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Chapter 1: Ninety Minutes Awake

The floor wax at Franklin Yard smelled exactly the way it had smelled eleven years ago, which was the problem.

Sixty folding chairs in ten rows of six. Cinderblock painted the colour of weak tea to shoulder height and off-white above it. A ceiling of exposed conduit with a bad splice over the third row that would drop half the hall’s lights sometime in the autumn, and a maintenance man named Fenno who would fix it in twenty minutes and complain about it for six years.

I knew that. I had no business knowing that. My hands were sweating on a clipboard.

“Vargo,” the man at the front said, not loudly. “You planning to fill that in, or are you going to keep looking at the ceiling like it owes you rent.”

Sergeant Ivo Petrak, fifty-four years old, barrel-chested, sunburnt to the collar in April, with a voice like somebody dropping a toolbox down a stairwell. He would have that voice for another twenty years. He would be at my funeral, in the version of things that had already happened, standing at the back with his cap in his hands.

“Working on it, Sergeant.”

“Work faster. There’s people behind you with lives.”

I looked down at the form. Section one, name, date of birth. Section two, date of manifestation. Section three, demonstrated output, with a box for units that nobody outside the Bench understood and a note in six-point type telling you to leave it blank if unsure.

I had already put my date of manifestation in the wrong box. On purpose. It had taken me a genuine act of will to do it and it had felt like scratching a car.

I had been awake in this body for ninety minutes.

I had thrown up twice in that time, once in the gutter on Cadmus Street where the bus had put me down and once in the washroom off the intake hall, quietly, with the tap running. The Yard’s duty medic had found me on the way out and asked if I was all right, and I had said nerves, and she had said everyone says nerves and handed me a paper cup of water, and I had drunk it standing up because my legs did not entirely believe in me yet.

They were my legs. My stomach kept objecting to exactly that. Twenty-three years old, no scar on the left knee from the Peller Street collapse because the Peller Street collapse was three years out, no ache in the lower back, no grey in the stubble I had scraped off in a public washroom with a razor I had bought with money out of a wallet I did not remember owning. Everything worked. Everything worked so well it was obscene.

I had stood up off a bus seat that morning without putting a hand on the rail. I did it without thinking and then stood on the pavement for a second and a half with my mouth open like a man who has walked into the wrong flat.

Thirty-four years of habit and every single one of them was now a tell. Sit down slowly. Get up slowly. Grunt when you crouch. Rub the back of your neck after a long shift, because that is what a body does after a long shift, except that this one did not, this one crouched and stood and crouched again like a machine that had never been asked to do anything.

I was going to have to learn to fake being new at everything, in front of a man whose whole job was watching people be new at things.

Under the desk, out of sight, I put two fingers against the leg of my chair.

Three seconds.

I pushed with my heel, hard, a proper shove, the kind that scrapes a chair across a floor. The chair did not move. Not stiffly. Not with resistance. It sat there being part of the building, and my heel bounced off it, and my knee took the shock, and in my head I counted it off the way I had counted it for eleven years.

Three. Two. One.

The chair came free on the last count and skidded an inch with a noise like a cough, and the woman two chairs down looked over.

“Sorry,” she said.

Which was interesting, because I had done it.

I turned my head.

She had her boots set flat under her chair, both of them, planted, the way a person stands who has spent years being told where to put her feet. Site boots, scuffed at the toe, laces doubled back and tied off short. Above them, work trousers doing what they could over thighs that had no interest in the conversation. She had one hand on the seat either side of her like she was holding the chair down.

She was sitting with her shoulders drawn in, taking up as little bench as a person of that shape could physically take up, and she had made herself smaller than she was by about a foot, and it was the least convincing thing I had ever seen. Her hips were wider than the chair. The whole silhouette went in hard at the waist and came out again in a way that made the folding chair look like a bad decision by the Bureau.

Her shirt was a size the Bureau had stopped issuing. It was straining across the chest and she had clearly stopped thinking about that at some point in the last eight years.

Honey-chestnut hair in one heavy braid over the shoulder, thick as a wrist. Warm tan skin gone gold under the strip lights. Old bruise-shadows along both forearms, the kind that never quite clear, faded green over faded yellow.

Then she looked up and I got the eyes. Amber-brown, wide-set, with a dark ring around the iris, and she held the look one beat past the point where you are supposed to let go of it.

I had seen this woman before.

I had seen her in a corridor at Franklin Yard, on the wall, in a black frame. Second row, fifth hook along from the stairs. Renata Duarte. The dates under the photograph gave her twenty-nine years, and the letter beside the name was a C, and the photograph was the one from her certification card because nobody had a better one, and every morning for years I had walked past her on the way to the coffee machine and never said her name out loud.

Something went through me that had nothing to do with thought. My mouth flooded. My stomach came up under my ribs and I put my hand flat on my own thigh and pressed until it hurt, and I looked at the ceiling conduit, and I breathed through my nose like a man with a hangover.

“You all right?” she said.

“Long bus.”

“You’ve gone grey.”

“That’s the lighting. It does that.” I made myself look at her again, and this time I did it like a person, not like a man reading a memorial. “You want to move your leg, they’re going to call you up in a minute and you’ve locked your knee.”

She looked down. Her knee was locked.

“How did you,” she started, and then she laughed, one note, low and warm, and shook it out. “Eight years and I still do that. Sorry.”

“You apologise a lot.”

“Sorry.” Then, deadpan, flat as a spirit level: “That one was on purpose.”

Petrak’s voice came off the cinderblock again, and the whole hall sat up.

“Right. Nobody’s said this to you yet so I’m saying it. You are not heroes. There is no such thing as a hero in this building. There are responders, there are Grades, and there is a rota, and the rota does not care what you were told at school.”

He walked the front of the room with a clipboard he never looked at.

“I’m Sergeant Petrak. I run intake. For the next six weeks you belong to me, then you belong to dispatch, and then in about a year half of you will belong to a sponsor, and one of you will belong to a hole in the ground, and I’d like it noted in advance that I told you so.”

“Cheerful,” somebody said, two rows back.

“Name.”

“Marchetti.”

“Marchetti. Stand up.”

The kid stood up. Big, soft in the middle, twenty-five, black curls that no amount of Bureau haircut was going to survive, and a grin on him that did not know it was in trouble.

“Marchetti, what’s your manifestation?”

“Uh. Density, sir. Sort of. I get heavier when I brace.”

“How much heavier?”

“Depends.”

“Depends,” Petrak repeated, to the hall, like a man reading out a weather forecast for a place he hated. “That’s what we’re here for. In six weeks, when the Bench puts a number on you, nobody in this city will ever ask you what depends means again. Sit down.”

Marchetti sat down. He caught my eye on the way and pulled a face like a man who had just walked into a lamp post, and I liked him instantly and without permission.

That was the thing nobody tells you about coming back. It has nothing to do with the smell of the wax. Everybody in the room is alive, and you cannot switch off the arithmetic.

They came down the rows after that, four questions each. Name. Date of manifestation. Demonstrated output, if any. Sponsor status.

I listened to twenty-nine people answer, and I ran the odds on them without being asked to, automatically, a stairwell at a time.

“Renn. Oskar Renn. Twenty-two.”

Skinny, anxious, a coat two sizes too big for him and a roll-up already tucked behind his ear at nine in the morning. Renn had a lighter in his hand the whole time he was standing up and he kept turning it over.

I knew about Renn.

Everyone at the Yard knew about Renn for about three days that spring. That is how long a man stays known when he dies at the wrong end of a corridor in a tenement at Halvers Point with eleven other people. Then somebody else dies somewhere else, and you stop knowing about him.

I wrote nothing down. My hands wanted to. I sat on them.

“Duarte.”

She stood up.

Standing, the whole thing reorganised itself. Five foot seven and built with the weight low, and when she rose out of the chair she did it in one piece, heels first. Legs that have carried loads for a living stand up like that. Nothing else does. There was a moment where the room noticed and pretended it had not.

“Renata Duarte. Twenty-six. Manifested at eighteen.”

“Manifestation.”

“Impact Bank.” She said it flat, a name she had explained too many times. “I take kinetic force and hold it and give it back. Mostly I catch things.”

“Demonstrated output?”

“Not assayed yet, Sergeant.”

“Eight years and never assayed.” Petrak’s pen did not move. “Sponsor?”

“Yes.”

“Which one?”

“Bracken.” She shifted her feet, set them, and put her hands behind her back. “Bracken Contracting Services. Eight years.”

“And they’ve suddenly decided to buy you a Bureau ticket.”

“They said the city pays better for a certified one, Sergeant.”

“The city pays better for a certified one,” Petrak agreed, “and a contractor pays worse for an uncertified one, and there’s your whole education in this industry, sit down.”

She sat down, and she folded her arms, and the folding chair complained under the weight going into it, and she went smaller again.

Eight years of catching things for a man who did not think it was worth eighty dollars to find out what she was.

I had never met Gareth Bracken. I knew his coat. Everyone who ever stood a cordon in Dunmore knew that coat, standing at the tape at the end of a bad night, being decent to somebody’s mother.

“Vargo.”

I stood up.

“Emmett Vargo. Twenty-three.”

“Manifestation?”

Here it was.

The correct answer, the true answer, the one I had given a Bench assessor at the age of twenty-three the first time I lived this morning, was a flat technical sentence with a date in it, delivered in the voice of a man who had read the leaflet. I had been proud of that sentence. I had practised it on a bus.

“I can, uh.” I looked at the ceiling. I let my mouth get ahead of me, because a man of twenty-three at his own intake gets one question wrong and then blushes about it, and a man of thirty-four in a twenty-three-year-old body who answers four questions cleanly is a man somebody remembers. “Sorry, is date of manifestation the day it happened or the day it got logged? Because they’re not the same day.”

Petrak looked at me for a moment with the patience of geology.

“They are, as it happens, the same box.”

“Right. Then I did it wrong.”

“You did it wrong,” he said, to the hall, “and you are the fourth one this morning, and that is why we do this out loud. Manifestation, Vargo.”

“Two years ago. I can fix a thing in place.” I put my hand out flat, palm down, and turned it over, which is what people do when they are trying to describe something they have no words for. “Touch it and it doesn’t move. About three seconds.”

“Doesn’t move how far?”

“At all.”

“How heavy a thing?”

“Doesn’t matter.”

That got a snort from somewhere behind me, and Petrak’s eyes came up off the clipboard for the first time since he had started the row.

“Doesn’t matter,” he said.

“That’s the part I can’t do anything with, Sergeant. I can’t lift it. I can’t push it. I can’t hit anybody with it. I put my hand on a thing and for three seconds the thing belongs to the ground.”

“Demonstrated output?”

“Zero.”

“Say again.”

“Zero, Sergeant. They ran me on a plate at the private clinic when I registered. Nothing moved, nothing heated up, nothing measured. The man wrote zero and asked if I wanted to try again with a run-up.”

There was a laugh in the hall then, a real one, and I let it land on me and did not fight it, because that laugh was mine to keep and I had spent eleven years learning what it was worth.

“Sponsor status?”

“None.”

“Sit down, Vargo.”

I sat down. Duarte was looking at me sideways with the corner of her mouth doing something.

“Zero,” she said, under her breath.

“Best in my year.”

“That’s the spirit.”

Petrak finished the rows at a quarter to twelve and turned us loose on the forms until lunch, and I sat in a plastic chair in a room full of people who were going to be all right for a while yet, and let eleven years sit on my chest.

It goes like this, if you want to know.

Concrete. Sodium light coming down a ramp in bars. The parking structure under the old freight offices at Halvers Point, level minus two, which floods every March and smells of it all year. I had a torch in my left hand and my Bureau card in the sleeve on my chest, grey, an F, the same F it had been for eleven years, and I was doing what F-grades do at a scene, which is walking the perimeter to make sure nobody wanders into it.

A man came round the corner of the ramp. Heavy through the neck and the middle, about six foot, brown hair going back off the forehead, nylon jacket, cheap boots. He had a schoolboy exercise book in one hand with a rubber band round it.

He was not in a hurry. That is the part that stayed with me. In eleven years of standing at the edges of the worst nights this city can produce I had never once seen a man walk like that toward another human being.

A chair leg scraped across the intake-hall floor and pulled me back into the smell of wax, weak coffee and sixty living people. At lunch the whole cohort drifted toward the Grade board in its glass case by the front doors, because there is nothing else to look at in the lobby and because looking at it is why anybody walks into this building at all.

Six columns, painted on the glass in white, and under each column a rank of small cards in a slot, hand-lettered, name on the left and the letter on the right.

F. E. D. C. B. A.

The A column had four cards in it for a city of two million people. The top card said SEO JI-YUN and had a small brass stud beside it, and the stud meant the card had been in that slot for six years and nobody had needed to move it.

“There’s nothing above A,” Marchetti said, at my shoulder, with the reverence of a man reading a menu.

“There’s no letter above A,” said a woman in front of us, Bureau, in fatigues, not one of ours. “There’s a name and a number of people who’ve ever held it. Three, in thirty-one years. Two of them are dead and one of them is in a chair.”

“That’s grim.”

“That’s the board.” She tapped the glass over the F column with a knuckle, twice, and walked off.

The F column was three times longer than any other column. It ran down past the frame and continued on a second card holder screwed to the wall below the case, because whoever built the case had not budgeted for how many of us there were going to be.

Somebody behind me was explaining Grades to somebody else in the voice people use for things they learned yesterday: the letter sets your pay band, the letter sets your premium, the letter sets your benefit if you die on shift, the letter sets which call-outs dispatch is allowed to send you to, and there are exactly two ways to change it, and neither of them happens in an office.

I stood and looked at the F column, at two hundred-odd cards with names on them, and I did the thing I could not stop doing.

Nine of them I knew. Four of those nine were going to be dead within six years and one of the four was going to be dead in fourteen months. Two of the nine would be C by the time I died and one of those two would be dead the same night I was, twelve minutes before me, on the ramp above mine, and I would never find that out.

My name was not on the board yet. It would go up on Thursday of week six, bottom of the F column, third card holder, and I would stand in front of it and feel a thing I would not admit to anyone.

The empty place where my card would go became the grey sleeve on my chest under Halvers Point, and the concrete came back.

He asked to see my card.

That is the part of it I keep. I gave it to him, because there is no version of that where I do not give it to him; he asked the way a ticket inspector asks, with his hand already out and his eyes already somewhere past me, and by then there were sirens up on the deck above and a woman on the radio in my ear saying a name I could not make out over the interference.

He turned the card to the light and read the letter, and something in his face went out, the way a man’s face goes when he opens the till and there is nothing in it.

“F,” he said.

He handed the card back and stepped to my left. His attention had already moved up the ramp.

I moved left with him.

He changed sides. I changed sides. There was a pillar at my back, forty feet of open floor behind him, and the only clear route to the ramp ran through the space where I was standing.

An F could not buy him an increment. An F who stayed in his way was free work.

His eyes came back to me. He tucked the exercise book inside his jacket, put one hand into the front of my coveralls and walked me backward into the pillar as casually as a man shifting a bin. I got my palm against his wrist on the way and started counting.

A letter on a card. That is all any of this is. A man in a nylon jacket read mine, dismissed me as worthless, and killed me when I would not let him pass.

The memory let go. I was standing in the Franklin Yard lobby again, alive, with the F column behind glass in front of me.

I wanted a letter high enough that no dispatcher in this city could ever put me on a perimeter under Halvers Point again. That was it. That was all of it, and I had it before lunch on the first day, flat and clean and slightly shameful, like wanting money.

The canteen did a thing they called stew.

“Anything to drink?” the woman on the till asked.

“Cold brew, if you’ve got it.”

She looked at me.

“Coffee,” I said. “Just, coffee. Hot. Normal. Regular coffee, in a cup.”

“You’re not from here.”

“I’m from here.”

She gave me a cup of something the colour of a puddle and I paid her forty cents, which was another small landslide, because coffee had not cost forty cents since the year I turned twenty-eight, and I stood there with two coins in my hand looking at them like a man who had been sold something.

Marchetti waved me over to a table by the window and I sat with him and Renn and a woman called Hattie Braun who was not in our cohort at all, thirty-four, a C, sandy bob and glasses, eating the same sandwich she was going to eat every day for the next ten weeks and complaining about it with real craft.

“It’s the bread,” she said. “The bread’s the crime. The filling is only an accessory.”

“Then buy a different one.”

“They’d win.”

“Six weeks,” Renn said, to nobody, turning his lighter over. “Six weeks and then what. They just give you a card and put you on a truck?”

“They put you on a rota,” Hattie said. “Then a truck. Then eventually a different rota.”

“And you get sent where the letter says.”

“You get sent where the letter says.” She peeled the corner off her sandwich and looked at what was under it with an expression I would come to know very well. “Which is fine, mostly. It’s fine until the letter’s wrong.”

“Can the letter be wrong?”

“The letter is never wrong,” Hattie said. “The letter is a measurement. Ask anybody.”

I put my fork down and picked it up again and ate a piece of what was allegedly beef, and did not say anything, because a first-day F-grade with an opinion about the Bench is a memorable object and I was working very hard on not being one.

“You’ve got a face on,” Marchetti told me.

“That’s just my face.”

“No, that’s a face. My brother makes that face. He makes it when he’s about to tell you something and then decides not to.”

“Your brother sounds like a wise man.”

“My brother’s an idiot,” Marchetti said happily, and went back to the jacket he was going to buy when his first pay landed, brown, with a collar, from a place on Iron Line Road that would burn down in September with nobody in it.

The bench was hard and the window was streaked and I sat there in the warm noise of it with a plastic fork in my hand and my chest full of wet cement.

Every one of them was breathing. That was what I could not put down. In the corridor upstairs there was a wall with photographs on it and it was not full yet.

I got up in the middle of Marchetti’s second story, said I needed air, and went out through the motor pool doors to the yard where the trucks stood.

There was a shop across the road that sold newspapers and phone cards and school supplies, and I bought a drugstore notebook with a cardboard cover, ninety cents, and a pen, and I came back and sat on the loading dock with my boots hanging over the edge and opened it on my knee.

I ruled a line down the page. Dates on the left. Names on the right.

There were three other people on my level that night, and two of them ran. I want that written down somewhere, because for eleven years I had been the man who tells families what happened, and nobody ever tells you that most people do run, and that running is a completely reasonable thing to do, and that I did not run, and that staying was arithmetic and nothing better than that. I had my back to a pillar and there was forty feet of open floor between me and the ramp and I had eleven years of reading rooms and the room said stay.

I got four seconds. I know they were four because I counted them, because that is what I do, because three of them are all I have ever been given for anything.

Then I was in a plastic chair with a clipboard, and my knees did not hurt, and the wax smelled like eleven years ago, and a girl two chairs down was apologising for a noise I had made.

I sat there a long moment with the pen not touching the paper, because it is one thing to carry a thing in your head where it is only memory and grief and the ordinary ache of having been alive, and it is another thing entirely to write it down, because a written one is not a memory.

A written one is a schedule.

I wrote the first line anyway.

Then the second, and after the second my hand stopped arguing and started working, and I filled a page and most of another one in under an hour, and the pen went through the paper twice.

Twelve entries.

Twelve dates with twelve things attached to them and, beside seven of them, names of people who would be alive on the day before and not on the day after. A laundromat on Cadmus Street. A tenement boiler room at Halvers Point. A transfer tower on the river with two hundred tons of grain in it. A derailment on the Iron Line. A warehouse, the fourteenth of June, and a woman called Mirela Antic who I had never met and whose funeral I had stood a cordon outside because the Bureau sends F-grades to funerals to keep the press off the family.

I stopped at twelve.

I stopped because my hand had started shaking and because the twelfth entry was in November and I had eleven years of this in my head and if I kept writing I was going to be sitting on a loading dock at the end of the week with a ninety-cent notebook containing the deaths of several hundred people, in order, and I did not trust the man I would be at the end of that week.

And there was the other thing, the small ugly one, which I said on an empty loading dock in the voice of a man making a joke.

“Course, soon as you touch one of them, the rest of the page is a lie.”

I did not laugh. I sat there with the pen in my hand and worked it through like a stairwell I did not like the sound of. The laundromat on Cadmus Street was three streets and about seven hours away from a tenement boiler room that would not catch fire for another five weeks, and everything I had in that notebook was standing on top of everything else, and I had no idea which ones.

Eleven years of a city that killed people on a schedule. It was the only map anybody had ever given me, and the only way to use a map like that is to walk on it.

I turned back to the first page.

The top entry had tonight’s date on it. I had written it first without thinking about it, the way you write your own address.

Tonight. A bus garage on the Halvers Point side, the fourth of April, unsanctioned card, nine bouts, cash in envelopes and no venue used twice. Third bout of the evening, out of the running order, filler between two fighters people had actually paid to see.

Bram Ostrowski. Thirty-six years old. Unranked, unregistered, uncounted, a heavy plain man from the Stack who nobody in that garage would be able to describe in the morning.

He would be nobody tonight, and worth about twelve hundred dollars, and there would be maybe forty people in the room.

In six years he would be at the top of the registry, and five years after that there would be two hundred and nine names in a schoolboy exercise book, and I would be the two hundred and ninth, and I would not be important enough to be one of the ones the papers listed.

Right now he was a man who could be beaten by anybody who knew to be in the room.

“You writing your will?”

Duarte, standing at the corner of the dock with a paper cup in each hand, braid over her shoulder, her card still in the plastic wallet they give you before you have anything to put in the sleeve.

I closed the notebook against my knee and put it in my chest pocket, and did it too fast, which she noticed and did not say anything about.

“Shopping list.”

“That’s a long shopping list.”

“I’m a hungry man.”

She came over and handed me one of the cups without asking whether I wanted it, and sat down on the dock beside me with about a foot of concrete between us, and let her boots hang, and looked out at the trucks.

“They said six weeks,” she said.

“They did.”

“Eight years I’ve been doing the actual work, and now I have to do six weeks of somebody teaching me how to stand.” She drank. “Sorry. That came out bitter.”

“It came out accurate.”

“That’s worse.”

I looked at my watch. It was a cheap watch and it worked, and I had ten hours.

“Duarte.”

“Renata.”

“Renata.” I stood up and brushed the grit off the back of my legs. “How does a person get to Halvers Point from here after dark?”

“Why would anybody go to Halvers Point after dark?”

“Meeting a man about a job.”

She looked up at me from the dock with the sun in her eyes, squinting, one hand shading her face, and held it a beat past comfortable again.

“The eleven bus,” she said. “It stops running at midnight and it doesn’t come back.”


Chapter 2: Fifteen Dollars

The eleven bus put me down at the top of the Stack at twenty past seven with the light going orange behind the gas holders, and the first thing I did was stand still for a minute and look at a bridge that was not there.

It would be there. Three years out, they would put a road bridge across the cut at Iron Line Road because a truck was going to go into the water in February and kill a driver and the city would find the money it had been saying it did not have. Right now there was a rusted footbridge with chicken wire down both sides and a smell coming off the water that I had genuinely forgotten.

Nobody warns you about that part. Not the big holes. The small ones.

The corner where the coffee chain went in was a hardware shop with buckets stacked outside on the pavement. The chemist was still a chemist and not the phone shop it turned into. There was a hoarding on the gable end of the laundry advertising a brand of cigarettes that would be illegal to advertise in five years, and the paint on it was new.

I walked down Cadmus Street with my hands in my jacket pockets, eating a bag of chips out of paper, and I felt like a man walking through his own house at four in the morning.

The jacket did not fit me. It was mine, apparently. It hung off the shoulders and the cuffs came down over my knuckles and I had spent eleven years in a body that filled a jacket. I kept catching the sleeve on things.

The Stack is the flat industrial ground along the river, and everything in it is either working, condemned, or pretending. Terraces of two-up two-downs squeezed between a tyre yard and a transformer compound. Bike shops. Cash traders. A bar with no name over the door, only a green light. Sodium lamps coming on one at a time down the length of the street with that pink stutter they do before they settle.

Above it all, the Iron Line on its concrete legs, and every ninety seconds a train going over and the whole street lifting its voice to talk through it.

I had run four hundred jobs in these streets. I had put my hands on most of these buildings. It is a strange thing to be twenty-three and homesick for a place you are currently standing in.

The chips came out of a shop halfway down, run by a man with a tea towel over one shoulder and a radio he argued with.

“Salt?”

“Please.”

“Vinegar’s ten extra.”

“Vinegar isn’t ten extra.”

He looked up from the fryer. “Vinegar’s ten extra since March.”

“Vinegar’s free in every shop in this city.”

“Then go and be somewhere else in this city,” he said, comfortably, and put the vinegar on for nothing, and I stood in the doorway of his shop eating out of the paper and did not tell him that in about seven years he would sell the place to a man who put in a coffee machine and lost every customer he had.

That is the whole disease, by the way. Not knowing when people die. Knowing when the shops change hands.

Outside, a woman of about thirty was chaining a bike to a lamp post through the front wheel only, the surest way in this city to become a person with no bike, and I got half a sentence into telling her so and then heard my own voice doing it and shut up, because a twenty-three-year-old who lectures strangers about bike locks is a man who gets remembered.

She looked at me anyway.

“What?”

“Back wheel and the frame,” I said. “Sorry. My uncle got done.”

“Your uncle should get a better bike,” she said, and went into the bar with the green light over the door, and I stood on Cadmus Street with a bag of chips and understood that I was going to spend the next eleven years being a sentence and a half from saying the wrong thing to everybody I met.

At half past eight I got to the laundromat and the argument started.

It was a narrow shopfront between a bike shop and a place that fixed vacuum cleaners, with SUDS in vinyl letters across the glass and one letter missing, and a strip light inside that flickered and made everyone in there look ill. Two rows of machines down the middle, a bank of dryers along the back wall on a steel frame, and shelving down the left side stacked with plastic crates of somebody’s stock, because the laundromat also sold washing powder, cigarettes, phone cards and, going by the crates, about six hundred rolls of toilet paper.

Four people inside. A woman about fifty folding towels off the top of a machine. A younger woman with a kid, maybe seven, sitting on the plastic chairs at the front with a comic. A man in a suit jacket and no tie, reading a paper.

Four column inches on page nine of the Dunmore Herald, in a week when the paper was busy with a chemical spill upriver. GAS BLAST KILLS FOUR IN STACK LAUNDRY. Not on television. Not a call-out. A fire service job with an F-grade cordon on it the following morning, which is how I know the smell it left.

I stood across the road in the doorway of the vacuum cleaner place and I argued with myself, and the argument took eleven seconds, and I lost it.

Here is the argument, since it is the only one that matters.

If I walked across that road, the bus garage was two miles away and the card started at nine and Ostrowski’s bout was third and every minute I spent here was a minute of that. If I stood in this doorway and did nothing for another forty minutes, four people would die in a shop that sold phone cards and a man with a schoolboy exercise book would still be alive at the end of the week, and I would go and put my hand on him at nine forty and it would be finished.

Four now, or two hundred and nine over eleven years. That is the arithmetic. I had eleven years to think about it and did not think about it, because it had never occurred to me that I would be standing on the other side of the road.

Eleven seconds. Then my legs went, because they were always going to go, because I have been running toward this kind of building since the first week anybody let me near one, and I am not built to stand in a doorway.

The bell over the door did the same stupid ding it does in every shop like that in the world.

The smell hit me in the first two feet. That flat mercaptan stink they put in the gas so you can find it, sitting low and heavy along the floor, thick enough at ankle height that the woman folding towels had stopped noticing it the way you stop noticing your own kitchen.

“Everybody out,” I said.

The man with the paper looked up over it. “Sorry?”

“Gas. Out the front, now, don’t touch the door of the machines, don’t touch anything with a switch on it, out.”

The older woman said, “I’ve got another twenty minutes on this.”

I have heard that sentence, or its cousin, at nearly every job I have ever worked. People do not leave. That is the first thing they teach you and it is still the thing that gets people killed, because leaving means admitting that the thing you are standing in is happening.

“Ma’am, your machine is going to be fine. Out the front. Please.”

Something in my voice worked, because I had been using it for eleven years on people twice my age, and it does not sound like a twenty-three-year-old, and I had exactly no attention left for covering that up.

I read the room while I said it, because that happens whether I ask it to or not.

Two ways out. Front door, glass, thirty feet, with a bell on it and a mat that curled. Back door into the alley, eight feet, steel, painted a dozen times, with a bar across it that had been painted along with everything else. The dryer bank at the back on a steel frame bolted through into brick that had a damp stain running down it from the flat above. Shelving down the left, four uprights, loaded high, none of it braced to the wall.

Left side goes first. Back wall goes second. The route out is the aisle, and the aisle is under the shelving.

That is all that is in my head in a burning building, and it has never got anybody a job.

The man went. The older woman went, muttering, and told me at the door that if her load came out damp it was on me, and I said it would be on me, and she seemed satisfied with that arrangement. The young mother got up and got her kid by the wrist and got three steps and the boy went back for the comic.

I would like to say I noticed the meter cupboard at that point. I did not. What I noticed was the smell getting worse, which meant the leak was not old, which meant something had let go recently and was still letting go, and that the thing which would light it was the thermostat in the dryer bank at the back, six feet from where the gas was pooling under the frame, clicking over on its own cycle whether anybody was standing near it or not.

You get very calm. That is the part people find odd when I have tried to describe it. Everything gets slow and quiet and specific, and you can hear individual things.

I heard the dryer cycle click.

“Down,” I said, and I got a hand on the boy’s collar and one on his mother’s arm and put both of them on the floor behind the front row of machines, and then the back wall came at us.

Films get it wrong. It came as one very hard shove and a noise that got into my head without going through my ears, and then the shop was orange and the air was gone.

Heat came over the top of the machines in one wave and I felt my face go tight and the hair on my forearms crisp, and there was a smell of scorched dust and burnt hair which was mine, and my eyebrows, and one whole side of my head above the ear.

The front of the shop was on fire from the ceiling down.

The two who had gone out the front were on the pavement and fine. Everyone else in that building was now behind a wall of burning air, and the front door was thirty feet away through it, and the back door was eight feet away and jammed in a frame that the blast had racked out of square.

I got up. My ears were doing something unhelpful.

“Back door,” I said, and had to say it twice.

The older woman had not gone out the front. She had gone into the aisle for her bag. She was on her hands and knees by the shelving with her arm over her face, and she was fifty and she was doing better than most.

“Ma’am. Can you get up.”

“I can get up.”

“Then get to the back door, and when you get there, put your shoulder in the middle of it and lever off the frame, don’t pull the handle. Frame’s twisted. Handle won’t do anything.”

She got there before I did. She grabbed the handle. Everyone grabs the handle.

I put my palm flat on the door frame at the hinge side, at the point where the racking had bound the leaf against the jamb, and I gave it three seconds.

Purchase does not open a door. Purchase does not do anything at all, on paper, which is a sentence I have said in this city about a thousand times. What Purchase does is decide, for three seconds, that the thing under my hand belongs to the ground and to nothing else. A frame that is bound and moving and flexing cannot be levered against, because it moves with whatever you do to it. A frame that is absolutely fixed can.

Three.

“Shoulder. Not the handle. Now.”

Two.

She hit it. The leaf came off the swollen edge with a crack like a bat.

One.

The door went out into the alley and took her with it and she landed on her hands in the wet and started coughing, and the draught the open door made pulled the fire forward through the shop at about the speed of a walking man.

“Boy first,” I said to the mother, and she did not argue, which is the only reason any of us got out of that building.

The dryer bank had come off the wall.

It was a steel frame of six machines, bolted at the top into brick that no longer existed and standing on legs that were now standing on nothing much. It had already started to lean. When it went it was going to lie right across the alley door.

And the shelving on the left, four crate-high steel uprights loaded with somebody’s stock, was going over as well, into the aisle, into the only clear route to the back.

“Go,” I said, and pushed the mother into the aisle, and put my hand out sideways onto the shelving upright as it came.

Three.

The whole rack stopped in mid-fall at about fifteen degrees off vertical, leaning over the aisle like a bad tooth and going no further, with the crates on it not sliding, not shifting, not doing anything, because for three seconds the rack was as much a part of the floor as the floor was.

Two.

She went under it. She had the boy in front of her and she went under it on her knees.

One.

The rack finished falling behind them and put six hundred rolls of toilet paper into the fire, which meant the whole left side of the shop went up in a way I will be smelling for the rest of my second life.

Then the dryer bank.

It came off its last two legs with a groan and swung down toward the alley door, a ton and a half of steel and wet laundry pivoting on the one bracket that had not sheared, and it was going to reach the door before the boy did.

There is no time in that. You do not have time to be clever. You have the thing you have.

I got two steps and my hand onto the swinging arm of the frame at the pivot and shoved my whole weight against nothing.

Three.

The dryer bank stopped, three feet off the floor, hanging in the air over an alley doorway at an angle no bolt in the world would hold.

Two.

The boy went under it flat, on his belly, elbows first, and his mother went under after him and her boot caught the bottom edge and did not shift it a millimetre, because for those three seconds it was masonry.

One.

I went through sideways with about six inches to spare and the whole thing came down behind me and hit the ground with a bang that put a crack across the alley concrete, and I landed on the older woman, who swore at me in a language I do not speak.

Four people out. The mother, the boy, the older woman, and the man with the paper who had gone out the front in the first ten seconds and was standing on Cadmus Street holding his newspaper like a hat.

I lay in the wet alley on my back for about six seconds and looked at the smoke going up between the buildings against a purple sky and thought, with total clarity, that the two hundred and nine names still ahead of him were going to have to wait.

Then I got up, because there is always another thing.

The boy was called Teo. His mother told me that while she was holding on to my forearm with both hands hard enough to leave marks, sitting on a wall at the end of the alley with soot in the part of her hair, saying his name over and over as if she were checking he was still attached to it. He had lost a shoe and he was extremely angry about the comic.

“You were in there,” she said. “Why were you in there.”

“I was passing.”

“Nobody’s passing. Nobody comes down here.”

“I like the chips,” I said, and she laughed, once, in a way that turned into something else halfway through, and I patted her shoulder twice like a man patting a fence post and got out of it, because I have never worked out what to do with that part and I have had eleven years of practice.

Here is what I did not expect and had no defence against.

I knew all four of them. Not their names. I knew the shape of them: four bodies out of a laundromat, a woman of fifty and a woman of twenty-nine and a boy of seven and a man of forty-three who went out the front and came back in for the woman with the towels, which is a detail that had been in the four column inches, and which I had just made impossible. I had walked past those four in a newspaper eleven years ago and thought about them for as long as it takes to turn a page.

Now one of them had her hand on my arm and the boy was crying about a comic and I had to sit down on the wall myself, and I let my head hang between my knees for a second and told her it was the smoke.

The fire service arrived in four minutes forty, fast for the Stack, and I stood at the mouth of the alley and watched them work and my hands did not know what to do with themselves.

They were good. The pump crew got a line in through the alley and knocked the back of it down before it got into the bike shop, and a young one with a thermal camera walked the party wall on the vacuum shop side because somebody had trained him properly, and the officer put three blocks of Cadmus Street inside a cordon because there was a gas main under the road and nobody was going to know for two hours whether it was the main or the meter.

I stood at the tape and did the thing I have always done, and ran the job in my head half a step ahead of the people running it, and get it right, and say nothing, because nobody at a cordon has ever wanted the opinion of a man in a jacket that does not fit him.

The one time I opened my mouth it was to the young one with the camera, and only because he walked past me twice.

“Party wall’s got a void in it,” I said. “It’s a chimney breast. Old shop, they took the fireplaces out and boarded them.”

He stopped.

“How do you know that?”

“The vacuum shop’s got the same one on the other side and you can see the boarding in the window. If it’s coming through it’ll come through there, about waist height.”

He looked at me for a second, and I watched him decide that I was a man off the street who had guessed, which is exactly what I wanted him to decide, and then he went and put the camera on the party wall at waist height anyway, because he had been trained properly.

It was coming through. Not much. He got a line on it in about ninety seconds and I went back to standing where I was told, and that is the closest thing to satisfaction I got out of the whole night.

Three blocks. Both ends. Iron Line Road closed at the junction.

I stood there and did not fully understand what I was looking at.

An ambulance took the boy and his mother. The older woman would not go and sat on a bollard with a blanket round her and told a fire officer, at some length, that a young man had told her to use her shoulder.

“Which young man?”

She looked around for me. I was twenty feet away, being a person at a cordon. I know how to be that.

A broadcast van came down Iron Line Road and stopped short of the tape and a woman got out of it before it had properly stopped. Thirty-four, braids pinned up, a good wool coat over site boots, a cameraman a step and a half behind her the whole time.

Corrine Adjei. She had a face I had watched at about a hundred cordons and she had never once looked at me, because nobody looks at the man holding the rope.

She looked at the fire officer, at the building, at the angle of the smoke, and picked her spot with the ruined shopfront over her left shoulder in about two seconds, and I remember thinking, with something close to affection, that she was already very good and she was going to get better.

“Anybody inside?” she asked the fire officer.

“Everybody’s out.”

“Who got them out?”

“They got themselves out,” he said, and it was the correct answer, and mostly true, and I walked away up Iron Line Road with my hands in my too-big pockets and my eyebrows gone.

I got to the bus garage at twenty to twelve.

It sits behind a chain fence off the Halvers Point approach, four bays deep, corrugated roof, a pit down the middle where they used to work under the buses and which now serves as very good seating. You get in through the wire at the side. There is no sign, obviously. There is a man with a folding chair.

I could hear from fifty feet out that it was finishing. There is a sound a room makes when the money has already changed hands.

Inside, maybe sixty people, half of them leaving. Smoke, wet concrete, a heater roaring in one corner doing nothing at all for anybody. A ring made of four sections of scaffold pipe and some blue rope, on the flat between two inspection pits, with a scatter of sand over the floor to soak up whatever needed soaking up.

Nobody there was drunk, which surprised me and should not have. There was a woman selling cans out of a wheeled bin with ice in it and she was doing about a can a minute and nothing faster, because everyone in that garage had money on something and money makes people sensible for exactly as long as it is out of their pocket.

A lad of nineteen went past me carrying a bucket and a mop, on his way to the sand. Two men were arguing at the wire about a decision from the fourth bout, at length, in detail, with real scholarship. Somebody’s radio was on in one of the pits.

It is a business. It took me eleven years and two lifetimes to see that properly. Everybody imagines the fight circuit as a crime, and it is closer to a market stall in the rain.

The man in the folding chair was enormous and about sixty-three, in a coat he could not do up, with a clipboard on his knee and an oxygen bottle by his foot that he was not using. He wheezed when he breathed in and wheezed when he breathed out.

“Cards are done,” he said, without looking up.

“I’m not here to fight.”

“Nobody’s here to fight. That’s why I’ve got nine of them on a Monday.” He turned a page on the clipboard. “You’re too late for everything except the last one, and the last one’s two lads from the yards having a disagreement, and it’ll be over before you get a drink.”

“There was a man on the card tonight. Third bout. Big fella. Heavy through the neck, going bald, nylon jacket.”

He looked up at me then, and he had small eyes in a very big face and they were not stupid at all.

“That’s not a name.”

“I don’t have a name.” Which was a lie, and I had decided on the bus that I was going to keep the name in my pocket for as long as I could, because there is no way to ask about a specific unregistered man in a room like this without the room asking about you back. “I was told to look at him. Third bout.”

“Third bout was second bout tonight.” He tapped the clipboard. “Blocks are shut on Cadmus. Half the crowd came round the long way and half of them didn’t come at all, and I’m not paying a room’s overhead to wait for stragglers, so I moved the card up an hour and ran the fillers early. He went on at ten past nine. Finished it in about the time it takes to boil a kettle. Took his envelope and left before the fourth.”

I stood there with my hand on the cold scaffold pipe.

“He fought at ten past nine.”

“That’s what I said.”

“Because the roads were shut.”

“Because the roads were shut,” he agreed. “It’s a Monday, son. Everything’s about the roads.”

There was a fire in a laundromat on Cadmus Street at half past eight because a meter had been letting go for a week. In the version of the world I remembered, four people died in it, and the fire service put three blocks inside a cordon at nine, and by then a man in a bus garage two miles away had already sat through two bouts and was watching a third.

I had pulled four people out of a burning shop and the cordon had gone up forty minutes earlier and Ludo Odom had moved his card up an hour.

Nothing else. A fire officer, a road, and a fat man with a clipboard who did not want to pay for an idle room.

“You want the rest of it,” Odom said, “it’s fifteen dollars.”

“The rest of what?”

“Whatever you were going to ask next. I sell it, it’s fifteen dollars, and it’s fifteen dollars whether you like the answer or not. That’s how I’ve never been hit in this business.”

I found fifteen dollars. It was most of what I had.

“Does he fight regular?”

“Comes when he comes. Not a draw. Nobody pays to see him and he doesn’t seem to mind. Wins them all and he’s not exciting about it.” Odom folded the note away without looking at it. “He’s polite. Doesn’t drink. Reads the room like he’s counting the chairs.”

“Where’s the next card?”

“That’s a different fifteen dollars, and I don’t sell it in advance to men I met on a Monday. You want to know where the next one is, be somewhere I can find you, and I’ll find you.”

Fair. That is the entire economy of a place like that in one sentence.

“You’ve a burn on your head,” Odom said, without appearing to look at it.

“I know.”

“And no eyebrows.”

“I know that too.”

“Then you were at the laundry.” He turned a page on the clipboard and wrote a figure at the bottom of it and underlined it twice. “Half my Monday’s takings went into that cordon, son, so if you had anything to do with it I would like it noted that you have cost me four hundred dollars, and if you had nothing to do with it, sit down and stop breathing on me.”

“I was passing.”

“Everybody was passing.” He wheezed in, and out. “Do you want the advice that comes free with the fifteen?”

“Go on.”

“Whatever you are doing, you are doing it in the wrong order. You came here to see a man and you did four other things on the way, and one of those things had a fire in it. People who do that end up on the card themselves, and I do not put men on the card who have already used themselves up on the bus.”

I turned round and the last bout was going on and I did not watch it. What I watched, without meaning to, was a fighter in the corner by the heater, wrapping her hands.

She was tiny. That was the first thing. Five foot nothing and a bit, sitting up on an upturned crate with her boots unlaced and her heels drumming against the side of it, and she was built like something you would find in a machine shop: short dense thighs, a flat stomach with the muscle showing under a cut-off sweatshirt, forearms like cable.

Copper red hair pulled up into a ponytail high on the back of her head, sweat-dark at the temples although she had not fought yet, or had fought and won hours ago. Freckles all over her, across the nose, over the shoulders, down onto her chest where the sweatshirt had been cut off short.

She was talking. There was somebody near her who might have been listening, and she was talking to him and to the room and possibly to the heater, fast, loud, in a Stack accent you could have bottled, and both her hands were busy winding a wrap that she never quite finished, and nothing about her stopped moving, not her hands, not her heels, not her mouth.

Her knuckles were split. Both hands, across all four knuckles, old on some and new on others.

I have no explanation for it. I did not have a name for her, and she was not anywhere in the notebook, and I stood there ten seconds longer than a man has any business standing in a bus garage.

Then somebody put the lights up at the far end and the room started to shift, and I went out through the wire.

I got as far as the corner of the approach road and stopped under a lamp, and got the notebook out of my chest pocket, and turned to the front.

The top entry had tonight’s date on it and one line of writing.

I looked at it for a while. Then I drew a single line through it, left to right, in ballpoint, and pressed hard enough to see the shine of the ink under the lamp.

