his hour, and sat beside the cot and watched a gray giant sleep. On Tuesday he’d said only, “He breathes slow. Like a big dog. He’s got a scar across the back of one hand like somebody tried to saw it off.” On Wednesday he’d said nothing at all.

Thursday he asked me to walk down with him.

“Just to the door,” he said. “You don’t have to come in. I just. I’d like somebody at the door.”

So I walked down with him.

The cold block was a low square building of gray stone off the receiving yard, next to the diagnostic bay, with no windows and a single steel door. It had been the island’s cold store once, before refrigeration. They’d built it into the hillside with walls four feet thick to keep the ice. Now the ice was gone and the walls were still four feet thick, and Malloy had put the two most dangerous men he’d ever caught inside them.

A guard sat on a stool outside the steel door with a rifle across his knees. He knew Eddie. He nodded.

“Awake today,” the guard said. “Sitting up since noon. Ate his lunch.”

Eddie went white.

The guard unlocked the steel door and swung it open, and cold air came out.

Inside there was a short corridor of whitewashed stone, lit by bulbs in wire cages along the ceiling. Three doors off it. Steel, with small barred windows at head height. From the first one came a voice I knew, sharp and complaining.

“Is that the coffee? Tell me that’s the coffee. It’s not the coffee. It’s never the coffee.”

Nicky Moretti.

Eddie didn’t look at Nicky’s door. He walked past it to the third one, at the end of the corridor, and stopped in front of it and stood there with his satchel clutched against his chest.

The guard unlocked it.

“One hour,” the guard said. “I’m right outside. You yell, I come.”

“He won’t hurt me,” Eddie said.

“I know,” said the guard. “I’m saying it anyway.”

The door swung open.

The room was small and cold and whitewashed, with a bulb in a cage on the ceiling and a drain in the stone floor. A steel cot was bolted to the wall, long, much longer than a normal cot, built for a giant. A chair stood beside it. A small table with a tin plate and cup.

On the cot sat Anatoly Vetrov.

He was enormous. I’d forgotten. I’d carried him out of a pump house in my arms like a sleeping child, two hundred and forty pounds of gray coat, and I’d been so tired it had felt like carrying a sack of wet sand. Now, sitting up on the cot with his huge hands on his knees, he filled that small room like a boulder in a ditch. He wore gray island fatigues that strained across his shoulders. His colorless hair was cropped to his skull. His face was the same shut door it had always been, broad and flat and expressionless.

His pale eyes moved to the doorway.

They found me first, in the corridor behind Eddie. They stayed on me a long time.

I didn’t know what was in them. Recognition, maybe. The man he’d hit, and hit, and hit, and who had caught him when he fell asleep.

He didn’t blink.

Then his eyes moved down to Eddie. A skinny, sandy-haired, freckled healer standing in his doorway in clinic whites with a satchel hugged to his chest.

Vetrov blinked.

It was slow. A big slow blink, the kind a sleeper gives a lamp somebody has just switched on.

Eddie came into the room.

He went to the chair beside the cot and sat down in it carefully, as if it might break, and put his satchel on his knees. He opened it. He took out the three envelopes, the ones with no name on the front, and held them in his lap.

Vetrov watched him do it.

“Hi,” Eddie said. His voice cracked on it. He cleared his throat. “I’m Eddie. Eddie Pruitt. I’m a healer. I was there, at the pump house. I don’t know if you remember. I was the one on the floor with the burned man. I checked your heartbeat after.” He swallowed. “You’ve got a good heartbeat. Slow. Like a tired kid.”

Nothing. The pale eyes, steady on his face.

“I’ve been coming every day,” Eddie said. “You were asleep. That’s fine. I just sat. I didn’t want to wake you.” He looked down at the envelopes. “I wrote you some letters. In case you didn’t feel like talking. They said you don’t talk. That’s fine too. I talk enough for two people, everybody says so.”

He turned the first envelope over in his hands.

“I don’t know if you read English,” he said. “So I’ll read them to you. If that’s all right.” He waited. Vetrov didn’t move. Eddie took that as a yes. “Okay.”

He opened the first letter.

I stood in the doorway with the guard behind me in the corridor and listened to Eddie Pruitt read a letter to the Sleepless Man.

It was about the Row. About Roy Castellan’s arm, which was healed, and how Roy had tried to run to the corner store and back in under a minute to prove it, and had run straight into June Okafor’s washing line and gone down wrapped in a bedsheet like a ghost. About the dog down the hill that barked at the milk truck every morning at six-ten, and how Eddie had started timing it, and it had never once been late. About Ruth’s apple pie, which Eddie said was the best pie on the coast, and Donna’s coffee, which Eddie said he wasn’t allowed to describe in a letter because Donna would read it.

Vetrov listened.

He didn’t move. He didn’t blink. He sat on the steel cot with his huge gray hands on his knees and his pale eyes fixed on Eddie’s face and listened to every word.

Eddie read the second letter. It was about the harbor in winter, the ice on the breakwater, a seal that had come up on the hero dock in January and slept there three days while every hero on the circuit stepped around it. It was about a man Eddie had healed in the clinic in February, a longshoreman with a crushed hand, and how the man’s little girl had brought Eddie a drawing of a horse.

His voice steadied as he read. It always did. Eddie talked to stay steady, and reading was talking, and by the second letter he’d forgotten to be afraid.

He read the third letter.

The third letter was short. I could see it from the doorway, a single page, Eddie’s loose handwriting not filling it.

“I don’t know where you’re from,” Eddie read. His voice went quieter. “Nobody here does. Malloy says there’s nothing in your things, not a letter or a picture or one scrap with your name on it. I thought that wasn’t right. I thought everybody ought to have at least one letter with their name on it. So this is yours.” He swallowed. “You hit my friend all night. I was there. I watched. I’m not mad about it. I don’t think you wanted to. I think somebody built you to and pointed you at him, the way you’d point a hose. And then he made you tired enough to sleep, and you slept in his arms like a kid, and I checked your heart, and it was just a heart.” He stopped. Started again. “I hope you like it here. It’s cold, but they feed you. If you want me to keep coming, I’ll keep coming. If you don’t, that’s fine. I’ll stop. Your friend, I hope. Eddie.”

He folded the letter.

The cold room was very quiet. Down the corridor, behind his own door, even Nicky Moretti had stopped complaining.

Eddie sat there with the three letters in his lap and didn’t look up.

Vetrov moved.

He took one of his hands off his knee. It was enormous and gray, the fingers thick as sausages, with a long pale scar across the back of it, the one Eddie had told us about. He held it out, palm up, toward Eddie.

Eddie looked at it.

Then, slowly, he understood. He picked up the three letters off his lap and put them in Vetrov’s hand.

The huge gray fingers closed on them. Carefully, the way you’d take a full cup from a child.

Vetrov drew his hand back. He unfolded the first letter on his knee with two fingers, slowly, smoothing it flat. He bent his big cropped head over it.

And he began to read it again, himself.

Slowly. One line at a time, his pale eyes moving across Eddie’s loose crooked handwriting, his big flat shut-door face bent close to the page. And as he read, his lips moved. Silently. Shaping each word.

Eddie sat in the chair beside him and watched him read, and didn’t say anything at all, and I saw his eyes fill up and spill over and run down his freckled face, and he didn’t wipe them.

I stepped back out of the doorway into the corridor, quietly, and left them alone.


Chapter 8: The Cold Room

Vetrov drew a whistle.

He did it in about four strokes, with a stick of charcoal held in his enormous gray fingers like a matchstick, carefully, as if it might break. A short tube. A little lip at one end. A ring at the other for a chain. He drew it on the back of one of Eddie’s letters, laid flat on his knee, and when he was done he turned the paper around so we could see it, and looked at Eddie.

Not at me. At Eddie.

“Sokol,” Eddie said softly. “That’s Sokol’s whistle.”

Vetrov looked at him a moment longer. Then he nodded, once. A small heavy movement of that huge cropped head.

It was Friday afternoon, two o’clock, Eddie’s hour. Whitewashed stone, the caged bulb, the long steel cot. The guard sat outside in the corridor with his rifle across his knees and the steel door propped open a foot.

I sat on an upturned crate in the corner. Eddie had asked Vetrov through the door that morning whether Jack could come in, the man who stood in the pump house, and Vetrov had looked at him a long time and nodded. When I came in, he gave me a long look with his pale unblinking eyes, and I kept my hands where he could see them, and after a while he looked back at Eddie.

Eddie had brought charcoal from the Wife wing’s drawing room, a whole box of it, and set it on the cot beside Vetrov along with a stack of his letters, blank backs up.

“In case,” Eddie had said. “If you want to say something. And you don’t want to talk. You don’t have to talk. But you could draw.”

Vetrov had looked at the charcoal for a whole minute before he picked up a stick and turned it over in his fingers and looked at the black dust it left on his gray skin. He’d looked at Eddie.

Then he’d started to draw.

He drew a dog first. Eddie’s dog, the one down the hill on the Row that barked at the milk truck at six-ten every morning. A big square dog with its mouth open. He drew it badly and carefully, like a man who hasn’t held a pencil since he was a child, and he gave it a little cloud coming out of its mouth for the bark, and he turned it around to show Eddie, and Eddie laughed so suddenly it came out as a hiccup.

“That’s him,” Eddie said. “That’s him to the life. That’s the milk truck dog.”

Vetrov had looked at Eddie laughing. His shut-door face didn’t change. But he’d reached for another letter and turned it over and laid it on his knee.

That was an hour ago. There were nine sheets on the cot now, among them a pie with steam coming off it, every one out of Eddie’s letters.

And now the whistle.

Eddie had asked about Sokol. He’d asked it gently. Vetrov had drawn the whistle, and nodded, and now he was looking at the drawing on his knee with his charcoal-black fingers resting on it, very still.

Eddie took a breath.

“Can I ask you one more?” Eddie said. “You don’t have to answer.”

Vetrov looked at him.

“Who made you?”

The cold room was silent.

Vetrov didn’t move. His big gray hand lay flat on the drawing of the whistle. His pale eyes were on Eddie’s face, and then they weren’t. They went past him. To the whitewashed wall. To nothing.

He reached for another sheet of paper, turned it over, and laid it on his knee.

He held the charcoal over it.

He held it there a long time. His fingers were steady. His face was the shut door. The charcoal hung a quarter inch above the blank paper and didn’t come down.

Then he put the charcoal down on the cot beside him, and he looked at Eddie, and he shook his head.

Slowly. Once to the left. Once to the right.

He didn’t know.

That scared me more than the furnace had. Somebody had built a man, taken sleep out of him like a part out of an engine, and pointed him across an ocean at a city he’d never seen. And he didn’t know who. Whoever kept the catalog had never even told him their name.

Eddie reached over and put his hand on top of Vetrov’s, where it lay on the blank paper. Just for a second. Vetrov looked down at it.

“That’s all right,” Eddie said. His voice was thick. “That’s all right. I don’t know who made me either, really. My mother says the stork, and I’ve got doubts.”

Vetrov looked at him.

I don’t know what he understood. But the corner of that big flat mouth moved. It was the smallest movement I’d ever seen a face make. It moved and went still again, like a fish turning under ice.

Eddie took his hand back and wiped his eyes with his sleeve, quick, and turned around on his chair and looked at me.

“Ask him,” Eddie said. “About the other one. You said you wanted to.”

Eddie had said on the walk down that I had to be the one to ask about weapons. He didn’t want Vetrov to think that was why he came.

I leaned forward on my crate with my forearms on my knees.

Vetrov’s pale eyes came to me.

“There’s another man,” I said. “Like you. Built. I think by the same people, or people like them. He came to my city a week ago Wednesday.” I kept my voice low and even, the way Eddie talked to patients. “He’s tall. Taller than me. Thin. Long hands. He wears a coat. And he’s hot. He burns, like a furnace. Everything near him goes dark, the lamps, the cars. He drinks it. And if you look at him,” I stopped, “if you look straight at him, you lose time. You can’t remember.”

Vetrov listened.

“And once,” I said slowly, because I’d only remembered it the night before, lying awake on the covered walk, “while I was standing near him, there was a flash. White. From the middle of him. Like a furnace door opening and shutting. Just once.”

Vetrov looked at me.

He picked up the charcoal and reached for a fresh sheet of paper and laid it on his knee, and drew.

He drew a man. Just an outline, a child’s drawing of a man, a long thin oval for a body and a circle for a head and lines for arms and legs. Long legs. Long arms. He made the arms longer than they should have been, and at the end of each one he drew a hand with five long lines for fingers.

He stopped, and held the charcoal over the middle of the chest.

He drew a small square there. Right in the center of the breastbone. A little box, maybe the size of a thumbnail on the paper. He went over its edges twice, carefully, so it stood out dark against the rest. Then, with the very tip of the charcoal, he drew one thin line straight across the middle of the square.

A seam.

He turned the paper around and held it up so I could see.

Then he reached out with one charcoal-black finger and tapped the little square on the man’s chest. Tap. Tap.

He reached over to the other sheet, the one with Sokol’s whistle on it, and tapped the whistle. Tap. Tap.

Then back to the square. Tap.

He looked at me.

I looked at the two drawings, side by side on his knee. The whistle and the square.

“A leash,” I said slowly.

Vetrov didn’t nod. He didn’t have to. He tapped the whistle once more and then laid his own enormous hand flat on his own chest, over his own breastbone, and looked at me.

The makers always built a leash.

His had been the whistle. Sokol had blown it on Pennant Row and he’d stopped tearing up our poles and walked off up the hill road. And the gold man had one too. A square in his chest, with a line across it.

“Can he reach it?” I said. “His own? Can he take it off?”

Vetrov looked at me. Then he took his own hand, the one lying flat on his own breastbone, and closed it into a fist. He lifted the fist away from his chest. He brought it back, slowly, toward his own breastbone, and stopped it an inch away.

He held it there. An inch from his own chest. And shook his head.

He opened the fist and turned it over and looked at his own palm, and then looked at me.

I understood. The heat lived in the gold man’s palm; Audrey had measured it on the jacket. If he put his own hand on the plate in his own chest, he’d melt the leash and the man underneath it. They’d set it where his own hands would kill him if he tried.

“They built it so he can’t get it off,” I said.

Vetrov looked at me a moment longer. Then he put the charcoal down, folded his black-dusted hands on his knees, and looked at the whitewashed wall, and I watched the shut door come down on his face. I wanted to ask him where the room was where they’d built him, and what the catalog looked like. But he’d told me the one thing he knew.

The guard’s voice came from the corridor. “Time, Pruitt.”

Eddie stood up. He gathered the nine drawings off the cot, carefully, one at a time, and squared them into a neat stack, and then he stopped, and looked at them, and held them out to Vetrov.

“Do you want to keep these? They’re yours. You made them.”

Vetrov looked at the stack of drawings in Eddie’s hands. Then at Eddie. He didn’t take them.

He reached out and took only one. The dog. The milk truck dog with its little cloud of bark. He took it and laid it on the cot beside him, face up.

Eddie stood there holding the rest. Then he tucked them into his satchel, very carefully, between the bandages and the tin of salve.

He went to the door.

I stood up off my crate to follow him. And behind us, from the cot, there was a small sound. The creak of steel springs as a big man shifted his weight.

We both turned around.

Vetrov had lifted one hand off his knee. He was holding it up. Not high. About chest height, his elbow on his thigh, his huge gray hand raised.

One finger up. The rest folded down.

One.

Eddie stared at it.

Then his whole freckled face broke open, and his eyes filled up again, and he laughed, a wet unsteady laugh, and held up one finger of his own.

“Tomorrow,” Eddie said. “Yes. Tomorrow. Two o’clock. I’ll be here.”

Vetrov looked at him. He lowered his hand and laid it flat beside the drawing of the dog, and turned his face back to the whitewashed wall.

Nicky Moretti was thinner.

He was sitting on his cot with his back against the wall and his knees drawn up, in gray island fatigues that hung on him. The pomaded black hair I remembered from Delano Street had grown out shaggy. His olive skin had gone sallow from six months without sun, and his dark eyes had gotten bigger in his face, and quicker.

“Is that the coffee,” Nicky said, without looking up. “It’s not the coffee.”

“It’s not the coffee.”

His head came up.

He looked at me through the bars. Then he laughed. It was a short ugly laugh with nothing funny in it.

“Danner,” he said. “The hero from nowhere. Come to visit the zoo.”

The guard unlocked the door and swung it open and stood in it with his rifle. I went in.

Paperback westerns on the floor. A game of solitaire half finished on the blanket. A magazine calendar tacked to the wall with chewing gum, every day crossed out in pencil.

“What do you want?” Nicky said. “You want to gloat? Go ahead. I’m alive. Malloy says I owe my life to you twice now. He says it like he’s reading me a bill.”

“I brought you something.”

I took the folded newspaper out of my jacket pocket and held it out.

Nicky looked at it. It was last Wednesday’s Herald. The noon edition. I’d carried it across the strait in my trunk because I hadn’t been able to make myself throw it away.

“Malloy said no papers,” Nicky said slowly.

“Malloy says a lot of things.”

Nicky looked at me. Then he reached out and took the paper.

He unfolded it on his knees, and the headline came up off the page at him in type an inch and a half tall. THE GILDED DYNAMO. The photograph of the Ferrante Brothers’ front door. The second photograph, the vault, hanging off its hinges in a long frozen drip.

I watched his face.

Every bit of color he had left went out of it all at once, like a bath draining, and his dark quick eyes went down the column of type and stopped and went back up and read it again.

“The Ferrantes,” he said. His voice had gone small. “He did the Ferrantes.”

“A week ago Wednesday.”

“In Beacon Harbor.” Nicky looked up at me. “In your city.”

“In my city.”

He looked back down at the paper. His hand had started to shake. He saw it and put it flat on the newsprint to stop it.

“The Ferrantes,” he said again. “Christ. Old Benny Ferrante used to give me a peppermint when I was eight years old. My uncle sent me down to their window with an envelope every month, and old Benny gave me a peppermint.” He laughed again, that short ugly laugh. “Six. That’s six. He’s done six.”

“You know about the other five.”

“I know about all of them.” Nicky folded the paper shut and put it face down on the blanket beside his solitaire, as if he couldn’t stand to look at it. “Sit down, Danner. You’re making my neck hurt.”

I sat on the end of his cot. The guard shifted in the doorway.

“You know what the Sartoris are paying for?” Nicky said. “With the gold out of those vaults?”

“Tell me.”

“Him.” Nicky tipped his head at the face-down newspaper. “The furnace. The Dynamo, the paper calls him now, that’s cute, I’ll give the paper that one. They’re paying for him.”

“Paying who?”

“The people who sell.” His mouth twisted. “I told you the word last summer. At your kitchen table. Catalog. Sokol was a customer. Aldo Sartori’s a customer. There’s people somewhere over the water with a book, and in the book there’s men like your sleeping friend down the hall and like that thing in the paper, and you pick one out, and you pay, and they send him over in a crate.” He laughed. “Except Aldo can’t pay. You know what a thing like that costs? You couldn’t buy one with every dollar in Beacon Harbor.”

“Then how?”

“Installments.” Nicky’s dark eyes held mine. “Like a refrigerator. Like a Buick. Aldo couldn’t pay all at once, so the people who sell said fine, pay us on time. Pay us in gold. Not cash, they don’t want cash, cash has numbers on it. Gold. Melted down, it’s just gold, nobody can say whose it was.” He leaned his head back against the whitewashed wall. “So Aldo sends the thing out to collect his own payments. Every couple months. Down the coast. He picks a vault, a small family’s vault, one of the ones that wouldn’t sell to him, one of the ones that held out. The thing walks in and melts the door and walks out with the gold. Aldo ships the gold over the water. That’s an installment.”

Okafor had said it on his porch. Somebody’s paying for something big, and they’re paying in other people’s money.

“He’s paying for the weapon,” I said slowly, “with the vaults of the families who wouldn’t sell to him. Using the weapon.”

“Using the weapon to pay for the weapon. To rob the people who said no to him.” Nicky’s smile was terrible. “Aldo’s always liked a thing that pays for itself.”

“How many installments?”

“Seven.” Nicky held up his hand, all five fingers, and two from the other. “That was the deal, the way I heard it, before I went in with Sokol and stopped hearing things. Seven payments. Six vaults, six paid.” He dropped his hands. “Ferrantes were six. He owes one more.”

“And when it’s paid?”

“Then Aldo owns him outright, and he can point him at anything he likes.” Nicky looked at the face-down newspaper. “But he’s late on the seventh. The small families are running out, and the ones left have moved their gold.” He shook his head slowly. “And Aldo Sartori doesn’t like owing. He’d rather cut off his own hand. And these people he owes, they’re not the kind of men you want to owe.”

“Who runs him? The gold man. Who takes him out on these jobs?”

“Carmine.” Nicky said the name like it tasted bad. “Aldo’s boy. Thick, thinks he’s his father. He minds the thing and runs his boat, a fast launch, twenty-five knots in a chop. The thing can’t fly, you know that? Carmine runs him from vault to vault on the water and waits at the dock with the engine going.” Nicky’s lip curled. “Carmine carries a pistol. Can’t fire it near that thing. Carries it anyway. That’s Carmine.”

“Nicky,” I said. “Why are you scared?”

He looked at me with his big dark quick eyes in his thin sallow face. He thought about lying. I saw him decide not to.

“Because he comes to collect what talks,” Nicky said quietly. “That’s the other thing he does. Not just vaults. When something goes wrong. When somebody talks about him who shouldn’t. He goes and he collects them.” He laughed, very softly. “You know Sal? Vito’s cousin Sal, from Delano? Sal shot at him four times, back before you came. And the thing looked at him. And now Sal sits in a chair in his sister’s house in Fairview and looks at the wall. He doesn’t talk. He doesn’t do anything. He’s empty. The thing looked at him too long and took everything out.” Nicky’s hand had started shaking again. He didn’t stop it this time. “That’s what the thing does to people who talk.”

“And you talked.”

“I talked.” Nicky’s voice cracked. “I said the word at your kitchen table. Catalog. You think the people who sell don’t know? They know I’m here.” He pressed both his hands flat on his knees. “And he comes to collect what talks.”

He looked at the door. At the corridor beyond it. At the third door down, the one with the long steel cot behind it.

“And your sleeping friend down the hall,” Nicky said, “is a fortune they already paid for once.”

I followed his eyes.

“Sokol bought him,” Nicky said. “From the same people. Same book. And now he’s sitting in a hero cell on a hero island, asleep, where a woman like your Dr. Price can poke at him with her machines and find out how he was built. You think the people who sell want that? You think they want anybody finding out how they build them?” He shook his head. “They’d rather melt him in his cot. They’d rather melt the whole block. Me and him both. One trip.”

The guard in the doorway had gone very still.

I looked at the whitewashed wall of the cold block, four feet thick, and thought about a man with his palms flat against a vault door and the steel running like syrup. Four feet of stone was a vault door.

“Malloy has forty heroes on this island this week,” I said.

“Sure.” Nicky’s smile was dreadful. “Forty heroes. And the thing eats heroes, Danner. You know that better than me. You stood in it. What did you hit him with?”

I didn’t answer.

“Yeah,” Nicky said. “That’s what I figured.”

Malloy was on the tower deck at the top of the instruction building, the one with the radio masts, where he went in the late afternoon to watch the strait and not be talked to.

I went up anyway.

The deck was flat and tarred, three stories up, with chrome radio masts at its corners humming in the sea wind. From up here you could see most of the strait, and down at the shoreline beside the curved roof of the diagnostic bay, small and gray against the hill, the cold block.

Malloy didn’t turn around when I came up the ladder. “Danner. I said I’d be up here.”

“I know. I need two minutes.”

“You’ve got one.”

I came to the rail beside him.

“Moretti says the gold man doesn’t just rob vaults. He collects people who talk about him.” I kept my eyes on the cold block. “Moretti talked, and he’s in the cold block. And Vetrov’s a product from the same catalog, sitting where Price can study him. Moretti says they’d rather melt him than let anybody find out how he was built.”

Malloy was looking at the cold block too.

“That’s two things they want on this island,” I said. “Two that I know of.”

“And the third?”

I didn’t answer right away.

Malloy turned his head and looked at me with his pale blue eyes, the way he’d looked at me on a pump-house roof at dawn. Measuring.

“Say it, Danner.”

“Sokol wanted me bought,” I said. “Last summer. He sent me a piano and a note that said he knew a man out of place. The people who sold Sokol his monster are the same people who sold the Sartoris theirs. If Sokol talked to them about me,” I stopped. “And the gold man had his hand on me a week ago Wednesday. And took it off. He could have melted my shoulder down to the bone and he didn’t.”

Malloy was quiet a long time.

“Maybe three,” he said.

“Maybe three.”

He turned back to the strait. The wind moved the radio wires over our heads, and they sang, a thin high sound like a finger on a wineglass.

“Nobody walks onto this island,” Malloy said.

He said it flat, in his field voice. The voice that said turn left and get down and next.

“There are forty heroes on this island this week,” he said. “Karras can put a blast through a wall. Boyd can lift a truck. There’s three speed men from the south coast who can cross this island in ninety seconds. There’s me.” He didn’t look at me. “Nobody walks onto this island, Danner. Not past forty heroes.”

I stood at the rail beside him and listened to what he wasn’t saying.

A year ago I’d have been comforted. But every flare fed him. Every blow fed him. Karras’s blast would go into him like a meal, and forty heroes rushing him on a terrace in the dark would be forty men lining up at a buffet.

Forty heroes were forty meals.

Malloy knew it. He stood at the rail with his arms folded, looking at the cold block, and the muscle in his jaw jumped once.

“Don’t tell anybody I said that,” he said.

“You didn’t say anything.”

“Good.” He unfolded his arms. “Your minute’s up. Go see Price. She sent a cadet looking for you an hour ago. She’s found something in the vault doors, she says.” He paused. “Bell found it, she says. Price says Bell found it and she’s only taking credit for the arithmetic.”

The diagnostic bay was cold and blue and full of photographs.

Somebody had strung a wire across the long wall behind the glass tables, at eye height, and pinned photographs to it with wooden clothes-pegs. Six of them. Big ones, eight by ten, glossy black and white. Six vault doors.

Six steel doors, all of them sagged inward around empty man-sized holes, the metal run and set again. Somebody had written a place and a date under each one in a small square hand.

My jacket lay on the nearest glass table, out of its cabinet, the handprint up.

Dr. Price was standing at the far end of the wire with her hands in her coat pockets. Audrey was bent over the glass table beside the jacket with a magnifying glass in one hand and a steel ruler in the other.

Neither of them looked up when I came in.

“Mr. Danner,” Price said. “Come here and be useless. We need a witness.”

I came. I stood beside the table and looked at what Audrey was looking at.

It was a seventh photograph, lying on the glass under her magnifying glass instead of pinned to the wire. A close-up, shot from a few inches away, of the edge of one of the melted vault doors, where the steel had sagged and run and set again.

“What am I looking at?”

“Rings,” Audrey said, without looking up.

I looked closer.

She was right. In the edge of the melted steel, where it had cooled, there were lines. Faint curved lines in the metal, one inside the next, like the rings you see in a tree stump. Some lighter, some darker. They went all the way across the cut edge.

“I saw them Monday,” Audrey said. “On the Ferrante photograph. The Herald ran it big. I thought it was a printing flaw.” She moved the magnifying glass. “Then I wrote to the police in the other towns and asked for close photographs of the edge of the door. Price has friends in most of those departments. They came on the mail plane yesterday.”

“Every door has them,” Price said from the end of the wire. “Every one.”

“Every one,” Audrey said. She set the steel ruler down across the rings. “If the heat keeps coming at the same rate, steel softens smooth. If the heat comes in surges, harder, softer, the steel softens in surges too, and when it sets, the surges show.” She moved the ruler a fraction. “Like a tree. A ring for each one.”

“A ring for each surge,” I said.

“A ring for each surge.” She looked up at me for the first time. Her eyes behind the glasses were very bright. “And look at the spacing.”

I looked at the spacing.

The rings were even, every one the same distance from the next, all the way across the edge of the steel, as if somebody had drawn them with a compass.

“They’re the same on all six doors,” Audrey said. “The same spacing. Different steel, different thickness, different years, and the rings are exactly the same distance apart on every one. All but the last three on the Ferrante door. Those are closer. I haven’t worked out why yet.” She pressed two fingers to the bridge of her glasses, pushing them up. “The heat doesn’t come out of him steady. It comes in surges. And the surges come on a clock.”

“How long?”

“That’s the arithmetic,” Audrey said, and looked at Price. “That’s hers.”

Price came down the length of the wire to the containment glass at the end of the bay.

The crate sat in its cradle behind the glass, the old gold-white streaks on the warped steel dull and dead in the blue light. On the waist-high ledge in front of the glass stood a small chrome machine I recognized.

The metronome.

A chrome pyramid with a pendulum. A year ago it had ticked at me through a whole afternoon of failure in the energy range bunker, and I’d hated it.

Price picked it up and carried it to the glass table where my jacket lay.

“Watch,” she said. “Miss Bell, if you would.”

Audrey carried the jacket to the glass again, and the crate woke the way it had on Saturday.

Price set the metronome on the ledge beside the glass and started the pendulum.

Tick. Tick. Tick.

“Count with me,” she said softly.

We watched the crate. The glow was steady, a soft even pearl-white over all the old residue. Tick. Tick. Tick. Price’s lips moved. Audrey stood at the glass holding the jacket with the handprint lit against her chest, her eyes on the crate, not blinking.

Tick. Tick. Tick.

Then the crate flashed.

It was small. A faint pale pulse that went through the whole glow at once, white, brighter for half a blink, and then back down to pearl. Like a lamp flickering when somebody turns on an iron in the next room.

I’d seen that flash before. Bigger. On Cutter Street, from the middle of a man made of furnace, like a furnace door banging open and shut.

“Mark,” Price said.

Tick. Tick. Tick.

We waited. The metronome ticked. The glow sat steady on the old warped steel. My pulse jumped in my wrist, right where Audrey had pressed her fingers on the pavilion steps.

Tick.

The crate flashed again.

“Ninety-one,” Price said.

She stopped the metronome with one gloved finger.

Audrey walked back from the glass with the jacket, and behind her the crate’s glow faded slowly back to dead dull streaks.

“Ninety-one seconds,” Price said. “I’ve timed it nine times since Saturday. It’s ninety-one every time. To the second.” She looked at the photographs on the wire. “And Miss Bell’s rings, at the rate steel softens at the temperature those doors reached, are ninety-one seconds apart. Give or take two.” She took off her gloves one finger at a time, the way she did when she’d decided to say a true thing. “He vents, Mr. Danner. On a cycle. Every ninety-one seconds, whatever’s built up in him past a certain point comes out all at once in a flash. White. And then he builds again.”

“The flash I saw.”

“The flash you saw.” Price laid her gloves on the table. “You were in there long enough to see one. You weren’t in there long enough to see two. Or you were, and you don’t remember the second.”

She went back to the wire and stood in front of the Ferrante door with her bare hands folded, looking at the rings the way another woman might look at a diamond in a jeweler’s window.

“That’s a governor,” Price said.

“A what?”

“A governor. On an engine.” She looked at me as though she were surprised I didn’t know. “A little device that keeps it from running away with itself. When the engine spins too fast, the governor lets the pressure go.” She looked at the photographs. “Somebody built him with a governor. A thing in him that lets the excess out on a schedule, so he doesn’t burn himself up.”

“Vetrov drew it,” I said.

Both women turned around.

I told them. The charcoal. The outline of a man with long arms and long fingers. The little square in the center of the chest, with the line through the middle of it. The tap on the square and the tap on the whistle. The fist that couldn’t reach his own breastbone.

When I was done, Price was staring at me as if I’d handed her the last piece of a puzzle she’d been carrying for a year.

“A plate,” she said softly. “In the breastbone. With a seam.”

“That’s what he drew.”

“A leash,” Audrey said. She’d set the ruler down. “He said a leash. The whistle was his. The plate is the gold man’s.” She looked at the photographs on the wire. “A governor that lets the heat out on a clock. And it’s also the thing that holds him.” Her eyes came back to me. “Did Eddie bring the drawing?”

“It’s in his satchel.”

“I want it,” Audrey said. “Tonight.”

I looked at the six vault doors pinned on the wire with rings in them ninety-one seconds apart. A man who drank everything around him, who had to let it out every ninety-one seconds or burn, with a plate in his chest he couldn’t touch.

“It’s a pressure cooker,” I said.

Audrey looked at me.

“A pressure cooker. The pot with the lid that locks down.” I made the shape with my hands. “My mother had one. The pressure builds up inside, and if it builds too much it’d blow the lid off. So there’s a little weight on top, a valve, and when the pressure gets too high it jiggles and lets a puff of steam out, and then it builds again.” I looked at the photographs. “Psst. Psst. That’s him. The flash is the valve.”

Audrey looked at me.

“A relief valve,” she said.

“A relief valve.”

“Yes,” Audrey said slowly. “That’s right. That’s a good way to see it.” She picked up her notebook off the glass table and wrote in it, quick, in her small square hand. “A relief valve. Every ninety-one seconds. On a plate he can’t reach.”

Price was nodding slowly. “A pressure cooker. Yes. My sister has one. It terrifies me.”

I should have stopped there.

I didn’t. I was standing in a cold blue room with two brilliant women who were taking me seriously, and the old part of me that had starved for years to be the one who knew the answer opened its mouth before I could stop it.

“It’s the drinking that gets me,” I said. “The way he pulls the power out of everything around him without touching it, and everything near him gets hotter. It’s like he’s a microwave.”

I heard the word land in the cold blue air, three syllables from a kitchen counter seventy years away, the way you hear a glass break in another room.

Price didn’t react at all. She’d taken it for some engineer’s slang.

Audrey didn’t look up. She was bent over her notebook, and as I watched, she wrote the word down. M-i-c-r-o-w-a-v-e. In her small square hand, on the right-hand side of the page, under a short list of other words I couldn’t read from there. She didn’t ask what it meant. She wrote it down like a measurement and went back to the left side of the page and relief valves.

I didn’t say anything else.

There were two columns on that page. I could see them now. A line ruled down the middle in red pencil. On the left, her notes on the gold man, the rings, the cycle, ninety-one seconds, the plate, the seam. On the right, a short list of single words, each on its own line.

I’d just added one.

Audrey bent over the glass table to look at the jacket again, at the handprint, and set her ruler against the long middle finger to check a measurement she’d already taken on Saturday.

She leaned all the way over the table to do it. Her elbows on the glass. Her weight on one hip. The charcoal pencil skirt drew tight across her ass as she bent, so tight I could see the line of her garter clips through the wool, and the back seam of her stocking ran straight down her calf into her low black heel. A strand of her dark hair fell across her cheek. She didn’t blow it away this time. She let it hang, and measured.

I looked at the ceiling.

It was the only safe place in the room. Blue tile. Long tubes of light. A water stain in one corner shaped a little like Florida.

“Mr. Danner,” Dr. Price said, without looking up from her photographs, “the ceiling is not under study.”

Audrey didn’t straighten up. She didn’t look around. But I saw her lips press together on something, a very small movement, and the pencil in her hand made one more mark on the right-hand side of the page that I couldn’t read.


Chapter 9: Later, Not Elsewhere

She had laid me out on the map table like a body on a slab.

That was my first thought when I came through the door of the operations room at a quarter past nine on Friday night, and I’ve never been able to think of a better one. The long room was dark except for the map table, lit from underneath, glowing up through its frosted glass top like an operating table in a newsreel. And on the glass, in a neat row from one end to the other, Audrey had laid out the pieces of me.

She was standing at the far end of the table with her arms folded.

“Close the door, Danner,” she said. “And lock it, please. The key’s in it.”

I closed the door. I locked it. I turned around.

She’d sent the note at supper by cadet runner, folded twice, in her square hand. Operations room, 9:00. To go over the escort trial. A. Malloy had announced the escort trial that afternoon, a field exercise for the second-years early next week, and every Secretary trainee on the island was going over it with somebody. It was a good reason. Nobody would look at it twice.

There was nothing about the escort trial on the map table.

I walked toward her down the length of the glass, and looked at what she’d laid on it.

Letters. Mine. My winter letters, the ones I’d written at the nook table at two in the morning on the cheap lined paper Donna bought at the five-and-dime, unfolded and smoothed flat on the glowing glass, eleven of them in a row. The light came up through them from underneath so you could see the lines of the paper and the shadow of my handwriting on the back. And on every one of them, here and there, a word or a phrase had been circled in red pencil.

Above the letters, a single sheet of Wife wing notepaper, yellowed a little at the edges. One line on it in pencil, in a hand that was hers but younger and faster.

A sheet of my own lined paper, a copy in my handwriting of a note I knew, the one that had come in a stranger’s piano on my porch last summer. I’d copied it out for her in December because she’d asked.

A clipping from the Beacon Herald, the Pile story, THE MAN WHO HELD THE PILE, with one sentence in Brannigan’s quote underlined.

A page torn neatly out of a notebook, with a single word written on it in her small square hand. I knew which word. I’d watched her write it a few hours ago.

And under all of it, at the bottom of the table, spread out like a foundation, her file. The page-seven clippings. Six melted vaults. The photographs from the diagnostic bay. Vetrov’s charcoal drawing of a long-armed man with a square in his chest, which she’d gotten from Eddie at supper as she’d said she would. And a single sheet of paper at the very bottom, in her hand, with a heading I couldn’t read from there and a short list under it.

I stopped at the near end of the table.

“Audrey.”

“Don’t talk yet.” She didn’t unfold her arms. “I’ve been working on this since October. I’d like to say it in order. You can say whatever you want when I’m done.” Her eyes held mine across the glowing glass. “Will you let me?”

I looked at the letters on the table. At the red circles.

“Yes,” I said.

“Thank you.” She unfolded her arms, picked up her red pencil from beside the clippings, and walked to the near end of the table, to the first letter. She stood beside me and looked down at it. She was wearing the charcoal pencil skirt and a white blouse with her cardigan over the back of a chair, and her dark hair was pinned up tight, every strand in place. She’d pinned it that way on purpose. I knew it the way I knew the red circles had been put there on purpose.

“November the ninth,” Audrey said, and laid the point of the pencil on the paper beside a circled word. “You wrote me about Donna. About her trying to learn the range from Ruth. You wrote, ‘She doesn’t have the bandwidth for the pilot light and the porch lamps both, so the pilot light loses.’” She tapped the circle. “Bandwidth.”

I kept my mouth shut.

“Bandwidth is a radio engineer’s word,” Audrey said. “It’s how wide a frequency band is. It’s how many signals you can fit on one channel. I know it because I’ve read four manuals on radio sets this year. There are perhaps two thousand people in this country who use that word, and they use it about radios.” She looked up at me. “You used it about a woman’s attention. The way you’d say Tuesday. Like everybody says it.” She moved the pencil. “You didn’t explain it. You didn’t put it in quotation marks. You didn’t know it was strange.”

She walked to the second letter.

“December the second. The thread. You wrote that it ‘has a mind of its own, it’s a whole thing.’” Tap. “I wrote back that things are not whole or partial. You didn’t know what I meant. I meant you’d used ‘a whole thing’ the way you’d say ‘a great business.’ It’s a phrase that means something is complicated. Nobody I know uses it that way. Nobody on this island, nobody on your Row, I asked Donna, she said you say it all the time and she thought it was just a Jack word.” The pencil moved. “December the fourteenth. You’d ‘circle back’ to my question about distance. As if a question were an airfield. As if you were a pilot coming round for another approach.” She looked up at me again. “I circled for nine days. You landed in the end.”

She was walking down the table now, letter by letter, and the red pencil was moving, and she wasn’t hurrying and she wasn’t slowing down.

“January. You said Okafor ‘doesn’t do small talk, he goes straight to the deliverable.’ February, you said a man on the circuit was ‘having a moment.’ A moment of what? You never said. Having a moment, full stop, as if it were a complete thought.” Tap. Tap. “February again. You said you’d ‘reached out’ to Malloy. You didn’t reach anywhere. You wrote him a note.” She moved on. “And this one. March the third. You wrote me that Roy Castellan ‘leveled up’ when Okafor let him run the harbor leg of the circuit alone.” She stopped and looked at me, and for the first time there was something in her face that wasn’t composure. It was almost delight. “Leveled up. I have read that sentence forty times, Jack, and I still don’t know what it means. I only know it means something, to you, in a way you didn’t think twice about.”

I stood at the table and couldn’t think of one thing to say.

I’d written every one of those. I didn’t remember writing them. I’d been writing at two in the morning to a woman who was a hundred miles away, about the thread and the circuit and my wives, the way you’d write to a friend, and I’d stopped watching. A year of catching every word in my mouth before it got out, and I’d let my hand run on paper as if paper were safe.

Paper wasn’t safe. Paper sat in a drawer on an island and waited for a woman with a red pencil.

“There are thirty-one of them,” Audrey said. “Words and phrases. In eleven letters. I’ve got them in a list.” She looked down at the row of letters on the glowing glass. “On their own, any one of them is nothing. A man reads strange magazines. A man picked up slang on a farm. A man talks funny. You told Wayne that a year ago, I’m told. Cheap magazines.” She shook her head slightly. “But not thirty-one. Not all of them from the same place. Not a place where everybody talks that way and nobody I’ve ever met has been.”

She moved to the yellowed sheet at the top of the table.

“This is mine,” she said. “From a year ago. The film room, the week of the Moretti briefing. You answered the instructor’s question before he’d finished asking it. You described exactly what a cornered crew would do. Heist, panic, hostages. And then two weeks later, on Delano Street, they did exactly that.” She laid the pencil on the line. “I wrote this down that afternoon.”

I read it.

Danner answered before the question. Not a guess. Cadence of a man reciting.

“Recitation,” Audrey said. “You weren’t working it out. You knew it. The way I’d know the answer to a question about the war, if somebody asked me in a schoolroom. Something you’d read in a book about a thing that had already happened.” She moved the pencil to the Herald clipping. “And this. The Pile. Brannigan told Marsh what you said to him in the pump house. ‘It’s not a bomb. It’s a kettle. Keep the water moving.’” She tapped the underlined sentence. “And you wrote it to me yourself, in November, as if it were common knowledge. ‘Everybody knows a Pile’s just a kettle.’”

“It is just a kettle.”

“I know it is. I asked a physicist.” She looked at me. “Five hundred people in this country know that, Jack, if that, and they work at Piles and they don’t say it to reporters. The rest of us think it’s a bomb with a dome on it. Beacon Harbor thinks it’s a bomb. The Herald thought it was a bomb until you said otherwise.” She set the pencil down. “You said it like a schoolboy reciting his times tables.”

She moved to the next sheet. My copy of Sokol’s piano note.

“You copied this out for me in December,” she said. “I asked you to. I wanted to read it in your hand. And in the margin, here, you wrote,” she laid her finger beside a line of my handwriting in the margin of my own copy, and read it aloud, “‘One phrase in this is mine. I said it somewhere it got overheard. They used it on purpose so I’d know.’” She looked up. “You didn’t say which phrase.”

“No.”

“You didn’t need to. A man who can find his own phrase in a stranger’s handwriting, in a foreign hand, in a note about pianos, knows his own phrases are different from everyone else’s.” She turned the copy face down. “And so did Sokol. That’s the point of the note. Sokol heard you talk, through Nicky, and he knew you talked like a man from somewhere nobody else was from, and he wanted you to know he knew.”

She walked to the single torn notebook page.

“And today,” Audrey said.

She didn’t pick it up. She didn’t need to.

Microwave.

“I don’t know what it is,” she said. “I didn’t ask. I watched you hear yourself say it. I watched your face when it came out. You went white, Jack. And I wrote it down.”

She went to the bottom of the table, to the file. She stood there looking at the six vault doors in their photographs, and the charcoal drawing of a long-armed man, and the sheet of paper at the very bottom with the short list on it.

“Now here’s the part that took me all winter,” Audrey said.

She picked up the red pencil again.

“Everybody who’s ever suspected you,” she said, “thinks you’re from somewhere else. Somewhere far. Wayne tells a reporter you’re from ‘nowhere anyone’s heard of.’ Marsh keeps it in his notes. Sokol sends you a piano and says he knows ‘a man out of place.’ Nicky said it to your face at the Starlite, ‘you’re from somewhere, hero.’ Price has a file. Malloy has a feeling.” She drew a small circle on the glass beside the vault photographs with the tip of the pencil, not touching it, just in the air. “And every one of them is doing the same thing. They’re all looking at a map. They’re trying to find the town. A farm in the west, a country across the water, an island nobody’s charted. Somewhere you could put a pin.”

She looked up at me.

“I tried that too,” Audrey said. “October. November. I’m twenty-five years old, and I spent my evenings going through every atlas in the library like a schoolgirl. Every dialect study. I wrote to a man at the university who studies how people talk in different counties. I gave him six of your phrases, without your name. He wrote back that he’d never heard any of them, anywhere, and asked where I’d gotten them.” She was quiet a moment. “And then in January I stopped looking at a map.”

She laid the pencil down on the glass, very carefully, squared to the edge of the table.

“You’re not from elsewhere, Jack,” Audrey said. “You’re from later.”

The light came up through the glass from underneath and lit her face from below, and lit the red circles on my letters, and lit the one word on the torn page. Outside the tall dark windows the sea moved, and somewhere down the hill a door closed, and I stood there at the end of the map table with my hands at my sides.

“How much later?” Audrey said.

I had a choice. I knew I had a choice. I’d known it since the moment I walked in and saw my letters laid out on the glass like a body on a slab.

I could laugh. I could say cheap magazines. I could say she’d built a beautiful case out of nothing, thirty-one words and a kettle and a guess, and she was the cleverest woman on the island and this time she was wrong. She’d know I was lying. She’d know it the instant my mouth opened. But she’d let me. She was the kind of woman who’d let a man lie to her face if he needed to, and fold her case up, and put it in a drawer, and keep her chair, and never mention it again.

And she’d know. Forever.

I looked at her across the glowing glass. At the pinned hair she’d pinned that way on purpose so it wouldn’t come down while she said this. At her hands, which were flat on the table on either side of the pencil, and very still, and pressed down hard enough that the tips of her fingers had gone white.

She’d been working on this since October. Alone. She’d written to a man at a university. She’d gone through every atlas in the library. She’d stopped looking at a map in January and sat with the answer for three months and not told anyone, not Price, not Malloy, not Donna, and she’d laid it out on this table tonight in order, and asked me, plainly, and waited.

She’d asked. She hadn’t told anybody. She’d asked me.

“Twenty twenty-six,” I said.

Audrey didn’t move.

“The year,” I said. “Two thousand twenty-six. That’s where I’m from. Seventy-some years from now. I don’t know how many. I don’t know exactly what year this is the same as, because it’s not the same world, it’s close but it isn’t, the dates are wrong, people are alive who shouldn’t be.” My voice was steady. I was surprised. “I was a numbers man. Analytics. I sat at a desk and read piles of figures and found the shapes in them. For six years. And then on a Tuesday morning they called me into a meeting on a screen, my manager and a woman from personnel I’d never met, and it took four minutes, and I didn’t have a job anymore.”

She was listening. She hadn’t moved.

“I went home to an apartment I couldn’t pay for. Six hundred square feet. I didn’t have anybody to call. I went for a walk that afternoon to clear my head, in the rain, and there was an old railway arch, and there was light under it that shouldn’t have been there. Warm light. And music, a brass band, like a crowd somewhere having a good time.” I stopped. “I walked toward it. And I came out in a sunny street with chrome cars on it and a diner on the corner. And when I turned around, the arch was a wall.”

I stopped there.

I didn’t fill the silence. I’d learned that much. I’d done this twice before, at two kitchen tables, and I’d learned that the worst thing you can do after you’ve opened the box is keep talking, because the person in front of you needs the quiet to look inside it.

“There’s a phone,” I said, after a while, because it was true and she’d want the evidence. “A telephone. It fits in your pocket. It’s dead. And a watch, and a wallet with cards in it, and a license to drive a car with a date on it that hasn’t happened. They’re in the bottom of my footlocker. Under the athletic whites, in oilcloth. They came over with me on the plane.” I looked at the letters on the table. “They’re in the blue cottage right now.”

Audrey’s hands stayed flat on the glass a moment longer.

Then she reached up and took off her glasses.

She did it slowly, with both hands. She folded the earpieces, one and then the other, and held them in her lap.

Then she sat down.

There was a chair behind her, the one with her cardigan over its back, and she sat down in it the way you sit down when your knees have decided it for you. She sat in the chair at the end of the glowing map table with her glasses folded in her lap and her eyes a little unfocused without them, wide and fixed on the middle distance, and she breathed.

She breathed. In. Out. In.

Then she unfolded the glasses, and put them back on, and settled them on her nose with one fingertip, and looked at me, and her eyes sharpened and were hers again.

“Three questions,” Audrey said.

“All right.”

“Does it end badly?”

I thought about it. I owed her a real answer.

“No,” I said slowly. “Not the way you mean. It doesn’t end at all, it just keeps going.” I looked at my own letters on the glass. “It gets expensive. And it gets lonely. A lot of people sitting in small rooms by themselves looking at bright little screens, waiting for something to happen. Everybody can talk to everybody and nobody calls. I was one of them.” I stopped. “The ending’s fine. It’s the middle that’s thin.”

Audrey took that in without a word.

“Is there still coffee?” she said.

I laughed. It came out of me before I could stop it, a short surprised sound in the dark room.

“Too much coffee,” I said. “On every corner. Shops that sell nothing else. You pay six dollars for one cup, and it comes in a paper cup with your name written on it wrong.”

“Six dollars.” She considered that with total seriousness. “For one cup.”

“For a big one.”

“Is it good?”

“Not as good as Ruth’s.”

“Nothing’s as good as Ruth’s.” She nodded, once, as if a thing had been settled. “Third question. Did Donna know? And Ruth?”

“Donna first,” I said. “Last summer. At our kitchen table. When Sokol’s piano came and I knew the other side already thought I was from somewhere, I told her. I set a date and I kept it. Then Ruth. At her kitchen table, the night she said the betrothal words. Before she said them. She had a right to know what she was marrying.” I paused. “Nobody else. Malloy doesn’t know, or Price, or Eddie. Three people in this world now. You’re the third.”

Audrey nodded slowly.

“That’s the right order,” she said.

She was quiet a moment, looking at the letters on the glass. Then her chin came up, and I saw a thing I had never seen on Audrey Bell before: pride, open and unhidden, a girl at a blackboard turning around to the class.

“I’m third,” Audrey said. “And I got here myself.”

“You got here yourself.”

“Nobody told me.” The pride didn’t leave her face. “Donna was told at a table. Ruth was told at a table. Nobody told me, Jack. I read it.” She laid her hand flat on the row of letters. “I read every word you wrote me and I found it in the words. Thirty-one of them.”

“You did.”

“I’d like you to remember that,” Audrey said. “When you’re old. When somebody asks you who figured it out.”

“I’ll remember.”

She looked at me a moment longer. Then she looked away, at the dark windows, and the pride went down under the old care.

“I’m not going to ask you anything,” she said.

“What?”

“About later. About what happens.” She was looking at the windows. “I’m not going to ask you who wins the elections, or what happens to the Pile, or whether there’s a war, or what a microwave is. I’m not going to ask you one thing about history. Not tonight and not ever.” She turned her head back to me, and her eyes were very steady. “Don’t tell me history. I mean it. I want to be useful in this year. I want to look at a map table and work out what’s going to happen next from what I can see on it, the way I always have. That’s what I’m for. And I’m not going to be the woman who knows the ending.”

I stood there and looked at her.

Everybody else who’d ever gotten close to the truth of me had wanted something from it. Wayne wanted leverage. Sokol had wanted to buy it, and Nicky to sell it. Even the ones who loved me, I thought, had been curious. Donna had asked what the music was like and whether there were still porches. Ruth hadn’t asked anything at all. She’d told me where a man came from didn’t scare her. Whether he came home did.

Audrey Bell, who had worked it out alone with a red pencil and could have asked me anything at all, had just told me she didn’t want any of it.

“Why?” I said.

She didn’t answer right away.

She stood up out of the chair, and came around the end of the map table, and stood in front of me in the glow coming up through the glass. Close. Closer than she’d stood on the dock. Close enough that I could see the small red marks on either side of the bridge of her nose where her glasses rested, and the faint freckle under her left eye that I’d never noticed, and the pulse going in her throat above her collar.

“Because everybody who finds out what you are is going to want to use it,” Audrey said. She said it quietly and plainly. “Sokol wanted to. Wayne wants to. If Malloy knew, Malloy would want to, and he’d be right to want to, and he’d hate himself for it. If the people who sell monsters across the water knew, they’d take you apart to see how you work. Everybody. A man who knows what you know is the most useful thing in the world.” She drew a breath. “I’ve spent the whole winter knowing it, and working out what I wanted to do about it.”

“And?”

“And I don’t want to use you.” Her voice didn’t waver, but her hands had closed at her sides. “I thought I might. I’m a Secretary. Using things is what I do. I take what a hero has and I aim it. I thought, when I worked it out, I’d want to aim this. I’d want to sit at a map table and have the one man in the world who knows what’s coming tell me what’s coming, and be right every time.” She shook her head slightly. “I don’t. I don’t want to aim what you know.” She looked up at me. “I want to stand where you aim.”

The strand came loose.

The one at her left temple, the one that always got away from her when she was thinking hard. She’d pinned her hair tight on purpose tonight, every strand, so it wouldn’t happen. And it came loose anyway, slowly, sliding down out of the pins, and fell across her cheek and lay there against her skin.

She didn’t fix it.

She stood in front of me with that one dark strand across her face and her hands closed at her sides and her eyes on mine behind her glasses, and she didn’t reach up, and she didn’t blow it away. She let it lie there.

I lifted my hand.

“No,” Audrey said quietly. “Leave it.”

I lowered my hand.

“Placement is in two days,” she said.

“I know.”

“Sunday. Sunset. On the terrace.” Her voice was finding its edges again, coming back to the thing she knew how to do. “Here’s how it’s going to go, and I’d like you to listen, because I’ve thought about it. You’re going to stand under your colors. Blue-and-gold. With Donna on one side of you and Ruth on the other in your colors, both of them. And Wayne and Corinne are going to be standing under slate-and-crimson, ten feet away, because they’ve made me an offer and they’re entitled to stand there for an answer.” She took a breath. “And when it’s my turn, I’m going to walk across that terrace. In front of the island. Every second-year, every trainee, every instructor, Malloy, Price, all of them. And they’re all going to watch me walk.”

“And then?”

“And then you’re going to ask me,” Audrey said. “Properly. The words. Out loud. Under your colors, in front of the island, with Wayne’s household standing ten feet away close enough to hear every one of them.” Her chin came up again. “Ask me there. I don’t want to be asked in a room with the door locked. I’ve had offers made to me in rooms with the door shut. I want to be asked where everybody can see.”