Underneath it, in block capitals, I wrote:

EVERY CHANGE KILLS EVERYTHING DOWNSTREAM OF IT.

The last bus back to the Yard had gone at midnight. I walked it, and it took two hours and ten minutes, and I got in through the motor pool at ten past two with no eyebrows, smelling like a house fire, and Renata Duarte was sitting on the loading dock in a t-shirt with her braid over her shoulder and a paper cup of vending machine tea going cold beside her.

She looked up. She looked at my face for a long moment.

“Meeting about a job,” she said.


Chapter 3: Read the Seam

“Nobody in this room is going to be hurt by a wall.”

The drill floor at Franklin Yard is an old vehicle shop with the pits filled in, ninety feet by forty, and they have built the standing wreckage of about six buildings inside it. Slabs on cribbing. A staircase going up to nothing. A section of terrace gable with the plaster still on it and a fireplace six feet in the air. Half a lorry.

Forty of us stood in a horseshoe in Bureau greys with our boots wet from the hose-down, and the woman in the middle did not raise her voice once in six weeks and you could hear her at the back wall on the first morning.

“Walls do not hurt people. Walls stand there for ninety years doing nothing at all. What hurts people is the thing that was holding the wall up, at the moment it stops.”

She was Simone Beauvais, thirty-nine, an instructor, and I had never set eyes on her before in my life. That is possible, because Franklin Yard has four drill floors and eleven years is long enough to never meet somebody who works two hundred feet from you.

Boots first. In a room of forty people with their boots wet from the hose-down, hers were polished to a shine that had nothing to do with vanity and everything to do with a habit somebody drilled into her twenty years ago.

Up from there: instructor’s fatigues, sleeves rolled to just under the elbow, and the width of her through the hips filling out a pattern that had been cut with a man in mind. Five nine, standing like a plumb line, and heavy in every place the fatigues had not planned for.

She turned to put a hand on the cribbing and the whole of her went round together, hips and shoulders in one movement, with a slow weight in it, and I looked at the concrete she was pointing at for about two seconds before I stopped bothering.

The belt cinched the shirt in at a waist that had no business being where it was, given the hips under it, and the shirt gathered up out of the belt and went on gathering.

Because the Bureau had issued this woman a shirt designed for an entirely different sort of chest. Full and heavy and deep, the strain running sideways out of the placket in hard lines, the buttons plainly losing an argument they had been having for years, and a line of cleavage in the open collar that no arrangement of that collar was ever going to do anything about. She had stopped negotiating with those buttons a decade ago. I had been in that building two days and I heard my own breath go out through my nose, and the lad on my left did the same thing a half second later, which did not improve it.

Throat and collarbones above the top button, deep brown, even as poured coffee, with a whistle on a lanyard lying across them that she never used once the entire time I knew her.

Black natural coils pinned up and off the neck, not one of them doing anything it had not been told to do.

And heavy-lidded near-black eyes, which had gone over forty new people and found them all wanting before they got to the end of the front rank, and which were on me, and had been for a while, and did not move when I noticed.

She turned to write on the board and turned her whole body to do it, hips and shoulders together, and never once lifted her right arm above the height of her own shoulder, all morning, in six hours of demonstration.

I clocked that at nine forty and did not know what to do with it.

“Load path,” she said. “Say it.”

Forty people said load path, badly.

“A load path is the route a weight takes to get to the ground. Everything in a building is a weight and every one of them is on its way to the ground and the only thing stopping it is a path. Floor to joist. Joist to beam. Beam to column. Column to pad. Pad to dirt.” She tapped the board on each one. “Take out any single item on that list and the weight does not stop being a weight. It goes and finds another way down, and it does not care what is standing in the new route.”

She walked into the middle of the wreckage, put her hand flat on a slab of concrete on cribbing, and looked at us over it.

“You will be told, in your careers, that this job is about strength. It is not, and you will meet people who believe it is, and some of them will be graded above you, and one day one of them will pull on a slab because he can and drop it on your friend.”

Nobody moved. Somebody at the back had the sense to look frightened.

“Here is the entire six weeks in one sentence. When you arrive at a thing that has fallen down, you do not look at the mass. You look for the seam.”

She let that sit.

“The mass is what already happened. It is finished. It is heavy and it is dramatic and it will pull every eye in the street, and it will teach you nothing, because it is on the ground and things on the ground do not move.” She ran two fingers along the join where the slab met the cribbing, then along a crack, then along the line where an old wall had been keyed into a newer one. “A seam is where two things were joined by a person. Brick to steel. Old build to new build. A floor plate to the wall it was bolted into. Concrete poured on Tuesday against concrete poured on Friday.”

“Why does that matter?” somebody said.

“Say your name when you ask me a question.”

“Renn. Oskar Renn.”

“It matters, Renn, because nothing ever fails in the middle. Materials are stronger than people are. It fails where somebody joined it, because that is the only part of the building a human being had anything to do with.” She straightened up. “Find the seam and you know where the next collapse is going to start, and roughly when, and which way it will go. Which means you know where you are allowed to stand.”

“And if you can’t find it?”

“Then you do not go in.”

She said it like a woman reading a bus timetable, and every person in that horseshoe believed her.

Read the seam before the mass.

I had eleven years of running into things that had fallen down. I had never heard it put in five words before, and I stood there in the third rank with my arms folded, twenty-three on the outside and thirty-four somewhere behind my eyes, and I thought: where were you.

The morning after that was practical, and practical is where I got in trouble.

The exercise was simple and old and I had done it four hundred times. Two-man team, a section of collapsed floor over a void, a dummy in the void with a load cell in its chest. Cross the wreckage, get to the dummy, get it out without the load cell reading over a threshold, and do it inside four minutes.

Marchetti and I went in third pair.

I got about ten feet in and stopped, because the whole thing was obvious. The floor section had come down on the right and was resting on a stack of pallets that were not going anywhere, and the left side of it was keyed into a brick return with three courses of old brick and one of new, and the new brick was the seam, and the moment anybody put weight on the left half of that plate the new courses would let go and the plate would rotate.

So I went right, along the pallet side, and got my hand on the plate and went up onto it with my weight over the pallets and put my boot exactly where I would have put it in a real building.

And I did all of that in about six seconds, without hesitating, in front of an instructor.

“Stop.”

Everybody stopped.

She came out onto the wreckage in her polished boots, unhurried, took hold of my elbow, and put her other hand flat between my shoulder blades. Not a shove. She simply applied pressure and I found out immediately what twenty years of doing this to people gets you, because I went where she wanted me to go.

Eight inches to the left. Turned four degrees.

“Vargo.”

“Instructor.”

“Your feet were right. Your body was wrong.” Her hand stayed where it was, warm through the coverall, absolutely steady. “You had your weight over your toes and your hips behind your heels. You put yourself in a position where the only way to save yourself is to move forward. Look down.”

I looked down. She was correct. If the plate had gone, I would have gone with it, forward, into the void, and I had made that mistake because I was in a hurry and because I had been getting away with it for eleven years.

“You get one chance to fall in this job,” she said. “You want it to be backwards.”

“Yes, Instructor.”

“Now, the other thing.” She took her hand off my back and stood in front of me, close enough that I had to keep my eyes up, and she was almost exactly my height in those boots and used every inch of it. “How did you know to go right.”

“Pallets looked solid.”

“The pallets are solid. That is not what I asked you.”

“It looked like the safe side.”

She looked at me for a long, unhurried moment with those heavy-lidded eyes, and I understood that this woman had been lied to by a great many young men and had not found a single one of them interesting.

“You are going to get yourself killed,” she said. “Not today. Two years from now, at three in the morning, in something you have done a hundred times. I have buried better men than you and every one of them was quick and sure and did not want to explain himself.”

Then she stepped back and raised her voice to the room and it went off the walls without any apparent effort at all.

“Again. Marchetti, you are on the wrong side of a seam and you have not noticed it, and I have been standing here for a minute and a half.”

After the wreckage they put us on the ladders, and the ladders are where Dez Marchetti’s career nearly ended in week one.

It is not a hard drill. A thirty-five-foot extension against the gable, one man footing it, one man going up to the second landing with a coil over his shoulder, down, swap. Everybody does it. Children do it.

Dez got nine rungs up and stopped.

“Marchetti.”

“Yes, Instructor.”

“Continue.”

“Yes, Instructor,” Dez said, and did not continue.

He stood there on the ninth rung with both arms locked round the stiles like a man hugging a mast, and his boots did a small independent dance, and the whole cohort watched him from below with the particular joy of forty people who are not currently on a ladder.

“Is it the height?” Simone asked, from directly beneath him, without raising her voice.

“It’s the moving, Instructor.”

“The ladder is not moving.”

“It’s moving, though.”

“Vargo is footing it. Vargo weighs a hundred and sixty pounds and is standing on the bottom rung. The ladder is the most fixed object in this building.”

There was a considerable pause.

“With respect, Instructor,” Dez said, to the brickwork, “he doesn’t look like much.”

Forty people laughed. Simone Beauvais did not. She waited the entire laugh out with her hands behind her back, and when it had finished dying she said, “he is going to be footing your ladder for six weeks, Marchetti, so I would work on the relationship,” and then talked him down one rung at a time with a voice like somebody reading a recipe.

He came off it grey and grinning and put his hand on my shoulder and left it there for a second longer than a joke needs.

“You are footing my ladder for six weeks.”

“I’m aware.”

“I’ve made my peace with it,” he said. “They’ll put a letter on me one day and I’ll still be up there shouting at you about the wobble.”

They ran us until half past ten and broke us for fifteen minutes, and I went and sat on the running board of a Bureau truck in the sun with my back against the wheel arch.

I was not out of breath.

That was the problem. I had done four crossings, two of them carrying a hundred and eighty pounds of sandbag dummy, and my heart was doing about ninety and my legs felt like they belonged to somebody who went running for pleasure.

Marchetti came over and sat down next to me and made a noise like a dying animal.

“How,” he said.

“How what.”

“How are you not dead. I’m dead. My legs have quit. I’ve got a stitch in a muscle I didn’t know did stitches.” He lay back on the concrete with his arms out. “You did it four times.”

“I’ve got a young man’s knees.”

“You’re the same age as me.”

“Yeah,” I said, and remembered, about a second too late, to be winded. It is a hard thing to fake once you have missed the moment. I did a couple of breaths that fooled nobody, including me.

Renn came over and sat on the step with his roll-up already lit, and inhaled like it was the only meal he was getting.

“She’s terrifying,” he said.

“She’s right, though.”

“Can be both.”

“You want to give those up,” I said, nodding at the cigarette, and it came out of my mouth before I could stop it, because there is a thing I know about Oskar Renn and a boiler room, and the thing I know has nothing whatever to do with tobacco, and my mouth had gone looking for a way to say be careful and found the nearest one.

Renn looked at the roll-up, then at me.

“It’s fourteen a week.”

“That’s not why I said it.”

“It’s a hundred and twelve a month if you’re on twenty a day, which I’m not, and you can do the sums on that over ten years.” He grinned. He had a nice grin, that lad, and about a month left on the clock in a version of the world that no longer existed. “You sound like my mother.”

“I sound like a man who’s seen the price of a pack in ten years’ time.”

“Which is what?”

I stopped. Marchetti had propped himself on his elbows and was watching me with the expression of a man enjoying a game show.

“Twelve dollars,” I said.

“Twelve dollars,” Renn repeated. “For a pack.”

“Roughly.”

“You’re an odd one, Vargo.”

“I read a lot.”

“Twelve dollars,” he said again, and then, to Marchetti: “he reads a lot.”

The joke went round the cohort by the end of the day, and I let it, because a man who is strange in a small entertaining way is a man nobody looks at closely. That was the deal I made with myself in the first week. Be the odd one. Be the one who says twelve dollars and knows the third verse of a song nobody has written and has an opinion about a bridge that is not there.

Every time I did it, it worked, and every time it worked I felt something in my chest go a little further out of true, because the whole cohort was standing around laughing at a man they thought they were getting to know.

The intake block is four floors of rooms the size of a store cupboard off a corridor with a payphone in it, and by the third night it had become a village with its own laws.

Nobody used the second-floor showers, because the second-floor showers ran cold at ten past six and there is no explanation for that and maintenance has been asked. Sobol had a radio he played until one in the morning and a theory that everybody liked it. There was a bin at the end of the corridor that filled up with the same four things: cigarette packets, boot polish tins, takeaway containers, and the leaflets they give you on your first day about lifting.

Somebody had already written a running total on the wall by the payphone of how many times Petrak had said the word rota.

“It’s a hundred and nine,” Renn said, adding one.

“That’s since Monday?”

“That’s since Monday morning. He’s on target for four hundred by certification and I’ve got money on it.”

There is a particular pleasure to a building full of people who have all just met and have nothing whatsoever in common except a corridor. I had forgotten it entirely. In eleven years of the other life I had lived in three flats on my own and eaten standing up, and now I was twenty-three again and there was a lad at the end of the hall arguing with a radio, and I lay on a Bureau mattress at half past twelve listening to it and could not work out why my chest hurt.

On the Thursday, at four o’clock, Petrak stood us in front of the case by the front doors, all forty of us in the lobby, and explained the Grade board like a man explaining rain.

“Six letters,” he said. “F, E, D, C, B, A. Above an A there is no letter. There is a name and a number of people who have ever held it, and the number is three, and I have met two of them and I did not enjoy either occasion.”

He tapped the glass.

“Your Grade is a measurement of what you have demonstrated. Not what you feel. Not what your mother thinks. Not what you did once in a car park when you were nineteen and there was nobody watching. Demonstrated, in front of an instrument, or in front of witnesses on a sanctioned call-out with a record of it.”

“Sergeant.” Duarte. Two people over from me, arms folded. “What if the instrument’s wrong?”

“The instrument is not wrong. The instrument is exact.” Petrak did not smile. “It is also extremely stupid, which is a different problem, and one nobody in this building is paid to solve. Next question.”

“What changes it?” said a lad from the back.

“Two things and only two things. You Trial. That is a rated task in a hall, in front of assessors, on a schedule, four times a year, with a paying crowd in the seats. Or you go out on a sanctioned call-out and you do something in front of witnesses that comes in above your standing number, and it is recorded, and the recording is what does it.” He put his hands behind his back. “There is no third way. Nobody has ever been promoted in this building on the strength of an opinion.”

He looked along the line of us, and his eyes stopped on nothing in particular.

“Your letter sets your pay band. It sets what it costs to insure you, which is a thing you will care about when you are thirty. It sets what your family gets if you go into a hole and don’t come out. And it sets which call-outs dispatch is permitted to send you to, which is the only one of the four that will ever kill you.”

“How’s that, Sergeant?”

“Because dispatch sends by the number,” Petrak said. “Not by what’s needed. By the number. It is a lawful, sensible, careful system, and one day you will stand behind a tape and watch it work, and you will remember I said this.”

Then he sent us to clear the drill floor, and that is when the plank came off the rail.

They were rebuilding the scaffold over the terrace gable for the following week’s exercise, two Yard maintenance men up on the third lift and Marchetti and another lad passing boards up from below, which is exactly the arrangement that produces this outcome about once a year in every yard in the world.

A board came up on the rope, went over the rail wrong, and the near end came off the toe board and dropped.

Twelve feet of scaffold plank, on end, spinning.

Marchetti was underneath it and looking the other way.

I did not think about being seen. I did not think about anything at all. I got two steps and my hand up and the pad of it hard on the end grain of the plank at about head height.

Three.

The plank stopped.

Not slowed. Stopped, dead, twelve feet of timber hanging on end in the middle of the air over a drill floor, and my hand under it, and the rope still swinging above it and going slack.

“Dez. Move.”

Two.

He moved. He went sideways about six feet, still not really understanding, one arm up over his head in the way people do that has never in the history of the world helped anybody.

One.

The plank fell the last six feet and hit the concrete and bounced and clattered and lay still, and the noise of it going over turned every head in the building.

Silence for a second.

Then somebody up on the lift said a word that echoed, and the other maintenance man started explaining the rope to him in a very loud voice, and Marchetti stood looking at the plank and then at me and then at the plank.

“Did you,” he said.

“Catch it? No.”

“It stopped.”

“It hit something.” I was already walking away, because that is the trick, and it is the only one I have ever had. “Loose board on the toe board up there, it caught for a second. You want to get out from under scaffolding, Dez. General rule.”

“It looked like it stopped.”

“It’s a plank.”

He accepted it. Everybody accepted it, because forty people had heard a bang and looked round afterwards, and because the man they were looking at was a Grade F with an output of zero and a bad haircut, and because things do not stop in the air.

Simone Beauvais was standing by the gable wall with a clipboard against her hip.

She had not moved and she had not shouted and she was not looking at the plank on the floor, or at the men on the lift, or at Marchetti.

She was looking at the spot in the air where my hand had been.

She held it for about three seconds, and then she wrote something on her clipboard, and then she turned her whole body toward the drill floor and told the room to get the wreckage squared away before six.

She did not say a word to me about it. Not that day, and not for a very long time after.

I found Renata on the loading dock at half past seven with her boots off.

That is not a thing I have ever seen anybody else do at Franklin Yard. She had her boots off and lined up beside her, and her feet in grey socks hanging over the edge, and she was eating a bread roll out of a paper bag and looking at the trucks.

“There he is,” she said. “Man with no eyebrows.”

“They’re growing back.”

“They’re growing back wrong. That one’s higher than the other one now. You look permanently surprised.” She held the bag out. There was another roll in it. “Take it, I bought two and I regret one of them.”

I sat down and took it. It was terrible.

“How was your first proper day?” I asked.

“Six hours of somebody teaching me to stand.” She said it without heat, chewing. “And then, honestly, about forty minutes where I learned something, which is more than I expected. That seam thing.”

“It’s good.”

“It’s very good. Nobody’s ever told me that.” She wiped her mouth with the back of her wrist. “I’ve been walking into wrecked buildings for eight years and no one has ever once told me where the thing is going to break. They tell me where to stand and then they tell me to catch.”

“Catch.”

“Catch.” She looked sideways at me and did the deadpan. “That’s the job. I’m a very expensive way to catch things.”

There it was. Word for word.

I had heard that sentence at a funeral. Somebody had said it in the corridor outside, at the reception, one of her crew, quoting her, laughing about it with a plate in his hand, and he had said she used to say that, and then he had stopped laughing and looked at the wall.

I put the last of the roll in my mouth so I would have a reason to say nothing for a second.

“What does it actually do?” I asked.

“Impact Bank.” She held up one hand and turned it over. “Anything kinetic that hits me, I can take instead of it hitting me. It goes in. Then I can put it somewhere else.”

“Where?”

“Anywhere. The ground, usually. They taught me the ground.” She flexed the hand. “Catch and dump. Take the load, put it in the dirt, do it again. If you hold it, it sits in you and it hurts and you get shaky, so you don’t hold it, you dump it. Day one, that was the first thing they taught me and honestly the only thing.”

“Who’s they?”

“Bracken’s people. A trainer he uses.” She shrugged. “He’s not a bad man, before you make the face. He’s been good to me. He came to the hospital when I did my wrist.”

“I didn’t make a face.”

“You made a face.”

The Iron Line went over somewhere behind the depot and we stopped talking for the length of it and then started again, the way conversations work in the Stack.

“So how much can you hold?” I said.

“Doesn’t come up.”

“Humour me.”

“I don’t know,” she said, and it was the first thing she had said all evening in a voice that was not armoured. “That’s the honest answer and it sounds stupid the moment I say it. Eight years. I don’t know. They put a number in my contract for what I’m allowed to take and I’ve never been near it, because I dump. That’s what you do. You don’t stand there holding a car.”

“Why not?”

She turned her head and looked at me properly.

“Because,” she said, and stopped, and started again. “Because that’s what they told me. On the first day. When I was eighteen and I’d just found out I could do it and I was terrified of it.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“No,” she said slowly. “It isn’t, is it.”

“They’d have a reason,” she said, after a while. “There’ll be a reason. There’s a reason for everything in that contract, it’s about forty pages.”

“Have you read it?”

“Nobody reads their contract.”

“Somebody wrote it.”

“Somebody wrote the bus timetable and I don’t read that either, I just get on the eleven.” She bumped her shoulder into mine, which was the first time she had touched me, and she did it the way you shove a friend, and I felt every part of it and filed the fact away with the other things I was not going to look at. “You’re doing the face again.”

“It’s a good face. It’s had a hard week.”

The light over the motor pool door came on with a click and the moths found it immediately.

I was steering her. Every question came in an order I had chosen, so that on Wednesday she would walk onto the Bench with one unfamiliar idea in her head and mistake it for her own.

There was no sentence I could give a woman in her first week at the Yard that began with “I have been to your funeral.” That made the steering necessary. It did not make me clean.

The assay would put her on steel, let her catch, watch her dump, and write down a number that meant nothing. Behind that thought waited the photograph upstairs, second row, fifth hook along, and the letter beside her name.

“You should ask them to let you hold it,” I said. “At the assay. Just once.”

“Why?”

“Curiosity.”

She waited me out without looking away, then pulled her boots over and started putting them back on. The braid came over her shoulder as she bent forward and she flipped it back without noticing she had done it.

“You’re a strange man, Emmett Vargo,” she said.

“So I’m told.”

“Twelve dollars for a packet of cigarettes.”

“It’s an estimate.”


Chapter 4: What the Plate Says

The Bench is a steel plate in a concrete room, and everything else about it is theatre.

Sixteen feet square, four inches thick, sunk flush into a floor slab that goes down twelve feet and is separated from the rest of the building by a gap filled with cork, so that when something hits the plate the rest of Franklin Yard does not feel it. Above the plate, on two sides, a gallery with a rail and about sixty seats. Behind the gallery, a wall of grey instrument cases with paper tape coming out of them.

There is no window in the room. The light comes off banks of fluorescents in cages and it makes everybody look like they have been ill for a week.

Forty of us went in at nine on the Wednesday of week two, and I sat on a bench in the corridor outside with my hands between my knees, twenty-three years old and about to be told, for the second time in my life, the exact same thing.

“You’re not nervous,” Duarte said.

“No.”

“Everybody’s nervous. Look at him.”

Renn was standing at the far end of the corridor smoking a roll-up under a sign forbidding it and having a conversation with the sign.

“He’s always like that.”

“He’s worse today.” She had her braid over her shoulder and she was working the end of it through her fingers, over and over. “This decides everything, doesn’t it. This is the number you carry.”

“It’s the number you carry until you change it.”

“Which happens how often?”

I did not answer that, because the honest answer is that in eleven years I had watched something like three hundred people go onto that plate and I could count the ones who ever changed their letter on my fingers.

The corridor outside the Bench does something to people and the Bureau knows it, which is why the corridor outside the Bench has nothing in it. Two benches, a noticeboard with a fire drill on it from four years ago, and a very long wall.

Marek Sobol was doing lunges.

He had taken his coverall down to the waist and tied the arms off and he was working his way along the wall in stages, breathing through his nose, and every fourth lunge he would shake his hands out like a man about to lift a piano.

“He’s warming up,” Dez said, at my shoulder, in the voice of a man narrating wildlife. “You can’t warm up. Can you warm up?”

“You can’t warm up.”

“I know you can’t warm up. I’ve had a bacon roll and a cry.”

“Which order?”

“Roll, cry, roll,” Dez said. “The second roll was medicinal.”

Down the far end, a woman from the second dorm floor was going through her manifestation date with somebody, over and over, and getting it wrong every time.

Renata worked the tail of her braid through her fingers and did not stop doing it once in twenty minutes. She had rolled her sleeves down over her forearms before we came up, which she had never done in the whole first week, and I noticed it and did not say anything, and I have thought since that noticing and not saying is about ninety percent of what I did that spring.

Ivet Krall came out at five past nine with a clipboard and reading glasses on a chain and chalk dust on both cuffs of a cardigan she was wearing in a concrete room in April.

Fifty-five, small, quick, with the specific brisk kindness of a woman who has been doing something important for thirty years in a building where nobody understands it.

“Good morning. I am the chief assayer. My name is Krall, spelled the way it sounds, and by lunchtime some of you are going to hate me, so let us get the useful part out of the way first.”

She walked us into the room and put us in the gallery and stood down on the plate, which nobody else was allowed to do in shoes.

“This,” she said, striking her heel on it, “is an instrument. It is the best instrument in this state and it cost about as much as forty houses and I look after it personally. It measures four things: displacement, force, thermal load and time. That is all it does. Everything else you will hear said about the Bench in your careers is somebody’s opinion.”

Somebody’s hand went up.

“Yes.”

“How does it know what my power is?”

“It does not know what your power is. It does not care what your power is.” Krall smiled at him with real warmth. “It knows what happened to the plate. If you push it, it knows how hard. If you heat it, it knows how much. If you stand on it and think very intensely about pushing it, the plate will report, with great precision, that a young man stood on it.”

Laughter. She let it run and cut it off with a raised finger.

“Which brings me to the sentence I say to every cohort, and I would be grateful if you would take it seriously, because it is the only part of this morning that is going to matter to you in ten years.”

She took her glasses off and let them hang.

“The Bench measures what you demonstrate. It cannot measure what you are.”

Silence in the gallery. That specific silence people make when they have heard a thing and have not yet worked out that it is about them.

“If you come in here and you pull the hardest you have ever pulled in your life, this plate will tell the city, to three decimal places, what that was. If you come in here and you pull what you are comfortable pulling, it will tell the city that instead, with exactly the same confidence, in exactly the same letters, and there is no line on the certificate for the difference.”

She put the glasses back on.

“I have assayed people for thirty years. A responder who has never once been past a C measures a C. She measures a C at twenty-two and she measures a C at forty, and the number on her card is correct on both occasions, and it is possible that it was never true for one single day.”

“Why doesn’t it measure what you could do?” Renn asked.

“Because there is no instrument in the world that can, Mr Renn, and I would very much like there to be.” She said it plainly, without any drama at all, the way you would say a bridge is out. “Nobody can measure a ceiling. Not this plate, not the state, not you. You cannot feel your own from the inside. All any of us ever gets is what somebody chose to do on a Wednesday.”

She clapped her hands once.

“Right. Alphabetical. Braun is not in this cohort, she is here because she likes watching, ignore her.”

Hattie Braun waved from the end of the gallery with her sandwich.

I sat there in a folding chair in a concrete room and something cold and old turned over in my chest.

I had heard that speech before. I had heard it at twenty-three and I had thought, that morning, that it was an honest woman explaining the limitations of a machine, and I had gone home and not thought about it again for eleven years.

Sitting there the second time I heard something else entirely. I heard a description of a hole in the world that somebody, somewhere, was making money out of.

Marchetti went ninth.

The drop rig is a two-tonne hammer on a rail above the plate, and what they do with a bracer is put him on the plate and drop it and see what he takes. He stood there in his coveralls with his hands out in front of him and his knees bent and his eyes shut, which Krall told him not to do and he did anyway, and the hammer came down and stopped about four inches into him and the plate registered a number.

“Marchetti, Desmond. Grade D.”

She wrote it on the card. Then she said it out loud, to the room, in a clear voice.

“Grade D.”

That is what everybody who has been through that room remembers about Ivet Krall. She says it out loud. She thinks people are entitled to hear it said by a human being instead of reading it off a card in a corridor.

Marchetti came off the plate looking like a man who had been handed a baby.

“D,” he said to me, sitting down. “D.”

“Congratulations.”

“That’s not bottom.”

“No.”

“That’s two whole letters off the bottom.” He looked at the card. He turned it over as if there was more of it on the back. “My mother is going to lose her mind.”

Renn went a few after him and did a thing with static charge I had not seen out of him in a week of sitting next to him, standing in the middle of sixteen feet of steel with his arms out and his eyes screwed shut and his hair going up off his scalp like a joke about a scientist. There was a crack, and a smell of a fuse box, and the paper tape on the second case jumped its guide and had to be re-threaded.

“Renn, Oskar. Grade E.” Krall wrote it. “Grade E. And Mr Renn, if you do that again in my hall with the tape running I will bill you for it.”

“Sorry, ma’am.”

“You are not sorry, you are delighted, and so you should be. Sit down.”

Marek Sobol went mid-morning, after four minutes of stretching that nobody had asked for, and posted a C, and the gallery made a proper noise for that one because a C out of an intake cohort is a genuinely good morning’s work.

He then spent the next forty minutes explaining to everybody within reach that it was a low C, that he had been carrying a shoulder, and that the plate was probably cold.

“The plate is not cold,” Krall said, from the floor, without looking up. “The plate is nineteen degrees and it has been nineteen degrees since the day it was poured.”

“I’m just saying it might read low, ma’am.”

“It reads what happened, Mr Sobol. It is possible that what happened was a C.”

The girl who went after him was called Ferreira and she had been telling people all week that she moved air. She stood on that plate for six and a half minutes with a chair on the far corner of it that she was supposed to knock over, and nothing measurable happened, and the noise the gallery did not make was worse than any noise it could have.

“Ferreira, Ines. Grade F.”

Krall said it out loud like all the others, in exactly the same voice, and then she came off the plate and put her card in the sleeve on her chest with both hands and sat down and did not cry, and Renata got up out of her seat and went and sat next to her without saying anything at all, and stayed there for the rest of the morning.

The room settled into the rhythm those rooms have. Somebody on the plate, everybody else looking at the instrument cases and thinking about themselves.

“Vargo, Emmett.”

I went down the steps.

The plate is cold under your boots, and it rings very slightly when you walk on it, four inches of steel telling you it is four inches of steel.

“Manifestation?”

“I fix things in place.”

“Show me.”

“There isn’t much to show.”

“There is always something to show, Mr Vargo, and I have been doing this since before you could walk.” She was already writing. “Put your hand on the plate and do it.”

I crouched and laid my whole hand on the steel, fingers spread.

Three.

Somewhere in the instrument cases a needle did not move.

Two.

Krall watched the tape. She glanced at the displacement head, then at the load cell readout, then at my hand.

One.

“Again.”

I did it again. Then a third time with the drop hammer coming down on the far corner of the plate while I held the near corner, because she wanted to know whether the fixed part would take the shock differently.

It did not. Or rather it did, in a way no instrument in that room could see, because the plate is four inches of steel bolted into twelve feet of concrete and the concrete is bolted to the planet, and asking whether I could stop it moving is like asking whether I can stop a mountain moving. The mountain is not going anywhere either way. I have to touch the thing and it has to be a thing that would otherwise move.

There is no instrument in Dunmore for that. There is no reason there would be.

“Nothing measurable,” Krall said. She said it without any edge in it at all. “No displacement, no force, no thermal, no time signature.”

“That’s about right.”

“Do you have a field record? Anything witnessed?”

“No.”

She wrote for a while. Then she took the card out of the machine and wrote on it by hand, and I watched a fifty-five-year-old woman in a cardigan try to work out how to be decent about it.

“Vargo, Emmett. Grade F.” A pause, and then, gently: “Utility.”

Then she said it out loud to the room, the way she says all of them.

“Grade F, utility.”

That is the classification for people who hold ropes. It goes on your card in the same ink as everything else and it means that dispatch may send you to prop scaffolding, hold a barrier, sweep a cordon, stand at a family liaison point, and carry things.

Somebody in the gallery said something and somebody else laughed, and Krall’s head came up like a gun turret and the room decided against it.

“Mr Vargo.” She handed me the card. “For what it is worth, the plate has told us something about the plate and almost nothing about you. It has done that before. It will do it again. Do not build a life on it.”

She was being kind. That was the worst part of the morning by a distance. I had spent eleven years being handled kindly by decent people, and it had cost none of them anything, and it had not changed a single number.

“Thanks,” I said, and went and sat down, and put the card in the plastic sleeve on my chest where everybody could see it.

Renata went twenty-second.

She had her hair braided tight and her sleeves pushed up and she walked down onto the plate the way she walks onto everything, heels first, and set her feet. She has a thing she does before she works. She checks her boots, then her forearm plates, then her boots again, in that order, four times, and she does not know she does it.

“Duarte, Renata. Impact Bank.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“So you absorb. Then what?”

“Then I put it in the ground.”

“Immediately?”

“That’s how you do it,” she said, with the shrug in her voice. “Take it and dump it.”

“Then that is what we will measure,” Krall said, and I sat in the gallery with both hands flat on my knees and my mouth shut.

The hammer came down four times.

She was beautiful to watch, and I mean that in the way you mean it about a good welder. She took the first one on her forearms and her whole body dropped into it, boots planted, hips back, and the small of her back went into that deep hollow and her ass came back to counterweight the load, and she held that shape for less than a second and then let it all go straight down her legs and out into the steel.

There was a hum when she took it. Sub-audible. You felt it in your teeth and the fillings in the back of my mouth buzzed, and the paper tape on the third instrument case lifted an inch and lay back down.

Four impacts, four dumps. Total elapsed contact, maybe six seconds.

The needles wrote something small.

“Again, with the fourth-stage weight.”

Again, the same. Take, dump. Take, dump. Nothing held for longer than the time it takes to blink.

Krall stood looking at the readout for longer than she had for anybody else that morning. She took her glasses off and put them on again.

“Duarte, Renata. Grade F.”

Then, out loud, because she says all of them out loud: “Grade F.”

A little noise went round the gallery. Sobol said something about eight years, in the voice of a man who thinks he is whispering.

Renata smiled at Krall and said thank you, and I have never got over that, and she came up off the plate.

She caught her boot on the lip of the plate where it sits proud of the floor slab, about half an inch, which is a lip I have personally seen forty people catch a boot on.

I was at the bottom of the steps because I had gone down to meet her, and I put my hand out, and she took it.

Three.

Her hand was warm and dry, with a callus across the pads under the fingers and tape on the second knuckle. My fingers closed round hers and I anchored her, which is a thing I had done nine times in two lifetimes and never for a reason like this.

And she pushed back.

That is what it is, and it is duller than anybody wants it to be. It is a weight. When I fix a person in place, whatever they have pushes against being fixed, all of it, whether they are using it or not, whether they know about it or not, and I get exactly three seconds to stand there and feel how hard.

Two.

She pushed back like a wall coming down.

I have anchored a truck. I anchored a rolling truck on the third day of my first career, a nine-tonne Bureau flatbed with the handbrake gone, and it pushed against me for three seconds like a man leaning on a door.

This was not that.

It is like putting your palm on a door with somebody standing behind it. That is the only description I have ever found that works. You feel how hard they lean, and it comes back as a weight, the way a man on a fish counter can tell you what a box is without a scale.

Renata Duarte was not a door. There was a room behind it and the room kept going back.

My forearm went hot to the elbow, which happens on the big ones and had never once happened to me indoors. The pads of my fingers went numb. Somewhere behind my back a needle was writing a number about a boy who had stood on a plate, and I was six feet away with my hand round a stranger’s hand finding out that the entire ten days had been a rehearsal for this.

One.

She let go of my hand and said something. I did not hear it.

The Bench reports output in tonnes-equivalent: the force that would put the same load into its plate, whether the power arrives as impact, heat, pressure or something stranger. Everybody in Dunmore knows the bands the way everybody knows what a mile is. Under three tonnes-equivalent, you are an F. Three to ten, E. Ten to thirty, D. Thirty to eighty, C. Eighty to two hundred and fifty, B. Above that there is a letter that four people in Dunmore carry.

I stood at the bottom of the gallery steps in a concrete room and did the arithmetic and the arithmetic kept going.

Twenty. Sixty. A hundred and forty. Two hundred and change, and still climbing at the end of the three seconds, so I did not even have the top of it.

She was not an F. She was not an E, or a D, or a C. The woman who had just said thank you to a chief assayer for a letter at the bottom of the board was carrying a ceiling in the top half of the B band, and I had been looking at it for nine days and calling it a photograph in a corridor.

My first reaction was not noble.

It was a kind of savage delight. For about one and a half seconds I stood at the bottom of those steps with my ears ringing and thought, I have got you, meaning the city, meaning the letters, meaning the whole nine-hundred-contract arithmetic of the place, and it felt fantastic, and it had nothing to do with her at all.

The second reaction came about a second after that and it was the wall in the corridor upstairs with the hooks in it, and my mouth flooded, and I had to swallow twice.

“Emmett.”

“What?”

“You’ve gone that colour again,” Renata said. “You do it about twice a day. Do you need to sit down?”

“It’s the lights in here.”

“It’s not the lights.”

“It’s the lights,” I said, and made myself grin at her, and it must have been a bad grin because she stopped talking and looked at me for a second longer than she needed to, and then Sobol said something about how F stands for fine and Renata turned and told him, with tremendous warmth, exactly where to put it.

I did not tell her.

I want to be honest about the reason, because I have had a long time to think about it and there are two reasons and only one of them is respectable.

The respectable one: she would not have believed me. A stranger with a zero on his card tells a woman with eight years of demonstrated F that she is really a B, and what lands in her ear is a chat-up line, and a poor one at that.

The other one: I did not want to spend the next hour explaining how I knew.

So instead I waited until the room was clearing at half past twelve and went down and stood at the instrument cases while Krall wound the paper tape onto a spool.

“Can I ask you something technical?”

“You may ask. I may say no.”

“What are the tolerances on the bands?”

She looked up.

“On the plate, or on the letter?”

“Is there a difference?”

“There is always a difference, Mr Vargo.” She kept winding. “The plate is accurate to a fraction of one percent across the middle of its range. At the very top it is less good, because two hundred and fifty tonnes-equivalent delivered into a steel plate is a violent event and violence is difficult to measure. At the very bottom it is less good, because at the very bottom you are measuring against the vibration of the building.”

“So the boundaries between letters.”

“The boundaries between letters,” Krall said, “are round numbers.”

She stopped winding.

“They were set in the first year, before anybody knew anything, by people who wanted six letters because six letters fit on a card. Ten. Thirty. Eighty. Two hundred and fifty. You will notice that no physical process anywhere in nature has a boundary at eighty.”

“So where do the boundaries actually sit?”

“That would depend what you wanted them for,” she said, and went back to the spool, and after a moment she added, without looking up, “the fee the city pays for a rated call-out steps at C. Insurance premiums step at C and again at B. Death benefits step at every letter.”

“That’s not physics.”

“No,” said Ivet Krall. “It is not.”

She wound the tape all the way onto the spool and clipped the end and put it in a box and wrote a date on the box, and I stood there for a while and then said thank you and left, and she let me go without another word, which I have always thought was the kindest thing she could have done.

I went back to the lobby that evening after the canteen closed, when the building was down to the night desk and the smell of floor polish.

The Grade board is in a case under glass by the front doors and the lobby lights go off at nine, so you stand there in the light from the desk lamp and the glass gives you back your own face over the cards.

Four hundred and thirty-seven names. F column longest by a factor of three.

I put my hands in my pockets and did the sums, and it took a while, because in eleven years I had never tried to do them all in one go.

The city pays a fee for a rated call-out and the fee steps with the letter. An A-grade attendance runs nine thousand dollars a day plus recovery, which is the number that gets read out on the news when somebody wants to be angry about something. A C-grade attendance is about six hundred.

The sponsor holds the contract and takes the fee. The sponsor pays the responder her wage, which is set by band, and a wage is what it is: nine thousand goes in one end of the arrangement and something you can buy a coat with comes out of the other.

The sponsor insures her, and the premium is set by band, and a B costs more than three times a C, because the actuarial tables say a B goes to worse places.

And if she dies, the benefit is paid by band.

So run it.

You have a woman who is priced as a C. Her fee is a C’s fee. Her wage is a C’s wage. Her premium is a C’s premium. And she can hold what a B can hold, because that is what her body is and nobody has ever measured it and nobody ever will, because the plate cannot see a ceiling and she has been taught since she was eighteen to dump everything she catches.

Every time you send her into something that needs a B, you get B work for a C price. You get it every day, on every site, for eight years.

And if the day comes when B work is not enough, and the thing she is standing under comes down on her, you pay out at C, and the difference between what you insured her for and what she was doing is not a loss.

It is the product.

I stood in front of that glass for a long time.

No single person built that machine. There was nobody to shout at and no man in a room to hit. It was arithmetic, it was legal, and it was running right then through about nine hundred contracts across the city. Every person profiting from it could tell you, honestly and with a clear conscience, that they had not invented the letters.

The night desk officer came past with a mug and asked if I was all right.

“Just looking at the board.”

“Everybody does that in week two.” He glanced at the sleeve on my chest and did me the courtesy of not saying anything about it. “You’ll be up there Thursday of week six.”

“Bottom of the F.”

“Bottom of the F,” he agreed. “Everyone starts somewhere.”

He went off down the corridor, past the wall with the photographs on it, where the second row had four faces in it and hooks for six, and the fifth hook was empty.


Chapter 5: Controlled Failure

They sell seats.

I had known that in the abstract for eleven years, the way you know that somebody buys the salt they put on the roads. What I had never done was stand on the wrong side of the tape at seven in the morning and watch two men in Bureau coveralls carry folding chairs off a truck and set them out in four rows on a wet pavement in the Stack, facing a condemned building, with a strip of carpet down the middle so nobody’s shoes got dirty.

Forty-one seats. I counted them, because counting things is what I do when I would rather not be thinking.

“They pay for those,” Renn said, at my shoulder, roll-up going.

“How much?”

“Dunno. Somebody said four hundred.”

“For a chair?”

“For a chair with a view of us,” he said, and laughed, and coughed, and did not stop laughing.

The chairs filled from the back forwards, which tells you everything about who was in them. Sponsors’ technical men first, in fleeces, with clipboards. Then two insurance people who had come together and sat apart. Then a man from a demolition contractor who spent the entire morning looking at the crane and not once at any of us.

Dez arrived at ten to eight with a bacon roll and stood next to me chewing and doing a running commentary on the audience.

“Second row, blue coat. That’s money.”

“How do you know?”

“Because he’s the only one who hasn’t looked at his watch.” Dez pointed with the roll. “My uncle sells vans. Same thing exactly. The ones who look at their watch are here because somebody made them come. The one who doesn’t look at his watch is here to buy.”

For a man who could not get past the ninth rung of a ladder, Dez Marchetti had a very good eye, and I have thought about that sentence more times than is comfortable.

The building was 14 to 22 Halvers Point Row: four storeys, brick, condemned two years ago, a terrace of what used to be offices over a laundry and a print shop. Windows gone. Roof half off. Bureau hoarding all round it and a crane the size of a church parked on the cross street.

Week three of certification is a rated live exercise, which means a controlled failure. They rig a real building to fall down in a way they have calculated to within an inch, and then they make forty new responders work it, and assessors walk about with handhelds writing numbers down, and the numbers go on your record.

And people who own responders buy a chair and watch the stock.

He came at ten past eight, and I knew the coat before I knew the man.

Charcoal, long, single-breasted, the collar sitting perfectly flat on the shoulders. In eleven years I had seen that coat at the edge of about thirty jobs, and once, memorably, at a funeral in the rain, on a man who had his hand on a mother’s arm and was saying exactly the right thing.

Gareth Bracken was forty-four and looked well fed in the way that has nothing to do with size, sandy hair going grey over the right temple, and he shook hands with two Bureau officers and the crane foreman before he sat down, and he asked all three of them a question and listened to the answer.

Second row, third seat in. He put a leather notebook on his knee and unscrewed a fountain pen and sat there like a man at a school sports day.

Corrine Adjei’s van came down the Row at half past and her cameraman had a shot of the crane inside two minutes.

Petrak briefed us in the yard behind the hoarding with the wind coming off the river.