“I’ll be there,” I said.

“I know you will.” Her composed mouth gave a fraction. “I’ve read your letters. You always say something to Okafor first, Peggy tells Donna, and Donna tells me. You’re the most predictable man in two worlds.”

“You’ve never been to the other one.”

“I don’t need to go there,” Audrey said. “I’ve read it.”

Neither of us moved.

The map table glowed between our feet. My letters lay on it with their red circles. Six vault doors lay under them. The torn page lay at the end with its one word. Out the dark windows the sea moved and moved.

“I’m going to allow one kiss,” Audrey said.

I waited.

“One,” she said. Very precisely. “I’m telling you before, so it’s understood. We’re not betrothed. It would be improper to have more than one. One.”

“One,” I agreed.

She looked up at me for a moment longer.

Then she took my left wrist and turned it over and laid two fingers on the inside of it, where she’d laid them on the pavilion steps. She didn’t grip. She didn’t pull. She just held them there, and I felt her find my pulse, and I felt her fingers move slightly, counting it. Then she went up onto her toes in her low heels, and I bent my head, and she kissed me.

It was a careful kiss. At first.

Her mouth was cool and soft and closed, and she kissed me the way she’d laid out the case, deliberately, in order, her lips pressed to mine with exactly the pressure she’d decided on beforehand. I could feel her deciding it. I could feel her controlling it. Her two fingers stayed on my pulse. Her other hand stayed at her side. Her body didn’t touch mine anywhere but the fingers and the mouth.

I didn’t move. I let her have it the way she’d built it.

Then her mouth opened.

It was small. A fraction of an inch. Her lips parted against mine, and I felt her breath, warm, uneven, the first uneven thing about her all night. Her fingers left my wrist. They came up and closed, slowly, into a fist in the front of my shirt. Her other hand came up and found my jaw.

She came against me.

All at once, the whole length of her, her body pressing into mine from her knees to her chest, the soft neat swell of her breasts against me through her blouse, the thick full curve of her hips against my thighs. Her fist in my shirt pulled. Her fingers on my jaw slid back into my hair. Her mouth opened all the way under mine and she made a sound into it, a small low sound in her throat that had nothing precise in it at all.

I put my arms around her.

I put one hand flat on the small of her back and one hand on the back of her neck, under her pinned hair, and held her, and kissed her back, and she shivered against me from head to foot. My hand on her back slid lower before I could stop it, down over the curve where her waist flared into her hips, and stopped at the top of that big round ass under the tight charcoal wool, and she shivered again and pressed back into my hand. Her hips moved against mine. I was hard, painfully, and she felt it, I knew she felt it, and she didn’t pull away. She pressed closer.

She kissed me and kept on kissing me.

I don’t know how long. Long enough that the one kiss became something no honest woman could have called one. Long enough that her glasses went crooked against my cheek and she didn’t fix them. Long enough that her pinned hair started to come down in earnest under my hand, a second strand and a third. Long enough that I forgot where we were.

She was the one who forgot to stop.

I’d stopped. I’d lifted my head, a half inch, because one was one and I’d said I’d keep it. And she’d followed me up, her fist in my shirt pulling my mouth back down, and kept going. As if she hadn’t noticed I’d stopped. As if she’d lost count.

When she finally broke it, she broke it like a swimmer coming up out of deep water. All at once. Gasping.

She stood there with her forehead against my chest and her fist still clenched in my shirt and her breath coming hard. Her glasses were crooked. Three strands of her dark hair had come loose and lay across her face. Her body was still pressed against mine, all of it.

“That was one,” Audrey said into my shirt. Her voice was unsteady.

“That was one.”

“It was a long one.”

“It was.”

She was quiet a moment, breathing against my chest. Then she laughed, very softly. It was the first time I’d ever heard Audrey Bell laugh without deciding to.

“I lost count,” she said. “I’m so sorry. I never lose count.”

“I know.”

She let go of my shirt. She smoothed the front of it flat with both hands where her fist had crumpled it, carefully, as if it were a page. Then she stepped back. Her hands went up and straightened her glasses. They went to her hair and found the loose strands and started to pin them back, quick and practiced, one pin at a time.

She left the first one. The one at her temple. She pinned the other two and left that one lying across her cheek.

“Go home, Jack,” she said. “Your wives will want to know.”

“They’ll want to know what?”

Audrey picked up the red pencil from the glass and squared it with the edge of the table.

“Everything,” she said. “I’d tell them everything, if I were you. I’ll be telling Donna myself in the morning. She’ll want to know what you said when I said ‘later.’ She’ll want every word. She’ll be impossible about it.”

“She will.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” Audrey said, and turned away to the map table, and began to fold my letters up one by one along their old creases, very carefully, in order, and put them back in their envelopes.

I unlocked the door and went out.

The night terrace ran along the seaward side of the Wife wing, a long marble walk with a chrome rail and the sea below it, and I walked the length of it slowly on my way back down the hill.

I felt light. I felt the way I’d felt a year ago coming down a stairwell below the flight hangar with Donna’s lipstick on my collar, and walking out of Ruth’s kitchen the night of the betrothal with her words still in my ears.

The fear came with me down the terrace.

The old fear was smaller tonight. The new one had a furnace in it.

A man in a burning bank who could look at me and take it out, ninety seconds at a time. Who could stand in front of me long enough and empty me the way he’d emptied Vito’s cousin Sal, a man in a chair in Fairview staring at the wall.

And nobody would be able to tell me what I’d lost. Three women who believed me, and a dead phone in oilcloth.

I stopped at the rail and looked out at the sea. At the strait, black and silver, and far off to the east, under the edge of the sky, the faint glow of Beacon Harbor like a coal under ash. Somewhere over there a launch that could do twenty-five knots in a chop was tied up at a dock with a thick man with a pistol he couldn’t fire waiting beside it. Somewhere over there a man made of furnace was owed one more vault.

I took my hand off the rail and kept walking.

The covered walk at the foot of the hill was dark except for one lamp. The lamp on the porch of the blue cottage. And in the doorway of the blue cottage, leaning against the frame in her pale blue nightgown with her arms folded and her platinum hair down around her shoulders, Donna was waiting.

She’d been waiting a while. I could tell. She’d been leaning there long enough that she’d gotten comfortable.

I came up the walk toward her.

She watched me come. She read my face the way she’d read it in the stairwell before Delano Street, and through a bond in the middle of the night on Cutter Street, before I’d said a word.

Her blue eyes went wide. Then soft. Then very bright.

The porch lamp over her head went from yellow to gold.

I opened my mouth to tell her.

“Good,” Donna said softly, before I could say anything at all. She unfolded her arms and held out her hand to me. “That’s three.”


Chapter 10: Four Readings

“Drain against Universal,” Malloy said. “Five minutes. Benton takes, Danner holds. Nobody throws a punch. Anybody throws a punch, I throw the next one.”

The sparring ring was a square of packed sand at the foot of the training terraces, roped off with heavy hemp on chrome posts, and on Saturday morning at nine o’clock every second-year, half the instructors and a good part of the Wife wing were standing around it three deep.

They’d come to see this one. The pairing had been on Malloy’s board since Monday, and the island had been waiting for it like a schoolyard waiting for a fight after the bell.

Wayne Benton stood in the far corner in a gray training shirt and slacks with his hands loose at his sides.

He looked rested. He always looked rested. His dark hair was combed in its severe part with not a strand out of it, and his face was calm and pleasant and attentive, the face of a man waiting for a train he knows will be on time.

I stood in the near corner and set, lightly.

The floor was full. I’d slept badly and well at once, with Audrey’s kiss still on my mouth and the words I’d said at the map table still in my ears, and the floor had refilled itself in the night.

Ruth stood at the rail of the second terrace above the ring, among the wives, with her hands on the rail and her red hair pinned up and a blue cardigan over her dress. Donna stood beside her. Neither of them was smiling.

Audrey was not there. She was in the operations room with the escort trial plans. Or she said she was.

“Ready,” Malloy said. “Go.”

Wayne didn’t move.

The drain-stillness. Wayne went still like a bird dog in tall grass, his ice-blue eyes fixed on my chest a hand’s width below my collarbone.

And he took.

The gold man had been a current pulling the legs out from under me, heat and hunger and nothing personal.

Wayne made it personal. A cold, precise hand reaching in behind my breastbone and closing around the spark, the thing that makes a man feel alive when he wakes up in the morning, the color in his face, the warmth in his fingers. I felt it drawn out of me in a slow cold thread, across the ring into Wayne Benton.

The color went out of my hands. My fingers went pale and then gray.

The cohort around the ring made a sound.

Wayne brightened. A little color came into his face. His back straightened. His eyes, fixed on my chest, got a shade bluer.

Then Ruth’s floor came up.

It came up from the bottom of me, warm, steady, from the sternum out, and I felt the gray go out of my fingers and the color come back, as fast as he took it. Faster. The hand in my pocket pulled out a thread and the floor poured back a river, and the place he was taking from never got empty. It never even got low.

I didn’t move and I didn’t fight it.

I stood in my corner of the ring with my boots set in the sand and let Wayne Benton drain me, and regenerated faster than he could take, and looked at him.

Every instinct I had wanted to take two steps across the sand and put my hand on his chest, the way I’d stopped him in the Row clinic with a courier going gray in the chair. I didn’t. Malloy had said hold, and I’d decided to show Wayne Benton nothing but a well that wouldn’t go dry.

Two minutes.

The ring had gone quiet. Nobody on the rope was talking. They were watching my hands. My hands kept going gray and coming back, gray and back, like the color in a lamp when the current’s unsteady, and every time it went, it came back faster.

Three minutes.

Wayne’s face had changed. Not much. He’d stopped looking calm. He was looking interested.

That was worse. He’d put his hand in a well expecting to touch bottom, and now he wanted to know how far down it went.

Four minutes.

The book said a drain Specialist could take an ordinary durability man to his knees in four minutes. Tommy Hale had told me at breakfast, as though it were a sporting statistic.

Four minutes came and went, and I was still standing, and Wayne kept taking.

He didn’t push harder. He just kept taking, at the same cold steady pull, and his eyes on my chest had gone very bright. I felt it change. It wasn’t sparring anymore. He wasn’t trying to empty me, because he’d worked out by minute three that he couldn’t.

He was tasting.

He was sampling what I carried. Rolling it on his tongue like wine. Trying to tell where it came from. The floor, the warmth from the sternum out, the thing that came up from under me as fast as he could take. Under that, something else. Something bright in my chest that turned on lamps. And under that, something new, something he’d never tasted on me before, something exact and still and fine as wire, there and not there.

He was tasting all of it. Filing it.

“Time,” Malloy said.

Wayne didn’t stop.

It was half a second. Maybe a whole second. I felt the hand in my pocket keep pulling after the word, one more thread, one more taste.

“Benton,” Malloy said. He didn’t raise his voice. “Time.”

The hand let go.

Wayne stepped back out of the drain-stillness. His shoulders moved. His hands came back to life at his sides. He breathed in, slow and deep, and color came up in his face, bright, healthy, a man who’d eaten a good breakfast. He looked like he’d slept twelve hours.

I stood in my corner with the color all the way back in my hands and the floor full under me and looked at him.

Malloy wrote something on his clipboard and left it at that.

The cohort around the rope started breathing again. Somebody laughed nervously. Tommy Hale said, “Holy smoke, five minutes,” in a voice that carried, and somebody shushed him.

Wayne crossed the ring.

He did it at a walk, correct, his hand out, the way any second-year crosses a ring at the end of a sparring bout to shake his partner’s hand. Every man on that island had shaken every partner’s hand all week. It was the custom.

I shook it.

His hand was warm. Warmer than mine. My warmth, I thought. He held on a moment longer than a handshake needed, and leaned in, as men do at the end of a bout to say good fight, and said, very low, only for me, so close that his breath touched my ear:

“Four readings.”

I didn’t move.

“The cottage,” Wayne murmured. “A year ago, in the rain, outside your door. The night your Muse’s light went steady last summer, from across the Row. The widow’s bond, the night it came online like a wedding night, from my own porch. And now this.” His hand tightened on mine, just slightly. “Something new. Something fine. I can’t name it yet. I will.” He let go of my hand. “You carry more than any man on this island, Danner. More than any man I’ve ever touched. More than you should be able to carry, by everything I was taught.” He smiled. “I’d like to know what you’re spending it on.”

He stepped back. He nodded to Malloy, correct. He ducked under the rope and walked off up the terrace stairs toward the mess at his correct pace, and the cohort parted for him without quite knowing why.

I stood in the ring and watched him go.

Four readings. He’d kept count since the cottage in the rain, a man on a covered walk in the dark tasting a bonfire through a wall. And the fourth was the one I didn’t have a name for yet either: the thing that had come into me on the disaster course with a woman’s voice in my ear saying now.

He’d tasted Audrey in me before she’d said yes.

Doyle was at the rope when I ducked out of the ring.

He was standing a little apart from the others, the way he’d stood on the dock, a smaller man in an energy Specialist’s gray with his hands in his pockets. He was looking at the stairs where Wayne had gone. When I came under the rope he turned his head and looked at me.

“Danner,” Doyle said. “Got a second?”

“Sure.”

He took his time. He looked at my hands, at the color in them. Then at his own hands, which he took out of his pockets and held up and looked at, front and back, as if checking something.

“He did that to me,” Doyle said. “A year ago. You saw. On the mat, the week before the Moretti business. Eddie said I’d been drained by him three times that term.”

“I remember.”

“Three more since.” Doyle put his hands back in his pockets. “This winter. Our circuits meet at the river, and sometimes we spar when we cross. Sanctioned. Correct. By the book every time.” He was quiet a moment. “And it comes back slower every time. Eddie said the recoveries add up.” He looked at the stairs again. “I’m twenty-six and some mornings I wake up feeling like my father.”

I didn’t know what to say.

“I’m not going to spar him again,” Doyle said. “I told Malloy this morning. Malloy said all right. Didn’t ask why.” He looked at me. “I just wanted you to know. Because you stood there five minutes and gave it back faster than he took it, and everybody on this rope saw it. And I’ve never seen anybody do that. And I wanted,” he stopped, “I don’t know what I wanted. I wanted somebody to know it adds up. That’s all.”

“Thank you,” I said.

He looked at me a moment longer. Then he nodded, once, and walked off down the terrace toward the flight yard, by himself, with his hands in his pockets.

Ruth found out at supper that Audrey hadn’t eaten in three days.

The grand hall at night was the island at its most beautiful: chrome chandeliers burning gold under the vaulted ceiling, household pennants hanging from the gallery rail, a brass quartet on a riser at the end, and tall windows going purple over the sea.

We had a table near the windows. Donna and Ruth and me, and Eddie, who’d come back from his two o’clock with charcoal on his cuffs and a face like a boy home from his first dance. And Audrey, because Donna had gone up to the Wife wing at half past six and come back down the hill with Audrey by the arm.

“She was in the operations room,” Donna had said, delivering her to the table like a parcel. “With the lamp on and the escort trial maps all over the table. Alone. I said supper, and she said she’d eaten. I said when, and she said she’d eaten. So I brought her.”

“I had eaten,” Audrey said, sitting down.

Ruth was sitting across from her. Ruth looked at her.

It was the look she gave a man who said his back didn’t hurt. It went over the faint shadows under Audrey’s eyes and the hollow at the base of her throat, and her hands on the table.

“When?” Ruth said.

“I’ve been eating.”

“What did you eat?”

Audrey opened her mouth and shut it again.

She went back through her days. You could see her come up empty.

“Coffee,” Audrey said. “Toast, I think, on Thursday. An apple.”

“You ate my basket on Wednesday.”

“I did. It was very good.”

“That’s three days,” Ruth said, the way she’d say the time. “Three days of trials on coffee and toast and one apple.”

“I wasn’t hungry.”

“You weren’t paying attention,” Ruth said.

Audrey looked at her across the table.

I’d watched Audrey Bell argue with Price on Friday over the spacing of the rings, polite and absolutely relentless, and win.

Audrey didn’t argue with Ruth.

She sat there in her chair and looked at Ruth, and Ruth looked back, and Audrey lost. She looked down at the empty plate in front of her.

Ruth stood up.

She went to the long serving table at the side of the hall and came back with a plate: roast beef in thick slices, potatoes, gravy, beans, two rolls with butter. She set it down in front of Audrey.

“Eat,” Ruth said. “All of it. You’re not leaving this table until it’s gone.”

Audrey looked at the plate. Then at Ruth.

“That’s a great deal of food,” Audrey said.

“It’s supper.”

“I don’t usually eat that much.”

“I know you don’t. I can see you don’t.” Ruth sat back down across from her and folded her hands on the table. “You’re going to start.”

Donna had her hand over her mouth. Eddie was staring at his own plate very hard with his ears going red. I was trying not to laugh and not doing very well at it.

Audrey picked up her fork.

She ate the roast and the potatoes and the beans and both rolls, efficiently and completely, as though she’d decided to. Ruth sat across from her the whole time without a word, and didn’t eat her own supper, and watched.

When the plate was empty, Audrey set her fork down on it, dead straight.

“Done,” she said.

“Good,” said Ruth. She stood up again. “Pie.”

“Ruth.”

“Apple. I asked the kitchen this afternoon what they had. It’s not mine, it’ll be dry, but it’s pie.” She was already walking toward the serving table. Over her shoulder she said, “You’re thin, Miss Bell. You were thin at the Bentons’ wedding and you’re thinner now. A Secretary runs on her head and her head runs on her stomach. You’ll be no good to anybody fainting on a terrace.”

Audrey watched her go. Then she turned and looked at me down the table.

Her face was perfectly composed. But behind her glasses her eyes were very bright and very wet.

“Does she do that to everybody?” Audrey said quietly.

“Everybody,” I said. “She does it to Okafor, and he’s thirty-eight.”

“She sent me home with a whole pie once because I said I’d had a sandwich,” Eddie said, without looking up. “I’d had half a sandwich. She knew.”

Audrey looked down at her empty plate.

“Nobody’s ever done that,” she said, so softly I almost didn’t hear it. “Made me eat. Since I was a girl.”

Ruth came back with two slices of pie on two plates and set one in front of Audrey and one in front of me, and sat down, and folded her hands, and waited.

Audrey ate the pie.

Donna started on the dress the moment we got back to the cottages.

“I don’t need a dress,” Audrey said, for the third time, standing in the middle of the blue cottage’s little room with her arms folded. “I have a dress. The Wife wing issues a white dress for placement. Every finishing trainee walks in the same one. That’s the custom.”

“I’ve seen the issued dress,” Donna said. She was on her knees in front of her steamer trunk, which took up most of the floor between the bed and the dresser, digging through tissue paper like a dog after a bone. “It’s a bedsheet with sleeves. It’s a nightgown for a nun. Nobody walks to a household in that thing, they get carried, it’s that sad.”

“It’s perfectly adequate.”

“It’s perfectly adequate,” Donna repeated, in a passable imitation of Audrey’s voice. “You can’t walk across that terrace in perfectly adequate. Not with Wayne Benton watching, and not past slate-and-crimson.” She came up out of the trunk with a long flat box wrapped in tissue and held it against her chest. “You walk in this.”

She opened the box.

Inside, folded in more tissue, there was a dress. White. Not the halter sundress, which was hanging in the green cottage, washed twice by Ruth and still not right. Fine white cotton lawn, so thin you could almost see light through it, with a fitted bodice and a sweetheart neckline, a row of covered buttons down the back, white lace at the collar, a narrow satin ribbon at the waist, and a full skirt that fell in soft gathers to below the knee.

It had never been worn. I could see that. The creases were still sharp from the tissue.

Audrey looked at it. Her arms came unfolded.

“That’s yours,” she said.

“It was going to be.” Donna laid the dress out on the quilted bed, gently, smoothing the skirt flat. “I had it made for my placement, a year ago, out of my allowance. I was going to be magnificent.” She smoothed the lace at the collar. “And then a certain man declared me off a finish platform in the middle of a courtship trial, in front of the whole island, and I never got to walk.” She looked up at me with her eyes bright. “I packed it to come out here. I didn’t know why.”

“Donna,” Audrey said.

“You walk in it.” Donna stood up off her knees. “Please. I never got to walk. You walk for both of us.”

Audrey stood there in the middle of the little room looking at the white dress on the bed.

Then she said, “It won’t fit.”

It didn’t fit.

Donna had her in it inside five minutes, with me sent out onto the covered walk and the door shut, and then the door opened and Donna said, “Come in, I need a man’s eye,” and I came in.

Audrey was standing on the room’s single chair in the middle of the braided rug, in Donna’s white placement dress, with her arms held a little out from her sides and her face composed and her cheeks pink.

The dress was a disaster.

It had been made for Donna. For a woman who was all curves everywhere, heavy breasts and a tiny cinched waist and wide hips and a full round ass, the total package. And Audrey Bell was built nothing like that. Audrey had a neat, modest chest and a trim waist and a lower body like the back half of a showgirl.

So the bodice gaped. The sweetheart neckline that would have strained over Donna stood away from Audrey’s chest by two inches on either side, hollow, like a shell with nothing in it. And below the waist, where the skirt fell in soft gathers over Donna’s hips, it was trying very hard to fall over Audrey’s and not managing. The thin white lawn was stretched tight across the thick full swell of her hips and the big round curve of her ass, so tight the gathers had pulled flat. The little row of covered buttons down the back had been done up as far as the small of her back and no farther. The last three gaped open over the top of her ass, and the white satin of her slip showed through the gap.

I looked. Any man would have. Audrey stood on a chair in front of me in a too-tight white dress with her ass straining the seams, and I took one long look, and then I looked up at the ceiling.

“Well?” Donna said.

“It’s,” I said to the ceiling.

“Don’t look at the ceiling,” Audrey said from the chair. “Price will hear about it.”

“It’s tight,” I said.

“It’s tight in the back and it’s loose in the front,” Donna said, kneeling at Audrey’s feet with a pincushion strapped to her wrist. “That’s easy. Hold still.”

“Donna, have you ever altered a dress?”

“I’ve had dresses altered,” Donna said around the pins, and pinned the gaping bodice in at both side seams so hard the sweetheart dip pulled down into a sharp V and the lace collar stood up like a startled cat.

“Hm,” Donna said.

“Hm,” Audrey agreed, looking down at herself.

Donna went around the back and pulled at the side seam over Audrey’s hip, looking for fabric to let out. There wasn’t any. She pulled harder. The thin white lawn creaked.

“Don’t,” Audrey said.

The seam went. Not all of it. About two inches, at the side, over the swell of her left hip, a soft ripping sound, and the white slip showed through the split.

Donna froze with her hands on the dress.

Audrey closed her eyes.

The door opened, and Ruth came in from the green cottage with a sewing basket on her arm.

She stopped inside the door. She looked at Audrey on the chair. She looked at the twisted bodice and the startled collar and the split seam over Audrey’s hip. She looked at Donna, on her knees behind Audrey with her hands frozen on the dress and her mouth full of pins and her eyes enormous.

“Give me the needle,” Ruth said.

Donna gave her the needle.

Ruth put her basket on the bed and got down on her knees on the braided rug behind Audrey, and took out every pin Donna had put in, one at a time, quickly, and put them in her own mouth, and looked at the dress for a long minute with her hands on Audrey’s hips. Then she started to work.

She worked fast and sure and quiet. She opened the split seam the rest of the way and found what Donna hadn’t, a wider allowance tucked up inside the skirt, and let it down at both hips. She took the bodice in at the back with three small even darts, so the neckline sat straight and the lace collar lay down flat. The buttons closed, all of them, to the bottom.

The whole time she worked, Ruth was kneeling on the rug in her blue dress. She leaned in close over Audrey’s hips to see the seams, and her red hair was coming down out of its pins at the nape, and every time she reached up to the bodice, her own breasts pressed against the back of Audrey’s thighs, enormous and soft, straining the front of her dress.

I stood by the door with my back against the wall and watched both of them and did not know where to put my eyes. Ruth’s breasts against Audrey’s thighs. Audrey’s ass in front of Ruth’s face, straining the white lawn, the last button just closing over it. Ruth’s mouth full of pins. Audrey’s hands held a little out from her sides, perfectly still, her face pink, her eyes closed behind her glasses.

Donna, sitting on the bed with the empty pincushion on her wrist, looked over at me and grinned.

“There,” Ruth said, around the pins. She sat back on her heels. “Turn around. Slowly.”

Audrey turned around on the chair. Slowly.

The dress fit.

It fit the way it had been made to fit Donna, except that now it had been made to fit Audrey. The bodice lay smooth and close over her modest chest with the sweetheart neckline dipping just enough to show the soft pale hollow at the base of her throat and no more. The white satin ribbon cinched her trim waist. And below it, the skirt fell in soft white gathers over the thick swell of her hips and her ass, close enough to show every inch of the shape of her and loose enough to move. When she turned on the chair, it swung.

She looked like a woman walking out of a painting.

“Oh,” Donna breathed.

Audrey looked down at herself. She smoothed the skirt over her hips with both hands. Then she looked at Ruth, kneeling on the braided rug at her feet with the pins in her mouth.

“Thank you, Mrs. Keller,” Audrey said.

Ruth took the pins out of her mouth one at a time and put them back in the pincushion.

“Ruth,” she said. “If you’re going to wear the girl’s dress, you call me Ruth.”

Audrey looked at her. “Ruth,” she said.

“Good.” Ruth stood up and dusted off her knees. “I’ll finish the seams tomorrow. Don’t sit down in it. Don’t eat in it. Don’t let Donna near it with a pin.” She looked at Donna, and her calm face softened at the corners. “Sweetheart, you did your best.”

“I ripped it,” Donna said miserably.

“You ripped a seam that was going to rip anyway. Now we know where the allowance was.” Ruth picked up her sewing basket. “Help her out of it. Carefully. And then come next door. There’s something on the porch.”

There was something on the porch.

It had come up the hill on Pell’s freight dolly at seven o’clock, and I’d seen Ruth go out to meet him and shake his hand, and I hadn’t said anything, because it wasn’t mine to say.

Now it sat on the porch of the green cottage, under the lamp.

The crate was gone. Ruth had taken it apart herself, peg by peg. The boards were stacked neatly against the cottage wall. And on the boards of the porch, facing out toward the sea, stood the chair.

The narrow chair. Pale pine glowing honey-gold under the porch lamp. The tall straight back with its three slats. The flat broad writing arm on the right side, set at the height of a seated woman’s elbow, with the shallow groove routed along its top edge for a pencil.

It sat alone on the porch. The other chairs had been moved down to the far end, against the rail. This one stood in the middle, under the lamp, by itself, looking at the sea.

Ruth stood on the walk at the bottom of the steps with her sewing basket on her arm and waited.

“I said it stays crated till she walks,” Ruth said, low, to me and nobody else. “She ate the plate. That’s walking.”

Audrey came out of the blue cottage behind Donna. She’d changed back into her pencil skirt and blouse. Her hair was coming down from its pins. She came along the covered walk and stopped beside me at the foot of the green cottage’s steps, and looked up, and saw the chair.

She stopped with one foot on the bottom step.

Nobody said anything. Donna had her hand on my arm, gripping. Ruth stood a little apart with her basket, her calm face giving away nothing at all.

Audrey went up the steps.

She stood in front of the chair and looked at it the way she’d looked at the crate on the dock. Every joint. Every peg. She ran her fingertips along the writing arm and found the groove.

Then she sat down in it, straight, her knees together, and her right elbow came to rest on the writing arm at exactly the right height, as though it had been measured. It had been.

She reached into the pocket of her skirt and took out a plain yellow pencil and laid it in the groove. It lay there without rolling.

Audrey looked at the pencil lying there.

She looked up, over her shoulder, down the steps, at Ruth.

“The joinery,” Audrey said. Her voice was perfectly level and perfectly dry. “It’s better than the academy’s.”

Ruth didn’t say anything.

But I’d learned, over a winter and a spring, to read her face, and I watched it receive those words from that dry precise woman the way another woman might receive a letter she’d waited a year for. It went soft at the eyes and tight at the mouth, and her hand tightened on the handle of her sewing basket.

“It’s pegged,” Ruth said at last, low. “Not nailed.”

“I know,” Audrey said. “I saw.”

She stayed in the chair a long time, looking at the sea, with the pencil in the groove. None of us went up the steps. Donna’s hand on my arm was trembling. Ruth stood at the bottom of the steps with her sewing basket.

After a while, Audrey took a small notebook out of her other pocket and opened it on the writing arm, and took the pencil out of the groove, and began to write.

Ruth turned and went inside without a word.

I couldn’t sleep.

At half past midnight I gave up. Donna was asleep across three-quarters of the quilted bed on her stomach with one bare leg flung out from under the covers, the soft thick back of her thigh pale in the light from the window. Audrey had gone back up the hill at eleven, looking back once at the chair on the porch.

I went out onto the covered walk in my shirtsleeves and lifted off, and flew the island slow and low, the way I’d flown the Row on winter nights when the circuit was quiet and my head wasn’t.

The receiving yard was dark and quiet. The cranes stood up against the stars with their hooks swinging in the wind. The diagnostic bay with its curved roof. The cold block with its single light over the steel door and the guard on his stool, his chin on his chest.

And a man walking up from the water.

He came up from the beach at the far end of the yard, below the cranes, where the sand ran down to the waterline between the pilings. He walked up the slope of the yard alone, at a correct pace, with his hands in the pockets of a dark overcoat. He kept to the shadows of the cranes. He didn’t look around. He walked as if he were coming home from an evening stroll and had every right to be there.

I knew the walk before I knew the man.

I dropped lower. A hundred feet. The man passed under one of the yard lamps at the top of the slope, and for a moment the light fell on him.

Wayne Benton.

His dark hair was combed flat. His overcoat was buttoned. His face was pleasant and calm. He was wearing his good shoes, the polished black ones he wore to the mess and to the chapel and to the mixer, and there was sand on them, and on the black leather of the toes in the lamplight I could see a pale crust. Dried white. A rime.

Salt. From the waterline. He’d been standing where the waves came in.

I looked past him, down the slope, to the beach and the black water beyond it.

A mile offshore, out on the strait, there were lights. Running lights. A small boat, a red light and a green and a white one above them, low on the water, moving. They were turning. As I watched, the boat came around in a slow wide arc toward the east.

And the lights went out.

Not all at once. They dimmed, red and green and white together, and then they went out, the way the lamps had gone out on Cutter Street. There was nothing on the water. Just the black strait and the stars.

A faint engine note I hadn’t known I was hearing stopped with them, a mutter across the water that was simply gone. A long minute later it coughed and caught again, farther east, and the boat stayed dark.

I hung there in the air over the receiving yard and kept my eyes on the place where the lights had been.

Wayne had stopped walking.

He was standing at the top of the slope, under the yard lamp, and he had tipped his head back, and he was looking up at me.

Maybe he’d tasted me coming, a man carrying four readings flying low over his head in the dark.

He took one hand out of the pocket of his overcoat and lifted it, palm half open, at the neighborly angle he used across the lawns of the Row every morning.

Then he put his hand back in his pocket and walked on up the hill and didn’t look back.

I came down on the covered walk outside the blue cottage at a quarter past one.

I stood there in the dark with my hands shaking a little and thought about what to do.

There was nothing to report. A man went for a walk on the beach at one in the morning. A boat turned its lights off a mile away. If I took it to Malloy, Wayne would say he couldn’t sleep the week before placement, and it would be a man’s word against a man’s word with somebody calling for a hearing, and nothing at the end of it but Wayne Benton’s smile.

I wasn’t going to do that. It was what Wayne would want.

So I went inside and woke my wife.

Donna woke the way she always woke, all at once, sitting up in the quilted bed with her hair everywhere and her nightgown off one shoulder and her eyes wide.

“What,” she said. “What’s wrong. You’re cold. I can feel you’re cold.”

I told her.

By the time I was done, she was out of bed and pulling on her robe, and the lamp on the dresser had come on by itself, and she’d knocked once on the green cottage, and Ruth was in our doorway in her nightgown and her old gray cardigan with her red hair in its loose night braid.

I told it again. Ruth listened with her arms folded and said nothing.

“Audrey,” Donna said when I was done. “We have to tell Audrey.”

“It’s one in the morning.”

“She’s awake.” Donna was certain. “She’s in the operations room. She’s always in the operations room.”

Every staging cottage had a radio set on a shelf by the door, a small gray box with a brass dial, for staging crews to raise the tower. I turned it on. I turned the dial to the Wife wing’s frequency, the one Audrey had used to run me on the disaster course. I picked up the handset.

“Operations,” I said. “This is the blue cottage.”

There was a hiss. Then a click.

“Operations,” said Audrey’s voice. Clear. Wide awake. “Go ahead.”

I told her.

I didn’t tell her about the shoes. I don’t know why. I’d told Donna and Ruth about the salt and I’d meant to tell Audrey too, and when I got to it on the radio I found I’d said Wayne came up from the beach and skipped it, like a stair I didn’t trust. I told her about the boat. The lights. The way they went out.

There was a silence on the frequency.

“Which direction was the boat heading when the lights went out?” Audrey said.

“East. It was coming around to the east.”

“Toward the mainland, then. Toward the harbor.”

“Yes.”

Another silence. I could hear her pencil moving.

“Noted,” Audrey said. “Thank you, Jack. Go to sleep.”

“That’s all?”

“That’s all there is. A man walked on a beach. A boat turned its lights off. That’s two facts. I’ll put them in the file.” A short pause. “I have a file.”

“I know you have a file.”

“Then go to sleep,” Audrey said, more gently. “Placement’s tonight. I’d like you rested. I’d like you standing up straight under your colors.”

The frequency clicked off.

I put the handset back on its hook and turned around.

Ruth was gone from the doorway.

I heard her before I saw her. A scrape of wood on boards, out on the covered walk. I went to the door and looked out.

She’d gone back to the green cottage’s porch. In her nightgown and her old cardigan, barefoot, with her red braid over her shoulder. The narrow chair stood where she’d left it in the middle of the porch under the dark lamp, facing the sea. She didn’t touch it.

She’d picked up her own chair instead, the plain one she’d moved out of the way for Audrey’s, and carried it along the covered walk in both arms and set it down right beside the door of the blue cottage, facing out toward the receiving yard and the black strait.

Then she went back to the green cottage and got a blanket off her bed and came back and sat down in the chair, and put the blanket over her knees, and folded her hands on top of it.

She looked at me in the doorway.

She said nothing. I knew that face. It was the face she’d worn for three years at the end of Pennant Row with her porch light off. She had decided where she was going to sit.

“Ruth.”

“Go to bed, Jack,” Ruth said. “I’m not tired.”


Chapter 11: Placement

Ruth was still in the chair at dawn.

I came out onto the covered walk at six with my coffee and found her where she’d sat down at one in the morning, the blanket over her knees, looking out at the receiving yard and the gray strait going pink in the east. She hadn’t slept. Her face was calm. Her hands, folded a little too tightly, gave it away.

“Anything?” I said.

“A gull,” Ruth said. “Two cadets coming back from the beach at four with a bottle they shouldn’t have had. The guard at the cold block changed at five.” She unfolded her hands. “Nothing else.”

I gave her my coffee, the commissary’s, which was better than Donna’s and worse than anything Ruth would have served to a dog. She drank half of it without comment.

“You should sleep,” I said.

“I’ll sleep this afternoon.” She handed back the cup. “I’ve got seams to finish. Then I’ll sleep. Then I’ll dress. Then I’ll stand next to you under your colors and watch that girl walk.” She stood up, folded the blanket over her arm, and picked up the chair. “That’s the day.”

She carried the chair back to the green cottage and set it down on the porch beside the narrow one. Right beside it, this time. The two of them side by side, the plain one and the narrow one, looking at the sea.

Then she went inside to finish the seams.

The placement terrace was the broad marble one at the center of the island, below the chapel and above the grand hall, the one with the long view west over the open sea.

At six o’clock in the evening it was full.

The whole island stood on it and around it and above it. Every terrace above had people at the rail. The chapel steps were full. The gallery of the grand hall below had its windows open and faces in them.

The terrace itself had been divided down the middle by a strip of bare white marble about forty yards wide, with nothing on it at all.

On the east side of the strip, nearest the chapel, stood the finishing trainees.

Thirty-one women in a long loose line across the marble in the issued placement dresses, plain white cotton with long sleeves and high collars, every one the same. Muses and Housewives and Secretaries, no way to tell from a distance which was which. One near the end was crying already, quietly, and the girl beside her was holding her hand.

On the west side of the strip, with the sun going down behind them over the open sea, stood the households.

Each one stood under its colors. Somebody had set up a row of tall chrome staffs along the west edge of the terrace, each one with a pennant hanging from it, and the households who’d come to stand for a trainee stood at the foot of their own staff. Single second-years who hadn’t bonded yet stood alone under theirs. Married households stood in a group: the hero in front, his wives a half-step behind him on either side.

Red-and-white for Tommy Hale, alone, looking as if he might be sick. Silver-and-black for Karras, alone, hands at his sides. Green-and-white for a south-coast hero I didn’t know, with one wife beside him. Gray-and-gold for Boyd, who had come to stand for a Housewife trainee he’d been writing to since Christmas, and was holding his hat in both hands like a boy at a funeral.

Slate-and-crimson for Wayne Benton.

He stood at the foot of his staff in his pressed second-year jacket with his gold wife-star at the collar below his rank stars. Corinne stood a half-step behind him on his right, in a slate-gray dress with crimson at the collar and cuffs, her chestnut hair in its tight twist, her clipboard nowhere. Her hands were folded in front of her. She was looking across the bare marble at the line of women in white.

Ten feet to Wayne’s left, blue-and-gold.

I stood at the foot of my own staff with my two wives behind me.

They’d dressed in their colors. Not house dresses with a scarf. Their colors. The costumes from their weddings, the ones that had been folded in tissue in the bottoms of their trunks since we packed, that Ruth had pressed that afternoon with an iron from the commissary.

Donna stood on my right. She was in the Muse’s cut, the one she’d worn up the aisle of the island chapel a year ago. A royal-blue halter two-piece with gold piping along every edge and small gold clasps, the top cut in two triangles that held her heavy breasts up and together and did almost nothing else, a deep plunge of creamy cleavage between them, the gold piping stretched tight across the tops. Her midriff was bare above the low blue bottoms, her soft belly and the flare of her wide hips under the gold trim. A short gold cape hung from her shoulders and moved in the wind off the strait. Gold cuffs at her wrists. Red lipstick. Her platinum hair set in soft waves.

Every man on that terrace had looked at her when we walked out. Every one. She’d smiled at all of them.

Ruth stood on my left in the Housewife’s cut. Blue-and-gold made for a woman built like her: a halter top in royal blue that framed her enormous breasts rather than hiding them, wide straps over her freckled shoulders and gold piping along a neckline that dipped deep between them, the soft heavy swell of her straining the fabric so the gold trim lay stretched over the freckled tops. A skirt cut like an apron, blue with gold edging, tied at her waist with a gold bow and falling to her knees over her soft full hips. Gold cuffs. The short gold cape worn like a wrap around her shoulders and the tops of her arms, the way she’d worn it at her own wedding on our lawn. Her red hair loose. All of it. Down her back and over her shoulders in heavy waves.

She’d sat up all night and slept three hours since. She stood behind me with her feet planted on the marble and her hands folded in front of her apron skirt, and you could not have told.

I stood between them in my spare jacket, the one Ruth had packed when Price kept the other, with two gold stars at the collar and a bare gold spot below them, and my hands at my sides, and looked across forty yards of empty marble at a line of women in white.

I couldn’t see her.

I looked. I looked up and down the line, and I couldn’t find her, and for one bad second I thought she hadn’t come.

“Left,” Donna murmured behind me. “Fourth from the end. She’s in my dress, Jack, you can’t miss it, it’s the only one that fits anybody.”

I looked left.

There she was.

She was standing fourth from the north end of the line, and she was the only woman in thirty-one who wasn’t wearing the issued dress. She was in Donna’s. The white lawn with the sweetheart neckline sitting straight and smooth over her chest, the lace collar lying flat, the narrow white satin ribbon at her trim waist. The full skirt falling in soft gathers over her hips. She’d pinned her dark hair up in a roll at the back of her head, smooth and glossy, every strand in place.

She had her folder under her arm.

I almost laughed. The most important walk of her life, and a manila folder tucked under her left arm like a girl going to class.

The women on either side of her had their hands folded. Audrey had one hand on the folder and the other at her side, and she was looking across the bare marble straight at me.

She didn’t smile. She didn’t nod. She just looked at me, level, through her glasses, the way she’d looked at me across the map table the night before last.

Malloy walked out into the middle of the bare marble.

He didn’t have a clipboard or a list. He stood in the middle of forty yards of empty white stone with the whole island watching, and looked once to the east at the women in white and once to the west at the households under their colors.

“You know how this works,” Malloy said.

His voice carried. He didn’t raise it. It just carried, the way it carried across a flight yard.

“The women walk. The households stand. A woman walks to the colors she chooses. Nobody chooses for her. Nobody files anything. Nobody signs anything. Nobody writes anything down.” He paused. “A woman can walk past anybody. If she walks past you, you take it like a man and you clap for whoever she walks to. If she walks to you, you ask her properly, out loud, and she says yes or she says no, and either way the whole island hears it.” He looked at the line of women in white. “That’s the whole custom. It’s been the whole custom for sixty years and it’s never needed more than that.”

He stepped back to the edge of the bare marble, at the north end, between the two sides.

“Pike,” Malloy said. “Lorraine Pike.”

Lorraine stepped out of the line.

Maybe Malloy just knew she’d walk straight and fast and get it started right. Tall and sturdy, her copper-brown hair in its practical roll, she walked across the forty yards of empty stone like a nurse crossing a triage tent, and the whole island watched her come.

She walked to silver-and-black.

Karras was standing under his staff alone. I’d seen him dent steel with a white-blue blast. I’d never seen his face do what it did when Lorraine Pike stopped in front of him.

It came apart. Karras never said much. For one moment his quiet lean face went as open as a boy’s, and his hands came up off his sides and didn’t know where to go.

“Lorraine,” he said. His voice cracked. “I stand under my colors and I ask you to my house. Will you stand under them with me.”

“I will,” Lorraine said. Plainly. Briskly. As if he’d asked her if she’d hold a bandage. “I’ve been meaning to since February. You knew that.”

“I hoped.”

“Well, now you know.”

The terrace roared.

It came up from every rail and every step and every window at once, a sound like a wave hitting a seawall, and Karras laughed out loud and took Lorraine’s hand and held it up over their heads, and on the chapel steps above us somebody started ringing a bell.

I’d had a wedding on this island and a wedding on my own lawn, and my own placement had been a man shouting off a platform. I’d never been to this. I watched a tall plain woman in white stand under a quiet man’s colors with the whole island shouting for her, and felt it come up into my throat.

“Crane,” Malloy said. “Mabel Crane.”

Mabel came out of the line like a dancer coming out of the wings.

She was small and quick and light on her feet, with her honey-brown curls pinned up under a little white ribbon and her green eyes flashing, and she didn’t walk across the bare marble. She glided. She went across that forty yards of stone as if it were a stage, her white skirt swinging, her chin up, her arms loose at her sides, smiling, every eye on the island on her and loving it.

She was walking to red-and-white.

Tommy Hale had been standing very straight with his chin up, braced not to embarrass himself whatever happened. Mabel came gliding straight at him with her smile getting wider with every step.

Tommy’s knees went. His big body tipped sideways and his face went the color of the marble.

Boyd caught him. Without a word, without even looking surprised, Boyd stepped sideways from under gray-and-gold, all six and a half feet of him, and put one enormous hand under Tommy Hale’s arm and held him up.

Tommy stood there propped up by Boyd with his mouth open.

Mabel stopped in front of him.

“Well?” she said, loud enough for the back rail. “Are you going to ask me, or is Boyd?”

The terrace laughed. It was warm laughter. Everybody on that island loved Tommy Hale.

“Mabel,” Tommy said. He’d gone from white to red. “I. I stand under my colors. And I. Ask you. To my house.” He swallowed so hard I heard it from ten yards away. “Will you stand under them with me? Please? I’m too loud, I know I’m too loud, everybody says so.”

“You are too loud,” Mabel said. “I like it. I’ve liked it since the flight yard. You yelled at a man crashing into the padding for a whole morning and you never once yelled anything mean.” She put her small hand flat on his chest. “Yes, Tommy. I’ll stand under them.”

Boyd let go of his arm.

Tommy stayed up. Just barely. He picked Mabel up off the marble by the waist, all five foot two of her, and spun her around once with her white skirt flying, and the terrace came apart again. The bell on the chapel steps rang and rang.

Donna was crying behind me. I could hear it. Happy crying, wet and bright.

“Oh, Mabel,” she said. “Oh, good for you.”

The names went on.

Malloy called them, one at a time, and the women walked. A broad-shouldered Housewife trainee walked to Boyd, and Boyd dropped his hat on the marble and forgot to pick it up. A Housewife walked past three households and stopped in front of a north-coast second-year who’d plainly never expected anyone, and he sat down on the marble. Two women walked past everybody, out to the rail, and stood looking at the sea together, and the island clapped for them as loud as for anyone.

Every walk, the island cheered.

And every walk, I felt Wayne Benton ten feet to my left, standing under slate-and-crimson, very still.

He hadn’t moved. Not once. Not when Lorraine walked, not when Tommy’s knees went. He’d applauded every walk, correctly, at the correct moment, and then put his hands back at his sides. Corinne stood a half-step behind him with her hands folded and her eyes on the line of women in white.

The line got shorter.

Twenty women. Fifteen. Ten. They walked, and they stood under colors, and the bell rang, and the sun went lower over the sea behind us and turned the whole terrace gold, the white marble and the white dresses and the chrome staffs all gold. Long shadows ran out across the bare stone from the households toward the women.

Seven women left. Five.

Audrey was still standing fourth from the end. Her folder under her arm.

“Bell,” Malloy said. “Audrey Bell.”

The terrace went quiet.

It went quieter than it had for anyone else. Four days ago this island had watched Audrey Bell pick a man off a start line with one word and run him through a ruined city and find a gas line nobody else knew was there. Everybody knew about the offer at the mixer. Everybody had heard about a crate on the dock.

Everybody on that island knew there were two households on that terrace standing for Audrey Bell, ten feet apart.

Audrey stepped out of the line.

She walked out onto the bare marble with her folder under her left arm at the same pace she walked down the length of the mess in the mornings, as though the forty yards of empty stone were a corridor she walked every day. The gold light lit her full in the face and made her glasses flash, and the white lawn skirt moved over her hips with every step.

She walked to slate-and-crimson.

I’d known she would. She’d told me at the map table.

I was still afraid when she stopped in front of Wayne.

Audrey stood in front of Wayne Benton and Corinne Benton under slate-and-crimson with her folder under her arm and her chin up, and looked at both of them in turn. Wayne first. Then Corinne.

“Mr. Benton,” Audrey said. Her voice carried. She made it carry. “Mrs. Benton.”

Wayne nodded. “Miss Bell.”

“You made me an offer at the mixer,” Audrey said. “A Secretary’s place in a senior household on the Cape Lorne circuit. A room of my own. A desk of my own. A circuit that needs exactly what I am.” She said it back to them precisely, word for word, like coordinates read back over a radio. “It was a generous offer. And it was a serious one. Mrs. Benton told me she’d value me, and I believed her, because I’ve watched her work and she doesn’t say what she doesn’t mean.”

Corinne’s face didn’t change. But her folded hands tightened.

“I came to thank you for it,” Audrey said. “To your faces. In front of the island. Because you made it in the open, correctly, the way it should be made, and you’re entitled to hear the answer the same way.” She paused. “Thank you. Both of you. I’m declining.”

Wayne’s face did nothing.

His face did nothing at all. It stayed as it had been, pleasant and attentive, a shop-window mannequin in a pressed jacket.

“Of course,” Wayne said. “Thank you for telling us, Miss Bell.”

Corinne said nothing. She inclined her head, a precise few degrees, one Secretary to another.

Audrey turned.

She turned away from slate-and-crimson, and walked ten feet across the marble, past Wayne Benton, past his staff, past his pennant hanging in the gold light, and stopped in front of me.

Under blue-and-gold.

The island didn’t make a sound.

The roar hadn’t come yet. First there was a breath. Three hundred people breathing in at once. I heard it. I heard it go up from every rail and every step like wind going through a field.

Audrey Bell stood in front of me in Donna’s white placement dress with her folder under her arm and the sunset in her glasses, and looked up at me.

Her face was perfectly composed. Her mouth was a straight line. But the strand at her left temple, the one that always got away from her, had come loose on the walk across the terrace, and lay against her cheek in the gold light.

She didn’t fix it.

Behind me I felt Donna’s hand close on my right arm and Ruth’s hand settle flat on my back, between my shoulder blades. The lawn hand. The floor came up under me warm and full, and the light came up bright, and I stood between them with both my wives holding me up and looked down at the third woman, and said what I’d come to say.

“Audrey Bell,” I said.

My voice carried. I hadn’t meant it to. It just did.

“I’m Jack Danner. These are my colors.” I lifted my hand a little, to the staff, the blue-and-gold hanging gold-lit over our heads. “And this is my house.” I didn’t look away from her. I didn’t have to look at Donna and Ruth for her to know who I meant. “I stand under my colors and I ask you to my house. Will you stand under them with us. Will you be my Secretary, and my wife.”

Those were the formal words, the ones Karras had said and Tommy had stammered. Then I said the rest.

“I want you because you’re the only person in either of my worlds who has ever out-thought me,” I said. “And I like it.”

The island heard the Row and Valor, the circuit and the academy. Audrey heard it the other way.

Her face had been perfectly composed for the entire walk across forty yards of marble. Nothing moved now either. But behind the glasses her eyes went wide and wet and very bright, and her lips parted, just slightly.

Then she closed them again, and lifted her chin.

“I’ve walked to your colors,” Audrey said, clear, for the whole terrace. The formal answer, the one every woman who’d walked that evening had given in her own words, and Audrey gave it in the exact ones. “I’ll stand under them. Yes.”

The roar came.

It came up from every rail and every step and every window and every corner of the terrace at once, three hundred voices, and it hit me in the chest like the wind off the strait. The bell on the chapel steps went off. Somebody on the second-year rail was shouting my name. Tommy Hale was shouting my name, with Mabel Crane on his shoulders, both of them shouting.

And under the roar, for me, only for me, Audrey leaned in a fraction of an inch and said one more word.

“Obviously,” she said.

Dry as dust. And under the dust, for once, she was smiling.

I laughed out loud, under my colors, in front of the whole roaring island, and she watched me laugh with her eyes still wet behind her glasses, and then she took my left hand, and turned it palm up, and laid two fingers on the inside of my wrist, the way she had at the map table.

The bond took.

I felt it. I felt it the way I’d felt it a year ago with Donna in the wreck of a courtship course, and last summer at Ruth’s kitchen table with my collar between her fingers. A door opening another inch somewhere inside me, partial. A floor and a light already there, and now something new coming in under the light, between them.

It was still.

It came into me through Audrey’s two fingers on my pulse and settled there, still all the way down. Like the surface of a pond on a morning with no wind. Like the moment at the top of a breath before you let it out.

My right hand was at my side. The thread was in it, always there in the tips of my fingers, a faint bright shaking I’d felt every waking moment for a year.

I felt it stop shaking.

It went by degrees, from shaking to trembling, the hard wobble going out of it, a guitar string dropping from a loud buzz to a hum. Then from trembling to a faint flutter. Then nothing. Still. As still as a hair hanging in a room with no draft. I stood there with my hand at my side and felt the thread at my fingertips go still on its own, for the first time since I’d found it hanging off a rail span over Delano Street, and stay still, without anybody saying now.

While she stood next to me. While her fingers were on my wrist.

“Jack,” Audrey said quietly. Her eyes were on my face. “Your hand.”

“I know.”

“It’s stopped.”

“I know.”

Malloy was walking toward us across the bare marble.

He’d come out from the north end of the terrace where he’d stood calling names, and he crossed the empty white stone at his field pace with the roar still going around him, and stopped five feet away and looked at me. At my hand. At Audrey’s fingers on my wrist.

He turned his head.

“Reyes,” Malloy said. “A ring.”

Cadet Officer Reyes, at the north end of the terrace with his clipboard, didn’t ask what Malloy meant. He put down the clipboard and went to a cadet standing by the rail, and the cadet had a canvas bag, and out of the canvas bag Reyes took a chrome ring. One of the rings from the precision lane. The size of a dinner plate. The fifth ring, maybe, the one I’d knocked off its wire into the grass last Sunday afternoon in front of forty men.

The roar on the terrace died away.

People had seen. People always saw, on that island. They saw Reyes with the ring, and Malloy standing in front of the blue-and-gold staff, and they went quiet to watch.

Reyes walked thirty yards down the north edge of the terrace, along the rail. Then he turned and set the ring up on its edge on the white marble, like a hoop. He looked at Malloy.

“Roll it,” Malloy said.

Reyes rolled it.

It came rolling across the white marble toward the middle of the terrace, toward the bare forty yards between the households and the women, a bright chrome hoop wobbling on its edge in the gold light, picking up speed, ringing faintly on the stone. Thirty yards away. It wasn’t coming at me; it was going to cross the terrace in front of us at thirty yards and keep going.

I didn’t look at it.

I looked at Audrey. I looked at her face, inches from mine, her fingers still on my wrist. I didn’t look at the ring at all.

She was looking at it.

Her head had turned. Her eyes behind her glasses were fixed on the rolling chrome hoop across the terrace, following it, and I could feel her following it. Through her fingers on my pulse. Through the new still thing that had come into me under the light. I could feel exactly where she was looking, the way you feel where a compass is pointing when you hold it in your hand.

I raised my right hand.

“Now,” Audrey said softly.

I didn’t decide to send the thread. It went.

It went out of my fingertips blue-gold and hair-fine and absolutely still, across thirty yards of white marble in the sunset, in a line as straight as a ruler laid on a map. I didn’t aim it. I didn’t look. It went where her eyes were. It found the rolling ring and went through the middle of it as clean as a needle through a buttonhole, and caught it on the inside edge, and lifted it off the marble mid-roll, and held it.

The ring hung thirty yards out, spinning slowly on the end of a blue-gold thread so fine you could barely see it in the gold light, hanging off my line as still as a key on a nail.

I brought it home.

Across the thirty yards, through the air, slow and level, the ring sliding along the thread toward me until it settled in my open right hand with a soft chime.

I closed my fingers on it.

I hadn’t looked at it once. Not the whole time. I’d been looking at Audrey.

The terrace exploded. Every rail on every terrace, every step of the chapel, every window of the gallery below, every man and woman on that island came up off their feet at once with a sound I felt in my teeth. The second-year rail had men climbing on it. Boyd had his new Housewife up on one shoulder and his hat in his other hand, waving it. Tommy Hale and Mabel Crane were screaming. Karras had his fist in the air. The bell on the chapel steps was ringing so hard I thought the rope would break.

And on the second terrace above, at the instruments table where she’d set up with three of her brass machines to watch the placements, Dr. Lillian Price was sitting in her white coat with a curl of paper tape in her gloved hands.

She was reading it.

She didn’t write anything. Her silver pencil was in her coat pocket. Her notebook was closed on the table beside the machines. She sat there with the tape in her hands, reading the line on it, and she was smiling. A real smile, all the way up into her dark blue eyes, the first I had ever seen on her.

Malloy looked at the ring in my hand. Then at Audrey. Then at my face.

“Huh,” Malloy said.

He turned around and walked back across the bare marble to the north end of the terrace to call the next name.

The chapel steps went up from the north end of the terrace, wide and white, to the bronze doors of the island chapel where I’d married Donna and where, in a week, I would marry again.

We climbed them when it was over. The four of us. Donna and Ruth in their colors, and Audrey in Donna’s white dress with her folder, and me with a chrome ring still in my hand because I’d forgotten to put it down. The island was going down to the grand hall for the placement supper, and the terraces were emptying, and the sun had gone down behind the sea and left the sky deep blue with a line of gold at the bottom.

Audrey stopped on the top step.

She turned around, with her back to the bronze doors, and faced the three of us. And the people still on the terrace below. And the people on the steps, a few of them, couples, a girl in white with a second-year in green, a south-coast household, looking up.

“There’s a custom,” Audrey said.

Her voice carried down the steps. She made it carry.

“Betrothed couples wait. A maiden applicant’s first betrothal, a hero waits with her until the wedding. It was written down once, a long time ago, in an old book of customs in the Wife wing library. Page forty-one. I’ve read it.” She looked at me. “Most people have heard of it. Very few people have read it.”

Donna, beside me, made a small sound.

“The custom names one act,” Audrey said. “One. The book doesn’t say anything else. It doesn’t say no touching. It doesn’t say no kissing. It doesn’t say no anything.” She was looking straight at me now, level, through her glasses, and her voice was precise and absolutely clear. “It names one act. Consummation. That’s the word. Page forty-one, third paragraph. Consummation is reserved for after the wedding.”

Ruth’s hand settled on my back.

“I’m going to keep it,” Audrey said. “The custom. I’m going to keep it to the word.” She paused. “And the word is consummation. Not one inch more than that word. Not one inch less.”

Somebody on the steps below laughed, a startled sound, quickly hushed.

“The wedding will be the last day of trials,” Audrey said. “Saturday next. In this chapel.” She looked past me, at Donna and Ruth. “I’d like the household to witness the betrothal. That’s the custom too.”

Donna stepped forward. She was crying again, happily, her red lipstick a little smeared and her gold cape moving in the evening wind.

“I witness it,” Donna said. “Audrey Bell to Jack Danner. Under blue-and-gold.” She laughed through her tears. “Oh, I witness it so hard.”

Ruth stepped forward on my other side.

She stood on the white step in her blue-and-gold with her red hair loose down her back and her hands folded in front of her apron skirt, and she looked at Audrey and took her time about it.

“Witnessed,” Ruth said, low and sure, the old words from her own kitchen table. “And stands.”

Audrey looked at her.

I’d seen that look at Wayne’s wedding over a plate of food, and on the porch of the green cottage with the narrow chair. Floor and aim. Ruth didn’t smile. Audrey didn’t smile. They looked at each other, and Audrey dipped her chin, and Ruth nodded once.

Wayne passed us at the foot of the chapel steps.

When Audrey walked past him to me, he’d applauded that too. A second after the roar started. Late.

Corinne had applauded on time. When Audrey said yes, her hands had come together when everyone else’s did, and she hadn’t looked at Wayne once.

Now Wayne came up the path from the grand hall in the blue dusk with Corinne on his arm, heading for their cottage, and the path ran past the foot of the chapel steps, and he didn’t change his pace.

He slowed as he passed me.

“Danner,” he said. Pleasantly. Correctly. His eyes on my face. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you.”

“She’ll be wasted,” Wayne said. Low. Only for me. His smile arrived on time. “On a man who doesn’t know what he’s carrying.”

I looked at him.

“She knows,” I said.

Wayne’s smile didn’t move. But he didn’t walk on, either. He stood there at the foot of the chapel steps a beat too long, and then another, his ice-blue eyes on mine, waiting for me to look away first.

I didn’t.

Corinne’s hand tightened on his sleeve.

“Wayne,” she said. Only his name, cool and level. “The cottage.”

He looked away first. He had to; she was already turning him. They went on up the path in the blue dusk, his pace a fraction quicker than correct, and Corinne didn’t look back at all.

Ruth’s chair was beside the door of the blue cottage again that night.

She’d carried it there herself after supper, with her blanket and a thermos of her own coffee and two cups.

“I slept this afternoon,” she said, when I came out at eleven and found her there. “Three hours. That’s enough. I’ll sit.”

I sat down on the walk beside her chair with my back against the cottage wall. She handed me the second cup without asking.

Inside, Donna was asleep, the way she always slept after a day of crying, all at once and completely, sprawled across the quilted bed in her nightgown with her gold cuffs still on. Up the hill, in the dark, the Wife wing had one lit window on the third floor. The operations room.

We sat there and drank Ruth’s coffee.

The night was clear and cold. The stars were out over the strait. The receiving yard below us was dark, the cranes standing up against the sky, the cold block with its one light over the door. A mile out on the water, east of the island, where the shipping channel ran between Valor and the mainland, the channel beacon was burning.

A rotating lamp on a steel tower on a rock, sweeping the channel every few seconds so the night boats could find their way, steady as a clock.

Ruth’s hand came down on my shoulder.

I looked up at her. She was looking at the beacon.

The beam was dimming.

It came round on its sweep, and it was dimmer than it should have been. Then the next sweep, dimmer still. The long white beam going yellow, going thin, the way the streetlamps had gone on Cutter Street. As if something near it were drinking it.

I stood up.

The beacon went almost dark. A faint orange glow on the rock where the lamp was, barely there, turning.

Then it brightened.

All at once. The full white beam came back, sweeping out over the black water, bright, brighter than before, flaring for one sweep like a lamp when the current surges.

Then it dimmed again. Down. Down to orange. Down to almost nothing.

Then back up.

Ruth was on her feet beside me with her blanket fallen on the boards. We stood on the covered walk and watched a beacon a mile out on the strait dim and brighten and dim, as though somebody out there on the black water were drinking the light and letting it go. Taking a sip and setting the cup down.

Ruth watched it with her hand on my arm, the way she watched a pot she didn’t trust.

“That’s a man tasting,” she said quietly. “He’ll want the whole pot later.”

Up the hill, the one lit window on the third floor of the Wife wing went dark.

A minute later I heard heels on the path.

Low heels, coming down from the Wife wing in the dark, quick and even on the flagstones. Not running. Walking exactly as fast as a woman could walk without breaking into a run, every step the same length as the last.

Audrey came down out of the dark into the light over the cottage walk.

She was still in Donna’s white dress. The ribbon at her waist had come untied and hung loose down the full white skirt, and there was a short gray pencil stroke across the lawn above her heart where she’d leaned over the map table without thinking about it. Her folder was under her arm. A pair of field glasses hung from her other hand by the strap. The strand at her temple was down again, and her breath was coming quick from the hill.

She stopped at the foot of the walk, below Ruth’s chair. She didn’t say good evening. She didn’t look at the thermos or the two cups or at me. She lifted the field glasses and looked past us at the strait, and held them there while the beam came round on its sweep, dim and yellow and thin, and then she lowered them.

“Did you see that?” Audrey said.

I looked past her at the beacon on its rock in the strait, dimming again, going down to orange, a mile away in the dark.

“I saw it,” I said.


Chapter 12: One Word

“Count it with me,” Audrey said.

She stood at the foot of the cottage walk with the field glasses up and her folder open along her forearm, Ruth beside me on the boards, and a mile out on the black strait the channel beacon dimmed and brightened on its rock like a lamp somebody kept putting a hand over.

We counted. Eighty-seven. Ninety-six. A hundred and two. Between counts her pencil scratched on the open folder, and she never once lowered the glasses to see what she was writing.

“A clock doesn’t wander like that,” Audrey said. “A man does.”

“What does that mean?”

“Price’s ninety-one is at full draw. This isn’t full draw. He’s sipping. Drumming his fingers on the table.” Her voice was flat and perfectly calm, which meant her mind was going hard. “Because he’s bored, or waiting for somebody, or looking at us. I can’t tell which from here.”

The beacon came round white, and stayed white.

“He’s gone,” Audrey said. She came up the walk past Ruth’s chair and through the open door to the radio set on its shelf. “I’m calling the tower.”

A minute later the frequency clicked again, and it was a voice like gravel poured out of a bucket. “Danner. Hangar door. Five o’clock. Bring the goggles.”

We flew out to the beacon rock at dawn, Malloy and I, low over water the color of a pewter plate. A thin rainbow skin of diesel lay on the swell, curving away east toward the mainland. A launch had idled here a long while.

Malloy was looking at the rail.

On the top bar of the iron pipe, at about the height a tall man would rest his hand, the paint was burned off in the shape of a hand and the iron under it had gone soft and set again in a shallow dip. Long fingers. Gold-white in the creases, shining faintly in the cold morning like a fresh weld.

The copper taste came back under my tongue.

“He leaned on it,” I said.

“Ship’s-rail lean,” Malloy said. “Watching the shore.”

From that rail you could see straight down the channel to the receiving yard and, small and gray against the hill, the steel door of the cold block. Above the terraces, the east tower stood with the sun on its glass.

“Moretti’s on the board,” I said.

The escort trial had been chalked on the duty board outside the second-years’ mess since Sunday morning in Reyes’s neat block capitals. ESCORT TRIAL. TUESDAY 0600. SUPPLY BARGE, VALOR TO BEACON HARBOR NORTH JETTY. COVER: DANNER, HALE. FAR FLANK: BENTON, DOYLE. ONE TRANSFER, COLD BLOCK TO MAINLAND CUSTODY.

“Now I’m glad of it,” Malloy said. “If the thing comes for Moretti, I’d rather it came on the open strait than under the Wife wing’s hill. It can’t get to a barge without a boat, and a boat I can see coming a mile off.”

“Unless there’s fog.”

“If there’s fog, you’ll have your Secretary on the radio.” He looked back at the cold block. “And starting tonight, nobody walks onto this island in the dark without two of my men seeing him do it. Posts. Receiving yard, west shore, the hangar, and the east approach under the tower. Two men to a post, all night, until you lot go home.”

At breakfast Malloy stood up at the head of the mess with his coffee cup, explained the posts in four sentences, and asked who wanted one.

A dozen hands went up before he’d finished asking. Tommy Hale’s so fast he knocked over his juice. And Wayne Benton’s, at the small table by the far wall, raised to the correct height.

Malloy wrote names on the back of an envelope like a grocery list. Corinne, across from Wayne, turned a page in her small notebook and didn’t look up.

The note came at supper.

We were eating Ruth’s pork chops when a first-year cadet came along the covered walk with a folded half-sheet of Wife wing paper, went red to the ears saying Miss Bell’s name, and fled.

Operations room. Ten o’clock. Bring nothing.

And under it, smaller: A.

Donna had read it over my shoulder before I’d finished unfolding it. She made a sound like a kettle coming to the boil, and over our heads the lamp under the covered walk’s roof went from yellow to gold.

Ruth took the note out of my hand, read it slowly, and handed it back.

“You’ve got three hours,” Ruth said. “Eat your supper.”

The Wife wing at a quarter to ten was dark and quiet.

I went up the hill in my shirtsleeves with nothing in my hands. A mile east the channel beacon swept its long white beam over the water, steady, unbothered.

Two men stood at the foot of the east tower stair with a radio set on the step between them. Post. One of them was Boyd. He lifted a big hand to me as I passed.

There was light under the door that said OPERATIONS on a brass plate, the cool even glow of the map table.

I knocked.

“It’s open,” Audrey said. “Come in. Lock it behind you, please.”

I went in, and locked it behind me.

The long room was dark except for the table. The tall windows were black, with the faint white sweep of the beacon passing across the glass every few seconds.

On the map table’s glass, held at its corners by brass weights, Audrey had laid a sea chart of the strait: the island at one end, Beacon Harbor at the other, and between them a hundred miles of open water marked in soundings. The light came up through it from underneath, so the whole strait glowed pale blue.

Audrey was standing at the far end of the table.

She was in the charcoal pencil skirt and a white blouse buttoned to the throat, and a gray cardigan over it, buttoned too. Stockings with the seam up the back. Her low black heels. Her glasses. Her dark hair was rolled and pinned at the back of her head, smooth, glossy, every strand in place.

She had a card in her hand. A plain white index card.

She didn’t say hello. She looked at me down the length of the glowing table, and I looked back, and neither of us moved.

“I’ve read the custom,” Audrey said.

“I know. You said so on the chapel steps.”

“I read it again this afternoon. In case I’d remembered it wrong.” She lifted the card. “I hadn’t. I copied it out. I’d like to read it to you, so we’re working from the same text.”

“All right.”

She read it. Her voice was even, the voice she used on the radio to give a man coordinates.

“‘The betrothed shall keep themselves from consummation until the wedding is made, that the first spike be clean and the household begin in good order.’” She lowered the card. “That’s the whole of it. It’s the only sentence in the book on the subject. There’s nothing on page forty or page forty-two. I checked.”

“I believe you.”

“I looked up the word in three dictionaries. They agree. It means one act.” She set the card down, squared to the edge of the glass. “I intend to respect that word, Jack. Exactly. I’m not going to cheat it.” She looked at me. “And I’m not going to give it one inch more than it asks for, either. That’s the other half of respecting a word. You don’t add to it.”

I stood at my end of the table with my hands at my sides.

“So,” Audrey said. “My terms.”

“Go ahead.”

“Anything but that one word. And anything only if I ask for it. In words. Exact ones. Not a look, not a sound, not a nod. If I want something, I’ll say it. If I haven’t said it, you don’t do it.” She paused. “Those are my terms. I’ve thought about them for two days. I’d like you to accept them before we go any further, or tell me now if you won’t.”

The beacon swept across the windows. White, then dark.

I walked down the length of the table toward her. Slowly. Not stopping. She watched me come with her hands at her sides and her chin up, and she didn’t step back, and when I stopped in front of her she had to tip her head up to keep looking at me through her glasses.

“I accept them,” I said.

Her hand went to the index card on the glass beside her and squared it to the edge again. It hadn’t moved.

“And here’s mine,” I said. “Inside your terms, I decide the order. You ask. I decide when you get it. Whether you get it now, or in a minute, or after you ask me again. That’s mine.”

She didn’t answer right away.

She thought about it the way she’d thought about the rings in the vault door, checking the edges. The pulse at the side of her throat, above the top button of her blouse, was going fast.

“That’s fair,” Audrey said at last. Quietly. “Yes. I accept those terms.”

“Say it.”

“I just said it.”

“Say what you want. Exactly. The way you said you would.”

Her lips parted. She looked at me a moment longer, and I saw the faintest color come up under the fair skin of her throat, and then her chin came up another half inch.

“I want you to touch me,” Audrey said. “Tonight. Here. Everywhere the custom allows. And I want you to be the one who decides how.” She drew a breath. “That’s exact.”

“That’s exact,” I agreed.

She stepped back from me. One step. And began to take off her clothes.

She did it in order.

The cardigan first. She unbuttoned it from the top, five buttons, her fingers quick and neat, and took it off her shoulders and folded it in half and in half again and laid it over the back of the chair at the end of the table. She squared it on the chair.

She stood in front of me in her white blouse and put her fingers on the top button at her throat.

“One,” Audrey said.

The button came undone.

“Two.”

She was counting out loud. She was standing in front of me in a dark room with the map of the strait glowing between us and unbuttoning her own blouse and counting the buttons out loud, in her radio voice.

“Three.”

I stood there and watched her fingers move down, and the white cotton fall open a little more with every button, a long narrow V of pale skin widening down her front. Her collarbones. The soft hollow at the base of her throat.

“Four. Five.”

Her voice was not quite as steady on five.

“Six. Seven.”

The blouse hung open to her waist, where it was tucked into the charcoal skirt. Under it she wore a plain white brassiere, thin cotton, nothing to it. She reached behind herself with both hands, and I heard the small click of a hook, and she drew the straps down her arms one at a time inside the open blouse and slid the whole thing out and laid it on the folded cardigan.

She left the blouse on. Open.

Her breasts were neat and high, average and round, a handful each and not one ounce more. Clean lines. Pale, a cooler white than Donna’s warm cream, with tight pink nipples already standing hard in the cool air of the room. The open blouse hung on either side of them like a curtain somebody had drawn back halfway. Every time she breathed, the edges of it moved against the sides of her breasts.

I couldn’t stop looking at them. I didn’t try. My cock had been hard since she said the word exact, and it was aching now against my trousers.

She saw me look. She let me.

“The stockings stay on,” Audrey said. Her voice had dropped. “And the glasses stay on. I want to see.” She reached behind herself for the zipper at the back of her skirt.

“No,” I said.

Her hand stopped.

“That’s mine,” I said.

She looked at me. Her fingers came away from the zipper slowly, and hung at her side, and closed.

“All right,” she said. Almost a whisper.

I came around her. I put my hand flat between her shoulder blades, on the white cotton of the open blouse, and pressed. Gently. Forward and down.

She went.

She bent forward over the end of the map table, slowly, until her forearms came down on the glowing glass on either side of the strait chart and her open blouse fell forward around her and her bare breasts hung down over the lit water of the channel. The light came up through the chart from underneath and lit her from below, her belly and her breasts and the underside of her chin, pale blue. She gripped the chrome rail that ran around the edge of the table with both hands.

The skirt pulled tight.

Bent over the end of the table with her hips at the edge and her feet planted apart in their low heels, every inch of the big round curve of her ass pressed against the charcoal wool from the inside. It strained. The seam up the back stood out like a drawn line. I could see the faint ridges of her garter clips through the wool, and the shape of the swell, wide and heavy and full, and I’d never wanted to put my hands on anything more.

I put my hands on it.

Through the wool. Both palms. I just laid them there, flat, like hands on the warm hood of a car, and felt the weight and the heat of her through the cloth. She made a small sound. No words.

I found the zipper.

It went down slow, with a long quiet tearing sound in the dark room, from the waistband at the small of her back to the top of the curve. The wool loosened. I hooked my fingers in the waistband at both hips and began to peel it down.

It didn’t want to come. It had been made for a woman standing straight, and she wasn’t standing straight. I had to work it. I drew it down an inch at a time, and the charcoal wool slid down over the swell of her and her ass came up out of it like something rising out of water. White cotton panties first, plain and practical as anything Ruth owned, stretched tight over the two full round halves of her. The tops of her stockings. The white garter straps running down from under the cotton to clip on the dark bands at the tops of her thighs.

I drew the skirt down past the garters and let it fall around her ankles.

She stood there bent over the glowing strait in her open blouse and her white panties and her stockings and garters and heels, with the skirt in a dark pool around her feet. Out of the wool she was pale in the light from below. The white cotton of her panties had ridden into the crease between the two cheeks. The garter straps pressed small dents into the soft flesh of her thighs.

“Jack,” Audrey said. Her voice was thin. “You’ve been looking for a long time.”

She breathed out. Her fingers tightened on the chrome rail.

I hooked my thumbs in the white cotton and drew it down too. Over the swell. Down to the tops of her stockings, and left it there, stretched between her thighs like a hammock.

Then I put both hands on her bare ass and squeezed.

She cried out. A short sharp sound, surprised, a noise nobody had planned, least of all her. Her flesh was cool on the surface and warm underneath, and so soft and so full that my fingers sank into it and it swelled up between them. I kneaded her. Both hands, slow and deep, lifting the heavy cheeks and letting them fall, spreading them and pressing them together, feeling the weight of her move under my palms, heavier than the wool had ever let on.

“Oh,” Audrey said to the strait chart. “Oh. That’s. Oh.”

“This is mine to look at tonight,” I said, and spread my hands wider over her. “All of it. Now give me words. Exact ones.”

She didn’t answer for a moment. I kept kneading. Her hips had started to move, very slightly, pushing back into my hands.

“Jack,” she said. “I’d like one thing.”

“Ask.”

“I’d like you to strike me.” The words came out of her in a rush, clipped and fast, as though she’d rehearsed them and was afraid she’d lose them if she slowed down. “Once. With your open hand. On the right side. Not hard. Firm.” She swallowed. “Once. And then I’ll tell you if there’s a second.”

I didn’t move my hands.

I hadn’t known. I hadn’t guessed. I thought about her pencil squared to the edge of a table, and her voice counting Reyes’s seconds to the valve house aloud in my ear, and I thought I understood.

“Once,” I said.

“Once.”

I took my right hand off her. I left my left one where it was, flat on her left cheek, holding. I lifted my right hand and brought it down on the right side of her ass, open, firm, a flat clean smack that rang in the dark room.

Her whole body jolted. Her ass bounced and shivered under my hand. She made a sound in her throat, high and caught, and her fingers went white on the chrome rail.

Then nothing.

I waited. She was breathing hard, her shoulders rising and falling inside the open blouse. A faint pink shape was coming up on the pale skin of her right cheek, the shape of my hand, slowly, like a photograph in a developing tray.

“Again,” Audrey said.

I gave it to her again. Same place. Same weight.

“Two,” she said. Her voice cracked on it.

“Good,” I said, and pressed the heat into her with my palm. “You take it beautifully.”

“Again,” she said.

“Three.” Ragged.

She didn’t ask the fourth time. She just said “again” and then the number, both of them breaking, and on four her count went to pieces in the middle of the word and came out as half a sob and half a laugh, and she put her forehead down on the glowing glass of the strait between her forearms and breathed.

I laid my palm over the pink print. Flat. It was hot.

“How many?” I said.

“Four,” she said into the chart. “That was four. I counted.”

“I know you counted.”

“I’ll always count.” She turned her head on the glass. Her glasses had gone crooked. The strand at her temple lay across her cheek, and two more had come down behind it. She looked at me over her shoulder with her eyes huge and wet and completely unguarded. “Turn me over. Please. I’d like you to turn me over.”

I turned her over.

I put my hands under her arms and lifted her up off her forearms and around, and set her down on her back on the end of the map table, on the strait chart, with the glass glowing up under her through the paper. She lay there with her shoulders on the island and her hips on the mainland coast and her head toward the open sea, and the light coming up through the chart lit her whole body from below, pale and cool.

The open blouse had fallen to either side. Her panties were still stretched between her thighs at the tops of her stockings, and I took them the rest of the way off, down her legs and over her heels, and dropped them on the floor on top of her skirt.

She lay on the chart with her knees together and her heels on the chrome rail at the edge of the table and her hands flat on the glass at her sides.

I put my hands on her knees.

“Open,” I said.

She opened.

Slowly. Her knees drew apart, and her heels slid along the chrome rail, until she was spread open on the glowing strait in front of me with her thighs wide and her stockinged legs bent and her feet braced on the rail. The light came up under her and caught the wet on her.

She was soaked. I could see it. Her pussy was pale and plump and neat, with a dark trimmed triangle of hair over it, and her lips were swollen and parted and shining wet, the inside of her thighs above the stocking tops slick with it.

I put my fingers on her.

She shook. All over. Just from that. Her hips came off the glass a half inch and settled.

I slid one finger up through her, slowly, from the bottom of her slit to the top, gathering the wet, and found her clit and circled it once, light. She gasped. I did it again. And again, slow circles, and slid my finger down and pressed it into her, and she was tight and hot and slick, and her body clenched on my finger like a fist.

I bent down between her open thighs and put my mouth on her.

“Jack,” she said. “Oh, Jack.”

She tasted clean and sharp and a little salt. I licked her slow, the whole length of her, and then put my lips around her clit and sucked, gently, and slid a second finger into her beside the first and curled them. Her thighs came in against my head. Her heels slipped on the rail. Her hands came off the glass and found my hair.

I ate her slow and steady and paid attention.

Audrey was a woman who measured everything, and her body measured too. I could feel it telling me where she was. The tightening of her thighs. The rhythm of the clench around my fingers, slow at first, then faster. Her breathing, which went from long to short to shorter. The muscles of her belly, which I could see trembling under the pale blue light. I didn’t have to guess. She was reading it out to me with every part of her.

When her thighs started to shake, and the clench around my fingers started to come in quick hard pulses, and her breath went high and thin in her throat, I stopped.

I lifted my mouth. I held my fingers still inside her.

Audrey made a sound of total betrayal.

“Why,” she said. “Why did you, I was.”

“I know you were.”

“Then why.”

“Ask me,” I said. “Exactly.”

She lay on the glowing strait with her chest heaving and her thighs shaking around my head and stared down at me along the length of her own body. Her glasses had slid down her nose. She pushed them back up with one trembling finger. She gathered her words, actually gathered them, like loose papers off a table, and put them in order.

“Please put your mouth back on my clitoris,” Audrey said, “and continue at the same pace as before.”

“That’s very exact.”

“I’m an exact woman.” Her voice broke. “Please.”

I put my mouth back.

I took her up again. Slower this time. She was so close already that it took almost nothing, a few long strokes of my tongue and a curl of my fingers, and her thighs were locking and her breath was going high again. I felt the edge coming in her like a train you can feel through the rails before you hear it.

I stopped.

“No,” she said. “No, no, Jack.”

“Ask.”

“Please. Mouth. Same.”

“That’s shorter.”

“I know it’s shorter.” Her head rolled on the chart. She was gripping her own hair now with one hand, the pins coming out, more dark strands falling. “I’m running out. Please.”

I gave it back to her. And took her right up to the edge a third time, until she was shaking so hard the brass weights on the corners of the chart rattled on the glass, and stopped again.

“Please,” Audrey said. “Don’t. Stop.”

Three words, and I heard them break as she said them.

I put my mouth back on her.

And her hands came down.

Both of them. Off her hair and off the glass and down to my head, fingers in my hair, and they didn’t just hold. They pushed. They pressed my head a fraction to the left. They tilted my chin. One hand slid down to my jaw and pushed it, adjusting, trying to set the pace, trying to set the angle, trying to put my mouth where her mind said it should be.

Correcting me.

I lifted my head.

She looked down at me, flushed, wild-eyed, her hands still in my hair, and saw what she’d been doing, and went still.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean. My hands.”

“I know.” I took her hands out of my hair. Gently. One and then the other. “Your hands are trying to do my job.”

“They don’t know how to stop.”

“Then I’ll help them stop.”

I lifted her hands up over her head. Up past her face and her loose hair, onto the glass beyond her head, to where the chrome rail ran along the far end of the table above the open sea of the chart. I laid her wrists against the rail.

Then I let the thread come.

It came out of my fingertips blue-gold and hair-thin, soft as silk, and I laid it around her right wrist. Once. Gently. Then over the chrome rail, and around her left wrist, once, and back to the rail. Loose, and no knot in it. A soft bright loop that held her wrists against the rail like a ribbon around a bouquet.

It trembled. It always trembled, still, when she wasn’t calling it. A faint quiver, like a plucked string going quiet.

“Is that all right?” I said.

Audrey looked up at her own wrists over her head. At the thin blue-gold line around them, glowing faintly against her pale skin, trembling.

She pulled, testing. She drew her right wrist down an inch, and the thread came with it a little and then held, and she pulled her left, and it held. She turned her wrists inside the loops. She looked at them with the exact attention she gave to everything.

“It holds,” she said.

“It holds.”

“It doesn’t mark.” She turned her wrist again. “It’s soft. I can’t get out of it.” Her voice dropped. “And I don’t want to.”

“Do you want me to keep it?”

“Yes.” She looked down at me between her raised arms, between her neat bare breasts and her open blouse and her spread stockinged thighs, and her face was flushed and her glasses were crooked and her mouth was trembling. “Keep it. Yes. Keep it on me.”

I bent back down between her thighs.

I took her to the edge a fourth time with her wrists held over her head.

It was different. Everything was different. Her hands couldn’t reach me. They couldn’t adjust anything. They could only pull against the thread at the rail, and every time they pulled, the thread held, and every time it held she made a sound, and the sounds got less like words. She couldn’t correct. She couldn’t measure. She could only lie on the glowing strait with her wrists caught and her legs open and take what I gave her, at the pace I chose to give it.

I gave it to her slow.

I ate her slow and deep with my fingers curled inside her, and I felt her climb, and climb, and I didn’t hurry, and she climbed past the place where I’d stopped her the first three times and kept going, shaking, her heels sliding off the rail and coming back, her hips lifting off the glass to push against my mouth. Her thighs clamped my head. Her breath came in short high gasps.

“Jack,” she said. “Jack, Jack, please, I can’t, it’s, please.”

I held her right there. Right at the edge. I didn’t stop and I didn’t push her over. I kept her on it, my tongue moving slow and light, my fingers still.

“You’re doing so well for me,” I told her, against the inside of her thigh. “So well. Ask me.”

“Please,” Audrey sobbed. “Please let me. Please. I need. I can’t hold it, I can’t, please, I’m asking, I’m asking you, please let me, Jack, please.”

There was nothing exact left in it. Only please, and my name.

I lifted my mouth one inch.

“Come for me, Audrey,” I said. “Now.”

She went over on the word, with a cry that went up into the dark ceiling of the operations room and broke. Her back arched off the glowing glass. Her stockinged thighs clamped on my ears. Her pussy clenched on my fingers in long deep spasms, so hard I felt each one to the knuckle, and her hips bucked up against my mouth again and again, and I kept my tongue on her clit and rode it with her, gentle, all the way through. The brass weights rattled on the corners of the chart. One of them slid off and hit the floor.

And over her head, the thread on her wrists went still.

I felt it. I didn’t see it. I felt it the way you feel a fishing line go dead calm when the fish stops running. The faint tremble that crept back into it whenever she wasn’t calling it went out of it all at once. It went still as drawn wire.

And for one second, while she came, I knew everything.

I knew where my body touched hers. Every point. Her left heel against my shoulder blade, a hair to the inside of the bone. Her right thigh against my ear. The two places on my scalp where her calf brushed my hair. My fingers inside her, the curl of them, the depth, the place where her body was clenching around each knuckle. The thread at her wrists, each loop, the pressure on each one. My chin on the glass. It all arrived at once, as clear as a map laid out on a table with the light coming up through it.

Then it was gone, and she was shuddering under me, coming down, and the thread on her wrists was trembling again, faint, the way it always did.

I stayed where I was until she stopped shaking.

I kissed the inside of her thigh, above the dark band of her stocking, and stood up.

She lay on the strait chart with her wrists still held over her head and her chest heaving and her eyes closed.

Her glasses were halfway down her nose. Her hair was everywhere. The pins had given up entirely and her dark hair lay in long loose waves across the island end of the chart, glossy and tangled. Her open blouse had slid off one shoulder. Her breasts were flushed pink. A shine of sweat lay on her belly in the light from below.

She opened her eyes and looked at me.

“Untie one,” Audrey said. Her voice was hoarse. “Please.”

“Which one?”

“The right.” She swallowed. “I’d like parity.”

I didn’t laugh. I wanted to. I reached up and touched the loop around her right wrist and it came away into my fingers and faded.

She brought her right hand down slowly. She flexed it. Then she pushed herself up onto her left elbow on the chart, her left wrist still held at the rail above her, and reached out with her free hand and found my belt.

She undid it. Then the button. Then the zipper. Her fingers were not quite steady, and they were very precise anyway, and she reached in and took my cock out of my trousers and held it in her hand.

She looked at it.

She looked at it, holding me. Measuring. I could see her measuring.

“Set the pace,” she said. “Out loud. I’ll follow it.”

“Slow,” I said.

She stroked me. Slow. Her small cool hand closed around me and slid down to the root and up to the head, and my hips moved toward her hand on their own.

“Slower.”

She went slower.

“Like that,” I said. My voice had gone rough. “Exactly like that. Don’t change it.”

She didn’t change it. She stroked me slow and steady with her hand, the pace I’d given her, and she started counting.

“One,” Audrey said. “Two. Three.”

I closed my eyes.

“Seven. Eight. Nine.”

Her voice was soft and low and a little hoarse. Her hand kept the pace like a metronome. I could feel her watching my face.

“Fifteen. Sixteen.” Her breath was getting faster; her hand kept the pace. “Twenty. Twenty-one. Twenty.”

“You said twenty.”

“I know. Twenty-three. I’ve lost it. I’ve lost it, Jack.” Her hand tightened on me. “I don’t care. I don’t care what number.”

“Faster now.”

She went faster. Her thumb slid over the head on every stroke. I opened my eyes and looked down at her, lying on the glowing strait with one wrist caught above her head in a thread of my own light and the other hand on my cock, her mouth open, her eyes on my face, her hair across the island, and I couldn’t hold it.

“Audrey.”

“Yes,” she said. “Yes. Here. On me.”

I came in long hard pulses across her hand and her wrist and onto the chart, white on the pale blue of the lit water, spilling across the open strait between the island and the mainland. She kept stroking me through it, slower, slower, as slow as I’d told her, until I was done and shaking.

Then she let go and lay back down on the glass.

Out the black windows the beacon swept by, white, and gone.

She looked at the chart.

She turned her head on the glass and looked at it, a few inches from her face. The mess of it, white across the channel, across the soundings, across the little printed star of the beacon rock. A wet line running right across the shipping lane between Valor Island and the north jetty of Beacon Harbor.

“Forty minutes over water,” Audrey said. Very quietly. “We’ll need a new strait.”

I sat down on the edge of the table. It was that or the floor.

She lay there on her back with her left wrist still held up at the rail and her right hand resting on her own belly, wet, and she looked at the ceiling. Her composure was gone, all of it, one garter clip undone. She looked young and wrecked and astonished.

Then it came back, in pieces. She reached up with her free hand and straightened her glasses. A piece. She drew a long breath and let it out slowly. Another piece. Her eyes went from the ceiling to the far wall to the clock over the door, and she read the time and filed it.

“Ten fifty-one,” she said.

“Is it?”

“It is.” She turned her head and looked at me. Her mouth had found most of its line again. “That was not consummation.”

“Not one inch of it,” I said.

She looked at me a moment longer. Then her composed mouth gave way at one side, and kept giving, and for the second time in my life I heard Audrey Bell laugh without deciding to. It came up out of her lying on her back on the wrecked strait, soft and low and helpless, and she put her free arm over her eyes and laughed until her shoulders shook.

I reached up and touched the thread on her left wrist, and it let go, and she brought her arm down and lay there laughing with both hands over her face.

I walked her back along the terrace at half past eleven.

She’d put herself back together with her back to me, and when she turned around her hair was pinned up again, not as smooth, three strands hanging at the left temple instead of one. She’d decided to leave them. The strait chart was rolled and tied under her arm with her folder.

“Price will want to know why I’m requisitioning a new one,” she said.

“What will you tell her?”

“That I spilled something on the old one.” She looked straight ahead. “Which is true.”

The terrace was long and white in the starlight, with lamps every thirty feet in glass globes. At the foot of the east tower stair the post had changed: two different men now, one sitting on the step with the radio on his knees.

We walked. She didn’t take my arm. She walked beside me close enough that her shoulder brushed mine every few steps, and every time it did she didn’t move away.

At the fifth lamp a moth was caught.

A big pale moth inside the glass globe, battering itself around the bulb. It had gotten in through the small vent hole at the top and couldn’t find the way back out.

I stopped.

I didn’t think about it. I lifted my right hand, and the thread came out of my fingertips.

It went up thinner than I’d ever sent it, into the vent hole at the top of the globe, a hole no bigger than a pencil, without touching the edges, and down inside the glass around the burning bulb without touching the bulb. It found the moth in the middle of its battering, and closed around it so lightly the moth didn’t seem to notice, and drew it up. Up through the hole. Out into the night.

I let it go. It flew off over the rail toward the dark sea, fluttering, alive.

The globe hadn’t rung. The bulb hadn’t flickered. I hadn’t touched any of it.

The thread was still trembling when I drew it back. But less. Much less. The tremble in it now was so faint I had to look for it.

I looked at my hand.

Audrey was looking at my fingers with her head tilted, the way she’d look at a measurement that had come out better than the arithmetic said it should.

“That’s partial,” she said. “It shouldn’t be that good. That was finer than you did on the course with me calling it.”

“You weren’t calling it tonight. You didn’t need to.”

“No.” The three loose strands moved across her cheek in the wind off the sea. “I just didn’t expect that much from one night on a map table.”

“One night on a map table. With a winter of letters under it.”

Audrey let that stand. She looked at me in the lamplight. Then she reached over with her free hand, the right one, and took my wrist, and laid two fingers on the inside of it, on the pulse, for one second. And let it go.

“Show-off,” she said.

She walked on up the terrace toward the Wife wing with the chart under her arm.

Ruth was in her chair beside the door of the blue cottage when I came down the hill.

She didn’t ask. She poured a cup of coffee out of the thermos and held it out to me, and I took it and sat down on the boards beside her chair with my back against the cottage wall, and we drank it without a word between us while the beacon swept the strait, white and steady, every few seconds. Nothing on the water drank it.

The door behind me stood open a crack. Through it I could hear Donna breathing, slow and deep. She was asleep on the braided rug just inside, on her stomach with her cheek on her folded arms, where she’d plainly lain down to wait for me and lost the fight with it. The lamp on the dresser above her was burning a deep, steady gold.

When the cup was empty Ruth took it back and screwed it onto the thermos and tipped her head at the door.

I went in. I lifted Donna off the rug, and she didn’t wake. She only wound her arms around my neck and said something into my collar that might have been “word,” and held on. I laid her on the quilted bed and lay down beside her in the dark with her warm soft body curled against my back, and the last thing I felt before I went under was the thread in my fingertips, faint and almost still.

When the alarm woke me at five, the window was white.

I got up and pulled back the blue curtain.

I couldn’t see the receiving yard, or the hangar fifty yards down the walk, or the palm six feet from the glass. There was nothing outside the window but a soft wet white pressed flat against the pane, moving a little, slowly, the way breath moves.

The fog had come in off the strait in the night, and it had swallowed the island whole.


Chapter 13: The Transfer Barge

“It’s lying on the water,” Malloy said. “Not over it.”

He was standing at the end of the island dock at a quarter to six in the morning with his field jacket buttoned to the throat, looking out at a world that wasn’t there. The supply barge tied up in front of us was a long low gray shape with a wheelhouse at the stern and a radio mast, and twenty yards past its bow the strait simply stopped existing.

“Look up,” Malloy said.

Straight overhead, very high, there was a coin of pale blue sky going pink at one edge.

“Two hundred feet. Maybe less. A bank sitting on the sea like a blanket on a bed. Cover flies at three hundred in the sun, and you’ll see her mast the whole way. The flank holds five hundred and watches the top of the bank for a wake. The met man says it’s burning off from the mainland side.”

“You said you’d see a boat coming a mile off.”

“From above the bank, I will.” He looked at me. “I thought about holding it. Then I thought about leaving Moretti another night under the same hill as the Wife wing.” He turned back to the fog. “He goes this morning. Bell runs you. That’s the trial.”

They brought Nicky down at five to six, a guard at each elbow, his hands cuffed in front of him under a borrowed peacoat and his shaggy black hair plastered to his forehead with fog. He looked at the barge, and at the white nothing past its bow, and at me.

“In fog,” Nicky said. “In a steel box on the water in the fog, with my name on a board where forty men can read it.” His voice dropped. “You know what comes to collect what talks.”

“I know.” I stood close enough that it would only be for him. “Listen to me, Nicky. If anything glows, the lamps go out or the engine dies or your hair stands up, you get down on the floor of that cabin and put your hands over your eyes and keep them there. You don’t look. Not once. Not sideways. Not until somebody you know tells you to.”

He laughed, short and ugly, with nothing funny in it. “That’s the whole plan. Close your eyes.”

“That’s your whole plan. Mine’s longer.”

“It better be,” Nicky said, and let the guards walk him up the gangplank.

Donna and Ruth were at the foot of the arch.

Donna was in her camel coat with her platinum hair tied up in a blue-and-gold scarf, the fog beaded on her eyelashes. Ruth was in her blue cardigan buttoned to the throat.

Donna took my face in both her cold hands and pulled it down until her forehead was against mine. She wasn’t smiling, and over our heads the lamp on the arch, a dim yellow smudge in the white, went bright gold and stayed there.

“I’ll be right here,” Donna said. “On this dock, on this exact spot. So when you come back you land right here. On purpose.”

“On purpose,” I said.

She went up on her toes and kissed me, hard and quick, cold mouth and warm lipstick. Then she stepped back beside Ruth with her hands clasped under her chin.

Ruth didn’t kiss me. She put her palm flat on my sternum, inside my open jacket, and held it there for one long breath, and I felt the floor come up under me and settle, full to the top.

“Keep him standing,” Donna said softly, to her and not to me.

“I always do,” said Ruth, and took her hand away.

The barge’s engine coughed and caught and settled into a deep slow throb that came up through the dock planks into my boots. Lines came off the bollards. The gray shape slid away from the dock into the white.

I lifted off.

Straight up through a hundred feet of cold wet blind, and then out the top like coming up out of a swimming pool, into blue sky and a low gold sun. The fog lay on the sea flat and endless, glowing pink, with Valor Island’s domes and the east tower floating on it behind me. Ahead, the barge’s radio mast slid east across the top of the white. A pencil standing in a bowl of milk.

Tommy Hale came up out of the fog a hundred yards to my right, sputtering, shouting that he’d flown into a gull. Far off to the east, two specks hung at five hundred feet. The flank. Doyle and Wayne.

The plate behind my ear clicked.

“Operations,” Audrey said. “Good morning.”

Her voice came into my head close and clear, as though she were standing on my shoulder, and it was the morning after she’d lain on a map table with her wrists held over her head saying please, and my whole body answered it.

“Good morning,” I said.

“You slept.”

“Some.”

“Liar. Your breath’s off by a beat. You slept four hours.” A short pause. “So did I. Neither of us is going to mention it.”

“Agreed.”

“Good.” The edge came back into her voice. “The barge is making seven knots. You and Hale hold three hundred over the mast, one on each side. I’ve got the barge’s plans on the table, and the strait chart. A new one.” The faintest dryness. “Corinne’s running Benton. Lieutenant Varley’s running Doyle from the tower.”

“And me?”

“I’m running you,” Audrey said. “Fly.”

I flew.

The first quarter hour was beautiful. The beacon rock came up out of the fog to starboard, just the glass house of the lamp burning white and steady, and I thought about a long-fingered hand burned into the rail below it.

About twenty minutes out, the fog began to climb. The mast got shorter. Then the tip of it went into the white and was gone.

“Operations. I’ve lost the mast.”

“The barge just reported fog to the masthead. The met man was wrong. It’s building. Drop. If you can’t see it, you can’t cover it.”

I dropped into the white again, cold and wet and blind, and at fifty feet I found the barge. Barely. A long darker gray shape in the lighter gray, its running lamps burning yellow and blurred through the fog: red to port, green to starboard, a white one at the stern and another at the top of the mast.

Tommy’s voice came over the net, faint. “Hale. Fifty on the north side. I can see her lamps. I can’t see you, portal guy.”

Corinne’s voice came on the third set, cool and level, carried through to my plate because Audrey had all three sets open and was letting me hear them.

“East flank. Benton reports fog to five hundred. No visual on the barge. Holding position.”

“Doyle,” said a man’s voice on the tower frequency. “Same. I’m coming down to look.”

“Benton holding,” Corinne said.

“Jack,” Audrey said, very quietly, only on my plate. “Listen to the engine.”

The big diesel throbbing up through the fog below me slowed. It coughed. It gave three slow heavy thumps, like a fist on a door.

Then nothing. No engine. Just the fog pressing against my face and the faint slap of small waves against a steel hull I couldn’t see, losing way, drifting.

Pennies again, flat on my tongue.

“Jack,” Audrey said. “The barge’s radio just went dead. The skipper was in the middle of a word.”

“The lamps,” I said.

Below me, on the long gray shape in the fog, the white lamp at the stern was going out.

It didn’t snap off. It dimmed. Yellow, then orange, then a dull red glow, then nothing. Then the red lamp on the port side, a few feet forward of it. Dimming, orange, red, gone. Then the green on the starboard side. Then the white at the masthead.

One after another. From the stern forward. In a line.

Like somebody walking up the deck.

The hair rose on my arms under my wet sleeves and on the back of my neck, and the cold of the fog went out of the air around me. Heat came into it.

“Goggles,” Audrey said. Flat and fast. “Now.”

I pulled Pell’s welding goggles down over my eyes.

The launch came out of the fog off the barge’s stern.

A long low shape through the dark green glass, mahogany and chrome, its twin exhausts silent. Nothing was driving it. It came alongside the barge’s stern on the last of its own way and bumped against the steel with a soft hollow thud.

A thick man stood at its wheel in a camel-hair coat. Slicked black hair wet with fog, heavy-lidded eyes, an unlit cigarette, a gold ring on his little finger. A boatman’s hands on the wheel, and no expression at all.

Carmine Sartori.

And standing in the bow of the launch in front of him, a furnace in the shape of a man.

Even through the goggles he was a tall thin white shape like a candle flame standing up, with long arms hanging at its sides. The fog was boiling off him in a ring, so that he stood in a clear round room of his own heat that reached about thirty feet out on every side, and everything inside it was dry and shimmering.

That was why the launch had come in dead. He must have ridden all the way out banked down to almost nothing, dim enough to let Carmine’s engines turn, and opened up only when Carmine had cut the throttles and let her glide.

He stepped across onto the barge.

One long stride, from the launch’s bow onto the barge’s stern deck. Where his foot came down on the steel plate, the plate went dull red.

He began to walk forward along the deck toward the cabin.

Behind him Carmine put a boathook against the barge’s steel and shoved the launch off, and let her drift back into the fog, and when she was far enough out of the ring her twin engines coughed and caught. He brought her around and held her there, forty feet off the port quarter, idling.

“He’s aboard,” I said. “Stern. Walking forward.”

“Toward the cabin,” Audrey said. “Moretti’s in the cabin. Midships, port side, forward of the wheelhouse. Twelve feet forward of the stern hatch.”

I dropped.

I came down out of the fog onto the barge’s deck between the gold man and the cabin door, and landed, and set.

The heat hit me like a wall.

The fog that had soaked me through boiled off my jacket in a cloud of steam the instant I came down inside his ring, and the steel deck plates were hot through my soles. The drain caught me, my stamina pouring out toward him in a river.

The floor came up. Three and a half miles behind me, on a dock in the fog, a woman in a blue cardigan filled the jar back up as fast as he drank it. I put my weight down through my heels into the hot steel and anchored, and the barge took it, and I stood.

The gold man stopped walking.

He was ten feet from me on the deck, a tall white shape through the dark green glass, too bright to have edges. I could see the long hands hanging at his sides. I couldn’t see his face. The glass was doing its job.

He stood there and looked at me. I could feel him looking.

Then the goggles started to go.

A small high crackling right in front of my eyes, like ice on a pond in March. A thin white line ran across the left lens, then another branching off it, a spiderweb spreading across the dark green glass, and the world through it went milky.

And at the chipped edge of the right lens, the small chip Pell’s goggles had always had, a sliver of light came through. Raw. Unfiltered. A splinter of white no wider than a fingernail at the bottom corner of my right eye.

I felt something skip.

It was small. It was nothing. It was like a needle jumping a groove on a record, a tiny hitch in the music, and then the song going on. One moment I was looking at the white shape with the cracks spreading across the glass. The next moment the white shape was two feet closer than it had been and I didn’t remember it moving.

Half a second. Maybe less. Gone.

“Jack,” Audrey said. Very sharp. “You skipped. Your breath skipped. What happened?”

“The goggles. They’re cracking. The chip.”

“Shut your eyes.”

“I can’t see him with my eyes shut.”

“You can’t see him with your eyes open either. Not safely, not anymore.” Her voice was flat and level and absolutely certain, the voice from the disaster course. “Shut your eyes, Jack. I’ll be your eyes.”

“You can’t see me. You’re three and a half miles off up a hill in a room.”

“I don’t need to see you. I’ve got the barge’s deck plan on the table to the inch. I’ve got his hand measured to an eighth. I know how tall he is and how long his arms are and how far he can reach. And I’ve got you.” A short breath. “Shut your eyes and tell me where the heat is. I’ll do the rest.”

I shut my eyes.

The world went black and hot.

Inside my eyelids there was a dull red glow, like shutting your eyes in the sun. The heat pressed on my face. The drain poured out of my legs and Ruth’s floor poured back in. The steel under my boots was hot. Somewhere forty feet off the port quarter the launch’s twin engines burbled at idle.

“Where’s the heat,” Audrey said.

“Everywhere.”

“Where’s the most of it.”

I made myself feel it. I turned my face a little left and a little right.

“Right cheek. High. Strongest on the right side of my forehead.”

“Then he’s in front of you and a little to your right, and his face is level with your forehead, which puts him two inches taller than you and standing close.” Her pencil. “Six foot one. That’s his hand. He’s within reach. If his right hand’s up, it’s coming at your left shoulder, same as Cutter Street. Left. Two steps. Now.”

I went left two steps with my eyes shut.

Something passed through the air where I’d been standing: a wave of heat going by my right ear like a hot iron passing an inch from my skin, and a smell of burning wool, and the sound of cloth scorching. My collar. The edge of my collar had caught.

“He reached,” I said.

“Of course he did. Duck.”

I ducked. Heat went over my head.

“Back one. He’s turning. He’s slow when he turns, he’s long and he’s thin, he turns from the hips, the way you turn in a heavy coat. Right. Right again. Stop.”

I stopped.

“Where’s the heat now?”

“Left side. Low. My left hand’s hot.”

“He’s crouched. He’s reaching low. He’s trying to get past you to the cabin.” Instantly. “He doesn’t want you. He wants Moretti. Step left and block the door.”

I stepped left and felt the cabin door against my back. Hot steel. I set against it.

The heat came up close in front of me. So close my eyelids glowed orange. I felt my eyebrows crisp.

Far off on the net, cool and even, Corinne’s voice: “Benton holding east flank. No visual.”

And then Tommy Hale came down out of the fog, a rush of air over the stern and a big body coming down fast.

“Get off him!” Tommy yelled.

“Hale, no,” Audrey said, on the net. “Hale, do not.”

He did. I heard it land, a sound like a fist going into a mattress, a soft heavy thump, and the heat in front of my face jumped. The red behind my eyelids went orange and then yellow.

He’d fed him.

Tommy didn’t answer when I shouted. I heard a long ragged in-breath, a man who’s run up ten flights of stairs and can’t get to the top. Then knees on steel.

“Tommy’s down,” I said. “Inside thirty feet. Right side.”

“The stern hatch is eight feet in front of you and to your right. If he came down from the north, he’s between the hatch and the port rail.” Her voice was quick and level. “The bow’s clear. Get him forward, to the bow. Out of the ring. Thread.”

I raised my right hand.

My heart kicked. I felt it. Long, short. The thread gathered in my fingertips, shaking.

“Not on that,” Audrey said. “Wait.” A beat. “Now.”

The thread went out hair-thin and steady. I couldn’t see where it went. I felt it go, the way I’d felt it on the disaster course, every inch of it. It went to my right and down, and found something heavy and soft and wet with fog, a big body slumped on the hot deck. Tommy. I laid the thread around his chest under his arms.

I pulled.

I drew him across the deck on the thread, slow, sliding him over the hot plates toward the bow, away from the white heat. Something clanged. He’d hit a bollard.

“S’fine,” Tommy said, from very far away. “S’fine, portal guy. I’ll just. Lie here.”

Then he was out of the ring. The drain let go of him, and I heard him take one great gasping breath on the deck at the bow, and another.

“He’s out,” I said.

“Good. I can hear him breathing on your plate. Now listen to me. You can’t hit him and you can’t flare. You’re blocking a door and he’s going to go through you or around you.”

“I know.”

“So we try the plate.”

“Where’s the plate?” I said.

“Center of his breastbone. Width of a palm. The seam runs side to side, if Vetrov drew it right.” A breath. “You won’t see it. You’ll have to feel for it. Lay the thread on him. Hair-fine. As fine as the moth. A thread that fine, he’ll barely taste it.”

“And the timing.”

“You told me there was a flash on Cutter Street. If he’s at full draw, he’ll vent. When you see it, white through your eyelids, you say flash. I’ll count from your word. Ninety-one.” Her voice dropped, steady, the metronome voice. “When I say now, you lay the thread into the seam. That’s all. That’s the whole plan.”

“You’re guessing.”

“It’s the only kind I have until I have more,” Audrey said. “Lay the thread.”

The heat was still right in front of me. Close. Pressing. Something reached past my left side for the cabin door, and I felt my shoulder burn through the jacket, and I leaned into it and blocked, and the heat pulled back.

I raised my right hand in the dark behind my eyelids and sent the thread out.

Fine. Finer than fine. A hair, a spider’s silk. I sent it straight out in front of me to where the heat was strongest, and felt it touch something.

The front of a coat, scorched stiff. I moved the thread across it, slow, light, the way a blind man reads a face with his fingertips. Half-melted buttons. Then, under a shirt that was nothing but brittle ash, something else.

Skin. Hot. And in the middle of it, flat and hard and smooth, a thing that wasn’t skin.

Metal.

I traced it. The width of my palm, square, with rounded corners, set into the bone. Chased on its face with fine lines I could feel under the thread like the engraving on a cigarette case.

And across the middle of it, side to side, a line.

A seam. Hairline. So fine I almost missed it. A crack no wider than a hair between two halves of the plate, running straight across.

“I’ve got it,” I said. “I’ve got the seam.”

“Hold it there. Don’t press. Just lie on it.” Audrey’s voice was very quiet. “Wait for the flash.”

I waited.

The heat pressed. Inside my eyelids the red glow pulsed. The gold man had stopped reaching for the door and gone still, like a big animal in the dark beside you. My thread lay across the seam of his plate, and I wondered if anybody had ever touched him there.

“Doyle,” a man’s voice said on the net, from somewhere above. “Doyle. I’m through the fog. I can see a glow. Coming in.”

“Benton holding,” Corinne said.

The white came.

Through my shut eyelids, all at once. The red went white. The whole black inside of my head went white, as if somebody had opened a furnace door six inches from my face and banged it shut again. A flash. A wave of heat came off him in the same instant, a pulse, a puff, and then went back down.

“Flash,” I said.

“One,” said Audrey.

I stood on the hot deck with my eyes shut and my thread on his seam and counted with her.