“You are going to be told this is an exercise. It is an exercise. It is also four hundred tonnes of nineteenth-century brick that we have cut the legs off, and it does not know it is an exercise.” His voice went round the yard like a bin lid. “You will do what you are told. When Instructor Beauvais says stop, you stop mid-word. Nobody is being tested on initiative. Initiative is a thing you are allowed to develop in about six years.”

Somebody laughed. He waited it out.

He went down the sheet.

“Search pairs. Marchetti and Renn, ground floor, north half. Sobol, you are with Ferreira and you will let her talk.”

“Sergeant.”

“That was not a question, Sobol, that was a forecast. Stretcher party, four of you, and I want the straps done before you pick anybody up and not while you are carrying them, because I watched that happen in March and the gentleman went into a skip.”

Somebody said something at the back and he did not look up.

“Whoever that was, you are on hose.”

“Utility grades. Vargo, Palfrey, Oduya. You are on the rig deck with the winch crew. You will hold, fetch, carry and stay off the radio.”

“Sergeant.”

“Duarte.”

“Sergeant.”

“You are the exercise.”

Simone Beauvais ran the failure, and the plan was very good. Everything that happened in the next hour happened because the plan was very good.

The rig was a shear frame built off the second-floor structure: a steel pivot beam, thirty feet, sitting in a collar on a column stub, with three ballast cradles hung off the long arm. Concrete counterweight blocks, eight and a half tonnes to a cradle. As the beam rotates through its travel, a cam trips each cradle in turn: first at fifteen degrees, second at thirty, third at forty-five, and each trip drops its load onto the failure floor below and brings the next one round.

Three separate arrivals, roughly twenty seconds apart, of about eight and a half tonnes each.

“This is a staged failure,” Simone told the cohort, with her hand flat on the collar. “The building will not do this. Buildings do not queue. We do it in stages because a stage is a thing a trainee can survive, and because the responder underneath it has a limit written into her contract that I am not permitted to exceed and would not exceed anyway.”

She looked at Renata, who was down on the failure floor with her forearm plates on and her braid tight.

“Duarte. Talk me through it.”

“Take the first stage on the forearms, dump it into the slab. Reset. Take the second. Dump. Take the third, dump, and then get out through the north side before the frame comes over.”

“How long are you holding any of it?”

“I’m not holding any of it, Instructor. It’s take and dump.”

“Correct.” Simone turned to the cohort. “That is the discipline and it is the reason she is going to walk home tonight. A bank you are holding is a bank that is inside you. It is a thing you are carrying, and while you are carrying it you are slower, you are shaking, and you have your hands full. So you do not hold it. You take it and you put it in the ground and you make yourself empty again as fast as you possibly can, because the next one is coming and it does not care.”

I stood on the rig deck with a coil of rope over my shoulder and listened to a woman who was very good at her job teach a room full of people the exact technique that was going to kill Renata Duarte at twenty-nine.

Not because it was wrong. That is the trouble with it. The technique is right, for everybody standing on that deck except one person, and the reason it is wrong for her is that it makes it structurally impossible for anyone to ever find out what she is, and the number nobody finds out is the number they will price her against on the day they send her into an A-grade collapse with C-grade backup, because that configuration is cheaper.

They start it when you are eighteen and frightened. They put it in your contract with a section number. By twenty-six you say it yourself, in your own voice, in a yard, to a woman with a clipboard.

Take and dump.

I stood on that deck with a rope on my shoulder and knew, in a flat, practical, hands-in-pockets way, that I was going to break it.

Here is the arithmetic, and none of it is flattering.

If I did nothing, she would run a clean exercise and post a rated F, and in two years’ time she would post a C after a call-out nobody could ignore, and thirteen months after that she would be dead at twenty-nine with forty people at the funeral.

If I did something, an assessor’s handheld would write down a number in front of forty-one paid seats and a broadcast van, and after that everything about her life would be an argument in public.

And the thing I was going to do could not be done from behind the tape. It had to be done by a man standing on the rig deck with his hand on the collar, six feet from an instructor who had already looked at me twice.

I was not clever about it. I did not build a cover story. I stood on the deck with the rope on my shoulder and waited for the winch to take up, and my mouth was dry, and I thought: they can only ever put me back where I started.

She came past the bottom of the rig deck ladder at five to ten, with her forearm plates on and her braid done so tight it had pulled the skin at her temples, and stopped and looked up at me.

“You’re very quiet up there.”

“I’m holding a rope.”

“You’re holding a rope like it’s a snake.” She shifted her feet, set them, and squinted into the sun behind me. “Say something useful. Everybody’s said something to me this morning and none of it was useful. Beauvais said reset properly between stages. Petrak said don’t be a hero, which is a thing you say to somebody you’ve already decided is going to be one.”

I could have told her. I have run that four seconds a great many times.

“When it comes,” I said, “count.”

“Count what?”

“Just count. Out loud if you want. You’ll want to know how long you were under it and afterwards nobody ever does.”

She held my eye about a second longer than the sentence needed, and then she went off across the failure floor rolling her shoulders, and I watched a woman walk to the middle of a building I was about to drop on her.

The horn went at nine minutes past ten.

The winch took up. The beam came off its rest with that long steel groan they make, and the first cradle swung out over the failure floor.

Below, Renata set her feet. Boots, forearm plates, boots again. Four times.

Fifteen degrees. The cam tripped.

The first block came off its cradle and dropped nine feet and she took it on her forearms and the whole shape of her changed: knees loading, hips driving back, the deep hollow going into her lower back, everything below the waist becoming a bracket to hold everything above it up. The hum came up out of her and every man on that deck felt it in his teeth. Dust on the slab lifted an inch in a ring around her boots and hung there.

Her hands started to open.

“Renata.” I said it across forty feet of failure floor in a voice that came out of a man eleven years older than the one they thought was shouting, and I said it before I had decided anything at all. “Don’t dump it.”

Every head on the rig deck came round. Hers did not. Her hands shut again and the ring of dust around her boots stayed exactly where it was, hanging, and eight and a half tonnes of Bureau ballast stayed inside a woman who had spent eight years being taught to put it in the ground inside a second.

The beam turned on toward thirty degrees.

I stepped left, put the coil of rope down like a man setting down a coil of rope, and got my right hand onto the pivot collar, flat, fingers spread.

Three.

The beam stopped.

The winch did not. The winch is a fourteen-tonne electric drum with a load limiter set high because it has to pull four hundred tonnes of building over at the end of the exercise, and it took up cable against a beam that had abruptly become part of the planet. Cable came off the drum. The frame rang like somebody had hit a church with a church.

Two.

Somebody shouted. The winch man went for the brake and did not reach it. Simone’s head came round.

The cam sat frozen at twenty-two degrees, two degrees short of the second trip, with the third cradle still hung out on the long arm behind it, and all of the winch’s fury going into a beam that could not turn.

One.

Then the three seconds ended.

The beam came through its travel in one movement with all that stored cable behind it, thirty feet of steel whipping from twenty-two degrees to sixty, and both cams tripped inside a quarter of a second.

Seventeen tonnes of concrete came off the rig together and arrived on top of a woman who had eight and a half tonnes still in her.

I have been to a lot of bad sites. I have never heard a noise like the one Renata Duarte made when that landed.

It was not a scream. It was the sound a person makes when the air is being pushed out of them from four directions at once, and under it, through the deck, through my boots, came the hum, gone from a buzz in the teeth to a note you could feel in your sternum.

She went down about eight inches and stopped.

Her boots went into the slab. The concrete crazed white in a ring two feet across around each heel. Her back locked into that hollow so hard I thought something in her had gone, arms up and out, forearm plates buried in the underside of a block the size of a car, and she stood there.

“Duarte, dump it,” Simone said. Flat. Loud. Absolute.

“Don’t,” I said.

Nobody was listening to me. That is worth saying. Forty people on that deck, an instructor, a sergeant, forty-one folding chairs, and not one of them was taking instruction from a Grade F with a coil of rope.

Renata was.

She had her eyes shut and her chin down and her whole body making a bracket, and every loose object within ten feet of her was drifting slowly toward the floor plate, and the dust over that slab had stopped moving like dust and gone into rings and stayed in them, and she was holding seventeen tonnes of concrete on top of the eight and a half she had never been allowed to put down, and she was doing it because a man she had known for seventeen days had shouted three words at her.

And she counted.

Out loud, through her teeth, in a flat wrecked voice that got up to the rig deck through everything else that was happening, and only the two of us knew why she was doing it.

“Three.”

The dust that had been hanging in rings around her boots stopped hanging and started travelling, in toward her, all of it, so that the air on that floor plate went clear in a circle about ten feet across.

“Four. Five.”

The hum came up through the deck and into the soles of my boots and up my shins. A shackle on the rig frame beside my head began to swing, very slightly, in a direction that had nothing to do with the wind. Somebody’s handheld went off the top of its scale and started making the noise those things make.

“Six.”

Every man on that deck had stopped doing his job. The winch man had his hand on a brake he had already applied. Two assessors were standing in the open with their arms down.

“Seven. Eight.”

Her boots were four inches into a slab that had been poured in 1911. Her forearms were still inside the underside of the block, up past the plates, and the concrete had crushed and packed itself around them so that the block was no longer resting on her, it was hanging off her.

“Nine.”

Her arms were shaking. Not the arms. The load was shaking and her arms were transmitting it, which is a completely different thing to look at.

“Ten.”

Her braid had come apart at the tail. The ring of dust that had been hanging round her boots since the first block collapsed inward all at once and packed itself against the leather, and every loose thing on that deck was leaning at her, and she did not stop counting.

“Eleven.”

Nothing in her gave. Half the accounts of that morning have her buckling and being saved by Beauvais’s instruction. I was twelve feet above her and she did not buckle at any point.

“Twelve.”

“Duarte.” Simone’s voice again, and something in it had changed, because Simone Beauvais had done this job for twenty years and she had just realised what she was watching. “Duarte, if you are holding that, put it in the north wall. Not the floor. The north wall is coming down anyway. Turn and put it in the wall.”

Renata turned.

She turned with a car on her arms. She moved her feet, twice, tearing them out of the slab, and got herself round about forty degrees, and I saw her set her hips, and I thought, with total clarity: she has never done this in her life and she is doing it exactly right.

Then she let go of it.

The block did not fall off her. That is not what Bank does. She returned it, all of it at once, out of her forearms and into the north wall of a condemned building at a range of nine feet.

There was a pressure front. You could see it come off her, a hard visible crease in the dust, a foot of air moving all at once, and it went into ninety feet of nineteenth-century brick and the wall came apart like a wet biscuit. Not toppled. Came apart, into individual bricks, and travelled about thirty feet as an expanding cloud of them, and the crane operator ducked in his cab two streets away.

The blast went round the rig deck and knocked the rope coil off the platform.

And then it went down through the slab, because a thing that size cannot go one way only, and the return stair on the south side, which was scheduled to survive the exercise, which had been calculated to survive the exercise, which had a green tag on it, developed a hairline crack through the third and fourth flights, the kind you have to hold a lamp sideways to see and which a fire officer is obliged to report anyway.

Silence, except for brick still falling somewhere.

Renata stood in the middle of a floor plate with her arms hanging, breathing like a horse, and the white of her right eye was filling up red from the outside corner in while I watched it.

“Nobody move,” Simone said, in a voice like a bolt going home. “Assessors, hold your positions. Winch, dog the drum. Duarte, stay exactly where you are and tell me if you have anything left in you.”

“No,” Renata said. Then, after a second, in a small voice completely unlike her: “Sorry.”

Every assessor handheld within forty feet had logged the return, because that is what they are for. There were four of them out that day. I know what they read because the number was read out three times before half past ten and I have never forgotten it.

Twenty-six point four tonnes-equivalent.

An F is under three. Twenty-six point four is a D-band demonstrated Draw, startling because the card on her chest still said F. It was nowhere near the Ceiling I had felt behind her hand.

The first time anybody said it was a young assessor a few feet from me who read his own handheld twice, and then held it out sideways to the assessor next to him without looking away from the floor plate, and said, “twenty-six point four.”

The second time was the senior of the four, who had walked round the north side to see the wall, and who came back along the deck saying the number to himself the way you say a phone number you have been given in the street.

The third time was a fire officer on the cross street, on an open channel, to a control room, because a green-tagged stair had cracked and that has to go up the line, and he gave the number as part of the reason.

Twenty-six point four, three times, before half past ten, in front of four handhelds, two Bureau officers, a broadcast crew and forty-one paid seats.

That is what a public witnessed event is, and it is the only currency in this entire city that cannot be argued with, and I stood on a rig deck with a coil of rope at my feet and watched it get minted.

It does not move a letter. I knew that standing there and it took the shine off the whole morning. A letter moves on a Trial, or on a sanctioned call-out where the record beats your standing number, and a rated training exercise is neither of those things, whatever it reads and however many people hear it read out. All it does is put a number where people can see it, and a number witnessed by that many people cannot be put back in the dark.

It was also a thing I was going to have to explain to her, later, and I did not want to.

The cohort had gone completely silent. It is an odd thing to hear forty people stop making noise at the same time on an open site.

The seats did not go silent. The seats made the noise a market makes.

Two of the sponsor men were up on their feet. One had a phone out. Somebody was asking somebody else, loudly, who that was and who held her paper, and somebody in the front row said the name Bracken and the word came back down the rows.

Gareth Bracken did not stand up.

He sat in the second row with the leather notebook open on his knee and the fountain pen in his hand and he looked at Renata for a good while, and then down, and he wrote something. It took him about four seconds. Then he screwed the cap back on the pen and folded his hands and went on watching the exercise, and when the two men beside him started talking at him he answered them and smiled and shook his head about something.

That is the whole of Gareth Bracken. He wrote four seconds’ worth and put his pen away.

The rest of the exercise was cancelled, obviously.

They stood the cohort down and got Renata off the floor plate and a Bureau medic went over her, and Petrak walked the length of the rig deck twice with a face like a bag of gravel and came and stood in front of me.

“Vargo.”

“Sergeant.”

“What happened to my rig.”

“The beam stopped, Sergeant.”

“The beam stopped.”

“Yes, Sergeant.”

He looked at me for a long time. He had a clipboard under his arm and he did not take it out. Behind him a maintenance man was on the deck with the winch crew, and I could hear the words cable and load limiter and somebody saying that the drum had been noisy for a fortnight.

“You’ll be written up for standing on a live deck out of position,” Petrak said at last.

“Yes, Sergeant.”

“That’s a form. It goes in a drawer in a room with about two thousand other forms and, in twenty-two years, I have never once known anybody to open that drawer for any purpose whatsoever.”

“Understood, Sergeant.”

He kept looking at me. Whatever he was working out, he did not finish working it out that morning.

“Get the rope,” he said, and turned around and walked away, and that was every disciplinary consequence there ever was for the largest thing I did in my first month.

Simone found me at the truck.

She stood in front of me with her hands at her sides and did not fill the space with anything, and I have never in my life wanted so badly to talk first.

“How did you know where the pivot was,” she said.

“Instructor?”

“There are four places on that frame a man could put his hand. Three of them are on the arm and one of them is on the collar. If you put your hand on the arm, nothing happens; you go up with it or you get taken off the deck. The collar is the only point on the whole rig where a thing that stops something would have stopped that.”

“I was standing next to it.”

“You were standing fifteen feet from it holding a rope, and then you were standing next to it.”

“I moved out of the way of the beam.”

She checked the rig behind me, then brought her eyes back to mine and waited five full seconds.

“Duarte demonstrated twenty-six point four tonnes-equivalent,” she said. “D-band output. For twelve seconds. On a card that says F.”

“Yes, Instructor.”

“Do you have anything to say about that.”

“She’s stronger than they told her.”

“Everybody is stronger than they were told,” said Simone Beauvais, and something went out of her voice on the word everybody, and for a second the upright squared-off instructor was not entirely there. Then she came back. “Go and find your sergeant, and take the long way, and think about the fact that if that beam had come through four seconds earlier there would be a twenty-six-year-old woman under seventeen tonnes of ballast and you would be spending the rest of your life explaining it.”

“Yes, Instructor.”

She turned her whole body and walked off toward the medics, and did not lift her right arm above her shoulder at any point while she did it.

The cohort stood around the yard behind the hoarding for an hour and a half with nothing to do, which is the worst possible thing to give forty people who have just watched that.

Dez had gone the colour of a plate. He kept starting sentences.

“She was underneath it.”

“She was.”

“She was underneath it and it stopped.” He looked at his own hands. People do that, after they have watched somebody else use theirs. “I go heavier when I brace. That’s what I do. I go heavier. If that had come down on me I’d have gone heavier and then I’d have been a very heavy dead man.”

“That’s not how it works.”

“That’s exactly how it works, Emmett.”

Sobol was standing on his own by the fence and had not said one word since the wall went, which was, by a distance, the most eloquent thing he did in six weeks.

Ferreira, who had posted an F on a Wednesday and had spent nine days being careful about it, said out of nowhere, to nobody: “She’s got the same letter as me.”

Nobody had an answer for that. Renn offered her a cigarette and she took it and did not smoke it.

Corrine Adjei worked the tape for forty minutes and got two sentences out of the Bureau and about a dozen out of the crane foreman, who was furious about his morning and had opinions about winch drums.

Then she came down the line of us with the coffee and the cameraman four feet behind her.

“Anybody see it go?”

Thirty-nine people looked at the ground, because that is what a cohort does in week three.

“I saw it,” Sobol said, and then discovered he had nothing to say, and produced a sentence and a half about the beam that was completely wrong, and she wrote none of them down.

She got to me. She had been at a laundromat fire on Cadmus Street a fortnight and a bit earlier and had stood about thirty feet from me at that cordon, and there was nothing at all in her face to say she had ever seen me before, because there wasn’t. Nobody looks at the man holding the rope.

“You were on the deck.”

“I was fetching.”

“Fetching what?”

“Rope.”

“Right,” said Corrine Adjei, and looked at me for slightly longer than the answer deserved, and moved on to Palfrey, and that is the second time that woman came within four feet of the whole thing and went past it.

They put Renata in the back of an ambulance for an hour to be safe, and when they let her out she came and found me sitting on the kerb behind the hoarding, and she could not stand still and she could not stop talking.

“What was that.”

“You held it.”

“I know I held it. I was there. I was underneath it.” She was shaking. Genuinely shaking, hands, arms, jaw, and her braid had come completely apart down one side and the white of her right eye was solid red and she was laughing, and both of them were enormous. “Do you know what my arms felt like at ten seconds? They felt fine. That’s the thing I can’t. They felt fine, Emmett, they felt like nothing, and then I turned round and I put it in a wall and there’s no wall.”

“There’s no wall.”

“There’s no wall. I did that.” She stopped and put both hands on top of her head and turned right round in a circle on the pavement. “They’re going to kill me. Beauvais is going to kill me. There’s a stair with a crack in it and it was green-tagged and that’s a report.”

“That’s a form in a drawer.”

“You shouted at me.”

“I did.”

“Nobody has ever shouted at me on a site in eight years except to tell me to get out of the way.” She rounded on me. She was furious, suddenly, out of nowhere, and it was better than the laughing. “Don’t dump it. Who says that? Who says that to somebody? What if I couldn’t hold it?”

“You could hold it.”

“How did you know?”

There it was, out on a wet pavement in the Stack, seventeen days in, with a broadcast van packing up forty feet away.

I looked at her.

“Because I’ve held your hand,” I said.


Chapter 6: Two in the Morning

The roof of the intake dorm is flat gravel with a parapet eighteen inches high, a water tank on a stand, and a view of Dunmore that nobody put there on purpose.

You come up through a fire door with a broken closer. From the parapet you can see the whole cold orange sprawl of it going down to the river: the Stack in the near ground with its two chimneys, the Iron Line on its legs, and behind all of it the glass towers downtown, lit floor by floor by cleaners who will be finished by three.

I had been up there for an hour and a half when the fire door banged.

“You are very hard to find in a building with three staircases,” Renata said.

“That’s the idea.”

“Is it?”

“No.”

She came over with two cans of the machine’s iced tea, which she had got out of the machine on the second floor, which meant they had been in that machine since roughly the invention of the machine. She sat down on the gravel next to me with her back against the parapet, and it took her two goes, and she made a noise on the way down.

“Don’t,” she said.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were about to be sympathetic. I can hear it coming, it’s like weather.” She handed me a can. It hissed at both of us. “I have been in a hot bath for forty minutes and I still can’t feel my hands properly.”

She held one out to prove it. A tremor, fine and constant, running from the fingers back into the forearm, and it did not stop while I watched.

“How long does that last?”

“Couple of hours. Sometimes longer.” She wrapped both hands round the can. “Don’t give me a drink in a glass. That’s the rule. Everybody who’s worked with me knows the rule.”

Her forearms were black.

Not bruised in patches. Black from the wrist to two inches below the elbow, both arms, the deep even purple you get when the whole area has gone at once, with the shape of the forearm plate edges printed in it.

“You should get those looked at.”

“They looked at them. In the ambulance. They took a photograph.” She drank. “They asked me if I’d been assaulted.”

“What did you say?”

“I said no, an instructor dropped seventeen tonnes of concrete on me in front of a paying audience.” She looked sideways at me. “I did not mention the other bit.”

“Which other bit.”

“The bit where a man on the deck put his hand on the winch frame about a second before it went wrong.”

We sat and drank the terrible tea for a while and watched a plane go over toward the airport, and a train went along the Iron Line with about six people in it.

“Tell me about being eighteen,” I said.

“Why?”

“Because you keep telling me what you’re not, and I want to know who told you.”

She turned the can round in her hands twice.

“There was a wall,” she said. “I was eighteen. I was working a summer job on a site, my uncle got it for me, carrying and cleaning up, and a section of blockwork came off a scaffold on the fourth lift and I put my hands up. That’s all. I put my hands up like an idiot, because that’s what you do, and it stopped.”

“How much?”

“Half a tonne. Maybe less. It’s not a big number now, is it.” She drank. “But I was eighteen and I was standing in a site yard holding a wall over my head, and I could not put it down, because nobody had told me how. I stood there for about a minute and a half with it and then somebody said drop it and I dropped it, and my knees went, and the foreman was sick behind a skip.”

“What happened next?”

“Everybody was very excited. Everybody’s always very excited at the start.” She said it dry as a stone. “The Bureau came and did an interview and gave me a leaflet. And the same week Bracken’s scout turned up, and he sat in my mother’s kitchen and drank her coffee and told her I was going to be looked after, and he was right about that. He was completely right. I’ve been looked after for eight years.”

“Who taught you take and dump?”

“A man called Feist. Bracken’s technical. Nice man, badly divorced.” She scratched at the black on her forearm without seeming to see it. “He said the danger is holding. He said holding is what kills people like me, it sits in you and it eats you and you get sloppy and shaky and you make mistakes. Which is true, by the way. Everything he said is true.”

“It’s true and it’s also convenient.”

“Convenient for who?”

I did not answer that. Not yet.

“So what did they tell you it was?” I asked instead. “The power. At eighteen. What did the leaflet say?”

She laughed, and it did not have any warmth in it at all.

“A support classification,” she said. “That’s the phrase. I’ve got it framed in my head. Support classification, useful in construction and heavy industry, with a note recommending against operational deployment.”

“That’s the leaflet. What did people say?”

“People said party trick.” She tipped her head back against the parapet. “Someone at a party said catch, and threw me a bottle, and I caught it without looking, and he did it again, and everybody laughed, and I laughed, because it is quite funny. And that was the whole of my eighteenth year, Emmett, right there. Catch. Good girl. Do it again.”

“And after that?”

“After that I got very good at being useful.” She turned the can round again. “You know what nobody tells you about useful? It’s a job that has no top to it. There’s no promotion out of useful. You’re either the person who catches the thing or you’re in the way, and every site I’ve ever stood on, at some point in the day, somebody has said thank Christ we’ve got Renata, and then at the end of the month somebody in an office has looked at what I cost and thought, well, she’s cheap for what she does.”

“A very expensive way to catch things.” She said it flat, with no weight on any of the words, like a line she has had for years and has stopped hearing. “That’s mine. I’ve been getting a laugh out of it since I was twenty-one and it works every single time, and I have never once meant it as a joke.”

I have a bad habit of filling a silence and I did not fill this one. I put my elbows back on the parapet and looked at the orange underside of the cloud over the Stack and let her get to it in her own time.

“There was a job on Dray Street two winters ago. Four-storey job, they were taking the front off it and the scaffold was up wrong, and everybody knew the scaffold was up wrong. And the way they solved that, professionally, as a company, was to put me at the bottom of it for nine days.”

“Doing what?”

“Standing.” Not a flicker in it. The word came out worn smooth, the way a word does when you have said it to yourself a few hundred times and stopped getting anything back. “Standing under a scaffold in the rain for nine days in case it came down, because I’m cheaper than fixing it. Nine days. I read four books that fortnight. They bought me a chair in the end because somebody from the council came round and it looked bad.”

“Did it come down?”

“No. Of course it didn’t come down. If it had come down I’d have caught it and they’d have said see, told you, and if I hadn’t caught it I’d have been under it and they’d have said she was standing in the wrong place.” She rolled the can slowly between her palms. “That’s the job. Heads they save nine grand, tails they get a form.”

I did not say anything for a while, and neither did she, and a fire door banged four floors down and somebody laughed in the yard.

“Sorry,” she said. “That was a lot.”

“That was accurate.”

“You keep saying that like it’s a compliment.”

“It’s the only one I’ve got.”

She drank the last of the can and set it down on the gravel and it fell over.

“Eight years,” she said. “And this morning I stood under a car and my arms felt fine.”

There it was. Right there, at two in the morning, on a gravel roof, and I had eleven years of a dead woman’s file in my head and no time at all to decide how much of it a living one could carry.

“Can I tell you what I actually do?” I said.

“You fix things in place.”

“That’s the half that’s on the card.” I put my can down. “Give me your hand.”

She gave it to me without asking why, which I have never stopped noticing, and her fingers were still trembling.

“When I anchor an object, it’s an object. It sits there. When I anchor a person, they push back.”

“Push back how?”

“Not on purpose. You don’t do anything. Whatever you’ve got, all of it, pushes against being held. And I get three seconds of standing there feeling exactly how hard.” I turned her hand over. “It’s not thoughts. It’s not feelings. I don’t know what you’re thinking, I don’t know what you had for lunch. It’s a weight and it’s a number and it’s the only thing it is.”

She had gone very still.

“You did that at the Bench,” she said. “When I caught my boot.”

“Yes.”

“That’s why you went that colour.”

“Yes.”

“So what’s the number?”

I told her.

She looked at me for four or five seconds. Then she took her hand back and picked her can up off the gravel and found it empty and put it down again.

“No,” she said.

“Renata.”

“No. That’s a B. That’s the top half of a B. That’s four letters.” She was not angry. She was correcting a sum. “There are nine B-grades in this city. I catch bottles at parties.”

“You held twenty-six tonnes for twelve seconds this morning and then knocked a wall into the next street.”

“With help. In a rig. In an accident.”

“Twenty-six is a D. And twenty-six was what you gave back with three blocks of Bureau ballast sitting in you at once, on the first day of your life anybody let you hold anything.” I kept my voice absolutely flat, because I have learned that people believe flat. “You didn’t reach the top of it. Nowhere near. The rig ran out of concrete.”

“That’s insane.”

“Think about your arms at second twelve.”

She opened her mouth to argue and then did not.

That is the thing about Renata Duarte. Honesty catches up with her in her own body. She sat with her back against the parapet and looked out at the river, flexing both hands and turning her wrists over as she reconstructed how her forearms had felt with a car on them.

“They felt fine,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“They felt like nothing. I kept waiting for it and it didn’t come.” She swallowed. “I thought that was adrenaline.”

“Adrenaline doesn’t do that.”

“What’s the catch?”

“What?”

“There’s a catch.” She turned her head and looked at me, and the dark ring round the amber was very clear even in that light. “You don’t tell somebody a thing like that and there not be a catch. I’ve been in this industry eight years. Nobody says you’re worth more than we’re paying you unless the next sentence costs something.”

“The catch is in your contract.”

“My contract.”

“There’s a clause in it that says how much you’re allowed to bank. I want to read it.”

She laughed at me. Actually laughed, on the roof, at two in the morning.

“Nobody reads their contract.”

“I know,” I said. “That’s the business model.”

She stopped laughing.

The wind came up over the parapet and she pulled her sleeves down over the black on her forearms.

“How old are you?” she asked.

It came out of nowhere, and it went through me like a dropped tray, and whatever my face did, it did it before I could put a hand on it.

“Twenty-three.”

“Because you don’t talk like twenty-three.” She had turned toward me and she was not letting go of it. “You talk like my uncle. You talk like a man who’s already had the argument. This morning you shouted at me across a site and I did what I was told, and I’ve never once in my life done what I was told by somebody my own age.”

“I’ve had a hard paper round.”

“Emmett.”

“I read a lot,” I said. “I’ve been told it’s twelve dollars a packet.”

And she laughed, and let it go, and that is the exact moment I understood what I was going to be doing for the next ten weeks, because she wanted to let it go, and she let it go for me, and it worked, and I felt filthy about it and I did it anyway.

“You are so full of it,” she said, and her shoulder came against mine and stayed there.

Then she kissed me.

She did it the way she does everything, which is to set her feet first. She got up onto her knees on the gravel, took a handful of my collar, and closed the distance herself, and it was not tentative and there was no question in it anywhere.

She tasted like cold vending machine tea. Her mouth was warm and her hands were still shaking against my neck and she made a low noise in her throat about two seconds in, and I got a hand into the mess of her braid and she made it again, louder.

Then she pulled back about an inch.

“This roof is horrible,” she said. “There’s gravel in my knees. Come downstairs.”

Her room was ten feet by eight with a narrow bed under the window and a fan sitting on the sill because the intake block heats like a greenhouse in April and nobody has ever fixed it. The fan turned back and forth and pushed the curtain out and let it fall.

She had her shirt over her head before the door was shut.

She threw it at the chair and missed and did not care, and stood there in the light coming through the window from the yard, in a plain grey sports bra with the straps dug into her shoulders, and she put her hands out to the sides for a second like a woman presenting a car.

My eyes would not settle on her. Every part of her dragged them down and then hauled them back up.

Boots, still on, one lace undone. Thighs. The trousers doing very little to argue about the shape of her, and the belt cinched into a waist that had no business being that narrow given everything above and below it, and then the flare of the hips coming out either side of it, and then, when she turned to kick the boots off against the bed frame, the whole of it. The arch of her lower back going in hard and the ass tipping back into the room, the exact shape she makes when she braces to take a load, which is the shape she makes standing in her own room taking her boots off.

I had been looking at that shape all day at work and pretending it was structural.

Then up. The bruised forearms. The grey bra with everything in it under strain, the tops of her breasts pushed up over the band, and a flush already coming up her throat and spreading down over them in blotches.

And the eyes, holding mine, past the point where anybody else would have looked away.

“Say it,” I said.

“You first.”

“You’re in your room and I’m in it. That’s my whole position.”

“Right.” She got her hands in the waistband of her trousers and stopped. “I want you to. That’s what I’m saying. I want to, tonight, and I’m saying it out loud because I’ve spent eight years not saying things out loud and I’m going to be sick if I do it again.”

“Say it again anyway.”

She stood there for a second. Then, deliberately: “I want you to.”

I got her by the hips and put her on the edge of the bed, and she went for my belt, and I took her hands off it.

“No.”

“What?”

“Not yet.” I got one hand into the braid at the base of her skull and closed it, and pulled just enough to tip her head back four inches, and the noise she made was the one from the roof, an octave lower, and she went red from the collarbone up. “You’ve been standing under things all day. Lie back.”

“I’m filthy. I’ve been in a building.”

“Lie back, Renata.”

She lay back.

I got the trousers off her, and it was not elegant, because they were work trousers and she was strong enough to lift her hips off the bed one-handed to help, and she laughed at the ceiling while I did it. Then the underwear, plain, grey, damp, and she stopped laughing.

Up close, both thighs were as bruised as the arms, in a band across the front where she had taken something at some point in the last month and never mentioned it, and I put my mouth on the inside of one and she jumped.

“That’s not,” she said. “You don’t have to.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“People don’t.”

“That’s a bad crowd you’ve been running with,” I said, and put her heels up on the edge of the frame, and got both hands flat on the front of her thighs to hold them where I wanted them, and went down on her.

She was wet before I got there and she tasted like sweat and salt and dust off a site, and I took my time, because I had eleven years of standing outside things and I was not going to hurry through this one.

Flat of the tongue first, slow, one long pass from the bottom of her slit up to the clit and then back down, and again, until her hips had started to follow me. Then the tip of it, deliberate, small circles just to the left, because when I moved off centre the second time her thigh had jumped under my hand and she had said something with no consonants in it.

“Oh, that’s,” she said. “Do that. Do that one. Emmett.”

Her hands went into my hair and pulled, and I let her. Her heels came off the frame and dug into the mattress on either side of my shoulders, and she braced, the way she braces, hips driving up off the bed to meet me with her back in that hollow, using her legs the way she uses them for work, and the bed frame went into the wall.

I got two fingers up into her pussy and curled them and kept my mouth where it was.

Her stomach went hard under my other hand. She was loud. She was properly, genuinely loud, in a dorm block with plasterboard walls and thirty-nine other trainees in it, and she said my name twice, and then she said please, and then she said something in Portuguese that I have never asked her to translate.

I slowed down on purpose, twice, because the second time she said my name it had a question in it and I wanted to hear what she did with the answer.

What she did was swear at me. Extensively.

“No. No, you don’t get to. Come back. Come back here.” Her hand fisted in my hair and dragged my mouth back down onto her and held it there, and her hips came up off the mattress to meet it, and she said, “there, keep it there, don’t you dare move it,” in the exact voice she uses on a site when somebody has put a prop in the wrong place.

I kept it there. I got my forearm across her hips to stop her chasing it and worked my fingers in her while she tightened around them in a slow rhythm that had stopped having anything to do with what she was deciding.

Her thighs came in around my head and gripped, and she is genuinely strong, and my ear was pressed flat against her leg so that everything she said after that came through the bone of it as well as the air.

I felt it start in her thighs.

“That’s it. Come on.”

“I’m going to.”

“I know.”

She came with her hands locked in my hair and her heels off the bed, arching so hard that for a second she was only touching the mattress with her shoulders, and the noise she made would have taken the door off. I got my free hand up over her mouth and she bit the meat of my palm hard enough to leave two marks that were there for three days, and I felt her go through it in waves against my fingers, clenching, releasing, clenching, and her whole body shaking on the follow-through, and that tremor she had shown me on the roof going through her arms all over again for a different reason.

She let go of my hand and dropped flat on the bed and swore at the ceiling for a while.

“Okay,” she said. “Okay. That’s.”

“You all right?”

“Shut up.” She had one arm over her eyes. Her chest was going. The flush had covered her throat and the whole top of her chest and there were pink blotches down between her breasts. “Give me a second. My legs are gone. My legs are actually gone.”

Then she sat up, got a fistful of my shirt, and put me on my back.

She got the rest of my clothes off with the efficiency of a woman stripping a bed. Then she got up over me on her knees, one hand flat in the centre of my chest for balance, and reached down and put my cock inside her, and sank down onto it in one long slow movement with her eyes shut and her mouth open.

She was so hot inside it was almost too much and I made a noise I did not plan.

“There he is,” she said.

She rode me the way she works, which is to say with the whole body and no self-consciousness whatsoever. Both hands flat on my chest, hips rolling, thighs doing all of it, her ass coming down against the tops of my legs on every stroke with a slap that got louder as she went. The bed had never been asked to do anything like this and it complained the entire time.

The bra came off somewhere in the middle and got thrown at the fan. Her tits were heavy and swung with her and her nipples were dark and hard and I got both hands up and full of them, and she leaned into it and put her own hand over mine and pressed harder.

“Like that. Harder than that.”

The braid gave up somewhere around then. It came apart from the tail up and half of it fell forward over her shoulder and she shoved it back with her wrist, and it fell forward again, and she left it.

I had my hands on her waist and could get most of the way round it, and then everything below that went out into the shape she makes bracing under a load, and she was making it on top of me on purpose, over and over, and every time she came down the whole bed took it.

I want to be honest about my own state. I had spent seventeen days looking at this woman in a coverall and calling it structural analysis. I got about two minutes into being underneath her before I stopped being anything like clever.

“Look at me.”

She looked. Amber, blown wide, the dark ring round the outside of it, and she did not look away and did not stop moving.

“You’re filthy,” I said.

“You’ve no idea.” She got her hand over mine and moved it off her breast and down onto her throat and left it there, not pressing, just holding, and made a sound low down when I understood and kept it there. “Nobody’s ever. I’m not, I don’t do this, I don’t say things.”

“You’re saying things.”

“I’m saying everything, it’s a nightmare,” she said, and laughed, and lost the laugh halfway through.

“You feel,” she said, and lost the sentence, and started again, “you’re going to make me do it again. I’m going to do it again. Is that. That’s not.”

“Do it.”

“I can’t stop. I’m not stopping.”

“Don’t.”

She got faster. She got greedy about it, actually greedy, hips slamming down, chasing it, and I could feel it coming up in her and I could feel that she was going to run at it head-on the way she runs at everything, and she was going to catch it and hold onto it and be in charge of it.

So I put both hands on her hips and stopped her dead.

Not with anything. With my hands, fingers spread over the flare of them and my thumbs in the crease at the front, and I locked my arms and held her exactly where she was, seated all the way down on me, absolutely still.

“Hey,” she said.

She pushed against it. She rolled once and got nowhere, and pushed harder, using her thighs, and she is very strong and it took real work to keep her, and I kept her.

“Emmett.”

“No.”

“I was.”

“I know.”

She tried a third time. Then she stopped trying.

I watched it happen. Her hands slid off my chest and her arms went loose and her back came out of its arch by degrees, and her whole body changed shape, the shoulders coming down, the head going back, and she went completely, entirely still, with her mouth open and her hands turned upward on her thighs.

“Oh,” she said, in a completely different voice.

It was a voice from a long way underneath the one she had been using for the last twenty minutes. Small, about ten years younger, with no armour on it at all.

I did not let go. My arms had started to burn from the elbow up and I did not move a millimetre, because I had understood what was happening about two seconds before she did and I was not going to be the one who ended it.

She tested it once more. A small roll of the hips, half-hearted, the way you push a door you already know is locked.

Nothing.

Her breath went out of her in one long shudder, and her thighs opened wider on either side of me, and she stopped fighting it entirely.

“There it is.”

“What is that.”

“Nothing’s on you.” I lifted my hips into her, once, slowly, and held her down onto it, and she made a sound like she had been dropped. “You’ve been under something all day. Every day. Eight years. Not tonight.”

“Don’t let me move,” she said.

“I won’t.”

“Don’t move either. Just keep me here.”

“I’ve got you. That’s all you have to do.”

She came like that, sitting on me, held still, with everything in her body doing the shaking her arms had been doing all night. It went through her in one long rolling wave and I felt every part of it clamp down on me, and she did not make much noise at all this time. She made one small broken sound at the front of it and then nothing, no words, no swearing, no name, which from her was the loudest thing that had happened in that room all evening. Her hands stayed open on her thighs the whole way through, palms up, fingers slack, and they did not close once.

“Okay,” she said, eventually, to nobody. “Okay. Okay.”

Then she opened her eyes and looked at me.

She stayed where she was, sitting on me, still held, still open-handed, looking at me until I felt it in my chest, and nobody had ever looked at me like that, at twenty-three or at thirty-four. It is the look you give a man who has done something illegal in front of you and is apparently going to get away with it.

And then, when she could talk again, into my neck, having folded down onto me: “Do it inside me. I’m asking. I want you to.”

“You sure?”

“I’m saying it out loud, aren’t I.” She got her forehead against mine. “Twice. That’s my thing now. I say it twice. Inside me.”

So I did it exactly like that, and I did not let her up to do it.

I never moved my hands. She stayed folded down onto me with her face in my neck and all that destroyed hair across my shoulder and her weight seated all the way down, and I got my heels into the mattress and started working up into her from underneath, and every time I came up I pulled her hips down onto it so she took all of it and could not ride an inch of it out.

She talked the whole way through it. Not loudly, by then. Right at my ear, in a wrecked voice, in about three different registers.

“Oh. Oh, that’s.”

“I know.”

“You’re not letting me move.”

“No.”

“Don’t.” Her hands came up either side of my head and stayed open on the sheet, flat, not gripping anything, exactly the way they had been on her thighs. “Don’t let me. I’ll start doing it again, I can feel me about to, don’t let me.”

Her breath went in at my ear and came out somewhere in my hair. Her thighs had gone loose and heavy either side of my ribs, and she was not holding one gram of herself up, and I had all of her, and my arms were shaking with it and I would have held her there until the building came down.

“Say you’re going to.”

“I’m going to.”

“Say it properly.”

“I’m going to cum in you, Renata.”

“Yes. There. Do it, do it, I want to feel it, I want,” and she stopped being able to finish sentences after that, and got one hand round the back of my head and held it against her mouth so that everything else she said went straight into my ear at three inches and nowhere else in the building.

I lasted about ninety seconds. She was still coming down from her own and every few seconds something in her would clench around me and take another piece of me with it, and I hauled her down flush and held her there and came harder than I have ever come with anybody, deep in her, in long pulses that I felt all the way up my back, with her sitting on it, absolutely still, taking every one of them because I would not let her do anything else.

She said something at the end of it in Portuguese and then, very clearly, in English, “there. That’s mine.”

Afterwards the fan went back and forth and the curtain went out and fell, out and fell.

She lay on her front across most of the bed, because there is no other way for two people to be in a bed like that, with her cheek on my chest and her destroyed hair everywhere and one bruised forearm over my stomach.

“Say the number again,” she said.

I said it.

She was quiet for a bit.

“Say it again.”

I said it again. She lay there and tried it on. I could feel her doing it, the way you can feel somebody reading.

“It sounds stupid,” she said. “It sounds like a lie when it’s in this room.”

“It’ll sound better on a board.”

She lifted her head and looked at me.

“On the board,” she said. “In the case. By the front doors.”

“Hand lettered.”

She put her head back down. Outside somebody started a truck in the motor pool and let it idle for a long time before they drove it away.

“They’d have to take my card off me and write a new one,” she said, into my chest, in the voice of a woman deciding to want something.


Chapter 7: The Red Pen

Bracken Contracting Services runs out of a converted freight building on the Halvers Point side, three floors of yellow brick with a goods lift that still has the original brass gate, and a reception on the second floor with actual carpet.

There were photographs on the wall going up the stairs. Responders on sites, mostly, in the middle of doing something, and every one of them was a good photograph. Somebody had spent money on a photographer instead of using the certification cards, and the difference between those pictures and the ones on the wall at Franklin Yard could have kept a man awake.

“You don’t have to come in,” Renata said, at the top of the stairs.

“I know.”

“He’s going to think we’re a thing.”

“We are a thing.”

She stopped with her hand on the door.

“That’s a very casual sentence.”

“I’ve had four hours’ sleep and I’ve been rained on,” I said. “Do you want a better one now or later?”

“Later,” she said, and went in first, and I saw her shoulders come in on the way through the door, and it made me want to break something.

Gareth Bracken came out from behind his desk before we were properly in the room.

He was six foot and comfortable in himself, in a shirt with no tie and a waistcoat he had not put on for our benefit, sandy hair going grey at the right temple, and a handshake that was dry and warm and unhurried, which is a thing you notice because almost nobody’s is.