A metronome in my ear. Ten. Twenty. Thirty. The faint scratch of her pencil, ticking off tens.

The gold man didn’t move. He let me hold my thread on his chest. I didn’t know why.

Fifty. Sixty.

Behind me through the hot steel of the cabin door I heard a voice. Nicky’s, muffled, high. “I didn’t look. I didn’t look. I didn’t look.” Over and over.

Seventy. Eighty.

“Get ready,” Audrey said. “Eighty-five. Eighty-six. Eighty-seven.”

My heart kicked. I felt it. Long, short.

“Not on your heart,” she said. “On me. Eighty-nine.”

I waited for her.

“Ninety,” Audrey said. “Now.”

I laid the thread into the seam.

I pressed it in. Into the crack, not over it, the way I’d laid it into the split iron under the smoke pot. A hair into a hair. I felt it go in. I felt the two edges of the plate on either side of my thread, and the thread lying down between them in the hairline gap, and it fit. It fit exactly. I had it. I had the seam, to the width of a hair.

And for half a second nothing happened.

Then the vent came.

It came through my thread first.

The seam opened. I felt it open under my thread, the two halves of the plate parting a hair’s width, and something came out of the gap like steam out of a valve, and it hit my thread.

White. Through my eyelids, white, brighter than the first flash, so bright it hurt behind my eyes. And heat, a pulse of it so huge it was like being slapped by the sun.

And the thread burned.

It burned back up into my fingers like a fuse, a line of white fire running from his chest to my fingertips and up my wrist and forearm and elbow to my shoulder.

I screamed. I didn’t mean to. It came out of me.

The thread snapped. I felt it go. I stood there on the hot deck with my eyes shut and my right arm on fire from the fingertips to the shoulder, and I could smell it. Burned skin. My own.

“Jack,” Audrey said. “Jack. What happened. Talk to me.”

“Early,” I said through my teeth. “I was early. I had the seam. I had it. And it opened under me. Half a second after.”

There was a silence on the plate.

“Half a second,” Audrey said. Very quietly.

“Half a second.”

“I counted from your word,” she said, and her voice was different. “From flash. You saw it and then you said it, so I guessed your mouth at a full second behind the light and took a second off my count to make up for it.” A breath. “Your mouth was only half a second behind. I put you half a second in front of the vent.”

The floor came up into my arm.

Ruth. Three and a half miles away on a dock in the fog. I felt her find the burn the way she’d find a man pretending his back didn’t hurt, and I felt the warmth go into it, from the sternum out, down my shoulder and into my arm. It held the burn where it was and kept it from going deeper. The closing would have to wait for her hands.

The gold man moved.

His hand came down on my collar.

I felt it. Long fingers closing on the front of my jacket at the throat, gripping the wool, and the heat of his palm against my chest through the cloth. This time he’d chosen my chest, flat, over the place where the floor lived. Over the place Ruth put her hand.

He held me.

He didn’t burn me through. He could have. I felt him decide not to.

Somebody had told him not to hurt me.

And I understood that I couldn’t win this. Not this morning, with my timing half a second off and my thread burned. I couldn’t shut the governor.

So I changed the equation.

“Audrey,” I said. “Which way is the stern?”

A half second. “Behind him. Twenty-two feet. There’s a rail across the stern with a gap in it for the boarding ladder, dead center.”

“How far is the gap from the edge?”

“Nothing. The gap is the edge. It’s open water past it. The launch is off the port quarter.”

“Thank you,” I said.

I set.

I put my weight down through my heels and felt the whole long steel hull take it. Ruth’s floor full under me, and Donna’s light behind my ribs, a bright line running back three and a half miles through the fog to a woman on a dock with her hands clasped under her chin.

And I walked forward.

Into him.

He didn’t expect it. Nobody had ever walked into him. Men walked away from him. Men stood still and sat down on curbs.

I walked into him with his fist on my collar and his palm on my chest, one step, and felt him give.

Not much. He was heavy for a thin man, heavy as an anvil. But I was set and he wasn’t. I pushed with my chest against his palm and my boots against the steel, and he went back a step.

“Twenty,” Audrey said. “Nineteen feet.”

I walked him back.

One step. Another. The heat on my face, the drain pouring out of my legs and the floor pouring in, his fist hot on my collar. His free hand came up and grabbed my burned right arm and I screamed again and kept walking. His heels scraped on the steel. He was pushing back now. I felt him push. He was strong, stronger than a man that thin should be, and he leaned into me with his whole weight.

I leaned back.

“Fourteen feet,” Audrey said. “Twelve. The gap’s dead ahead of him. Ten.”

The launch’s engines roared forty feet off the port quarter. Carmine had seen. I heard a man’s voice shouting in Italian, hoarse, furious.

“Eight. Six.”

He knew now. His feet tried to find purchase on the steel and failed, and his fist tightened on my collar, and his palm pressed harder against my chest, hotter, burning now, finally burning through the wool into my skin, and I didn’t care.

“Four. Two.”

“Edge,” Audrey said.

I took the last step, and we went off the end of the barge together into the strait.

The sea exploded.

A roar like a locomotive, a wall of sound and pressure as a furnace in the shape of a man hit cold salt water. A column of steam went up off the stern of the barge with a white boiling scream, and I was inside it, under it, in the water, in the heat.

The cold hit my burned arm like a hammer.

His grip on my collar went slack.

The heat went out of his palm fast, a pan plunged into a sink. The water around us was boiling, then hot, then warm, then the black freezing water of the strait in spring, and he was sinking.

I let go of him.

I kicked once, and lifted, and came up out of the water into the fog with steam pouring off me and seawater streaming out of my clothes, and hung there in the air over the stern of the barge, gasping.

My eyes were still shut.

“Jack,” Audrey said. “Jack. Jack.”

“I’m up. I’m up. I’m out of the water.”

“Where is he?”

“Under. Sinking. He let go.”

“He can’t swim,” Audrey said. “He’s too heavy and the water’s too cold. He’ll go to the bottom.”

I hung there. I listened.

The launch’s engines roared. Close. Right under me. I heard the water churn, and a man swearing in Italian, and a splash. A heavy splash, like something being thrown over the side on a rope. Then a grunt. Then another. A man hauling something heavy up over the side of a boat, cursing every inch.

“Carmine’s got him,” I said. “He’s pulling him out.”

“Is he glowing?”

I shut my eyes tighter. I turned my face toward the sound.

The red behind my eyelids was faint. Dull. The color of an ember on a hearth an hour after the fire’s gone out.

“No,” I said. “Barely. He’s dim.”

“Then open your eyes,” Audrey said. “Carefully. Look at the water. Not at the boat.”

I opened my eyes.

I looked at the water, where the steam was still rising in slow curls, and at the edge of my eye I saw it anyway: Carmine Sartori on his knees in his soaked camel-hair coat, hauling a long thin dark shape over the transom by a rope looped under its arms. It lay in the bottom of the launch like a burned log. A man, sodden and smoking and dark, lying still.

Carmine looked up at me.

I saw his face clearly through the fog. Heavy-lidded. Wet. Furious. The unlit cigarette was gone from his mouth. He looked at me hanging in the air over the stern of the barge with my right arm blackened from the fingertips to the shoulder, and said nothing.

He reached into his coat. His hand came out with a pistol.

He didn’t aim it. He held it, and looked at it, and looked at me. Then he put it back in his coat.

He went back to the wheel. The twin engines roared. The launch swung away from the barge in a long white curve and ran east into the fog, its wake boiling, and was gone.

I listened to its engines fade until I couldn’t hear them anymore.

Doyle came down out of the white about thirty seconds later.

He landed on the barge’s deck amidships, hard, with his fists up and his face white, alone. He looked at the scorch marks on the steel plates, at Tommy Hale on his back at the bow, at the steam still rising off the water at the stern.

He looked up at me.

“Where is he?” Doyle said.

“Gone.”

Doyle stood there with his fists up. Slowly, he lowered them. He looked east into the fog where the launch had gone, and then he looked up and east, toward the flank, toward the empty white sky where a man who had been holding position had held it.

He didn’t need to say it.

I came down onto the deck. My legs held. Ruth was in my arm, holding the burn where it was, and Donna’s light was a bright line behind my ribs, so strong it was as if they were standing on the deck beside me.

The cabin door was shut. I opened it with my left hand.

The two guards were flat on their faces against the far wall with their hands over their eyes. In the middle of the steel floor, curled on his side with his knees drawn up and his cuffed hands pressed flat over his face, Nicky Moretti was shaking.

“I didn’t look,” he was saying into his hands. “I didn’t look, Danner. I heard it come walking, I felt it get hot through the floor, and I didn’t look. Like you said. Not once.”

“I know you didn’t.”

He took his hands off his face and stared at my arm, black and blistered from the fingers to the shoulder, steaming faintly, wet with seawater. “Christ, Danner. Your arm.”

“It’ll close.”

“It’ll close, he says.” He laughed, that short ugly laugh, except this time it cracked in the middle, and he put his cuffed hands back over his eyes and lay there on the floor laughing until it wasn’t laughing anymore.

The skipper, an old man named Orrin Platt, cranked the big diesel by hand until it caught, and turned her around for the island.

The radio came back as we came about. It crackled on the wheelhouse shelf, and then Malloy’s voice came out of it, flat and hard and loud.

“Barge. Barge. This is the tower. Report.”

I took the handset off its hook with my left hand.

“Tower, Danner. He came aboard.” I looked down the deck at Tommy, who was sitting up now at the bow with his head between his knees, and Doyle standing over him. “Moretti’s alive. Everybody’s alive. Sartori fished him out and ran east.”

“Your status, Danner,” Malloy said.

“My arm’s burned.”

“How burned.”

I looked at it. “All of it.”

A silence. Then, very low, almost not on the radio at all: “Bring her home.”

Ruth was on the dock.

The fog was thinning by the time we came in, and the island dock came out of it with a crowd on it, Malloy at the end with his arms folded, Eddie white-faced with his satchel, and at the very edge, so close that a cadet had a hand out ready to grab her, a woman in a blue cardigan.

The barge came in slow. Platt threw a line. A cadet caught it and started to make it fast to a bollard.

Ruth didn’t wait for him.

She stepped off the dock onto the barge’s deck while there were still two feet of open water between the hull and the planks, a long unhurried step in her practical shoes as if she were stepping off a curb, and somebody on the dock shouted, and she didn’t hear them. She crossed the deck to me. She didn’t look at my face. She looked at my arm.

She put her hand on it.

Both hands. One flat on my shoulder, where the burn started, over the scorched jacket. The other flat on my forearm, on the blackened blistered skin itself, and I hissed through my teeth and she didn’t take it away.

The warmth came.

From the sternum out. From her hands in, running down from the shoulder to the fingertips. And the burn went the way Ruth’s healing always went, the pain of a week compressed into ten seconds. My arm screamed. Every nerve in it lit up white. And under her hands, while I watched, the black went red and the red went pink and the blisters went flat and the skin closed over them smooth and new, from the shoulder down to the fingertips, like a sleeve being drawn down over an arm.

It was the fastest I had ever seen her work.

When she took her hands away, my arm was whole. Pale. A little pinker than the other one. Whole.

Ruth looked at it for a moment. Then she looked up at my face.

Her eyes were wet. She didn’t let them spill. She just looked at me with her hand flat on my chest, over my heart, over the place the gold man’s palm had been, and held it there.

“There,” Ruth said.

Behind her on the dock, every lamp on every post had come on. All of them. In the thinning fog, a row of chrome lamps down the whole length of the island dock blazed gold in the middle of the morning, steady as a hearth. And under the arch, with both hands pressed flat over her mouth and her blue-and-gold scarf come loose and her platinum hair blowing, Donna.

She didn’t run to me. She’d said she’d be right here. She stood where she’d said she’d be, right on that spot, and I came up the gangplank with Ruth’s hand on my back and landed in front of her on purpose.

She put her arms around my neck and held on and didn’t say anything at all.

Malloy sent Nicky back to the cold block, hands still over his eyes, where he could see him. Then he looked past us at the island, the terraces climbing into the thinning fog, the cold block small and gray beside the curved roof of the diagnostic bay.

“He won’t come on the water again,” Malloy said. “He has to come here now. This is the place he has to come.”

He walked off up the dock toward the tower.

I stood on the planks with Donna’s arms around my neck and Ruth’s hand flat between my shoulder blades and my new pink arm hanging at my side, and I looked at the fog.

Then I heard heels on the dock.

Running. Somebody running in low heels on wet planks, which was not a sound I had ever heard before, because the woman wearing those heels did not run.

Audrey came through the crowd at the foot of the arch at a dead run, with her folder clutched against her chest and her glasses crooked and her dark hair coming down in long loose strands all down one side. Her stockings had a run in one of them. She stopped a yard from me with her chest heaving, and looked at my arm.

At the new pink skin. Whole. From the shoulder to the fingertips.

She looked at it and didn’t say anything.

She looked up at me. Her eyes behind her crooked glasses were red at the rims. Her mouth was trying to find its line and not getting there.

“Half a second,” Audrey said.

“Half a second.”

“I counted from your mouth.” Her voice was thin and hoarse from running. “I guessed how late it would be, and I guessed wrong. I didn’t have anything else to count from.” She pushed her glasses back up her nose with one shaking finger. “Next time,” Audrey Bell said, “I won’t be counting from your mouth.”


Chapter 14: A Leak in the Fog

Audrey drew one line.

She drew it in red pencil on the island map under the glass of the map table, at four o’clock on Tuesday afternoon, with the fog gone off the strait as if the morning had never happened. She drew it slowly, with a steel ruler, from one small square on the map to another, and stepped back and looked at it.

The line ran from the second-years’ mess on the middle terrace, where the duty board stood outside the door in its chrome frame, down the hill, past the freight shed, to the beach at the far end of the receiving yard.

That was all. One red line on a map.

“Sit down, Jack,” she said. “Look at that line a while. Then I’ll tell you why it’s there.”

I sat down. My new arm was still pinker than the other one and itched like a healing sunburn. She’d pinned her hair back up since the dock, every strand, and changed the stockings with the run in them, and the radio logs were squared in a stack at the end of the table.

“The launch came out of the fog off the barge’s stern,” Audrey said, “at six twenty-six. Twenty-six minutes out. Three and a half miles from the dock, on a heading of eighty-four degrees, in the deep-water channel.” She laid her finger on the strait chart at a small red cross she’d made in the channel. “Here.”

“I know where it was. I was there.”

“You were there with your eyes shut.” She didn’t look up. “The fog was to the masthead by six twenty. Nobody on the water could see past thirty feet. The launch didn’t come chasing the barge out of the east. Nobody heard a second engine until it was alongside. It was already there, sitting on the barge’s line at the right minute, engines at idle, listening for a diesel coming out of the fog.”

“Waiting.”

“Waiting. A man doesn’t find a barge in fog by luck. He knows where it’s going to be and when, and he sits on its line and listens for it.” She took her finger off the chart. “The channel’s no secret. Every boat that’s ever crossed to the island uses it. But the time is. And the cargo is.”

She laid her hand on the island map, on the small square at the top of the red line.

“The duty board went up Sunday morning,” she said. “Escort trial, Tuesday, oh-six-hundred. One transfer, cold block to mainland custody.” She said it word for word. “It stood outside the second-years’ mess for two days. Every second-year ate in that mess six times in those two days. Every instructor. The kitchen staff. Cadets.” She took her hand away. “Call it eighty people who could have read it. Forty who certainly did.”

“And Sunday night,” I said.

“And Sunday night a launch sat off the beacon rock for an hour with a man leaning on the rail, and the channel beacon dimmed and brightened.” She looked at me. “Eighteen hours after the board went up. And Monday Malloy put posts on the beaches. And Tuesday morning the launch was sitting on the line.” She tapped the red line with one fingernail. “Somebody read the board. And somebody carried what was on it down to the water.”

I looked at the line.

The receiving yard. The beach at the far end of it, below the cranes, where the sand ran down between the pilings to the waterline.

“Audrey,” I said.

“Yes.”

“I didn’t tell you everything. Saturday night. On the radio.”

Her hand went flat on the glass.

“I told you he came up from the beach,” I said. “I told you about the boat. The lights. I didn’t tell you about his shoes.”

“His shoes,” Audrey said.

“His good shoes. The black ones, the polished ones he wears to the mess and the chapel. They had sand on them. And salt.” I made myself say it plainly. “A rime of it on the toes. Dried white. He’d been standing where the waves came in.”

She was quiet. She looked at me across the table with her eyes steady behind her glasses. She took the thing I’d just said and turned it over, looking at its edges.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” she said.

“I don’t know.” It was the truth. “I told Donna and Ruth. I meant to tell you. When I got to it, I skipped it. Like a stair you don’t trust.”

“You skipped it because you knew what I’d do with it.”

“Maybe.”

“You were right.” She picked up her red pencil and didn’t write anything. “I’d have gone to Malloy Saturday night, and Wayne would have said he couldn’t sleep the week before placement, and there’s no rule against a man walking on a beach.” She set the pencil down. “That’s not proof, Jack. Salt on a man’s shoes. That’s a man who walks on beaches.”

“I know.”

“I know you know.” She was quiet a moment. Then she reached over to her folder and opened it and took out her small notebook, the one with the two columns, and turned to a page near the back I hadn’t seen before.

There was a list on it. Short. A column of names in her small square hand.

She didn’t turn it toward me. She bent over it with her pencil. Her pencil moved. It drew a short line through something halfway down the column and wrote something new at the very top. One word. A name.

Then she closed the notebook and put it back in the folder and laid her hand flat on top of the folder.

“That’s a list nobody sees,” she said. “It proves nothing either.”

She sent cadets with notes that evening.

Everyone who’d kept a radio log on the escort trial got one. Lieutenant Varley in the tower, who’d run Doyle. Platt, for the barge’s log. And Corinne Benton, who’d run Wayne on the east flank.

The note was the same to all of them. I saw it before she folded the first one. Mrs. Benton. I’m assembling the escort trial logs for the debrief. Would you send yours, or bring it, at your convenience. A. Bell.

“That’s ordinary,” Audrey said, folding it in three. “Any Secretary does that after a field run. If I didn’t ask for them, that would be the strange thing.”

“Will she bring it?”

“She’ll bring it,” Audrey said. “She keeps a clean log. She’d be insulted if I didn’t ask.”

On the way back down the hill I stopped at the receiving yard, because I had Pell’s goggles in my jacket pocket and owed him an apology for what I’d done to them.

He turned the goggles over in his big rough hands, the left lens a white spiderweb from edge to edge, a wrench as long as my forearm hanging from his belt. “That’s him. The gold one.” From a box in his lean-to he pressed new lenses into the old rims, almost black. “Shade fourteen. Darkest anybody makes. For looking at the sun. Don’t look at him through them neither, if you can help it.”

“Mister Pell,” said Audrey from the doorway. I didn’t know how long she’d been listening. “Do you have a hand shield?”

He brought out a black fiber mask with a rectangle of the same glass and a wooden handle. “Keep it. I got two.” He pulled at his cap. “Miss. I was under the crane that first night. I heard you at the line telling the yard which strut to cut. I keep my eyes on my boots now. Anything glows in my yard, I look at my boots.”

“That’s very sensible, Mr. Pell.”

“It’s the only sense I got,” Pell said, and patted the wrench on his belt. “Rest of it’s in the wrench.”

Audrey carried the shield back up through the yard under her arm with the folder. She didn’t explain why she wanted it.

Corinne brought the log herself.

I was on the operations room balcony with Audrey and a pot of Ruth’s coffee on Wednesday morning when Corinne Benton came across the terrace below. She came alone, at a correct pace, with a clipboard against her hip and a thin bound logbook in her other hand.

She came up the outside stair to the balcony instead of through the building. She stopped at the top.

“Miss Bell,” Corinne said. “Mr. Danner.”

“Mrs. Benton,” Audrey said, and stood up.

“The east flank log.” Corinne held it out. “You asked for it.”

Audrey took it. She didn’t open it. She held it in both hands, the way she’d held my jacket on the dock.

“Thank you for bringing it yourself.”

“I’d rather a log went hand to hand.” Corinne’s hazel eyes were cool and level. “Cadets drop things.”

“They do.”

Two Secretaries, one in slate-gray, one in charcoal, both with their hair pinned so tight nothing would get loose. I felt as if I were watching two fencers salute before a bout.

“The fog was to five hundred on the east side,” Corinne said. “You’ll see. It was thicker there than on the barge’s line. Benton couldn’t see his own hand at times.”

“So I’ve heard,” Audrey said.

Corinne looked at her for a moment longer.

“You keep a clean log yourself,” Corinne said. “I read your disaster course log in the Wife wing library. Every half second.” A pause. “That’s good work.”

“Thank you,” Audrey said. “I’ll return this tonight.”

“There’s no hurry,” Corinne said. “I keep an accurate one. It’ll say the same thing tonight as it says now.”

She turned and went back down the outside stair. At the bottom she crossed the terrace toward the cottages at the same correct pace she’d come, and she didn’t look back.

Audrey watched her all the way across the terrace.

Then she sat down and opened the log.

She read it twice, the way she’d read my winter letters, her red pencil in her hand but not touching the page. On the second reading she stopped on one page and stayed there a long time.

She turned the log around on the little iron table between us so I could see it.

It was a clean log. Corinne’s hand was small and upright and absolutely even, every entry the same height, every time written in the left margin in the same neat figures. I could read it like print.

0601. Benton airborne, east flank. Reports clear above bank, visual on barge mast.

0603. Benton holding five hundred. Visual on mast.

0605. Benton holding. Visual.

Every two minutes. Every one of them. Benton holding, visual. Benton holding, visual. All the way down the page.

0619. Benton reports bank rising. Visual intermittent.

0621. Benton reports fog to four hundred. Descending to hold visual.

0623. Benton reports fog to five hundred. No visual on barge.

0625. Benton holding. No visual.

0627. Benton reports fog to five hundred, no visual, no visual on water. Holding position.

The next line.

0636. Benton reports descending through fog to barge’s last position. No contact.

There wasn’t any space between the two lines. Corinne had written the 0636 entry directly under the 0627 one, the same neat hand, no gap on the page at all. But the times.

“Every two minutes,” Audrey said quietly. “Every two minutes from six-oh-one to six twenty-seven. Fourteen entries. Then nothing for nine minutes. Then one.”

“The launch came out at six twenty-six.”

“The launch came out at six twenty-six. You were on the deck by six twenty-seven. Hale went down about six thirty. You laid the thread at six thirty-two. You went into the water at six thirty-four.” She laid her finger on the blank between the two lines that wasn’t a blank. “Nine minutes. Exactly the nine minutes.”

“Corinne was on the air,” I said. “During it. I heard her. She said Benton holding. Twice. I heard her say it in my plate.”

“I know you did. So did I. It’s on my log. Six twenty-nine, Benton holding east flank, no visual. Six thirty-two, Benton holding.” Audrey looked at the logbook. “It isn’t on hers.”

I didn’t understand at first. Then I did.

“She said it on the radio,” I said slowly. “But she didn’t write it down.”

“She said it on the radio because that was the last thing he’d told her. Six twenty-seven. Holding. When Varley asked for the flank, she gave him the last report she had.” Audrey’s voice was very quiet. “And she didn’t write it in her log, because a log is for transmissions. For what you hear. Not for what you say. And she didn’t hear anything from Wayne Benton for nine minutes.”

“So she knew.”

“I don’t know that. I know she logged what she heard. And she heard nothing. And she wrote nothing. That’s what an accurate log looks like.” She laid her red pencil down on the iron table beside the log, very carefully, parallel to its spine. “She told me it was accurate. She told me it would say the same thing tonight as it said this morning. She told me that, Jack, and looked at me, and walked down the stairs.”

I looked out at the terrace where Corinne had gone.

“Was she telling you something?”

“I don’t know.” Audrey closed the logbook and held it in both hands. “She might have been telling me she’s a good Secretary. Which she is. She might have wanted me to find it. She might not know what she’s handed me.” She shook her head once, very slightly. “She’s the only person on this island I can’t read.”

“A man can fly a long way in nine minutes.”

“Or hover in a fog bank with his radio off and do nothing at all. Both fit.” She slid the logbook into her folder and stood up. “Nine minutes of nothing in a clean log won’t hold up as proof.”

“What do you do with it?”

“I put it beside the line,” Audrey said. “And I wait for the next thing.”

She looked out at the terrace. The sun was full on it now, white marble, a cadet crossing with a bucket.

“There’s always a next thing,” she said. “Men who walk on beaches don’t stop at one.”

Lorraine Pike came to the green cottage an hour later with a request.

She stood at the foot of the steps in her white blouse and dark skirt with her sleeves rolled and her copper-brown hair in its practical roll, tall and sturdy and serious, with two younger Housewife trainees half a step behind her. One of them was the girl with the two braids from Ruth’s demonstration on the lawn.

“Mrs. Keller,” Lorraine said.

Ruth was on the porch shelling peas into a bowl in her lap. She looked up.

“The Housewife trainees run the training kitchen in the Wife wing,” Lorraine said. “Three meals a day for the trainees and the instructors. We’ve done it all year. It’s part of the course.” She took a breath. “We’d like you to run it. For one day. Today. If you would. We’d like to watch you do it.”

Ruth looked at her.

“How many do you feed?”

“Ninety, at supper. With the instructors.”

“What’s in the larder?”

Lorraine had a list. She held it out, and Ruth put the bowl of peas down and wiped her hands on her apron and came down the steps and took it and read it, slowly.

“Whoever ordered this,” Ruth said, “has never fed a man who flew all night.”

“That’s the commissary,” said the girl with the braids. “They send what they send.”

“Then we’ll do what we can with what they send.” Ruth folded the list and put it in her apron pocket. She looked at the three of them. “Go on ahead. Put every pot you have on to boil. I’ll be up in twenty minutes.”

They went. The girl with the braids went at a run.

Ruth turned around and looked at me, sitting on the step of the blue cottage with my coffee.

“Tommy Hale’s in the infirmary,” she said. “Drained. Eddie can’t heal spent, he said so on the Row and he’ll say it again. A drained man needs food and sleep and food.” She untied her apron and folded it over her arm. “Go tell Eddie I’ll be sending something up at noon. And tell that little Muse sitting by Tommy’s bed with her hand on his forehead that she’s to eat too.”

“Mabel?”

“Mabel,” said Ruth. “She’s been there since yesterday. She hasn’t had a thing.”

The whole island ate better that day.

I saw the start of it at eleven, when I came up the hill to the Wife wing’s training kitchen with a message from Eddie: a long white room with four big ranges, full of steam and noise and twenty young women in rolled sleeves, and at the head of the long scrubbed table, Ruth.

She wasn’t shouting. She was cutting up a side of beef with a knife as long as my forearm and talking, low and steady, telling one girl to bring the onions, all of them, and another to get the bread started, double, and twenty young women were moving around her like water around a stone in a stream, because she’d told them where to go.

Lorraine was at her right hand. Lorraine was watching everything.

Ruth looked up as I came in and saw me in the doorway.

“Out,” she said. “Unless you’ve come to peel.”

“I’ve come from Eddie. Tommy’s awake. He says thank you for the soup and can he have more.”

“He can have more at one. Tell him.” She went back to the beef. The knife went through it without her leaning on it. She was bent over the table to do it, and the steam had made her house dress cling, and her breasts strained the apron bib so hard over the table edge that I could see the freckled tops of them pressed up and together above it, pink and damp with steam. A curl of red hair was stuck to her cheek.

“Peel or go,” Ruth said, without looking up.

I went.

At supper the grand hall served the Housewife trainees’ food, because the grand hall’s own kitchen had sent a man up the hill at three to see what the smell was and he hadn’t come back down.

Second-years who’d been eating commissary cooking for eleven days ate like men who didn’t want to waste breath on anything but chewing. Tommy Hale had been carried down from the infirmary on a chair by Boyd, and he sat with Mabel Crane beside him cutting his meat.

Eddie ate three suppers. One in the infirmary with Tommy, one in the grand hall because somebody put a plate in front of him, and one at eight, when he went up to thank Ruth and she sat him down and fed him again.

“I’m going to die,” Eddie said to me afterward, lying on his back on the covered walk outside the blue cottage with his hands folded on his stomach. “I’m going to die of pot roast. Write it on my stone. Eddie Pruitt. He couldn’t say no.”

“She’d have fed you a fourth.”

“I know she would.” He closed his eyes. “That’s the worst part. I’d have eaten it.”

Donna had tried to help.

Ruth had given her a knife and a sack of potatoes. Donna had peeled four in a quarter of an hour, taken most of each one off with the peel, cut her thumb, and bled on the fifth, and Lorraine Pike had very gently taken the knife out of her hand.

Ruth had reassigned her to the tables.

“Set them,” Ruth had said. “All of them. In the grand hall. You know how. You were trained in it.”

And Donna had. She’d set every table in the grand hall, three hundred places, every fork the same distance from the edge, and folded every napkin into a swan standing up on its plate under the chrome chandeliers. The second-years had stopped in the doorway and stared.

“Deportment,” Donna said to me afterward, with her head on my shoulder. “I can’t cook a potato. But I can make a potato look wonderful sitting on a plate.”

Audrey came down to the cottages at eight with the logbook under her arm, on her way to return it to Corinne. She’d eaten in the grand hall, because Ruth had sent a trainee up at six with instructions not to come back without her.

Donna was sitting on the step. Ruth was in her plain chair on the green cottage porch with her shoes off and her stockinged feet up on the rail and her eyes closed, which I had never seen her do in the middle of the evening in my life.

Donna had a cup in her hand. She held it out to Audrey.

“Coffee,” Donna said. “I made it. In Ruth’s kitchenette. Fresh.”

I had been very careful to be somewhere else when she made it.

Audrey took the cup. She looked at it. She looked at Donna, sitting on the step in her yellow dress with her bandaged thumb and her wide innocent blue eyes. Then she looked at me, and then at Ruth on the porch, and I watched her remember a letter about a crime against the bean, and work out that she was about to be part of it.

She drank.

She drank a full mouthful, decisively. She held it in her mouth for one second. Her face didn’t move. Nothing on it moved at all.

She swallowed.

She lowered the cup. She looked down into it as if it were a crucible in Price’s bay. Then she looked up at Donna.

“It’s a solvent,” Audrey said.

Ruth, on the porch, with her eyes still closed, laughed. Out loud. A low, helpless, startled sound I’d heard maybe three times since the summer, and she put her hand over her mouth and her shoulders shook.

Donna stared at Audrey with her mouth open.

“A solvent,” Donna said.

“It’s not coffee.” Audrey held the cup out at arm’s length and studied it. “I don’t know what it is, chemically. But it’s in the family of things you’d use to take paint off a door.” She handed it back. “I’m being honest. You’d want me to be honest.”

“Jack says it’s warm.”

“Jack is in love with you.” Audrey turned to me. “Jack, it isn’t warm. It’s a solvent.”

“It’s a little warm,” I said.

Donna looked at the cup in her hand. Then at Audrey. Then at Ruth, laughing silently on the porch with her hand over her mouth. Her mouth opened and shut twice, and then she was delighted, purely and completely, which was what I’d hoped for.

“Oh,” Donna breathed. “Oh, you’re going to be wonderful. You’re going to be so wonderful. Nobody else in this house will tell me the truth about anything.” She set the cup down on the step and stood up and took Audrey by both arms. “Nobody. Ruth says it’s very strong. He says it’s warm. It’s a solvent.” She laughed. “Say it again.”

“It’s a solvent,” Audrey said.

“I’m going to put that on a sign,” said Donna. “I’m going to hang it over the range.”

Donna taught her the dance that night.

It started as an accident. Audrey came back from returning the log at half past nine, sat in the narrow chair with her notebook on its writing arm, and said that the bride and groom open the dancing at the reception, and that she’d never danced with a man in her life except in deportment class, where the steps were counted by an instructor with a cane.

Donna had looked at her as if she’d said she’d never seen the sea.

“Never?” Donna said. “Never in your whole life?”

“Not with a man. I danced with the cane mostly.” Audrey wrote something in her notebook. “I’ll count it. I can count anything.”

“You’re not counting the first dance at your own wedding.”

“Why not?”

Donna took Audrey’s notebook off the writing arm and put it on Ruth’s lap, then took Audrey by both hands and pulled her up out of the chair and along the covered walk to the blue cottage. I followed. Ruth followed slower with the notebook.

Donna rolled up the braided rug, and that left about eight feet of bare wood floor between the bed and the dresser.

“That’s enough,” Donna said. “You only need a few feet to dance. Jack, hum something.”

“What?”

“Anything. Something slow.” She turned to Audrey. “It’s a box. That’s all it is. A slow box step. Forward, side, together. Back, side, together. You’ve done it a hundred times.”

“With a cane.”

“Without a cane. With me.” Donna put her own right hand on Audrey’s waist and took Audrey’s right hand up in her left, the way a man would, and settled Audrey’s other hand on her own shoulder. “I’ll lead. I’ve been led enough times to know how. Jack. Hum.”

I hummed. I don’t know what. Something from the radio on the Row, a slow song with a clarinet in it that Donna liked.

They danced.

Audrey counted.

“One. Two. Three,” she said under her breath, looking at her own feet. “Four. Five. Six.”

“Stop counting.”

“I can’t stop counting. That’s how I know where my feet are.”

“You know where your feet are. They’re on the ends of your legs.” Donna stepped forward, and Audrey stepped back, a beat late. “Look at me. Not your feet. At me.”

Audrey looked up at her.

“Three,” Audrey said. “Four.”

“You’re still counting.”

“I’m counting silently now.”

“I can see your lips moving.”

They went around the little bare floor in a slow box, Donna leading, Audrey following a beat behind, and I sat on the edge of the bed and hummed and watched them.

Nobody in his right mind would have looked anywhere else. Two women who’d each have stopped traffic on Cutter Street, dancing together in eight feet of floor in a cottage with blue curtains in the lamplight. Donna in her yellow sundress, soft and full and bouncing, her heavy breasts swaying under the thin cotton with every step, her round hips swinging the skirt. And Audrey in her charcoal pencil skirt that didn’t swing at all. It couldn’t. It was too tight over her hips for that. It moved instead, the wool pulling and shifting over the big round curve of her ass with every step back, every turn, so that when Donna turned her toward the bed I saw it pull tight across her, and when Donna turned her away I saw it shift, and I lost track of the song I was humming and had to start over.

Donna noticed. She turned Audrey so her back was to me, deliberately, and looked at me over Audrey’s shoulder, and grinned.

“Back,” Donna said. “Side. Together.”

“Seven,” Audrey said. “Eight.”

“Don’t.”

“Nine.”

“Audrey Bell.” Donna stopped dead in the middle of the floor. “If you say ten I’m going to tickle you.”

Audrey looked at her. Her eyes behind her glasses were perfectly serious.

“Ten,” Audrey said.

Donna tickled her.

Audrey shrieked. I had never heard a sound like it come out of Audrey Bell and I don’t think she had either. She doubled over, and Donna caught her, and they both went down. They went down on the bare wood floor of the blue cottage in a heap of yellow cotton and charcoal wool, Donna’s hands at Audrey’s ribs and Audrey trying to get away and laughing, really laughing, helplessly, her glasses knocked crooked and her hair coming down.

“Stop,” Audrey gasped. “Donna. Stop. I’ll stop counting.”

“You won’t.”

“I won’t. I won’t stop counting. I’m sorry.” She was laughing so hard she could barely breathe. “I’ll count silently. I’ll count in my head. You’ll never know.”

“I’ll know. I’ll see your lips.”

“I’ll keep my lips still.”

“You can’t keep your lips still.”

They lay on the floor in a tangle with their skirts rucked up and their legs every which way, laughing at the ceiling. Donna’s yellow skirt had come up over her thick creamy thighs, and Audrey’s dark hair had come all the way down across the floorboards.

Ruth stood in the doorway with Audrey’s notebook in her hands.

She looked down at the two of them on the floor. Then she looked at me, sitting on the bed. Then back at them, a moment longer.

She put the notebook on the dresser without a word and went back to the green cottage and closed the door.

Eddie’s hour Wednesday had been at two, the same as always, and I’d gone down with him.

He’d told Vetrov about the barge the way Eddie told things, too fast and with a great many apologies. When he got to the part about the plate and the thread laid in half a second early, Vetrov’s pale eyes came to me on my crate in the corner and stayed there a long time.

When Eddie finished, Vetrov reached for the charcoal and drew the same long thin outline he’d drawn on Friday.

Except this time the man was lying down.

Vetrov drew him on his back, flat, his long arms at his sides. He drew his eyes. He hadn’t drawn eyes on Friday, only a blank circle for a face. Now he drew two short curved lines, like two closed lids. Shut.

Then he drew the plate in the center of the chest. The small square. And he didn’t just outline it. He filled it in. Black. He went over and over it with the charcoal until it was a solid dark square on the white paper, the darkest thing on the page.

He drew the seam across it. One thin line. He didn’t leave it open the way he had on Friday. He drew it as a line. Closed.

He held up the drawing and turned it around.

A long thin man lying on his back with his eyes shut and a dark plate in his chest.

Asleep.

Vetrov looked at me. Then he reached out with the drawing, across the space between his cot and my crate, and held it out to me.

Not to Eddie. To me.

I took it. The paper was soft from his fingers and smudged black at the edges.

“A weapon can be made to sleep,” I said slowly.

Vetrov looked at me.

Then he looked at his own chest. At his own breastbone, under the gray island fatigues. He put his big gray hand flat there, the way he had on Friday, and then he looked up at me again, and I knew what he was saying without his saying anything.

I made you sleep. In the pump house, at dawn, standing up. Nobody hit you. You spent and spent and nothing came back, and you slept like a tired kid in my arms.

You could make him sleep too.

“Yes,” I said. “I know.”

Vetrov took his hand off his chest. He turned to Eddie. He lifted one hand off his knee, the elbow on his thigh, and held up one finger.

“Tomorrow,” Eddie said. His voice was thick. “Yes. Two o’clock.”

Audrey was in the narrow chair at dusk on Thursday.

It was the hour after supper when the island went gold and then blue. Donna was inside writing a letter to Marguerite. Ruth was up at the training kitchen again, because the trainees had asked her back for one more day and she’d said yes before they’d finished asking.

I came along the covered walk from the hangar and found Audrey on the green cottage porch, alone, in the narrow chair.

She was sitting the way she always sat in it. Straight, her back against the tall slats, her right elbow on the writing arm, her notebook open on the arm and a pencil moving. But she’d crossed her legs. Right over left. And the charcoal pencil skirt, which did not like being sat in and liked it even less with crossed legs, had ridden up her thighs. Up over her knees. Up over the dark band at the top of her right stocking, and an inch of pale thigh above it, and the white clip of a garter, pressed into the soft flesh.

She didn’t seem to know.

She knew. She was Audrey. She knew where every inch of her clothes was at every moment of the day, and she was writing in the last of the light with her skirt up over her stocking top where anybody might come along, and she didn’t fix it.

I stood at the foot of the steps and looked.

She didn’t look up. “I can feel that from here, Danner.”

“Feel what?”

“You’ve been doing a great deal of looking this week.” Her pencil kept moving. “It’s going to become a habit.”

“It became a habit a year ago.”

The pencil paused. Just for a moment. Then went on.

I went up the steps. The boards creaked. I came across the porch behind the narrow chair, behind her, and stood there and looked down over her shoulder.

Her hair was pinned up off her neck. Every strand. The back of her neck was pale and slim in the blue dusk, bare above the collar of her white blouse, with a few fine dark hairs at the nape too short to pin.

I didn’t decide to do it. I put my hand on the back of her neck.

Flat. Warm. My palm over the nape and my fingers along the side of her throat, under her ear, where I could feel her pulse.

She stopped writing.

Mid-word. The pencil had been halfway through a word on the notebook page, a long one, and it stopped on the paper and stayed there. It didn’t lift. It didn’t move. It just stopped, the point pressed into the page in the middle of a letter, and stayed.

Under my fingers her pulse jumped. Then went fast.

She didn’t move. She sat there in Ruth’s narrow chair on the porch in the dusk with my hand on the back of her neck and her pencil stopped in the middle of a word and her crossed legs and her skirt up over her stocking top, and she breathed. Slow. Deliberately slow. I felt her doing it. Counting the breaths.

“Jack,” she said. Very quietly.

“Yes.”

“I’ve stopped writing.”

“I know.”

“I was in the middle of a word.” Her voice was perfectly level and perfectly thin. “It was an important word. It was going to be the subject of a sentence.”

“Do you want me to take my hand away?”

She took her time. Down the hill the lamps on the terrace came on, one, two, three. A mile out on the strait the channel beacon swept its long white beam across the water, steady and clean, nothing drinking it.

“No,” Audrey said.

I left it there.

She sat with her head bowed a little under my hand and let it stay there. I stood behind her with my palm on the warm bare nape of her neck and my fingers on her pulse, and neither of us spoke. The pencil stayed where it was on the page.

At last she reached up with her free hand and laid it over mine. On the back of her own neck. Her fingers cool and precise over my knuckles.

“I’m going to ask Donna something,” Audrey said. “At breakfast.”

“Ask her what?”

She didn’t answer. She took her hand off mine. She lifted her pencil off the page, finally, and looked at the half-finished word, and closed the notebook on it without finishing.

“You’ll see,” Audrey said.


Chapter 15: Lessons

“I’d like you to teach me what he likes,” Audrey said to Donna, over breakfast, and Donna inhaled a mouthful of coffee.

We were on the green cottage’s porch, and Ruth had set a folding table between her plain chair and the narrow one with eggs and bacon and a jar of the commissary’s marmalade, which she had tasted once and pushed to the far edge of the table like a dog she didn’t trust.

Donna coughed so hard that Ruth had to reach over and pound her on the back.

Audrey waited. She sat in the narrow chair with her back straight and her cup in her right hand and her left hand in her lap. She was in the charcoal skirt and a fresh white blouse, her hair pinned, her glasses on. She looked like a woman who had just asked for the salt.

“I’m sorry,” Donna gasped finally, wiping her eyes. “I’m so sorry. Say that again.”

“I’d like you to teach me what he likes.” Audrey set her cup down on its saucer. “Before tomorrow. I’ve thought about it all night. I’ve never walked into anything unbriefed in my life, Donna. Not an examination, not a trial, not a placement, not a radio run. I read everything. I prepare everything. And tomorrow night I’m going to walk up the east tower stair into the most important room of my life with no briefing at all.” She looked at Donna across the table with perfectly level eyes. “You’ve been married to him a year. You know. I’d like you to tell me.”

I was sitting on the step with a piece of toast halfway to my mouth, and the toast stopped right where it was.

Donna looked at Audrey. Then at me. Then back at Audrey.

“Tell you,” Donna said slowly.

“Or show me.” Audrey picked up her cup again. “Whichever is more efficient. I’d assumed show. I learn faster by watching. I always have.” She sipped. “It’s why I’m good at the radio.”

Donna’s mouth fell open. Then she went quiet, wondering. Then the light came into her face from the inside out, until all of it was shining and her blue eyes were enormous and absolutely delighted.

“Oh,” Donna breathed. “Oh, Audrey. Oh, yes.”

“Yes?”

“Yes. Yes, yes, yes.” Donna reached across the folding table and took both of Audrey’s hands in hers. “Of course I’ll teach you. I’ve been dying to since the dock.” She squeezed. “You’re asking me. You’re asking me how to do something. Audrey Bell is asking me how to do something.”

“I’m asking you how to do this something.”

“I know what something.” Donna was laughing now, and her eyes were wet. “I went to the library on Monday and read your page forty-one. A girl could sit on this island sixty years thinking she can’t hold hands with her fiancé after supper, and it says one word.” She wiped her eyes. “And you have no idea what it means that you’re asking me. A year ago I couldn’t run two threat cards on a map table in front of you without crying in the hall.”

“You didn’t cry in the hall,” Audrey said. “You cried on the seaward terrace. I followed you to make sure you were all right.”

Donna stopped laughing.

“You followed me?”

“I stood behind the pillar at the end of the terrace until you stopped. Then I went back to the operations room and asked the instructor to re-run your exercise with the threat cards dealt differently, because the deal was unfair. She said no.”

Donna stared at her.

Then she let go of Audrey’s hands and put both of her own over her face and sat there behind them, breathing.

Ruth reached over and took the toast out of my hand, because I’d forgotten I was holding it. She looked at Donna with her face hidden, at Audrey sitting composed in the narrow chair, at me red to the ears on the step.

“Take him to the cottage,” Ruth said. “Tonight. After supper.” She picked up the marmalade jar and looked at it with mild disapproval and set it down again. “I’ll keep the radio.”

Malloy ran us through the precision lane one last time at ten. Without my Secretary, the thread brushed the fourth ring and set the dummy an inch off center. With Audrey’s voice in my ear, five rings without a single ting and the dummy dead center, and the rail came up off its feet.

“At five days the partial is a rumor,” Price said, laying the two tapes side by side. “This is not a rumor.”

“Intimacy deepens a bond,” Audrey said. “It’s in every book.”

“I wrote two of them,” said Price.

Wayne ran the drain lane after me, perfect again, and made no remark about songs. He looked up once at the balcony where Audrey stood, then went to the rail and took Corinne’s arm.

The rain came in off the strait at nine that night.

It came the way it had our first night on the island, drumming on the roof of the covered walk. Ruth had fed us early, then carried her thermos and her blanket and the cottage radio set next door, so the net would be in her hands and not ours.

“If anything comes up the walk,” Ruth had said in the doorway, “I’ll knock once.” She’d looked at the three of us. At Donna, lit up from the inside. At me, by the window. At Audrey, sitting very straight on the edge of the single chair with her notebook in her lap. “I won’t knock for anything else.”

She’d closed the door.

Now it was half past nine, and Audrey was still sitting on the edge of the chair with her notebook in her lap.

The chair was facing the bed. Donna had set it there at supper in the middle of the braided rug, square to the foot of the quilted bed, four feet away. She hadn’t explained it. Audrey hadn’t asked.

The lamp on the dresser was lit. The blue curtains were drawn across the rain-streaked windows. The chrome alarm clock ticked on its brass tray.

Audrey opened her notebook.

She had a pencil in her right hand. She found a fresh page and wrote something at the top of it. I couldn’t read it from where I stood by the window.

Donna crossed the room, took the notebook out of Audrey’s hands, closed it, and put it on the seat of the chair behind her. Then she took the pencil and put it on top of the notebook.

“No,” said Donna.

“I was going to take notes.”

“I know you were.” Donna was standing in front of her in a pale blue nightgown that stopped above her knees, thin cotton, a ribbon at the neck, the one she’d worn the first night in this cottage. Her platinum hair was down around her shoulders. She was barefoot. “That’s why no.”

“I learn better if I write it down.”

“You learn better if you watch. You said so at breakfast.” Donna took her by both hands and drew her up out of the chair onto her feet. “You can write it down tomorrow. If you remember any of it.” She smiled. “I’ll be very surprised if you remember any of it.”

Audrey stood on the braided rug in her charcoal skirt and white blouse and gray cardigan, all of it buttoned, her glasses on, her hair pinned, and looked at Donna. Then she looked at me.

They both looked at me.

I came away from the window.

I’d thought about what I’d say all day. Standing in front of the two of them in the lamplight, I found that everything I’d planned had gone out of my head.

So I said what was true.

“Here’s how tonight goes,” I said.

Audrey’s hand went to her lap, to the place where her notebook had been.

“Donna teaches. That’s what you asked for, Audrey, and that’s what she’s going to do. Donna, you show her whatever you want to show her.” I looked from one to the other. “But I decide the pace. Not Donna. Not you, Audrey. Me. If I say slower, it’s slower. If I say stop, it stops. And the custom stays exactly where you put it on the chapel steps. One word. Not one inch of it tonight.”

“Not one inch,” Audrey said quietly.

I looked at her. “Is that what you want?”

“Yes,” said Audrey. Her chin came up. “I want Donna to teach me. I want you to decide the pace. I want the custom kept.” She paused. “That’s exact.”

I looked at Donna.

Donna’s lips had parted. She was looking at me the way she looked at me on the Row when I lifted off the lawn for the circuit, as though I were something she’d made herself and was very proud of.

“Yes,” Donna said. Low and breathy and sure. “Oh, honey, yes. I’m going to be so good at this.”

“Then go ahead,” I said. “Teach her.”

Donna started with the glasses.

She stood behind Audrey on the braided rug, close, her body almost touching Audrey’s back, and reached around and took hold of the glasses by their black frames, and Audrey’s hands came up instinctively to stop her.

“Don’t,” Audrey said.

“I’m not taking them off.” Donna’s voice was low in Audrey’s ear. “I’m straightening them. They’re crooked. They’re always a little crooked by nine at night. You push them up with one finger and they go a little left.” She settled them. Then she took her hands away. “There. You keep these on. All night. I don’t care what happens. Don’t you dare take them off.”

“Why?”

“Because he likes them.” Donna looked at me over Audrey’s shoulder. “Don’t you.”

“Yes,” I said.

“See? He likes them. He likes the way you look at him through them. Like he’s a map.” Donna’s hands came around and found the top button of Audrey’s cardigan. “And because I want you to see. Everything. I want you to see it all.”

She unbuttoned the cardigan.

She did it slowly, from the top, except Donna didn’t count. She talked instead. Low and warm and breathy, right in Audrey’s ear, the voice she used on me in the dark.

“He looked at you on the dock,” Donna said. “Did you know? Before he saw your face. You turned around to talk to Reyes, and he looked at this.” Her hands slid the cardigan off Audrey’s shoulders and let it drop to the floor behind her. Then they came down Audrey’s sides, slow, over her blouse, over the trim curve of her waist, and down onto her hips, and spread there over the charcoal wool, holding. “This. He stopped dead on the dock like he’d walked into a wall. I watched him from the plane window.”

Audrey made a small sound. I heard it.

“It’s the best one on the island,” Donna said, and her hands slid back, over the swell of Audrey’s hips and down onto the tight wool behind, and cupped it. Both palms. “The best one I’ve ever seen. Look at it. Look how it fills my hands. I’ve got good hands for this, I’ve got Ruth’s practice, and I can’t hold it all.”

“Donna,” Audrey said, very faint.

“He’s going to put his hands right here. In a minute. You’ll see how he does it.” Donna squeezed, gently, and Audrey made a small sound and swayed back against her. “He kneads. Like Ruth does bread. Slow.”

She found the zipper of the skirt.

“Can I?” Donna said.

“Yes,” Audrey breathed.

The zipper came down. Donna worked the skirt down over Audrey’s hips with both hands, inch by inch, and it came off her and dropped to the floor in a dark pool. Under it, the white cotton panties. The white garter belt. The dark stockings and the clips.

Donna sank down onto her knees on the rug behind Audrey to see it better.

“Oh,” Donna said, and her voice had changed. Softer. Wondering. “Oh, Audrey. Look at you.”

She ran her fingers down the white garter straps, one on each side, over the backs of Audrey’s thighs, to where the clips bit into the dark bands of her stockings.

“These stay on,” Donna said. “Do you hear me? The stockings. And the garters. Don’t you let him take them off.” She looked up at me from her knees, past the big white-cotton curve of Audrey’s ass, with her blue eyes blazing. “Jack. Look at her legs in these. Look at the backs of her thighs.”

“I can’t look at anything else.”

“I know you are. I can feel you looking. The lamp just went up.” It had. The little lamp on the dresser had gone from gold to something brighter. “That’s me. That’s what you do to me, looking at her.”

She stood back up and unbuttoned the blouse from behind, reaching around, and drew it off Audrey’s shoulders and down her arms and dropped it on the skirt. She unhooked the plain white brassiere at the back. She drew the straps down. She dropped it.

Audrey stood on the braided rug in her white panties and her garters and stockings and her glasses, with her arms at her sides and her neat breasts bare and her nipples hard in the cool damp air of the room. Her face was pink. Her mouth had lost its line.

Donna put her hands on Audrey’s shoulders from behind and turned her, gently, to face me.

“There,” Donna said. “Now you’re ready.”

“Ready for what?” Audrey’s voice was thin.

“For me to show you how to suck his cock,” said Donna.

I sat down on the edge of the bed.

Donna had looked at me when she said it, and I didn’t trust my legs.

Donna brought Audrey to me by the hand.

She knelt her down on the braided rug between my knees. Gently. A hand on her shoulder, pressing, and Audrey went down onto her knees in her stockings in front of me and looked up.

Then Donna knelt down behind her. Close. Her thighs on either side of Audrey’s hips, her breasts pressed against Audrey’s bare back through the thin blue cotton of her nightgown, her chin on Audrey’s shoulder. So that both their faces were in front of me, one over the other. Platinum and dark brown. Blue eyes and gray-green behind glasses.

“Undo his trousers,” Donna said in Audrey’s ear.

Audrey’s hands came up to my belt. They were shaking a little. They were also very precise. She undid the buckle. She undid the button. She drew the zipper down, and I lifted my hips, and she drew my trousers and my shorts down over my thighs, and my cock came out hard into the lamplight inches from her face.

She looked at it.

She hadn’t looked at it like this, from a foot away, on her knees, with nothing between her eyes and it but the clear glass of her lenses. Her eyes went over it the way they went over everything, measuring, and my cock jumped under her gaze, and she saw that too.

“Give me your hand,” Donna said.

Audrey gave Donna her right hand. Donna took it and wrapped it around the base of my cock. Then Donna put her own hand over Audrey’s, her fingers laced over Audrey’s fingers, and held it there.

“Like that,” Donna said. “Firm. Not tight. He likes to feel your hand there the whole time, holding. Like you’re holding the reins.” She squeezed, with her hand over Audrey’s, and I groaned. “Hear that? That’s the sound you want. You’ll learn all his sounds.”

“How many are there?”

“Seven,” said Donna. “Eight with the one he makes when he comes.”

Audrey looked at her sideways. “You counted.”

“I had a year.” Donna smiled against her cheek. “Now put your mouth on him. Just the head. Just your lips. Soft.”

Audrey leaned in.

Her lips touched the head of my cock. Soft. Closed. As she’d kissed me at the map table, deliberate and precise, with the pressure she’d decided on beforehand. I felt her deciding it. Then she opened her lips a little and took the head into her mouth, and her mouth was cool and wet and very soft, and I put my hand on the bed behind me because I needed something to hold.

“Good,” Donna breathed. “Oh, that’s good. Now your tongue. Underneath. Right there, where it’s soft. Slide it.”

Audrey slid it. I made a sound.

“That’s three,” Donna said. “That’s the third sound. Do it again.”

Audrey did it again. I made it again.

“One,” Audrey said, around me, muffled.

Donna’s hand came up from Audrey’s hand on my cock and pressed gently against Audrey’s cheek.

“Stop counting,” Donna said.

Audrey drew back off me an inch. “I wasn’t counting. I was noting.”

“You said one.”