“Renata.” He took both her hands, briefly, and let them go. “Sit down. How are the arms?”

“They’re fine.”

“They’re not fine, I saw the photograph, the medic sent it through as a courtesy. Sit down.” He was already pouring coffee from a proper pot into proper cups. “That was the worst-run exercise I have watched in nine years and I have said so to two people who will not do anything about it. A winch with a slack drum. In a live rig.”

“It wasn’t the winch,” Renata said.

“It was absolutely the winch, and if it was not the winch, then somebody will have written down what it was, and either way you were underneath it.” He turned to me and put out his hand. “Gareth Bracken.”

“Emmett Vargo.”

His handshake was the same for me as for her, which not everybody manages.

Three seconds went by while he held it. I did not use them. There was no reason on earth not to.

Actually, there was one. I did not want to know what he was. I wanted him to be a man in a coat with a fountain pen and no output whatsoever, because if he had turned out to be an unregistered C-grade or something, I would have had to build a completely different story about him in my head, and the one I had was already keeping me up at night.

“You’re the utility grade,” he said. “Vargo. On the rig deck.”

“That’s me.”

“What is it you do, exactly? I asked two people and got two answers.”

“I put my hand on a thing and for three seconds it can’t move.”

“And that’s all?”

“That’s all.”

“How heavy a thing?”

“Doesn’t matter.”

Bracken sat down on the front edge of his desk, which put him lower than both of us, and I watched a man do a thing he had done ten thousand times and still be good at it.

“Well, that’s interesting,” he said. “That’s genuinely interesting, and I will tell you why, because everybody is about to tell you it isn’t. Half of what goes wrong on a site goes wrong in under four seconds. A thing lets go, and there is a window, and in the window somebody either has their hand somewhere useful or they do not.” He drank his coffee. “How long since you were assayed?”

“Nine days.”

“And they wrote you F, utility.”

“They did.”

“Of course they did.” He said it without any contempt at all, which was worse. “The plate is a plate. It measures shoving. You do not shove.”

“That’s about the size of it.”

“Do you have representation?”

“No.”

“Would you like some?”

And there it was, in the fourth minute.

“I collect utility grades,” he said, and put the cup down. “I have nine on my book. Do you know why? Because they are cheap and they last. A C-grade brawler is a wonderful thing and in six years he has a knee, and I have paid three men’s wages to insure him the whole time. A man who holds a beam for three seconds costs me almost nothing to insure, has a career of thirty years, and gets sent to every job in the city because dispatch has never had enough hands.”

“That’s honest.”

“It is entirely honest and it is also good for you, which is the only kind of arrangement I am interested in.” He named a retainer. It was two hundred and forty dollars a month, plus call fees on the Bureau rate, plus the premium paid, and it was, by the standards of an F-grade in Dunmore, a genuinely fair offer, and I knew that because I had spent eleven years as an F-grade in Dunmore and nobody had ever offered me anything.

“That’s a good number,” I said.

“It is a fair number. I don’t do good numbers, they come apart.” He smiled. “I’ll say the rest of it, because you look like a man who prefers it. It is a fair number today. If you turn out to be worth more, I will pay you more, because a man who is underpaid leaves. If you turn out to be worth less, I will find you work anyway, because I do not tear up paper. That is the offer, and there is no second page to it.”

“No,” I said.

He did not blink.

“May I ask why?”

“I don’t like being on somebody’s book.”

“Everybody is on somebody’s book, Mr Vargo. The city is a book.” He said it comfortably, without any push in it, and picked his coffee up again. “But that’s fine. The offer stands, and it will still stand in a year, and if you tell me to stop asking I will stop asking.”

He was not offended. That was the part that got under my collar and stayed there. I had come up those stairs ready to be sneered at by a man in a waistcoat and instead I got a decent offer, delivered plainly, and a shrug when I turned it down.

“Do you know what I did before this?” he said, refilling my cup without asking. “Claims. Six years of it. I sat in a room the size of this rug and read accident reports and decided what a person was worth.”

“That sounds grim.”

“It was the best education anybody in this city has ever had, and I would recommend it to everybody on that board of yours.” He put the pot down. “Do you want to know what I learned?”

“Go on.”

“Nobody dies of the thing that killed them.” He said it perfectly pleasantly, over coffee, with a plate of biscuits by his elbow. “They die of the fourth thing back. The right man was ninety minutes away. The right man was ninety minutes away because he was on a different job. He was on a different job because the number on his card said he could be spared. And the number on his card was set at an assay in 1979 by a man who has since retired to the coast.”

“That’s the whole city.”

“That is the whole city, Mr Vargo, and everybody who has ever looked at it properly has arrived at the same place I did, which is that you can shout about it or you can price it correctly.” He smiled at me, and there was nothing behind the smile except a man enjoying a conversation. “I am extremely good at pricing it correctly. Nobody has ever thanked me for it and I have stopped expecting them to.”

That speech usually comes out of a man in a chair with a cat. This one came out of a man who had driven a woman to hospital on a Sunday, and I sat in his office drinking his coffee and could not find the place to put my hands.

Renata said, into the pause: “Gareth, can I have a copy of my contract?”

“Of course. Which part?”

“All of it.”

He looked at her for exactly as long as it takes to have a thought.

“Ellen keeps them downstairs,” he said. “Ask her on the way out, she’ll photocopy the lot, it’s about forty pages and she’ll grumble.” He put the cup down. “Is somebody making trouble for you?”

“No.”

“Because if somebody at the Yard is telling you that Thursday morning puts you in breach of something, they can telephone me and I will explain to them what a winch drum is.”

“Nobody’s making trouble.”

“Good.” He walked us to the door with a hand not quite touching her back. “Renata. Twenty-six tonnes is a very large number and there is a version of the next six months where it changes your life, and there is a version where it changes nothing at all, and the difference between them is whether you can do it again on a Tuesday when somebody official is holding a handheld. Do you understand me?”

“Yes.”

“We’ll look at your assay again in the autumn,” he said, and shook my hand a second time, and told me the offer stood, and held the door.

Going down the stairs past the photographs, Renata said, “He’s not a monster.”

“No,” I said. “He isn’t.”

The canteen at Franklin Yard does a lunch that has been the same since the building opened, and by half past twelve we had a table by the window with two plates of it going cold, forty photocopied pages between us, and a red pen I had bought in the shop across the road.

“You’re enjoying this,” she said.

“I’m not.”

“You’ve got a pen with you.”

“I bought the pen this morning.”

“That’s worse. That’s premeditated.”

The contract was a good contract. It was fair on pay, it was generous on sick, it had a clause about hospital visits that was genuinely more than the law required, and Gareth Bracken had signed it himself in blue ink at the bottom of page thirty-nine and had written her name out by hand.

She read the first dozen pages to me between mouthfuls, and she did it warmly, because she was proud of it.

“Boots. He does boots. Two pairs a year and you send the old ones back so they know you’re not selling them, which is fair enough.” Page. “Dental. Dental, Emmett. Nobody gets dental.”

“Nobody gets dental.”

“Hattie doesn’t get dental and Hattie’s a C. That’s what eight years of being a very expensive way to catch things gets you. Teeth.” She turned another page and pointed with a fork. “That’s the hospital one. That’s the one I told you about. If you’re in overnight somebody from the company comes, and it says has to be a named individual, not a card. He wrote that himself, that’s not a standard clause, I asked once.”

Ellen downstairs had photocopied all forty pages while complaining about the machine and had put them in an elastic band, and the elastic band was still round Renata’s wrist. She kept snapping it and not noticing.

Two tables over, a group off the Stack rotation were arguing about a football result from the weekend with tremendous violence. Somebody’s radio was going in the kitchen. A woman came round with a trolley and took our plates and Renata said thank you without looking up, because she says thank you to everybody, always, and it costs her nothing and she has no idea she does it.

Section 9 was called Operational Limitations. Section 9(c) was three lines long.

The Contractor shall not accumulate, retain or store kinetic charge in excess of the Reserve Limit stated in Schedule 2 without prior written authorisation, such limit being set for the safety of the Contractor and of third parties on site.

Schedule 2 was at the back. The Reserve Limit was twelve tonnes-equivalent.

“So that’s what I’m insured for,” Renata said. “Twelve. That’s normal. Everyone’s got a number.”

“Read it again.”

“I’ve read it.”

“Read what it’s a limit on.”

She read it again. She put her fork down halfway through and did not pick it up.

“Accumulate, retain or store,” she said.

“Not catch. Not absorb. Not take.” I put the red pen on the line. “There is no limit anywhere in these forty pages on what you can catch. You could catch a train, and there is no clause in here that says anything at all about it. The limit is on what you’re allowed to still be holding a second later.”

“Because holding’s dangerous.”

“Right. That’s the argument, and it’s a real one.” I turned the page over. “Now do the other thing. Schedule 2’s your Reserve Limit and it’s also the figure they use for your band. Twelve. Twelve sits inside the D band, which is roughly where you’d have to be rated for that limit to make any sense at all, and you’re rated F, and your fee is billed at F, and you’ve been billed at F for eight years.”

“So they’ve been generous.”

“No, they’ve been careful,” I said, and here is where it got ugly, because I could hear my own voice going flat and quiet the way it does. “You’re allowed to hold twelve because twelve is a number that looks generous on a page and costs them nothing, since you have never once been taught to hold anything at all. And you can’t demonstrate past it, because the second you accumulate above your limit you are in breach of the paper you signed at eighteen. So on any day when anybody official is watching, the highest number you can legally produce is a low D. And the highest number you have ever actually produced is an F.”

She was very still.

“Say the money,” she said.

“Renata.”

“You’ve done the sums. You do sums all the time, you did them at the Bench, I watched you. Say them.”

So I said them. Line by line, off my own head, with a red pen in my hand and a plate of cold pie between us.

“The city pays a fee per attendance and it steps by band. An F-grade attendance bills at two hundred and ten. A D bills at four twenty. A C bills at about six hundred. The sponsor takes the fee and pays you a wage set by band, so on a job where the city is billed two hundred and ten for you, you see about ninety.

“Premiums step at C and again at B, and a premium on a B is over three times a C, so every year you are not rated is a year of paying the small one.

“And the benefit. If you go under something and you don’t come out, the benefit’s by band. An F benefit is fourteen thousand dollars and funeral costs. A C is sixty-five. A B is two hundred and change, plus dependants.”

She had stopped eating a while back.

“That’s if I die,” she said.

“That’s if you die.”

“Fourteen thousand.”

“Fourteen thousand and the funeral.”

She sat back in the plastic chair and looked out of the window at the motor pool for a long time, and there was a thing happening in her face that I still have no good words for. It was not rage. I would have been fine with rage. It was closer to what people look like when they are told they have been ill for years.

“Eight years,” she said. “He came to my mother’s kitchen.”

“I know.”

“He came to the hospital when I did my wrist. He drove. It was a Sunday.”

“I know.”

“It’s a good contract,” she said, and put both hands flat on the pages. “That’s the thing you can’t get round. It’s a good contract, and he’s a decent man, and none of this is illegal, and everybody in this building has one.”

Then she looked up, and asked the question I had been dreading since the Bench.

“How many people in this canteen have got that clause?”

I looked round the room. Sixty people eating a bad lunch, in coveralls, with cards in the sleeves on their chests.

I had eleven years of Franklin Yard in my head, and a wall upstairs with photographs on it, and a notebook in my chest pocket with twelve entries in it and about three hundred more where those came from.

“Eat something,” I said.

She looked at me for a second longer than I liked, and then she picked up her fork.

Dez was in my bunk room at four, looking for a pen.

The intake block gives you a room the size of a store cupboard: bed, locker, chair, a shelf, and a window with a view of the fence. I had left the notebook on the shelf because I had left it there every day for three weeks, and because a thing you hide is a thing somebody finds.

I came in with wet hair and Dez Marchetti was standing by my bed holding it open.

“Sorry,” he said, immediately, “I wanted a pen, Petrak wants the vehicle sheet signed and I’ve got nothing to sign it with, and I’d have gone to yours but I don’t know which one’s yours, so I.”

He stopped. He was looking at the page.

I have never crossed a room so slowly on purpose.

The room is ten feet by eight and I got about half of them, and in that time I read the page he was holding upside down and worked out exactly how bad it was.

It could have been page four. Page four has the tower on it, and the tower has nine men and a date and the word grain, and a man reading page four out loud in a canteen in six weeks’ time would have ended me.

It was page one. Page one still has most of itself, and four lines down is a date in June with a woman’s name beside it.

There is a particular thing that happens in your chest when the worst version does not occur. It is not relief. Relief is warm. This was closer to the feeling you get on a stair when there is one step fewer than you counted.

“There’s a pen in the locker,” I said.

“What is this?”

“It’s a notebook.”

“No, I know it’s a.” He turned it slightly toward the window. Two of the lines. A date, and four words next to it, and under that another date and a name. “This says the fourteenth of June. And a name. Who’s Mirela Antic?”

“Nobody. It’s a woman on the B list.”

“What’s the B list?”

“It’s a Bureau thing.” I took the notebook out of his hands, not fast, and shut it, and put it in my chest pocket, and my hands did that entirely on their own while some other part of me stood there and made a face. “Look, don’t laugh at me.”

“I’m going to laugh at you.”

“I keep a book,” I said. “Dates and names. Things I want to be ready for. If there’s a job coming up in the district, if there’s a Trial, who’s on rotation, who’s on the board. I’ve been doing it since I was about seventeen and it’s the single most embarrassing thing about me.”

Dez looked at me.

“You keep a diary,” he said.

“It’s not a.”

“Emmett. You keep a diary.” He was delighted. He was genuinely, hugely delighted, and I watched a lie work in real time and it felt like swallowing a coin. “Have you got me in it?”

“No.”

“Have you got me in it?”

“You’re in it twice.”

“I knew it.” He punched me on the arm on his way out with the pen he had come for. “You’re such a weirdo. Twelve dollars a packet. It’s the vehicle sheet, I’ll bring the pen back.”

He stopped in the doorway.

“What am I in it for?”

“What?”

“You said twice. What am I in it for, twice?”

I looked at a young man in a doorway with a borrowed pen in his hand and told him the second true thing I had said all day.

“Ladder drill,” I said. “And you’re the only person in this building who says good morning to the woman on the till.”

“Her name’s Bev.”

“I know her name’s Bev.”

“You didn’t know her name was Bev, you’ve just decided you knew,” Dez said, delighted about it, and went off down the corridor telling the first person he met that I kept a diary.

I sat down on the end of my own bed with the notebook in my chest pocket and my hands not entirely steady, and I made a rule I kept for about a fortnight, which was that the notebook does not leave my body.

Dinner was worse than lunch, which took some doing.

It was a pie. The Yard canteen does a pie on Tuesdays and Fridays and the pie has a lid that comes off in one piece, like a manhole, and underneath the lid is a gravy that has been described to me by four separate people using four separate words, none of which was food.

“It’s structural,” Dez said, lifting his lid with a knife and looking underneath it. “That’s a load path, that. You could stand on that.”

“You’d fall in.”

“You’d fall in and you’d float,” said Hattie, unwrapping the same sandwich she had eaten every day for nine years, and Dez put the lid back on his pie with a great deal of ceremony, like a man closing a coffin, and ate all of it anyway.

Renn had a copy of the Herald folded to the page that runs the Grade board changes, and a roll-up behind his ear that he had built during the soup and was saving for the yard.

“Look at that,” he said. “Third one down. They print your name. Your name, in the paper, because you got a letter.”

“That’s the point,” Hattie said, with her sandwich. “That’s the whole point of the letter. A Grade’s a public thing. It’s not yours. It belongs to whoever might have to stand next to you.”

“It’s nobody’s business.”

“It’s the business of the fella you’re going into a stairwell with.”

“It’s the business of my landlord,” Renn said darkly, “who reads it, and who put my rent up last week when I got the E, and I don’t remember voting for that.”

Renata laughed for the first time in six hours.

She had not said much since the canteen. She had spent the afternoon on the drill floor doing a stretcher drill, and she had gone through it like a woman doing arithmetic in her head, and at some point around five she had straightened up out of a lift and I had watched her shoulders go back and stay there.

“They should print the premiums as well,” she said.

Everybody looked at her.

“What?”

“Print the premiums next to the letters,” she said. “In the paper. Every quarter. Whatever the city pays for a call-out at each band, and what the sponsor keeps.” She stabbed a potato. “It’d fit in the same column.”

“That’s not information anybody wants,” Hattie said.

“That’s exactly the reason to print it.”

Renn looked at me. “What’s got into her?”

“She read something,” I said.

Then she went across Dez’s plate for the salt and put his fork on the floor, and I watched the whole of what happened next.

“Sorry, I’m so.” She stopped.

She had the fork up out of the gap between the chairs and her mouth was open on the rest of the sentence, and she looked at the fork for a second, and then set it down beside his plate and sat back.

“I’m not sorry,” she said. “It’s a fork.”

“It is a fork,” Dez agreed, entirely out of his depth.

“I have said sorry about four thousand times in this canteen and about nine of them were for anything.” She picked her own knife back up. “I’m having a think about it.”

Nobody at that table thought a single thing of it. Hattie went back to her sandwich and Renn went back to his landlord and Dez lowered the lid onto his pie and gave it a respectful pat.

I sat in front of a plate I had stopped being able to eat and did not trust myself to say one word about any of it.

At twenty past ten I was in the laundry room in the basement of the intake block, because the machines are free after ten and because I had a coverall with a laundromat’s worth of soot in it that I had been carrying around for three weeks.

The door opened behind me and shut, and the lock went.

Renata leaned back against it with her hands behind her.

“Hi.”

“Hi.”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” she said.

“All right.”

“I don’t want you to be nice about it either. If you are nice about it I am going to go upstairs.”

“Understood.”

She looked at the folding table against the wall, the one they use for sorting, and then at me.

“Sit on the table,” she said.

There were four machines running and the room was warm and loud and smelled of hot lint, and the light above the sink was the greenish one they put in service corridors, and there was no romance in that room anywhere at all.

She came over and got both hands in the front of my shirt and kissed me hard, once, and then went down on her knees on the concrete in front of me without any preamble whatsoever.

“Renata.”

“Don’t.”

She had my belt open and my cock out in a matter of seconds, and she took it in her hand and looked up.

And that was the thing. She looked up, and she held it.

She could not do that anywhere else. Not in the canteen, not on the drill floor, not in her sponsor’s office, where she had spent the whole morning going smaller in her chair. On her knees on a laundry room floor with her hand around my cock, she looked me straight in the face and did not let go of it for the entire time.

“Watch,” she said.

Then she took me in her mouth.

There was no performance anywhere in it. It was fast and hungry and slightly clumsy, hand and mouth together, her cheeks hollowing, and she made a noise every few strokes like a woman eating when she is hungrier than she thought. She got a rhythm and hammered it. When she pulled off to breathe she kept her hand going and kept her eyes on mine and said, “You’re going to. Say when you’re going to cum,” and then went back down.

The concrete cannot have been kind to her knees. She did not appear to be aware that she had knees.

Her braid had come over her shoulder and was dragging back and forth across my thigh, and that greenish service-corridor light made the flush on her throat look like a bruise. Her free hand had gone flat on my thigh and her thumb was moving, small circles, absolutely automatic, the same thing her hand does on the strap of her harness when she is thinking.

Every thirty seconds one of the machines went into a phase and the whole folding table jumped a quarter of an inch under me, and she went with it. She did not stop and she did not resettle. She took the jolt through her forearms on my thighs the way she takes a load, and every time the drum came round it drove her further down than she had meant to go, and she made a noise about it and did not correct for it.

I had a fistful of that vibration coming up through the folding table and both hands on the edge of it, and then one hand in her hair, and she made an approving sound around me when I did that and pushed her head up into it, hard, so that it was clear who had decided.

“Do that,” she said, off me, hand still going. “Hold it. Not the front, the back. Yes.”

Then she looked up at me from underneath, with her mouth full and her eyes wet and steady, and I understood exactly what I was being shown, and it was not a favour.

She was taking something. She had sat in a canteen at half past twelve and gone completely quiet while a man with a red pen read her a section number out of her own contract, and she had not said one word about it in ten hours. Now she was on a concrete floor in a room that smelled of hot lint with her hand round me and her eyes locked on mine, and every second she held that look was a second she was not the woman who goes smaller in a chair.

It stopped being about me at all somewhere around then, which was fine, which was more than fine. My job was to keep my hand where she had put it and to not say one kind word.

Her free hand had come off my thigh and I did not work out where it had gone until her whole shoulder started moving. She had her own trousers open and two fingers working, fast and graceless, no show in it, nothing offered to me at all. The noise she made round my cock when she saw me see it was embarrassment, and she did not stop.

“Don’t stop that.”

She did not. She got there about half a minute later with her mouth still full and her eyes still up on mine, and all of it came through her forearm braced on my thigh, one long shove of a sound she could not get out and had to take back down instead. She stayed on me through all of it. Her hand did not leave her own pussy until she had finished shaking, and then she made a small wrecked noise and went back to work.

“Renata. Now.”

She stayed exactly where she was and took my cum, all of it, with her eyes open on mine the whole way through, and I said something incoherent at the ceiling with my hand shaking in her hair and my heels braced against the table leg.

Afterwards she sat down against the front of the dryers with her legs out in front of her and her head against my knee, and I put my hand in her hair, and one of the machines went into its spin and started walking across the floor by degrees.

“Fourteen thousand,” she said. Flat. Once.

She never said it again.


Chapter 8: The Rope Line

There is a specific thing that happens to your lower back at hour four.

Not pain. Pain would be interesting. It is a kind of dull horizontal complaint that starts under the belt and spreads out sideways, and it comes from standing still on concrete with your hands on a rope, and it arrives at hour four whether you are twenty-three or thirty-four, which was the first genuinely equalising thing this body had done for me.

The rebuilt pier at Halvers Point opened on the last Saturday in April. Two hundred feet of new decking and a covered market hall on the end of it, built where the old grain quay burned in a fire I remembered as a smell.

They had a ribbon, a brass band, a bouncy castle, four councillors, a man selling paper cones of chips, nine thousand people, and twenty-eight grey coveralls holding a rope.

“You are the barrier,” Petrak told us at seven that morning, in the rain, in the coach park. “You are not security. You are not stewards. You do not touch anybody, you do not shout at anybody, and if some fool goes over the rope you let him go and you tell the nearest steward and you do not chase him, because a Bureau uniform running through a crowd starts a stampede and I have seen one.”

“What do we do, Sergeant?” Dez asked.

“You hold the rope.”

“For how long?”

“Until they take it off you.”

There was a pause while twenty-eight people worked out that this was the entire briefing.

“Sergeant,” Renn said. “Is there a break?”

“There is a break.”

“When?”

“When somebody comes and stands where you are standing,” Petrak said. “That is what a break is. A break is a man called Palfrey.”

Palfrey, who had been leaning against the coach and had genuinely not been listening, looked up and said, “what,” and got a laugh, and Petrak let him have it, because Petrak has been doing this for twenty-two years and knows exactly how much laughing a wet coach park at seven in the morning can carry.

Dez had brought a flask, a folded newspaper, two bananas and a pair of sunglasses.

“It’s raining.”

“It won’t be raining at noon,” he said, with enormous confidence, and put the sunglasses on the top of his head, and was correct, and did not let me forget it for the rest of the day.

It stopped raining at nine. The sun came out at half past and the crowd came with it, and by noon the pier was solid people and I had the rope at post fourteen, which was on the corner where the crowd funnelled from the car park onto the deck, which is the worst post on any line and is always given to whoever is standing nearest.

Here is the honest part.

I have done this about ninety times. Marathons, ribbon-cuttings, a state funeral, two riots that never happened, and a presidential motorcade where I stood in the same six square feet for nine hours in February. That is the working life of a Grade F, start to finish, and I have never once been able to explain to anybody why I do not resent it, and I am not going to try now.

You are in the crowd’s way and the crowd is in yours, and about every ten minutes somebody asks you what you do, and you say utility, and they say what does that mean, and you say I hold the rope, and they laugh and you laugh.

A woman gave me half a bag of chips at noon because she said I looked like her son. A kid of about five asked me if I could fly and I said no, and he asked if I could turn invisible and I said only at parties, and his mother laughed and he did not.

At half twelve a man three posts down told me, at length, that the whole Bureau was a racket and that his cousin had waited four hours for a response to a burst main. He was right about the four hours. I told him so, and he was so surprised that he shook my hand and bought me a coffee and then came back twenty minutes later to say the rest of it.

They break the line in thirds and you get twenty minutes, and the twenty-eight of us ate on the kerb of the access road behind the market hall with our backs to nine thousand people.

Palfrey had brought a lunch box with a photograph of a cartoon dog on it, which he claimed was his daughter’s and which everybody agreed was not.

“She’s four.”

“You’ve said she’s four for two months, Palfrey.”

“She’s four and a bit.”

Dez was going round the kerb asking everybody what they would do with an A. It is the standard question and every intake cohort in the history of this building has asked it and it never stops being enjoyable.

“Boat,” said Palfrey.

“You don’t need an A for a boat.”

“I need an A for the boat I want.”

“Renn?”

“I’d not be here,” Renn said, without any pause at all, and got a laugh he had not been going for, and then had to spend four minutes explaining that he liked us all fine.

They got to me last.

“Vargo. A-grade. What do you do?”

I had eleven years of an answer to that and none of it was sayable on a kerb with a sandwich in my hand. What an A means, in the only sense I have ever cared about, is that a dispatcher looks at a card and does not send that person to walk a perimeter on their own in a place with one ramp and no line of sight.

“Ask for a different rota,” I said.

“That’s the worst answer anybody’s ever given,” said Dez. “That’s a bin man’s answer.”

“Ask him what he’d do with a D,” Renn said. “He’d probably ask for a chair.”

At one o’clock a kid went missing off the market hall end and was found at seven minutes past one under a trestle table eating somebody else’s doughnut, and in between those two times the line did the thing a line does: names passed both ways down the rope in order, four posts at a time, no radios, no fuss, and a description that got better every time it moved.

“Boy, four, red coat.”

“Boy, four, red coat, no hat.”

“Boy, four, red coat, no hat, mother’s called Sinead and she’s at the ribbon.”

By post nine it had acquired the doughnut. That is how they found him.

That is the only genuinely skilled thing an F-grade does on a barrier and nobody has ever put it on a card.

Otherwise: a man tried to bring a dog through and I told him no, and he told me the dog was a working dog, and the dog looked at me with an expression that suggested it had never worked a day. A woman asked me to hold her handbag. Two lads of about seventeen wanted to know what happened if they went over the rope and I said nothing at all happens, that is what the rope is for, and they went away disappointed and did not go over it.

At some point before noon a pigeon got into the covered market hall, and about three hundred people who had come to look at a new pier stood and looked at a bird instead, and the brass band lost four bars of something patriotic to it.

And every so often, over the top of all of it, I got the flat useless sensation of being twenty-three in a body that would not ache on schedule. At hour four my back went the way backs do. At hour five it stopped, entirely, the way it never did in eleven years of this, and I stood there on a new deck in the sun and quietly resented my own spine for having no opinions.

Renata had post nine, forty feet up the line, and every time I looked over she was talking to somebody. She had a queue. Genuinely. There was a small crowd of children in front of her post because she had let one of them throw a bottle cap at her and had caught it without looking, and now there were seven of them and they had escalated to a shoe.

“Duarte,” Petrak said, going past. “That is not the rope.”

“They’re behind the rope, Sergeant.”

“That is not what the rope is for.”

“Sergeant.”

He got about ten feet past her and said, without turning round: “Do the thing where you catch two.”

She did the thing where she catches two.

A bottle cap and a shoe, from two children standing four feet apart, both underarm, both at the same time, and she took one out of the air with her left hand without looking at it and put her right out sideways and let the shoe come into her palm as if she had put the palm there yesterday and the shoe was only now getting round to it.

The noise those seven children made went right down the pier.

I stood at post fourteen with my hands on a rope and watched a woman rated F run a stall for children on a Saturday afternoon with the sun on her, and the flush she gets when she is enjoying herself coming up her throat, and the braid coming loose at the tail the way it does about three hours into anything, and I had a thought about the shape she makes when she turns to catch something on the far side of her body that had absolutely no business happening on a public pier in a Bureau uniform.

I looked at the water for a bit after that.

The band played the same four pieces in rotation. The councillors spoke. Somebody’s speech went twelve minutes over and you could feel the pier’s mood change like weather.

And at twenty past one the front row leaned.

That is all it takes. Nine thousand people on a new deck, and something happens at the far end that eighty of them want to see, and the front two rows put their weight on a barrier that is designed to be leaned on by about six.

The crowd barrier at post fourteen was a temporary run: steel A-frames with a top rail, pinned together, standing on a deck that was four days old and still had its bolts under torque. The third A-frame in from the corner had one foot on a deck plate that had not been shimmed properly and it was rocking, and I had been watching it rock for an hour.

It went over sideways with about thirty people against it.

I got my hand on the top rail of the frame at the joint.

Three.

It stopped at nine degrees off vertical and became, for a moment, part of the pier. Somebody’s whole weight was on it and their feet came off the ground and they hung there, honestly baffled, because a barrier that is going over does not stop.

Two.

“Steward. Steward. On me, now, this one’s loose.”

A steward came, and another one, and they got hands on it, and a woman got her handbag strap free of the frame and somebody’s kid got put back on his feet.

One.

The frame came alive again under my palm and there were four people holding it, so nothing happened at all, which is the job.

“Cheers, mate,” the steward said.

“Get a shim under that foot.”

“I’ll get maintenance.”

“Get a shim. Anything. Fold up a programme.”

He folded up a programme.

Nobody photographed any of it. There were about a hundred and forty cameras on that pier and all of them were pointed at the far end, where the councillors were, and at the covered market hall, where the ribbon was, and at the black car that had just come down the access road.

The car was a Bureau car and it had two outriders.

That is a level of fuss you see twice a year in this city. The crowd noise changed shape and went up and the whole pier turned like a field of wheat.

Seo Ji-yun got out of the back of it, and the noise doubled.

I had watched this woman on television for eleven years. I had stood in the rain at three cordons where she was working and never got closer than a hundred feet. What happens when she gets out of a car is not what anybody expects.

Shoes first, because they were the wrong ones, and because they were the only thing about her that was telling the truth. White leather, low heel, box-fresh, put down on a timber deck laid nine days earlier that had rain and grit and gull mess on it, and somebody had made a decision at eight o’clock that morning that those shoes were worth what this pier was going to do to them.

Then the legs, because there is no honest way to look at that woman and get past them: about sixty percent of her, in slate-grey trousers cut to the millimetre, going up on a line that did not break anywhere.

The suit does the rest of it. White and slate grey, cut like nothing anybody in the Bureau’s stores has ever seen, and it fits so precisely that she reads as a drawing. She is thirty-three and five foot eight and she got out of that car with a movement she has clearly been photographed making four thousand times, and every phone on the pier went up at once.

Narrow and high and taut through the hips, and the suit doing that work as well, and doing it so well that there was nothing to look at and I looked anyway.

Slender through the waist and the shoulders and the arms, small and high in the chest, a dancer’s carriage, and standing next to two councillors who had eaten lunch she looked like a different species.

A long neck, and pale matte skin with no shine on it at all in direct sun at half one in the afternoon, and I noticed that at once and then could not stop noticing it.

Jet-black bob, cut to the jaw, absolutely level, not one hair out of it in a coastal wind.

And the face. The face was doing the whole job: warm, delighted, a little rueful about the fuss, aimed at nobody and reaching everybody.

She came down the line.

That is a real skill and I am not being sarcastic. She started at the top of the rope and worked the whole length of it, and she was not fast and she did not skip anybody, and she got to a child in a wheelchair and went down onto her heels in a five-thousand-dollar suit on a wet deck and stayed there for a full minute.

She was forty feet away when Renata said, from post nine, “she’s shaking everybody’s hand.”

“She always does,” I said, and then heard myself say it.

Renata looked at me down the line.

“Do you ever say anything that isn’t weird?” she said.

Ji-yun did the children, then the stewards, then the councillors, then, because this is the part she is known for, she turned round and did the rope. The uniforms. Twenty-eight grey coveralls on a barrier, and she went along us one at a time.

I watched her come.

She did not do a stock line to each person. She said something different to every one of them, and it was short, and it landed, and by the time she got to Dez, three posts up, he had gone the colour of a stop sign and lost the power of speech.

What she said to Dez was, “you have been on your feet since seven, I saw the coach come in,” and Dez said a sound rather than a word, and she moved on before it could get embarrassing for him. That is a skill in itself.

What she said to the woman on post twelve was about her boots, specifically, and correctly, because they were the old pattern and the old pattern is better and everybody in the Bureau knows it and nobody outside the Bureau has ever heard of it.

I watched her come the last forty feet. Eleven years of watching this woman on a screen, and about ninety seconds of watching her walk.

She does not walk like a fighter. Everybody else on that pier with a letter on their card walks like somebody expecting the floor to move, including me. She walks like the floor has been checked. Long line from the heel all the way up, shoulders level, chin level, hands loose, all of it as economical as a drawing, and the suit going with her instead of after her.

There was not one photograph taken on that pier that day in which she was not perfect, and there were about three thousand of them.

Then she was in front of me.

Up close, three things.

Her eyes are black-brown with a hard dark ring round the iris, and they are extremely still. She smiles with the mouth. The mouth does everything: warm, quick, entirely convincing, and the eyes stay exactly where they are, watching, level, doing arithmetic behind a wall.

Her earrings were small gold studs, and one of them had a scratch on it.

And her right thumbnail was bitten down to the quick.

“Thank you for standing in the rain this morning,” she said.

“It’s a living.”

“It is a long one.” She put her hand out. “Seo Ji-yun.”

“Emmett Vargo.”

I took her hand.

Three.

Her skin was cool and dry. Small hand, narrow through the back, a callus at the base of the middle finger that has no business being on a hand that immaculate.

And underneath it, the push.

I have used those three seconds on maybe sixty people since the Bench. It is a weight. It always arrives the same way, like putting your palm on a door with somebody behind it, and you feel how hard they lean, and then you know.

There was no door.

It came up and it kept coming up, and it went past a hundred, and past two hundred and fifty which is where the letters run out, and it kept going, and it did not stop or level or crest at any point in three seconds, and I stood on a pier at Halvers Point holding a woman’s hand and understood that I was not measuring her. I was measuring the limit of what I could feel.

Two.

The plate at Franklin Yard is rated to three hundred, and Krall had told me two weeks earlier, with her glasses off, that at the top of its range it is less good, because violence is difficult to measure.

They have never had a plate big enough for this woman. Nobody in this city has ever had an instrument that could hold what was in that hand.

One.

And my face did something.

I felt it go. I have a good face for this. I stood in a hospital corridor once for two hours with a family and never let anything through, and on a wet pier at twenty-five past one, holding hands with the most photographed woman in Dunmore, my face did something and I did not catch it in time.

Here is what mattered, and it took me two hours afterwards to understand why it had frightened me.

A ceiling that size, on its own, means nothing. Ivet Krall says it four times a year: nobody can feel their own ceiling from the inside. Half this city is walking around under a number they will never touch, and there is no way at all to know from the outside whether a person is under-performing or simply at the end of what their body will express. If I had felt that in a stranger’s hand and the stranger had looked at me blankly, I would have gone home and written down a big number and thought about it in the bath.

She did not look at me blankly.

She did not look at me at all, in the sense of a woman noticing that a man has gone grey in front of her. She did not ask if I was all right. She did not glance down at our hands. She did not do the small quick frown that a person does when the man they are greeting suddenly stops being ordinary, and I know that frown extremely well because Renata Duarte had done it at me twice in three weeks.

Seo Ji-yun held the handshake for half a beat longer than the line required.

Then she said, “Thank you, Mr Vargo,” and let go, and moved on to post fifteen and said something to Palfrey that made him laugh.

That is all. That is the entire event.

There is exactly one way a person in this city knows their own gap, and I had just been holding it.

I stood at post fourteen with my hands back on the rope and both my ears roaring, and I watched her work the rest of the line, and she did not look back at me once, which is a much harder thing to do than looking back.

She knew I had seen it.

I knew she knew.

Neither of us said a word about it, on that pier, or for a long time afterwards.

She had no second instrument. She had a decade of watching faces from a foot away, and mine had given her something to log.

From the press pen at the end of the deck, Corrine Adjei watched the whole thing.

I did not notice her at the time. I noticed her afterwards, when the crowd was going and I was rolling rope and she was standing about thirty feet away with a coffee, and she was not looking at Seo Ji-yun getting into the car. She was looking at post fourteen with her head slightly on one side, and when I looked up she did not look away, and after a second she raised the coffee at me about an inch and turned round and went back to her van.

The car did not go anywhere for another twenty minutes, and the reason was down at the coach park end, where the lighting tower over the access road had come down at some point while the crowd was leaving and nobody on that deck could tell me when. Forty feet of scaffold flat on the timber, and the six market stalls it had to have gone through standing there untouched with their awnings up and their cake still out, and a clean fan of deck between the two, and Seo Ji-yun in the middle of it in her white shoes with her hands at her sides, not breathing hard, telling a steward where to put the tape.

I ran the geometry on that twice on the way to the truck and could not make it come out.

The pier cleared by seven. We got the barriers back on the truck by eight, and the truck back to the Yard by nine.

The entire journey was twenty-eight people comparing what she had said to them, which took the whole nine miles and was funnier than anything else that happened that week.

“She said thank you for standing in the rain.”

“She said that to me.”

“She said it to everybody, Palfrey.”

“She said it to me differently.”

Dez had recovered enough to have a version in which he had said something back, and the version improved between the coach park and Iron Line Road, and by the time we came through the Yard gates he had made her laugh.

“You made her laugh.”

“I made her laugh.”

“You made a noise like a fridge,” said the woman from post twelve, and the truck came apart, and Dez took it with the dignity of a man who intends to keep telling it anyway.

Renata sat on the tailgate on the way with her boots swinging and gave me a running commentary on the day, the way she does when she is happy and does not know it.

“Fourteen catches,” she said. “Two-handed. One of them was a shoe.”

“You’re a serious professional.”

“There was a kid there who’s going to grow up and be an absolute menace. Six years old, threw the shoe underhand at my knees to see if I’d get down for it.” She stretched her arms out over her head and half the truck’s crew looked over. “That’s tactics. That’s a six-year-old with tactics.”

“What did you do?”

“Got down for it.”

“Weak.”

“Completely weak,” she agreed, and put her head back against the bulkhead. “She had a mark on her earring.”

“Who did?”

“Seo. The A.” She said it like a brand name off a tin. “Little gold studs. There’s a scratch on the left one. Eight years I’ve been looking at that woman in the paper and I have never seen a mark on anything.”

I did not say anything for a bit.

“Have you ever met her?” Renata asked.

“No.”

“She shook your hand.”

“That’s not meeting somebody,” I said. “That’s a rope line.”

At half past ten that night I sat on the edge of my bunk with the door shut and got the notebook out.

Page one, four lines down, the entry I had been circling since the fourth of April, written in the first hour, in a hand that was not steady.

I had written eight words. A date, a district, a name.

Under it, on the Saturday night after the pier, I wrote the rest of it, and it took me a long time, because writing down what you know forces you to write down what you do not.

14 JUNE. WAREHOUSE, HALVERS POINT, RIVERSIDE OF THE LINE. MIRELA ANTIC, GRADE B, 41. FOUND WEDNESDAY MORNING. HER TAG GONE.

Then, underneath:

FOURTH ONE. FIRST ONE ANYBODY CONNECTS.

And underneath that, because it is the thing that matters and I made myself write it in full:

I DO NOT KNOW WHAT BUILDING. I DO NOT KNOW WHAT TIME. I DO NOT KNOW WHY SHE WAS THERE. I DO NOT KNOW HOW HE DID IT.

The notebook held aftermaths: dates, districts, names, numbers of dead, the look of a street with a tent on it. An F-grade arrives afterwards.

I knew Mirela Antic died at Halvers Point on the fourteenth of June and lost her tag. I did not know what Ostrowski did, how he got in, or whether she ever saw him.

I read the notebook end to end. Twelve entries. Seven with names. Four in the Stack, three at Halvers Point, and one with nothing except a month and the words RIVER and COUNT. One was already crossed out.

I turned to the back page and wrote:

WHAT I ACTUALLY KNOW.

Dates. Districts. Who died. That is all.

I HAVE NEVER SEEN ONE OF THEM HAPPEN.

I did the arithmetic on the calendar on the wall.

The thirtieth of April to the fourteenth of June. Forty-five days.

I put the notebook back in my chest pocket and lay down on the bunk with my boots still on and looked at the ceiling, and after about a minute I said it out loud in an empty room, which is a habit I picked up somewhere in the last month and have never entirely lost.

“Forty-five days, and he doesn’t know my face yet.”


Chapter 9: The Card

It took me nine days and fifty-two dollars to find out where the Rung was going to be on the third of May, and twenty-six of those dollars went to men who told me nothing.

That is the tuition fee. Nobody tells you it exists.

I went back down to the Stack after certification let out, on four nights out of the nine, and spent most of them in the bar with the green light.

The bar with the green light has no name over the door because the sign came down in a storm in the seventies and the landlord decided he preferred it. Everybody calls it the green light. There is one room, nine stools, a pool table with a rip in it, and a hatch at the back where a woman sells sandwiches at half nine and nobody has ever been able to explain the schedule.

I learned exactly one thing per night in there, which is a terrible rate of return and about right.

Night one I learned that if you buy two men a drink and ask them nothing at all, they will tell you about the greyhounds for an hour and forty minutes.

Night two I learned that the barman is called Fitz and does not like being asked what he thinks.

Night three I learned that when a stranger in that bar mentions the Bureau, the room does not go quiet. It gets slightly louder and slightly friendlier, and every conversation in it moves a few inches sideways away from you, and I sat there with a glass in my hand and felt it happen the way you feel a draught.

Night four, Fitz put my change down on the bar and did not take his hand off it.

“There’s a fat fella,” he said, to the till. “Leaves a number with me for people who can be trusted to lose money.”

“Am I one of those?”

“You’ve bought four pints in four nights and drunk two of them,” Fitz said. “You’re something. I’d rather it was that.”

He lifted his hand off the change. Under it was a beer mat with a phone number on it in pencil, and the pencil was old, and the mat had been under that till for a while.

It was Ludo Odom’s. Odom charged me fifteen dollars over the telephone for an address and made me read it back to him twice.

“You’re learning,” he wheezed. “It took you nine days. Most of them take a month, and most of them are never worth the phone call. Do not bring anybody.”

Cadmus Row is not Cadmus Street. It runs off the back of it at the laundry end and goes down to the Iron Line, and the two of them have been confusing postmen for ninety years, and everybody who lives in the Stack says the Street or the Row and never says Cadmus on its own.

The venue was a pool hall on the Row that had flooded in March when the main went, and had never reopened, because the insurance had a clause in it about maintained premises.

Eight inches of standing water in the back half. They had pulled all the tables into the flood end and laid boards over the near half on pallets, and built the ring out of scaffold pipe and blue rope on the boards, and put four lamps on stands round it running off a generator in the yard. The whole place smelled of wet carpet and cigarettes and the underside of a sink.

Sixty-odd people. Money in envelopes going one way, cash going the other. A woman on the door with a cash box on a chain who took eight dollars off me and did not look at my face.

Ludo Odom was in a folding chair on the dry side with a clipboard on his knee and the oxygen bottle he never used standing by his foot like a dog. When a bout ended he wrote on the clipboard, and when a fighter came off he paid them out of a coat pocket that appeared to be structural.

Fifteen feet from him, on a bar top with the stools stacked, Doc Wendell Sallis was sewing up a man’s eyebrow.

Sixty-one, cigarette in the corner of his mouth the whole time, reading glasses down his nose, sleeves rolled, and hands that did not shake at all. He worked by the light of a lamp somebody was holding for him and he talked to the man the entire time about a horse.

The horse was called Bellows and had, according to Doc Sallis, no heart, no legs and no future, and had cost him a hundred and forty dollars over two years, and he had gone to see it in a field once and it had ignored him.

“Hold still.”

“You’re not holding still.”

“I am the only thing in this room holding still,” Sallis said, and put in another stitch, and went back to the horse.

Nobody watched him work. That is the part that took me a while. In a Bureau clinic a man having his eyebrow sewn on a bar top would draw a crowd, and here the crowd had its back to it, because in this room a man being stitched is the price list, and nobody stands about staring at a price list.

The floor sloped. The boards had been laid on pallets over eight inches of standing water and the whole platform gave about half an inch under every step, so that the entire building moved slightly and continuously, and by the end of the night everybody in there had the walk of a man on a boat.

The woman on the door counted her cash box twice an hour with her lips moving.

That is the Rung. That is the whole of it. There is no crime lord, no neon, nobody in a good suit. There is a man with a clipboard, a man with a needle, a woman with a cash box, and about sixty people who have paid eight dollars to stand in a wet room.

The first thing I did was try to buy information, and I did it so badly that people are still telling the story.

There was a group by the generator door: three fighters not on the card, a woman who timed the rounds, and a lad selling cans out of a bin bag. I bought four cans I did not want and stood with them for twenty minutes doing what I thought was groundwork.

Then I said: “Who’s the biggest earner here?”

The conversation stopped in a way that told me everything.

“Because I’m looking for a heavy fella,” I said, going straight past it, which was the second mistake and much worse than the first. “Six foot, thick through the neck, going bald at the front, nylon jacket. Fights on the fillers. Wins them all fast.”

The timekeeper said, “You police?”

“No.”

“You look like police.”

“I’m a Bureau responder.”

“That’s police.”

“That’s a man who holds a rope,” I said, and pulled the card out of the sleeve on my chest and held it up, and there is an F on it, and that got the first laugh of the evening at my expense and not the last.

“Christ, put that away,” somebody said.

And a voice from behind me, at about chest height, said, loudly, to the entire room: “Are you actually asking a room full of unregistered fighters to describe a man to you, while holding up a Bureau card?”

I turned round.

She was five foot one and she was standing on an upturned crate, which took her to about my nose, and she had her hands wrapped and a towel round her neck and she was already enjoying herself enormously.

I read her the way I read everything, which is from the floor up, and it took a good deal longer than it needed to.

Boots first, laces undone, tongues out, and bare shins under them with three scabs on the same knee, one of them fresh. Then the thighs, short and dense and packed hard, the kind of legs that are entirely about the first two feet of a sprint, and there is a thing that happens to a man when he sees a body built for one specific job and built for it properly.

Men’s shorts, worn low off nothing at all, and a small high tight ass in them made for acceleration and for no other purpose whatsoever, and I looked at that a good deal longer than a man ought to in a wet room with sixty witnesses.

Then six inches of stomach under a cut-off sweatshirt, flat and ridged with the muscle plainly showing, freckles all across it. Then the sweatshirt, and how little there was between her and it. Small and high and set wide, and the cold in that room had made a liar out of the fabric, and I got my eyes off it, and then put them back, and then got them off again, and I never once managed to look at that woman like a professional.

Split knuckles on both hands, four across and four across, old scars and new splits together, which you could see through the wraps because she never finished winding them.

Copper red, up in a high ponytail that swung every time she moved her head, which was constantly. Pale, and freckled so heavily across the nose and the shoulders and the tops of her chest that at four feet it read as colour rather than spots.

And green eyes, extremely bright, never still, already about three sentences ahead of both of us.

“Twenty-four years of my life I’ve been coming to rooms like this,” she announced, “and that is the worst piece of work I have ever seen anybody do in one of them. Do it again. Go on. Do the card.”

“Are you going to help me or perform at me?”

“Both. Obviously both.” She jumped off the crate and landed and did not stop moving. “And when I’m done with the lesson I’m going to take you round the back of that generator and put my mouth on you until you forget your own letter, so pay attention now while you’ve still got the use of your legs.”

Thirty people heard it. A man by the door said, “Jesus, Ness,” in the tone you would use about the weather.

“He’s grand. Look at the state of him, he’s gone the same colour as the wall.” She was already walking. “Right. Come here. Stand there. You’ve paid your eight dollars so you’re entitled to the lesson, and I’m doing it out loud because everybody in this room needs to hear how bad you are at this.”

Then she taught me the fight circuit for a solid quarter of an hour, at volume, in front of about thirty people, and every word of it was correct.

“The card’s a shape,” she said. “It’s not a list of fights, it’s a shape. Odom builds it like a meal. Two quick ones at the top to get the money out of people’s pockets while they’re still standing up. Then a long one. Then the fillers in the middle, that’s the boring bit, that’s where people go for a piss and a can. Then the two he’s advertised. Then the last one, which is always local grudge, because grudge doesn’t cost him anything.”

“Who gets paid to lose?”

“Now that’s a better question, look at you.” She counted on her fingers, in wraps. “Anybody on the fillers who’s not local. Anybody who’s been carried in a van from another city, because a man in a van has already been paid and he wants to be back in the van. And anybody Sallis has looked at twice that week, because Odom won’t let a man in the ring on a Tuesday if the Doc’s shaking his head about him, and that man still wants his money, so he takes an easy one.”

“And the fighters who win everything?”

“Get less work. Everybody thinks it’s the other way round.” She was walking backwards ahead of me now, through the crowd, talking. “You beat everything they put in front of you and you’re a problem, because Odom can’t build a shape round a man who ends everything in forty seconds. You end up on the fillers because that’s where you fit.”

“Why does it never happen twice in the same place?”

“Because a place is a thing people can find.” She held up a finger at somebody who had started to answer for her. “No. Shut up, Bren, you tell it wrong. It’s not the police, everybody thinks it’s the police. The police have been to two of these in six years and both times they stood at the back and one of them had a bet on.”

“Then what?”

“Landlords. Insurance. A fella owns an empty building and he’d rather have eighty dollars than nothing, and then his cousin finds out and wants a hundred, and by the third week the man wants a percentage and Odom would rather burn the building down than give anybody a percentage.” She counted off on her wraps again. “Two nights, maybe three, then you’re gone. A regular venue is a thing that grows a landlord.”

“And a doctor,” I said.

“And a doctor. That’s Sallis, and Sallis is the only one of us who can stop a card. If he shakes his head at a fella that fella doesn’t fight, and Odom will lose money on the night and do it anyway, and if you want to know the single actual rule of this entire business, it’s that one.”

Somebody behind us said, with feeling, “he stopped me in February.”

“He stopped you in February because your eye was coming out.”

“It wasn’t coming out.”

“Frankie, it was coming out, there’s a photograph.”

She was fizzing. The whole time she talked her heels were going, her hands were going, she was up on her toes and down, and the room had drifted toward her without meaning to, and I understood that she was not showing off at me. She was doing the thing she does, which is fill any available space entirely, and I had happened to be standing in it.

“So a man like that,” I said, “just fights and takes his money and leaves.”

“Fights, takes it, leaves. Doesn’t drink. Doesn’t stay for the top of the card, because why would he.” She stopped walking backwards. She looked at me for a second with those green eyes going still for the first time, and it was a completely different face. “You’re describing somebody specific.”

“I’m describing a type.”

“You’re describing somebody specific and you’re doing it badly, and I want you to know I’ve clocked it, and I’m going to let you get away with it for now because I’m on in twenty minutes.” She bounced up onto her toes and back down. “Nobody asks names here. That’s rule one and I’m giving it to you free. You want to know who somebody is, you don’t ask who he is, you ask when he last fought. Money remembers what people don’t.”

“Why doesn’t anybody ask names?”

“Because half this room’s unregistered, and a name’s a thing that gets written down, and a thing that gets written down goes on a list, and there is not one single list in Dunmore that has ever done anybody in this building a favour.” She said it fast and flat and then blinked, as if she had surprised herself. “That’s the answer they’d all give you, anyway.”

“What’s yours?”

“Mine’s on in twenty minutes,” she said, and went.

Her bout was fifth and it was against a woman four inches taller and about two stone heavier, and it lasted forty seconds.

Here is what Overclock looks like, from twelve feet away, on the boards.

For the first eight seconds it looked like nothing at all. She stayed off, moved, took one on the shoulder, gave two back that were not worth anything, and I thought, honestly, that I had misjudged this and she was going to get hurt.

Then there was a noise.

It came up out of her, a rising whine like a motor spinning up under a floor, and everyone in the room heard it and half of them started shouting before anything happened, because they knew what it meant.

And then she was not where she had been.

She does not blur. Every account of a speed power I have ever read says blur, and blur is what your eyes hand you afterwards to be polite about it. She arrives. She is at one edge of the ring and then she is inside the other woman’s arms with her forehead in her sternum, and there is no distance covered in between that your eye is given any part of.

Thirteen strikes in about four seconds. I counted eight and I know I missed some.

They were not big. That is the other thing every account gets wrong. There was no windmilling and nothing theatrical; it was eight or ten short hard shots into a body from a range of six inches, delivered by somebody with her forehead planted in the other woman’s chest so that the other woman could not fold up and could not step back and had nowhere in the world to put her arms.

Her boots never left the boards. The boards moved under everybody.

Two of those shots went into the same rib and I heard both of them from twelve feet away over sixty people shouting.

The taller woman folded up against the ropes and the whole room came off the floor, and there was steam coming off Nessa Doheny in a cold wet room, actual visible steam off her shoulders and the back of her neck, and the whine wound down like a drill going off.

Forty seconds. She lifted one arm about halfway.

Then she went down.

Not dramatically. She sat down on the boards, hard, like a woman who had been holding a fridge and had finally put it down, and her hands started shaking, and her face went the colour of a wet newspaper.

Doc Sallis was already crossing the boards with a chair.

That is what told me everything about the Rung, and about her, and about the shape of what I had walked into. He did not run. He was not surprised. He came over with a wooden chair in one hand and a cigarette in the other and he put it down behind her and got her onto it with a hand under her arm, and he had a can of something sugary in his coat pocket already open.

“Four minutes,” he said to her.

“I’m grand.”

“Four minutes, girl.”

“I’m grand, I’m going to have a wash.”

“Sit in the chair, Nessa,” Sallis said, without any heat, and she sat in the chair.

She sat in it for four minutes with her hands shaking so hard she needed both of them for the can, black rings coming up under her eyes while I watched, and she talked the entire time. About the fight, about the other woman’s guard, about the fact that her own left hand had gone stupid at the end there, about a fella at the back who owed her nine dollars.

Her skin went the colour of putty while I stood there. It is not a figure of speech. The freckles stayed exactly where they were and everything around them drained out from under, and the rings came up under her eyes in about two minutes, purple-black, like somebody had pressed two thumbs there.

Somebody handed her the envelope with her money in it and she could not get it into her jacket pocket, and tried four times, and swore, and put it in her sock.

She could not stand up. Ninety seconds earlier she had been the fastest thing in the city.

Nobody in that room found any of that remarkable, and it is the thing I could not get out of my head on the walk home.

The taller woman came past to shake her hand on the way out and had to bend down to do it, and said something about the ribs, and Nessa said, “sorry about those,” and meant it, and then told her which pharmacy on Cadmus Row opens at six.

The brawl started at the top of the card, the way they do, over money.

Two men on the dry side, one of whom had lost eight dollars and had opinions about the timekeeper, and the second of whom was a friend of the timekeeper, and then a third who wanted to help and did not know who to help.

The first man went for the second across a stack of chairs and got a hand into his collar, and the whole end of the room turned into that particular kind of scrum where about forty people are trying to get out and a dozen are trying to get in.

That is the dangerous part. It is never the punch. It is that there were sixty people in a wet room with one door and a generator cable across the floor.

I got there on the outside of it, put my shoulder past a lad who was filming it, and put the flat of my hand on the small of the first man’s back at the exact moment he was mid-stride and had his weight off both feet.

Three.

He stopped.

He did not stumble or freeze or get pushed. He stopped, absolutely, with one boot in the air, in the middle of a swing, and the whole architecture of the fight collapsed around him because everybody else was still moving. His friend went past him. The man he was going for went backwards into a table. Somebody grabbed at his arm and got no purchase because he was not there to be moved.

Two.

“He’s on the cable,” I said, loudly, to the man whose collar he had hold of. “Get the cable up. Now.”

Somebody got the cable up.

One.

He came free and his own momentum put him on his hands and knees on the boards, and the moment had gone, because a brawl is nine-tenths timing. Nobody who is not already fighting will start once the beat is broken. He got up swearing and looked round for it and it was over.

Doc Sallis went back to the eyebrow. The timekeeper called the next bout. Sixty people rearranged themselves and got their cans back off the floor.

Ludo Odom, in his folding chair, wrote something on his clipboard.

Then he looked up, over the top of it, straight at me, for as long as it takes to read a line of print.

That was the first thing I did in Dunmore in either of my lives that impressed anybody who mattered.

She found me afterwards in the yard by the generator, with a towel round her neck and her jacket on and her hands still not right.

“You stopped that.”

“Somebody stopped it.”

“Don’t do that. I hate that.” She got up on the low wall so she was at my height, which she did every time we ever talked outdoors. “You put your hand on his back and he stopped like a photograph. I was watching. I’m faster than you and I still saw it, so you can imagine how obvious it was.”

“It’s three seconds. It’s a utility power.”

“It’s a fantastic power and you’re wasting it holding ropes.” She got out a tobacco tin, opened it, decided against it, closed it. “What’s your name?”

“Emmett Vargo.”

“Nessa Doheny. Twenty-four, unregistered, unassayed and unbothered, and I’ll still be here when you’re not.” She stuck her hand out and I took it, and I did not use it, because in the last month I had begun to understand that there is a cost to knowing things about people and I was not sure I could afford another one that night. “Right. Your man. The heavy fella.”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“Because I think he’s dangerous.”

“They’re all dangerous, that’s the ticket price.”

“Not like that.”

She stopped and looked at me properly, and her heels stopped drumming on the wall, which I would later learn is the single rarest thing about her.

Then she reached inside her jacket and pulled out a flyer.

It was folded into eighths and it had been folded and unfolded so many times that the creases had gone furry. The front was an advertisement for a card at a bus garage eight months ago. The back was a list, in blue biro, in a small crabbed hand nothing like her voice.

Nine names. Beside each one, a month and a year.

“Fighters who stopped coming back,” she said.

I read them. I did not recognise a single one, and that is the exact moment the floor went out from under me, and I am not sure I hid it.

“People stop coming back all the time,” I said carefully. “They get hurt. They get a job. They move.”

“That’s what Odom says. Word for word, actually, you’ve got his exact three, he does hurt, job, moved.”

“He’s not wrong.”

“Cathal Byrne moved,” she said. “That’s the second name. Went to his cousin in the west, apparently, in November. Cathal Byrne owed me forty dollars and would have crawled through a sewer to avoid paying it, and he’d have made sure I knew he was going, because the pleasure of it was the whole point.” She tapped the flyer. “Nobody moves without telling somebody they owe money to. That’s not how people are.”

“Who have you told?”

“Odom. Sallis. And I went to the Bureau.”

“You went to the Bureau.”

“Course I did.” She said it with a savagery that came out of nowhere. “Walked into the desk at the Yard on a Wednesday and stood there for twenty minutes and told a fella with a moustache that nine fighters had stopped turning up. And he was nice as anything, do you know? He listened to the whole thing. He nodded in the right places.”

“And?”

“And he didn’t write anything down.”

She folded the flyer along its furry creases and put it back inside her jacket.

“Not one word,” she said. “I watched his hands. He had a pen and a pad in front of him and he never picked it up, because there’s nothing to write on. They’re not on anything. There’s no card, there’s no letter, there’s no number, there’s no employer, there’s no rota, there’s no premium and there’s no benefit. If Cathal Byrne is at the bottom of the river he’s not a case, because there’s no file to put him in. He’s just a fella who stopped coming.”

The generator ran. Somebody inside the pool hall shouted about a decision.

“Everybody tells me I’m bored,” Nessa said. “Sallis tells me I’m bored. Odom told me to my face I’ve got too much time and not enough sense.”

“You’re not bored.”

“No,” she said, and her heels started going again. “I’m not.”

Before I left I did the thing I had come to do, which I had been putting off all evening because I was afraid of what the answer would be.

I asked four people to describe him.

The lad selling cans out of the bin bag, who had watched him fight three times. The timekeeper, who had timed two of them. A fighter who had been in the ring with him in January and lost. And Odom, who charged me fifteen dollars for it.

The lad with the bin bag said: “Big fella. Sort of ordinary.”

“Ordinary how?”

“Just, like. A fella.” He thought about it with real effort, because he wanted to be helpful and I had bought four cans off him. “Older? Not old. Bit of a gut. Hair going, maybe.”

The timekeeper said: “Heavy. Not tall, though. Thick more than big.”

“What about his face?”

She looked at the ceiling for a good five seconds, which is longer than anybody in that room looked at anything all night.

“He’s got a face,” she said, eventually, and heard it, and laughed, and was embarrassed, and did not improve on it.

The fighter who had lost to him in January said the most useful thing anybody said all night, which was: “he doesn’t look at you.”

“During?”

“Any time. He’s not looking at you, he’s looking at where you are.” The man rubbed the back of his own neck. “I’ve been hit by better. That’s the honest truth of it. He’s not a great fighter. He’s just always exactly where he needs to be and he’s in absolutely no rush about it, and by the third round you find out you’ve been walking to him.”

And Odom, who charged me fifteen dollars for it, gave me thirty words and not one of them was a description.

You’d know him if you saw him.

Four people had watched him take another man apart and could not give me a face. No power hid him. Dunmore photographed spectacle, and nobody had ever thought this plain man worth the film.

Nessa walked me to the end of Cadmus Row because she wanted to keep talking.

“He wasn’t on tonight,” she said. “Your fella.”

“I know.”

“He was on last week.”

I stopped in the street.

“He’ll be on again,” she said, and grinned at me, and walked backwards away up the road with her hands in her jacket. “And I’ll know before you do, because I’m on the card, and you’re a fella who holds a rope.”


Chapter 10: Fourteen Seconds

The alarm went at twenty past four on a Wednesday afternoon while forty of us were doing knots.

There is a tone the Yard uses for a major, and it is different from the tone for everything else, and you can hear the difference in the corridor before anybody says a word. It is two notes instead of one. Every trainee in that room had heard it exactly never, and every instructor had heard it about a hundred times, and I watched Simone Beauvais put down a length of rope and become a completely different woman between one second and the next.

“Cohort. Trucks. Coveralls and boots, nothing else, do not go to your rooms.” She was already at the door. “Marchetti, you are on the second truck. Vargo, first. Move.”

“What is it?” somebody said.

“It’s the Iron Line,” Petrak said, from the corridor, in a voice like a bin going down stairs. “It’s the Iron Line and it’s on the Halvers Point transition and there are people underneath it. Get on the trucks.”

The Iron Line runs on concrete legs through the middle of the Stack and comes down to grade on an embankment at Halvers Point, and the transition is a curve with a four percent fall on it, and I have been to nine jobs on that curve, although eight of them have not happened yet.

Twelve minutes out, going down Cadmus Row in the back of a Bureau truck with my boots braced against the bench opposite, I could see the shape of it over the roofs.

Six-car set. Two cars still up on the viaduct. Two down on the embankment lying over at about thirty degrees. Two off the end and into the scrapyard below, and one of those two was standing more or less on its nose against a stack of crushed cars, and there was a hole in the fence you could have driven a bus through.

“Read it,” Simone said, in the truck, to the whole bench. “Out loud. Somebody.”

Renn tried. “It’s, uh. It’s come off at the top and gone down the slope.”

“Why has it stopped where it is?”

“Because the front’s hit the scrap.”

“Half right.” She had her hand on the bar above her head. “It has stopped because the third and fourth cars are still coupled to the two on the viaduct and they are acting as a brake. Every load in that whole set is running through two couplings and a bogie that is off its rails. When you get out of this truck, you will look at those couplings, and you will not put yourself anywhere that a car can go if either of them lets go. Say it back.”

Forty people said it back badly.

I said it too, and I looked at the couplings from four hundred yards out through the back of a moving truck, and my stomach went cold, because in eleven years of arriving after things I have learned exactly one useful thing about arriving before them.

You can see it coming, and nobody will let you say so.

The scene at ten past five was what those scenes always are: too many people, too little rope, and a sound.

Sirens, obviously, and the generator on the light tower, and somebody’s car alarm going in the scrapyard because it had been dropped on. But underneath all of it there is a noise a stressed vehicle makes, a long, slow, structural groan in a low register, and every time it happened four hundred people stopped talking and then started again.

Fire had the scrapyard. Ambulance had a triage line on the road with nine people in it. Bureau had the embankment, and Bureau had sent, by the number, what the number allowed: one B, three Cs, four Ds and whatever utility could be scraped off a certification cohort.

I found the B in the first minute because you cannot miss her.

Talei Fonoti is thirty-one years old and six foot four.

She was standing at the bottom of the embankment in a heavy-rescue rig with the sleeves cut off, because nothing the Bureau issues fits her arms, and she had her hands up flat on the underside of the fifth car where it came off the slope, and she was holding it.

Warm brown skin, and a band of traditional tattoo work running round the right thigh and hip, visible where the rig’s leg was cut away. Bleach-white hair, shaved at the sides, the long part on top tied back, black at the roots. Shoulders like a doorframe and a back that went out and out under the rig. Wide hips, thighs you could park a car against, and a heavy chest that the rescue harness had clearly been fighting since the day it was issued.

Her boots were four inches into the ground.

Not sunk. The concrete apron she was standing on had starred, white cracks radiating out from each boot in a pattern like something dropped on a windscreen, and while I watched it got worse by an inch.

“You’re in my light,” she said, to a fire officer, without turning her head, in a voice you could hear at fifty yards and which sounded like it was coming out of a very large friendly cave.

Overburden. She makes things heavier, including herself, and the useful part of that is what she can hold rather than what she can lift, and Dunmore has had exactly one of her for nine years and pays for it at a B because that is the number in her contract.

Petrak put me on the cordon, and I did the cordon for twenty-five minutes, and then I did stretcher runs, and then I carried a hydraulic pack up the embankment twice, and then I held a light.

That is the job. Everything else that happened that day gets told and this bit never does. Six of us in grey coveralls spent the first hour of a major incident carrying things up a slope in the rain and standing where we were told, and all of those jobs needed doing, and one of them was holding a light so that a woman from ambulance could see what she was doing to a man’s leg.

I used the hand twice in that hour and nobody saw either time. A stretcher trolley with one wheel going over the kerb edge and a man on it who was already having a poor day. A cordon fence with about forty people leaning on it, three seconds while a steward got a foot under the base of it. Neither of those is on any account of that afternoon, and both of them count, and they are the anchors this job is actually made of.

The woman from ambulance was called Doreen and she had a headtorch that had died in the first ten minutes, which is why she had me.

“Left a bit. Left. Down.”

“Down?”

“Down, on the wound, not on my hands, I know where my hands are.” She worked for a while. “Are you the new intake?”

“That obvious?”

“You’re holding the lamp properly,” Doreen said. “The new ones hold it properly for about a year and then they start holding it wherever they happen to be looking, and after that you can tell how long anybody’s been in this job by where the light is.”

Behind us, up the slope, two of the cohort were carrying a stretcher badly and being told so by Petrak, at volume, from a distance of forty feet, in the rain.

I carried the hydraulic pack up twice. The second time I got to the top and a rail company man took it off me without a word and I stood there with my hands empty and my heart doing about a hundred and ten, and I remember thinking that I was going to have to do something about how much I was enjoying myself, because there was a driver dead in the front cab and I had been having the best afternoon of my second life.

At twenty past six the fifth car started to walk.

I was up on the slope with a coil of hose over my shoulder when the noise changed. Not louder. Lower.

“Off the slope,” somebody shouted. “Everybody off the slope.”

The fifth car had a maintenance crew inside it. Four of them, rail company, who had been in the rear cab when it went over and had been cut out to about halfway and were coming through a hole in the floor pan onto the embankment, one at a time, because that is how you come through a hole in a floor pan.

Two out. Two still in.

The car was resting on its side on the embankment with its front end down against the scrap, and the whole weight of it was hanging off the coupling to the fourth car, and the fourth car was hanging off the third, and the third was still up on the viaduct with its brakes on.

The bogie under the fourth car finished tearing out of the frame.

I felt it through my boots. Everybody on that embankment felt it through their boots, and Talei Fonoti’s head came up.

“It’s going,” she said. “It’s going, it’s going, I’ve got it.”

She got it. She got both palms on the underside of the fifth car’s floor pan and set her feet and everything about her changed: she dropped about six inches into the concrete and the whole slope made a noise like a boot in gravel and the car stopped.

For about two seconds.

Then it started sliding again, with her holding it, and the reason it kept going is not complicated. She can make a thing immovable in the sense that it will not accelerate. She cannot make the ground under it stop being a forty-degree slope of wet ballast, and she cannot make a coupling stop tearing, and a coupling was tearing, and what she was actually doing was holding four hundred tonnes of train with her feet on marbles.

Her boots ploughed. Two feet, then four. I saw the tattoo band on her thigh go tight as everything in that leg locked.

“I can’t hold the slope,” she shouted. “The slope’s going with it.”

Somebody at the top screamed at the crew inside to come out.

Fourteen seconds. That was the number. From the bogie letting go to the moment the fifth car’s front end came off the scrap stack and the whole thing went down into the yard, we had about fourteen seconds, and there were two men coming through a hole in a floor pan one at a time.

I dropped the hose.

Here is the thing about my power that nobody has ever been able to get into their heads, including me, for a long time: it is not about how heavy. Heavy is irrelevant. Heavy is a completely different conversation. The only question I ever get to ask is where and when.

Three hundred tonnes of train hanging off a coupling is a colossal load, and it is a colossal load that is entirely, absolutely dependent on one steel pin about the size of my forearm, at a place I could reach, at a moment I could time.

I went down the slope on my heels, sideways, on ballast I had no business being on, and I got to the coupling between the fourth and fifth car with about seven seconds left, and I could not put my hand on it while it was tearing, because you cannot anchor an event.

You anchor a thing at the instant of maximum load. Too early and you burn your three seconds on a coupling that is not yet doing anything, and the three seconds end at the exact moment it is worst. Too late and there is nothing to hold.

The steel was screaming. There was a shear crack running across the drawbar and I watched it open and I stood there for one full second with my hand six inches away and did not use it.

“Two seconds,” somebody was shouting up top. “Two of them still in there.”

The crack ran to the edge of the bar.

Now.

Skin onto the drawbar, the whole hand.

Three.

The world stopped arguing.

Everything above the coupling, four hundred tonnes of it, was hanging off a piece of steel that had for three seconds become as fixed as the planet, and the crack in it stopped, because a crack is a thing that moves, and nothing was moving.

The car went silent. That is the part nobody believes. A vehicle under that kind of load makes a continuous noise and the noise simply stopped, and the whole embankment heard it stop.

Two.

“Out,” I said. Not loudly. The nearest man was six feet from me. “Now, both of you, go.”

The third man came through the hole and went sideways off the pan onto the ballast, rolling.

One.

The fourth man came through backwards with his belt caught and I got a fistful of his overall and pulled and he came out of it and we went down the slope together on our backsides.

The three seconds ended.

The drawbar tore the rest of the way through in about a tenth of a second, and the fifth car went down into the scrapyard and took two crushed-car stacks and about eighty feet of fence with it, and the noise of it went round the Stack and came back off the gas holders eight seconds later.

Nobody was in it.

I anchored two more things in the next forty minutes. They were both different, and the second one was the one they filmed.

The first was a man’s boot.

One of the fire crew, up on the viaduct edge, went over the lip when the fourth car dropped and got his arm through a handrail stanchion and hung there with his feet on nothing. There was a Bureau D on the deck who got hold of him under the arms and could not lift him, because the man had two stone of gear on him and there was no purchase up there at all.

I got up the access stair and got my hand round the man’s ankle where his boot was scrabbling against the fascia.

Three seconds. His boot became part of the viaduct. He stood on it. That is all it took: one foot on a solid thing and he came up over the rail like a man climbing out of a swimming pool, and the D on the deck fell over backwards with him and swore for a full minute.

The second was the fourth car.

By seven it was hanging half off the embankment with the front end in the yard and the back end wedged, and fire wanted forty minutes to cut two more people out of the vestibule, and nobody could give them forty minutes because the whole thing was moving an inch at a time.

Talei was under it with her hands up, immovable, going down into the ground, and shouting cheerfully at the fire crew about how much time she was going to give them.

What she could not do was stop it moving sideways along the wet ballast.

So we did it in threes.

I got up beside her with my hand on the crossmember and every time she felt it start to walk she said now, and I gave it three seconds, and in each of those three seconds the fire crew got another cut done and the ballast crew got another bag of stone in under the frame. Then I let it go and she took it again while I came off and got my breath and put my hand back on.

Twelve times. Thirty-six seconds of my life, spread out over half an hour, and the entire time I was standing under a train with a woman a foot taller than me who kept up a running commentary the whole way.

“Now.”

Three, two, one.

“Good. Off. Take a breath, little man, you have gone a very bad colour.”

“I’m fine.”

“You are not fine, you are grey. Do you want water?”

“I want you to say now earlier.”

“I say now when it moves.”

“Say it when you think it’s going to move.”

She considered that for the length of one anchor, which is three seconds, and then said, “that is a much better system,” with the delight of a woman who has never once been precious about being corrected, and after that she said now about half a second early every time and we got two more cuts out of the next ten minutes than we had any right to.

The fire crew inside the vestibule could hear all of it. So could the man they were cutting out, who was conscious, and who at one point shouted up through the floor to ask if we could keep doing whatever we were doing.

“We are keeping doing it,” Talei bellowed back.

“Great. Lovely. Thank you.”

“He is very polite,” she said to me. “Usually they swear. I prefer the swearing, it means they are staying awake.”

Then, in the gap between the eighth and the ninth: “You know what your problem is.”

“Go on.”

“You are standing under a train with a card that says F,” said Talei Fonoti, and laughed loud enough that the fire crew inside the vestibule heard it and shouted at her.

They got the last two out at ten past eight and the fourth car went into the yard twenty minutes after that with nobody underneath it, and the Iron Line was shut for nine days.

Two dead. That is what the Herald said the next morning and it was accurate. A driver in the cab of the lead car who had been dead since the first six seconds, and a man in the scrapyard whose name I never got.

I stood at the bottom of the embankment when it was done, and my hands were doing something.

That is what being useful does to you. You come off a job like that with nothing to do with any part of you and everything you have run through your body is still in it. I had done sixteen anchors, and about forty stretcher yards, and stood on a cordon, and none of that is the same as swinging a hammer.

Talei came down off the ballast slope and sat down on a girder and started unclipping her rig, and one of the clips had gone into her forearm and taken a strip of skin off with it, and she put her hand out.

“Give me a pull, I have gone into the ground and now my legs are stupid.”

I took her hand and her forearm and pulled.

Three.

She weighs, at rest, about what you would expect a woman of her size to weigh, and getting her up off a girder is a real job, and I got the correct amount of resistance in my shoulders and the wrong amount of everything else in my head.

Two.

The push came up under my hand and it went past eighty, which is where B starts, and then past a hundred and forty, and then past two hundred, and then past two hundred and fifty, and then it crested, high up, and sat there like a shelf, which is a thing Seo Ji-yun’s had not done.

She was standing on a wet girder in the Stack at half past eight in the evening with a card in her sleeve that said B and a body that was not a B and had never been a B.

One.

I let go of her hand and turned away and picked up the coil of hose I had dropped an hour and a half earlier and said something about getting it back on the truck.

“Hey,” Talei said.

“Yeah.”

She was looking down at me with her head slightly tipped, and the amusement had gone out of her face, and what was left was extremely direct.

“You held your face very still just then,” she said.

“It’s been a long shift.”

“Mm,” said Talei Fonoti, and looked at me for another second and a half, and then bent down and picked up her own kit and swung it onto her shoulder. “It has. Get on your truck, Emmett Vargo.”

Corrine Adjei had been broadcasting from the top of the embankment since half past five.

I did not know until the next day that at seven forty her cameraman had been shooting long over the fourth car and had got nineteen seconds of a man in grey coveralls putting his hand flat on a crossmember, and a train that was walking sideways down a slope simply stopping, twice, at the exact moment the fire crew needed it to.

They ran it that night on the ten o’clock. They ran it again at midnight. It went out on the overnight bulletin at twenty to four and again at seven the next morning, and by then somebody in a studio had said the words unrated and utility, and the second time they ran it they slowed it down.

The duty assessor did my field record at nine that night in the back of a Bureau van with the door open and the rain coming in.

He was a tired man of about fifty with a clipboard and a carbon set and he asked me a dozen questions and wrote the answers down, and then he asked the thirteenth.

“Demonstrated output?”

“Zero, sir.”

“That’s what your card says. That isn’t what I asked you.” He turned the pad round. “You are on three separate accounts of this incident, one of them from a fire officer with twenty-two years in. Two men out of a floor pan at a coupling failure. A man off a viaduct edge. Twelve timed anchors under the fourth car, in cooperation with a Grade B, and she has already told me about it at some length and in front of witnesses.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You have no measurable output and a field record that reads like a D.”

“I don’t do anything, sir. I just hold.”

“Son,” said the assessor, and signed the box at the bottom right, “in this job that is the lot. This was a sanctioned call-out, witnessed and recorded. The record beats your standing number, so your Grade is E as of tonight. Krall records it and reissues the card in the morning. Take her this copy and do not lose it, because I am not doing it twice.”

I took the yellow copy.

The letter in the box was an E. The card on my chest was now an obsolete F, whether the plastic knew it or not.

I got back to Franklin Yard at twenty to twelve, filthy from the boots up, with ballast dust in my hair and somebody else’s blood on one sleeve, and I could not sit down.

The depot washroom is off the motor pool: eight showers, a bench, a long sink unit with a tiled counter, and nobody in it at that hour because the whole building is asleep.

I was on my third attempt at getting the dust out of my ears when I heard the door.

“You are not going to believe the day I have had,” Renata said.

She had been at a cordon on the Cadmus side for six hours. Six hours of standing behind a tape in the rain within sight of a job, with nothing to do, because dispatch sends by the number and the number said her.

She came in with her hair half out of the braid and her coveralls open to the waist and tied off at the hips, in a vest underneath, wet through, and she stopped dead when she saw the yellow slip on the counter.

“What’s that?”

“It’s the field record.”

She picked it up. She read it. I watched her get to the bottom right corner of it.

“E,” she said.

“It moved tonight. Krall records it on the card in the morning.”

“Emmett.”

“The card still says F.”

“The signed record says E.” She held it up and would not give it back, and her hand was shaking. Not from the paper. She had been standing in the cold for six hours with adrenaline she never got to spend and the tremor was going right up into her shoulder. “You earned the letter. You’ve got it.”

“I’ve got an obsolete card and a wet piece of yellow paper.”

“Say it.”

“Renata.”

“Say the letter.”

I said it badly, flat, like a part number off the side of a box.

“Again,” she said, and put the slip down on the counter, and came across the washroom and got both hands in the front of my open coveralls, and pushed me back against the sink unit.

“E,” I said.

“Better.”

She kissed me with her wet hair in my face and her hands going straight down and her whole body vibrating faintly against mine, and it took me a second to work out what the vibration was, and then she said it into my mouth.

“I’ve got a bank in me.”

“From what?”

“Off a wall on Cadmus. Whole side of a hoarding came down at us at about five and I caught it, and then they moved us and I never got a chance to put it anywhere, and I’ve been standing in the rain with it in me for six hours.” She got her forehead against my collarbone. “It hurts. It’s like a fizzing. Everything’s fizzing and I can’t put a cup down.”

“You could dump it in the yard.”

“I’m not dumping it.”

“Renata.”

“I’m not dumping it,” she said, and looked up at me. “I’m holding it. That’s what we’re doing now, isn’t it.”

I got her up onto the tiled counter between two sinks.

It is not a comfortable place to have sex, and neither of us cared, and neither of us was fully undressed at any point. She got her coveralls down and off one leg, and I got my hands into the waistband of what was underneath and pulled them out of the way, and her pussy was already wet through and hot against my hand, and she had her boots hooked behind me before I was properly there.

The door was unlocked. Neither of us went and locked it.

“Hurry up,” she said.

“I’m going.”

“You’re not, you’re doing the thing where you.” She caught her breath as I got there. “Oh. Right. That.”

Standing, face to face, with the strip light off and only the light from the motor pool coming through the wired glass. My hands under her ass on the cold tile and hers locked round the back of my neck. Every time my cock went into her the taps rattled.

And the whole time, the shake.

She was full. Genuinely full of the impact off a falling hoarding, six hours old, undischarged, and it came off her in a fine constant tremor that went through both of us where we were touching, so that she was buzzing against my chest and my hands and the inside of my arms, and I could feel it in my teeth.

“Can you feel that,” she said. “Tell me you can feel that.”

“I can feel it.”

“That’s mine. That’s in me. I’m carrying it.”

“I know.”

“I’ve never,” she said, and stopped, and started again, with her fingers digging into the back of my neck. “Eight years, and I’ve never held a bank longer than a second. Harder. Do it harder, I can take absolutely anything tonight.”

I did it harder. The sink unit was bolted to the wall and I put both hands flat on the tiles either side of her hips and gave her exactly what she asked for, and she took it and made a noise every time, high and undisguised and completely unlike the woman who apologises to strangers on benches.

Her vest was soaked through and had stopped doing anything at all as clothing. I got it shoved up and got my mouth on her, and she went off like a switch, both hands in my hair, and the shake in her went up a note when I got my teeth involved.

“Oh, that’s, do that. That’s not fair. That is not fair.”

“You said harder.”

“I said harder, I didn’t say,” and then she lost the end of the sentence entirely and put her head back against the mirror.

The buzz was in everything. It came off her skin into my mouth, into my palms, up the insides of my arms, and where my cock was inside her it was a fine continuous vibration that I felt from the base of my spine to the back of my teeth, and I have never had to work so hard at not cumming early.

She got a hand back behind her onto the tap and used it to shove herself onto me, taking over the second she saw a way to, and I got both hands under her thighs and hauled her forward to the very lip of the counter, so that almost nothing was under her and she had to hold on.

“Oh,” she said.

“There you go.”

“That’s, yeah. Yeah. Keep me there. Don’t put me down.”

“Say the letter,” she said. “Go on. Say it while you’re.”

“E.”

“Louder.”

“E, Renata.”

“You’re an E.” She had her forehead against mine and her eyes open and about an inch away. “The card catches up tomorrow, and I’m going to be on the board and it’s going to say something, and I want, I want, I’m going to.”

She came with her heels locked in the small of my back and both hands flat on the tiled wall behind her, and everything she had been carrying since four o’clock went out of her at once.

She did not mean to. She told me that six times afterwards.

The return went out of her back and into the sink unit and the wall behind it, and it took the wall. Not down. It cracked the tiles in a line about five feet long and put a bow in the partition into the next room and both taps came off in a spray, and the mirror above the middle sink went into the basin in three pieces.

She sat on the counter in the wreckage with water going everywhere and her thighs still round me and her mouth open.

“Oh my God,” she said.

I finished with my face in her neck and both arms round her while the taps sprayed my back, and she started laughing a couple of seconds after that and did not stop for a long time.

We sat on the floor of the depot washroom in an inch of water with our backs against the shower partition and my coveralls under her because the tiles were cold.

“They are going to make us pay for that,” she said.

“They’re going to make me pay for it.”

“It’s your washroom. You brought me here.” She put her head on my shoulder, and her hands, finally, were still. “Say the letter.”

“You’ve heard it.”

“Say it properly this time. Like you mean it.”

I looked at the yellow slip on the counter, going soft at the corner where the water had reached it.

“E,” I said.

“There you go,” said Renata Duarte.


Chapter 11: Thursday Nights

Ivet Krall read the yellow slip twice, put her glasses on the top of her head, and looked at me over the counter of the assay office.

“You are aware that I cannot measure you.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I have tried. I tried for twenty minutes three weeks ago and it has been bothering me ever since, which you should take as a compliment, because I do not think about most of them.” She turned the slip round. “This is a field record. Three accounts, one of them from an officer with twenty-two years, and a duty assessor’s recommendation. That is the other route and it is as good as my plate. Better, in your case, because a plate cannot see what you do and a fire officer can.”

“So the E was mine last night.”

“The signed field record moved it at the scene. It has always worked that way. I am recording the change and reissuing the card, not granting you anything.” She took a blank card out of the drawer and squared it on the counter. “Hold still and stop breathing at me.”

She wrote it by hand. She uses a fountain pen, black, and she writes the letter first and the name after, which I have never seen anybody explain.

Then she stood up, and put the card in my hand, and said it out loud, in a clear voice, in an office with three other people in it.

“Vargo, Emmett. Grade E.”

I have been given things in my life. A diploma. A set of keys. Once, memorably, a medal that came in a box with somebody else’s name on the lid.

A woman in a cardigan said a letter out loud in a concrete office at ten past nine in the morning and I had to look at the ceiling for a second.

“It is one letter,” Krall said, sitting back down. “It is the smallest letter that is not the bottom, and it will change your pay band by ninety dollars, and it means dispatch may now send you to places that will try to kill you. Congratulations, Mr Vargo, sincerely.”

“Thanks.”

“Do not lose the card. The card is the thing. Nobody ever believes the person; they believe the card.”

I changed it in the corridor, which is a thing everybody does and nobody admits to. You are supposed to walk away and do it in your own time like an adult. What actually happens is that a grown man stops six feet outside the office, gets the plastic sleeve off his chest with both thumbs, slides out one piece of card and slides in another, and then stands there looking at it.

The old one went in my back pocket. I still have it.

Then I walked the length of the ground-floor corridor with a letter on my chest and found out that the Yard notices immediately and says nothing directly.

The woman on the night desk, going off shift: “Morning, Vargo.” Eyes down at my chest, a beat, and then up again. “Morning.”

Two instructors by the noticeboard, stopping talking as I went past and starting again after.

Petrak, coming the other way with a mug in each hand, who slowed down by about a quarter, looked at the sleeve, looked at me, and said one word.

“Right.”

And that was it, and I would not trade it for a parade, and I got to the end of the corridor before I understood that I was walking differently and made myself stop.

The flowers arrived at half past ten.

They came into the intake block through the front doors in the arms of a delivery man, in a wrapped bunch the size of a sheep, and the whole cohort came out of the drill floor to watch, because in the history of Franklin Yard nobody has ever sent flowers to anybody.

“Who’s dead?” Renn said.

“Nobody’s dead.”

“They’re funeral flowers.”

“They’re not funeral flowers, they’re lilies,” Hattie said, “and they cost about sixty dollars, and if either of you ever sends me sixty dollars of lilies I will put them in the bin in front of you.”