“I was noting it. For reference. It sounds different from down here.”

“Audrey.”

“Two,” said Audrey, and put her mouth back on me.

Donna laughed. She put her forehead down on Audrey’s bare shoulder and laughed, helplessly, and the lamp on the dresser flared and steadied.

I put my hand in Audrey’s hair.

I didn’t think about it. I put my right hand on the back of her head, in the smooth dark roll of her pinned hair, and held her there, the way you’d hold a pencil you meant to write with.

She went still with her mouth around me.

“Slow,” I said. “Take it slow. All the way down as far as you can. Then all the way up.”

She did it. Slow. Down, as far as she could, which wasn’t far, her lips sliding along me and her hand at the base. Then up. Then down again. My hand in her hair, setting it. She didn’t fight the pace. She followed it. I felt her follow it.

“Good girl,” I said. “That’s it. Right there.”

She made a sound around me. Low in her throat. Her hand tightened on my cock.

“He’s going to tell you you’re good,” Donna said in her ear. “Over and over. You’re going to love it. I promise.” Her hand slid down from Audrey’s cheek to her throat, and down over her bare chest, and found one hard nipple and rolled it between two fingers. Audrey moaned around my cock. “Use your hand too. Up and down with your mouth. Together. Like a dance. You know how to dance now.”

Audrey used her hand. Her mouth and her hand together, slow, on my pace. Her cheeks went hollow. Her eyes came up behind her glasses and found mine.

Her glasses were fogging.

The heat of her own breath, coming fast through her nose, was misting the bottom of her lenses. A pale cloud crept up the glass from the bottom edge. I watched it creep. She couldn’t see through the bottom half of them anymore, and she didn’t stop to wipe them. She kept looking up at me through the top half, her eyes huge and wet, while she sucked me slow on the pace my hand set in her hair.

I had to grip the quilt behind me to stay upright.

“Audrey,” I said. My voice had gone to pieces. “Look at you. Look how good you are at this.”

She closed her eyes. Her mouth tightened. Her hand moved faster on me, just a little, and I felt it start to come up in me, and I pulled her head back off me gently by the hair.

She came off with a wet sound. Her lips were swollen and shining. Her glasses were fogged halfway up.

“Why,” she said. “I was doing it right.”

“You were doing it perfectly. That’s why.”

She stared up at me.

“Not yet,” I said. “Donna’s not done.”

I got up off the bed and went to the chair.

Audrey’s notebook was still on the seat with the pencil on top of it. I picked them up and put them on the dresser beside the clock. Then I sat down in the chair, in the middle of the braided rug, facing the bed, four feet away from it. My trousers were around my ankles. I kicked them off.

“Audrey,” I said. “On the bed. Sit against the headboard where you can see.”

She got up off her knees. She went to the bed and climbed onto it and sat up against the headboard with her knees drawn up and her stockinged feet flat on the quilt and her arms around her knees. Her glasses were still fogged at the bottom. She took them off and wiped them on the quilt and put them back on, quickly, so she wouldn’t miss anything.

“Donna,” I said.

Donna was still on her knees on the rug where she’d been behind Audrey. She looked up at me in the chair.

“Take off your nightgown.”

She stood up. She reached down and took the hem of the blue cotton in both hands and drew it up over her head in one long motion, and dropped it on the floor.

She stood there naked in the lamplight.

I’d seen her naked a thousand times, and my mouth still went dry. My wife stood in front of me in the lamplight with the rain on the windows, her heavy breasts swaying as she lowered her arms, her tiny waist and wide hips and thick creamy thighs pressed together, her platinum hair falling around her shoulders. She looked at me in the chair and then over her shoulder at Audrey on the bed, and she smiled.

“How do you want me?” Donna said.

“Facing her.”

Donna’s lips parted. Her eyes went to Audrey and back to me, and she understood.

She came to me. She turned around in front of the chair, so her back was to me and her face was to the bed, to Audrey. And she lowered herself into my lap.

Facing away. Reverse. Her soft heavy ass settling down onto my thighs, warm and full, and my cock pressed up hard against the crease of it. She reached down between her own legs and found me and lifted herself up, and guided me, and sank down.

She was soaked. She’d been soaked since the dock, she told me later. She sank down onto my cock slow and all the way, her whole soft weight bearing down, until she was sitting full in my lap with me buried to the root inside her, and she let her head fall back on my shoulder and moaned.

“Spread,” I said in her ear.

She spread.

She put her feet up on the front rails of the chair, one on each side, outside my knees, and let her thighs fall open. Wide. Wider. Her thick soft thighs spread wide over my own thighs, her knees out to the sides, so that everything was open. Everything was showing. Her pussy stretched around my cock, pink and swollen and wet, and my cock disappearing up into her, and her clit above it, swollen and hard. All of it facing the bed. All of it four feet from Audrey’s face.

Audrey had stopped breathing.

I could see her over Donna’s shoulder. She was sitting against the headboard with her arms around her knees and her eyes wide behind her glasses and her mouth open, and she was looking at the place where my wife and I were joined, and she didn’t look away.

“Look,” Donna said to her. Breathless. “Look, Audrey. Look how he fills me.”

I lifted Donna with my hands on her hips and let her sink back down.

She cried out.

“That,” Donna said, when she could speak. “That’s what he does. He holds you by the hips like you weigh nothing and he lifts you and he lets you fall on him. And you feel it all the way up. All the way up to here.” She put her hand flat on her own belly, below her navel. “Right here. He hits right here.”

I did it again. Again. Slow, then less slow. Donna bounced in my lap, her heavy breasts swinging and bouncing with every stroke, and I reached around her and filled my hands with them and squeezed, and she arched back against me.

“And his hands,” Donna gasped. “On your breasts. Not soft. He grabs. He holds on like he owns them. Because he does.” She turned her head on my shoulder and looked at Audrey with her blue eyes wild. “He’ll do it to you. You’ve got lovely breasts. He’ll fill his hands with them and pinch your nipples until you scream.”

Audrey made a small sound on the bed. Her hand had come off her knee. It was resting on her own thigh, above her stocking top, not moving, as though she didn’t know what to do with it.

“Touch yourself,” Donna said to her. “If you want. You can. He won’t mind.”

“I’m watching,” Audrey whispered.

“You can do both.”

“I can’t. I can’t do two things at once. Not this.” Audrey’s voice was coming apart. “I need to see it.”

“Then see it.” Donna’s voice broke on a moan as I drove up into her. “See what he does to me. See how much I love it. I love it, Audrey. I love it so much. I love him in me. I love being opened up like this where you can see. Oh God. I love you watching.”

The lamp on the dresser blazed.

I felt her start to come. I felt it in her thighs first, the way her spread legs started to shake on the chair rails, and then in her pussy, tightening on me in quick hard pulls.

“Jack,” Donna gasped. “Jack, I’m going to. With her watching. I’m going to.”

“Come for her,” I said in her ear. “Let her see.”

Donna went over with her head thrown back on my shoulder and her mouth open and her thighs spread wide and shaking over mine, her pussy clenching on my cock in long hard spasms that I could feel to the root, and she cried out, a long high broken cry with Audrey’s name in it. I held her down on me through it with my hands on her breasts.

And the lamps came up.

The lamp on the dresser, and the little one by the bed, and the bulb in the ceiling fixture that nobody had turned on. All of them, at once. Up from gold to a bright warm white, and they held there, steady, while Donna came apart in my lap.

I didn’t come.

I held it. I held it so hard my jaw ached. I sat in the chair with my wife shaking and pulsing around me and my cock buried in her to the root and I didn’t let go, because I’d told them I decided the pace, and I wasn’t done.

When Donna stopped shaking, she lay back against me in the chair, limp, breathing in long ragged gasps. Her thighs had slid off the chair rails. Her head lolled on my shoulder.

“Oh,” she said faintly. “Oh my.”

On the bed, Audrey hadn’t moved. She was sitting against the headboard with her arms around her knees, and her glasses were fogged all the way up now, both lenses, white, and she was looking at us through them anyway. Her face was flushed from her hairline down her throat to the tops of her breasts.

“Noted,” Audrey said. Her voice was hoarse.

Donna laughed weakly against my neck. “She noted it,” she told me. “Jack. She noted me.”

Donna got up out of my lap slowly, on shaking legs. I slid out of her and she made a small sound. She stood there a moment with her hand on the back of the chair to keep her balance. Then she turned around and looked at the bed.

“Your turn,” she said to Audrey.

Audrey didn’t move.

“Come here,” Donna said. “Down here. To the end of the bed.”

Audrey came. She crawled down the quilt toward the foot of the bed on her hands and knees, slowly, because Donna had told her to come and hadn’t told her how, and that was the way her body chose. And Donna stopped her there, with her knees at the edge of the mattress and her hands planted on the quilt, and stood at the side of the bed and looked at her.

“Stay like that,” Donna said. “Just like that.”

Audrey stayed.

On her hands and knees on the quilted spread at the foot of the bed, facing the headboard, her back to the room and the chair and me. Her white panties stretched tight across her. Her garters. Her stockings. Her knees apart on the white quilt.

Donna reached down and hooked her fingers in the white cotton and drew the panties down. Over the swell of her ass. Down to her knees. And left them there, tangled around the tops of her stockings.

I got up out of the chair.

I came and stood behind her at the foot of the bed.

The lamps were still bright. Every inch of her was lit. Her ass in front of me, up, offered, filling my whole view, the soft cheeks parted a little with her knees apart, the garter straps pressing into the backs of her thighs. Between her thighs her pussy, pink and swollen and so wet it was shining down the insides of her legs above her stockings. She’d been soaked through, watching.

I put both hands on her ass.

She shivered from her neck to her knees.

“This is where he kneads,” Donna said, kneeling up on the bed beside Audrey, close, her bare breasts brushing Audrey’s arm. “I told you. Like bread.”

I kneaded. Slow. The weight of her. The softness. Lifting the full cheeks and letting them fall, spreading them, pressing them together. Audrey’s arms trembled on the quilt. Her head hung down between her shoulders.

“Jack,” Audrey said. “I’d like to ask for something.”

“Ask.”

“Swats.” She swallowed. “Six. Three each side. Firm.”

“Six,” I said.

I gave her six.

Open hand. Firm. Left, right, left, the smacks ringing in the little bright room over the drum of the rain, her ass bouncing and rippling under my palm with every one, and she counted out loud. One. Two. Three. Her voice shook on four and held. Five. Donna’s hand had found the small of her back by then, warm and steady, and on six Audrey said the number cleanly and stayed up on her hands, trembling, her head hanging. Her ass was pink now, my handprints coming up on both sides, each one a shade hotter than the last.

“That’s six,” Donna said softly. “You counted all six. Good girl.”

“I didn’t lose it that time,” Audrey said to the quilt between her hands. “Did you hear? Six.”

“I heard,” Donna said.

I put my cock between her cheeks.

Not in. Between. I laid it in the deep soft crease of her ass, the full pale cheeks on either side of it, and pressed them together around me with my hands, and she gasped. Then I drew back, and slid down. Down along her. Down between her thighs, the underside of my cock sliding through her wet, along the whole length of her slit from back to front, the head of me nudging her clit at the end of the stroke. And back up. And down again.

Never in.

I felt her feel it. I felt her whole body go rigid on the quilt and then shake.

“Oh,” Audrey said. “Oh. That’s. That’s close.”

“That’s as close as it gets,” I said.

“I know.” Her voice was ragged. “I know, I know, I asked for it, God, it’s so close.”

I slid along her again. Slow. Through the wet of her. The head of my cock bumping her clit, and she jerked, and pushed back against me without meaning to.

Donna reached down between Audrey’s thighs from the side.

Her fingers found Audrey’s clit. I felt them there, against the underside of my cock as I slid along her, Donna’s soft quick fingers on Audrey’s clit, circling, and Audrey cried out into the quilt.

“Like this,” Donna said. “Together. He does that, and I do this. Do you feel it?”

“Yes. Yes. I feel it.”

“Push back on him. Grind on him. It’s all right. He won’t go in. He promised you.” Donna’s fingers moved faster. “Grind on him and let me do this.”

Audrey ground back on me.

She couldn’t stop it. Her body took the instruction and obeyed it before her mind could. She pushed her hips back, and rolled them, grinding her wet pussy along the underside of my cock where it lay between her thighs, back and forth, rubbing herself on me, while Donna’s fingers worked her clit from the side and I held her pink ass in both hands and pressed it together around me.

“Jack,” Audrey sobbed. “Jack. Donna. I’m, I’m going to, may I. May I.”

Both of them. She asked both of them.

“Yes,” I said.

“Yes,” said Donna.

The two yeses took her at the hips first. She came grinding back against me, her whole body shaking on the quilt, her pussy pulsing against the underside of my cock where it lay along her, wet and hot, her hips jerking in short hard bucks. She cried out into the white chenille, long and high and broken, and her fingers twisted in the quilt and pulled it up in two fists.

And on the quilt beside her, something moved.

The thread. It had been lying idle in my left hand while I held her, the way it always lay, faint, there and not there in the tips of my fingers. I hadn’t sent it anywhere. I hadn’t thought about it once.

It came out of my fingertips on its own.

Hair-fine. Finer than the moth. It came out of my left hand where it rested on her ass and lay down on the white quilt beside her, glowing faintly blue-gold. Then it drew itself out. It went straight. Still as a hair laid on glass. And it pointed.

Untouched. Unsent. A thin line of blue-gold light lying on the quilt and pointing, perfectly still, at the headboard. At the place on the headboard where Audrey’s face was turned, her cheek in the quilt, her fogged glasses crooked, her eyes open and fixed and looking at nothing at all.

I looked at it. Donna looked at it.

Audrey’s eyes moved. They went from the headboard to the lamp on the nightstand.

The thread moved with them. It swung on the quilt without a sound and pointed at the lamp.

Her eyes went to the window. To the blue curtain with the rain behind it.

The thread swung and pointed at the window.

“Oh,” Donna whispered. “Oh, Jack. Look. It’s following her.”

I couldn’t hold it anymore.

I pulled back from between her thighs and took my cock in my hand and stroked it twice, over the pink curve of her ass, and came. Long hard pulses across her ass and up over the small of her back, white across the pink handprints, across the white straps of her garter belt, pooling in the deep curve at the base of her spine. She felt it land. She moaned into the quilt and pushed her ass up to meet it.

When I was done, the thread was still lying on the quilt beside her face.

Pointing at me.

Audrey lay on her stomach afterward. All the way down, flat on the quilt, her arms under her head, her face turned sideways. Her glasses were crooked across her nose and fogged in one lens. Her hair had come down completely, every pin, and lay across her back and the pillow in long dark tangles. Donna had cleaned her off with a corner of the sheet and a great deal of tenderness, and her ass was pink and bare above the dark bands of her stockings, her panties still tangled around her knees.

She looked at the place on the quilt where the thread had been.

“That wasn’t me,” she said. “I didn’t do that.”

“It was you,” I said. “I didn’t send it.”

“Wives aren’t supers.” She said it to the quilt. “We can’t do anything. It’s only ever through you.”

“It was through me,” I said. “It was just pointing at you.”

Audrey lay with that.

“I’d like that in writing,” she said at last.

“Absolutely not,” said Donna, from the other side of her, where she had flopped down on her back on the quilt with her arm over her eyes.

The bed was too small. It was a double bed in a staging cottage, built for one hero and one wife on the night before a mission, and there were three of us, and none of us were willing to sleep anywhere else.

Donna was asleep first. She always was. She fell asleep in the middle of a sentence about napkin swans with her head on my chest and one heavy breast against my ribs and one bare leg thrown over mine, and her breath went slow and deep, and that was Donna gone for the night.

Audrey lay on my other side, on her back, very straight, with her hands folded on her stomach. She’d put her blouse back on. Not buttoned. She’d found her panties and pulled them back up, and left her stockings on because Donna had told her to. Her glasses were on the nightstand. She’d put them there herself, folded, squared to the edge.

The lamps had gone down to a low warm gold.

The rain came down on the blue curtains.

“Jack,” Audrey said, very quietly.

“Mm.”

“I was counting. The whole time. Even when I said I’d stopped.”

“I know.”

“I counted the strokes in the chair. With Donna.” She was looking at the ceiling. “Sixty-three. And I counted the swats. And I counted the times you slid along me. Twenty-eight.” A pause. “I lost count somewhere in the twenties. I’m not sure about twenty-eight. It might have been thirty.”

“Does it matter?”

She was quiet for a while.

“No,” she said. “It doesn’t matter.”

She turned on her side, toward me, in the too-small bed, and reached across my chest to where Donna’s hand lay open on my ribs. She laid her own hand over it. Lightly, the way she laid two fingers on a pulse.

“Good night, Jack,” she said. “Good night, Donna.”

Donna, asleep, said something about swans.

Audrey’s mouth moved in the dark. I think it was a smile. She was asleep before I could be sure, her fingers still resting on Donna’s, the rain still coming down on the blue curtains.

Ruth was on the porch of the green cottage when we came out in the morning.

She’d been up for hours, breakfast on the folding table and the marmalade nowhere in sight, the radio set on the boards beside her plain chair. She watched the three of us come out of the blue cottage in the early sun.

Donna first, in her robe, belted badly, her hair a platinum wreck and her face shining. Then me. Then Audrey, every button done and her glasses on, with three strands hanging loose at the left temple and a fourth at the back of her neck, and she hadn’t fixed any of them.

Ruth looked at us.

She looked at Donna’s face first. Then at mine. Then at Audrey’s, longest of all.

“Good,” Ruth said.

She picked up the coffeepot. There were four cups on the folding table. She filled one and held it out, and it wasn’t to me, and it wasn’t to Donna.

It was to Audrey.

Audrey stood on the porch boards and looked at the cup in Ruth’s hand. She looked at it the way she’d looked at the narrow chair on the night it came out of its crate.

Then she took it.

“Thank you, Ruth,” she said.

“Sit down,” said Ruth. “Eat. You’re getting married at four.”


Chapter 16: Blue for a Secretary

“Two minutes,” Donna said through the crack in the door. “She wants your reaction on record.”

I was standing in the corridor of the chapel’s side wing in my dress jacket, two gold stars at the collar and the bare gold spot below them. A cadet had found me pacing the terrace with Eddie and brought a message from Mrs. Danner, Miss Bell’s orders.

“Her reaction,” I said. “On record.”

“Your reaction.” Donna’s blue eyes in the crack were enormous and shining. “If you make a face at the altar in front of the whole island she’ll never forgive you. So she wants you to make it now. In private.” Donna’s voice dropped. “And between you and me, she wants to see it.”

“I’m not supposed to see the bride before the wedding.”

“That’s not written down anywhere,” said Audrey’s voice from inside the room, very dry. “I checked.”

Donna laughed and opened the door.

The bridal room was the one Donna had dressed in the morning I married her. I’d only ever heard about it.

A long white room on the seaward side of the chapel with tall windows full of blue water and white sky, a long gilt mirror on one wall, a dressing table with a lamp on it. That morning Donna had stood in front of that mirror with her makeup in ruins, crying, and Audrey Bell had come in and fixed it in three strokes and told her to walk in like she believed what Jack already knew.

Now Audrey was standing in the middle of the room on a low stool. And Ruth was on her knees in front of her with pins in her mouth.

I stopped in the doorway.

I’d seen the Secretary’s cut in a sketch in the Wife wing’s ceremonial book.

It was royal blue. My blue. The top was cut close and fitted to her like a second skin, from her collarbones to her waist, with a high collar that came up and closed around her throat, a halter collar, blue with gold piping, fastened at the back of her neck with a small gold clasp. Below the collar it left her shoulders bare. Her arms bare. The fitted blue followed the neat modest lines of her chest and her trim waist, gold piping running down both sides and along the hem where it stopped, just at her waist, so that a thin pale line of skin showed between the top and the skirt when she breathed.

And the skirt.

It was a pencil skirt. Blue, with gold piping at the hem and up a short slit at the back. It was cut the way she always wore her skirts, close, straight, tight over her hips. Except it was short. It stopped at the middle of her thighs. Halfway between her hip and her knee. And below it, her legs in sheer dark stockings with the seam up the back, all the way down to a pair of low blue heels.

She was standing on the stool with her back half turned to me, so Ruth could reach the hem, and I could see it from the side.

The skirt was tight over her ass. It was tighter than anything she’d ever worn. The blue wool was drawn over the big round curve of her so close that it shone where it stretched, the gold piping at the hem lying against the backs of her thighs, and from where I stood I could see the whole shape of her, the full heavy swell of it standing out from the small of her back, the short slit at the back of the hem parted an inch over the backs of her stocking tops.

A short gold cape hung from her shoulders behind her. Gold cuffs at her wrists. And her glasses, the black cat-eye frames, catching the light from the window.

Her hair was up, but Donna had done something to it. It was swept up off her neck and pinned high in soft dark waves, glossy, looser than she ever wore it, and the strand at her left temple had been left down on purpose and curled.

I opened my mouth. Nothing came out.

My hands were closed at my sides. My cock had gone hard against my dress trousers so fast it hurt. I stood in the doorway of the bridal room with my mouth open and stared at her.

Audrey turned her head and looked at me over her shoulder through her glasses.

“Well?” she said. “I’d like your reaction. On record.”

I couldn’t give her one.

Donna, behind me, made a small delighted sound.

“That’s his reaction,” Donna said. “That’s the fourth sound. The one with no sound in it. Write it down.”

“I don’t have my notebook.”

“I’ll remember it for you.”

Ruth took a pin out of her mouth and put it into the hem at the back, just over the backs of Audrey’s thighs.

“Hold still,” Ruth said around the pins. “It rides up a quarter inch on the left when you turn. You favor that hip a little when you stand still. I don’t think you know you do it.” She put the pin in. “Now you’ll stand still straight.”

Audrey looked down at her over the edge of the stool, and I watched her face soften at the eyes and tighten at the mouth, the way it had the night the narrow chair came out of its crate.

“Thank you,” Audrey said.

“Hold still,” said Ruth.

Donna had laced the top. It laced up the back from the waist to the collar, gold cord through small gold eyelets, every cross the same tightness, and there was a little pile of discarded gold cord on the dressing table.

“I laced Donna into hers,” Audrey said, looking at me. “A year ago. In this room. She laced me into mine twice. The first time she did it too tight and I couldn’t breathe and I told her so and she cried.”

“My eyes watered,” Donna said. “It’s different. I’m very good at lacing. It’s cooking I can’t do.” She came across the room to the stool. “Now get down. Your face isn’t done.”

“My face is done. I did it myself at one o’clock.”

“Your face is done for a Wednesday,” said Donna. “It’s not done for a wedding. Sit.”

Audrey got down off the stool, carefully, with Ruth’s hand under her elbow. She sat down at the dressing table in front of the lamp. And Donna stood behind her and looked at her in the mirror with her head on one side.

Donna picked up a lipstick.

Not Audrey’s pale rose. Donna’s. A deep warm red, darker than the red Donna wore, darker and cooler, almost the color of a ripe plum.

“Hold still,” Donna said, and bent down beside her.

Audrey held still.

Donna painted her mouth slowly, the tip of her own tongue showing at the corner of her mouth while she worked, blotted it, and did it again. Then a little brush at the corners of Audrey’s eyes, the glasses lifted off and put back on. A powder puff, twice. Something on her lashes.

“Eleven,” Audrey said, when Donna straightened up.

“Eleven what?”

“Strokes. You took eleven.” Audrey was looking at herself in the mirror. “I did yours in three.”

“You’re a genius,” Donna said cheerfully. “I’m a Muse. It takes me eleven.” She put the brush down. “Look at yourself.”

Audrey looked.

I looked too, over her shoulder, in the mirror. I was standing behind them both now. I didn’t remember crossing the room.

She looked like herself. Donna hadn’t painted her into somebody else. She’d painted her into more of herself. The deep plum red made her composed mouth the first thing you saw in her face, before the glasses, a controlled, precise, beautiful mouth, and the little lift at the corners of her eyes made her gray-green eyes look longer and darker behind the lenses, and she looked like a woman who knew every number on the map and had decided, for one day, to let you see her know it.

Audrey looked at herself in the mirror without blinking.

She lifted her eyes to mine, in the glass.

“Better?” she said.

“Yes,” I said. My voice came out rough. I cleared it and tried again. “Yes.”

“You’ve found your voice.”

“Barely.”

Donna put both hands on Audrey’s bare shoulders from behind and bent down and put her chin on Audrey’s head, carefully, so as not to muss the pinned waves, and looked at both of us in the mirror.

“Listen to me,” Donna said. “Both of you. But mostly you.” She squeezed Audrey’s shoulders. “A year ago you sat me in this chair and told me to walk in like I believed what Jack already knew. Remember?”

“I remember.”

“So now I’m telling you.” Donna’s voice had dropped, low and warm and absolutely sure. “Walk in there like a woman who’s already been chosen. You hear me? Not a woman hoping. Not a woman being looked at. A woman who’s already been chosen.” She smiled at Audrey in the mirror. “Because you have. You walked across that terrace past Wayne Benton’s colors in my dress with your folder under your arm, and the whole island watched you choose.”

Audrey was quiet a moment. Her eyes had gone very bright behind her glasses.

“Don’t,” Donna said quickly. “Don’t you dare. Not after eleven strokes.”

“I’m not,” Audrey said.

“You are.”

“I’m not.” Audrey drew a long breath through her nose, and let it out, and her eyes cleared. “I’m counting backward from twenty. In my head. It works.”

“Oh, it works,” said Ruth from the stool, packing her pins away in their tin. “I watched her do it on the dock when the barge came in.”

Audrey turned in the chair and looked at me. Up at me, from the dressing table, in her blue-and-gold with her plum mouth and her glasses.

“Your two minutes are up,” she said. “Go stand at the front of the chapel. I’ll see you there at four. And Jack.”

“Yes.”

“Make that face again. At the altar. When I come in.” She turned back to the mirror. “I’d like the island to see it.”

The chapel was full.

Blue-and-gold pennants hung from the gallery rail. Behind the white marble altar, a great round window of colored glass held the academy’s gold winged star, and the afternoon sun laid it across the aisle in gold and blue on the white floor.

I’d married Donna in this room, standing here, with my hands shaking.

My hands weren’t shaking.

I looked at them. They were at my sides, still. The thread was in my fingertips, the way it always was, and it was very nearly still too.

The pews were full. I looked out at them.

Malloy in the front row on the right, in his dress uniform, with his arms folded across his chest. Beside him Dr. Price in a dove-gray suit and a double strand of pearls, her gloved hands folded on her knee. She caught my eye and gave me a nod a quarter inch deep.

Eddie in the second row, in a dark blue jacket that actually fit, and I suspected Ruth. He’d gone pink to the ears the moment I looked at him, and there was a white rose from the chapel rail in his breast pocket, which he had plainly taken for somebody who wasn’t here.

Tommy Hale and Mabel Crane in the third row, Tommy’s jacket buttoned wrong, grinning at me like an idiot. Lorraine Pike and Karras beside them, their hands joined on the pew where they thought nobody could see. Boyd behind them with his new Housewife. The second-years filled the rest of the pews on the left, Doyle at the end of one row, alone.

And on the right, three rows back, in slate-and-crimson.

Wayne Benton sat in his pressed jacket with his gold wife-star below his rank stars and his hands folded on his knee, his dark hair in its severe part, his eyes on the altar. Corinne beside him with her hands folded in her lap.

Wayne saw me looking. He nodded. Correct.

I looked away.

The organ began.

Something slower than the wedding march, older, something I didn’t know, and it came up out of the brass pipes at the back of the chapel and filled the white room, and everybody in the pews stood up and turned around.

The bronze doors at the back opened.

Ruth came first.

She came down the aisle alone, in her blue-and-gold, the cape wrapped around her shoulders and her red hair loose down her back, and every man in the pews sat a little straighter as she passed. She walked at her own pace, unhurried, with her practical blue heels sure on the white floor and her face calm, and she carried a manila folder in both hands in front of her.

Audrey’s folder.

I almost laughed. I didn’t. My throat had closed.

Ruth came to the front and stood at my left, a half step behind, and held the folder in front of her like a bouquet.

Donna came second.

She came down the aisle in her Muse’s cut with her short gold cape swinging behind her and her gold cuffs flashing. Every man in the chapel looked at her, and she smiled at all of them, and her eyes were wet, and she came to the front and stood at my right, a half step behind.

She reached forward and squeezed my hand once, fast, where nobody could see it.

Then she let go.

The organ changed.

And Audrey came through the bronze doors.

She came alone. She’d said at breakfast that she didn’t want anybody borrowed to walk her. She’d walked herself across forty yards of marble to her placement. She could walk herself down an aisle.

She came through the doors into the gold and blue light from the round window, in her blue-and-gold, with her glasses on and her dark hair swept up and her plum mouth, and her hands at her sides.

For the first time since I’d known her, she wasn’t carrying anything.

She walked.

She walked it the way she’d walked the terrace a week ago, and the island knew the walk now. The short blue skirt didn’t swing; it shifted, left, right, pulled tight over the swell of her, and the gold piping at the hem lay against her thighs, and the seams of her stockings ran straight down the backs of her legs into her low blue heels. The cape moved behind her.

Every head in the chapel turned with her as she passed.

And she came down the white aisle toward me through the light from the window, and the gold winged star lay across the floor in front of her, and she walked through it, and it went over her, gold and blue across her face and her glasses and her shoulders for one step, two, and then she was through it.

I made the face.

I didn’t mean to. I knew I was doing it. I couldn’t stop it. I stood at the brass rail with my two wives at my back and watched the third one walk toward me down the aisle of the chapel in my colors, and whatever my face did, it did in front of the whole island.

Audrey saw it.

She was ten feet away. She saw it, and she smiled. Not much. A quarter inch of plum. And behind her glasses her eyes went bright.

She stopped in front of me.

The chaplain was an old man in a white stole with a voice like a cello. He’d married me to Donna. He looked at Audrey, and at me, and at Donna and Ruth behind me, and his old face creased.

“Again, Mr. Danner?” he said, very quietly, for us.

“Again,” I said.

“Good,” said the chaplain. “I like a man who comes back.”

He said the words. The old ones, the ones the island had said over every hero and every wife for sixty years. I’d heard them twice. I don’t remember any of them. I remember Audrey’s face in front of me in the gold light, and her hands at her sides, and the strand of dark hair curled at her left temple.

Then the chaplain stopped and looked at Audrey.

“The vow,” he said.

Audrey looked at me.

She’d written it. I knew she’d written it. She’d have written it out three times and corrected it in red pencil and memorized it. She stood in front of me with her chin up and her hands at her sides and opened her mouth.

“I’ve read everything you’ve ever written me,” Audrey said.

Her voice was clear and carried to the back of the chapel.

“I’ve read it twice. I’ve measured every word. I found things in it nobody else could have found, and I know what they mean, and I’ve checked my arithmetic three times.” She drew a breath. “I choose you. With my eyes open. With my glasses on. With every number I have. I’m not guessing. I don’t guess.” Her voice was perfectly steady. “I’ve worked it out, and I choose you, and I,” she stopped.

It broke.

I heard it break. In the middle of the sentence, in front of the whole island, her clear voice cracked straight down the middle like a dropped plate, and she stopped, and stood there with her mouth open and her eyes very wide behind her glasses.

The chapel was dead silent.

She was counting backward from twenty. I could see her lips not quite moving.

Then she closed her mouth. And opened it again.

“I’d choose you if I couldn’t count at all,” Audrey said.

Quietly, to me and not the chapel.

Somebody in the third row made a sound. I think it was Mabel. I think it was Tommy.

The chaplain looked at me. “Mr. Danner.”

I’d thought about it. I’d thought about it for a week. I’d thought about it on the precision lane and on the barge and lying awake in the blue cottage with three of us in a bed for two. And I’d written something down, and it was in my jacket pocket, and I didn’t take it out.

“I’ve aimed at a lot of things in my life,” I said. “In two lives.” I didn’t look away from her. “I aimed at a job and missed it. I aimed at a city and it didn’t want me. I aimed at people, at being somebody worth calling, and I missed most of them. I was always a little left. A little low. My whole life.” My voice was steady. I didn’t know where it was coming from. “I came here and I aimed at everything. I aimed at the flight yard and I aimed at the mob and I aimed at a man who never slept, and I hit some of them, and I missed a lot more. And every time, my hand shook.”

Audrey’s eyes were very bright.

“I’m not aiming now,” I said. “I’m standing still. I’m going to stand right here and let you.” I held out my hand, palm up, the right one, the one with the thread in it. “That’s my whole vow. I’ll stand. You aim.”

She looked at my hand.

It was still. Perfectly still. I hadn’t noticed until she looked at it. I looked down at it too, my own hand held out flat in the gold light from the window, and it was as still as a hand carved out of the marble of the altar.

Audrey put her hand on mine.

Ruth and Donna witnessed.

Donna said it first. “Witnessed,” Donna said, clear, with her eyes streaming. “Audrey Bell to Jack Danner. Under blue-and-gold.” And then, because she was Donna: “And I’d like everyone to know I laced her in.”

The chapel laughed. Warm. Malloy, in the front row, didn’t laugh. He unfolded his arms.

Ruth said it second. She stepped forward with the folder in her hands and looked at Audrey.

“Witnessed,” Ruth said. “And stands.”

She held out the folder to Audrey.

Audrey looked at it. Then at Ruth. Then, slowly, she opened it.

There was nothing in it but a small velvet box.

Ruth had carried it down the aisle in the folder. That was why. Audrey took the box out and opened it, and inside on the blue velvet there was a gold star. A wife-star. The third. Polished until it shone.

The chaplain stepped back.

Audrey took the star out of the box. She turned to me.

She pinned it herself. That was the custom: the wife pins her own star. Donna had gotten hers crooked and laughed. Ruth had pinned hers with one steady thumb without looking. Audrey looked at my collar and measured, the distance from the second star, the angle of the collar, and touched the bare spot, and moved her finger a sixteenth of an inch to the left.

Then she pinned it.

Precisely. The pin went through the wool in exactly the place she’d chosen, and the clasp closed behind it with a small click, and she took her hands away and looked at it.

Three stars. In a perfectly even line.

And I felt it.

The spike was for later, for the east tower, for after the one word. This was the thing I’d felt on the terrace at placement, the still thing that had come into me under Donna’s light and Ruth’s floor, between them, through Audrey’s two fingers on my pulse. I felt it go a little deeper. A little more settled. Like a stone settling into the bed of a stream after a week of water running over it.

My hand at my side went still. It was already still. It went stiller.

Audrey looked up at me from the star.

“Straight,” she said.

“Straight,” I agreed.

The chaplain said the last words. I didn’t hear them. The organ came up. The chapel stood. And under the noise of it, under the brass pipes and the island on its feet, Audrey leaned in a quarter inch and put her plum mouth against mine.

One kiss. She didn’t say one first. She didn’t count.

The grand hall was gold.

Every chandelier burning, blue-and-gold pennants hanging from the gallery rails, a brass band on the riser, and the long tables set with white cloths by Donna, who had folded every napkin into a bird with longer wings than a swan. She said they were herons, and nobody contradicted her.

The Housewife trainees had cooked the wedding supper under Ruth, because they’d asked her on Thursday night in a body and she’d had her apron on before they’d finished asking. Roast beef, and a five-tier cake in blue icing with a sugar star on top.

“She made the cake herself,” Lorraine Pike told me, passing behind my chair with a coffeepot. “She was up till two.”

I looked down the table at Ruth. She’d felt me look, and lifted her eyes to mine, and went back to her roast beef.

Audrey danced the dance.

The band played the slow one, the first dance, and the floor cleared, and she took my hand and led me out into the middle of the grand hall under the chandeliers. Three hundred people watched.

She put her left hand on my shoulder. I put my right hand on her waist, on the thin pale line of skin between the blue top and the blue skirt, and felt her shiver. Her right hand found my left.

“One,” Audrey said under her breath. “Two. Three.”

I didn’t tell her to stop.

I let her count. I danced the slow box Donna had taught her in eight feet of bare floor in the blue cottage, forward, side, together, back, side, together, and Audrey counted it out loud, softly, the whole way around the floor. Her lips moving. Her eyes on mine behind her glasses, not on her feet. She didn’t look at her feet once.

“Seven. Eight.”

“You’re good at this.”

“I’m counting.”

“I know you’re counting. You’re good at it.”

She looked at me. “Donna told me to stop.”

“Donna’s not dancing with you.”

She didn’t answer that. She leaned in, a quarter inch, and put her cheek against my shoulder, against the blue wool by the three stars at my collar.

“Eleven,” she said, into my shoulder. “Twelve.”

At the edge of the floor, by the band, Donna was standing with both hands pressed over her mouth, and every chandelier in the grand hall had gone up to a hot white-gold.

Price gave a toast.

Nobody expected it. She stood up at the head table with a glass of champagne in one gloved hand, and the hall went quiet, because Lillian Price had never been known to stand up at a reception for any reason except to leave.

“I’ve spent twenty years,” Price said, “measuring what wives do to heroes.”

Her voice was dry and precise and carried as far as she wanted it to.

“I’ve written two books on it. I can tell you to the decimal what a Muse does to a man’s output, and a Housewife to his recovery, and a Secretary to his control.” She looked down the table at Audrey. “And ten days ago, on the disaster course, a Secretary who was not betrothed and not bonded and had never so much as shaken this man’s hand at a placement steadied a Universal’s thread with her voice. On a radio. From a room on the third floor.”

“There’s no mechanism for it,” Price said. “It’s not in either of my books. It shouldn’t be possible.” She raised her glass an inch. “I’d like to drink to the thing that shouldn’t be possible. I’ve been looking for one for twenty years. I’m told it’s going to be the bride.”

She drank. The hall drank. Audrey sat at the head table with her champagne glass untouched in front of her, the way it had been untouched at the mixer, and looked at Price with an expression I’d never seen on her face. It took me a moment to understand it.

She had been praised, in public, by the only person on the island she’d ever thought was smarter than her, and it showed.

Malloy stood up after Price.

He didn’t have a glass. He stood at his place at the head table in his dress uniform with his hands at his sides and looked down the hall at all of us. At me. At Audrey. At Donna and Ruth.

“She aims,” Malloy said. “You stand. Everybody home.”

He sat down.

The hall stared at him for one second. Then it came apart. Second-years on their feet, pounding the tables, the brass band hitting a fanfare it hadn’t planned, Tommy Hale standing on his chair. Six words. I counted them. So did Audrey; her lips had moved with them.

Eddie wrapped a piece of cake in a napkin.

He thought nobody was watching. He was sitting at the end of the long table beside Lorraine in his jacket that fit, and when the cake came around he took a piece, a big one, with blue icing and a fleck of gold, and he didn’t eat it. He laid it on a clean napkin and folded the corners over it, neatly, like a present. Then he put it in his jacket pocket beside the white rose from the chapel.

He saw me looking.

“For tonight,” Eddie said. His ears went pink. “After. I asked Morrow on the cold-block door, he’ll let me in for five minutes. Vetrov’s never had cake. Nobody’s ever given him cake.”

“Tell him it’s from the bride.”

“I’m going to tell him it’s from Ruth,” said Eddie. “He knows who Ruth is. I’ve told him about her pie.”

Wayne came to the head table at nine.

He came alone. Corinne stayed at their table by the windows, sitting straight with a glass of wine in front of her. Wayne crossed the hall through the dancers at the correct pace, pressed and immaculate, and stopped at the end of the head table, and bowed slightly.

“Danner,” he said. “Mrs. Danner.”

Audrey looked at him. It was the first time anybody had called her that. I saw her hear it.

“Mr. Benton,” she said.

“Congratulations. Both of you.” His smile arrived on time. “It was a fine service. A fine vow. Both of them.” His eyes went to the three stars at my collar, and rested there for one beat. “Three. That’s the standard, isn’t it. A complete hero.”

“So I’m told.”

“So the books say.” He turned to Audrey. “Mrs. Danner, I’m sorry to leave early. I’d have liked to stay for the cutting of the cake.” He glanced at the remains of the five tiers on the side table. “But I’m afraid I’ve the east approach tonight. The watch.”

The hall went on around us. The band. The dancers. Nobody at the head table moved.

“You volunteered,” I said.

“I did. Monday. When Malloy asked.” Wayne’s face was pleasant and attentive. “Doyle was to have it with me tonight. He begged off. Said he’d rather not.” A slight lift of one shoulder, rueful, a man too gracious to complain. “Malloy’s short a man, with the whole island here at the party. So I said I’d hold it alone. It’s a quiet post. Just the stair and the terrace under the tower.” His eyes came back to me. “Someone ought to keep watch under the tower. On a night like this.”

He said it kindly.

“That’s good of you,” Audrey said.

“Not at all.” He nodded to her. “Goodnight, Mrs. Danner. I hope you sleep well.”

He turned and walked away through the dancers toward the doors. He didn’t stop at his own table. He didn’t look at Corinne.

Halfway across the floor, Tommy Hale, flushed with champagne and betrothal, lurched into his path with his hand out. “Benton! You’re not leaving? Stay for the cake, man, there’s five tiers of it!”

Wayne had to stop. He had to take the hand, and say something correct about the watch, while Tommy pumped his arm and told him what a grand night it was. It went on a few seconds longer than Wayne wanted it to. I watched him want it to end.

When Tommy finally let go, Wayne went out the tall doors at the end of the hall into the blue dusk a fraction faster than he’d meant to, alone, and was gone.

I sat there.

“He volunteered,” Audrey said. Quietly. Only to me.

“I heard.”

“The east approach is the stair under the tower.” She didn’t look at me. She was looking at the doors. “It’s the only way up. The tower’s on the cliff. The stair’s the only way in or out that isn’t the sea.”

“I know.”

“He’ll be at the foot of our stair all night.” Her hand had found mine under the tablecloth. Her fingers were cold. “Alone.”

“Then I’ll know where he is,” I said.

Audrey didn’t answer. Her fingers tightened on mine.

At the table by the windows, Corinne Benton sat alone with her glass of wine. She hadn’t watched her husband go. She was looking across the hall at the dance floor.

Doyle was standing at the edge of it.

He’d been standing there by himself most of the night with his hands in his pockets. Now he looked at Corinne, sitting alone, and made up his mind. He crossed the room to her table, slowly, the way you’d approach a dog you weren’t sure of, and said something.

Corinne looked up at him.

She set down her wine and stood up and gave him her hand.

They danced. Doyle and Corinne Benton, across the floor of the grand hall under the chandeliers, a slow careful box step, neither of them talking. Doyle was a bad dancer. Corinne was a correct one. She led him without seeming to. He got through the whole song without stepping on her.

When it was over he bowed to her, stiffly, and she gave him a small correct nod, and he walked her back to her table and went back to the edge of the floor and put his hands in his pockets.

He looked as if he’d survived something.

“He survived it,” Donna murmured, leaning over my shoulder. She’d seen it too. “Poor Doyle. He looked like he was dancing with a live grenade.”

“She danced well,” said Audrey.

“She danced correctly,” Donna said. “It isn’t the same thing.”

Audrey kept her eyes on Corinne across the room. Corinne had picked up her wine again. She was looking at the doors where her husband had gone.

“No,” Audrey said. “It isn’t.”

At ten the band played the last slow song, and the hall stood, and the household walked us out.

That was the custom too, Donna had told me that morning with her eyes shining: the wives walk the new wife and the hero to the foot of the stair, and no farther.

So we walked, the four of us, down the long terrace toward the east tower under the lamps in their glass globes. The stars were out over the strait. A mile east the channel beacon swept its long white beam over the black water, steady, unbothered.

Donna walked on Audrey’s left, holding her hand. Ruth walked on my right with her hand on my arm.

The east tower stood at the end of the terrace on the edge of the cliff. Tall and white and slender, with the honeymoon suite at the top behind its great glass wall. The glass was dark. Somebody had left one lamp burning in the suite, and it showed through the glass at the top of the tower like a candle in a high window.

At the foot of the tower the terrace turned and became a stair. A wide white marble stair that went up the outside of the tower in a long curve to the door of the suite. And at the foot of the stair, where the terrace turned, there was a stone bench against the tower wall, and a radio set on the bench, and a man.

Wayne Benton sat on the bench in his overcoat with the radio on his knee.

He stood up when he saw us coming.

He stood correctly, the way a man stands on watch when an officer passes, with his overcoat buttoned, and watched the four of us come down the terrace toward him.

Ruth’s hand tightened on my arm.

We stopped at the foot of the stair.

Wayne looked at us. At Audrey, in her blue-and-gold, with Donna holding her hand. At Ruth in hers with her hand on my arm. At me, with three stars at my collar.

He lifted one hand at the neighborly angle, as though this were any evening and we were any neighbors.

“Goodnight,” Wayne said pleasantly.

Nobody answered him.

He lowered his hand. He sat back down on the stone bench with the radio on his knee and turned his face toward the sea, as if the four of us weren’t there at all.

Ruth let go of my arm.

She stepped around in front of me, between me and the bench, so that her back was to Wayne Benton and her face was to me. She looked up at me in the lamplight.

Then she put her hand on my back.

She reached around me and put it flat between my shoulder blades, the way she’d put it there on a trampled lawn on Pennant Row with a gray man’s fists coming down on me. The lawn hand. The floor came up under me warm and full, all the way to the top, so full it seemed to run over.

She held it there. She didn’t say anything. She held her hand on my back for one long breath with her body between me and the bench where Wayne sat with his face to the sea.

Then she took it away.

Donna let go of Audrey’s hand.

She turned to Audrey and took her face in both hands, carefully, so as not to smudge eleven strokes of makeup, and kissed her on the cheek. Then she turned to me, and went up on her toes, and kissed me on the mouth. Hard and warm and quick, red lipstick, the kiss she gave me on the Row before the circuit.

She stepped back and looked at both of us.

Her eyes were wet. Over our heads the lamp on its post at the foot of the stair burned gold and bright and steady.

“Go,” Donna said.

We went.

Audrey went up first. That was the custom, Donna had said: the wife first, the hero behind. So that if she fell, he’d catch her. She went up the white marble stair ahead of me in her low blue heels with her short gold cape moving behind her, and I came up behind her, one step down.

“One,” Audrey said.

She was counting the steps, out loud, the way she’d counted the dance. “Two. Three. Four.”

The stair was steep and curved, her skirt was short and tight, and I would be lying if I said I watched the steps.

“Eleven,” Audrey said. “Twelve. Thir.” A breath. “Thirteen.”

She didn’t look back. She didn’t slow down. But she’d felt me looking, the way she’d felt my pulse on the pavilion steps, and the count went uneven under it. A number too quick. One too slow. A gap where a number should have been.

“Nineteen. Twenty. Twenty-two.”

“Twenty-one,” I said.

“I know where twenty-one is, Jack.” Her voice was not steady at all. “Twenty-five.”

On the landing at the first turn she stopped, one hand flat on the white marble of the tower wall, and stood with her back to me, breathing. Without looking around, she reached back, found my hand, and laid it flat on the wall beside hers, so our two hands were side by side on the cool stone.

“Thirty-three,” Audrey said. “To the turn. Hold that number for me.” Her fingers pressed once on the back of mine. “I’ll want it later.”

I looked back down.

Donna and Ruth were still standing at the foot of it, where the terrace turned, side by side in their blue-and-gold under the lamp. Donna had her arm through Ruth’s. They were watching us climb. Ruth lifted her hand.

And behind them, on the stone bench against the tower wall, Wayne Benton sat with the radio on his knee and his face to the sea, perfectly still, keeping watch.


Chapter 17: The East Tower

Audrey measured the room.

She did it the moment the door was shut behind us. She didn’t speak. She didn’t look at me. She stepped away from me into the middle of the honeymoon suite in her blue-and-gold with her short gold cape moving behind her, and she walked it.

I stood with my back against the door and watched her.

The suite was the same. A year ago I’d carried Donna across this threshold laughing, and the next morning I’d caught a falling coffee spoon out of the air with a thread I didn’t understand. A big bed with a white spread, turned down at one corner. A deep chrome tub on clawed feet behind a folding screen painted with herons. A service hatch in the wall beside the door with a little brass handle, and when Audrey opened it, it was stocked: champagne in a bucket of ice, sandwiches under a glass dome, strawberries, a pot of coffee on a warmer.

She closed the hatch.

And the glass wall. The whole island side of the room was glass, floor to ceiling, and below it the island lay in the dark: the terraces white under their lamps, the grand hall still lit gold, and at the bottom of the hill the receiving yard with its cranes black against the stars and the cold block with its single light over the steel door.

One lamp burned in the suite, on the dressing table. In the glass I could see the room reflected, and Audrey in it, walking.

She walked the length of the glass wall, slowly, from one corner of the room to the other. She went to the tub and looked into it. She went to the bed and looked at it without touching it. She touched the edge of the dressing table with one finger.

She walked back to the middle of the room and stopped.

“Eleven paces by fourteen,” Audrey said.

“Is it?”

“Thirty-three feet by forty-two. Give or take. The glass is nine feet high.” She was looking at the bed. “The tub holds about sixty gallons. The bed is six feet from the glass. There are nine strawberries in the hatch. There are sixty-one steps on the stair, thirty-three to the turn and twenty-eight after it, and you looked at me for every one of them.” She drew a long breath through her nose and let it out. “I’m telling you all this because I needed to know it before I did anything else. I don’t walk into rooms I haven’t measured.”

“I know.”

“You’ve known me a year. You’d know that by now.” She turned and looked at me across the room through her glasses. “You caught a spoon in here. A year ago. The morning after Donna. You wrote me about it in November. A coffee spoon and then a honey jar. You said the thread went out before you thought about it.”

“It did.”

“Did it shake?”

“It shook. It caught them anyway. They were close.”

Audrey nodded slowly, as though she were filing it.

Then she reached up behind her neck and unclasped her cape.

She took it off in her own order.

The cape first. She unhooked the small gold clasp at her throat with two fingers, and the short gold cape slid off her shoulders, and she caught it before it fell. She folded it. In half, and in half again, the gold silk making a soft sound, and laid it on the seat of the chair beside the dressing table. Corners even.

Then her right cuff. She turned her wrist and found the hidden catch on the inside of the gold band, and pressed it, and the cuff opened on its hinge. She took it off and laid it on the dressing table. Then the left. She laid it beside the right, the two gold cuffs parallel on the dark wood like a pair of spectacles set down for the night.

She reached up to the back of her neck again. To the gold clasp at the top of the halter collar.

Her fingers found it. Touched it.

And stopped.

She stood in the middle of the room with her hands behind her neck, her arms raised, her elbows out, and didn’t move. The lamp lit her from the side. The blue-and-gold top fitted close over her neat chest, rising and falling. The thin pale line of skin at her waist between the top and the skirt. The short tight skirt over her hips. Her stockings. Her low blue heels.

She lowered her hands.

“I’m going to stop,” she said.

I didn’t move from the door.

“I’ve thought about this,” Audrey said. “I’ve thought about it for a week.” Her voice was level and very quiet. “I’ve taken off everything I’ve ever taken off in front of you, in order, myself. Every button. I counted every one.” She looked at me. “I’m not going to tonight.”

“Audrey.”

“You choose the rest,” she said. “That’s the gift.”

She stood there in the middle of the measured room with her arms at her sides.

“Everything I’ve ever done,” she said, “I’ve done in the order I decided. Every map. Every radio run. Every word in every letter. I decided the custom and the terms and the one kiss and the number of swats.” Her chin came up. “I don’t want to decide tonight. I’ve decided enough. I’ve waited a week to the word, and the word’s over, and I’m handing you the order.” She paused. “All of it. Whatever you want. In whatever order you want it. I’ll do it.”

My mouth had gone dry.

I came away from the door. I crossed the room toward her, slowly, and stopped in front of her, close, and she tipped her head back to keep looking at me through her glasses, and she didn’t step away.

“One thing,” Audrey said. Lower.

“Ask.”

“The thread.” Her voice dropped further, almost to nothing. “On my wrists. Tonight. I’d like it. I’ve thought about it every night since the map table.” She swallowed. “I’d like it behind me.”

I looked at her.

“Here’s what I’m going to do,” I said.

She went very still.

“I’m going to undress you. All of it. Slowly. The skirt last.” I watched her face. “The stockings stay on. Then I’m going to sit on the edge of that bed and put you over my knee, and you’re going to count for me. Then the thread. Behind you, the way you want it.” I didn’t look away from her. “Then I’m going to lie down, and you’re going to take me. You’re going to start it. And then I’m going to finish it.”

Her lips had parted. Her breath was coming short.

“Yes,” Audrey said. “Yes. All of it. In that order.” She stopped. Started again. “I’m not deciding. I’m agreeing. That’s different.”

“I know it’s different.”

“Good,” she whispered. “Then start.”

I started with the lacing.

I turned her around by the shoulders, gently, so her back was to me and she was facing the glass wall and the dark island. In the glass I could see us both. Her face, pale in the reflection, watching me over her own shoulder. Me behind her, taller, with three gold stars at my collar.

Donna had laced her. I could see it. Gold cord crossing up her back through small gold eyelets from the waist to the collar, every cross the same, and at the top, under the gold clasp, a bow. Perfect. Donna’s bow.

I unclasped the collar first. The small gold catch at the back of her neck. The halter collar loosened around her throat.

I pulled one end of Donna’s bow.

It came undone with a soft hiss. The gold cord loosened at the top, one cross, and I hooked my finger under the next and drew it out of its eyelet, and the next, and the next, working down her back. Slowly. With every cross that came loose, the blue top loosened around her a little more, and a little more of her back showed, pale and smooth, the long line of her spine going down into the shadow at her waist.

She didn’t move. In the glass I watched her face. She’d closed her eyes.

When the last cross came out at her waist I put my hands on her bare shoulders and drew the blue top forward and off. Down her arms. She let her arms fall and it slid off her hands and I dropped it on the chair over the folded cape.

She stood with her back to me in nothing above the waist.

I put my hands on her bare waist, on either side, and slid them up her ribs. Slowly. Her skin was cool and smooth and she shivered under my palms. I slid them around to the front and up, and found her breasts, and covered them.

They fit in my hands. Donna overflowed my hands. Ruth overflowed them twice. Audrey’s fit, neat and high, soft under my palms with her nipples hard against the centers of them. I held them. I didn’t squeeze. I just held them, and felt her heart going under my left hand, fast.

In the glass, her eyes opened. She looked at my hands on her in the reflection.

“They’re nothing much,” she said. Very quietly.

“They’re perfect.”

“They’re not Donna’s. They’re not Ruth’s.”

“They’re yours.” I rolled her nipples under my thumbs, slow, and she gasped and her head fell back against my shoulder. “They fit my hands. Exactly. Like you measured them.”

She laughed. It came out of her shaky and breathless and she pressed back against me, her bare back against my jacket, the gold stars at my collar against her cheek.

“I didn’t measure them,” she said. “I’d have gotten them bigger.”