There was a card in an envelope. Dez read it out before I could get to it, standing on a bench, because that is what Dez Marchetti was for.

“To Emmett Vargo. Grade E, and about time.” Dez looked up, delighted. “Well done for the coupling. G. Bracken.”

Thirty-nine people made a noise.

Dez read it again, in a different voice. Then a third time, in Petrak’s voice, which was a very poor Petrak and got the biggest laugh of the week.

“Can I keep the card?”

“No.”

“Can I keep one flower?”

“Dez.”

“I want one flower for my mother,” Dez said, “and I want to tell her a sponsor sent it to me, and she will believe it, because she believes everything, and it will be the best day of her year.”

He got one flower. He took it home the following weekend and told her exactly that, and she put it in a glass by the sink, and he reported the entire transaction back to the canteen on the Monday at very great length.

“He sent you flowers,” Renn said.

“Yes.”

“A sponsor sent you flowers.”

“Yes.”

“For being an E.”

“He didn’t send them for being an E,” Renata said, from the back, not laughing. “He sent them because it was on the television four times.”

She was right, and I could have put them in the bin that morning and had it mean something. What I actually did was put them in a bucket in the corridor outside the canteen, because they were flowers and nobody in that building had any flowers, and for about ten days they were the best thing on that floor, and every time I walked past them I thought about a man in a waistcoat writing four seconds’ worth in a leather notebook.

I had also started shaking hands on purpose. It is the least admirable habit I picked up that spring and it is the one I have never stopped.

You cannot walk round a Bureau yard grabbing people. A man who does that twice acquires a reputation he does not get to put down. What you can do is hand somebody a mug. Steady a woman coming off the back of a truck. Take a box off a man at the top of a stair, or help somebody out of a harness, or pull a lad up off a wet drill floor. There is an entire economy of legitimate touching on a working site and nobody has ever noticed it, because everybody is doing it all day long.

Three seconds each. Nine or ten a day if I was patient, and more on a wet morning, because on a wet morning everybody wants a hand with something.

By the first week of May I had a page at the back of the notebook with about eighty names on it and a figure beside each one, and the useful part of eighty names is the middle. Eighty gives you a feel for what a D is under your palm, and what a C is, and how far a person can sit from their own letter before it stops being ordinary.

Most of them were close, and the closeness is what makes the rest of it obscene. Nearly everybody in that building was within a hair of what their card said, and the system worked, and it was fine, and then every few days somebody was not, and I would put the mug down and go and stand at a bus shelter on Iron Line Road with my back to the road and add two lines to the front of the book with the pen shaking.

The front of that book did not fill up the way anybody would expect it to. Twelve entries on a loading dock on the fourth of April, and twelve was still all I had on the last day of that month, because the only ones I could make myself write down were the ones with names attached. Everything after that went in in twos and threes, on bunks and at bus shelters and once standing up in a canteen queue, because a man who has decided to write down eleven years cannot do it in one sitting and should not try. I made myself put a date on every one of them, and there are pages in there where the handwriting changes size from one line to the next.

The payphone in the intake block is in the corridor by the stairs with a plywood hood over it and about forty numbers written on the wall.

At half past nine that night somebody shouted up the stairwell that there was a call for Duarte.

I was two doors down with my boots off. I heard the whole thing, because a payphone under a plywood hood in a concrete stairwell is not a private device, and because after the first minute her voice changed.

“No, it’s healed. It’s fine. It’s ten days ago, Gareth.”

Pause.

“That’s very nice of them.”

Pause.

“What is it?”

Pause. A long one.

The pauses changed, and I came out into the corridor and stood at the far end with my arms folded. I did not know the specifics; I knew Bracken’s shape exactly. Bracken does not threaten. Bracken buys, and when he cannot buy he offers you something lovely.

“Studio work,” she said, to me, with her hand over the mouthpiece, and her face was doing something complicated. “It’s a series. Six months. Public information films for the Bureau about site safety, they want a responder in them, they’ve asked for me. It’s two days a week and the money’s.”

She said the money.

It was more than I made in three months.

“Ask what happens to your rotation,” I said.

She took her hand off the mouthpiece.

“Gareth, what happens to my rotation?”

Pause.

“For the whole six months?”

Pause.

“No, I understand that. I do understand that.” Her voice was very steady and very polite. “It’s just that six months is the whole summer, and the summer is when everything comes down.”

Pause.

I want to be fair to him. I can construct his side of that phone call without any trouble at all, and it is completely reasonable: she is bruised to the elbow, she has been on television standing behind a tape, she has just been in a rig failure, the studio work pays four times a call-out, it is safe, it is good for her profile, and he is genuinely fond of her.

And she cannot post a number in a studio.

That is the point, and it is the only point. You cannot be re-assayed in a room with a camera in it and a script about ladder safety. She would come out the other end of the summer with more money in her account, a warm relationship with her sponsor, six months of no field record at all, and an F on her card.

“No,” Renata said.

Pause.

“I said no. Thank you. Give it to somebody else.” Pause. “Because I’m going to be busy.”

Pause.

“Gareth, I have to go.”

And she put the phone down.

She stood in the plywood hood with her hand still on it for a good while. Then she walked down the corridor past me and into the stairwell and sat down on the third step up, and put her head between her knees, and shook.

I sat down next to her.

“That’s the first time,” she said, into her arms.

“First time you’ve said no to him?”

“First time I’ve put a phone down on anybody in my life.” She lifted her head. Her eyes were huge and her hands were going. “Eight years. I have never once. He came to my mother’s kitchen.”

“I know.”

“I feel sick.”

“Yeah.”

She sat there and breathed for a while, and then she said, in an entirely different voice, “What do you know about Thursdays?”

Ivet Krall leaves the assay hall unlocked on Thursday nights because the cleaning contract comes in at six on Friday morning and the cleaners have no keys, and this has been true for about nineteen years, and everybody at Franklin Yard above the rank of nobody knows it.

We went in at midnight.

It was not a break-in. There is no lock to defeat. There is a door, and behind it a concrete room with an instrument in it, and there is nothing anywhere that says a Grade E and a Grade F may not use it at their own risk, because it has never occurred to anybody that they would want to.

Renata stood at the edge of the plate with her boots in her hand.

“What if I break it?”

“You won’t break it. It’s rated to three hundred.”

“You say that like it’s a lot.”

“Renata.”

“I know.” She put her boots down and stepped up onto the steel in her socks, and she made a noise when she did it, because it was freezing. “Right. What are we doing?”

“You’re going to hold things.”

The drop rig has a settings dial and the lowest setting is one and a half tonnes, and I put it on the lowest setting, and she looked at me with real scorn.

“That’s nothing.”

“Good. Hold it.”

She held it for eighteen minutes and five seconds. Somewhere around minute six she started singing to herself, badly, and somewhere around minute eleven she stopped, and at eighteen she dumped it into the plate and sat down on the steel with her arms shaking.

“That is the most boring thing I have ever done,” she said, “and I want to be sick.”

“Eighteen minutes.”

“It’s a tonne and a half.”

“Three weeks ago you’d never held anything on purpose for two seconds in your life. A fortnight ago you got twelve seconds on Halvers Point Row because a man shouted at you and you were too angry with him to think about it.” I was reading the display, which reads live and holds the peak for ninety seconds. “Four hundred bank-and-dumps a week for eight years, and not one of them held past a heartbeat by choice. Your body has never been shown the second half of its own job. That is not a limit. It is a habit, and habits come off.”

“That’s very inspiring, Emmett, I feel like I’m in a film.”

“Do it again.”

She did it again. Twenty-two minutes and forty seconds, and she talked through the last six of them, mostly about her mother.

Then three and a half tonnes, which she got for eight minutes. Then five, which she got for four.

The five was the one worth watching.

She set her feet before anything else happened, boots off, socks flat on freezing steel, and took it on the forearms and dropped straight into the hollow, and this time she did not open her hands. She stood there with a car in her arms in an empty hall.

One minute. The hum came up and the loose things in that room began to have opinions. A pen on the instrument bench rolled six inches toward her and stopped against the lip.

Two. Dust off the gallery rail came down in a sheet and did not scatter; it went to the plate in a ring and lay in the ring.

Three. Her hair lifted at the ends, all of it, the tail of the braid and the loose bits round her face, and she looked like a photograph taken in a wind that was not in the room.

At four minutes and six seconds her right knee started to go and she dumped it, and the plate took it, and the whole cork gap round the slab made a noise like a man coughing in a church.

“Right,” she said, sitting down where she stood. “That one’s a car.”

“That one’s a car.”

“I’ve caught a car before. Off the back of a low-loader on the Iron Line Road job.” She was rubbing her forearms without noticing. “Took it, dumped it, went for lunch. Never thought about how long I could have stood there with it.”

“Nobody ever asked you to.”

“Nobody ever asked me to,” she agreed, and looked at the ceiling of the assay hall for a while.

She had said the other sentence to me three times between the fourth of April and the end of that month, always flat, always with the same small pause in front of it, the way you set down a thing you have carried a long way. A very expensive way to catch things. She had not said it once since the afternoon we read her contract at a canteen table with the food going cold, and I did not notice the gap until I was sitting on the edge of a freezing plate in the middle of the night, and I did not mention it, because mentioning it would have put it straight back in her mouth.

And that is where the shape of it came out, and we sat on the edge of the plate at half past one in the morning with a pencil and the back of a form and worked it out between us, and I have never bent this rule since, because it is hers and it is real.

It is a trade. Magnitude against duration, and it goes hard.

A tonne and a half is furniture; she can carry it around all evening. Five tonnes is a car, and she gets four minutes. Twenty-six tonnes, which arrived on her cold, off a rig, with three seconds’ warning and no notion in her head that holding was a thing a person was allowed to do, gave her twelve seconds and a burst vessel across the white of one eye. Somewhere above that there is a number so large that she gets a handful of seconds and nothing more, and the honest truth is that neither of us knew what it was, because there is no rig in Dunmore that can put it on her.

“So it’s not how strong I am,” she said, chewing the pencil. “It’s how long I can be strong for.”

“It’s both. It’s one number in two directions.”

“That’s the same thing.”

“It is not remotely the same thing. Say it out loud.”

“You are so annoying.” She said it anyway. “If it’s small I can hold it forever. If it’s massive I’ve got seconds. And in the middle there’s a curve, and I’m on the curve, and nobody has ever drawn it.”

“Krall would love this.”

“Krall would have us both shot.”

The acoustics in that room are appalling. It is sixteen feet of steel in a concrete box with a gallery, and every sound comes back at you off four surfaces about a fifth of a second late, and by two in the morning we were both making it worse on purpose.

She did a documentary voice. She had been doing it since about one, and it got funnier every time, low and grave, with a pause in the middle.

“The subject. Has now been holding. Three and a half tonnes. For six minutes.”

“Stop it.”

“Observe the subject’s. Enormous forearms.”

“You’re going to drop it.”

“The subject’s colleague. Is a very small man. Who has never lifted anything.” She was starting to laugh, which is a genuinely dangerous thing to do with a car’s worth of stored kinetic energy in your body. “Note the card. On his chest. Note the letter.”

“You know what Petrak would say if he walked in here now.”

“Go on.”

I did the impression. I have a terrible impression of Petrak and it is the only impression I can do, and it lands somewhere between a bin lid and a large dog.

“THAT IS NOT WHAT THE PLATE IS FOR.”

She laughed so hard she dumped four tonnes into the floor by accident and the whole room banged and the gallery seats rattled and the pair of us froze for about fifteen seconds waiting for a night porter who never came.

“Right,” she said, when we could breathe.

“Right.”

“Is it still on?”

“Is what still on?”

“The plate.” She was standing in the middle of it in socks with her hair completely out of the braid and her chest going and her whole body running hot from three hours of holding things. “It’s still on, isn’t it. It’s live. It reads whatever happens on it.”

“Since half past nine.”

“I know it’s been on since half past nine. I have not sat down since half past nine.” She said that as if it were a fact about the building rather than about her. “I put the phone down on that man at twenty to ten and I have been on my feet ever since and I am not going to be able to sleep and I would like to stop pretending that is about the drills.”

“It reads and it holds the peak for ninety seconds.”

“What would it read,” Renata said, “if you came over here.”

I stood there for a second.

“Find out,” I said.

She got to me first. She always did, in those weeks, because she had spent eight years not asking for things and she had decided, in a particular and deliberate way, that she was going to unlearn it out loud and at speed.

She got both hands in my coveralls and walked me backwards onto the steel and kissed me with her whole body against me, and then she pulled back and said it, and then said it again, because she does not trust a thing she has only said once.

“I want you to do something to me. Emmett. I want you to.”

“What?”

“I don’t know the words for it.” Her face was red from the collarbones up. “I want you to be rough with me and I want to be allowed to like it. Is that a sentence?”

“That’s a sentence.”

I turned her round by the hips.

“Down.”

She went down onto her forearms on the plate, and it is four inches of cold steel and she gasped when her arms hit it, and then she got her knees under her and pushed her ass back and up into the position she makes about forty times a day at work, and I had to stop for a second and just look at it.

That is the shape. Boots off, socks on, coveralls shoved down over her hips and stuck at the knees, everything below the waist doing what it does: the deep hollow of the lower back, the wide heavy line of her hips, and the ass tipped back and out, exactly the same silhouette she makes bracing under a falling load, in the same room where an instrument had written F next to her name three weeks earlier.

I got the whole of her braid wrapped round my fist at the base of her skull.

“Oh,” she said.

I pulled it back until her chin came up off the plate and her back arched harder, and got my other hand flat on her lower back and pressed down, and she made a sound into the steel that came back off all four walls a moment after she made it.

“Do it,” she said. “Do it, do it.”

I put my cock into her in one stroke, all the way, and she took it and shoved back to meet it and the plate rang.

It was not gentle at any point. She did not want it to be and she said so about six times, in increasingly plain language, and the acoustics gave every word of it back to both of us.

“Harder. That’s not. Emmett, I catch buildings.”

“Shut up.”

“Make me.”

I pulled the braid.

“Yes. That.”

And then, because she had asked and because there was a hand-shaped ache in my palm from two weeks of wanting to, I hit her.

Flat of the hand, hard, right across the fullest part of her ass, and the noise of it went round that concrete room like a shot.

She went completely rigid.

“Again,” she said.

“Say a number.”

“What?”

“How many.”

“Ten,” she said. “No. Twelve.”

I gave her twelve.

She counted every one of them out loud, in a voice that got rougher as it went, and the room handed each number back to both of us a half-beat late.

“One.”

She took it square and did not move.

“Two.” She pushed back into the second one, which I had not expected, and made a small satisfied noise into the steel like a woman testing a mattress in a shop.

Here is a fact about Renata Duarte that I had understood in theory and had not yet seen. She does not flinch. She has never flinched at an incoming impact in her life, because her body does not deal with impact by getting out of the way. It deals with it by taking it in.

She banked every one of them.

“Three.” Her hand went flat on the plate and the fingers spread.

“Four.”

That was the one where she stopped moving forward under it altogether, and the shape of my hand came up across her while I watched, red on gold, and I put the next one on the same place on purpose.

“Five. That one. Harder than that.”

“Six.”

By the sixth the hum had started. Low, sub-audible, coming up out of her through four inches of steel and into my knees and up the bones of my shins, and my back teeth started buzzing the way they had on a rig deck in the Stack.

“Seven.”

The dust in that hall came out of the air and lay itself down on the steel in rings.

“Eight.”

The pen came off the lip of the instrument bench and travelled six feet across the floor and stopped against the edge of the plate. Every loose object in that hall was making its slow patient way toward her, and she had her forehead on the steel and her back in the deepest arch I have ever seen a human being hold, and she was still counting.

“Nine. Ten. That one. Do that one again.”

“That’s eleven.”

“Twelve.” She got her forehead down onto the plate and made a low broken noise that had nothing polite in it at all. “God. Twelve. I’m holding all of it. I’m holding every one of them, can you feel it?”

I could feel it. Her pussy was vibrating around my cock, and so was the rest of her, a woman full of everything she had been given and letting none of it go, and I had a fistful of her hair and both of us were running with sweat in a concrete room at half past two in the morning.

Behind her, up on the wall, the display was climbing. It reached sixty-seven point eight tonnes-equivalent and held there, a C-band private receipt in green digits.

She saw it. She lifted her head off the steel, and her eyes went to the 67.8, and she started laughing and it turned into something else halfway through.

“It’s reading me,” she said.

“It’s reading you.”

“It’s reading. Oh, Christ. Don’t stop. It’s going up while you.”

“That’s you. That’s what you are. That’s what’s in you.”

“Say it again.”

“There’s no F anywhere on that wall.”

She came apart on the fourth stroke after that, with her braid in my fist and her face on the plate and everything in her body letting go at once.

I felt it start under my hand, in the small of her back, and go up her and down her at the same time. She clamped down on me so hard I stopped moving entirely, and then she was pushing back against a hand that was holding her hair and a hand that was holding her hip and getting nowhere with either, and the noise she made was not a shout.

It was lower than that. It came out of her chest rather than her throat and it went round four concrete walls and came back at us, and she heard herself and could not stop and made it again.

Her arms slid out flat on the steel. Her fingers opened.

And she returned it.

Twelve slaps and an hour of everything else went out of her forearms and her knees and straight down through sixteen feet of steel into the floor underneath it.

The dust came off the plate in one flat ring and hit the walls at chest height.

The plate did not break. The plate is rated for three hundred tonnes. The concrete slab it sits in has a cork gap around it precisely so the rest of the building does not feel this, and the cork did its job, mostly.

The floor of the assay hall, outside the plate, cracked from the edge of the steel to the base of the gallery stair, a crack about seven feet long that is still there and which Krall attributed for two years to settlement.

The gallery seats went over in a wave, all four rows.

“Don’t stop,” she said, into the steel, still shaking. “Not now. Finish in me. That’s an instruction, Vargo, I’m not asking you for it this time, I’m telling you.”

So I did, with both hands on her hips and her pushing back into me all the way through it, and the noise I made came back off the four walls of that room just behind me, and I heard myself twice.

She got up onto her elbows after a while and looked out past the edge of the steel at seven feet of new crack running away toward the gallery stair, and she started laughing.

It went on slightly too long and then it stopped being laughing. She put the heels of both hands over her eyes and cried, hard, for about forty seconds, with her shoulders going, and I put a hand flat between them and did not say anything, because I have worked out when to keep my mouth shut roughly twice in thirty-four years and that was one of them.

“I want it on the record that I am furious,” she said, into her own wrists. “I did not have a lovely evening and get emotional. I have been angry since about nine o’clock and it is coming out of my face and I do not care for it.”

“Noted.”

“Get me a blanket.”

Afterwards we sat on the plate.

There is a stack of Bureau blankets in a cage at the back of the hall for people who go into shock during an assay, and we took two, and we sat in the middle of sixteen feet of freezing steel with the blankets round us and our backs against each other and looked up at the display.

The peak holds for ninety seconds and then it times out and goes back to zero.

She watched 67.8 hold for the whole ninety seconds without saying anything at all.

“Nobody’s ever going to see that,” she said, at last.

“No.”

“That number happened. It happened, in this room, tonight, and there’s no record of it and it doesn’t count and by Friday morning it’s a crack in a floor.”

“It counted to me.”

“You’re not a witnessed sanctioned call-out, Emmett,” she said, and then leaned her head back against my shoulder. “How do I make it happen where somebody’s looking?”

The display ticked over to zero.

“You don’t,” I said. “You wait for the city to drop something, and then you’re standing under it.”


Chapter 12: Farrier Row

I had been circling the seventh of May since the fourth of April.

It sat on page one of the notebook, third line, and I had looked at it a few hundred times in five weeks, and every time I looked at it my stomach did the thing it does.

7 MAY. BOILER ROOM. TENEMENT BLOCK, HALVERS POINT. TWELVE DEAD. OSKAR RENN.

That is what I had. That, and a memory of a Sunday morning cordon with fifty people standing in the road in their coats, and a smell that gets into the back of your throat and lives there, and the fact that I had been the F-grade on the tape at the end of that street for nine hours and had spent most of it telling a man he could not go in for his cat.

I did not tell Renata.

It took about nine seconds and it was the easiest thing in the world.

She was on the second truck to a flooded underpass at four o’clock that Saturday and she came back at seven, filthy, and stood in the corridor outside my room with her boots in her hand telling me about a man who had tried to drive a Vauxhall through three feet of water and had then argued with the fire service about whose fault it was.

She was wet to the thigh and had given up on it hours ago. Coveralls down and knotted off at the hips, a vest under them that had been white at four o’clock, underpass silt drying grey up both forearms and a smear of it along her jaw where she had shoved her hair back with a wrist. The braid had gone somewhere in the afternoon and she had not bothered to put it back, so the whole heavy weight of it was over one shoulder and dripping on the corridor lino.

She stood there in her socks with her boots hanging off two fingers and one hip out, filling the doorway completely and with no idea at all that she was doing it, and the vest had stopped functioning as clothing about two hours previously, and I stood in my own doorway at seven o’clock in the evening being no use whatsoever to anybody.

“You’ve gone quiet,” she said.

“I’m listening.”

“You’re not listening, you’re doing the face.” She looked down at herself, and then back up, and the deadpan came out flat as a spirit level. “It’s silt, Emmett. That is a whole street’s worth of silt. Whatever’s going on with you, have a word with it.”

“I’ll take it up with the relevant department.”

“There’s a card game in the canteen,” she said. “Hattie’s playing. Hattie cheats.”

“I’m going out.”

“Where?”

And there it was. Say it, Emmett. Say: I am going to a tenement block at Halvers Point because in eleven years’ time I will remember reading about twelve people dying in it tonight.

“Cadmus. There’s a fella down there who says he’ll sell me a lead on the fight circuit.”

“I’ll come.”

“He won’t talk if there’s two of us.”

“That’s convenient,” she said, and it was a joke, and she meant it as one, and she got up on her toes and kissed the corner of my mouth and said, “don’t get hit, you’ve got a card now,” and went off down the corridor in her socks.

Nine seconds. It was the fourth or fifth time I had done it and it was the easiest one yet, and lying has a property nobody mentions when you are deciding whether to start. It does not get harder. It gets frictionless. You stop hearing yourself do it.

I got off the bus at Halvers Point at twenty past eight.

The address in the notebook was Farrier Row.

The next forty minutes are the most frightening thing that happened to me that entire spring, and there is nothing dramatic in them at all.

Farrier Row at Halvers Point is a terrace of four tenement blocks, built in 1911, six storeys, brick, with the original iron fire escapes hanging off the backs of them. The blocks are called Farrier Row on the street sign, on the bus map, and in every newspaper that has ever written about them.

They are not called Farrier Row on any door.

The four blocks are Adler, Bell, Cormack and Dunn, and the entrances for Bell and Cormack are not on Farrier Row at all; they are round the side on Pettit Street, because when they built the terrace they put the stair cores on the flank walls.

I stood in front of the first block at half past eight and read the plate on the wall and got very cold.

Everything I have is a newspaper. That is what nobody understands, and I did not entirely understand it myself until I was standing on that pavement. I was a Grade F responder for eleven years. I did not investigate anything, ever. I stood on cordons and I read the Herald like everybody else and I remembered what was in it because it was my street and my district and I knew the names.

The Herald said Farrier Row.

The fire was in a boiler room, and there are four boiler rooms, and I had one word, and the word was the word a journalist uses.

I did Adler first because it was in front of me. Six floors, thirty-six flats, and the boiler room is in the sub-basement behind a steel door with a padlock on it that had been there since before I was born, and there is no caretaker at half eight on a Saturday, and the man on the third floor who eventually came down with a key was not pleased to see me.

Getting the key took nineteen of the twenty-two minutes and I earned every one of them.

I rang nine bells. Four people answered. Two hung up on the intercom, one told me to try the agent, and the fourth was a man called Duffy on the third floor who came down in a cardigan over a vest, with the key on a loop of string, and looked at the card in my sleeve for a long time.

“E,” he said.

“Yes.”

“What’s an E do?”

“Not much.”

“Then why are you here on a Saturday night?”

That is a perfectly reasonable question and I did not have one single honest word to answer it with, and I stood in a tenement lobby that smelled of bleach and chip fat and said, “training exercise,” which is the worst lie I have ever told, and Duffy gave me the look a man gives an obvious lie, and then unlocked the door anyway, because people are better than they need to be and it kills them.

He stood behind me the whole time with his arms folded.

The boiler in Adler is a Wenner double, twelve years old, serviced, filthy, and completely fine. Pressure at the middle of the arc. Relief line clear. Somebody had put a bucket under a weep in the return and had been emptying it. That is not maintenance. It is at least attention.

“Well?” Duffy said.

“It’s fine.”

“I could have told you it was fine.”

“You could have,” I said, and went back up the stairs two at a time with twenty-two minutes gone and my mouth dry.

Bell is round on Pettit Street and its boiler room is under the stair, and the door was open because the door has been off its hinges since March, and the boiler in Bell had been decommissioned two years ago and stood there rusting with its pipework cut.

That took nine minutes, and one of those minutes I spent standing in a stairwell with my hands on my knees.

Cormack, next along, entrance on Pettit, and by then it was twenty past nine and I was going up the street at a jog and telling myself that I had allowed for this, that I had come out at eight for exactly this reason, that there was time.

The Cormack boiler room is at the back of the ground floor, off the bin store instead of under the stair like every other block on that street, and you get to it through a fire door that somebody has wedged open with a folded beer mat.

It was hot in the bin store. That is what got me, before I saw anything.

The Cormack boiler is a Wenner single with a replacement expansion vessel that somebody has fitted with the wrong bracket, and the relief line runs across the ceiling of the room and terminates over a gulley, and the gulley was dry, and there was a smell of scorched paint that had been there long enough that it had stopped smelling like anything to anyone who lived there.

The pressure gauge was at the top of its arc.

There was a caretaker’s number on a card by the door and I rang it from the payphone on the corner and got an answering machine.

Then I rang the fire service. Not nine nine nine. I rang the direct line to the Halvers Point station, which is a number I have known for eleven years and which I had no business knowing at all, and I told a man I had a domestic boiler at pressure with a blocked relief and a gas feed, at Cormack, Farrier Row, entrance on Pettit Street, and he asked me who I was.

“Bureau responder, Grade E, Franklin Yard cohort. Vargo.”

“Are you on a call-out?”

“No.”

“Then what are you doing there, son?”

“Send the truck,” I said, and put the phone down, and went back inside and started knocking on doors.

I got twenty minutes.

Here is what happens when you knock on doors in a tenement at half past nine on a Saturday night and tell people to come out.

Four doors opened. Two of them shut again. One woman said she would come down when she had finished what she was doing. One man wanted to know who I was and then wanted to see the card, and then wanted to know what an E was, and then said, not unreasonably, that if it was serious there would be an alarm.

“There’s no alarm going,” he said.

“There’s no alarm.”

“Then there’s no fire.”

“There isn’t a fire yet.”

He thought about that for a second and then said, with real sympathy, “son, go home,” and shut the door, and I stood in a corridor with my hand raised at a door that was no longer there and understood, properly, for the first time since the fourth of April, that knowing a thing is worth absolutely nothing.

On the second floor a woman in a dressing gown listened to all of it through a chain and asked me one question.

“Are you telling me or are you asking me?”

“I’m telling you.”

“Right,” she said, and came out with her handbag and her daughter and a coat over her nightdress, and she was on the pavement in ninety seconds and got a dozen other people out with her while I was still upstairs, and I never found out her name.

That is the spread of it, end to end. Two doors down from a man who told me to go home there was a woman who moved forty people, and there is no way whatsoever to tell which is behind which door until you knock.

The alarm in Cormack was disconnected in 1984.

On the third floor, Oskar Renn opened his door in a vest, with a roll-up behind his ear and a plate of something in his hand.

“Vargo?”

“You live here.”

“Course I live here. What are you.” He looked past me down the corridor. “What’s going on?”

“Boiler’s about to go. Get everyone on this floor out. Now, Oskar. Bang on every door and do not let anybody stop and pack a bag.”

And Oskar Renn, who was twenty-two, and anxious, and smoked too much, and had never in his life been the person anybody told to do anything, put the plate down on the floor in the corridor and said, “right,” and went.

Twelve people are alive because a lad put a plate down on a corridor floor and did not ask one single question.

The boiler went at ten past ten.

What went was the gas feed behind it, which had been running hot against a wall for a year, and when the vessel let go it took the feed with it and put fire into the bin store and up the service riser into the stair core.

I was on the fourth floor.

The building told everybody at once. There is a noise that a stair core makes when it becomes a chimney and it is a deep continuous roar with a hollow in the middle of it, and under that, immediately, the sound of a hundred and forty people in thirty-six flats all deciding at the same second.

Cormack has one stair.

It has one stair, and an iron fire escape on the rear elevation that comes down to a drop ladder on a counterweight, and the drop ladder has not been dropped since 1970.

I went up. Everybody goes down and I went up, because the stair core was already gone below the second floor and there was nobody left to bring down from underneath it.

Fourth floor corridor at chest height was clear. That is the phrase and it is a nasty one. Below chest height you could see the carpet. Above it there was a moving ceiling of black about eighteen inches thick and coming down, and the whole corridor was hot the way an oven door is hot.

“Down and out the back,” I was shouting. “On your hands. Back stair, on your hands.”

They came out of the flats. Six on that floor, then nine. A woman with a baby who was completely silent and completely competent and moved the second she was told to. An old man in a dressing gown who would not go without his wife’s photographs and I let him take them, because you learn very early that the argument costs more than the photographs.

Here is what a corridor is like, since almost nobody writes it down properly.

It is loud. That is the first thing and nobody expects it. There is the roar out of the stair core, and above that the smoke alarms in individual flats going off one after another as the heat reaches them, each one a different note, none of them in time, and under all of it a sort of continuous domestic clatter of forty people picking things up and putting them down.

It is hot at the top and survivable at the bottom and the difference is about three feet.

The lino was soft. I have never been able to make anybody understand that. The floor covering in that corridor had begun to give under a boot like turf, and there was a woman moving along it barefoot because she had come out of a bath, and I got my jacket off and put it on the floor for her and she stepped on it and off it and said thank you.

At head height the smoke was still the brown-yellow kind that means furniture, and it stung, and every breath through it tasted like the back of an electric kettle.

I counted doors. That is the whole method and it has not changed in thirty years: you count doors in and you count doors out, you do not trust anybody’s arithmetic including your own, and you say the numbers out loud so that if you stop being able to, somebody else has heard them.

“Six out of eight. Six out of eight. Two left, both ends.”

Renn said it back to me. He had it from then on and he did not lose it once.

The ceiling came down at the stair end while the woman with the baby was still under it.

Not the structure. The suspended ceiling, which in Cormack is plasterboard on a light steel grid hung off the slab on wire, and the wire had been in that heat for four minutes and had begun letting go at the hangers one after another. A grid like that does not come down in pieces. It comes down as a sheet, twelve feet by four, with the light fittings still in it and everything that has ever been dropped on top of it since 1968 riding down on the back.

She was three steps short of the head of the corridor with the baby’s face turned in against her neck, and she had done every single thing right all evening, and none of that was going to count for anything at all.

I got two steps and my palm flat on the T-bar where it crossed the door line.

Three.

Twelve feet of ceiling stopped where it was, hanging at about twenty degrees off level with a strip light swinging under it on its flex, absolutely fixed, and the heat that had been coming down through the gap went up into the void instead because the gap had stopped opening.

Two.

“Under it. Walk. Don’t duck, don’t stop, just walk.”

She walked. She did not duck and she did not look up, and that is the reason she is alive, because looking up is what everybody does and looking up is what gets you hit.

One.

The whole grid came down behind her across nine feet of corridor with a noise like a dropped tray of cutlery, and the two of us went over the top of it on our hands.

And 4B would not open.

The door had been on fire on the other side of the corridor wall and the frame had gone out of square with the heat, and there was a woman on the far side of it who had woken up in a chair, and she was pulling, and every pull was binding it harder.

Renn came up the corridor on his hands and knees with his shirt over his face.

“There’s a lady in there.”

“I know.”

“She’s pulling on it.”

“I know. Get up here. Ma’am.” I put my mouth against the crack of the door. “Ma’am, let go of the handle and stand to the left of the door. To the left. Right now.”

Then to Renn: “When I say, put your boot through it. Under the handle, all your weight, one go.”

“It’s a fire door.”

“It’s a fire door that’s forty years old. Get ready.”

I got the heel of my hand onto the frame at the hinge side and put my weight behind it.

Three.

The frame became part of the building in a way it had not been for a decade.

“Now.”

Two.

Renn kicked it. He is nine stone and he has never kicked a door in his life and he put everything he had into it and it did nothing at all.

“Again.”

One.

He kicked it again and the leaf came out of the binding with a bang and swung in.

I got the woman out and Renn got her down the corridor and my three seconds ended and the frame went back to being what it was, which was a warped piece of timber in a wall that was on fire.

The rear stair is an iron fire escape, external, four flights, with landings, and it is fixed to the brick with pins that were put in before the war.

Twenty-odd people were on it when the third-floor landing bracket let go.

I was two flights above them. I heard it before I saw it: a crack like a gunshot and then the ringing that iron makes.

Six people were on that landing. Two of them were the old man and his photographs.

The bracket that had gone was the outer one, and what happens then is that the landing rotates away from the wall about its inner fixing, which is to say the floor tips and six people slide off the side of a building.

I got down the flight with my hand on the rail and both feet off every third step and got skin onto the landing plate at the corner where the fixing had gone.

Three.

The landing stopped tipping. It stood there in mid-air at four degrees off horizontal, held by one pin and by nothing, and six people, who could feel exactly what had just happened under their feet, went across it in the shortest space of time in which six people have ever crossed anything.

Two.

“Move. Move. Down and off, do not stop on the flight.”

The old man dropped a photograph. He turned round for it.

I got a fistful of his dressing gown and put him down the steps in front of me.

One.

The landing went the rest of the way over as the last man’s boot came off it, and it swung down against the brick and hung there off its inner pin, and everything on that side of the building was now a ladder to nowhere.

Which left the drop ladder at the bottom, which had not been dropped since 1970, and the counterweight arm on it, which was seized with forty years of paint.

Fourteen people were stacked up on the first-floor landing with nowhere to go.

Two men were hanging off the ladder trying to force it and getting nothing, and then the seized paint let go all at once, the way seized things do, and the ladder started down under all that weight with a man’s leg through the rungs.

I put my hand on the counterweight arm at the pivot.

Three.

The whole assembly stopped dead: ladder, weight, arm, man, in a position it had no business being in, at an angle, with about five hundred pounds of iron hanging off a bracket that had already given up.

Two.

“Get your leg out. Slowly. Nothing here is going to move.”

He got his leg out.

One.

The ladder finished its travel and hit the yard and buckled at the second rung, and it was still a ladder, and fourteen people went down it into the yard while it lay there bent.

Two Bureau trucks and four fire appliances came into Pettit Street at nineteen minutes past ten, eight minutes after the boiler went, and very close to the fastest that machine can physically go.

The direct line got them out four minutes early. It is four minutes, and four minutes is the entire difference between the crew arriving with the stair core alight and arriving with the whole rear elevation alight, and I have gone back to those four minutes more often than to anything else that night.

They fought it until half past two in the morning. Cormack is gutted from the ground to the fourth floor and the roof is gone at the back.

Nine people went to hospital. Three of them stayed in. Two were fire crew.

Nobody died.

Oskar Renn was on his knees in the middle of Pettit Street at midnight with a foil blanket round him and no eyebrows, laughing and crying at the same time and completely unable to stop doing either.

“You knocked on my door,” he kept saying. “You knocked on my door, Vargo. Why did you knock on my door?”

“Get up off the road, Oskar.”

“You knocked on my door.” He grabbed my forearm with both hands. “I was going to have a bath. I had the water running. I’d have been in the bath.”

“You’re all right.”

“I’d have been in the bath, Emmett.”

He would not let go of my arm for the better part of five minutes. I stood in the middle of Pettit Street with a man holding onto my arm, thanking me over and over in front of about ninety people, and my whole body was one long cold rod of shame from my neck to my heels, and I have given up trying to explain why to anybody.

They opened the school hall on Pettit Street at half past ten and moved everybody into it, and I went down there because there is a part of this job that is standing in a hall handing out blankets and it is the part I have always been good at.

Forty-odd people on gym benches under a wall bar. Somebody’s dog. Two children asleep across three chairs each. A tea urn that took nine minutes to boil and then boiled for the rest of the night.

The old man in the dressing gown had nine photographs. He counted them twice on his knee and then put them in order and then counted them again, and he had lost one on the fire escape and he knew exactly which one, and he told me what was in it, and I said I would look for it in the morning, and I did, and it was not there.

A woman I did not recognise came over and asked me whether the building would be all right, and I told her the truth, which is that the back of it is gone and the front of it will stand, and she said, “so we can go home,” and I said no, and watched that land, and she went and sat down again.

Twelve people who were dead in another version of the world were in that hall complaining about the tea.

Both of those things are true and the notebook only records one of them.

Corrine Adjei’s van came at twenty to eleven.

She got out and did her piece to camera at the top of the street with the flames behind her, and then she came down the road with the coffee she always has and stood next to me at the tape and watched the crews work for a while without saying anything.

“You were in it,” she said, eventually.

“I was passing.”

“You were passing.” She drank her coffee. “You were passing a pier last Saturday and you were passing an embankment on the Iron Line, which I have got nineteen seconds of on tape, and now you are passing a boiler room in a stair core at Halvers Point on a Saturday night. Do you live near here?”

“No.”

“Where do you live?”

“Franklin Yard.”

“That’s five miles away,” she said, and turned and looked at me properly for the first time, and Corrine Adjei has a very good face for this: interested, unhurried, entirely without hostility, and worth about six aggressive interviewers. “So here is my question, and you can tell me to get lost, and a great many people do. How did you know to be here?”

“I didn’t know anything. I saw the pressure gauge.”

“When?”

“Half past nine.”

“You saw the pressure gauge at half past nine,” she said, “on a boiler, in a locked room, in a building you do not live in, five miles from where you sleep.”

I had no answer for that and did not pretend to.

“Fair enough,” she said, and drank her coffee, and after a bit she added, in a completely different voice, “fifteen people out of the fourth floor. My cameraman got the back of the building at ten past. I have seen that stair go up on tape about six times now, Mr Vargo, and I would not have given you fifteen.”

Then she went back to her van and did the late bulletin live from the top of Pettit Street.

I walked home.

It is five miles and I did it in an hour and forty minutes and I got the notebook out at Cadmus Street, under the same lamp where I had crossed out the first entry five weeks earlier.

Here is what a good deed costs.

In the version of the world I remembered, Cormack burned on the seventh of May with twelve people in it. The rear wall cracked from the boiler room to the roof, fell across the service lane, and ruptured the standby water main under Farrier Row. The main had to be isolated. The terrace had to be shored from the street before anybody could reach the break, and every tracked machine and demolition crew in Halvers Point spent the summer making one burned block safe enough to dig under.

The old bus depot backed onto that service lane. Its roof sat under the cracked rear wall and had to come off before the wrecking crew could bite the wall down from the safe side. When the roof came off in August, the Rung lost the depot, moved into the Stack for the winter, and used the meat cooler behind the packing house on Cadmus Row for fourteen consecutive weeks because there was nowhere else.

Fourteen consecutive weeks. One venue. One door in and one door out and a fire exit chained shut, and a fat man in a folding chair who ran the card there every Tuesday from September until the frost.

That was my ambush.

That is what I had been holding since the fourth of April: a single fixed venue with a known door, in a known month, where a heavy plain man would come regularly to fight for cash, and where I would eventually be standing when he did.

It was the only place in eleven years of memory where I knew where Bram Ostrowski was going to be more than once.

Cormack did not burn down tonight. Twelve people who were going to be dead are in a school hall on Pettit Street with foil blankets on. The rear wall is standing. The water main under Farrier Row is still carrying pressure. The demolition plant stays on the work it already had, the bus depot keeps its roof, and the Rung will keep moving the way it always moves, four days’ notice, a new venue every week. Ludo Odom will keep selling me the address for fifteen dollars a time and there is no reason on earth for Ostrowski to ever be in the same room twice.

I crossed out the seventh of May.

Then I went through the notebook and crossed out the Farrier Row make-safe in July, because the wall and the main under it were intact.

Then the depot roof in August.

Then the meat cooler in September, and the two entries under it about people who got hurt at the Rung that winter, because those were two men who were going to be fighting in a specific room that was no longer going to be used, and I do not know where they will be instead, and I do not know their names, because I never knew their names, because nobody writes down the names.

Then the entry for the following February about the woman who was going to be found behind the depot, and I sat with the pen on that one for a long time, because I could not work out whether the depot mattered to her or whether she just happened to be behind it, and in the end I crossed it out with a question mark next to it, and that is a coward’s answer and I knew it while I was doing it.

You cannot cross a thing out gently. That is a fact about ballpoint pens and it took me until that night to learn it. A soft line looks like a mistake, so you go over it again, and by the second pass you are pressing hard enough to emboss the page underneath, and by the time I was three entries in the seventh of May was legible from two pages back in reverse.

The pen was the one I bought in the shop across the road from the Yard on the fourth of April, and it had about a third left in it.

I did them in order because doing them out of order would have meant looking at all of them at once. Cross, turn, find the next one, cross. In the light of a shop window on Cadmus Street with my back against a bollard and my hands still smelling of a stair core.

The seventh was a man’s name.

He was going to be pulled out of the river in the second week of December, and he was on my list because he was a fighter and because I read about it, and because the thing everybody said afterwards was that he had last been seen at a card in the Stack. One card, one venue, fourteen consecutive weeks. Take away the venue and I do not know where he is in December, and I do not know his face, and I would not know him if he sat down next to me on the eleven bus.

Seven lines gone in one sitting, and not one of them the way the fourteenth of June had gone. That one had lost a street and kept its date. These seven had lost the thing itself.

Then I stopped, because my hand would not do it any more.

I sat on that kerb for about twenty minutes at half past one in the morning with a ninety-cent notebook shut on my knee and could not make myself open it again to see what else was standing on top of the seventh of May.

That is the thing I said out loud, to nobody, on an empty street.

“Every good thing I do, I go blinder.”

A taxi went past. A cat came out from under a parked car, looked at me, and went back under it.

I got up and walked the rest of the way to Franklin Yard, and Renata was asleep with her door open and one leg out of the blanket, and I stood in the doorway for a while and did not wake her, because she would have asked me where I had been and I had already used the good lie.


Chapter 13: Nineteen

She was sitting on the end of my bunk when I woke up, with her boots already on and her arms folded.

“They ran it at midnight and again at seven,” Renata said. “There’s a woman on it, second floor, says a young Bureau fella was knocking doors before the boiler went. Before, Emmett.”

“Morning.”

“Don’t do the morning thing.”

I sat up. There is no good way to have a conversation in a room ten feet by eight when one of you is in bed and both of you know how it is going to end.

“How long were you there before it went?”

“About fifty minutes.”

“Fifty minutes.”

“About that.”

“You told me you were on Cadmus buying a lead off a man.” She was completely level. That is what she does. The louder the thing is inside her the flatter she gets on the outside, and I had learned that about her in five weeks and I was about to use it. “You weren’t on Cadmus. You were on Pettit Street standing in a bin store looking at a pressure gauge, five miles away, on a Saturday night, and then you came in at half two and stood in my doorway and did not wake me.”

“You were asleep.”

“Emmett.”

“What do you want me to say?”

“I want you to say how you knew.”

There it was, at ten past seven in the morning, and I had been rehearsing versions of this answer since the fourth of April and all of them were lies with different amounts of paint on them.

Here is the one I used. I have thought about it a great deal.

“I get things,” I said. “Not visions. Nothing like that. I get a feeling about a place and a day and it comes with a date attached and it’s specific enough to be worth acting on, and it has been happening to me since I was about nineteen, and I have never been able to explain it to anybody without them looking at me the way you are looking at me now.”

She did not say anything.

“I knew there was going to be a fire at Farrier Row last night. I did not know which block. I got the wrong building twice and I lost forty minutes and if I hadn’t lost them the boiler would have been shut down and nobody would have needed to know I was there at all.” I put my hands on my knees. “That’s it. That’s what I’ve got. It isn’t useful and it isn’t clever and it’s mostly wrong about the details, and it’s why I’ve got a notebook full of dates that I don’t show anybody.”

Every sentence of that was true.

That was the worst of it. There was not one false statement anywhere in what I said to her that morning. It was all true, and it was a lie, and I had built it out of true parts on purpose because true parts are load-bearing and paint is not.

Renata sat on the end of my bunk and looked at the floor for a long time.

“The pier,” she said. “You knew the woman shakes everybody’s hand.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“You knew where the pivot was on that rig.”

“Renata.”

“You told me my number before anyone had ever measured it.” She looked up. “I’m not stupid. I’m not stupid, and I’m saying it twice, because I’m about to do something that looks like it.”

“What?”

“I’m going to say all right,” she said.

And she did.

She sat there in her boots and her working coveralls with her braid done tight, and she took a breath, and she said all right, and she reached over and put her hand flat on my shin.

“I’m not going to pick at it,” she said. “I’ve had eight years of people deciding what I get told and it’s the worst thing that’s ever been done to me, and I’m not going to turn round and do it to you the first time you tell me something hard. So you get this one. You get to have a thing.”

“Renata.”

“That is not me believing it’s the whole of it.” She stood up. “Say the other thing back to me.”

“What other thing?”

“The one I’ve said twice.”

“You’re not stupid.”

“Right.” She went to the door. “I’m on the Stack rotation today, we’re shoring a gable on Iron Line Road, which means I stand against a wall for six hours and think about my life. Eat something before drill.”

And she went, and she took the whole thing away with her, and I lay back on the bunk in a room the size of a store cupboard and stared at the ceiling and felt worse than I had felt at any point since I woke up in a plastic chair.

She wanted to believe it. That is the mechanism, and it is why it worked. She wanted the man she was sleeping with to be a man who gets feelings about buildings, rather than any of the other things he might be, and I had built her a door and stood back and let her walk through it.

If she had shouted at me I would have told her the truth that morning, and everything after that would have been different.

Oskar Renn came to Franklin Yard at half past twelve.

He came on the bus, in a coat somebody had given him at the school hall, with his eyebrows gone and the front of his hair burnt back about two inches, and he stood in the middle of the canteen at the busiest part of the lunch hour and said my name.

“Vargo.”

“Oskar.”

“No, everybody. Everybody. I need everybody to hear this.” He turned around in a full circle with both arms out. Eighty people. Petrak was in the queue. Two instructors were at the window table. “Right. This man, on Saturday night, knocked on my door.”

“Sit down and eat something.”

“He knocked on my door,” Renn said, “at about twenty to ten. And I said what, and he said your boiler’s about to go, get everybody off this floor. And I thought he was having a laugh. That’s what I thought. I stood there in my vest with a plate of beans thinking this fella has come five miles on the bus to have a laugh at me.”

Somebody laughed.

“And then I did it anyway, because I’m a professional,” said Oskar Renn, twenty-two, to eighty people, “and at ten past ten the whole back of the building went up, and there’s nine people on my floor and every one of them is in a school hall this morning eating cornflakes and complaining about it.”

The canteen made a noise.

“So.” He put his hand on my shoulder and squeezed it hard enough to hurt. “There it is. That’s the fella who holds the rope.”

He talked for a quarter of an hour. He was funny. He did the bit about the plate of beans three times and it got better every time, and by the third time the beans had become a full dinner and he was holding it in two hands.

“And I’ve got the beans. And he’s standing there. And he says, in this voice, this dead calm voice, your boiler’s about to go.”

“He does do that voice,” Dez said.

“He does the voice at the ladders,” said somebody at the next table. “He did the voice at me about a hose reel.”

“So I’m standing there with the beans,” Renn said, “and I’m thinking, right, either this man is having me on, or the entire building is about to catch fire, and both of those are equally likely with him, and that is the problem with Vargo.”

Eighty people found that very funny and one of them was me.

He did an impression of me saying get up off the road, Oskar, and Dez laughed so hard he had to put his head on the table. Sobol heckled twice and Renn took both of them, which is not something anybody had ever seen Oskar Renn do.

Then he got onto the eyebrows, and the eyebrows took eight minutes.

“Nobody tells you about the eyebrows. Nobody tells you the eyebrows are load-bearing.” He turned his face left and right for the room like a man showing off a car. “Look at me. Go on. What am I doing? What is this face doing?”

“Nothing,” said Hattie.

“Nothing. Correct. That is a face that has been switched off at the wall.” He pointed at Dez without looking at him. “That fella has got two enormous black caterpillars up there and he can say four sentences without opening his mouth. I have got no equipment at all. I asked a woman in the school hall for a blanket at six this morning and she gave me the blanket and a look I am still thinking about, and I could not answer her, because I have got nothing to answer her with.”

“Draw them on,” Dez said.

“I am not drawing them on.”

“My aunt draws hers on.”

“Your aunt is sixty.”

“My aunt,” said Dez Marchetti, with tremendous dignity, “is fifty-eight, and she has eyebrows like a woman in a painting, and I am going to tell her you said that.”

Renn’s answer made two instructors at the window table laugh. Two instructors at the window table laughed at it, and one of them was the instructor who had put him on report in April for smoking inside a fire door.

Then Renn did what he always did when a room laughed with him: he reached for the bruise under the joke.

“And I’ll tell you the thing that gets me,” he said, and his voice went somewhere else, and eighty people heard it change. “I had the water running. I was going to have a bath. And if he’d knocked on that door twenty minutes later I’d have been in the bath.”

He stood in the middle of a canteen with no eyebrows and could not finish the sentence, and Hattie Braun got up out of her seat and put a chair behind him and sat him down in it, and the room did the decent thing and went back to talking about something else inside ten seconds.

I sat there with a fork in my hand and my face doing what it could.

Here is what was happening in my head while a decent young man thanked me in front of eighty people.

I was working out what he was going to do next.

Not out of malice. Out of habit. He had lost his flat and his job at the tyre yard was hopeless and he was going to need work, and every entry in my notebook that touched Halvers Point in the second half of the year had gone in the bin the night before, and I was sitting in a canteen calculating which of the holes I had made in the future this laughing man was going to end up standing in.

Petrak came past the end of the table with his tray and did not stop and said, “Vargo. Well done,” the way a man reads a delivery note, which from him is a state honour.

Renata watched Renn from the doorway for about a minute at lunch, before her truck went. She watched Renn and then she watched me, and when I caught her eye she did not smile, and she did not look away either.

Simone Beauvais was forty hours into a shift by Sunday evening.

They had her on the Stack rotation and the Yard’s own drill schedule at the same time, which is the sort of thing that happens when two Cs go sick in the same week, and she had done a night at Iron Line Road and come straight in.

I found her in the corridor outside the medical room at half past eight, standing at a doorway with one hand on the frame, not going through it.

“Instructor.”

“Vargo.” She did not turn her head. She turned her whole body, which I had noticed on the first morning and had thought about approximately fifty times since. “You’re the reason I have had four telephone calls today.”

“Sorry.”

“Do not apologise for a boiler.” She let go of the doorframe and swayed, about an inch, and put her hand back on it. “Fifteen out of the fourth floor, is that right?”

“About that.”

“Mm.” She looked at the wall for a second. “May I say something to you as a person and not as an instructor.”

“Yes.”

“You went early,” she said. “Alone, off duty, without telling anybody where you were, into a building that was not on any sheet. And it worked, and it will work the next time and the time after that, and one night in about two years it will not work, and you will be in a stair core with nobody looking for you, and the first anybody at this Yard will know about it is a phone call at four in the morning.”

“I’m careful.”

“Everybody is careful.” She said it without any weight at all, as though it were the day of the week. “I have been to nineteen funerals, Mr Vargo. Nineteen. I can do them in order and I can tell you what the weather was. Every single one of them was careful, and about six of them were better than you.”

I did not have anything to say to that.

“The fourth one was a man called Aurel Bogdan,” she said, to the doorframe, in a completely level voice. “Rain. Forty of us in a car park in Halvers Point at half nine in the morning because the church was too small. He went into a basement on his own on a Tuesday because he had a feeling about it and he was right, and being right is what killed him, because nobody knew he was down there.”

“Instructor.”

“The ninth was Anneke Sund and it was the only one with sun on it, and her mother thanked me for coming, and I had signed the sheet that put her on that rotation.” She shifted her weight and moved her hand six inches along the frame. “I have got seventeen more and you are not going to stand in this corridor at half past eight at night and hear them.”

Somewhere behind her a door went and two people came through with a trolley and neither of them looked at us, because a woman standing in a doorway not going through it is the most ordinary sight in a Bureau building at that hour.

“The ones who go early get buried early,” she said. “That is an observation. I have been making it for twenty years and nobody has ever once taken it.”

Then she pushed off the doorframe and her legs went.

Forty hours and low blood sugar put the floor somewhere she had not budgeted for. I moved. Simone caught the front of my coveralls with her left hand before I could get under her arm and held herself upright against the frame.

“Don’t,” she said.

I stopped with both hands out.

She looked at them. First the right, then the left. Her eyes came back to my face.

“You count when you touch people.”

There are questions that give you room to lie. Simone Beauvais had spent six years teaching people how to remove room.

“Sometimes.”

“Every time.” She stayed braced in the doorway, breathing through her nose. “Three seconds on Duarte at the Bench. Three on Fonoti at the Iron Line. You thought nobody saw either one because everybody else was looking at the load.”

“Instructor.”

“If you put a hand on me now under cover of helping, I will spend the next month wondering whether you used it.” Her low register had replaced the drill-floor voice entirely. “So we will remove that part. Left hand.”

She let go of my coveralls, took my wrist, and placed my palm flat against the bare inside of her left forearm. Then she closed her hand over the back of mine and kept it there.

“Do whatever you do,” she said. “I will watch you count.”

Three.

Her skin was warm. Under it came more push than anything I had measured in that building, immediate and disciplined, a force that did not surge or wobble as it passed eighty and a hundred and forty and kept climbing beyond the last useful letter.

Simone watched my face rather than my hand.

Two.

The number crested a long way above A and settled flat. No reaching for it. No memory, pain or intention came with it. Purchase gave me one fact only: the fixed upper boundary of Simone Beauvais.

One.

She removed my hand herself.

“What did the contact tell you?” she asked.

“Your Ceiling.”

“Only that.”

“Only that.”

“Good. Now separate it from whatever conclusion is making you look at my right shoulder.”

She had caught me doing exactly what she taught on the drill floor: confusing a reading with an inference and calling both evidence.

“The number is not a B and it is not an A,” I said. Then I made myself stop there. “The rest is observation. You turn your whole body instead of your neck. You don’t reach above your own shoulder, not on the drill floor, not at the board, not when you hang your coat. You carry everything on your left. The injury is on the right and about seven years old.”

“Eight,” Simone said.

“Eight. Your public record says you never reached the number in my hand, including before the injury. I think the technique you built to protect that arm has been costing you everything above about a third of your Ceiling. That part is my inference.”

“Better,” she said. “Still none of your business.”

“You were an A.”

“I was an A for eleven years and then a B for two and now I am an instructor. The newspaper managed to print all three without you touching me.”

“The paper doesn’t have this.”

I said the number.

Simone Beauvais stood in the corridor with one hand on the frame and the other arm hanging exactly where eight years of technique placed it. She had chosen the measurement, controlled the contact, and made me tell her which part belonged to my hand and which part belonged to my eyes. Nothing about that left me in charge of what came next.

“Drop it,” she said.

“Instructor.”

“Mr Vargo.” Her voice went lower and slower. “You are going to drop this now. That shoulder has shaped every hour of my life for eight years, and you do not get to pry at it because I let you take a reading in a corridor. Say that number to anybody else and you and I are finished.”

“Yes, Instructor.”

“Good night.”

She walked away, right arm hanging, left hand carrying, hips and shoulders turning together at the corner. Absolutely upright. All of it technique, all of it perfect, all of it a splint she had worn for eight years and built a career on top of.

Renata came in at nine with grey dust in her hair and both forearms wrapped.

She had spent six hours against a gable wall on Iron Line Road with her hands up, holding the shore in place while a crew worked underneath it. Six hours of not moving at all with your arms above your head, and no record of it anywhere, because holding a prop is not a bank and does not count as a call-out.

The crew had a hydraulic prop in the van. It had been in the van since March and nobody had pinned it because pinning it takes twenty minutes and a woman rated F takes none, and she had known that at about the second hour and had said nothing, because saying it would have made her a problem.

She told me all of that in two sentences in the corridor and then would not discuss it.

She ate a plate of something in the canteen without speaking, which for her is roughly the equivalent of another woman throwing a chair, and then came and found me at half past ten, and it was raining, and she shut the door with her back and stood against it.

“I can’t feel my hands,” she said.

“Sit down.”

“If you are gentle with me tonight I am going to lose my mind.”

“All right.”

“I mean it. If you handle me. If you are careful. I’ve had six hours of a crew chief calling me love and asking me if I need a break.” She had her eyes shut against the door. “And I don’t want the other thing either. I don’t want to be worked. I can’t.”

“Then say what you want.”

“I don’t know the words.”

“Try.”

She stood there with her eyes shut and the rain going on the window.

“Don’t let me move,” she said.

I looked at her for a second.

“Do you mean my power?”

Her eyes came open.

“No,” she said. “God. No. I mean your arms.”

“Good.”

“Would you? If I asked?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Ask me another time,” I said, “when we’re not both about to fall over.”

I took her boots off for her, which took a while, because her hands were useless and she kept trying to help. Then the coveralls and the wraps, and both her forearms were black from wrist to elbow again with the shore’s timber printed into them, and she hissed when the fabric came off.

Then I put the light out.

We did it on our sides in the dark with the rain going and the window open two inches.

Me behind her, her back against my chest, my legs threaded through hers, and both my arms round her: one under her, up across her chest with my hand flat over her sternum, and the other over her hip and down, holding her against me at the waist.

I got my cock into her like that, slowly, from behind, and once I was there I stopped.

“Emmett.”

“No.”

“You’re not doing anything.”

“I know.”

There was almost no motion in it, and it took me about a minute to stop trying to improve on that.

She was hot all the way down my front. She had come in off a truck with wet in her hair and hands she could not feel, and inside four minutes she was giving off heat like brick that had stood in the sun all day, shoulder blades to the backs of her knees, and I had every inch of it against me.

She smelled of the gable. Grey dust and wet timber and the inside of a work van, and underneath that the warm bread smell she has at the back of her neck, which I have never once managed to describe to anybody and have given up trying to.

My forearm lay across her chest with my palm flat on her sternum, and her heart went against it hard, out of all proportion to how little either of us was doing.

“Harder,” she said.

I tightened both arms.

“That isn’t what I meant.”

“I know.”

She laughed once, dry, one syllable of it. “Still managing me.”

That went in exactly where she aimed it, and I let it. I had spent the whole day building doors for that woman to walk through and I was not going to build another one at eleven o’clock at night. So I lay there and held her and kept my mouth shut, and the rain worked the sill, and somebody’s television fanned through the wall two doors down.

It took her about forty seconds.

“Move once,” she said. “Then stop.”

I did. One stroke, the whole way, slow enough that I felt every part of the way in and every part of the way back, and then I locked up around her and went dead still with my cock all the way in her.

The sound she made came out of the bottom of her chest.

Her hand came back and found my forearm. She did not open her fingers. She got hold of it, five hard points of pressure, the way you get hold of a rail on a stair you do not trust, and hauled it tighter into herself.

“Again.”

One stroke. Stop.

“Again.”

She had the count and I had the arms, and that was the arrangement for the next hour.

Twice she went back to what she knows.

She is a woman who takes a thing head-on and holds onto it and gets it finished, and about ten minutes in her hips came round on their own and started to work against me, hard, the beginning of Renata doing this for herself the way she does everything else for herself.

I got my leg over the top of hers and my hand down over the front of her hip bone and stopped her dead.

“No.”

“Emmett.”

“No.”

She pushed. She is very strong and she was tired and she got about half an inch and then nothing at all, and the whole argument went out of her in one long breath through her nose.

“Oh, you,” she said, and shook from the shoulders down.

She tried it again twenty minutes later, more out of habit than intent, the way you push a door you already know is locked, and got the same answer, and that time she did not say anything about it. She made a small ruined noise into the pillow and stopped.

Her forearms were the worst I had seen them. I had my hand round the left one at one point and the grain of the timber was still printed into it, raised, hot under my fingers, and she hissed and then deliberately pushed the arm back into my palm.

“Leave it there.”

“It’s black, Renata.”

“I know what it is. Leave it there.”

The window was open two inches because it does not shut properly, and the rain was coming down onto the flat roof of the drying shed underneath, and every so often the wind put a cold line of it across the top of my shoulder and down her arm, and neither of us moved out of the way of it.

“You went alone,” she said, on a stop.

“Yes.”

“You lied to my face.”

“Yes.”

“Again.”

I gave her another one. Her pussy closed on me at the end of it and held on, deliberately, a woman who has spent eight years being told to let go of things.

“You don’t get forgiven for knowing what I want.”

“I know.”

“Good. Hold tighter.”

I did.

After that she stopped making sentences. The count went to single words and then it went to a hand tightening on my wrist, and every stroke I gave her came out of her as a sound with no shape on it at all, because there was no rhythm in that bed for her to hide inside.

Somewhere in there she started crying.

I did not notice for a while, because there was nothing to hear. The first I knew of it was wet on the back of my hand where it lay under her jaw.

“Are you all right?”

“I don’t know why I’m doing that,” she said. Her voice was completely level. “I want that on the record. I’m not sad. I’m not upset with you. Well, I am, but it isn’t that. I don’t know why I’m doing it.”

“All right.”

“It’s just coming out of me.”

“Let it.”

She was quiet for a while.

Then, in the dark, very carefully, the way you read a sentence off a form to check whether it means what you think it means:

“I don’t have to hold anything.”

“No.”

“I don’t have to hold anything.” It came apart halfway through the second time. “There’s nothing on me. There’s nothing on me at all, you’ve got me, and I don’t have to hold anything up. Eight years. I’ve had my arms up since I was eighteen.”

I did not say anything kind. She told me once not to and I have never needed telling twice.

I put both arms round her until there was nowhere in that bed for her to go, and moved once, slowly, without being asked.

She came apart.

It started under my palm. It went through the flat of her chest first, one long shudder that had nothing to do with her hips, and then her pussy closed on my cock in a deep slow clamp and let go and did it again, and again, and she was not counting any of them.

She got loud. Not the way she gets loud on top of me, which is a performance she is embarrassed about halfway through it. This was lower and a great deal harder on me: one long unravelled noise into the pillow with my name somewhere in the middle of it, both hands locked round my forearm, her heels dragging up the sheet and finding nothing to brace on and giving up on bracing.

That is the part I have kept. Renata Duarte with nothing to push against, going for a minute and a half in the dark, held absolutely still by a pair of arms, and her hands at the end of it open on the mattress in front of her, palms up, fingers slack.

Then she got my wrist. She did not move my hand anywhere. She pressed it harder into her sternum, until the flat of it was tight against the bone, and pushed herself back onto me, all the way, and stayed there.

“Don’t take it out.”

“No.”

“I mean it. Inside me.” Her voice had gone thick and slow and completely unembarrassed, which is a thing it only does at half past eleven at night. “You know I like it. I’m not going to be clever about it. Just do it in me and keep hold of me while you do.”

“You don’t have to ask twice tonight.”

“I’m asking twice anyway,” she said. “That’s mine. I get to.”

I came like that, with both arms still locked round her and her back flush against my chest and my palm pinned flat on her sternum under her own hand, and I did not move an inch through any of it, which took some doing. Four long pulls of it, deep, and she made a noise on every one and pushed back into me on every one and did not let go of my wrist once.

Afterwards neither of us moved for about ten minutes.

“Don’t take your arms off.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

“You’ll have to eventually.”

“Not yet.”

“No,” she said. “Not yet.”

She was asleep inside four minutes, on my arm, with the rain going and the wet-plaster smell of it coming in through two inches of window and the television still on two doors down.

She slept eleven hours.

At ten past ten she stood in my doorway in one of my shirts, hair wrecked, and told me she had not slept that long since she was nineteen. Then she walked down the corridor with her shoulders loose and her right hand flexing at her side, as though it still remembered exactly what it had chosen to hold.

At her door she looked back. “What?”

“Nothing,” I said.


Chapter 14: The Cooler

The Rung was in a meat cooler that week, and I knew the room before I ever walked into it.

The room existed in my memory as geometry long before I saw its walls.

The packing house on Cadmus Row shut in the eighties and never came down. What is left is a shell with a two-storey office block on the front and, behind that, the cold store: a windowless brick box with an insulated inner room inside it, forty feet by sixty, with a cork-lined ceiling and a floor that slopes to a drain. One door in through the office corridor. One fire door at the back, chained.

In the world I remembered, Ludo Odom ran his card in that room every Tuesday from the second week of September until the frost, because the depot behind Pettit Street had lost its roof and there was nowhere else in the Stack big enough and dry enough to put sixty people.

Fourteen consecutive weeks. One room. One door. A man who came when he came.

I had spent about a hundred and twenty hours of my first life thinking about the cold store on Cadmus Row without ever having stood in it, and I had spent the first five weeks of my second life turning it over like a stone in a pocket, and on the seventh of May I had personally, deliberately, with my own hands, made sure the roof stayed on a bus depot two miles away and taken the whole thing off the board.

And then Odom put the card in the cooler anyway, once, on the thirteenth of May, because it rained all week and the pool hall was under four inches of water again.

Once. In the wrong month. On a Friday.

I stood at the corner of Cadmus Row at half past eight looking at the loading bay of a building I had never seen, and I laughed, and it came out of me in one flat unpleasant syllable, and Renata looked at me sideways.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“You made a noise.”

“It’s a nice building,” I said.

“It is a horrible building.”

“That’s what I meant.”

She had come because she had made a decision about it four days earlier and had informed me of the decision. She had started doing that in the second week of May, and it is one of the best things that has ever happened to me, and it made my life immeasurably more difficult at the time.

The argument, in full, on the loading dock on the Tuesday:

“I’m coming with you.”

“You’re a Bureau responder with a card in your chest.”

“So are you.”

“I’m an E. You’re about to be something else, and there are sixty people in that room who will assume you are there to write their names down.”

“Then I’ll take the card off.”

“They’ll still know.”

“Emmett.” She had set her feet. She does it before she says a hard thing, and I had learned to watch for it. “You are going down to the Stack four nights a week, on your own, to look at a man you will not describe to me, and you come back at two in the morning and you get into my bed and you smell like a wet room and you tell me nothing. I have said all right to a lot of things. This one I’m coming to.”

“It’s not safe.”

“I catch buildings.”

“That’s not.”

“It absolutely is what it is,” Renata said. “Say something better or move over.”

I did not have anything better. That is the honest answer, and it is also the answer I gave, and an answer is not the same as the truth, because the thing I actually wanted to say was: I am afraid that if you stand in the same room as him he will look up, and if he looks up he will read the letter on your chest, and after that neither of us gets to choose anything.

The woman on the door of the cold store took eight dollars off each of us out of a cash box on a chain and did not look at either of our faces, and then looked at Renata’s shoulders a beat too long on the way past, which is the closest thing to a security check the Rung has ever had.

Inside, it was cold in a way that got into the bones of your hands in four minutes.

They had the refrigeration off, obviously. It had been off for thirty years. But a cork-lined box holds whatever temperature it was given and that box had been given February, and the walls sweated, and every breath in the room collected in pale clouds under the lamps.

The ring was on the flat by the drain, four sections of scaffold pipe and blue rope. Two lamp stands off a generator in the yard, running a cable in through a hole somebody had knocked in the brick years ago. About seventy people, more than the pool hall, because of the rain and because a Friday card pulls better than a Tuesday.

Ludo Odom had his folding chair against the back wall on the dry side of the drain with the clipboard on his knee, the oxygen bottle by his foot, and a coat on over another coat.

“Vargo,” he said, without looking up. “You brought somebody.”

“I did.”

“I told you not to.”

“You told me not to in April.”

“I have never in my life said a thing that expired,” Odom said, and turned a page, and then looked up at Renata with those small clever eyes in that enormous face. “You are the one off the television. The wall on the Row.”

“I’m not off the television.”

“You are on it about six times a night at the minute, and there is a man in the second row who will spend the whole evening working out what you cost.” He wheezed once. “Stand at the back and do not catch anything. Nobody in this room needs to see you catch anything.”

Doc Wendell Sallis had a table this week, an actual folding table, because there was room for one. He had a cigarette going, his reading glasses down his nose, and a lad of about nineteen sitting in front of him with a hand that was the wrong shape.

“Two of them,” Sallis said, to the hand, not the lad. “Fourth and fifth.”

“Can you strap it?”

“I can strap it. Strapping it means you fight on it in a fortnight and then I am doing this again in the summer with a chisel.” He taped it anyway. He did not, in all the time I knew him, refuse to do the thing he had just told somebody not to do.

Nessa Doheny came off the wall at us before we were six feet inside.

“Vargo. VARGO.” Volume, from about chest height, cutting through seventy people and a generator. She had her wraps on and a towel over her shoulder and she was bouncing on the balls of her feet, and she got to us in a straight line through a crowd the way water gets through a floor. “You are extremely late and I have already won, so you have paid eight dollars for nothing and I want you to sit with that.”

“Congratulations.”

“It was rubbish. He fell over. He genuinely fell over, I barely.” She stopped.

She had seen Renata.

I watched it happen and it took about half a second and it was not subtle. The green eyes went from me to the woman standing next to me, and down, and up, and the bounce came off her heels, and she went completely flat.

“Right,” Nessa said.

“This is Renata.”

“Is it.”

“Renata Duarte,” Renata said, and put her hand out.

Nessa looked at the hand. Then she looked at the plastic sleeve on Renata’s chest, which was empty, because Renata had taken the card out of it in the bus shelter on Iron Line Road and put it in her boot, which had been her own idea and which she had been quite pleased with.

“There’s a shape where the card goes,” Nessa said. “In the plastic. It goes cloudy round the edge of it. Everybody’s does.”

Renata put her hand down.

“All right,” she said.

“Are you here to write anything down?”

“No.”

“Because that’s the only question, and I’m going to ask it once, and then I’m going to be lovely about it for the rest of the night. Are you here to write anything down.”

“I’m here because he keeps coming down here on his own and I don’t like it.”

Nessa looked at her for another second. Then she looked at me, and back, and something in her face did a piece of arithmetic that I did not enjoy watching.

“Oh,” she said. “You’re the thing.”

“I’m sorry?”

“You’re the thing he’s not saying.” She turned round on the spot, entirely delighted, all the flatness gone in one movement. “That’s grand, that’s actually grand, I’ve been trying to work out for a month what was wrong with him and I’d got as far as money.”

“Nessa.”

“What’s wrong with him is you,” she said, to Renata, “and I would like it on record that I asked him twice.”

“You did not ask me twice.”

“I asked you in a manner.” She had already started moving again. She got up on the low concrete plinth that runs round the wall of the cooler, which put her at my eye level, and she stayed there for most of the next hour like a bird on a fence. “Right. Come on. Stand here, you can see the door from here, and there’s a heater, and I’ll tell you who everybody is.”

It went badly for about ninety seconds. Both women remember it differently.

Renata did not say much for the first bout. She stood against the wall with her arms folded and her jaw doing something, and Nessa talked at her from the plinth, and about every fourth sentence Renata gave her a syllable back.

“Do you know what a stiff is?”

“No.”

“A stiff is a fella brought in from another city who’s already been paid. He’s not here to win, he’s here to be an evening.” Nessa was pointing with her chin at a man in the far corner having his ankles taped. “That one’s a stiff and he knows it and he’s still doing his stretches, which is why I love him.”

“Mm.”

“Do you fight?”

“No.”

“Would you?”

“No.”

“You would, though.”

“I catch things,” Renata said, flatly.

“That’s fighting with an extra step,” said Nessa Doheny.

The bottle happened in the third bout.

Somebody at the back of the standing crowd threw a can. That happens two or three times a night at the Rung and it is not personal and it is not aimed. It came over the top of about thirty heads, half full, spinning, on a flat line into the space where we were standing.

Renata caught it without looking.

Her arm came up out of the fold at her chest, and she took it out of the air with a soft closed hand, and she did not turn her head and she did not stop watching the ring and she did not, as far as I could see, notice that any of it had happened. Then she put it down on the plinth beside Nessa’s boot and folded her arms again.

Nessa went silent.

Her heels stopped drumming. She looked down at the can, and then at Renata’s face, and something in her rearranged itself.

“Do that again,” she said.

“Do what?”

“That. Somebody throw something at her.”

“Please don’t.”

“Was that eyes shut?”

“No, I.”

“That was eyes shut. That was your eyes on the ring the whole.” Nessa got down off the plinth and back up on it, because standing still is not available to her. “Right, no, I take everything back. Everything. I had you as Bureau.”

“I am Bureau.”

“You’re a catcher who works for Bureau, that’s different, that’s.”

“That’s not different at all.”

“It is completely different and I will explain it to you in about two minutes but first I need to know one thing.” Nessa leaned in. “Who’s the worst person at Franklin Yard?”

Renata looked at her.

“Why?”

“Because I did a card at a place off the Iron Line in February and there was a fella there in a Bureau shirt, off duty, slumming it, buying rounds and telling everybody what a C means, and he stood at the ropes and shouted advice at a woman who was unconscious.”

“Sobol,” Renata said.

“Marek.”

“Marek Sobol.”

“MAREK SOBOL,” said Nessa Doheny, to the room, and about a dozen people looked round.

And that was it. Two women who had been braced against each other for ninety seconds discovered that they hated the same man, and the entire temperature of my life changed on the strength of it.

They spent the fourth bout doing Sobol.

Renata does an impression of Sobol that consists entirely of adjusting an imaginary collar and saying the word “output,” and Nessa laughed so hard at it that she had to sit down on the plinth, and then Nessa did one back which involved a lot of stretching, and I stood between them with my hands in my pockets watching the door.

“Here’s a question for you,” Nessa said to Renata, at the volume she uses for a whole room. “Does he do the flat voice in bed? The one he does about hose reels? Because I’ve been telling him for a month what I’d do to him round the back of that generator and he keeps going all Bureau about it, and now I’ve met you I understand the problem, and fair warning, I am not going to stop asking.”

About nine people heard it. Odom did not look up from the clipboard. Doc Sallis said “Nessa” from the table without any hope in it at all.

Renata took a second and a half.

“He does the voice,” she said.

“I KNEW it.”

“You’re a menace.”

“I’m an asset,” said Nessa Doheny.

“When you two have finished,” I said, without taking my eyes off the corridor door.

“We haven’t started,” said Renata.

He came in at twenty past ten.

I had spent four nights a week for five weeks getting into a position where I could see that door, and when it finally opened I very nearly missed him.

The card had a gap in it. Odom does that on a Friday: he runs three, then holds ten minutes while the money moves, then runs the second half. In the gap, half the room went out to the yard to smoke and the other half went to the crates of cans, and in the middle of about forty people coming and going through one corridor a man walked in and stood at the back with his hands in the pockets of a nylon jacket.

Heavy through the neck and the middle. About six foot. Brown hair going back off the forehead. Cheap boots, wet at the toe. He came through a doorway with a dozen other people and he did not push and nobody pushed him, and he arrived at the wall and put his back against it and stopped, and after that he might as well have been a coat on a hook.

I had four seconds of him on a parking ramp eleven years forward and I could have drawn him in the dark.

Nobody else in that room looked at him twice.

“Vargo.”

That was Renata. She had gone very still beside me, which for her means something.

“What.”

“Your face.”

“It’s cold in here.”

“Your face just did the thing it does at the Bench,” she said, quietly, into my shoulder, and she did not look where I was looking, and I do not think I have ever been more grateful for anybody’s discipline.

Nessa saw him about eight seconds after I did, and Nessa is not disciplined at all.

“That’s him,” she said.

“Nessa.”

“That’s your heavy fella. Nylon jacket, back wall, hasn’t got a drink.” Her heels had stopped again. “I have seen that man a dozen times and I could not have told you one thing about him this morning. Look at him. Look at what he isn’t doing.”

He was not doing anything. That is the entire description. He stood against the wall of a cold room with seventy people in it and he did not shift his weight, or look at his watch, or scan the crowd, or fold his arms, or do any of the twenty small things a man does while he waits.

He was the sixth bout.

It was billed as an even one, which was Odom being polite. The other man was a rated D from out of town, brought in a van, thirty-one years old, a knuckle-and-elbow specialist with a decent record in three cities, and I found out afterwards that he had asked for and got two hundred and forty dollars.

The fight took ninety seconds.

They came to the middle. The D put his hands up in a good guard and moved his feet the way a man moves his feet when somebody has actually taught him. Ostrowski walked at him.

Not fast. He walked, the way you walk at a bus you can see is not leaving yet.

The D hit him four times in about two seconds, hard, on the jaw and twice in the body, and it was good work, and Ostrowski’s head moved with the first one and did not move with the other three.

That was the moment the room should have gone quiet and did not, because half of them were still turned round talking about the fifth bout.

Then Ostrowski got hold of the front of his shirt with his left hand and hit him once with his right, in the chest, over the heart, and the D went off his feet and back about six feet and landed on the concrete on his shoulders.

Ninety seconds, from the top, most of which was the walk.

Here is what I saw, and nobody I have described it to has ever taken it from me properly. There was no wind-up. There was no shape to it. The man’s arm came through about eighteen inches and it landed like something falling off a roof, and everything about it was wrong for the size of him. A man of that build hitting that hard should look like he is hitting that hard. He looked like a man closing a car door.

The floor did something. The dust and grit on the concrete under his back foot moved, all at once, in a ring, out.

Nessa said something with no words in it.

The room made a noise, and it was not much of a noise. Some money changed hands at the back. Somebody near the front said “well, that’s that,” in the voice of a man who has missed a bus, and went for a can. Two of the D’s people came in over the ropes.

That is the part I keep coming back to. Seventy people watched a man do something to another man that no D in this city could have done, and it lasted ninety seconds, and it was not exciting, and inside a minute the room was talking about the seventh bout.

Odom wrote on his clipboard and did not look up.

The D was conscious. He was on his back on the concrete with two men over him and he was breathing wrong and he was conscious, and I have seen enough of them to know that he had a broken sternum and about eight weeks of trouble ahead and would live.

Ostrowski went to the ropes and put his hand out for his envelope, and took it, and folded it into an inside pocket, and then he did the thing.

He came back.

He walked back to where the D was lying, and went down on one knee beside him, unhurried, and the two men with him got out of the way because a man who kneels down beside somebody is not doing anything you can object to.

“Can I see your tag.”

That is what he said. I was nineteen feet away and I heard it, because the room had turned round to the seventh bout and there was a pocket of quiet where he was.

The D said something.

“Your tag,” Ostrowski said again, and put his hand out, palm up, and waited.

And the D, on his back on a concrete floor with a chest full of broken things, got his hand inside his shirt and pulled a Bureau tag out on a chain and gave it to him.

Ostrowski held it up to the lamp. He read it. He turned it over and read the back, where the certification number is. Then he took a schoolboy exercise book out of his jacket with a rubber band round it, and a pencil stub, and he wrote for about four seconds.

Then he put the book away, and put the tag back in the man’s hand, and closed his fingers round it, and said, “Thanks.”

And stood up and walked to the back wall.

I had been standing in cold rooms for five weeks constructing a man in my head. I had built somebody with a shape to him. What I had not built, in any version, was a man who gives the tag back.

He is not collecting them. That is the thing I understood standing on a wet concrete floor at twenty to eleven with my heart going. He does not want the tags. He does not want anything you could take off a person. He wants to be certain, in writing, of what a thing was worth, and he wants it in his own hand, and he cannot get that from a face or a fight or a reputation.

He needs the letter.

Doc Sallis had come across the floor with his bag and was down beside the D with a hand flat on his sternum, telling him not to sit up in a voice like a man reading a shipping forecast.

I got down on my heels beside him because I wanted to be six feet closer to that wall and I needed a reason.

“You want to be useful,” Sallis said, “put your hand under his head.”

I put my hand under his head.

“He going to be all right?”

“He is going to be all right in the sense that he will walk out of here, and he is going to be a great deal less all right in the sense that he has a job in a van on Sunday and he will take it.” Sallis put a cigarette in the corner of his mouth without lighting it, which is a thing he does. “What’s your name, son?”

The D told him.

“Right. You’re going to the Marne Street clinic when you get out of here, and you are going to tell them you fell off a wall.”

“Can’t.”

“You can. They will write it down and they will believe you, because a fella with a card who says he fell off a wall goes in a file and gets a scan.” Sallis looked up at me over his glasses. “That is the whole difference, by the way, if you want it in one sentence. He has got a card, so somebody will scan him. If he did not have a card he would be on this floor and then he would be on a bus.”

“You’ve said that to me before.”

“I have said it to everybody in this room before and none of them can hear it.” He taped a folded towel where he wanted it. “The ones on the board get counted. The rest of them just stop coming in.”

The seventh bout started and seventy people turned toward the ring.

Which is when I did the thing I had promised myself, in an empty bunk room, four separate times that week, that I was not going to do.

The decision did not improve with hindsight.

I had a date. The fourteenth of June, a warehouse at Halvers Point, and a woman called Mirela Antic. I had four weeks. What I did not have was one single fact about how it happens, because I have never seen one of these things happen, because F-grades arrive afterwards. I could stand outside every building in that district on the fourteenth of June with my hands in my pockets and watch the wrong door.

And there was a man against a wall nineteen feet away with the answer inside his body.

Three seconds of skin gives me a number. That is all it has ever given me and that is all it gave me that night. But a number is a fact, and I had none.

So I got up off my heels and I went to the crates for a can I did not want, which took me along the back wall, and the crowd was pushing forward toward the ring because the seventh was a local grudge, and I let it push me.

I came off the shoulder of a man in a donkey jacket and went into Bram Ostrowski’s arm.

It was a genuine collision. I did not palm him or reach for him. I let seventy people move me and I put my forearm and the flat of my hand against the outside of his upper arm through a nylon sleeve, and my fingers went past the cuff onto the back of his wrist, which was bare and which was cold.

“Sorry,” I said.

Three.

He was not big.

That is what came back first and it is the one that has no good words in it. I have anchored about a hundred and forty people by now and every single one of them arrives as one thing. You put your hand on a person and their whole body leans on you at once, in one piece, one weight, one push, and you read it the way you read a bathroom scale.

He came back in layers.

There was a man in there. Underneath everything, at the bottom, there was a heavy unfit thirty-six-year-old from the Stack who pushed back at about 4.1 tonnes-equivalent: a low E.

And on top of that there was something else, and it was not part of him.

Two.

I do not have better words. It sat on him. It pushed back separately, at a different rate, the way the water in a bucket pushes back separately from the bucket, and there were divisions in it. Steps. I felt three of them stacked one on another, each adding about 0.45 tonnes-equivalent, and the top one had a raw edge to it, and none of them belonged to the body that was carrying them.

Layers.

And in my head, from a drill floor in April, in a voice you could hear at the back wall without her ever raising it: nothing ever fails in the middle. It fails where somebody joined it, because that is the only part of the building a human being had anything to do with.

Read the seam before the mass.

One.

Purchase read the full sum: 4.1 for the man, plus three fixed increments of about 0.45 each. Roughly 5.45 tonnes-equivalent. Mid E.

He was an E.

He was standing in a meat cooler on the thirteenth of May with about the output of Oskar Renn, and there were four hundred and thirty-seven names on the board at Franklin Yard, and a hundred and seventy-odd of them stood above him, a great deal more meals than a patient man needs, and that is exactly why he was in no hurry at all.

He turned his head and looked at me.

I got the full four seconds of it this time instead of the ramp’s, and they were the longest four seconds of my second life, and nothing whatsoever happened in them.

He looked at my face. He looked down at the plastic sleeve on my chest, where the card was, where the card had been since the fifth of May with a new letter on it in Ivet Krall’s fountain pen.

	


An E does not count. An E is level. Killing me would pay him nothing and cost him nothing, which in his arithmetic makes me neither a meal nor a problem, and I stood there and watched a man read my card and put me in the same column as a chair.

He looked back at the ring.

Then he took the exercise book out of his jacket again and opened it and looked at something on a page, and put it away, and went on standing against the wall.

“Sorry,” I said again, to nobody, and went and bought a can.

I drank about a third of it standing next to the crates with my back to the ring and my hands not entirely steady, and then I went and stood beside Ludo Odom’s folding chair, because there was one more thing I wanted and because I had thirty dollars in my sock.

“Fifteen,” Odom said.

“I haven’t asked yet.”

“You have got the face of a man about to ask, and it is always fifteen, and if I let people ask first they negotiate.” He held his hand up without looking away from the ring. I put the money in it. “Go on.”

“Sixth bout. The heavy fella.”

“What about him.”

“How long has he been on your card?”

Odom thought about it, and he thought about it properly. That is what makes the fifteen dollars worth it.

“Six years,” he said. “Give or take. He came in off the Stack somewhere around the year they shut the ferry, and he did four in that first winter and he has done, I would say, forty since. Maybe forty-five.”

“That’s not many.”

“That is nothing at all. That is a fella who comes about six times a year, wins in under two minutes, takes his envelope and goes home, and in six years has never asked me for more work.” He turned a page. “I have been running cards since before you were born, Vargo, and I have paid out to more men than I could put a figure on. Money, mostly, that is what they want. Some of them want a crowd. Two or three of them want to hurt somebody and I put those on last so they can do it to a man who is expecting it.”

“And him?”

“He wants the fight to be over,” Odom said. “That is the only thing I have ever been able to get off him. He is not here for the money, because he does not haggle, and he is not here for the room, because he does not stay. He is here because it is a place where a rated fella will stand in front of him and let him have a go, and there is nowhere else in this city like that.”

I stood there with that.

“Describe him,” I said.

“What?”

“Describe him to me. His face.”

Ludo Odom, who had been putting that man on his cards for six years, who had paid him out of a coat pocket forty-odd times, who had looked him in the eye across a clipboard in a dozen different rooms, opened his mouth and stopped.

“He is heavy,” he said.

“Yeah.”

“Heavy. Not tall. Sort of.” He made a gesture with the pencil, a small one, describing the general area of a man. “You’d know him if you saw him.”

“That’s what everybody says.”

“Then everybody is right,” Odom said, irritably, and turned round in his chair to look at the wall, and the wall had about twenty people standing against it and I watched a sixty-three-year-old man’s eyes go across all of them and not stop. “He is not here.”