“No, you wouldn’t.”

“No,” she admitted. “I wouldn’t.”

I pinched her nipples. Lightly. Both at once. She made a high sharp sound and her knees dipped and I held her up against me with my hands on her breasts.

I slid my hands down. Over her ribs. Over the trim curve of her waist. Down onto the waistband of the blue skirt at the back, where the zipper was, hidden under the gold piping.

“Skirt,” I said.

“Skirt,” Audrey whispered.

I went down on one knee behind her to do it.

The zipper ran from the waistband to the top of the slit at the back of the hem, short, because the skirt was short. I drew it down. The skirt loosened over her hips. It didn’t fall. It was too tight to fall. It sat on the swell of her ass and stayed there, and I had to work it. I worked the waistband down over her hips with both thumbs, an inch at a time.

It came slow.

The blue wool slid down over the big round curve of her an inch at a time, and her ass came up out of it under the lamplight inches from my face, pale and full and heavy. White silk panties underneath, silk tonight instead of cotton, thin and cut high, and so small against the size of her that they barely covered the middle of each cheek, and the rest of her swelled out pale around them. The white garter belt. The garter straps, white satin, running down to the dark stockings.

I drew the skirt down over her thighs and down her legs to her ankles. She stepped out of it, one heel and then the other. I picked it up and folded it, badly, and set it on the chair on top of everything else.

I put my hands on her ass.

Both hands, from where I knelt. I laid my palms flat on the two full cheeks over the thin white silk and just held them, felt the weight and the warmth and the softness, and she let out a long shaking breath above me.

“You’re kneeling,” Audrey said.

“I’m kneeling.”

“Behind me.”

“Yes.”

“I can see you in the glass.” Her voice was thin. “I can see your face. You look like you’re kneeling at an altar.”

I didn’t answer. I hooked my thumbs in the white silk and drew it down. Over the swell of her. Down her thighs. Down to the tops of her stockings and past them and down to her ankles, and she stepped out of it, and I set it on the chair.

She stood in front of the glass wall in nothing but her white garter belt and her dark stockings and her low blue heels and her glasses.

And her hair. Swept up and pinned, Donna’s work, the dark waves high and glossy, and the one strand at her temple curled down.

I stood up.

I came around in front of her and looked at her against the dark glass with the whole island lying below her, and when she shifted her weight I could see her reflection behind her in the glass, both at once, front and back.

My cock was so hard it ached against my dress trousers.

“Come here,” I said.

I sat down on the edge of the bed.

I was still dressed. My dress jacket with the three stars. My trousers. My shoes. I sat on the edge of the white bed with my feet on the floor and my knees together, and I looked at her, and she knew. She’d known since I said it.

She came.

She came across the room in her stockings and heels and garter belt and nothing else, and stopped beside my knees, and looked down at me. Then she lowered herself.

She went across my lap face down.

Slowly. Carefully. Decided. Her stomach came down across my thighs, and her hips, and she settled her weight, and reached down with her hands to the floor on the far side to steady herself, and her feet in their heels came off the floor on the near side and her stockinged legs stretched out along the bed.

And her ass was across my lap.

Up. Offered. Right there under my hands. The whole big round pale weight of it raised over my thighs, the soft cheeks parted a little, the white garter straps pulling tight down the backs of her thighs. Her pussy showed between them, pink and swollen, already wet. I could see it shining.

I put my left hand flat on the small of her back. Holding her.

“Count,” I said.

I lifted my right hand and brought it down.

The smack rang in the suite like a shot. Her whole ass bounced and rippled under my palm, and her body jolted across my lap, and she cried out.

“One,” Audrey said.

I gave her another. The other side.

“Two.”

Again. Lower, at the crease where her ass met her thigh.

“Three.” Her voice cracked.

I didn’t give her a fourth.

I slid my hand down between her thighs instead. Into the heat of her. My fingers found her wet and swollen and open, and I slid two of them into her, slow, all the way, and she clenched on them and moaned into the bedspread.

“That’s not,” she gasped. “That’s not four.”

“I know it’s not four.”

I fucked her with my fingers. Slow. In and out, curling them, her pussy wet and hot and tight around them, her hips starting to rock on my lap. My left hand held her down by the small of her back. She was making small sounds into the spread every time I curled them.

Then I took them out and spanked her again.

“Four,” Audrey sobbed.

“Five.”

My fingers back in her. Deeper. Faster. Her thighs started to tremble. I felt her start to climb and I took my fingers out.

“Six,” she said, when my hand came down. “Seven.”

Her ass was pink now. Both sides. My handprints coming up on the pale skin, one over another, like flowers opening. It was hot under my palm when I laid it there between swats. She was soaked. It was running down the insides of her thighs above the dark bands of her stockings.

“Eight,” Audrey said. Almost a whisper.

I put my fingers back in her and found her clit with my thumb and rubbed it, and her whole body went rigid across my lap, and she started to come. I felt it coming in her. Her pussy fluttering on my fingers, her thighs locking, her breath going high.

I stopped.

I took my hand out of her. I held her down by the small of her back while she shook across my lap and her pussy clenched on nothing.

“No,” Audrey said. “No, no, I was.”

“I know you were.”

I spanked her.

“Nin,” she said, and it broke. It broke in the middle of the word. “Nine, ni, I can’t, I’ve lost it, I’ve lost it, Jack, I don’t know the number.”

“Nine,” I said.

“Nine.” Her voice was in pieces. She was lying across my lap with her face pressed into the white spread and her glasses knocked crooked and her pink ass in the air and her whole body shaking. “Nine. Thank you. Nine.”

I laid my palm flat on her hot ass and held it there.

I put the thread on her wrists while she was still across my lap.

I reached down and took her hands off the floor, one and then the other, and drew them up behind her back. Up to the small of it. I crossed them there, her right wrist over her left, and held them in one of my hands.

Her breathing changed. Slower. Deeper.

I let the thread come.

It came out of my fingertips blue-gold and soft, and I laid it around her crossed wrists. Once. Twice. Around and between, a soft bright figure-eight binding her wrists together at the small of her back, loose enough to breathe in.

It trembled. Barely.

“Test it,” I said.

She pulled. I felt her pull, her arms straining against it, her shoulders lifting off my lap. The thread held. She twisted her wrists against each other inside it. It held.

“It holds,” she said into the spread.

“It holds.”

“It doesn’t hurt.”

“It never will.”

She lay still across my lap with her wrists bound behind her back and her pink ass up and her face in the bedspread, and I felt her let go. I felt it go out of her. All of it, the measuring and the counting and the deciding, I felt it leave her body like water leaving a basin, and she lay limp and soft and open across my thighs, and breathed.

“Yes,” Audrey said. “Keep it.”

I stood up.

I lifted her as I stood, gathered her up off my lap with an arm under her knees and an arm around her back, her bound wrists against my forearm, and laid her down on her side on the white bed. Then I undressed. Fast. The jacket with the three stars. The tie. The shirt. I threw them on the floor. My trousers and shoes and shorts. I didn’t fold anything. She watched me from the bed with her cheek on the spread and her glasses crooked and her wrists bound behind her, and when my cock came out hard and swollen into the lamplight her eyes fixed on it and didn’t move.

I lay down on my back on the bed beside her.

“Come here,” I said. “On me. Facing away.”

She couldn’t use her hands.

She had to do it without them, and she worked it out the way she worked out everything, with her glasses crooked and her mouth set. Then she got up onto her knees on the bed beside me, awkwardly, her balance strange with her wrists behind her, and swung one stockinged leg over me.

She knelt astride my hips facing my feet. Facing away from me. Facing the glass wall and the dark island.

And her ass was right there above me.

From where I lay on my back, it filled my whole view, hanging over my hips, pink from my hand, the white garter straps pulled taut down the backs of her thighs. Her bound wrists at the small of her back, just above it, the blue-gold thread glowing faintly around them against her pale skin. And beyond her, past her shoulder, the dark glass with the island below, and in the glass, her face. Her reflection. Looking back at me over her own shoulder.

“I can’t,” Audrey said. “I can’t reach. My hands.”

“I know.” I took my cock in my hand and held it straight up under her. “I’ve got it. You lower yourself. You start it.”

She looked down over her shoulder at me. Then at my cock in my hand, beneath her.

She lowered herself.

Slowly. So slowly. Her thighs trembling on either side of my hips with the effort of holding herself up without her hands. Down. Until I felt the head of my cock touch her. Wet. Hot. Right at her opening.

She stopped there.

She held herself there, an inch above me, with the head of my cock just touching her, and she was shaking all over. I could feel the heat coming off her. I could feel her wet on me.

“That’s the word,” Audrey said. Very quietly. To the glass. “That’s the one word. Right there.”

“That’s the word,” I said.

“I kept it.” Her voice was shaking. “I kept it to the inch. A whole week. Every inch.”

“You kept it.”

“It’s over,” she whispered. “It’s over now. The wedding’s made.”

And she sank down onto me.

She took me slow.

She sank down on my cock an inch at a time, her whole weight bearing down with nothing to steady her but her own thighs, and I felt her open around me. Hot and tight and slick, so tight, her body taking me in and closing around me inch by inch, and she made a long low sound that went on and on, all the way down, as if she were measuring me. Until she was sitting full on me. Until her ass was resting on my hips and I was buried in her to the root.

She stopped.

She sat there on me with her bound wrists at the small of her back and her head bowed, breathing.

I put my hands on her hips. On the soft pale flesh above the garter belt. Holding her.

“Audrey.”

“Wait.” She was trembling. “Wait. I need to. I need a moment.”

I waited.

She sat on me with her head down and her shoulders shaking and her pussy clenching around my cock in slow pulses as a week of waiting caught up with her all at once, and I lay under her and didn’t move. I looked at her ass, resting full on my hips, pink, spread a little around the base of my cock where I disappeared into her. I looked at her wrists. I looked at her face in the dark glass, eyes closed, mouth open.

Then she lifted.

An inch. On her own. And sank back down. And made the sound again.

“One,” she said.

She lifted again, higher. Sank. “Two.”

She found it. I felt her find it. Her thighs taking her up and letting her down, her ass rising off my hips and coming back down, slow and deliberate, and her pussy sliding up the length of my cock and back down to the root. Rising. Falling. Her full pale ass moving over me in the lamplight like a tide.

“Three. Four. Five.”

My hands on her hips, only holding. Feeling her rise and fall.

“Six. Seven. Eight.”

She went faster. Her glasses slipped. I watched them slip in the glass, down the bridge of her nose, and she couldn’t push them back up because her hands were bound, and she left them there, crooked, halfway down her nose, and kept riding.

“Nine. Ten. Eleven. Twelve.”

Her ass was bouncing now. Slapping down on my hips. The soft heavy flesh rippling every time she came down, and the wet sound of her taking me, and her breath going in short hard gasps between the numbers.

“Fifteen. Sixteen. Fourteen.”

“Fourteen?”

“I don’t know. Seventeen.” Her voice was going. “I don’t, I can’t, Jack, there aren’t any more numbers.”

She rode me with her hands bound behind her and her glasses falling off her nose and her hair starting to come down, a pin, then another, sliding out of the swept-up waves and dropping onto my belly, and the numbers came apart in her mouth and stopped being numbers and became my name.

I sat up.

I came up off the bed behind her with my arms around her, my chest against her back and her bound wrists pressed between us, and she gasped as the angle changed inside her. I held her there a moment, sitting up, her back against me and my cock buried in her.

“My turn,” I said in her ear.

“Yes,” she breathed. “Yes. Yours.”

I pushed her forward.

Gently. With my hand flat between her shoulder blades, the way I’d bent her over the map table. Forward and down. And she went, onto her knees, forward until her shoulders came down on the white bed and her cheek came down on the spread. Her bound wrists at the small of her back. Her knees apart. Her ass up.

High. As high as she could put it. Her back arched so deep it was a curve like a drawn bow, her face on the mattress and her shoulders down and her hips lifted, offering, the whole pink weight of her ass raised up to me. And between her cheeks, her pussy, open and swollen and slick from riding me, wet all down the insides of her thighs to the dark bands of her stockings.

I knelt up behind her. I took my cock in my hand and fitted it to her and pushed in.

All the way. One stroke. To the root.

She screamed into the bedspread.

I put my left hand on her hip. I put my right hand in her hair, in the dark waves Donna had pinned up so carefully that afternoon, and I closed my fingers in it, not hard, holding. Her head came back an inch with it.

“Mine now,” I told her. “My wife.”

And I fucked her.

Deep. Hard. The way I’d told her I would. I drove into her from behind with my hand on her hip pulling her back onto me and my hand in her hair holding her, and her ass slapped against my hips on every stroke, the soft pink flesh rippling and bouncing, the sound of it loud in the measured room. Her bound wrists jerked against the thread at the small of her back. Her glasses came off. I heard them hit the floor somewhere. She didn’t notice. She was crying out on every stroke, wordless, her face pressed sideways in the spread, her mouth open.

“Look at you take it,” I said. “All of you. Mine.”

Her hair came down.

It came down under my hand. The pins letting go one at a time, sliding out of the swept waves, and the dark glossy weight of her hair falling loose over my fingers, over her shoulders, across the white spread. Pin by pin.

I felt her start to come.

It came up in her from deep inside. I felt it in the way her pussy started to clench on me, quick and hard. In her thighs, starting to shake. In her voice, which went higher and higher.

I stopped.

I held myself deep inside her and stopped moving, and held her hip still with my left hand so she couldn’t move either.

She made a sound that had no order in it at all.

“You’re so good for me,” I said. “Every inch of you. Now ask.”

“Jack.”

“Ask me. In your own words.”

She lay with her face in the spread and her hair across it and her ass up against me, shaking, clenching on my cock where I held it buried and still inside her. She tried to find the words. The exact ones. The ones she’d always had, every one, in order.

“I would like,” Audrey said. “I would like you to. To permit. I’d like your permission to, I would like, I’m requesting, I.” The sentence came apart in her mouth, and she couldn’t find the rest of it, and I felt her stop looking. “Jack. Jack. Let me. Let me.”

“You can stop asking now,” I said. “Come.”

I drove into her.

Her voice broke in half on the last word, and she came. Her back arched so hard her shoulders came up off the bed against my hand in her hair, a long cry going out of her into the spread. Her pussy clamped down on my cock in long hard spasms, pulling at me from the root to the head, again and again, and her thighs shook so hard her knees slid on the spread, and her bound hands clenched into fists at the small of her back.

And the thread went still.

The soft blue-gold binding at her wrists. I felt it. The faint tremble that had been in it, the last hair of the shake I’d carried since Delano Street, went out of it. All at once. Not like the map table, where it had stilled and then come back. It went still and it stayed still. It went fine. It drew itself in, finer and finer around her wrists, until it was as thin as a hair, a single hair of light wound around her wrists in a figure eight, and as still as drawn wire. As still as a line ruled on paper.

And something opened in me the rest of the way.

The lamp on the dressing table didn’t flare. It was the still thing. The thing that had come into me on the terrace through her two fingers on my pulse, under the light and the floor. And it opened all the way and settled into me and stayed, and it was mine. I felt it become mine.

A hairpin fell.

It slid out of the last of her pinned waves where my fingers held her hair, and dropped. Off her shoulder, over the edge of the bed, toward the floor.

I didn’t look at it.

The thread went out of my left hand where it held her hip. On its own. Fine and dead straight, down off the edge of the bed, and caught it. The pin. A quarter of an inch above the floor. It stopped there, in the air, a small black bobby pin hanging on the end of a line of light so fine you could barely see it, a quarter inch above the boards, and didn’t swing.

And I knew where all the others were.

All of them. In the same instant. Every pin left in her hair. Seven of them. One above her left ear, half out. Two at the crown, crossed. One at the nape, under my fingers. Three in the last coil of dark hair at the back of her head, holding. I knew where each of them was the way I knew where my own hands were. I didn’t see them. I didn’t feel for them. I knew.

And every point where I touched her, the same way, all at once.

I came.

I drove into her one last time as deep as I could go and held there with my hand in her hair and my hand on her hip, and came, hard, pulsing deep inside her, filling her, and I felt each pulse go into her and felt her pussy pull at me through her own aftershocks, milking every one. She moaned into the spread with each pulse. I held her there until I was empty.

The pin hung a quarter inch above the floor the whole time.

When I was done, I let it down. Gently. On the line. It touched the boards without a sound.

The tub took twenty minutes to fill.

I ran it hot while she lay on the bed. I’d let the thread go at her wrists, and she’d brought her arms around slowly in front of her and lay curled on her side on the white spread with her hands together under her chin, looking at her own wrists. There was no mark on them. Not a line. She turned them in the lamplight, looking.

Her hair was all down. Dark and glossy and tangled across the spread, across her shoulders, across her face. Her stockings had slid down one leg. Her garter belt had twisted on her hips. Her ass was pink.

She didn’t have her glasses. They were on the floor at the foot of the bed where they’d fallen. I picked them up and brought them to her.

She took them. She looked at them. Then she reached over the side of the bed and picked up my dress shirt off the floor, where I’d thrown it, and cleaned her glasses on the tail of it. Carefully. Both lenses. Holding each one up to the lamp to check it.

“That,” Audrey said, cleaning, “was not in my notes.”

I lay down beside her.

She put her glasses on. She settled them on her nose with one fingertip. Her eyes sharpened behind them and found me.

“None of it,” she said. “Not one line of it was in my notes.”

“Was that bad?”

She thought about it. Actually thought about it, lying on her side on the white spread with her hair down and my shirt in her hand.

“Take notes next time,” Audrey said.

We got in the tub together.

It was deep and chrome and hot, and she lay back against me between my knees with her head on my shoulder and her hair floating dark on the water, and neither of us spoke. Down in the grand hall the brass band had stopped playing.

After a while she lifted her right hand out of the water and held it up in front of us. Her wrist. Clean and pale, water running down it.

“It went still,” she said. “When I came. I felt it.”

“I know. I felt it too.”

“It stayed still.” She turned her wrist. “It didn’t go back. On the map table it went back. Tonight it didn’t.”

“No.”

She was quiet a moment.

“Do it,” she said. “Something. Anything. Show me.”

I lifted my hand out of the water.

I didn’t look. I looked at her face, at the side of it against my shoulder, her glasses, her wet hair. The thread went out of my fingertips across the room, and I didn’t feel it shake at all. Not a hair of a shake. It found the little brass handle of the service hatch beside the door, twenty feet away, and turned it, and the hatch swung open. It went in past the champagne bucket and the glass dome over the sandwiches and found the bowl of strawberries, and took one by its green stem. One. The others didn’t move.

It carried it back across the room, slow, over the bed and past the screen with the herons on it, and stopped it in front of her face, turning a little, a bead of ice water still on it. Across the room the hatch swung shut on the thread’s last touch without a sound.

I hadn’t looked once.

Audrey looked at the strawberry. Then she leaned forward and took it off the thread with her teeth, and ate it, and lay back against me in the water and was quiet a while.

“Eight,” she said at last. “There were nine.” A beat. “Insufferable.”

It came out soft.

She fell asleep on my chest.

Not in the tub. After. In the bed, under the white spread, with her damp hair across my shoulder and her cheek on my chest and her fingers curled around my left wrist, two of them on the pulse. She’d taken her glasses off and folded them and put them on the nightstand, perfectly straight, and then she’d lain down on me and found my wrist without looking for it, and I’d felt her fingers move, once, slightly. Counting.

Then they’d stopped moving.

She slept completely. Her breath went long and slow and even against my skin, and her body went heavy on mine, and her fingers stayed on my pulse.

I lay under her in the dark and looked at the ceiling.

I could feel all three of them. Donna down the hill, a bright line running out through the glass to a bed with blue curtains. Ruth in the green cottage beside it, a floor under everything. And Audrey on my chest, still and exact, lying across my heart with her fingers on my pulse.

Light and floor and line.

I don’t know when I fell asleep.

I woke because the room was getting dark.

It came slowly. The lamp on the dressing table, which had been burning gold, was going down. Gold to yellow. Yellow to a dull orange. As though the current feeding it were being drawn off somewhere a long way away, a little at a time.

Audrey was still asleep on my chest.

I lay there and watched the lamp. Orange. Dimmer. The filament glowing like a coal.

My mouth tasted like pennies.

I slid out from under her. Slowly. I eased her head off my chest onto the pillow and her fingers off my wrist onto the spread, and she murmured something and didn’t wake. I got up. The floor was cold under my bare feet. The hair on my arms was standing up.

I went to the glass wall.

The island lay below me in the dark.

It had been lit when I fell asleep. The terraces with their lamps on posts in their glass globes, every thirty feet, white marble lit gold from the grand hall all the way down the hill. The covered walk with its two lamps. The receiving yard with the floodlight over the cold block door. The diagnostic bay.

The receiving yard was dark.

All of it. The floodlight over the cold block door was out. The lamps along the stone quay were out. The diagnostic bay’s high narrow windows, which always glowed faintly blue from the tubes inside, were black. The whole bottom of the island, down by the water, was black.

And the dark was climbing.

I watched it. At the foot of the hill, where the lowest terrace began above the yard, the first lamp on its post went out the way the barge’s had.

Then the next lamp up the stair. Dimming. Gone.

Then the one after that. A few seconds behind. Steady.

The lamps were dying in a line. From the receiving yard upward. Terrace by terrace. Up the hill. Toward the east tower.

Like somebody walking.

Walking up through the academy in the dark, taking his time, drinking every light he passed.


Chapter 18: Ninety-One Seconds

“East approach,” said Corinne Benton’s voice. “West radio. Report.”

The radio set by the suite door was a small gray box with a brass dial like the ones in the cottages, and its dial was lit, a faint amber glow in the dark room, and her voice came out of it cool and level and flat.

Nothing answered her.

“East approach,” Corinne said. “West radio. Report, please.”

I was standing at the glass wall in nothing but my trousers with my mouth full of pennies, watching the lamps die up the hill. One. Then the next. Then the next. The line of dark had reached the lowest terrace above the receiving yard and was climbing the stair to the second.

“East approach,” Corinne said, a third time. Exactly the same voice. Exactly the same words.

Silence.

Then: “West radio logs east approach, no answer, twelve-oh-four.”

I turned around.

Audrey was sitting up in the bed.

She’d come awake all at once, the way Donna did, and she was sitting bolt upright in the white sheets with her dark hair down around her bare shoulders and her hand already out to the nightstand, finding her glasses. She put them on. Her eyes went to the lamp on the dressing table, dull orange, dying. Then to the radio by the door. Then to me at the glass.

“How long?” she said.

“The yard’s gone. The bottom terrace is going.”

“Which way?”

“Up. Toward us.”

She was out of the bed. She didn’t ask anything else. She came across the room in nothing at all and stood beside me at the glass and looked down.

She took it in all at once. The dark at the bottom of the island where the receiving yard had been. The line of lamps going out up the stair, one, a few seconds, the next. And somewhere down there in the dark, at the head of the line, too far and too low to make out, a faint glow. Orange-gold. Small. Moving. Like a coal somebody was carrying up the hill in a bucket.

“Don’t look at it,” I said.

“I’m not looking at it. I’m looking at the lamps.” Her voice was steady. “He’s walking at three miles an hour. A man’s walk. He’s not hurrying. He’ll reach the second terrace in two minutes and the foot of this tower in seven.”

The radio by the door crackled.

“All posts.” Malloy. Low and hard and absolutely calm. “All posts, this is Malloy. Yard bell rang at eleven fifty-eight. That was Pell. Pell reports a launch at the stone quay, two men ashore. He rang it before his lamps went and he says he kept his eyes on his boots.” A pause. “Yard post fell back to the freight shed when the lamps went. Both men drained and breathing. Pell’s got them. Nobody goes to the yard. Hold your posts. I’m on the middle terrace.”

Another voice. Faint, crackling, far off. A man’s voice with wind in it and something else, a roar behind it, like a building on fire.

“Valor, Valor, this is Okafor on the harbor frequency, do you read.”

“Read you, Okafor.”

“I’ve got Sartori crews on two of the small families. Same minute. Bianchi’s warehouse on the fish pier and the Corso cold store on Fourth. Eight men, maybe ten. Trucks, guns, one of them’s on fire.” The wind in his voice. “I’m on the fish pier. Harbor police are on Fourth. No casualties yet.” A grunt, a sound like something heavy being thrown. “Somebody wanted me busy tonight, Frank.”

“Somebody wanted all of us busy,” Malloy said. “Hold the harbor.”

“Holding.”

Another voice, small and quick and young, on the same frequency.

“Row log,” said Peggy Castellan. “Twelve-oh-two, Okafor engaged, Bianchi warehouse. Twelve-oh-three, harbor police engaged, Corso. Twelve-oh-five, Valor reports east approach no answer.”

Audrey turned her head and looked at me.

“East approach,” she said quietly. “No answer.”

I knew what was at the foot of this tower. A stone bench against the wall where the terrace turned into the stair. A radio set on the bench. A man in an overcoat with his face to the sea.

“Get dressed,” I said.

She put on my shirt.

It was the first thing her hands found on the floor, my white dress shirt, the one she’d cleaned her glasses on, and she pulled it on and buttoned it in four seconds flat without counting out loud. It came halfway down her thighs. She found her blue skirt on the chair under the folded cape and stepped into it and zipped it over her hips, and she didn’t bother with the top or the garters or the stockings. She found her low blue heels. Then she stood there in my shirt and her short skirt with her hair down and her glasses on, and she was ready.

I was in my trousers and my jacket. The dress jacket with the three stars. No shirt under it. My shoes. I reached into the jacket’s inside pocket and Pell’s goggles were there, where I’d put them that morning out of habit, the rubber still faintly sticky, the new shade-fourteen glass nearly black.

The lamp on the dressing table went out.

The tower ran on its own line, up from the power house in the yard, and he’d walked straight through the power house.

The room went dark, the glass wall gray with starlight, and through it, below, the island lay in its strange broken dark, the top terraces still lit, the bottom gone, and the line of dying lamps climbing between them.

On the second terrace, a light went up, white-blue, a burst of it, sudden and hard, like a flashbulb the size of a house, and I heard it a half second later through the glass, a flat heavy crack like a cannon.

“Karras,” I said.

Another burst. Gold, this time. Then a blue one. Men’s voices, shouting, faint through the glass. Heroes. On the second terrace, coming down the stairs from the grand hall and up from the barracks, coming at the thing walking up the hill. Five of them. Six. Their flares going off in the dark like fireworks.

And every flare went in.

Karras’s white-blue blast went across the second terrace in a beam you could have read a newspaper by, and it reached the glow at the head of the line of dark, and the glow swallowed it. The beam got smaller the whole way across, the way my flare had on Cutter Street. And when it touched, the glow brightened. Orange to yellow. Yellow to white.

A gold flare. In. Brighter.

A man ran at it. I saw him in the light of the other flares, a big man running, and I knew the run. Tommy Hale. He ran at the glow the way he’d run at it on the barge, with his fists up, shouting something, and hit it, and the glow went whiter, and Tommy went down.

Karras went down.

I saw it. The tall lean shape at the edge of the terrace with his hands still up, still flaring, and the white-blue light dying out of his hands, and then he was on his knees, and then he was on his face on the marble.

Somebody else went down.

“Nobody hits him.” Malloy’s voice from the radio by the door, and through the glass at the same instant, faint, roaring, the same voice shouting across the second terrace. “Nobody hits him! Nobody looks! Get back! All of you, back, back to the grand hall, carry them, NOW.”

The flares stopped.

On the second terrace, in the dark, shapes moved. Men lifting other men. Dragging them. Carrying them up the stairs toward the grand hall’s lit windows. I saw Boyd. You couldn’t miss Boyd. He had Tommy Hale over one shoulder and Karras under the other arm and he was running up the terrace stairs with both of them, two sacks of grain out of a burning barn.

The glow stood on the second terrace and didn’t follow them.

It stood there. Bright now. White-gold. Overfed. And I watched it, not looking at it, looking at the lamps around it, and I saw it stop, as if it had come to a crossroads.

It turned.

It went back down.

Back down the stair it had climbed, toward the receiving yard, away from the tower and away from us, down the hill into the dark at the bottom of the island where there was nothing left to drink.

“He’s turned,” Audrey said beside me. “He’s going back down.”

“He’s going for the cold block.”

“Somebody told him to.” Her voice was flat and fast. “He was coming up here. To the tower. And forty heroes came at him and he ate six of them and somebody down there in the yard said turn around. Get what’s sure first. Come back for the tower.” She was looking at the yard. “The launch. Carmine’s on the radio to him. Or he’s walking beside him.”

“Carmine doesn’t need a radio. He can shout. He doesn’t fly.”

“Then Carmine’s in the yard,” said Audrey, “and Carmine’s the one who decides.”

At the bottom of the hill, in the black of the receiving yard, something flashed.

Pearl-white. Faint. A row of narrow high windows lit up all at once from the inside, pale and pearly, like a jar of fireflies, and held for a moment. The diagnostic bay. The crate in its cradle behind the glass. Residue knowing residue.

Then the windows went dark.

The glow went past the bay. Toward the small square building beside it.

The radio by the door crackled.

“Cold block. Cold block to Malloy.” A man’s voice, high and young and terrified. The guard. “He’s at the door. He’s at the door, sir, it’s going red, the door’s going red. And sir, sir, Pruitt’s in here. Pruitt’s inside. He came down at a quarter to twelve with a piece of cake for the big one, he said the big one never had cake, I let him in, I’m sorry, sir, I let him in.”

Eddie.

I stood in the dark with my jacket half buttoned and felt the floor go out from under me for one second and then come back, because Ruth was somewhere below me at the bottom of the hill and she had felt it too.

“Get out,” Malloy said on the radio. “Morrow. Get out of there. Now.”

“I can’t, sir. He’s at the door. I’m behind the block, I came around the side when the lamps went, I’m at the back wall. I can feel it through the stone, sir. It’s hot. The whole wall’s hot.”

“Stay there. Don’t look at him.”

“I’m not looking, sir. I’m looking at my boots.” A ragged breath. “Sir. Sir, the ceiling. I can hear the ceiling inside. It’s cracking. It’s the heat, sir, the stone’s cracking. It’s coming down in the corridor.”

Then another voice on the same handset. Faint. Coming through the stone from inside the block, through the guard’s set, as if he’d pressed the handset against the wall.

Eddie’s.

I couldn’t make out all of it. It was muffled and fast and steady, a stream of words, Eddie’s voice, the voice I’d heard on Delano Street and in the pump house and on a hundred nights in the Row clinic. Talking. The way he always talked. The sound of a scared man keeping his hands from shaking.

“Okay. Okay, Nicky, okay, stay down, stay right there, stay on the floor, I’ve got you. Don’t look at the door. Don’t look. Keep your hands on your eyes. I’m right here. I’m right here, I’m not going anywhere.” A crack, loud, like a tree splitting. “Okay. That’s okay. That’s just the ceiling. That’s just the ceiling, Nicky, it’s fine, it’s, oh.”

A roar. Stone. A great grinding roar of stone coming down.

And under it, through it, a sound I’d heard once before, at dawn, in a pump house. Not a voice. A breath. A deep heavy breath like a bellows. The sound a very big man makes when something very heavy lands on him and he takes it.

The roar stopped.

“Eddie,” the guard said into the handset. “Pruitt. Pruitt, are you there?”

Eddie’s voice came back. Thin. Through stone.

“I’m here.” A cough. “We’re here. We’re all here. Nicky’s here. He’s breathing. I’ve got my hand on his chest.” Another cough. “The big one. Morrow. Tell them. Tell Malloy. The big one’s holding it up.”

“Holding what up?”

“The ceiling.” Eddie’s voice cracked. “The whole corridor ceiling came down and he’s standing in the middle of it with it on his shoulders. On his shoulders and his back and his hands. He came out of his cell when it started cracking. He walked out of his cell and pulled Nicky’s door off its hinges with one hand, like a cupboard door, and I got Nicky out onto the floor, and then he stood under it and it came down on him and he’s holding it. He’s just holding it.” A sound that was half a laugh and half something else. “It’s feeding him. You understand? Every piece that falls on him. It’s feeding him. He’s getting stronger the more it comes down. He can hold it forever.”

Silence on the net.

“Pruitt,” Malloy said. Very quietly. “Is he all right?”

“He’s looking at me.” Eddie’s voice was steady now. Talking. “He’s got about four tons of stone on his back and he’s looking at me. He’s fine. His heart’s fine. I can see his pulse in his neck from here. It’s slow. Like a tired kid.” A breath. “I’m going to keep Nicky breathing. I’m going to keep talking. I’m going to talk the whole time. That’s what I’m going to do. Tell Jack.”

We went down the stair at a run.

Audrey first, because she’d measured it and I hadn’t. She went down the white marble stair in her low blue heels and my white shirt and her short blue skirt at a pace that was not a walk and not quite a run, every step placed. I came behind her. The lamps on the stair were dead. The whole tower was dark. Starlight, and the strange broken glow from the top terraces where the lamps were still burning, and below us the black.

At the first turn of the stair we met them coming up.

Donna and Ruth.

They’d felt it. Donna was in her pale blue nightgown with her camel coat thrown on over it and her feet bare on the cold marble and her platinum hair wild from the pillow, and she was running. Ruth was behind her in her nightgown and her old gray cardigan buttoned to the throat over it, with her red hair in its loose night braid over her shoulder and her practical shoes on, and she wasn’t running. She was climbing the stair at her own pace, steady, and she was keeping up.

Donna hit me in the middle of the stair and threw her arms around my neck.

“He’s here,” she said into my throat. “I felt him. In my sleep. I felt it go hot and then I felt you, Jack, I felt all of you, I felt her,” she pulled back and looked at Audrey, “I felt you in him. Oh, I felt it. It woke me up. I sat straight up in bed.”

“Donna.”

“I know. I know. Not now.” She let go of me. She was holding something under her arm. A black fiber mask the size of a dinner plate with a dark glass window in it and a wooden handle. “You left this on the chair in the cottage,” she said to Audrey, and held it out. “After the dancing. I thought you’d want it.”

Audrey took Pell’s hand shield. She looked at it, and for one second she looked at Donna the way she’d looked at the narrow chair.

Ruth came up the last steps and stopped below us on the stair.

She looked at me. All of me, the way she always did. My face. My hands. My jacket buttoned over my bare chest with nothing under it. She looked at Audrey in my shirt and her skirt and her bare legs. She let all of it go by.

The cardigan was buttoned to the throat and it did nothing to hide her. Nothing ever did. The gray knit strained over her breasts, pulled so tight the buttons gaped between them, and under it the thin white cotton of her nightgown, and she’d run, or nearly, and her breath was coming deep and slow and her chest was rising and falling with it. Her braid lay over one shoulder down across the swell of her. Freckles at the open collar. Pink from the cold.

My eyes went there. They always would. Even now. Even on a dark stair with a furnace walking through the island below us.

“Eyes up, Mr. Danner,” Ruth said quietly.

She didn’t say it as a joke. She said it the way she’d say it on any night of the year, low and calm and certain, and it went into me like a hand on my chest, and my head cleared.

“Wayne,” Donna said. “Jack. The bench. At the foot of the stair.”

“I know.”

“It’s empty,” Donna said. “He’s not there. The radio’s still on the bench and it’s on and it’s talking to nobody. We came past it.” Her blue eyes were huge. “Corinne’s voice was coming out of it. Asking for him.”

I’d known. Hearing it didn’t make it any different.

“Then he’s not there,” I said. “We’ll deal with it after.”

“After,” said Ruth.

We made the plan on the landing.

It was a wide flat landing of white marble halfway down the tower stair, where the stair turned, with a dead lamp on a chrome post and a chrome rail looking out over the island. From it you could see the whole north side of the hill. The terraces stepping down. The grand hall still lit, gold, its tall windows full of moving shapes now, men being carried in. And at the bottom, the black of the receiving yard.

And in the black, a glow. Down at the cold block. White-gold, and standing still now.

The four of us stood on the landing in the dark.

“I can’t hit him,” I said. “I can’t flare at him. I can’t look at him. Everything I’ve got, he eats. Everything anybody’s got, he eats. Malloy’s right. Forty heroes are forty meals.” I looked at Audrey. “The plate. That’s all there is. The seam. At the vent.”

“At the vent,” Audrey said. “Exactly at the vent. Not half a second before.”

“Can you time it?”

“Not from your mouth.” She held up Pell’s hand shield. “From my own eyes. Through this. From the tower balcony. The suite’s balcony looks straight down into the yard, I measured it when I walked the room, it’s a hundred and forty yards to the cold block door, give or take. I’ll see the flash myself. I’ll see it the instant it comes.” She looked at me. “And I’ll count. And you’ll have it.”

“On the radio?”

“Not on the radio.” Her voice was very quiet. “Through the bond. Through you. It went still tonight, Jack. In the tower. It went still and stayed still.” She took my wrist in her free hand and laid two fingers on the inside of it, the way she had on the pavilion steps the first week, and held them there on the pulse. “I can feel you. Right now. I can feel exactly where your hand is. I’ve never been able to do that. I’ll count, and you’ll have the count. Not as words. As the thing itself.”

“How do you know?”

“I don’t. I’m guessing.”

“Ninety-one seconds,” I said. “Every time. That’s a long time to stand in front of him.”

“Ninety-one at full draw,” Audrey said. “But the rings said something else too. The spacing’s ninety-one when he’s steady. On the Ferrante door, the last rings, after you’d thrown your flare and he’d brightened, they were closer. Eighty-four. Eighty.” She looked at the glow at the bottom of the hill. “When he’s fed more, the cycle shortens. Overfeeding him shortens it. That’s what a relief valve does. The more pressure, the sooner it lifts.”

“So feed him,” Donna said.

We all looked at her.

She was standing at the chrome rail in her camel coat with her bare feet on the marble and her platinum hair blowing, and her face was perfectly calm and perfectly certain. The face she must have worn at a radio set during Delano Street, pouring nerve down a line.

“Feed him,” Donna said. “Overfeed him. Make him so full he has to vent. Make him vent when Audrey wants him to vent.” She looked at me. “Not you. I don’t mean you. You haven’t got enough. You’d empty out in a minute.” She put her hand on her own chest. “Me.”

“Wives aren’t supers, Donna. You can’t do anything to him. It’s only ever through me.”

“I know it’s through you.” She came away from the rail and stood in front of me. “That’s what I mean. I’ll pour it into you. Everything I’ve got. All of it. More than I’ve ever given you, more than Founders’ Night, more than the flight yard. And you open it up. Wide. You open the door and let it all run straight out of you into him.” Her blue eyes were blazing. “You be the pipe, Jack. I’ll be the pump. And he’ll drink it, because he drinks everything, and he’ll get fuller and fuller and fuller, and he’ll have to vent. Sooner. Faster.” She looked at Audrey. “When she wants.”

“That’s feeding a monster on purpose,” I said.

“Yes,” said Donna. “It is.”

Every instinct I had said no. Every one. A year of fighting things. Hit them, stop them, don’t let them have anything. And she was standing there telling me to open my hands and give him everything she had.

“How long can you do it?” I said.

“As long as it takes.” She didn’t blink.

“Donna.”

“As long as it takes,” Donna said again, and her chin came up. “You stood in a pump house all night. I can stand on a terrace.”

I looked at Ruth.

Ruth had been standing on the step below the landing with her hands folded in front of her cardigan, listening. She hadn’t said anything. She looked at me in the dark, and she didn’t need me to ask her.

“I’ll be the floor,” Ruth said. “From wherever I’m standing.”

“He’ll drain me the whole time. Inside thirty feet. Every second.”

“I know what he does.” She stepped up onto the landing. “He takes. I put back.” She looked down the hill at the lit windows of the grand hall, at the shapes moving in them, men being carried. “But I won’t do it standing on a terrace watching you. They’ve got six heroes drained up there and more coming. Somebody’s got to keep them standing.” She looked back at me. “I’ll be in the grand hall with my hands on them. With Lorraine and the girls. And I’ll be under you the whole time. You’ll feel me.”

“From the grand hall.”

“From the grand hall. From the Row. From the moon, if I had to. It’s a floor, Jack. It doesn’t care where I’m standing.”

I looked at the three of them.

Donna by the rail in her camel coat with her bare feet and her blazing eyes. Ruth on the landing in her buttoned cardigan with her braid over her shoulder. Audrey in my shirt with Pell’s hand shield in her hand and her hair down and her glasses on.

“All right,” I said. “Here’s how it goes. Audrey. The balcony. The suite’s balcony, with the shield. You don’t take the shield down from your face for anything. Not for anything, do you hear me. If you lose your count, you count again. You don’t look at him without the glass.”

“I won’t.”

“Donna. The bottom terrace. The rail above the yard steps, where I’ll be able to feel you. Close. As close as you can be and still be out of his thirty feet. You pour. You don’t stop.”

“I won’t stop.”

“Ruth. The grand hall. Your hands on the drained. And under me.”

“Always,” said Ruth.

“And me,” I said, “I’m going to walk down into that yard and stand in front of him with my eyes shut.”

I took the plate out from behind my ear and pressed it to make sure it was live.

“Malloy,” I said. “Danner.”

The answer came back at once. “Danner. Where are you.”

“East tower stair. Captain, listen to me. I’ve got a plan. You’re going to hate it.”

“I hate everything tonight. Talk.”

I told him. All of it. Fast and plain. The plate in the gold man’s chest. The vent. The ninety-one seconds and the rings that came closer together when he was overfed. Donna pouring. Me opening it wide and feeding him on purpose. Ruth’s floor. Audrey on the balcony with a welder’s shield, counting. Me on the stones in front of the cold block, inside his thirty feet, with my eyes shut, waiting for her count, and a thread as fine as a hair laid into the seam at the vent.

When I was done, the radio was silent.

“That’s a terrible plan,” Malloy said.

“It’s the only one.”

“I know it’s the only one. I’ve been standing on this terrace for ten minutes trying to find a better one.” A pause. Then his voice changed. It went flat and hard and carrying, the field voice, the one he gave orders in to men who were already moving, and I knew he wasn’t talking only to me now. He’d opened it to the whole net.

“All posts, all heroes, this is Malloy. Listen to me once. Danner’s going into the yard. Nobody follows him. Nobody goes within a hundred feet of that cold block. Nobody hits him, nobody flares at him, nobody looks at him.” A breath. “Nobody hits him. Nobody looks. You hear me? I’ll put any man who does on the mainland in irons with the Sartoris.” Another breath. “Danner. It’s your yard. Go.”

We split on the landing.

Audrey went up. She turned and went back up the white stair toward the dark suite at the top of the tower with Pell’s shield in her hand, and at the turn of the stair she stopped and looked back down at me.

She lifted her hand and held up two fingers, pressed together, the two she’d laid on my pulse. Then she turned and went on up.

Ruth went down.

She went down the stair toward the terrace and the grand hall at her own pace, steady, and before she went she put her hand on my back. Between my shoulder blades. The lawn hand. One long breath. The floor came up under me so full it hurt.

“Come home,” Ruth said.

Then she went down the stair into the dark and didn’t look back.

Donna came with me.

She came down the stair beside me and down onto the terrace and along it and down the next stair, the two of us in the dark, past the dead lamps on their posts. She held my hand the whole way. Her hand was warm. Light was coming up where our hands joined. I could see it now, faint, in the dark. Blue-gold, my own light, coming up out of my skin where her palm pressed mine, so much of it that it spilled around her fingers and lit her bare wrist below the coat sleeve. Not much. The glow of a candle behind paper. It was my light, coming out of me because she was pouring it in, already pouring, getting ready, and I was so full of it that it was coming out of me at the seams.

We came down onto the lowest terrace.

The plate behind my ear clicked. “All posts, Malloy.” Flat and quick. “Five more down on the lower terraces. Barracks men coming up the hill who hadn’t heard me. That’s eleven.” A breath. “Keller, they’re coming to you.”

The yard stairs went down from here. A wide stone stair, twenty steps, from the bottom terrace down to the stones of the receiving yard. At the top of it there was a chrome rail, and the rail looked out over the whole yard.

The heat came up the stair to meet us.

It came up the stone steps like the open door of a bakery oven, and my mouth filled with pennies, and every hair on my body stood up, and Donna’s hand tightened on mine and the light between our palms flared.

I didn’t look down into the yard. Not straight. I looked at my boots, the way Pell did, the way Augie did. I looked at the stones of the terrace. And at the edge of my eye, at the bottom of the stair, I saw the yard.

Black. Dead. The cranes standing up against the stars, dark. The long freight shed. The diagnostic bay with its windows dark. The stone quay with a long low launch tied up against it, its chrome trim catching a faint orange glow.

And the cold block.

The small square gray building against the hillside, with its steel door. The door was gone. It hung in a long frozen drip off its hinges, cherry red, the steel run like candle wax, the opening behind it a ragged hole the size of a man. And through the hole, lit orange from outside by the heat, the corridor.

I saw it at the edge of my eye. I didn’t look at what was in front of it. I looked past it, through the melted door, into the corridor, like looking past a man’s shoulder into the room behind him.

The ceiling was down.

Great slabs of whitewashed stone had come down from the vault of the corridor, cracked by the heat, and they should have filled it to the floor. They didn’t. They hung. A mass of broken stone, tons of it, hanging in the air a few feet off the corridor floor.

On a man.

Vetrov stood in the middle of the corridor in his gray island fatigues with the ceiling on him. On his shoulders. On his back, bent under it. On his upraised hands, his huge gray hands spread flat against the stone above his head. His legs braced. His boots planted on the corridor floor. He wasn’t straining. He stood under four tons of falling stone as easily as under a doorframe. Steady. Still. A piece of stone the size of a suitcase broke off the mass above him while I watched and dropped onto his shoulder, and he didn’t flinch, and I saw him straighten a fraction. Fed.

And under him, under the arch of his body and the stone, crouched on the corridor floor beside a cell door, Eddie.

Eddie on his knees in his good blue jacket, the one that fit, with plaster dust all over it and his sandy hair white with dust. His hand flat on the chest of a man lying on the floor beside him. Nicky. Curled on his side with his cuffed hands over his eyes. And Eddie’s face turned up toward the giant holding the ceiling over both of them. His mouth moving.

Talking. The whole time.

I couldn’t hear him. But I could see his mouth moving.

There was a napkin on the floor beside Eddie’s knee. White. Unfolded. And on it a piece of cake, squashed flat, blue icing, a fleck of gold.

I looked away.

At the bottom of the yard stairs, in front of the cold block door, something was standing. I didn’t look at it. I knew it was there. My face knew it, as a face knows the sun with its eyes shut. White-gold at the edge of my eye. Tall. Too thin for its height. Turned toward the corridor and the hanging stone and the two men under it.

And beside it, a thick shape in a camel-hair coat, smoking. Carmine. Standing just outside the ring of heat with his hands in his pockets, watching the corridor.

I let go of Donna’s hand.

She didn’t want to let go. I felt her not want to. Her fingers held on a half second longer than mine and then let me go, and the glow between our hands went out with the touch.

“Stand here,” I said. “At the rail. Don’t come down the stairs. Don’t come one step closer than this.”

“I won’t.”

“You’ll be able to feel me?”

“I can feel you from anywhere.” She put both hands on the chrome rail and gripped it. She was looking at me, not at the yard. She’d never looked at the yard. “Go, Jack. I’ve got the lights.”

I pulled Pell’s goggles down over my eyes.

The world went black. Shade fourteen. Darker than a coal scuttle. Through it the yard was nothing at all, black, except at the bottom of the stairs there was a shape, a white-gold shape like a candle flame standing up, too bright even through the glass to have edges, and I didn’t look at it. I pushed the goggles back up onto my forehead.

Then I shut my eyes.

I walked down the stairs.

Twenty steps. I counted them myself. Stone under my boots. The heat climbing up my legs, my chest, my face. At the eighteenth step the drain caught me.

The cracked jar. The current. My stamina pouring out of me down the stairs toward the thing at the bottom of them, out of my legs and my back and my arms, a river. Stronger than Cutter Street. Stronger than the barge. He’d eaten eleven heroes on the terraces and he was full and he wanted more.

The floor came up.

Ruth. In the grand hall, three hundred yards up the hill, with her hands on Tommy Hale’s chest. I felt her as surely as if her hand were on my back. The floor rose under me, warm, level, from the sternum out, and filled the jar back up, and I kept walking.

Nineteenth step.

At the twentieth step I felt something new.

Behind me. Above me. On the tower. A hundred and forty yards up and back, on a balcony outside a dark glass wall, a woman in a white shirt holding a black mask in front of her face.

I felt her looking, past me, down into the yard. I felt where her eyes were the way you know which way a plumb line hangs without looking at it. I felt her fix on the white-gold thing at the bottom of the stairs, through the dark glass, and hold there. Still. Exact.

I came down off the last step onto the stones of the receiving yard and walked forward with my eyes shut. Three steps. Four. Into the heat. Into the white room of it, the dry shimmering ring where the night air had burned off. The stones were hot under my boots. My jacket steamed. My hair crisped at the edges. I walked until the heat on my face was everything and the red behind my eyelids was going orange and I could hear it, a sound I hadn’t noticed on Cutter Street or the barge, a low steady sound like a kettle just before it whistles.

I stopped.

I set. Weight down through my heels into the hot stones of the yard, and down through the stones into the island, and the island took me. I stood.

Somebody laughed.

A man. A short hard laugh, out past the heat, to my left. Carmine. I heard his shoes shift on the stones. I heard him take the cigarette out of his mouth.

“Hey,” Carmine Sartori said, to the thing in front of me. In a voice like a boatman calling across water. “Hey. Look. That’s the one in blue.”

The kettle sound changed.

I felt him turn. The heat moved. It came around onto me full. My eyelids went yellow. My face burned.

He was looking at me.

And high on the tower behind me, in my head, in my hands, in the still exact place at the center of me that had opened in the dark an hour ago, something began.

A count.


Chapter 19: The Governor

It came as something else.

On the landing I’d thought I would hear her voice in my head the way I heard it through the plate, saying eighty-nine, ninety, now.

It was the way you know how much water is left in a glass by the weight of it in your hand. I stood on the hot stones of the receiving yard with my eyes shut and the heat on my face, and I knew, without counting, that there were eighty-three seconds until the next vent.

Then eighty-two. They counted themselves, in the tips of my fingers where the thread lived.

And I knew where his right hand was. It came as part of the same knowing: at the height of my left shoulder, eighteen inches away and moving toward me, the long fingers spread. My eyelids were orange. But I knew where it was the way I’d known where every pin was in Audrey’s hair.

A hundred and forty yards up and back, on a balcony, behind a black glass window in a fiber mask, she was looking at it. And I was knowing it.

I stepped left.

The hand went past my right ear, hot as an iron going by. I smelled my own hair singe.

Seventy-nine.

Carmine Sartori whistled through his teeth, somewhere out past the heat.

The gold man came at me.

He was never fast. He came as he’d walked up the hill, at a working man’s pace, a man doing a job. His right hand had missed and he brought his left around, low, reaching for my jacket. I knew where it was. I knew it was going for my collar, the way it had on the barge, and I knew it was going to get there, because I was set and I wasn’t going to move my feet.

It got there.

His long fingers closed on the front of my dress jacket at the throat, on the royal-blue wool between the gold piping, just below the three stars. The heat of his palm came through the wool onto my bare chest. There was no shirt under the jacket. There was nothing between his palm and my skin but one layer of wool, and the wool began to smoke.

It burned.

It went into me white, a flat hard sheet of pain across my chest, the barge all over again. I heard my own skin. I smelled it.

And the floor came up under it.

Ruth. In the grand hall. I felt her like a wall at my back in the dark. The warmth came up from the bottom of me, from the sternum out, out through the burn, and I felt the skin under his palm go white and go red and go whole again, and go white again as his heat came back into it, and go whole again. Burn and close. Burn and close. A wound and a healing chasing each other around under his hand, faster than I could feel either one.

On the barge, from three and a half miles, she’d only been able to hold a burn where it was until her hands could reach it. But since the tower I’d had all three of them in me at once, and Ruth’s reach had come up with the rest. Three hundred yards wasn’t three and a half miles.

He held my collar. I stood.

Sixty-eight.

And the drain. Under the burn. Under everything. The current pulling out of my legs, my arms, my back, the stamina pouring out of me into him in a river. Stronger than the barge. Stronger than anything. He’d eaten eleven heroes on the terraces and he was hungry anyway, he was always hungry, and the floor poured back in as fast as he took, and the two of them ran through me in opposite directions like two tides meeting in a channel.

I stood in it.

My boots on the hot stones. My weight down through my heels into the island. The set.

He pushed.

I felt him lean on me with his fist on my collar, trying to move me out of the way. Past my shoulder, behind me, through the melted door, there was a corridor with the ceiling down and a gray giant holding it up and two men under it. That was what he’d come for. I was a door that had closed in front of him, and he was leaning on the door.

The door didn’t open.

He leaned harder. The stones under my boots cracked. I felt them crack in a small star under each heel. I didn’t move.

Fifty-four.

“Jack,” said a voice in my head.

Warmer than Audrey’s. Breathier. Right behind me and above me, at the top of the yard stairs, at a chrome rail.

Donna. The thing behind her voice. The light.

It was there. It had been there since I came down the stairs, a bright line at my back. Waiting. Getting ready. I could feel her standing at the rail with both hands gripping the chrome, barefoot in her camel coat, holding it back, holding all of it back until I told her.

“Now,” I said out loud. “Donna. Now.”

She opened.

It came into me like the sun coming up.

The bright line running back to a porch lamp became a flood. It came down the yard stairs and through my back and into my chest, everything she had, more than she had ever given me, more than Founders’ Night, more than the flight tower. It filled me so fast I gasped. My skin lit up. I felt it light. The blue-gold came up out of me everywhere at once, out of my hands, out of my chest under his fist, out of my face, a glow coming off my whole body like light off a lamp chimney.

And every instinct I had said hold it.

Keep it. Hit him with it. Throw it. Make a fist and put it through his chest and end this. A year of instinct, of Delano Street and the pump house and the barge, every fight I’d ever had in this world, said take this light and use it.

I didn’t.

I opened my hands.

I let it go into him. On purpose. I stood there with his fist on my collar and Donna’s light pouring through me, and I opened myself like a floodgate, and let it run straight out of me into the thing in front of me. I didn’t throw it and I didn’t aim it. I gave it. Out of my chest into his fist. Out of my hands into the heat. Out of every inch of me into the furnace standing on the stones.

He drank it.

It went into him like water into dry ground. The heat on my face jumped. My eyelids went from orange to yellow to white. The kettle sound he made, the low steady sound like a kettle just before it whistles, climbed. Higher. It went up like a teakettle on a high flame.

It was the hardest thing I had ever done. Harder than the pump house. In the pump house I’d only had to not hit back. Here I had to feed him. A hero feeding a monster with both hands, on purpose, with a woman’s love.

And in my right hand, the one hanging at my side, the thread lay still.

Fine as a hair, touching nothing. Lying out of my fingertips and down along the side of my leg, a hair of light, not part of the flood at all. Separate. Waiting. I held it apart from everything else in me, a needle kept safe in one hand while the other hand wrestles.

Forty-one.

The count moved.

It had been counting down steady. And it jumped. It went from forty-one to thirty-four all at once, the way a glass gets lighter all at once if somebody tips it.

He was filling up.

Twenty-eight. Twenty-two. The numbers falling faster than the seconds. The pressure building in him faster than his clock.

“She’s doing it,” said Audrey.

Out loud. In my plate. Her voice, level and very quiet, the first word she’d said since the landing.

“She’s doing it, Jack. The cycle’s shortening. I can see it in the flash. Hold.”

Twelve. Ten.

At the top of the yard stairs, behind me, every dead lamp on the bottom terrace flickered.

It came to me through Donna: the lamps on their posts along the terrace above the yard, the ones he’d drunk dry on his way up the hill, coming on for one blink. Gold. All of them at once. A line of light flickering on and off along the rail where Donna stood, like a lamp catching for an instant on a dead wire because somebody near it was pouring so much light that some of it ran over into the glass.

Then they went dark again.

Six.

“Get ready,” Audrey said. “Lay the thread on the plate. Don’t press.”

I lifted my right hand.

The plate was where it had been on the barge.

I found it the same way. The thread went out of my fingertips finer than a hair, so fine I could barely feel it leave me, and touched him. His coat, scorched to brittle black. His shirt, ash. His skin, hot as a griddle. And in the center of his breastbone, under my thread, the plate.

Smooth. Hard. The width of my palm. The fine engraving on its face. The edge set into the bone. And across the middle of it, side to side, the seam.

I laid the thread along it. Didn’t press. Just lay there.

Three. Two.

“Now,” said the count in my hands.

I pressed it in.

The white came.

I’d been early on the barge. Now I was late, by a hair. I felt the seam begin to open under my thread a hair before I pressed, and I pressed into the opening, and the vent came up through the gap and hit my thread and burned back.

White through my eyelids. The world white. And up the thread into my fingers, into my hand, up my arm, the line of fire running back along it like a fuse.

I didn’t scream this time. I’d known it was coming. I locked my jaw and let it burn.

The thread snapped.

The vent went off in front of me like a furnace door banging open and shut, a great flat pulse of heat that rocked me on my set boots, and then it was done, and his heat dropped a little. The pressure let out of him through his valve, a pressure cooker letting off its puff of steam. And the kettle sound fell, and started climbing again at once.

The floor came up into my arm.

Ruth. I felt her find the burn from three hundred yards away with her hands on another man’s chest, and I felt the warmth go into my arm, from the shoulder down, and the burn went. White to red to pink to whole. Ten seconds of it, a week’s worth, and I took it standing.

“A hair,” Audrey said. Her voice in the plate was steady, but I heard what was under it. “That was a hair late, Jack. My count, not your hand. They were a hair apart.” A breath. “The cycle’s moving under me. It’s shortening every time she pours. I’m counting a moving target.” Another breath. “Next one.”

“How long?”

“I don’t know yet. Seventy. Maybe less. Keep her pouring.”

The count was back in my hands. Sixty-eight. Sixty-seven. I felt it.

Behind me, at the rail, Donna was still pouring.

I could feel her. I could feel how much she’d already given. It was more than she’d ever given me, and she was still giving it, a flood that didn’t stop, and I could feel the shape of her at the top of the stairs. Both hands on the rail. Her whole body leaning into it. And under the flood, faint, starting, something I didn’t like. A tremble. A thinness. Like a lamp starting to flicker when the current’s being pulled from too many places.

“Donna.”

“I’m here,” she said in my head. The feeling of words, through the light. “Don’t you dare stop me.”

The second vent came at sixty-one seconds.

I was ready. I had the thread on the plate. I had the count in my hands, coming down, falling faster than the seconds as she poured and I opened and he drank. Fifteen. Ten. Seven.

And something hit me in the face.

Soft. Wet. Warm. It slapped against my left cheek and stuck there, and slid down.

I flinched. A year of being shot at, and something hit me in the face in the dark, and my body flinched before my mind knew what it was. My head jerked. My shoulders turned an inch.

And the gold man moved.

He’d felt me flinch. His left arm came across his own body, high, the long fist still locked on my collar and his elbow coming up, and his forearm swung across his chest.

Across the plate.

My thread was on the seam and then it wasn’t. It was on his forearm. On the burned sleeve of his coat. I’d lost the plate under his arm.

“Three,” said the count. “Two.”

I couldn’t find it. I felt along his arm with the thread, fast, frantic, for the edge of the plate, the seam, anything.

“Now.”

The vent went off under his arm. White through my eyelids. The pulse of heat. And because his forearm was across his chest, the vent came out against it and sprayed sideways, and I felt it go across my left shoulder and down my left side like a blowtorch.

I did scream then.

The floor came up. Ruth. The burn closed.

“Pistol,” Audrey said, very fast. “Carmine. He fired from outside the ring. Twelve yards, your left. The round went soft in the air and hit your cheek.”

I put my hand up to my face. Something soft and warm and slick was stuck on my cheekbone. I pulled it off and held it in my fingers. A slug. A lead bullet, soft as putty, squashed flat where it had hit me, warm. Spent. It had come out of the barrel fine and crossed twelve yards of air into his heat and arrived at my face like a wad of wet clay.

It had done nothing to me. It had only made me flinch.

I dropped it on the stones.

“I’ll kill him,” said Carmine Sartori, out past the heat, to nobody, in a hoarse furious voice. “I’ll kill him, I swear to God.”

I heard his shoes on the stones. Coming closer. Two steps, three, a man too angry to remember what he’d been told for two years about where to stand. Into the heat. And then the small soft sound of a hammer falling and sinking, the sound I’d heard in a bank on Cutter Street, like a thumb pressing into dough.

He swore. He backed away fast, swearing.

“You won’t,” I said. “Not with that.”

He swore at me in Italian.

The count was in my hands again. Fifty-two. Fifty-one.

I stood there with his fist on my collar and Donna’s light pouring through me and out into him, and the burns coming and closing under his palm on my chest, and the drain and the floor running through me in opposite directions, and I felt, all at once, what I was doing wrong.

I was trying to win.

I’d been trying to win since I came down the stairs. Trying to find the plate, trying to lay the thread, trying to beat the count, trying to be faster than the vent and better than the vent. Leaning on it. Pushing. Hitting it, in my mind, with everything I had, the way I’d hit him on Cutter Street.

My mother had a pressure cooker.

I’d told Audrey about it in the cold blue bay. The pot with the lid that locked down. The little weight on top. And I remembered something else about it, standing on the hot stones of the receiving yard with a furnace holding my collar. Something I hadn’t remembered in twenty years.

You couldn’t hurry it.

My mother used to stand at the stove and wait. I’d been a kid, impatient, wanting supper, and I’d ask her when, and she’d say when it whistles. I’d want her to do something. Turn up the flame. Bang on the lid. And she’d say, honey, a pressure cooker doesn’t care how hard you hit it. You wait for the whistle.

You wait for the whistle.

I stopped trying.

I stopped pushing at the count. I stopped hunting for the plate. I left the thread lying on his chest where it was, light as nothing, and I didn’t press, and I didn’t reach, and I didn’t try to be faster than anything. I just stood there. The way I’d stood in the pump house. The way I’d stood on the barge.

I let Donna pour. I let Ruth hold. I let the burns come and close. I let the count come down in my hands on its own.

I waited for the whistle.

Forty-one.

The count jumped again. Thirty. Twenty-four.

And behind me, at the rail, Donna’s knees went.

I felt them go.

I felt her fall. Not far. She went down onto her knees on the stone terrace at the top of the yard stairs with both hands still locked on the chrome rail above her head, like a woman going down beside a sickbed. Her legs had given out under her. The light was still coming. She was on her knees on the stone with her bare feet behind her and her arms stretched up over her head gripping the rail and her head bowed between them, and the light was still pouring out of her down the stairs into me.

She was emptying.

I could feel the bottom of her. I’d never felt it before. In a year of marriage, on the Row and on the island, in bed and in the field, I’d never once felt Donna run low. Now I could feel the bottom of her coming up through the flood like the bottom of a lake coming up through the water in a drought.

“Donna,” I said. “Donna, ease off.”

“No.”

“You’re on your knees.”

“I know where I am.” The feeling of her voice, in my chest, through the light. Fierce. Shaking. “I’m right where I said I’d be. I’m at the rail. I didn’t move. I said I’d stand and I can’t stand, so I’m kneeling, and I’m still here.” A tremble went through the flood. “Don’t you dare stop me, Jack Danner. Don’t you dare. I can see the lamps. I can see them flicker. I’m doing it.”

The lamps on the terrace flickered again. On and off. A breath of gold along the rail.

She didn’t stop.

Twenty. Fifteen.

The kettle sound had become a whistle.

A high thin steady scream coming out of the thing in front of me, out of the middle of him, out of the plate. The sound of steam forcing itself through a gap too small for it. The heat on my face was beyond anything. My eyelids were white. My hair was smoking. His fist on my collar had burned through the wool entirely and his palm was flat on the bare skin of my chest and the skin under it was cooking and healing and cooking and healing faster than I could tell which.

He was full. He was overfull. Donna had filled him past his limit, and the pressure in him was climbing so fast the count in my hands was falling like a stone dropped down a well.

Ten.

“Jack,” Audrey said in my plate.

Her voice had changed. It was very quiet and very slow. The metronome. The voice from the disaster course, the voice counting Reyes’s seconds to the valve house, the voice saying not on your heart, on me.

“I’ve got it,” she said. “I’ve got the cycle. It’s not moving anymore. She’s pushed it as far as it goes. It’s steady at forty-one.”

Eight.

“Forty-one,” Audrey said. “From his last flash. I’ve got the flash. I’m looking at it. Through the glass. I’m not counting from your mouth, Jack. I’m not counting from anything but my own eyes.”

Six.

“Don’t press,” she said. “Don’t reach. Don’t try. Let me.”

Five.

I didn’t press. I didn’t reach. I stood on the stones with my boots set and Donna on her knees at the rail behind me pouring the last of herself into me and Ruth’s floor under me holding and a furnace screaming in my face with its hand on my heart, and I let my thread lie on his chest across the seam as light as a hair on a sleeve, and I waited.

Four.

Three.

Two.

I felt the seam.

Under the thread. Just as the count reached two. I felt the two halves of the plate begin to strain against each other, the hairline gap trembling, the pressure behind it pushing, the valve about to lift. I felt it the way a lid strains on a pot just before the weight lifts.

“Now,” said Audrey.

Not in my plate. Not out loud. In my hands.

It came through the bond the way the count came, as a certainty, the instant itself, exact. It came into my fingertips in the same moment the seam opened. The instant the two halves of the plate parted to let the vent out, her now arrived in my hands, and the thread went in.

I didn’t send it. It went.

Into the seam. Into the gap as it opened, a hair into a hair, laid down along the opening crack from one side of the plate to the other in the exact instant it was open, and lying there, and holding.

The vent hit it.

The white came up behind the plate and hit the thread lying in the gap. And this time the thread didn’t burn back. It didn’t snap. It lay there in the seam, still as drawn wire, and the vent pushed against it, and it held.

It held the seam shut.

The plate clicked.

I heard it. A small clean sound in the middle of all that heat and screaming. Like a lid locking down on a pot. Click.

The whistle stopped.

The heat went out of the air around him.

It went in. All at once, shut behind the plate, the roar dying in a breath, and the cold coming in after it. The white behind my eyelids went orange. Orange went red. Red went to a dull dark glow. Then black.

The fist on my collar loosened.

I felt the long fingers open against my chest. Warm. Then not even warm. The palm on my bare skin went cool, and the fingers slid down my chest, slow, and let go of the wool.

He swayed, the weight of him shifting in front of me. And then he went down.

He went down the way a man goes to his knees in a chapel. His knees bent and he folded onto the stones of the receiving yard in front of me, slowly, heavily, and I felt him go, and I caught him.

I didn’t think about it. I put out my arms and caught him under the shoulders as he went down, and held him up on his knees against me, and his head came forward and rested against my chest where his hand had been.

He was light.

That was the first thing. He was so light. On the barge he’d been heavy as an anvil. Now he weighed what a tall thin man weighs, less, a coat full of bones, and he leaned against me on his knees with his head on my chest, and he was cold to the touch.

And he was breathing.

Slow. Deep. Even. The long slow breathing of a man going to sleep.

“Jack,” Audrey said in my plate. Her voice was not steady anymore. “Open your eyes.”

I opened my eyes.

The receiving yard was dark.

Starlit. The cranes standing up against the stars. The long freight shed. The diagnostic bay. The cold block with its melted door. Everything was there, gray and silver in the starlight, ordinary, a yard at night.

And against my chest, on his knees on the stones, a man.

A thin, tired man in a scorched coat that had been camel once and was black now, burned stiff, smoking faintly at the hem. His hair was white. Burn-white, like the ash at the bottom of a grate, cropped short against a long narrow skull. His face was long and gaunt, forty-some years of it, with deep hollows under the cheekbones. His eyes were shut. He looked as if he’d worked a double shift for twenty years and finally been allowed to sit down.

His long pianist’s hands hung at his sides, pale now, the gold gone out of them, the palms and fingers covered in old white shiny burns. His own heat had been burning his own hands for years.

In the center of his chest, through the hole burned in his shirt, the plate. Gold, chased with fine curling engraving, set into his breastbone with the skin grown up puckered around its edges. And across the middle of it, the seam, shut so tight you couldn’t have slid a hair into it.

There was a hair in it. My thread, a single line of blue-gold lying in the closed seam from one side of the plate to the other, not moving at all.

Then I let it go, and the seam stayed shut without it.

He slept against my chest.

“Hey.”

Carmine. Out past where the heat had been, twelve yards to my left, standing on the stones in his camel-hair coat with the pistol in his hand.

He was pointing it at me.

His hand was shaking. His heavy-lidded eyes were wide open, white all around in the starlight, staring at the thin white-haired man asleep against my chest. Then at me. His thumb was on the hammer. The pistol was steady enough. At twelve yards, with the heat gone out of the yard, a good pistol would fire. That was my first thought, and it went through me cold.

I didn’t move. I was holding a sleeping man on his knees.

“You,” Carmine said. His voice cracked. “You. What did you do to him? What did you do? He’s ours. He’s paid for. He’s six vaults. Do you know what my father paid for him? Do you know what they’re going to do to my father?” The pistol came up. “Do you know what they’re going to do to me?”

“Put it down, Carmine.”

“I’ll kill you.”

“It won’t fire,” I said.

He stared at me.

“You walked into his heat to try it again. I heard the hammer sink.” I didn’t look at the pistol. “Every round left in it went soft the second you stepped inside, Carmine. You’re holding a pistol full of putty.”

He looked at the pistol in his hand.

And out of the dark behind him, behind the corner of the freight shed, a man stepped out.

A man with gray in his hair and a slight hitch in his left leg, in coveralls, with his cap pulled down and his eyes on his boots. He came across the stones behind Carmine without a sound, the way a man walks across a yard he’s worked in for twenty years in the dark. He had a wrench in his hand. As long as my forearm.

He didn’t hit Carmine. He held the wrench out, level, the heavy steel jaw of it a few inches from Carmine Sartori’s ear.

“Mister,” Pell said, to his boots. “I’ll have that.”

Carmine froze.

He turned his head. Slowly. He looked at the wrench by his ear. He looked at the old man holding it, looking at the ground.

He looked at the pistol in his own hand.

He turned it around. He held it out, butt first, without a word, and Pell took it off him with his free hand and put it in the pocket of his coveralls, and kept the wrench where it was.

Carmine Sartori sat down on the stones of the receiving yard and put his face in his hands.

There were footsteps on the terrace stairs, walking, unhurried, coming down the steps from the east side of the yard. The east side, where the terraces ran along the cliff toward the tower. Toward the stair at the foot of the tower, where the terrace turned, where there had been a stone bench and a radio set and a man in an overcoat with his face to the sea.

They came down at a correct pace.

Wayne Benton came down into the receiving yard in his overcoat with his hands at his sides.

He came out of the east, out of the direction of the tower, out of the post he’d left empty, and he walked across the starlit stones toward me at the pace he walked everywhere. His dark hair was combed flat. His overcoat was buttoned. His face was calm and attentive. He walked as though he’d been on watch, and seen trouble, and come to put it right.

The drain-stillness was on him.

I could see it. I’d seen it on the flight yard, on the precision lane, in the ring. Every part of him had gone quiet. His breathing slow. His hands still. His eyes fixed past me, on the man asleep against my chest.

He’d come to put the weapon down.

He’d left the post empty. Now he’d come down late with the drain on him, to find the weapon spent and drain it dry and be the hero who’d saved the island. He couldn’t see the plate or the shut seam. All he could taste was what was still stored inside that sleeping man, everything Donna and eleven heroes and a hillside of lamps had poured into him, shut in behind a closed seam with nowhere to go.

Wayne tasted it.

His ice-blue eyes widened, very slightly. The look of a man who has put his hand in a well and found it full to the brim.

“Benton,” I said. “Don’t.”

He didn’t look at me.

He stepped in close. He reached out with both hands, toward the sleeping man’s shoulders, the drain-stillness on him so deep it was like watching a statue move. And he took.

It went into him all at once.

I saw it. Everything the gold man had stored behind his shut seam, all the light and heat of a whole hillside of lamps and eleven heroes and a Muse on her knees at a rail, went out of the sleeping man into Wayne Benton’s hands in one single instant. Like a dam going. Like every lamp on the island going off at once and all of it running down one wire.

Wayne’s hands went white, not gray. The skin of them went white and shiny and lifted. Blistered. Every inch of both hands blistering at once, from the fingertips to the wrists, rising in white bubbles, the skin of a man who has put both hands flat on a stove.

He screamed.

It came out of him high and raw and terrible, and nothing in it had ever smiled on time. He screamed and he didn’t let go. He couldn’t let go. He was still taking, his hands locked on the gold man’s shoulders, the drain still pulling, and the heat still pouring into him through his hands, and he couldn’t stop it. His face went white. His eyes rolled up.

I let the thread come.

Out of my left hand, the one that wasn’t holding the gold man up. Blue-gold and steady. I laid it around Wayne Benton’s chest under his arms and pulled.

He came off.

His hands tore away from the sleeping man’s shoulders and he went backward across the stones on the end of my thread, screaming, and the drain broke. I felt it break. Like a rope snapping. He fell on his back on the stones three yards away with his blistered white hands held up in front of his face, and lay there, and screamed.

I eased the gold man down.

Gently. Onto his side on the stones, with his scorched coat under his head. He didn’t wake. He breathed. Slow and deep.

Then I went to Wayne.

I’d been burned forty times that night and lost count. I was so tired I couldn’t feel my feet. The floor was still under me, but thinner now. Ruth was working on a great many men at once.

I picked Wayne Benton up.

He weighed what a lean trained man weighs. I got one arm under his knees and one around his back and lifted him off the stones, and his head fell against my shoulder, and his blistered hands lay on his own chest, white and shining and terrible in the starlight.

He’d stopped screaming. He was breathing in short hard gasps through his teeth.

He looked up at me.

His eyes found my face from a few inches away. Wide. Wet. I watched him understand who was carrying him.

He didn’t say anything.

I carried him out of the yard.

Malloy was at the top of the yard stairs.

He’d come down from the middle terrace when the lamps came back on. They were coming back on all over the island, weak and yellow, the line of returning light walking up the hill toward the grand hall. Malloy stood at the top of the stairs in his dress uniform with six men and a stretcher behind him, and watched me come up out of the yard with Wayne Benton in my arms.

He looked at Wayne’s hands.

His face didn’t move.

Beside him, on the stone of the terrace, Donna sat with her back against the base of the chrome rail and her bare legs out in front of her, her face white as paper. She was smiling with her eyes shut.

I put Wayne down on the terrace stones, carefully, on his back, with his hands on his chest, and went to Donna and knelt down beside her.

“Hi,” she said, without opening her eyes.

“Hi.”

“Did it work?”

“It worked.”

“I knew it worked. I felt it. I felt it go click.” She opened her eyes. They were wet and enormous and blue and exhausted. “I couldn’t stand up. I’m sorry. I said I’d stand.”

“You knelt.”

“I knelt,” Donna agreed. She closed her eyes again. “It’s the same thing. I was at the rail.”

Her camel coat had fallen open over the thin blue nightgown, and the heavy soft swell of her breasts rose and fell under the cotton with every long breath, her lipstick gone and her mouth smiling. Burned and emptied and kneeling on cold stone, my body answered her anyway, a hard low pull that had nothing to do with anything but her.

I put my arms around her and held her, there on the terrace stones, and she put her face in my neck, and the lamps along the rail above us came on, one after another, yellow and weak and steady, and stayed on.

They carried the gold man up on the stretcher.

Malloy’s six men brought him up out of the yard and laid the stretcher down on the terrace a few yards from where Wayne lay. Malloy knelt down beside it. He looked at the thin white-haired man lying on the canvas in his burned coat, at the gold plate in his chest with its shut seam, and his face did nothing at all.

I let go of Donna and got up and went over and knelt down on the other side of the stretcher.

Malloy looked at me across it.

“Is he alive?”

“He’s asleep.”

“Will he stay asleep?”

“I don’t know.” I looked at the plate. “The seam’s shut. Vetrov drew him lying down with his eyes shut. I think he’ll sleep.”

Malloy looked at me a moment longer. Then he stood up and turned away and began giving orders to his men in a low hard voice. Irons for Sartori. The infirmary for Benton. A man to the cold block to see about Pruitt.

I stayed where I was, on my knees beside the stretcher, with my hand on the sleeping man’s shoulder.

His eyes opened.

I didn’t expect it. I nearly took my hand away. His eyes opened, slowly, in his long gaunt face, and the white-gold was gone out of them. They were a washed-out pale gray, like a winter sky, bloodshot at the edges. They were very tired. They found my face.

He looked at me.

“Emil Varga,” he said.

His voice was hoarse and thin and very quiet. An accent I’d never heard, from somewhere a long way across the water. He said it the way a man says his name when he’s been asked it for the first time in years.

I didn’t know what to say to him.

His eyes moved. Slowly. Past my face. To the terrace stones a few yards away, where Wayne Benton lay on his back with his blistered white hands on his chest.

He looked at Wayne.

He looked back at me. And said, so quietly that Malloy, ten feet off giving orders, never turned his head, while I knelt with my hand on his shoulder and Donna sat against the rail with her eyes shut:

“The drainer said you would be the one in the tower.”

His eyes closed.

He slept.

I knelt there on the terrace stones with my hand on his shoulder and didn’t move.

A few yards away, Wayne Benton lay on his back with his ruined hands on his chest. His head was turned. He was looking at the stretcher. At the sleeping man. At me.

He’d heard it.

Our eyes met across the terrace stones in the lamplight.

He didn’t look away. His face didn’t arrange itself into anything at all. He lay there with his white blistered hands on his chest and looked at me, and I looked back.

Then a voice came up out of the yard behind me. Thin. Hoarse. Coming up the stone stairs from the cold block.

“Jack? Jack. Is it over? Is it over? Nicky’s fine. Nicky’s breathing. He’s fine. I’m coming out. I’m coming out now, the big one says I can, he nodded at me.” A cough. “Oh. Oh, good. The lamps are on.”

Eddie came up the yard stairs into the lamplight with plaster dust white all over his good blue jacket and his satchel over his shoulder and a squashed napkin in one hand.

He looked at the stretcher. At Donna. At me.

Then he looked at Wayne Benton, lying on the stones with his hands blistered white, and he didn’t hesitate. He didn’t ask. He went straight across the terrace and knelt down on the stones beside Wayne and opened his satchel.

“Hold still,” Eddie said. “This is going to hurt. I’m sorry. Hold still.”

Wayne looked up at him.

Then, slowly, he held out his hands.


Chapter 20: Ledgers Spent

“No deaths,” Malloy said. “Ours or theirs.”

He said it first, before anything else. He stood at the head of the grand hall at half past five in the morning in his dress uniform with the jacket open and his sleeves rolled to the elbow, a plain sheet of paper in his hand that he didn’t look at once, and he said it to the whole room in his field voice.

The grand hall at dawn looked like a field hospital in a ballroom.

The chandeliers were still burning because nobody had thought to turn them off, the blue-and-gold pennants still hung from the gallery rail for a wedding, and on the tables pushed back against the walls Donna’s napkin herons still stood with their long wings up. Down the middle of the hall, on cots and on blankets laid straight on the floor, lay men.

Eleven of them. Karras gray-faced and asleep on a cot by the windows. Tommy Hale on a blanket beside him with his head in the lap of Mabel Crane, who was asleep sitting up against the wall. Two of the south-coast speed men. A first-year instructor. All of them drained. All of them breathing.

And moving among them since midnight, the Housewife trainees, carrying broth and basins of warm water, kneeling by the cots, laying hands flat on chests. The girl with the two braids had a man’s head in her lap and was feeding him soup off a spoon one mouthful at a time.

At the head of the hall, in a straight-backed chair she’d pulled up beside Karras’s cot, Ruth.

“Eleven heroes drained,” Malloy said. “Six on the second terrace before I could get them off it. Five more on the lower terraces on his way back down, men coming up out of the barracks who hadn’t heard the order yet.” He didn’t look at anybody when he said that. Everybody in the room knew which five. “All eleven breathing. All eleven will be on their feet by noon. That’s Keller.” He did look at her then. “Keller and Pike and the Housewife girls. They’ve been feeding them since midnight and they haven’t stopped. And Pruitt worked the worst of them, after he came out of the cold block.”

Eddie was asleep on a blanket on the floor under the windows in his good blue jacket with plaster dust still all over it and his satchel under his head for a pillow. He didn’t hear his name.

“Carmine Sartori is in irons,” Malloy said. “Pell took his pistol off him with a wrench. Every round in it was soft as putty.” Malloy’s mouth moved at one corner. “Moretti is alive. He’s furious about it. He’s asked for coffee four times since two and I’ve given it to him four times, and he says it’s worse than before, and he’s right.”

A tired laugh went around the hall.

“And the thing that walked up our hill,” Malloy said, “is a man named Emil Varga, according to the man himself, and he’s asleep on a cot in the diagnostic bay with Dr. Price sitting beside him with three machines. As soon as the engineers get the corridor propped, he goes in the cold room. Two cots from the other one.”

He looked down at the paper in his hand for the first time. Then he folded it in half and put it in his pocket.

“That’s the debrief,” Malloy said. “Everything else is detail.”

He walked down the length of the hall between the cots, past the drained men and the trainees and the napkin herons, to the doors at the far end, and out.

I’d come in at five.

I’d carried Donna up from the terrace above the yard at one o’clock, after Eddie had come up out of the yard and gone straight to Wayne, and after Malloy’s men had taken Carmine and the stretcher away. She’d been asleep in my arms before I reached the top of the first stair. I’d laid her down on a blanket in the grand hall because that was where Ruth was, and Ruth had looked at her once, and put her hand on Donna’s forehead, and said “Empty.”

“Empty how?”

“Empty like you on the Row the first week.” Ruth had taken her hand away. “Spent. Not hurt. She’ll sleep it off. She’ll eat everything in this hall when she wakes up.” She’d looked at me. “So will you.”

Then she’d gone back to Karras.

Now it was dawn, and Donna was asleep across two chairs pushed together at the head of the hall, beside Ruth’s straight-backed one, with her head in Ruth’s lap.

She looked like a child who’d fallen asleep at a party. Her camel coat was spread over her like a blanket. Her bare feet stuck out at the end of it, the soles black from the terrace stones. Her platinum hair was a wreck across Ruth’s knees. Her face was pale, and there were dark smudges under her eyes I’d never seen there before, and she was smiling in her sleep.

Ruth sat with one hand resting on Donna’s hair and the other flat over Karras’s heart. She hadn’t slept. You couldn’t tell. Her red hair had come all the way down out of its night braid, her old gray cardigan hung on the back of the chair, and she was in nothing but her white cotton nightgown with the sleeves pushed past her elbows and broth on the front of it.

The nightgown was thin, and damp with steam from the broth pots, and it clung to her breasts so close I could see the shape of them entire, the darker shadow of her nipples, the freckles at the open neckline flushed pink with the heat of the hall. She leaned forward over Karras’s cot and they swayed under the thin cotton, and she didn’t notice and wouldn’t have cared.

I stood at the foot of the cot and looked at her, and I didn’t try not to. She’d kept me standing all night from three hundred yards away with her hands on other men, and she sat there at dawn with my first wife asleep in her lap, and I’d never wanted to look at anything more, and the warmth came up in my chest from the sternum out just from looking at her.

She felt it. Her eyes came up to mine.

She didn’t say eyes up. She looked at me, at my face, at my burned-through jacket with nothing under it, at my bare chest where the gold man’s palm had been and where the skin was new and pink and whole.

“Sit down,” Ruth said at last. Quietly. “Before you fall down.”

“Where’s Audrey?”

“Where do you think?”

I turned around.

Audrey was sitting on the floor at the end of the hall, by the far windows, with her back against the wall.

She was still in my white dress shirt. The tails came halfway down her thighs, and under it she still had on her short blue skirt, but she’d taken off her heels and her legs were bare, folded up under her on the floor, pale in the dawn light. Her dark hair was down all over her shoulders. Her glasses were on. She had a notebook open on her knees, I didn’t know where she’d found it, and a pencil, and she was writing.

I crossed the hall to her between the cots.

She didn’t look up. She heard me come. Her pencil kept moving.

I stood over her. I looked down at her. At the top of her dark head. At my shirt on her, the collar open at her throat, the white cotton loose over her neat breasts and gathered at her waist where the skirt held it. At her bare thighs folded under her, the soft pale weight of them pressed together, the shirt-tail riding up over them. At the bare curve of her calf. At her bare foot.

“You’re staring at my legs,” Audrey said to her notebook.

“Yes.”

“You’ve been doing it since the doors.” She turned a page. “I can feel exactly where your eyes are. That’s new. I don’t know if I like it.” She wrote something. “I think I like it.”

I sat down on the floor beside her with my back against the wall.

She leaned against me. Just a little. Her shoulder against my arm. She kept writing.

“What are you writing?”

“Everything.” Her voice was hoarse. “The cycle. The shortening. Ninety-one, then seventy, then sixty-one, then forty-one, and it held at forty-one. The interval between Donna’s open and the first shortening. The miss when Carmine fired. The flash through the glass.” She stopped writing. She looked at the page. “I need to write it down before I forget it. I’m afraid I’ll forget it.”

“You won’t forget it.”

“I know I won’t.” She put her pencil down in the crease of the notebook. “I’m writing it down anyway.”

She was quiet a long time.

“I saw it go out,” Audrey said. “Through the glass. The flash came and I said now and I saw the light go out of him. All at once. Like a lamp.” She took off her glasses and pressed her fingers to the bridge of her nose, hard, and held them there. “I was standing on the balcony with Pell’s mask in front of my face and I watched a furnace go out because I said a word. My word. In your hands.” She put her glasses back on. Her eyes were red at the rims behind them. “And then I sat down on the balcony and I couldn’t get up for ten minutes.”

I put my arm around her.

She let me. She leaned into me all the way, then, her head on my shoulder against the burned blue wool of my jacket, and closed her eyes.

“That wasn’t in my notes either,” she said.

The engineers came to the cold block at sunrise.

Six island men in coveralls, with a truck from the hangar loaded with pine beams and jacks. They’d been cutting since three by lantern light, and they backed the truck down into the receiving yard as the sun came up gold over the strait.

I went down with Eddie. He’d woken when Malloy said his name and sat up on his blanket and said “I have to go back.”

The Sartori launch was gone from the quay, towed off at four. The diagnostic bay’s windows glowed faintly blue, the tubes lit again, and I knew who was in there on a cot with Price sitting beside him.

The cold block’s steel door still hung off its hinges in a frozen drip, black now, cold. Beyond it, the corridor.

Vetrov was still holding the ceiling.

He’d been holding it for six hours. He stood where I’d seen him at midnight, in the middle of the corridor, legs braced, his huge gray hands flat against the stone above his head and the mass of it on his shoulders and his bent back. Four tons of cracked whitewashed stone. Dust had settled all over him in the night. His cropped colorless hair was white with it. His gray fatigues were white. His face was white, and in it his pale eyes were open.

He wasn’t straining. He stood under it the way he’d stood under it at midnight. Easy. Patient. A man waiting for a bus.

When we came to the melted door he looked at Eddie.

“Hi,” Eddie said. It came out as a croak. “Hi. It’s me. I came back. They’ve got the beams.” He stepped aside so Vetrov could see past him into the yard, the truck, the six men in coveralls lifting the first great pine timber off the bed. “See? They’ve got the beams now. You can put it down soon.”

Vetrov looked at the beams. Then back at Eddie.

The foreman, a short gray man with a pipe, looked a long way up at Vetrov. “Morning. We’ll work around you. Don’t you move till I say.”

They set the props in forty minutes, working around the gray giant as though he were part of the building, while Eddie stood in the melted doorway and talked: about the wedding, about Audrey counting the dance steps, about the cake that had gotten squashed when the ceiling came down, and how the kitchen girls had saved the top tier with the sugar star and he’d ask Ruth for a piece of that. Vetrov looked at nobody but Eddie.

“That’s the last wedge,” said the foreman at last. “You can let go, mister. Slow.”

Vetrov let the weight off his shoulders an inch at a time, the pine beams creaking, and straightened his back, and the stone stayed where it was.

He stepped out from under it.

He came down the corridor toward us, ducking under a cross-piece, white with dust from his hair to his boots, and stopped in the melted doorway in front of Eddie. He was so big he filled the whole opening. The sunrise came in over Eddie’s shoulder and lit him up gold and white.

He looked down at Eddie.

Eddie looked up at him. Then Eddie reached out and took his hand. The huge gray dust-white hand with the long pale scar across the back of it. He turned it over and laid two fingers on the inside of the wrist.

Vetrov let him.

He stood perfectly still in the doorway with his hand in Eddie’s, and let a skinny freckled healer in a dusty blue jacket check his pulse, and looked down at the top of Eddie’s head the whole time.

“It’s good,” Eddie said after a while. His voice was thick. “It’s slow. It’s a good heart. It’s the same as the pump house.” He didn’t let go. “You held it all night. Six hours. Over Nicky and me. You didn’t have to. You came out of your cell. You came out and stood under it.” His eyes filled up. “Why’d you do that?”

Vetrov didn’t speak.

I stepped forward.

“Somebody holds you now,” I said.

Vetrov’s pale eyes came to me. He looked at me and kept looking.

I thought about a pump house at dawn. A man who had never been allowed to sleep, standing in front of me hour after hour hitting a man who wouldn’t fall, and stopping, once, at the half hour, and saying the only words he’d ever said in my hearing. Nobody holds me up.

Then he looked back down at Eddie. At Eddie holding his wrist. At the top of Eddie’s dusty sandy head.

He didn’t answer.

That was the answer.

Price found us at the door of the diagnostic bay at seven.

She came out of the cold blue light with her white coat buttoned and her pearls on and her gloves off. She had her hands in her coat pockets. She’d been up all night too, and you couldn’t tell that either, except that her chestnut roll had a single hairpin standing out of it at an angle and she hadn’t noticed.

Audrey was with me. She’d come down the hill at half past six in a fresh blouse and skirt and stockings and her low heels, her hair pinned up, every strand. Except three. She’d found me at the cold block and stood with me while the engineers finished and Vetrov walked out, and she hadn’t said anything.

Price looked at the two of us standing together outside her door.

“Inside,” she said. “Both of you.”

The bay was cold and blue. The crate in its cradle behind the glass at the far end was dull and dead, its old residue streaks dark. My jacket hung in its glass cabinet on the cold wall, the gold-white handprint dark too now. Nothing shone.

On a cot in the middle of the room, under a gray blanket, with three of Price’s brass machines on rolling carts around him, a thin man lay asleep.

His white hair on the pillow. His long gaunt face turned to the side. His long burned hands on top of the blanket. His chest rising and falling, slow. The blanket was folded down to his waist, and in the center of his bare chest the gold plate lay flat, with its fine engraving catching the blue light, and its seam shut.

The machines were quiet. One needle moved, very slowly, back and forth. A sleeping man’s needle.

Price didn’t look at him. She went to the glass table by the wall where she kept her notebooks, and picked up a single sheet of paper from it. Plain white. Folded once. She came back and stood in front of us and held it out between the two of us.

Audrey and I looked at each other. Then Audrey took it, because her hands were faster, and unfolded it, and held it so I could read it too.

It was in Price’s hand. Small and precise and slanted.

Danner, Jack. Universal.

Muse facet: bonded (Danner, D.), stable, deepened beyond any baseline I have recorded.

Housewife facet: bonded (Keller, R.), stable, regeneration under full drain sustained at three hundred yards, burns closed faster than inflicted.

Secretary facet: bonded (Danner, A.), consummated, stable. Fine control at distance, blind, on a cycle of forty-one seconds, to a tolerance I cannot measure with any instrument I own.

All three facets bonded and stable. By the island’s definition, a complete standard hero.

L. Price.

I read it twice.

Audrey read it three times, her lips not quite moving.

“Danner, A.,” she said, very quietly. To the paper.

“That’s your name now,” said Price.

“I know it is.” Audrey didn’t look up. “I’ve never seen it written down.”

Price looked at her for a moment. Then she looked at me.

“That’s the verdict,” Price said. “That’s what goes in the island’s book, if anybody ever asks me for it. A complete standard hero. Three facets, three wives, the recommended number.” She took her hands out of her pockets. “Now I’ll tell you the rest of it. Out loud. Because I haven’t written it down anywhere, and I’m not going to.”

The sleeping man breathed.

“You are not standard, Mr. Danner,” Price said.

She said it plainly.

“Three is the recommended number,” she said. “A hero with a Muse and a Housewife and a Secretary has everything a hero needs. Big, tough, precise. That’s a complete hero. That’s what the island makes and that’s what it sends out.” She looked at the sleeping man on the cot. At the shut plate in his chest. “Every hero I’ve ever measured has topped out somewhere. A Specialist tops out on his facet. A man with three wives tops out on three. You can see it on the tape. The curve flattens. It’s like a plant that’s grown as tall as it’s going to grow.”

She turned back to me.

“Yours hasn’t flattened,” Price said. “Not once, at one wife or two or three. Every bond you’ve made has gone in deeper than it should and come out higher than it should, and the curve on my tapes is still going up.” Her dark blue eyes were very bright. “A Universal can take every facet. That’s what the word means. Nobody’s ever written down how many. Nobody’s ever written down a ceiling for a Universal, Mr. Danner, because nobody’s ever had one long enough to find it.” A pause. “Three is the recommended number. It is not the limit. I don’t know what the limit is. I don’t know if there is one.”

Audrey was holding the folded sheet in both hands against her chest.

“You haven’t written that down,” she said.

“No.”

“Why?”

Price looked at her. Then at me. Her composed mouth softened by a hair.

“Because I’ve spent twenty years writing down what heroes are,” Price said. “And I’ve just realized I’d rather find out what this one is without a book telling me what I’m going to find.” She put her hands back in her pockets. “Keep the sheet, Mrs. Danner. It’s the only copy. Put it in your file.”

The sun was up over the strait when I went to the east approach.

I went alone. I didn’t tell anyone I was going. I’d walked Audrey back up to the grand hall and left her with Ruth and Donna, who was awake now and eating a plate of eggs the size of a hubcap with both hands while Ruth watched her with satisfaction. I’d stood in the doorway a moment and watched them. Then I’d gone out.

The terrace along the cliff was white and quiet in the morning light. The lamps on their posts were out now, the sun was up, but they were whole. Every one. He’d drunk them dry walking up the hill and they’d come back on a little before one and burned till dawn. The sea below the chrome rail was flat and blue and enormous. A mile out the channel beacon stood on its rock, dark in the daylight, its lamp resting.

At the end of the terrace the east tower stood white against the sky. And at its foot, where the terrace turned and became a stair, the stone bench.

Wayne Benton was sitting on it.

He was in a clean shirt and trousers. No jacket. No overcoat. His dark hair was combed, every strand, and he was sitting on the stone bench with his back against the tower wall and his face turned to the sea.

His hands were in his lap. Wrapped. Both of them. White gauze bandages wound around and around from the fingertips to above the wrists, thick, so that his hands looked like two white clubs lying on his thighs. Eddie’s work. I’d know it anywhere. Neat. Even. Every turn of the gauze the same.

The radio set was still on the bench beside him. It was off now. Its dial was dark.

He heard me coming. He didn’t turn his head.

I stopped in front of the bench. I stood there between him and the sea.

He looked up at me.

His eyes were red-rimmed in the morning light. His face pale, paler than I’d ever seen it, the color he drained out of other men gone out of his own skin. Shadows under his eyes. He looked as if he’d had a high fever all night and come out the other side of it.

He didn’t smile, on time or otherwise.

“Danner,” he said.

“Benton.”

He looked down at his hands in his lap. At the white gauze.

“Pruitt did these,” he said. “Without being asked. He came up out of that yard covered in plaster and he walked straight past you and your wife and the stretcher and knelt down beside me and said hold still.” He turned his bandaged right hand over in his lap, slowly, as though it weighed a great deal. “I let him.”

“I saw.”

“He said I’ll keep the hands. He said it’ll be a month. He said the skin will come back but it’ll be shiny, and it’ll never feel the same, and I’ll have to learn to button a shirt again.” He looked at the gauze. “He was very kind about it. He talked the whole time.”

“He always talks the whole time.”

“Yes.” Wayne was quiet. “I’d noticed.”

The sea moved below the cliff. A gull went by.

I didn’t sit down. I stood there and looked at him.

“You left the post,” I said.

He didn’t answer for a moment. He looked at the sea.

“Yes,” Wayne said.

He said it plainly, without defiance or shame, the way you’d confirm a time on a train schedule.

“You left it empty. So he could walk up the east approach to the tower. To me.”

“Yes.”

“And you told them. The people with the launch. You’ve been going down to that beach.” I kept my voice level. “You told them I’d be in the tower.”

He turned his head and looked up at me.

“I told them the truth,” Wayne said. “I told them what I know. What I’ve known for a year. They asked me. They came to me on the harbor shore the week before the trials and asked me, because Sokol had told them there was a man in Beacon Harbor who wasn’t from anywhere, and they knew a man on the Row who kept a ledger.” His voice was calm and even and correct. “And I told them. I told them you came from nowhere. That nobody has ever found the town you came from or the family or the school. That you carry more than any man I have ever touched. More than any man should be able to carry, by everything I was taught in eleven years on this island. Four readings. I told them all four.” He paused. “And after the placement, when she’d set the date on the chapel steps, I went down to the water again and told them that on the last night of the trials you’d be married, and you’d be in the east tower.”

“You told them where I’d be sleeping.”

“I told them the truth.” He looked back at the sea. “I’ve never told anyone anything else.”

“Where am I from, Wayne?”

He was silent.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve never known. I’ve never been able to work it out. A farm, a foreign country, the far north, an orphanage that burned. I’ve tried all of them.” His mouth moved, not a smile. “Nowhere. That’s what I told them. That’s all I had. A man from nowhere.”

He didn’t know.

I stood there and let that go into me. He’d sold me to the people who made monsters, and he’d sold them everything he had, and he’d never known the one thing that mattered. He didn’t know the year. He’d never know it. Three women knew it, and he wasn’t one of them, and he never would be.

“Why?” I said.

He looked up at me.

“You know why,” Wayne said. “I told you on the Row. Last summer. On your porch.” His voice didn’t rise. “Eleven years, Danner. I came to this island when I was sixteen. I’ve been measured every spring since. I drained practice dummies until my hands shook. I learned every custom in every book. I did it all in order, the way it’s supposed to be done, the way the island says a hero is made.” He looked at the sea. “And you fell out of the sky. Into it. With no training and no family and no town and no name anybody had heard of, and the island gave you a Universal’s colors and three wives and a city, and the best Secretary on this island walked past me on a marble terrace to you.”

He was quiet.

“That’s not the proper order,” Wayne said. “There’s a proper order. There’s a shape to things. And you came into it from nowhere and you broke it, and everyone smiled and said how wonderful.” He turned his bandaged hands over in his lap. “I wanted it put back. That’s all. I wanted the shape put back.”

“By other hands.”

“By the only hands that would listen.” He looked at me. “I went to Malloy, you know. Last summer. After the Pile. I told him your readings didn’t fit. I told him there was something wrong with you. He told me to go home. I told a reporter. The reporter wrote about the Pile instead. I told my own wife, and she listened and said nothing.” He looked back at the sea. “The people on the beach listened. They were the only ones who’d ever listened.”

“And then you came down to the yard,” I said. “Late. To put him down yourself. To be the one who saved the island.”

He didn’t deny it.

“I was going to arrive after,” Wayne said. “When he’d done what he came for. When he was spent. I’d drain him dry and put him on the ground and walk up to the grand hall with him over my shoulder.” He looked at his hands. “I didn’t know he wasn’t spent. I didn’t know you’d shut him with all of it still inside. I tasted him and he was full, and I thought, he’s full of you, he’s drunk the outsider dry, and I took.”

“And it went into you.”

“All of it.” His voice was very quiet. “All at once.”

The gull came back. It landed on the chrome rail a few yards away and looked at us.

“I carried you out,” I said.

“I know.” He didn’t look at me. “I was awake. I was awake the whole time. I felt you pick me up. I felt your arm under my knees.” He didn’t say anything for a while. “I’d have left you, Danner. If it had been the other way. If you’d been lying on those stones with your hands burned off and I’d been standing. I want you to know that. I’d have left you there.”

“I know you would have.”

“Then why?”

I looked at him. At his white gauze hands. At his pale face and his combed hair and his eyes that had stopped measuring anything.

“Because you’re a man on the ground,” I said. “That’s all. I don’t leave men on the ground.”

He sat with that.

“You came with your face,” I said.

I’d told him to, on the Row, last summer. On my porch, across the lawns. Come at me with your face someday, Wayne. Not your ledger.

He looked up at me.

“I came with the truth,” Wayne said. “They were the only ones who’d listen to it.”

“Your ledger’s spent.”

He looked at me a moment longer. Then he turned his face back to the sea.

“Ledgers refill,” said Wayne Benton.

I stood in front of the bench.

There was nothing to do with it. If I told the island, Wayne would say he’d seen the lamps going and gone toward the danger the way any hero would, and he’d show them his hands. A word against a word, and a thing the gold man said that only two men heard, and me the man telling it. The man from nowhere, asking the island to take my word.

There was nobody I’d trust with it.

He knew it. He sat on the stone bench with his white hands in his lap and his face to the sea and he knew what I was thinking, because he’d thought it all through himself before he ever walked down to the beach.

Footsteps on the terrace.

Malloy came along the cliff from the direction of the grand hall at his field pace. He’d buttoned his jacket. His collar was still undone. He had a thin bound book in one hand, gray, with a crimson cloth spine. I knew it. I’d seen Corinne Benton carry one like it across a terrace on Wednesday morning.

The west radio log.

He came up to the bench and stopped beside me. He didn’t look at me. He looked at Wayne.

He looked at Wayne’s hands. At the white gauze, wound around and around. Then he opened the log in his own hands, one-handed, to a page near the end, and looked at it. I could see the page from where I stood. Corinne’s small upright even hand.

0002. East approach. No answer.

0003. East approach. No answer.

0004. East approach. No answer. West radio logs east approach, no answer, twelve-oh-four.

And nothing more from the east approach. All night. Every other post had a line every half hour in her neat hand until dawn. The east approach had three lines, and then nothing.

Malloy closed the log.

He looked at the empty radio set on the bench beside Wayne. Then at the post. The bench, the stair, the tower above it. Then back at Wayne’s face.

I’d seen Malloy look at a man that way once before. On a pump-house roof at dawn on Founders’ Night, with a sleeping giant on the floor below and Wayne Benton standing in the door with four saboteurs and a commendation face, saying the gate was engaged, Captain.

Malloy took his time.

“Two, Benton,” he said.

That was all.

Wayne looked up at him. Their eyes held.

Wayne didn’t answer.

Malloy turned around and walked back along the terrace toward the grand hall with the log under his arm.

He didn’t look at me as he went.

I stood there a moment longer in front of the bench.

Then I left Wayne Benton sitting on it, with his white hands in his lap and his face to the sea, and followed Malloy up the terrace.

He was on the tower deck at noon, three stories up on the instruction building, with the radio masts humming at the corners. Nobody climbed up there to talk to Malloy unless they had to. I climbed, and he’d known I would, and he didn’t turn around.

He was standing at the rail with a sheet of yellow paper in his hand.

A cable. A telegram, the kind that came in on the island’s wire, typed in capitals on a strip of tape and pasted on a yellow form. He was holding it in both hands. The wind kept trying to take it.

“Read it,” Malloy said, without turning around, and held it out over his shoulder.

I took it.

It had come in on the island’s wire at eleven. I didn’t recognize the name at the bottom. I recognized the words.

CAPITAL ACROSS THE WATER. NIGHT OF FOURTEENTH. RIVER BRIDGE CENTRAL SPAN MELTED THROUGH. GIRDERS SLUMPED. GOLD-WHITE STAIN ON STEEL. NO EXPLOSIVE. ONE WITNESS, A WATCHMAN, CANNOT DESCRIBE WHAT HE SAW. TROOPS ON THE BRIDGE APPROACHES BY MORNING. GOVERNMENT THERE SILENT.

I read it twice.

I gave it back to him.

The fourteenth. A week ago. The night of placement. The night I sat on a covered walk with Ruth’s coffee watching a channel beacon dim and brighten on its rock. A week for word to come out of a capital whose government wasn’t talking.

While a furnace was walking up our coast collecting vaults, another one had been walking out onto a bridge on the other side of the water. This one wasn’t collecting anything. It was melting a capital’s bridge, with troops on the approaches by morning.

“It’s not ours,” I said. “Varga was here. On the fourteenth he was on the strait with Carmine, drinking the beacon.”

“It’s not ours,” Malloy agreed. “It’s another one.”

“From the same people.”

“Gold-white on the steel.” Malloy folded the cable in half and put it in his breast pocket and buttoned the flap. “A man who can’t describe what he saw. That’s not a coincidence, Danner. That’s a product line.”

I stood at the rail beside him.

The strait lay below us blue and flat and shining, a hundred miles of it with the mainland somewhere under the edge, and past that, past everything I could see, the other side of the water.

“Sokol was a customer,” I said. “The Sartoris were a customer. Somebody with a city and a bridge and troops is a customer now.”

“Somebody with an army,” said Malloy.

He went quiet. The radio masts hummed over our heads. Below us, on the terraces, the island was waking up properly. Cadets crossing. A truck going down to the receiving yard. Somebody had opened the tall windows of the grand hall and the sound of a radio came up faintly, a dance band, somebody who’d forgotten to turn it off since the wedding.

“By summer,” Malloy said. He was looking at the strait. “That’s my guess. A thing like that across the water, melting bridges with troops on the approaches, and a government that won’t say what it is. It isn’t going to stay on its side. Somebody’s going to have to go over the water and stand in front of it.” He was quiet a moment. “Heroes. From here.”

He turned his head.

He looked at me. He’d already done his measuring, on the dock and on a pump-house roof and over a sleeping man on a stretcher. He looked at me the way a man looks at the one tool in the shed that fits a job he hasn’t been given yet, and doesn’t want to give it to him.

He held the look.

“And there’s exactly one man alive,” Malloy said, “who’s stood in front of one of those things and put it to sleep.”

Then he turned back to the strait and didn’t say anything else at all.


Chapter 21: Three Pennants

“Four hundred and twelve feet,” Audrey said into my neck. “Four hundred and twenty. Jack, you’re climbing.”

“I’m not climbing.”

“You are. I can feel it in my stomach. Four hundred and thirty.” Her arms tightened around my neck. “I didn’t measure it before. I should have measured it before. I don’t know what this is supposed to feel like.”

“It’s supposed to feel like flying.”

“It feels like falling very slowly in the wrong direction,” said Audrey Bell, and didn’t let go.

I was carrying her up from the north jetty to Pennant Row in my arms, at a quarter to six on Tuesday evening, with the sun going down gold over Beacon Harbor. Donna was on my back. She’d climbed on at the jetty in her yellow sundress the moment the seaplane’s door opened and announced that Audrey was going in front, because Audrey had only ever seen the Row from a sidewalk and the front had the best view.

So Audrey was in my arms, in her charcoal pencil skirt and her cardigan, with her folder clutched against her chest between us and her eyes shut.

“Open your eyes,” Donna said, over my shoulder. “Audrey. Open them. You’ll miss it.”

“I’ll miss it with my eyes closed. That’s the point.”

“You’re the one who wanted to see the Row from the air.”

“I wanted to see it on a map.” Audrey opened one eye. Then the other. “Oh.”

Below us the harbor spread out gold in the sunset. The north jetty with its chrome winged-star arch, and Ruth on it with our trunks, waiting for Roy’s truck. The Pile’s great chrome dome lit on the far point. Cutter Street, where the lamps had gone out in a line. The Starlite’s neon sign, just coming on, pink.

And above it all, on the hill, the Row.

A curve of white houses with porches and green lawns, and on every lawn a pole, and on every pole a pennant. Okafor’s green-and-silver at the head of the curve. The Castellans’ copper-and-white. Wayne’s slate-and-crimson across from ours, hanging still and correct with nobody home under it. The maroon-and-white of the new household at the far end. And two blue-and-gold pennants. One in the middle of the curve, in front of a white house with blue shutters and yellow curtains. One down near the end, in front of a smaller house with a workshop behind it.

“There,” Audrey said, very quietly. “That’s yours.”

“That’s ours.”

She looked down at it with both eyes open and her arms locked around my neck, and her fingers tightened on the back of my collar.

“There are people on the lawn,” she said.

There were.

The whole Row was on our lawn.

I came down out of the sunset over the rooftops and saw them before I landed. A crowd, on the grass in front of our porch. Okafor, unmistakable, broad as a door in his green-and-silver shirtsleeves. June beside him, tall, with her hair in its wrap. Marguerite with her cloud of curls tied back in a green ribbon, already waving. Roy Castellan, too loud, shouting something I couldn’t hear. The maroon-and-white rookie and his young wife. Half a dozen others. Kids from down the hill. The dog that barked at the milk truck.

And Peggy Castellan at the front of all of them with her notebook open.

“Danner household,” Peggy said, writing, as my boots touched the grass. “Five fifty-one. Landed on own lawn. On purpose.” She looked up. “Hello, Mister Danner. Hello, Missus Danner.” She looked at Audrey, still in my arms, then at Donna, then back, and her pencil stopped. “Hello, Missus Danner.”

“Hello, Peggy,” said Audrey.

“You’re the one who writes the letters.” Peggy closed her notebook. “The ones he reads standing up at the counter. Missus Danner told me.”

“Which Missus Danner?”

Peggy thought about it. “The loud one,” she said.

Donna slid down off my back onto the grass, laughing.

I set Audrey on her feet. She stood on my lawn in her low heels with her folder against her chest and looked around at the crowd, at the house, at the porch with its three chairs, at the yellow curtains in the window. Her face was composed. Her hand had found my sleeve and was holding it.

Then she saw the pole.

There were two poles on my lawn.

The first one stood where it had stood for a year, in front of the porch, white-painted steel with a brass ball on top and our blue-and-gold hanging from it in the sunset breeze. And beside it, six feet to the right, there was a second one. New. White paint so fresh it shone. A brass ball on top. No pennant. A bare halyard hanging down its length and tied off at the cleat. And around its base, a neat square of new concrete, gray and dark and still damp.

“We set it Sunday,” Roy said, coming forward. “Me and Okafor and Hollis there.” He jerked his thumb at the maroon-and-white rookie. “Peggy heard on the radio at one in the morning. Valor reports. She woke me up. She said set the pole, they’ll need a second pole, she said it before they’d even said anything about the wedding on the net, she just knew.” He was grinning so hard his sunburned face looked like it might split. “Concrete’s still curing. Don’t lean on it. It’ll hold a pennant, though. It’ll hold a pennant fine.”

“Ruth’s pole stays at Ruth’s house,” Peggy said. “That’s hers. So this one’s for you.” She looked at Audrey. “You don’t have a house on the Row. So your colors fly beside Missus Danner’s. The first Missus Danner.” She frowned. “I’m going to need a better system.”

“I’ll help you with that,” said Audrey.

Peggy looked at her with something close to awe.

Okafor came across the grass.

He came slow and heavy, a strength-and-toughness Specialist’s walk, and he stopped in front of me and looked at me with his tired eyes. He had a bandage around his left forearm I hadn’t seen before. A clean white one. His broken-and-healed nose had a fresh scrape across the bridge of it.

“Danner,” he said.

“Okafor.”

He looked at me. At the three gold stars at my collar. At my face.

“Two warehouses,” Okafor said. “Bianchi’s on the fish pier and the Corso cold store on Fourth. Ten men, three trucks, one of them on fire. Harbor police on Fourth, me on the pier.” He paused. “No deaths. Theirs or ours. Eight in irons. Two ran. The truck burned. I couldn’t save the truck.”

“I heard you on the net.”

“I heard you.” He was quiet. “I heard Malloy say Danner’s going into the yard. And then I didn’t hear anything for a long time. And then I heard the lamps were coming back on.” He looked out at the harbor below us, the gold water, the Pile on its point. “We were busy too.”

He put out his hand. I shook it.

He held it a moment longer than a handshake.

“Good,” Okafor said, the way Malloy had said it on a pump-house roof. And let go.

Audrey raised her own pennant.

Ruth had brought it up from the jetty in Roy’s truck with the trunks and the crate. She came up the walk from the street at a quarter past six in her blue dress with a folded square of blue-and-gold silk in her arms. She crossed the lawn to Audrey, standing by the new pole, and held it out.

Audrey took it.

She unfolded it. It was a pennant like ours, long and tapered, royal blue with a gold border and the gold winged star in the middle. But it was new. The silk still had the folds pressed into it from the box. The Wife wing’s tailor had made it on Sunday, the morning after the wedding, because Malloy had told him to.

Audrey looked at it in her hands.

She went to the new pole and untied the halyard from the cleat. She clipped the pennant on. Top clip, bottom clip. She checked them both. She checked them again.

The Row had gone quiet.

She began to raise it.

She did it slowly. Hand over hand on the halyard, steady and even, and the blue-and-gold silk went up the white pole in the gold evening light. It caught the breeze halfway up and opened out and streamed. She kept pulling. It went to the top, under the brass ball, beside ours on the first pole, the two of them flying side by side on my lawn six feet apart.

She tied off the halyard at the cleat. A clean hitch. She pulled it tight and checked it.

Then she stood back and looked up at it.

And the lamps came on.

All of them. Up and down the whole curve of Pennant Row. Every porch lamp on every house came on at once in the dusk, a quarter of an hour before anybody had turned them on, and they didn’t flicker. They came on gold and bright and steady, from the Okafors’ at the head of the curve all the way down past ours to Ruth’s, a whole street lit up at once.

Marguerite laughed first. She always did.

“That’ll be the Muse,” Marguerite said.

Donna was standing on the porch steps with both hands pressed over her mouth and her eyes streaming.

“That’ll be all three,” said Peggy Castellan, writing.

Wayne and Corinne came home on the nine o’clock plane.

I was on the porch. I’d been on the porch since the Row went home to supper, in the middle chair, with Donna asleep against my shoulder in the chair on my right and Ruth inside cooking something that smelled like heaven and Audrey down at the end house with the trunks. The porch lamps up and down the Row were still lit, steady. The two pennants on my lawn hung still in the dark beside each other.

A car came up the hill. Bisek’s police car. It stopped across the street in front of the house with the slate-and-crimson pole.

Corinne got out first. Then she went around and opened the other door.

Wayne got out slowly. He was in his overcoat. His hands were in front of him, wrapped in white, held a little away from his body, as if anything they touched would hurt. Corinne took his arm and they went up the walk together and up the porch steps.

At the top he stopped.

He stood at his own porch rail with his bandaged hands resting on it, very carefully, the white gauze against the white-painted wood. He looked out at the Row. At the lit porch lamps. And across the street at my lawn. At the two blue-and-gold pennants hanging side by side in the dark.

He looked at them a while.

He looked at me, in my chair, on my porch.

He didn’t lift his hand. He couldn’t, I thought. Or he wouldn’t. He stood with his hands on the rail and his face in the porch lamp’s light, and looked at me, and I looked back.

Then Corinne opened the door, and he went in.

Corinne didn’t go in.

She stood on her porch in her slate-gray traveling suit with her clipboard against her hip and looked across the Row, past me, at the poles. At my lawn with its two poles, and then down the Row to Ruth’s lawn, Ruth’s single pole with its blue-and-gold. Three pennants. Three blue-and-gold on one street.

Her own pole was behind her. Slate-and-crimson. One pennant.

She didn’t raise anything. She didn’t say anything. She stood very straight at her porch rail with her hands folded over her clipboard, and she looked at the three pennants for a long time, while the porch lamps burned steady up and down the Row and a dog barked somewhere down the hill.

Then she turned and went inside, and closed the door, and the lamp over her porch stayed on.

Audrey claimed the spare room at Ruth’s house before ten.

It was the back bedroom on the ground floor of the end house, a small square room with one window looking down the hill at the harbor, and for three years it had held nothing but a single bed and a sewing machine and Hal Keller’s old toolbox. Ruth had moved the toolbox to the workshop at Christmas. The sewing machine had gone into the front room. The bed was still there.

Audrey stood in the doorway and looked at it with her folder under her arm.

“This one,” she said.

Ruth was behind her in the hall with a dish towel over her shoulder. “It’s small.”

“It’s eleven feet by nine. It faces the harbor.” Audrey went in and stood at the window. “There’s a jack for a radio aerial on the outside wall. I saw it from the street.”

“Hal put that in. For the circuit net.”

“I’ll need it.” Audrey turned around. “The bed goes. A table goes there, under the window. A long one. For the charts. The radio set on a shelf on that wall. Harbor charts on that wall. The coast on that one.” She was pointing, fast, her finger moving from wall to wall the way it moved on a map. “And the file. A cabinet. A good one. With a lock.” She stopped. “If you’ll let me have it.”

Ruth looked at her, building an operations room in the air of her dead husband’s spare room with one finger.

“It’s yours,” Ruth said. “The household needs one. Every senior house on the coast has a room for the radio. Hal always wanted one.” She took the dish towel off her shoulder. “I’ll move the bed in the morning.”

“I can move it.”

“You can’t. You’ve got arms like a girl who writes letters.” Ruth folded the dish towel. “I’ll move the bed. You’ll tell me where to put the table.”

Audrey looked at her. Then she smiled, a little.

“Yes, Ruth,” she said.

Donna came in behind them with a lamp.

It was a little brass desk lamp with a green glass shade from our front room. Donna set it down on the windowsill and stood back and looked at it with her head on one side.

“There,” Donna said. “For the table. When you have a table.”

“It isn’t plugged in,” said Audrey.

“It doesn’t need to be.”

Audrey looked at the lamp. At the cord trailing off the windowsill, the plug lying on the floor, nowhere near the wall.

Donna smiled at her.

The lamp came on.

Gold. Soft. Steady. The green glass shade glowing, the light falling warm across the windowsill and the floor of the little room and Audrey’s face. The plug lay on the floorboards a yard from any socket. The only thing feeding it was a woman standing in a doorway, smiling.

Audrey looked at it.

“That’s not possible,” she said.

“It’s not, is it?” Donna said happily. “Wives aren’t supers. It’s only ever through him.” She looked at me in the hall behind Ruth. “He’s in the house. He’s always in the house now. So’s the light.”

Audrey looked at me. Then at the lamp. Then at Donna.

“I’m going to have to write that down,” she said.

“Write it on the wall, then,” said Donna. “It’s your room.” And she went to get the narrow chair.

The narrow chair went on the Danner porch at ten o’clock.

Roy had carried the crate up from the truck that evening and set it on the lawn, and nobody had opened it yet. Ruth had pegged it back into its crate on the island for the plane. She opened it now, peg by peg, in the dark, by the light of the porch lamp, with a claw hammer and her strong freckled hands, and took the boards off one by one and stacked them against the porch rail. And there it was in the lamplight. Pale pine glowing honey-gold. The tall straight back. The writing arm with the groove for a pencil.

She carried it up the porch steps herself.

She set it at the end of the row of chairs. Then she stood back and looked at it, and moved it two inches. And looked again.

Four chairs.

Three that matched, wide and deep, built for a man to slouch in after a long night on the circuit. And one that didn’t. Narrow. Straight. Holding up the end of the row like a pencil standing beside three teacups.

Audrey came up the steps from the lawn. She looked at the four chairs. She went to the narrow one and sat down in it, straight, her knees together, and laid her right elbow on the writing arm. Then she reached into her skirt pocket and took out a pencil and laid it in the groove.

She looked out at the Row. At the lit porch lamps. At the three pennants.

“Yes,” Audrey said. To nobody. “That’s right.”

Donna brought her to the bedroom door at eleven.

I was already in the room. I’d come up first, because Donna had told me to, in a voice that meant she had a plan and the plan required me upstairs. The bedroom was the same bedroom it had been for a year. The bed that had come with the posting. The window over the porch roof, open, the curtains moving in the night breeze off the harbor. The porch lamps of the Row shining below. And on my lawn, in the lamplight, two blue-and-gold pennants hanging side by side, and down toward the end of the curve a third.

I stood by the window and waited.

I heard them on the stairs.

Donna’s voice, low and breathy and delighted. Ruth’s, lower, saying something short. Audrey’s, clipped, then not, then a laugh, quickly hushed.

Then the door opened.

Donna stood in the doorway in her robe, the pale blue quilted one she belted badly on purpose. Her platinum hair was down. Her lipstick was fresh. She had Audrey by the hand.

Audrey stood beside her in her white blouse and her charcoal skirt and her stockings and her glasses, her hair still pinned, her other hand closed at her side.

And behind them both, in the hall, Ruth in her white nightgown with her red hair loose down her back.

Donna brought Audrey in by the hand. The way she’d brought Ruth, last summer, to this same door. She led her into the room and stopped at the foot of the bed and turned, and looked at me by the window.

“I’ll say it first,” Donna said. “For all of us. That’s my job.”

“Go ahead.”

Donna took a breath. Her eyes were very bright.

“We want you,” Donna said. “All three of us. Tonight. Here. In this bed with the window open and the Row’s lamps on and our three colors on our poles.” She squeezed Audrey’s hand. “We want her in this house. In this bed. With all of us. Not just with you. With us.” She looked at Ruth in the doorway, and then back at me. “That’s what I’m saying. For all of us. We want her, and we want you, and we want it now.”

The curtains moved in the window.

“Ruth,” I said.

Ruth came in from the hall. She stood beside Audrey.

“I want it,” Ruth said. Low and sure. Once.

“Audrey.”

Audrey looked at me. Her chin came up.

“I want it,” Audrey said. “I want the three of you. I want to be in this house.” She stopped. Started again. “I want to be your wife in this bed. With Donna and Ruth. Tonight. With the window open.”

I came away from the window.

“Ruth,” I said. “Undress her.”

Ruth undressed her.

She did it slowly. Unhurried, the way she cleared a table or rolled out a crust. She stood in front of Audrey in the lamplight and began with the cardigan, unbuttoning it from the top with her strong freckled fingers, and Audrey stood still and let her.

Audrey didn’t count. Her lips stayed still.

Ruth took the cardigan off her shoulders and folded it over her arm and laid it on the chair. She unbuttoned the blouse. She drew it off. She reached around and unhooked the brassiere at the back, one hook, then the next, and drew it off Audrey’s arms, and Audrey stood bare to the waist in front of her with her neat high breasts and her hard pink nipples in the lamplight.

Ruth looked at her.

“You’re thin,” Ruth said. “You’re still too thin. I’ll fix that.”

“I know you will,” said Audrey.

Ruth put her hands on Audrey’s waist. On the bare skin above the skirt. Her big warm hands on that trim pale waist, holding. Audrey shivered.

“Welcome home,” Ruth said.

Audrey’s face went perfectly still, the way the thread went still, and her eyes went wet behind her glasses, and she put her own hands over Ruth’s on her waist and held them there.

Ruth unzipped the skirt. She worked it down over Audrey’s hips, the big round curve of her, with her hands flat on either side, like easing a pie out of a tin. It fell. Audrey stepped out of it. Ruth drew down the white panties. She left the garter belt and the stockings.

She reached up and took the pins out of Audrey’s hair.

One at a time. Slowly. Laying each one on the dresser beside her. And the dark glossy waves came down around Audrey’s shoulders, pin by pin, until all of it was down.

Ruth left the glasses on.

“Audrey,” I said. “Undress Donna.”

Audrey turned to Donna. She looked at the pale blue robe, at the sash knotted in a lopsided double knot that sagged at Donna’s hip, and put her fingers on it.

“Two knots,” Audrey said. “She belts it badly on purpose.”

“Don’t count them,” I said.

“I’m not counting. I’m observing.” She worked the first knot loose, and then the second, and drew the robe open and slid it off Donna’s shoulders, and it dropped to the floor. Donna stood in the lamplight naked, all of her, the whole soft heavy hourglass of her, her heavy breasts swaying, her tiny waist, her wide hips, and smiled at Audrey as though she’d just been handed a present.

“Her cuffs,” I said. “She never takes off her cuffs.” I looked at Donna’s wrists. The gold cuffs. My gold. She’d worn them for a year and never taken them off, in the bath, in bed, on the Row, anywhere. “Take off her cuffs.”

Audrey went to Donna. She took Donna’s right wrist in her hands. She found the catch on the inside of the gold cuff, the hidden one, and pressed it, and the cuff opened on its hinge. She took it off. She took off the left. Then she looked at Donna.

Donna was naked now. Entirely. Nothing on her anywhere.

“There’s nothing else,” Audrey said.

“There’s the ribbon in her hair.”

There was. A thin blue ribbon tied in a little bow behind Donna’s ear, holding a wave of platinum hair back. Audrey reached up and found the end of it and pulled, and the bow came undone, and she drew the ribbon out of Donna’s hair.

“Five,” Audrey said under her breath.

“I told you not to count them.”

“Two knots, two cuffs, one ribbon.” Audrey laid the ribbon on the dresser on top of the cuffs. She looked at me over her shoulder with her glasses on and her hair down and her bare ass in her garters toward me. “I know you did. I counted anyway.”

Donna laughed out loud.

“Donna,” I said. “Undress Ruth.”

Donna went to Ruth. She drew Ruth’s white nightgown up. Slowly. Up over her soft thighs and her full hips and her soft belly. Ruth lifted her arms. Donna drew it up over the enormous heavy weight of Ruth’s breasts, and they came free and fell, heavy, swaying, freckled, the nipples big and pink, and Donna made a small sound, and drew it off over Ruth’s head and her red hair.

“Oh,” Donna said. “Oh, I never get tired of that.”

“You’re a terrible girl,” said Ruth.

“I’m a terrible girl,” Donna agreed, and kissed her on the mouth.

I took Donna by the wrist and turned her to the bed.

“You first,” I said. “On your hands and knees, on the left, by the window. Across the edge, facing the headboard. You get it hard, with the window open, so the Row hears you.”

“Yes,” Donna said, breathy and fast, already climbing on. “Oh, finally. Hurry.”

The other two stood at the foot of the bed in the lamplight, Ruth naked, Audrey in her stockings and glasses, and watched me do it.

“Ruth. On the right.” I put my hand on the small of her back, and she went. “Slow for you. Deep. As long as you want it.”

Her eyes came to mine over her freckled shoulder and held there. “Yes,” said Ruth.

Then I looked at Audrey.

“The middle,” I said. “Between them. You’ll get what you ask for, and you’ll count it. And then I’m going to lay you down, and everybody’s going to hold you, and I’m going to finish inside you.”

Audrey stood at the foot of the bed in her stockings and her glasses with her dark hair all down around her shoulders.

“Yes,” she said. “To all of it. In that order. Exactly.” A breath. “Please begin.”

Donna was already in place on the left by the open window, on her hands and knees with her knees at the very edge, arching her back and smiling at me over her shoulder. Ruth knelt up onto the bed on the right and went down onto her hands, and her enormous breasts swung down beneath her, heavy, hanging, almost brushing the sheet. Audrey came last, into the space between them. Slower. Careful. She got onto her hands and knees and settled, and I watched her settle her weight exactly.

I stood at the foot of the bed and looked at them.

Three asses in a row. Offered. Side by side across the edge of my bed, under the lamplight, with the window open to the Row behind Donna’s shoulder and the porch lamps shining in.

Donna’s on the left. Round and full and high, swelling out from her tiny cinched waist in that exaggerated hourglass flare, made to bounce. Platinum hair spilling down her back.

Ruth’s on the right. Soft and full and wide, heavy and warm, freckled at the tops of the cheeks, and under her the great soft bells of her breasts hung swaying between her arms. Red hair falling over her shoulder.

And Audrey’s in the middle.

Bigger than either. Wider than Donna’s, heavier than Ruth’s, a great round pale swell rising up from her narrow waist in the white garter belt, so full the garter straps pressed deep into it. Dark hair falling down her back to her waist.

Platinum. Dark brown. Red.

My cock was so hard it hurt.

“Jesus,” I said, out loud.

Donna laughed into the pillow. “Language, hero.”

“I can’t help it.”

“I know you can’t.” She arched her back further, pushing her ass up. “Look at all of us. Look what you’ve got.”

I went to Donna first.

I put my hands on her hips and drove into her.

One stroke. All the way. She was soaked, she’d been soaked since the doorway, and she took me to the root with a cry that went straight out the open window into the night.

“Yes,” Donna gasped. “God, yes, Jack, like that, don’t be nice.”

I wasn’t nice. I fucked her hard, the way she liked it, my hands on her soft wide hips and her round ass slapping back against me on every stroke, bouncing, rippling. The bed shook. The headboard knocked against the wall.

“The window’s open,” I said. “You know that? The whole Row can hear you.”

“I know.” She was panting. “I want them to. I want the whole Row to hear what you’re doing to me with her right there beside me. Tell them. Tell them what you’re doing.”

“I’m fucking my wife,” I said, loud. “With the window open.”

Donna screamed with laughter and pleasure at once.

Beside her, Audrey had turned her head on the pillow. She was watching. Her glasses were on and her face was flushed and she was watching my cock drive into Donna six inches from her own hip, and her lips were moving.

“Seven,” Audrey said. “Eight. Nine. Ten.”

“Are you counting?” Donna gasped. “Are you counting him in me?”

“Eleven. Twelve. I’m not going to stop.”

“Audrey!”

“Thirteen.”

Every porch lamp on the Row went up a shade. I saw it through the open window, the gold going brighter all the way down the curve.

“Fourteen. Fifteen.”

“Hush,” Donna moaned, laughing, coming apart. “Hush, Audrey, hush, I’m going to, oh God, I’m going to, Jack, I’m.”

She broke on the next stroke, with her face in the pillow and her ass pushed back hard against me and her whole soft body shaking, her pussy clenching on my cock in long hard pulls, crying out into the pillow loud enough for the whole street. The lamps outside blazed. The bedroom lamp blazed. Then all of them steadied, gold.

I didn’t come. I held it. I pulled out of her slow and she whimpered, and I left her there shaking on her hands and knees by the open window, and went to Ruth.

Ruth didn’t look back at me.

She knelt on her hands and knees with her head bowed and her red hair hanging down, and waited, and I came up behind her and laid my hands on her soft wide hips, and she breathed out.

I went into her slow.

All of it. An inch at a time. Her pussy was hot and soft and wet and deep, so deep, and she took me in with a long low sound that seemed to come up from the bottom of her, and I held there, buried, with my thighs against her soft warm ass.

“There,” Ruth said. “That’s where you go.”

I reached under her.

I put my hand under her breasts where they hung beneath her, swaying. I filled my hand with them, with one and then the other, and held them, lifting their weight off her, and she groaned.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, Jack. Hold them. Like that.”

I held them. And I moved in her. Slow. So slow. All the way out and all the way back in, deep, to the bottom of her, my hand under her breasts holding their heavy weight, and the warmth came up.

From the sternum out. From where I was buried in her. From where my hand held her. It came up through me warm and deep and full, the floor rising, and it was more than the floor tonight. It was the whole house. The kitchen and the stove and the porch light left on.

“Slow,” Ruth breathed. “Keep it slow. Like that. Just like that.”

“Twenty,” said Audrey. “Twenty-one. He’s slower with you. Twenty-two.”

Ruth laughed. A low helpless sound.

“She’s counting me,” Ruth said.

“She counts everybody.”

I drove into Ruth slow and deep, and her breasts swayed heavy in my hand, and her soft thighs started to tremble, and she pushed back against me, slow, meeting me, and I felt her start to come up from deep inside, like water rising in a spring.

“Not in me tonight,” Ruth said. Low. “Save it. I’ve had mine. I asked for my one.” She turned her head on the pillow and looked back at me over her freckled shoulder with her eyes gone dark and soft. “Tonight’s hers.”

Then it took her, slow and deep and long, a rolling clench around my cock that went on and on, her whole soft body shuddering under my hand, her breasts heaving in my palm, and one long low sound out of her that didn’t stop. The warmth poured out of her into me. I felt it fill me to the top and run over.

When it was done she let her head down and breathed, and her hair hid her face.

I pulled out of her slowly.

I went to Audrey.

She was waiting.

She’d stopped counting. She was kneeling on her hands and knees in the middle of the bed with her face turned toward Ruth on the pillow and her glasses crooked, and her whole body was trembling, and she was so wet I could see it shining down the insides of her thighs above her stockings.

I put my hands on her ass.

Both hands. Spread wide. On that huge pale swell. And it filled them and overflowed them and I squeezed, and she cried out.

“Ask,” I said.

“Swats.” Her voice was thin. “Three. One for each of you.” She swallowed. “And I’d like everyone to count them with me.”

I gave her the first.

Open hand. The smack rang off the bedroom walls and out the open window into the Row, and her big ass bounced under my palm, and three voices said it together. “One.” Donna’s breathy and bright on her left. Ruth’s low on her right. Audrey’s into the sheet, a shade behind theirs, as if she’d wanted to hear them say it first.

The second spread pink across both cheeks. “Two,” said Donna, and reached over and laced her fingers through Audrey’s where they gripped the sheet. “Two,” said Ruth, and laid her palm flat on Audrey’s spine between her shoulder blades. Audrey said it last. Her voice wobbled on it, and the two of them waited for her.

I gave her the third, the hardest of the three.

“Three,” Audrey said, clear as a radio call, a beat ahead of both of them, and then her voice went and it wasn’t a sob. She was laughing. She put her face down in the sheet between her hands and laughed, helplessly, with Donna’s fingers in hers and Ruth’s hand on her back, and out the window the Row’s lamps flickered gold, as if the whole street had caught it from her.

I laid her down across Ruth’s lap.

Ruth sat up first. She sat back against the headboard in the middle of the bed with her legs stretched out in front of her and her red hair down over her shoulders and her enormous breasts bare and heavy on her chest, flushed pink and freckled, and she held out her arms.

I lifted Audrey and laid her down.

On her back. Across the bed. With her head and shoulders in Ruth’s lap, cradled against Ruth’s breasts. Ruth’s arms came around her. Audrey’s head lay back against Ruth’s chest, nestled between those great soft swells, her dark hair spilling over Ruth’s freckled skin, red and dark brown tangled together.

Audrey’s neat average breasts lay bare and pale under Ruth’s enormous ones. The difference of them. The two women stacked, one cradling the other.

“Hands,” I said.

Audrey lifted her hands. Up. Over her head. Back, toward Ruth.

I let the thread come. Soft. Blue-gold. Still. I laid it around her wrists, crossed above her head, a figure-eight.

And Ruth took them. She reached down and took Audrey’s bound wrists in her own two big warm hands and held them there, against her own breasts, gently, the way she’d hold a bird.

“I’ve got her,” Ruth said.

Donna came up on her knees beside them. She looked at Audrey lying across Ruth’s lap with her wrists in Ruth’s hands and her glasses crooked and her hair everywhere, and her blue eyes went soft and enormous.

“Oh, look at you,” Donna breathed. “Look at you. You’re so lovely like that.”

She bent down and put her mouth on Audrey’s breast.

Audrey gasped. Donna’s red lips closed on her pink nipple and sucked, and Audrey arched up off Ruth’s lap, and Ruth held her wrists, and Donna moved to the other breast and back.

I knelt between Audrey’s thighs.

She looked at me. Down the length of her own body, past Donna’s platinum head at her breast, past her own garter belt and her stockings. Her eyes huge behind her crooked glasses.

“Jack,” she said.

“Here.”

I went into her.

Slow. Deep. All the way. She was so wet I slid in to the root in one long stroke, and she cried out and her bound wrists strained in Ruth’s hands, and Ruth held them, and Donna’s mouth was on her nipple, and I was buried in her.

I moved. Slow. Deep and slow, the way I’d been with Ruth. Not hard the way I’d been with Donna. Slow and all the way, every stroke to the bottom of her, my hands on her stockinged thighs, holding them open.

She climbed. I felt it. Fast. She was so wound up from watching the other two and from the swats and from Ruth’s hands and Donna’s mouth that she climbed in a minute.

I stopped. Deep inside her. Still.

She sobbed.

“Ask,” I said.

“Please.”

“Ask everyone.”

She looked at me. Then she looked up, at Ruth, above her. Then at Donna, with her mouth on her breast.

“Please,” Audrey said. “Ruth. Donna. Jack. Please.” Her voice came apart. “May I? May I come? Please, all of you, may I?”

“Yes,” said Donna, against her breast.

“Yes,” said Ruth, low, holding her wrists.

They both looked at me.

“Come for us,” I said. “Now.”

I drove into her.

She came with all three of us holding her.

Her head thrown back against Ruth’s breasts. Her bound wrists clenching in Ruth’s hands. Her nipple in Donna’s mouth. Her thighs in my hands, her pussy clamping down on my cock in long hard spasms that went on and on. She cried out, high and broken and wordless, and it went out the open window over the Row.

And it all came at once.

The lamps. Every lamp in the room and every porch lamp on the Row through the window, steady and bright and gold. Donna.

The warmth. Up from the sternum, out through my chest and my arms and my legs, so deep and full I felt it in my teeth. Ruth.

And the thread.

It came out of me. Out of my hands where they held Audrey’s thighs. Hair-fine. Still. It went across the room and through the room, one single line of blue-gold light no thicker than a hair, and it touched.

It touched Audrey’s wrists, where Ruth held them. It went around them once. A knot.

It touched Ruth’s wrist, where her hand held Audrey’s. A loop. A knot.

It touched Donna’s wrist, where her hand lay on Audrey’s belly. A loop. A knot.

One thread. Three knots. Running through all three of them at once, still as drawn wire, and back into me.

I came.

I drove into Audrey one last time as deep as I could go and held there and came, hard, pulsing deep inside her, every pulse going into her, and I felt all three of them feel it. Through the thread. Through the light and the warmth and the line. I felt Donna gasp and Ruth breathe out and Audrey sob, all at once, each one in a different place in me, as I emptied into the third one.

The thread held them all until I was done.

Then it let go. Gently. And faded.

Four in a bed that was too small.

It was a bed for a hero and one wife. It had been too small for three. With four in it, there was no room at all, and nobody moved.

Donna on the far side by the window, on her stomach, one arm flung over Audrey, already half asleep, her hair everywhere. Audrey in the middle, on her back, with her glasses off at last, folded on the nightstand at a right angle to the lamp. Her head on my shoulder. Ruth on my other side, on her side, her breasts pressed warm against my arm, her hand flat on my chest, over my heart.

The window was open. The curtains moved.

Outside, every porch lamp on the Row pulsed once, bright, and settled.

“I’ve ordered a bigger one,” Ruth said into the dark.

“A bigger what?”

“Bed.” She didn’t open her eyes. “From the furniture man on Fourth. In January. It comes Thursday.”

“January?”

“I knew.” Her hand moved once on my chest. “I could count to four.”

Donna laughed into her pillow without opening her eyes.

“The whole Row knows,” Donna murmured.

There was a short silence.

“The whole Row has a schedule now,” said Audrey.


Chapter 22: Four Chairs

The kite string broke at six-oh-four.

I was over the harbor at three hundred feet with the sun coming up behind the Pile and the water gone from black to pewter to gold under me, flying the dawn circuit the way I’d flown it all winter. Breakwater, tank farm, rail yards, the north jetty, the garment district, back around over the hill. Every morning. Okafor’s rule. The city doesn’t care how tired you are.

There was a boy on the seawall below the fish pier.

Nine, maybe ten. Knickers and a striped sweater and a cap on backward. He had a kite up, a red paper kite with a long tail of knotted rags, and it was the only kite in the sky over Beacon Harbor at six in the morning, riding high on the land breeze out over the water. He was flying it before school, I thought. Before anybody could tell him not to. Standing on the seawall with the string paying out through his fists and his face turned up.

The string broke.

I saw it go. A thin pale line snapping somewhere in the middle, and the boy staggering back a step on the seawall with half a string in his hands, and the red kite tipping, losing the wind, and starting to fall away out over the harbor toward the water. Turning over and over. Its rag tail streaming.

I didn’t slow down.

I was two hundred yards off and doing about sixty, and I didn’t turn, and I didn’t look at it. I looked at the boy. At his face, going from joy to horror in the time it takes to say it. And the thread went out of my right hand.

Hair-fine. Still. It went across two hundred yards of morning air over the harbor as straight as a line ruled on a chart, and it didn’t shake. It found the falling kite tumbling over the water and slid through the crossed sticks at its heart, and caught.

The kite stopped falling.

It hung there in the air over the harbor, a red paper diamond hanging on the end of a thread of light too fine to see, its rag tail dangling straight down, perfectly still.

The boy’s mouth fell open.

I banked. Not hard. I came around over the fish pier in a long easy curve and brought the kite with me on the line, flying alongside, and the boy turned on the seawall and watched it come, his whole face lit up. I didn’t stop. I flew up over the pier and the harbor road and up the first street of row houses above the waterfront, and the boy ran along the seawall after me shouting, and then he jumped down off the wall and ran up the street, and I saw which house he was running toward. A narrow green one with a stoop and a milk bottle on the top step.

I set the kite down on the stoop beside the milk bottle. Gently. Red paper on gray stone. Its tail laid out neat down the steps.

Then I let the thread go, and flew on, and didn’t look back.

Behind me I heard the boy reach the stoop and stop dead, and then a shout, a high wordless kid’s shout, carrying up the street after me on the morning air.

The Pile sat on its point with the sun on its dome.

I came over it low on the way back up the harbor. The great chrome dome catching the gold light like a second sun. The four cooling towers with their thin white plumes going straight up in the still air. The pump house. The main gate with its atom crest.

There was a man on the pump house roof.

Thick. Bald. Coveralls. A hard hat in one hand and a wrench in the other. Walt Brannigan, at six in the morning, standing on the roof of the pump house he’d restarted under fire on Founders’ Night, looking at something on the roof vents.

He heard me. He looked up.

He lifted the wrench. Held it up over his head in his fist, a toast across a bar.

I lifted my hand.

The Starlite’s neon was still on.

It always was, at this hour. The diner on its corner in the garment district where I’d fumbled my first cup of coffee in this world the better part of a year ago with a dollar from the future. Chrome trim. Red vinyl in the windows. The pink sign buzzing over the door.

Florence was on the step.

She was standing on the front step of the Starlite in her pink uniform and her white apron with a cup of coffee in both hands, the way she stood every morning before the breakfast rush, watching the street wake up. Fifty-some, gray hair in a net, a pencil behind her ear. She’d called me sugar the first morning and every time since.

She looked up as I went over.

She lifted the cup.

I’d have stopped. I wanted to. I wanted to land on the corner and sit at the counter and have Florence pour me a cup and call me sugar and tell me the eggs were good today. But there were three women on a porch on the hill who’d know if I stopped, and one of them would have the time written down.

I lifted my hand to Florence instead, and flew on up the hill.

I came down on my own lawn.

On purpose. The way I always did. Because the porch deserved it.

Three pennants. Two on my lawn, side by side on their two white poles, blue-and-gold, hanging still in the morning air, the concrete around the new one dry now. One down the curve on Ruth’s lawn. The porch lamps up and down the Row were still on from the night, pale and steady in the daylight, because nobody had thought to turn them off and nobody wanted to.

And four chairs on the porch.

Three wide ones in a row, built for slouching. And at the end, narrow and straight, with a writing arm.

All four were full.

Donna in the first one, in her pale blue robe belted badly on purpose, with her bare feet up on the rail and her platinum hair a wreck from the pillow and a cup in both hands. Ruth in the third, in a green house dress with her sleeves rolled and an apron over it and her red hair pinned up and already coming down at the nape. Audrey at the end, in the narrow chair.

The middle one was empty. Mine.

Audrey was wearing my shirt.

She’d come down from the bedroom in it, I found out later, at half past five, because, she said, it was more efficient than finding her own. It was a white work shirt of mine, and it came to the middle of her thighs, and she had nothing on under it but her stockings. She’d put them back on. I didn’t ask why. She sat in the narrow chair with her knees together and her legs crossed at the ankle and her glasses on and her dark hair down all around her shoulders, and the shirt-tails had ridden up her thighs when she sat, over the dark bands of her stockings, and she had a notebook open on the writing arm and a pencil in her hand.

I stood on the lawn and looked at the three of them on my porch in the morning sun.

I didn’t try not to look.

Donna’s robe falling open at the throat over the heavy soft swell of her breasts, the deep shadow between them, her thick creamy thighs bare where the robe parted over her crossed legs on the rail. Ruth leaning forward in her chair to set the coffeepot on the porch boards, the apron bib straining over her breasts, freckles at the open collar, a long curl of red hair stuck to her neck. And Audrey in the narrow chair at the end in my shirt and her stockings, with her bare thighs and her glasses and her controlled mouth, writing.

“You’re looking, Jack,” said Audrey, without looking up.

“I’m looking.”

“You’ve been standing on the lawn for forty seconds.”

“Forty-one,” said Donna.

Audrey looked up from her notebook at Donna. “Forty-one,” she agreed, and made a note.

I came up the steps.

They handed me three cups.

Not at once. In order. That was Donna’s doing. She sat up in her chair as I reached the top step and held out hers first, a cup of something dark brown and opaque, still steaming, and looked up at me with her wide innocent blue eyes.

“Rule on it,” Donna said.

I took it. I drank it.

It was worse than the egg. It was worse than the chicory. I didn’t know what she’d done to it this time and I didn’t want to know. It went down my throat like a confession made to the wrong priest.

“It’s warm,” I said.

Donna beamed.

Ruth held out hers. Her good coffee, dark and plain, the kind they put in advertisements. I drank half of it in one go, the way I had every morning all winter, and felt it go down into the bottom of me where the floor lived.

“That’s coffee,” I said.

“It’s coffee,” Ruth agreed.

Then Audrey held out hers.

She didn’t stand up. She held it out from the narrow chair at the end of the row, the cup in her right hand, its saucer in her left. White china. Full to exactly one quarter inch below the rim. Not a drop on the saucer.

I took it.

I drank.

I stood on my porch in the morning sun and held my third wife’s coffee in my mouth and didn’t swallow.

It was perfect.

Ruth’s was good the way bread is good, plain and honest and filling. This was something else. Hot without being too hot. Strong without a trace of bitter. Smooth all the way down. Ruth’s tasted like the coffee in the advertisements. This tasted like the coffee the advertisements were trying to remember. It was, I understood with my mouth full of it, the best cup of coffee I had ever had in either of my worlds, including the six-dollar ones.

I swallowed.

“Well?” said Audrey.

I looked at her. Then at Donna.

Donna was staring at me. She had seen my face. Her blue eyes had gone narrow.

“It’s,” I said.

“It’s what?” said Donna.

“It’s very good,” I said.

Donna put her cup down on the porch boards with a click.

“Very good,” Donna said.

“It’s perfect,” said Ruth, who had obviously already tried it, and went calmly back to her own.

Donna turned in her chair and looked down the row at Audrey in the narrow chair.

“How,” Donna said.

“I measured,” said Audrey.

“You measured.”

“The grounds. The water. The temperature. The time.” Audrey made a small note in her notebook. “Ruth’s kettle runs four degrees hot. You have to let it stand forty seconds off the boil. I tried it nine times this morning before he came back. That was the ninth.”

“You made coffee nine times.”

“I made it eight times wrong,” said Audrey. “That’s how you find right.”

Donna looked at her.

“I’m never going to forgive you,” Donna said. “Ever. Not as long as I live. I’m going to be on my deathbed and I’m going to call you over and I’m going to say, Audrey Bell, I never forgave you for the coffee.” She picked her own cup back up and looked into it with deep sorrow. “On the first try. Practically.”

“The ninth try.”

“On the first day,” said Donna. “That’s the same thing.”

Audrey looked at her. Then the corner of her composed mouth moved, and moved further, and she bent her head over her notebook to hide it.

“I’ll teach you,” Audrey said to the page.

“You will not,” said Donna. “I’d rather die. A wife has to have one thing she’s worst at. That’s mine.” She drank her own coffee, and made a face, and drank it again, defiantly. “Somebody in this house has to make coffee that tastes like a crime. For balance.”

“It’s a solvent,” said Audrey.

“It’s a solvent,” Donna agreed, with great dignity.

I sat down in the middle chair.

Peggy brought the paper.

She came up the walk with the morning Herald folded under her arm and her ponytail swinging and her notebook in her other hand, and she stopped at the foot of the porch steps and looked up at the four of us in our four chairs and wrote something down.

“Seven forty-four,” Peggy said. “Danner porch, full.”

She came up the steps and handed me the paper.

“You’re famous again,” she said. “Bigger than the Pile this time. They’ve got a picture of the island.” She looked at Audrey. “And they spelled your name right, Missus Danner. Both names. I checked.”

“Thank you, Peggy.”

“I’ve written to them anyway,” said Peggy. “They got the time of the lamps coming back on wrong by six minutes.”

She went back down the walk.

I unfolded the paper on my knee.

THE MAN WHO PUT OUT THE FURNACE

The headline came up off the page at me an inch and a half tall. Under it a photograph, grainy, taken from a boat out on the strait: Valor Island in the dawn, the terraces and the domes and the east tower, and lamps burning all the way up the hill. Under that, Dell Marsh’s byline.

The Gilded Dynamo is asleep.

The furnace in the shape of a man who melted six vaults up and down this coast, who drank the lamps of Cutter Street one by one and took a minute and a half out of a Beacon Harbor hero’s memory on the night of the Ferrante robbery, walked up the hill of Valor Island in the early hours of Sunday morning, and walked no farther. He sleeps now in the island’s custody. He is, according to the island, a man named Emil Varga, though nobody can say where Emil Varga was born, or who made him what he became.

He was put to sleep by Jack Danner of Pennant Row, who stood in front of him on the stones of the island’s receiving yard with his eyes shut, and waited.

I read the rest of it. Marsh had talked to somebody on the island. He had the yard, and the eyes shut, and the cold block with its ceiling down. He had Vetrov holding it up, which made me smile, because he called him the Sleepless Man, and said that the Sleepless Man had held up a ceiling over a healer and a prisoner for six hours, and said that the healer had told the Herald, “He’s got a good heart. It’s slow. I’d know.”

He didn’t have the plate. He didn’t have the count. He didn’t have Donna on her knees at a rail or Ruth in the grand hall with her hands on eleven men or Audrey on a balcony behind a welder’s mask. He didn’t have any of the things that had actually done it.

He had my name. And the word nowhere wasn’t in it anywhere.

Not once in the whole column. Last summer a man had stood on the Okafor lawn at a wedding and told Dell Marsh that I was from nowhere anyone had heard of, and Marsh had written it down, and kept it. It wasn’t in the paper. The paper said Jack Danner of Pennant Row. Twice.

“He didn’t use it,” Audrey said quietly. She’d read it over my shoulder from the narrow chair. “Nowhere. He didn’t use it.”

“No.”

“He still has it.” She looked at the byline. “He keeps his notes. He said so last summer. He just decided where you’re from.” She sat back in her chair. “The city decided, and he wrote down what the city decided.”

“Danner.”

Dell Marsh was standing at the foot of my porch steps. I hadn’t heard him come up the walk. Nobody had expected him. He’d come up the hill on foot from the streetcar stop at the bottom of the Row, a rumpled man in a rumpled gray suit with his hat pushed back on his head and a pencil behind his ear and a notebook in his hand, and a cigarette in the corner of his mouth that he’d lit and forgotten. He looked up at the four of us in our four chairs, and at the three pennants, and took the cigarette out of his mouth.

“Mr. Marsh,” I said.

“Mrs. Danner. Mrs. Keller. Mrs. Danner.” He nodded to each of them in turn, getting it right. “Congratulations. Belatedly. I’d have been at the wedding but nobody invited the press.”

“Nobody invited the press,” Donna agreed sweetly.

Marsh almost smiled. He looked down at his notebook.

“I’m not here for a quote,” he said. “I know better. I’m here because I’ve got a question, and I’d rather ask it to your face than not ask it.” He turned a page. “There was a launch. In the fog. Last Tuesday morning, off the island. My man on the fish pier says a launch came back into the harbor late that morning out of the fog with its engines screaming and a big thick fellow at the wheel in a camel-hair coat, and something lying in the bottom of it under a tarp that steamed.” He looked up. “Then it went into a Sartori boathouse on the east side, and I haven’t been able to find out what was under the tarp.”

“Ask the Sartoris,” I said.

“I’ve asked the Sartoris. The Sartoris are very quiet this week.” Marsh looked at me. “Carmine Sartori’s in irons on that island. The paper knows that much. And Aldo Sartori’s sitting in his house on the hill with the curtains drawn, and nobody’s going in or out.” He wrote something. “A launch in the fog. That’s all. That’s my question.”

“That’s a good question,” said Audrey.

Marsh looked at her.

“It is,” he agreed. He wrote one more line, and closed the notebook, and put it in his pocket. “It’s a very good question. I’ll keep asking it.” He put his cigarette back in his mouth, and found it had gone out, and looked at it with mild surprise. “Good morning, Danner. Ladies.”

He went back down the walk and down the hill toward the streetcar.

“I like him,” said Ruth.

“He called me Mrs. Danner,” said Audrey. “In the right order. Without being told.”

“He’s very good at names,” said Donna, darkly. “He named the Gilded Dynamo. Nobody has any right to be that good at names.”

Audrey went down the Row to the end house after that, to finish putting her room in order.

The household radio was in Audrey’s room now. She’d had Ruth move the bed out at seven that morning, and Roy had carried a long table up from the Castellans’ garage, and the gray box with the brass dial sat on a shelf on the wall above it where she’d said it would go. She’d run the aerial out to Hal’s old jack on the outside wall. Donna’s brass lamp sat on the table under the window, glowing, with its plug on the floor.

At a quarter to eleven Peggy Castellan came up my walk at a trot with her ponytail swinging.

“Audrey says the island’s on the radio,” she said, “and you’re to come now. She said to say now twice.”

“Now,” I said.

“Now,” Peggy agreed, and wrote the time on her hand.

I went down the Row. Audrey passed me the handset across the long table without getting up.

“Danner,” said the gravel voice.

“Captain.”

“The island wants your household on the summer list.”

I let that sit a moment. Audrey, at the long table with her red pencil in her hand, looked up at me.

“What list?” I said.

“The summer list. That’s all I’m telling you. That’s all I’ve been told. There’s a list for the summer and your household’s on it, and I put it there myself, and I’d rather you heard it from me than from a cable.”

“For what?”

The radio hissed.

“For the summer,” said Malloy.

The frequency clicked off.

I stood in Audrey’s operations room with the dead handset in my hand and looked out her window at the harbor. At the north jetty, where the seaplane came in. At the strait beyond it, blue and flat and shining all the way to the horizon. And past the horizon, the other side of the water.

A bridge in a capital. Gold-white on the girders. Troops on the approaches by morning. A government that wasn’t talking.

I heard the cable in it. Every word.

Audrey hadn’t said anything. She was looking at me from the table with her red pencil in her hand and her glasses on and my shirt on, and I knew she’d heard it too.

She bent over the table and wrote something down.

Then the mail came.

Two letters. One was on heavy cream paper in a narrow, precise, slanting hand I knew, and the other was on cheap lined paper from the island commissary, in a loose crooked scrawl I knew even better.

I read Price’s first. It was short.

Mr. Danner.

My file has a second page now. I’ve titled it On Ceilings. There’s nothing on it yet but the title.

I find I like it that way.

L. Price.

I handed it to Audrey. She read it and laid it in her folder without a word, to go up the Row to the good drawer with the folded sheet that said Danner, A.

I opened Eddie’s.

Jack,

I asked Malloy if I could stay a week longer. He said yes before I’d got the sentence out. I think he knew. He said if I get myself broken in half he still isn’t filling out the paperwork.

Vetrov’s good. They moved him back into his cell once the engineers finished the corridor. They put a proper ceiling up, steel beams, it’s not going anywhere. He sleeps a lot. More than before. I think holding the ceiling took something out of him. Or maybe he’s just tired the regular way now, the way people get tired. I sit with him every afternoon. I read him the Herald. He liked the part about the slow heart. He tapped it.

Every evening when I go, he holds up one finger.

Every single evening. I hold up one back. I don’t think I’m ever going to stop.

Tell Ruth I gave him the top tier of the cake. The one with the sugar star. He ate it very slowly and then he drew it. He drew the star. It’s on the wall of his cell now, stuck up with chewing gum. Next to the milk truck dog.

Your friend,

Eddie

P.S. The other one woke up last night. Varga. They’ve got him in the cold room two cots down from Vetrov, like Malloy said, and Price has her machines on him all day. He’s been asleep since the yard. Last night about ten he woke up. I was there, I’d stayed late. He opened his eyes and looked at the ceiling for a long time, and then he looked at me, and he asked me for a glass of water. I got him one. He drank it all. And then he said “thank you.” Just that. Thank you. In a funny accent. Then he went back to sleep.

I don’t think anybody’s said thank you to him in a long time either. Or him to anybody.

E.

I read the postscript three times.

I folded the letter and gave it to Ruth, who had come in from the kitchen and was standing at my shoulder with her hands in her apron, reading it with me. She read it slower than I had. When she got to the top tier of the cake her mouth went tight at one corner.

“The top tier,” she said.

“With the star.”

“I stayed up till two on that star.” She folded the letter. “Good,” Ruth said. “That’s where it should’ve gone.”

Wayne was on his porch at noon.

I saw him from mine. I was in the middle chair again with the Herald folded on my knee, and across the Row the screen door of the house with the slate-and-crimson pole opened, and he came out.

He was in a white shirt and gray trousers. No jacket. His dark hair was combed. His hands were still bandaged, both of them, the white gauze wound thick from the fingertips to above the wrist, and he held them a little away from his body the way he had on the night he came home.

He came to the porch rail. He stood there in the noon sun.

His right shirt cuff was undone. It hung open around the white gauze at his wrist. He looked down at it.

He tried to button it.

I watched him try. He lifted his left hand, the gauze-wrapped club of it, and tried to take hold of the small white button on his right cuff with the tips of his bandaged fingers. He couldn’t close them. The gauze was too thick. He got the button between two wrapped fingertips and lost it. Got it again. Tried to push it through the buttonhole. It slipped.

He stood at his porch rail and kept trying to button his own cuff.

Then the screen door opened behind him, and Corinne came out.

She didn’t have her clipboard. She came across the porch to her husband and stood in front of him and took his right wrist in her hands, gently, the gauze-wrapped wrist, and turned it over.

She buttoned his cuff.

Quick. Neat. Correct. Her slim fingers slipping the small button through the hole in one movement. Then she smoothed the cuff flat over the gauze, and let go of his wrist.

Wayne looked at her.

She didn’t look back at him. She was looking past him. Across the Row. At my lawn.

Wayne turned and looked at me.

He stood at his porch rail in the noon sun with his buttoned cuff and his white hands and his combed hair, and he lifted one hand, low, at the neighborly angle. The same angle he’d lifted it every morning on this Row for a year, and on the island dock, and at the top of a slope in a receiving yard at one in the morning with salt on his shoes.

On time.

I lifted mine.

Corinne stood beside him at the rail and looked across the Row at my lawn. At the two blue-and-gold pennants side by side on their white poles. And down the curve to Ruth’s lawn, to the third. She looked at them.

Then she looked at her husband. At his white hands on the rail.

She turned and went inside first.

Wayne stood a moment longer at the rail alone. Then he followed her, slowly, his bandaged hands held out a little from his sides, and the screen door closed behind them both.

The good drawer had a new first page by one o’clock.

Audrey had been at it since the mail came. She’d taken everything out of the drawer to the left of the sink, the drawer with the blue ribbon on its handle, and laid it all out on the nook table. Price’s notes. Sokol’s piano card. The six vault clippings. Vetrov’s charcoal drawings: the whistle, which Eddie had sent home with Ruth, and the two Audrey and I already had, the man with the square in his chest and the same man lying down asleep. Her winter letters, tied in their white string. Mine. Price’s verdict, the folded sheet that said Danner, A.

And her file.

She’d put all of it back in the drawer in a new order. Her order. Squared. And on top of it all, the first thing anybody would see when they opened the drawer, she’d put a single sheet of plain white paper.

I read it over her shoulder at the nook table.

At the top, in her small square hand, a heading. Underlined once in red pencil.

Nowhere is a place.

Under it, a list. Three lines.

1. The tireless man. Vetrov. Sold to Sokol. Leash: a whistle. Asleep, Valor cold room.

2. The gold man. Varga. Sold to the Sartoris, on installments. Leash: a plate. Asleep, Valor cold room.

3. The bridge. A capital across the water. Gold-white on the girders. Sold to someone with an army. Leash: unknown.

And under that, a line ruled across the page in red pencil.

And under the line, nothing. White paper. Room for an answer.

Audrey sat looking at it with her red pencil in her hand.

“There’s no answer,” I said.

“No.” She didn’t look up. “Not yet.”

“Will there be?”

She was quiet. She laid her red pencil down on the nook table beside the sheet, parallel to it.

“Nowhere is a place,” Audrey said. “It’s on a map somewhere. It has a building in it, and a room in the building, and a man in the room with a pencil and a price list. And a catalog.” She looked up at me with her gray-green eyes steady behind her glasses. “I’ll find it. Not this year. Maybe not next. But it’s a place, Jack, and places can be found.”

She picked up the sheet and laid it in the drawer on top of everything, and closed the drawer.

The blue ribbon on the handle swung.

At four in the afternoon Roy and Peggy Castellan raised a pole at the far end of the Row.

We watched from the porch. All four of us in our four chairs, the sun going gold over the harbor below. Down past Ruth’s end house, past the maroon-and-white rookie’s lawn, at the very end of the curve where the Row ran out into a vacant lot with long grass in it, Roy was digging. He had his shirt off and his sunburn on and a post-hole digger, and Peggy stood beside him with her notebook, and they were sinking a white steel pole into the ground for a household that hadn’t come yet.

“Who’s it for?” Donna called down the Row.

“Don’t know yet!” Roy shouted back up. “Malloy radioed! Says there’s a rookie coming in the fall! Married household! Needs a pole!” He heaved on the digger. “So we’re putting one up! You put the pole up first! That’s how you know they’re coming!”

Peggy wrote something in her notebook.

We watched them work. The digger going in and out. Roy swearing cheerfully. Peggy holding the pole straight while Roy tamped the dirt around it. Then the bag of cement, and the bucket of water, and Roy mixing it with a shovel, and Peggy checking the pole with a level she’d brought from the garage.

The Row was growing.

The summer we moved in, there had been a bare pole at the end of it with a widow’s house behind it and the porch light off. Now there were nine poles on the curve. Ten, with Roy’s. Three of them were ours.

Ruth was looking down the Row at it.

She sat in her chair with her hands folded on her apron and the gold light on her face and her red hair coming down at the nape. She looked at the new pole at the end of the curve. Then she looked along our porch. At the four chairs. Three wide ones and a narrow one. All full.

“This porch,” Ruth said, “will need to be longer one of these years.”

Then Donna laughed, softly, and reached over and put her hand on my knee.

“Good,” Donna said.

Audrey, at the end of the row, in the narrow chair with her notebook open on its writing arm, didn’t look up from her page.

“I’ll measure,” said Audrey.

I sat in the middle chair.

Donna on my right with her hand on my knee. Ruth on my left, with her calm face turned to the harbor. And beyond her, at the end, Audrey, writing.

Down at the end of the Row, Roy stepped back from the new pole and wiped his hands on his trousers and looked at it, and Peggy wrote down the time.

Audrey finished her sentence. She lifted her pencil off the page and laid it in the groove along the top of the writing arm.

It lay there in the groove in the gold light, and didn’t roll.


Thanks for reading.

Cole Cross here. A couple of ways to get more:

	Visit my website. Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow me on Amazon. The simplest way to keep up with new releases.



On Kindle Unlimited, every page you read is what keeps me writing them.

Hope you enjoyed the story.

Cole Cross
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