He was there. He was nine feet to the left of where Odom was looking, with his hands in his pockets.

I did not say so, and that is the moment I stopped thinking of it as a strange thing about the Rung and started thinking of it as the single most useful fact I had.

I got outside into the yard at about twenty to twelve and put my hands on the top of a wheelie bin and stood there for a while.

The generator was going. There was a smell of diesel and wet brick and, from somewhere down the Row, chips.

Nessa came out about a minute later and stood next to me and did not say anything, which was so unlike her that I looked round.

She was shaking.

Not the Overclock shake. She had not burned anything that night; she had won her bout at nine and the debt had come and gone. This was the other kind, in the hands, and her jaw was tight and her arms were folded and she was standing with her back against the wall looking at the bin.

“You touched him,” she said.

“I bumped into him.”

“Don’t. Don’t do that.” Her voice had gone quiet, which is the alarming thing about her. “I watched you. You went the long way round for a can and you came off Tam Delaney’s shoulder and you put your hand on his arm and you stood there for three seconds with your face like that, and then you said sorry.”

“That’s what happened.”

“That’s not.” She stopped. She got her hands under her armpits. “You know what he is.”

“I know he’s not what people think he is.”

“There’s nine names on that flyer, Emmett. I have been telling people about that flyer for two years and every one of them has told me I’m bored.” She turned her head and looked up at me. Her eyes were enormous in that light and her pupils were still blown from the fight three hours earlier. “And tonight a fella I have known five weeks walked across a room and put his hand on the thing, on purpose, for three seconds, and nobody in there noticed except me.”

“Nessa.”

“Don’t say it’s nothing.”

“It isn’t nothing.”

“Then what did you get?”

Renata had come out of the corridor behind us with both our coats over her arm and had stopped about six feet away, and she stood there and did not come any closer, and she did not say anything either.

I had two women in a wet yard on Cadmus Row waiting for me to answer a straight question and I had the answer in my hand, and what I said was:

“He’s an E.”

Nessa laughed. It came out of her like a bark.

“He’s a what?”

“He’s a mid E. That’s his number. Whatever he is, whatever he’s got, all of it together, on a plate, tonight, is about a five.”

“He put Killeen down with one dig and Killeen’s a D.”

“I know.”

“That’s not a five.”

“No,” I said. “It isn’t. And that is exactly the problem, and I don’t know what to do with it yet.”

She stared at me.

“You’re serious.”

“I’m serious.”

“Right,” said Nessa Doheny, and pushed off the wall, and went back inside, because she had two more bouts to watch and forty dollars on one of them and because that is how she deals with everything.

Renata gave me my coat.

We walked up Cadmus Row toward the Iron Line Road junction, and the trains had stopped and the street was doing that thing it does after midnight, where the sodium light makes everything look like a photograph of itself.

She did not ask me anything for about six hundred yards, and then she said:

“He’s the one, isn’t he.”

“Which one?”

“The one you go down there for.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re not going to tell me why.”

“Not tonight.”

She walked another twenty feet with her hands in her pockets.

“All right,” she said. Then, after a bit: “She’s good, your one.”

“Nessa.”

“She’s good. She’s an absolute menace and she’s got a mouth on her like a bin lorry and she noticed you’d gone across that room, which I didn’t, because I was watching the ring.” Renata bumped her shoulder into mine, hard enough to move me sideways. “I’ve decided to like her. It was a decision, and I made it while she was doing Sobol, and I am not revisiting it.”

“You did Sobol first.”

“I did Sobol better.”

“You did Sobol better.”

“Can I say a thing about her that is going to sound unkind?”

“Go on.”

“She’s the only person I’ve met in this city who’s more frightened than I am,” Renata said, “and she’s the only one who’s never mentioned it.”

“She’s not frightened.”

“Emmett, she is standing in a cold room with a list in her jacket about people who stopped coming in, and she has been carrying it about for two years, and she got it out to show you inside a week of meeting you.” She had her hands in her pockets. “I’ve had a list about me in a filing cabinet since I was eighteen and I never once looked at it. She wrote her own.”

We walked another fifty yards.

“Do you know what got me?” she said. “The way that room didn’t care. That fella went down and the whole place turned round and started talking about the next one, and I was standing at the back thinking, there is not one person in this building who is going to write down what happened tonight, and then I thought, that’s it, isn’t it. That’s the business.

“You go on a card, and somebody writes down what you did, and they say a letter out loud, and there’s a piece of paper with your name on it in a case.

“Or you don’t.”

“Renata.”

“I’m not being noble about it, I want to be clear. I had a lovely eight years being on a card. It bought me a car.” She kicked a can into the gutter. “But I stood in that room tonight and I understood, for about ten seconds, exactly what I have been trying to explain to my mother since I was eighteen, and I could not say one word of it in front of anybody in there because I am the one with the plastic sleeve on my chest.”

At the junction she stopped under the lamp and turned round and got both fists shut in the front of my coat and pulled me in until we were nose to nose, and she was not smiling.

“Look at me.”

“I’m looking at you.”

“When it’s the night,” she said, “whatever the night is. The night you’ve been walking round with since the fourth of April, the one that makes your face do that. I’m going to be there.”

“Renata.”

“I’m not asking. I’m telling you so you can plan around it, because you plan everything.” She let go of my coat and smoothed it flat with both hands, twice, like a woman tidying a shelf. “Now buy me chips, I’m freezing, and that room smelled like the inside of a fridge that’s died.”


Chapter 15: Twenty Minutes

Two hundred tonnes of grain does not sit in a silo the way water sits in a bucket.

That is the first thing anybody who has ever worked a silo job will tell you, and they will tell you at length, because it is the reason they have all watched somebody die. Grain arches. It bridges over the discharge cone and stands there in a dome with nothing under it, sometimes for weeks, and the wall of the silo is holding a load that is not where the drawings say it is, and then one morning something taps it and the whole arch comes down at once onto a cone that was designed for a steady flow.

Halvers Point transfer tower, number three silo, built 1954 in concrete, with a steel headhouse bolted across the tops of the battery in 1971 by a firm that no longer exists.

Two different buildings, joined by a person, seventeen years apart.

The alarm went at ten past one on the Wednesday and I was in the motor pool with my head under a truck.

Two notes. The major.

I came out from under it fast enough to take skin off my forearm and I was through the doors and into the corridor before the second cycle, and the whole building was doing what that building does: forty people converting from one thing into another thing in about twenty seconds, doors going, boots, Petrak’s voice already somewhere ahead of me.

Dispatch at Franklin Yard is a room off the front lobby with a long console, four board men on days, a wall of pin-boards, and a hatch through to the corridor so that the trucks can be shouted at.

I got to the hatch at the same moment as the third call came in and I stood there and listened to it, because an E on a rota has no reason to be anywhere in the first four minutes of a major and every reason to know what is happening.

“Say again. How many inside.”

“Nine. Belt crew. They were changing the head drum on number three when it started going.”

“Where is going.”

“East wall. There’s a crack the length of it and it’s spitting.” A pause with wind in it. “There’s a bulge, Yard. There’s a bulge in a concrete silo and I can see it from the road.”

Peder Wachs was the duty dispatcher and he had been doing it for nineteen years and he was very good at it, which matters, because of what I did to him at twenty past one.

“Rail,” he said.

“Sidings under the gantry. Fourteen men on a ballast train.”

“Get them off.”

“They’re moving them. It’s a train, Yard, it doesn’t.”

“Get them off.”

He put the handset down and turned to the board and started pulling tickets, and I watched a decent, competent, careful man do the only thing anybody at that console has ever been trained to do.

He sent by the number.

“A-grades,” he said.

“Seo’s crew is at Mallory Docks,” the board man said. “Chemical fire, both A-grades and the two Bs. They went at noon.”

“How long to break them?”

“They can’t break. It’s a bulk store with drums in it and if they walk away it goes into the river.”

“Ninety minutes?”

“Ninety at best. That’s if it’s out.”

“Right.” Wachs ran his finger down the second column. “Who’s in the building.”

And the board man read out what we had, and it was: Hattie Braun, Grade C, on a rest day and in the canteen. Two Ds, one of whom was Dez Marchetti with three weeks of certification behind him. Four Es. Nine utility.

And one F.

“Duarte’s here,” the board man said.

“Duarte is contracted.”

“She’s certified. She’s on the sheet.”

“She’s contracted to Bracken and she’s rated F and her Reserve is twelve,” Wachs said, “and there is two hundred tonnes of wheat in that silo.”

He was right. Every single word of that was right, and he said it in the tone of a man stating an unhappy fact, and then he put his hand out for the ticket book to send a C, two Ds and nine utility grades to a building that was going to come down on fourteen railwaymen inside twenty minutes.

I walked into dispatch.

There is a door beside the hatch and it is not locked and it has a sign on it that says AUTHORISED, and I went through it and across the room and stood between Peder Wachs and his console with my back to the board.

The room stopped.

Here is exactly what I said, because I have gone over it several hundred times since and I have never been able to improve on it and I have never entirely got over it either.

“Duarte is going in the truck.”

Wachs looked up at me.

“Get out of my room.”

“She’s going in the truck and I’m going with her, and I’ll put my own name on the sheet next to hers, in my handwriting, so that when somebody comes looking for whose decision it was there’s a name on it and it isn’t yours.”

“You’re an E.”

“Yes.”

“You are a Grade E responder with five weeks in this building and I have been on this console since before you could read.”

“That’s true as well.”

“Then move.”

“No,” I said.

It went very quiet.

There were four board men, Wachs, a runner in the doorway, and the channel to the site was open on the desk speaker, which meant that everything either of us said was going out to a fire officer standing on a road at Halvers Point looking at a bulge in a wall.

People have since told me it was brave. It was not. My hands were sweating. My whole chest was one long cold pull. I was twenty-three years old on paper and thirty-four behind my eyes and I had spent eleven years being the man on the other side of that hatch, holding a rope, watching the number go out and the need stay behind, and I had never once in my life said a word about it to anybody with a headset on.

“Mr Wachs,” I said. “In four minutes you are going to send a C and two Ds to a silo. The C will get the ballast crew clear, and that is worth doing and I am glad she is going. And then all of them are going to stand behind a tape at the bottom of that access road and watch the east wall go, because that is what the number allows, and at some point somebody is going to say on this channel that there is nothing anybody could have done.”

“There is nothing anybody can do.”

“There is a woman in this building who held twenty-six tonnes for twelve seconds on the twenty-first of April in front of four assessors and a paying crowd, and every one of those handhelds wrote the same number, and it is in your own building’s field records.”

“And her clause.”

“Her clause is a piece of paper in a drawer in a converted freight building on the other side of the river,” I said, “and it is not on this site and it cannot lift anything.”

“It is not my job to.”

“It is not your job. That’s right. It isn’t.” I put both hands on the edge of the console behind me, which is the only thing I did with my body in that whole conversation, and I dropped my voice, because that is what I do instead of raising it. “So I am taking it off you. I am standing here saying it out loud on an open channel with six people listening, and I am going to be the name on the sheet, and if you want me out of this room you are going to have to come round the desk and physically move me, and I want you to understand that I will not help you do it.”

Wachs stared at me.

Behind him, in the doorway to the corridor, Sergeant Ivo Petrak had been standing with a clipboard under his arm for approximately the last forty seconds.

I saw him. Wachs did not, because Wachs was looking at me.

Petrak stood there while I finished. He looked at me for a moment with absolutely nothing on his face whatsoever, and then he turned round and walked away down the corridor toward the motor pool, and I heard him start shouting at somebody about tarpaulins.

That was a decision. It was the loudest thing anybody did in that room and he did it by leaving.

“Get out of my room,” Wachs said again, but there was nothing left in the sentence.

“Am I going?”

“You are going because I have not got the time to have you carried out.” He was already writing. His pen was going hard enough to tear. “Duarte, R. Vargo, E. On the second truck, and you can both put your names on the sheet in the truck, and I want it understood by everyone in this room that I said no.”

“You said no.”

“I said no,” said Peder Wachs, “and I am going to say it again into a telephone at some point this evening, and when I do I would like one of you still to be alive to hear it.”

Renata was in the corridor with her forearm plates already on.

“What was that?”

“Get in the truck.”

“Emmett.”

“Second truck. Now.”

And she looked at my face for a moment, and then she went.

The transfer tower at Halvers Point stands on the riverside of the Iron Line with its own spur off the main freight road, and you come at it up an access road between two ranks of flat-roofed sheds so that you do not see it until you are four hundred yards out, and then it is all you can see.

Four concrete silos in a battery, ninety feet tall, grey going green up the north face. Across the tops of them, the headhouse: a steel box fourteen feet deep and sixty long, full of conveyor gear, with a gantry running out of it on trestle legs to the barge berth over the water.

And down the east wall of number three, running from about sixty feet up to the ground, a crack you could see from the road.

It was spitting. That is the word the fire officer used on the channel and it is the correct one. Wheat was coming out of that crack in a thin continuous jet like water out of a hose with a thumb over it, out and down, in an arc, and there was a cone of it building on the ground at the base of the wall four feet high, and the whole thing made a noise like heavy rain on a roof.

“Read it,” I said, in the truck, because I had spent six weeks listening to a woman say that.

“It’s coming out.”

“It’s coming out and it isn’t emptying. Look at the bulge.”

She looked. The bulge was about eight feet across and forty feet up and it was not a shape a wall makes.

“So the crack’s not the problem,” Renata said slowly.

“The crack’s a symptom. The grain’s arched inside it and the arch has come down and it’s all sitting on the cone at the bottom, and that’s four times what the cone’s designed for, and it’s pushing out.” I had my hand on the bulkhead. “The wall’s going to go in one piece from about the third lift down, and when it does, the top of the silo has got nothing under it, and everything above the tops of the silos is bolted across all four of them.”

“The steel thing.”

“The headhouse. With nine men in it.”

The fire service had seven appliances on the access road and a command unit, and they had done everything right, and there was nothing whatever that a fire service can do about a bulging silo.

Hattie Braun got there ninety seconds ahead of us and went straight down the sidings with a rail supervisor at a jog, and inside four minutes she had fourteen men off a ballast train and up the embankment, and the reason nobody ever talks about that is that everybody lived, and I am going to talk about it, because Hattie Braun did the most useful thing anybody did on that site all day and it took her four minutes and she was back on the road eating a sandwich by twenty to two.

Before any of the rest of it, and in between all of it, I did about forty minutes of the job.

None of it is in any account of the eighteenth of May that has ever been broadcast, because every one of them starts at two minutes past two.

I carried hose. I carried two lengths of hose up an access road with a lad from the second cohort, and then I carried a hydraulic pack, and then I stood at the bottom of the internal stair in number one holding a lamp on a pole so that a fireman could see the wall of a concrete shaft, and then I went and got a stretcher off a truck that was three hundred yards away and brought it back at a jog, and by the time I got there they did not want the stretcher.

Then I stood on the access road with a roll of tape and re-taped a cordon that nine people had walked through.

That is the job. That is the working life of the grade I had until a fortnight ago and it is about eighty percent of the working life of the grade I have got now, and every one of those things needed doing, and none of them will ever be on television, and there is not one of them I would have handed to somebody else.

What I was doing the whole time was reading the wall.

You get about forty seconds of proper looking on a job like that and then somebody hands you something. So you take the forty seconds early and you spend the next hour checking it against what the building does.

Every seven minutes the jet of wheat out of that crack changed shape.

That was the read. It came out at a certain angle for a while, and then the angle steepened, and then it flattened again, and the flattening meant the arch inside had settled onto the cone and the wall was taking more, and the steepening meant it had bridged again and the wall was taking less.

By ten past two it had stopped changing at all, and I stopped being able to hold a lamp steady.

The nine men in the headhouse were the problem.

You get into the headhouse two ways. There is an internal stair up the inside face of number one silo, which is a concrete shaft with a steel ladder in it and no lights, and there is the gantry from the barge berth, which is a hundred and forty feet of open trestle over water.

The stair was in number one. The bulge was in number three. They are joined at the top by sixty feet of steel and they are joined at the bottom by nothing at all.

“They come down the stair,” the fire officer was saying, “we get them down the stair.”

“How long?”

“Nine men down a ladder in a shaft with two hand lamps. Twenty minutes. Maybe fifteen.”

“What have we got?”

Nobody answered that, and then somebody’s radio said that the crack had reached the ground, and that answered it.

Between one forty and two o’clock the structure tried three different ways to keep those men inside it.

They started bringing the crew down the internal shaft at one forty-two and got six of them clear by one fifty-one. The last three had gone outward along the gantry when the building began making noise underneath them, because outward feels like away even when outward is a hundred and forty feet of trestle over water.

At one fifty-four the east wall of number three moved four inches. Every steel thing joined to it moved as well.

The gantry did not fall. Its river-end trestle foot walked off the bearing stool.

That was worse in a less dramatic way. The whole hundred-and-forty-foot structure shifted sideways and down, six inches at first, then kept creeping as the bearing shoe rode the edge of a concrete pier. The three men forty feet out dropped flat. One of them was pinned by the hips under the conveyor casing when it racked across the walkway.

The barge-end fire crew tried the handwheel on the conveyor brake. The wheel turned. The brake did not bite. Its linkage ran under a steel guard that had buckled against the shaft, and every time the gantry moved the shaft rotated another fraction and let the belt drag the casing tighter across the trapped man.

“Cut the belt,” somebody shouted.

“He’s under the casing.”

The brake linkage was six feet below the walkway on the outside of the trestle. I got down onto the lower chord with the river bank twenty feet under my boots and worked sideways until I could reach the bent guard.

The guard was not the thing that mattered. The camshaft behind it was. If the shaft turned another quarter turn, the moving belt would pull the casing down far enough to crush the man before anybody got a saw through it.

I waited for the creep.

The trestle foot grated over the last inch of its stool. The shaft twitched under the guard.

I put my palm on the exposed end of the brake cam.

Three.

The shaft fixed to the Earth. The belt kept trying to drag through a brake that could no longer rotate, and for the first second the whole gantry screamed in one long steel note.

Two.

“Release the tensioner,” I shouted. “Barge end. Red lever. Now.”

A fireman hit the lever. The belt sagged through the conveyor trough and the buckled casing lifted two inches off the trapped man’s hips.

One.

Two heavy-rescue lads hauled him backwards by his harness. His boots cleared the casing as my count ended.

The cam jumped half a turn under my hand and the belt slammed hard enough to tear three rollers out of their brackets, but there was nobody under it by then.

All three men came off the gantry on their own feet. One had a fractured pelvis and kept both legs.

Then the wall went.

At two minutes past two the east wall of number three silo failed from the third lift down, and it did it in one piece, exactly the way I had told her it would in the back of a truck, and I would give a great deal to have been wrong.

It went out into the yard as a slab about thirty feet by twenty and it broke up in the air, and behind it came two hundred tonnes of wheat.

I have never seen anything like it and I have been to four hundred jobs.

It does not pour. It goes out sideways, all of it, at once, like a wave, and it is the colour of a wheat field and it makes a sound like the sea, and it went across that yard at about the speed of a bus and put four feet of grain against the sheds on the far side and picked up two vans and moved them.

That is what everybody who was there talks about and it is not the point.

The point was the silo.

Number three, with its east wall gone from sixty feet down and its guts emptied, was now a three-sided concrete tube ninety feet high supporting one corner of a sixty-foot steel headhouse with three men in it, and it started to lean.

“It’s going into the river,” somebody said.

It was going the other way. A three-sided box folds toward its open face, and the open face was the yard, and under the yard side of the headhouse was the top of the internal stair in number one, and out from number one was a gantry with a fire crew on it, and beyond that was the access road with seven appliances and about ninety people on it.

Renata was at the bottom of the access road behind the tape where dispatch had put her.

She had been standing at a tape for twenty-five minutes with her plates on doing nothing at all, because the fire officer in command of that site did not know who she was and had a Grade F on a sheet and quite reasonably left her where the sheet said.

I went down the gantry and along the yard edge and I got to her at about the same moment the leaning started, and I did not have four minutes to explain.

“How long can you hold two hundred?”

“What?”

“Two hundred tonnes. How long.”

“I don’t know. Emmett, I’ve never.” She was looking past me at the tower. “I’ve had twenty-six for twelve seconds and it was the worst thing I’ve ever.”

“Twenty-six was four weeks ago. Your timed holds on the plate moved the curve.”

“You don’t know how far.”

“Far enough that the old twelve-second point is wrong,” I said. “Nineteen is the number we need, not the number I can promise.”

“How long do I need?”

“The kingpost of that headhouse is over the top of number one. It’s got the stair in it and it’s got three men coming down it and it’s got a fire crew at the bottom of it. If the corner comes off number three and drops, the headhouse rotates and it takes the top of number one with it.”

“How long.”

“Nineteen seconds,” I said. “That’s the whole crew clear of the shaft and forty feet up the road.”

“You’ve counted it.”

“I counted it while you were talking.”

She looked at me.

Then Renata Duarte took the tape off its stanchion with one hand and walked under it onto a live site in front of a fire service incident commander, and I have never loved anybody as much before or since.

“Where do I stand?”

The place to stand was the yard side of number one, which is to say directly underneath the corner of a sixty-foot steel headhouse that was about to be given nothing to sit on.

She stood there. She checked her boots, then her forearm plates, then her boots. Four times.

And the corner of number three finished going, and the headhouse dropped its northeast leg nine feet in about a second and a half, and the whole steel box came round and down and put its full weight onto the one thing still under it, which was the top of number one silo, and the top of number one had been built in 1954 out of concrete that had been having a bad afternoon.

The kingpost is the vertical member the whole frame hangs off. It came down out of the headhouse floor and sat in a steel shoe on the silo cap, and the shoe was bolted to the concrete with eight bolts, and at that moment about a hundred and eighty tonnes arrived on it all at once.

The concrete cap started to punch through.

I was on the cap. There is a service platform up there and I had gone up the outside ladder while she walked to her spot, and I had about four seconds, and it is the anchor I am proudest of out of everything I have ever put a hand on.

You cannot hold a building. I have said this to a great many people and about half of them have understood it. I cannot make a thing lighter, or stronger, or slower. What I can do is take one object out of the argument for three seconds.

The kingpost shoe was the argument.

I got both hands flat on the steel of the shoe at the instant the concrete under it started to go, and gave it three seconds, and for three seconds the shoe belonged to the ground itself, in the same way that the ground belongs to the ground, instead of to a concrete cap poured in 1954.

Three.

Everything above it stopped.

Not slowed. A hundred and eighty tonnes of steel headhouse, mid-fall, arrived at the shoe and found it fixed, and the whole structure went rigid with a bang that I felt in my teeth and my back and the soles of my feet.

Two.

“NOW,” I shouted down, which was unnecessary, because she had already set her feet.

One.

And I let go.

The shoe punched through the cap and the headhouse dropped four feet and everything above it came down.

Renata took it on her forearms.

A hundred and eighty tonnes of headhouse, arriving in one event, from four feet, onto a woman standing at the base of a silo with her hands up.

There is a photograph of the next second that ran in the Herald and on three networks and it is on a wall in Franklin Yard now, and everyone who looks at it thinks it is a picture of a woman being crushed. It is not. If you know what you are looking at, you can see the moment it stops.

She went down eight inches into the yard.

Her boots went into the ground. The apron went white under each boot in a spreading web four feet across, and then the two webs met in the middle and the whole slab gave up and turned to gravel under her. Her back locked into the hollow. The forearm plates buried themselves in the steel and stayed there.

And then the hum started, and it had gone somewhere I had never heard it go: out of the teeth and down into the chest, a note that sat in the bones and stayed there, and every loose thing in that yard began to move toward her.

Grain. Two hundred tonnes of loose wheat lying four feet deep across the yard, and it started to travel across the ground toward her boots like iron filings, in ripples, and where it reached her it stood up around her ankles in a ring.

Dust in the air stopped being dust in the air and arranged itself into flat bands.

A steel drum went over.

Nineteen seconds.

I counted them out loud from a service platform sixty feet up with both my hands on a rail, and nothing I have ever counted has gone that slowly.

At six seconds the last of the belt crew came out of the bottom of the stair shaft in number one with two firemen and went up the road.

At nine seconds her arms started to shake and the shake went up into her shoulders and her chin came down.

At eleven the grain ring round her boots collapsed in against the leather and packed itself solid, and the note in the bones went down another step into something you felt in the floor rather than heard, and a man beside me on the platform took his hands off the rail because he could not stand what was coming up it.

At fourteen the fire crew off the gantry got to the road.

At seventeen, somebody who had come out of a command unit and was standing on the road with no gear on at all started running toward her, and Hattie Braun, God bless her for it, put out an arm and clotheslined him.

At nineteen there was nobody within eighty feet of Renata Duarte except me, and I was sixty feet above her.

“THE CHANNEL,” I shouted. “RENATA. THE RIVER.”

She turned.

She turned with a headhouse on her arms. She tore both boots out of the ground, one and then the other, and got herself round about seventy degrees to face the water, and the river at Halvers Point at three in the afternoon on a spring tide is a dry channel with a mud bank and thirty feet of water in the middle of it, and there is nothing on the far bank for four hundred yards but a scrap of waste ground and a fence.

And she gave it back.

I do not have the words for the return and I have tried a dozen times.

There was a crease. That is what you see. There is a hard visible line in the air, a foot deep, and it comes off the front of her and it goes, and everything it passes through goes with it.

The grain in front of her left the ground entirely.

Two hundred tonnes of wheat went out over that river in a fan a hundred feet high, and under it the mud bank flattened and the water in the middle of the channel got picked up and moved, and a wave went across thirty feet of river and up the far bank and over the fence, and it took a section of the fence with it, and a few seconds later there was wheat coming down on the far bank like snow.

Somebody on the road screamed.

Then it was quiet, except for grain falling, and Renata Duarte sat down in a hole in a concrete yard with her arms out at her sides and her braid completely gone and both eyes gone red at the corners, and she could not stand up for a quarter of an hour.

Nine men out of the headhouse. Fourteen off the ballast train. Two firemen with cuts. Nobody dead.

Corrine Adjei had been at the top of the access road since one fifty because there is a scanner in her van and she is the fastest human being in Dunmore’s press corps, and her cameraman had a clear line down the road at the base of number one from a shed roof.

They got all of it. They got the drop, and the nineteen seconds, and the turn, and the fan going out over the river, and the helicopter that Channel Four had put up over the chemical fire at Mallory Docks came across at two nineteen and got it from the air.

It ran on every network at six.

The numbers are why any of this mattered, and everybody at the site got them wrong at first.

There were two assessors on that road by two fifteen, because the Bureau sends assessors to majors and it always has. Their handhelds do the same job as the plate at the Bench: they log the event. They logged the arrival at the point of transfer, they logged the return, they logged the duration, and by four o’clock they had a figure they were prepared to sign, and by six that figure was on a graphic behind a woman on television.

One hundred and ninety-four tonnes-equivalent.

Which is a B, and not the bottom of one.

A Grade moves in exactly two ways: a public Trial, or a witnessed sanctioned call-out whose recorded performance beats the standing number. The assessors signed 194 on the road. That recording made her a B before the broadcast van left Halvers Point.

Bracken’s clause stayed four miles away in his freight-building office. Renata went past it on a Wednesday afternoon in front of two assessors, ninety firemen, three cameras and a helicopter. After that, it described a smaller number than the one her body had already put on the record.

Gareth Bracken’s car was on the freight road at the top of the access, parked on the verge with the engine off, at some point between two and three. I do not know when it arrived. I saw it at ten past three when I came up the road with a blanket over my arm looking for somebody to give it to.

Reems was standing beside the driver’s door with his coat on. Bracken was in the back with the window down and his elbow on the sill, watching the yard.

He looked at me.

I looked at him.

He did not say anything at all, and neither did I, and after a moment he raised two fingers off the sill in the smallest greeting I have ever received from a human being, and the window went up, and the car pulled off the verge and went back toward the river road.

He did not get out of the car and he did not come down to her.

That is the thing I have thought about most, out of everything that happened on the eighteenth of May. Eight years. He came to her mother’s kitchen. He drove to the hospital on a Sunday when she did her wrist. He was four hundred yards away when she held a building up with her arms, and he sat in a car and watched it and then he went home, and I understood, in a cold and complete way, that I had just cost that man a great deal of money and that he had spent the whole afternoon working out exactly how much.

They would not let her in an ambulance.

That is not true. They would have let her in one and she declined it three times and then stopped being polite about it, and in the end a paramedic sat her on the tailgate of a Bureau truck with a blanket round her and put a light in her eyes and told her she had burst about forty small vessels in both of them and would probably have a headache for a week and that she was, and I quote, “the most frightening thing I have ever seen at work.”

I sat next to her on the tailgate.

Her hands were going.

Not shaking. Going. The whole forearm, both of them, in a fine hard tremor that came in waves about five seconds apart, and every time a wave came through her the tailgate rang.

“I can’t stop it,” she said.

“I know.”

“This is the other thing. This is bank. There’s still some in me.” She had her hands pushed under her thighs and it was not helping. “I gave it all away. I put all of it in the river. And there’s still some in me and I don’t know where it’s from and I can’t get at it.”

“Then don’t.”

“It’s going to be like this for hours.”

“Yeah.”

She sat there. Somebody up the road was talking to a camera. The fire service were pulling hose. The yard behind us was a hole and a hill of wheat and half a tower.

Corrine Adjei came down the access road at half past three with two coffees and gave one of them to a fireman, the way she always does, and it is why she gets in everywhere.

She stopped about six feet from the tailgate.

“Is this a bad moment?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Right.” She drank her coffee and did not go away. “Miss Duarte. When you are ready and not before, and I will come back tomorrow if you tell me to, and I will come back the day after that as well, because I am not going anywhere and you may as well get used to me.”

“That’s honest,” Renata said, through her teeth, with the tremor going.

“It saves everybody four days.” Adjei crouched down on her heels on the road so that she was lower than the tailgate, which I have watched her do half a dozen times since and which I have never seen another reporter do once. “I am going to ask you two questions now and then I am going to leave you alone. First one. Did anybody order you to do that?”

“No.”

“Second one.” She did not write anything down. She did not have a notebook out. “Who told you that you could?”

Renata did not look at me.

I was sitting six inches from her with my arm round her and there was a camera forty feet away, and she did not look at me and she did not point and she did not say a name.

“I told me,” she said.

Corrine Adjei stood up.

“That is a better answer than the true one,” she said, “and I know it is a better answer, and so do you, and I am going to use it, and you are going to hear it a great many times over the next year and I want you to remember that you chose it.”

Then she went back up the road to her van and left us alone for half an hour, which nobody else did all afternoon.

“Emmett.”

“Mm.”

“I want a cup of tea and I genuinely cannot be given one,” Renata said, “and I would like somebody to write that down, because it is the single stupidest thing about my entire life.”

So I went and got two paper cups off the fire service and I held one of them for her, and she drank it with both hands round mine and her forehead against my knuckles and the tremor going through both of us, and neither of us said anything for the better part of five minutes.

Then she lifted her head.

“They had a thing on a handheld,” she said. “One of the assessors. He was reading it out to the other one and he didn’t think I could hear.”

“What did it say?”

“He said a number.” Her eyes came up and she had wheat dust in her eyelashes and the whites of both of them had gone the colour of a brick, and the dark ring round the amber was doing something I had never seen it do. “Say it back to me, because I have been sitting here for twenty minutes thinking I misheard it, and if I did I would like to find out now and not in the paper.”

I said it.

Renata put her face in her hands, cup and all.

I sat on the tailgate of a Bureau truck on the access road at Halvers Point with my arm round a woman who was shaking hard enough to move the vehicle.

Up the road, out of sight behind seven fire appliances, Corrine Adjei went live at five past four with a fan of wheat going out over a river behind her.


Chapter 16: Hand Lettered

They had to bring extra chairs into the gallery, which had not happened at the Bench since 1974.

Ivet Krall told me that herself, in the corridor at half past eight on the twenty-fourth of May, in the tone of a woman complaining about the weather at a wedding.

“Nineteen seventy-four,” she said. “Miklos Bakos, who could set fire to things by looking at them, and it turned out he could not, and I have never forgiven the newspaper that put it about. Move down, please, you are standing in my doorway.”

“Sorry, ma’am.”

“Do not be sorry, be somewhere else.” She stopped with her hand on the door. “Mr Vargo.”

“Ma’am.”

“Is she frightened?”

“A bit.”

“Good. The ones who are not frightened break my plate.” Then, in a completely different voice, without turning round: “Six days. I have had a fortnight’s notice for every re-assay I have run in thirty years and this one I have had six days, and every instrument in that room has been calibrated twice, and if the newspapers get her number wrong it will be because they cannot read, not because I was in a hurry.”

She went in.

Here is who was in the gallery of the assay hall at nine in the morning on the twenty-fourth of May.

All forty of the cohort, or the thirty-eight of it that had not been posted out yet, because Petrak had put the whole lot on a training detail with no training in it. Six instructors, including Simone Beauvais at the end of the second row with her arms folded and her boots crossed at the ankle. Peder Wachs from dispatch, who did not sit down. Hattie Braun with a sandwich. Two sponsor men, neither of them Bracken, taking up four seats between them. Corrine Adjei and a cameraman on the top row with a permit that somebody had signed at seven in the morning, and I would love to know who.

And me, in grey coveralls at the back by the door, with an E in the plastic sleeve on my chest.

Renata came in at four minutes past nine with her hair braided tight, in her own gear, no plates, and the noise the gallery made was the noise sixty people make when they all shift their weight at once.

She stopped at the edge of the plate and took her boots off.

“You do not have to do that,” Krall said.

“I get better feet on the steel.”

“Then keep them off. Miss Duarte, you are the fourth person in thirty years to tell me that and the other three were correct as well.” Krall took her glasses off and let them hang. “Right. Everybody in the gallery, listen, because I say this once and then I am going to be busy.

“This is a re-assay under field record. On the eighteenth of this month, two duty assessors recorded a return at Halvers Point of one hundred and ninety-four tonnes-equivalent. That number has already changed this woman’s Grade. It changed it on the road, on the day, in front of witnesses. That is how it works and how it has always worked, and nothing that happens in this room this morning can change it back.”

Somebody in the second row said something to somebody else.

“What we are doing,” Krall went on, “is putting it on an instrument. Because a handheld on an access road is a good machine used badly, and because the letter is going in a case by the front doors of this building and it is going to stay there, and I would like it to be right.”

She put the glasses back on.

“Duarte. On the plate.”

The re-assay took fifty-one minutes.

She went up onto the plate in her socks, with her boots side by side against the cork gap and her braid pulled tight and a room of ninety people behind her breathing on the glass of the gallery.

They started small, which nobody up there understood and which was the point of it.

The drop rig at the Bench has a two-tonne hammer and a dial with settings from one and a half up, and Krall put it on the lowest setting and dropped it on her, and Renata took it on her forearms and did nothing with it.

“Hold.”

“Holding.”

“How long can you hold that?”

“All morning.”

“Do not say all morning, give me a figure.”

“Forty minutes,” Renata said. “Probably more. I’ve never gone past forty because I got bored.”

“Where did you go past forty,” said Krall, and did not look up from the readout, and did not wait for an answer, and I have always believed she knew perfectly well what happened to the floor of her assay hall on the sixth of May and had decided, on balance, not to have that conversation with anybody.

Then five tonnes. Then fourteen. Then twenty-six, which is where they had put her a month earlier by accident on a rig with a slack winch, and she took it and stood there with it and there was a hum in the room and the paper tape on the third instrument case lifted an inch and lay back down.

“Duration.”

“I’m fine.”

“Duration, Miss Duarte.”

“Four minutes,” Renata said, and the gallery made a noise.

“Do not tell me. Show me.” Krall started a clock. “And do not dump it. Take the next one on top.”

That instruction made the morning, and it was Krall’s idea and not mine, and a great many people have since assumed otherwise.

The drop rig at the Bench cannot deliver two hundred tonnes. There is no rig in this state that can. What it can do is deliver twenty-six, and then another twenty-six on top of it, and then another, and the only question is whether the woman standing on the plate is prepared to keep them.

She kept them.

I stood at the back of a gallery with my hands in my pockets and watched Renata Duarte accumulate, and the running total went up on the display above the instrument cases in green digits four inches high where sixty people could watch it climb.

Krall ran the hammer up its settings as she went and did not drop the same weight twice in a row at any point, because she is a scientist and because she wanted the shape of the curve and not just the top of it.

By the fifth she had stopped talking. By the seventh the hum had come off the plate and into the concrete and the fillings in my back teeth were buzzing and two people in the front row of the gallery had put their hands on the rail. By the ninth, dust was coming off the instrument cases and travelling across the floor toward the steel in flat rings, and Krall had her glasses in her hand and was standing six feet closer than she tells trainees to stand.

Renata’s braid came apart on the eleventh.

Her feet were not in the plate, because it is four inches of steel and it does not care. But she had gone into that posture, the one she makes bracing, hips back and the deep hollow in her spine and her whole body turned into a bracket, and by the tenth the red in the whites of her eyes, six days old and finally going yellow at the edges, had darkened again all the way round the amber, and her forearms were shaking, and she was smiling with her teeth shut.

“Duarte.”

“Give me another one.”

“Duarte, I am stopping this.”

“Give me one more.”

“I am stopping this,” said Ivet Krall, “and I am stopping it in front of everybody in this room and I am going to say out loud why, because I do not want one word of it in a newspaper tomorrow that is not mine.”

The room went quiet.

The display over the instrument cases said two hundred and forty-one tonnes-equivalent.

Krall walked to the edge of the plate in her cardigan and looked up at a woman standing in her socks holding all of it, and she put her hand flat on the steel.

“This plate,” she said, “is rated to three hundred. It is the best instrument in this state. It is not good above about two hundred and fifty, and nobody has ever asked it to go there, and if she returns what she is currently carrying into it I will lose the plate and probably the floor, and this city will not have a Bench for a year.”

She turned round to the gallery.

“So the number I am about to write is not her number. I want that understood by every person in this room and by the young woman with the camera on the top row. It is the largest number my instrument can survive. It is a limit of the equipment and it is nothing whatever to do with the limit of the person, and the difference between those two things is the entire history of this profession.”

Then she said, to the plate: “Miss Duarte. Turn and put it in the west wall pad, please, and take your time about it.”

There is a pad in the west wall of the assay hall, four feet square, nine inches of laminated hardwood and steel, put there in 1968 for exactly this and used about twice a decade.

Renata turned. She set her hips.

And she gave it back, and the pressure front came off her in a hard visible crease and crossed nine feet of concrete room and hit the pad, and the pad moved, and the wall behind it cracked in a starburst from the corners, and every one of the sixty seats in that gallery went over backwards in a wave with sixty people in them.

Corrine Adjei’s cameraman kept filming from the floor, on his back, and that shot ran for two years.

It took four minutes to get everybody upright.

Krall wrote the card at the counter with her fountain pen, the letter first and the name after.

Then she stood up, in a concrete room with sixty people in it and the west wall cracked and dust still coming down off the light cages, and she held it out, and she said it out loud.

“Duarte, Renata. Grade B.”

The top of the B band is two hundred and fifty. Above that is an A, and there are four of those in this city. Above them there is no letter at all, only a name and a count of how many have ever held it, and the count is three, and two of them are dead and one of them is in a chair.

Ivet Krall stopped her instrument at two hundred and forty-one because that is where her instrument stops being able to take it back, and everybody in that gallery who could do arithmetic did it at the same moment, and the noise they made was not entirely a cheer.

I have been in this building for a lot of my life and I have heard that woman say a letter perhaps six hundred times.

There is no sound in this world like sixty people who have all just watched something reacting to it at once in a concrete box with a gallery. It came back off four surfaces a fraction behind itself and it went on for a long time.

Renata stood on the plate in her socks with the card in her hand and her braid destroyed and both eyes red to the iris and did not move at all.

Then she looked up, over the whole gallery, past the instructors and the sponsors and the cohort and the camera, to the back, by the door, at a man in grey coveralls with an E on his chest.

And she held it, and went on holding it, past the point where anybody else in that gallery would have looked away, and she did not smile, and she did not wave, and she said nothing at all.

That is the beat, all of it, and I have never needed anything else from anybody.

I am going to say the other thing once and then leave it alone.

I stood at the back of that gallery for fifty-one minutes and I was so proud of her that my chest hurt, and underneath that, the whole time, in the part of me that I do not like and cannot get rid of, there was a small mean voice going: and you are an E, and you will be an E when this is over, and every single person in this room now knows her name and not one of them knows yours.

I did not want the credit. That is true and I will stand on it.

I wanted, very badly, for about a minute, to have been somebody the room turned round to look at, and then I got over it, and I got a cup of tea, and I went and put the chairs back up in the gallery with two lads from the cohort because somebody had to.

They changed the board at noon.

The case by the front doors of Franklin Yard is under glass and it has a lock on it and the key lives on a hook in the front desk drawer, and Ivet Krall does the cards herself with a pen and a ruler and a sheet of blotting paper on the desk, because she does not trust the hand of anybody in the building including her own assistant.

She took the old card out of the F column. She did it in front of about ninety people, because word had gone round the building by then and half the Yard had found a reason to be in the lobby.

Then she wrote a new one, and it took her about two minutes because she does the letter in a heavier hand, and she put it in the B column.

The B column at Franklin Yard had nine cards in it that morning and it had been nine for two years.

It had ten at noon.

Renata came down from the medical room at half past twelve with both eyes darker than they had been at nine and her hands still going, and stood in front of the case with her hands behind her back, and the crowd got out of her way and then stood there and watched her look at it, which was the worst possible thing anybody could have done, and I could not stop it.

She looked at it for a long time.

“There’s a smudge on it,” she said, eventually.

Ivet Krall, four feet away with the key in her hand, went the colour of a stop sign.

“There is not.”

“There’s a smudge on the D.”

“On the.” Krall was already unlocking it again. “Where.”

“I’m joking.”

“You are not.”

“I’m joking, Krall, it’s perfect, it’s the nicest thing I’ve ever.” And then Renata Duarte, twenty-six years old, Grade B, stopped talking in front of ninety people, and turned round, and walked off down the corridor toward the canteen with her fists in her pockets, and everybody had the sense to let her go.

Gareth Bracken came to the Yard at two.

He did not have to. That is the thing I keep coming back to. Nobody in Dunmore would have thought less of him for staying on the other side of the river that afternoon, and I have spent a long time deciding what I think about the fact that he came, and I have got nowhere.

He came up the corridor in the charcoal coat with the collar sitting flat, and he had a flat parcel under his arm, and he found her in the canteen with about thirty people in it and he did the whole thing in public and did not lower his voice once.

“Renata.”

She stood up.

“Sit down, sit down, for God’s sake, you have had a morning.” He put the parcel on the table. “That is a photograph. It is the one off the access road, from the wire service, and it is framed, and it is for your mother, because she will want one and she will not want the one in the Herald with the arrow on it.”

“Gareth.”

“Congratulations.” He put his hand out and she took it, and he covered it with his other hand for a second, and it was not a performance because I was six feet away and I was watching for one. “I have known that number was in you for about three years and I have never once had the wit to find out. That is my sentence and I have said it to you out loud, and neither of us is going to pretend afterwards that I did not.”

“That’s not.”

“It is exactly true and it is going to cost me a very great deal of money and I would rather say it here than have you hear it from somebody who enjoys it.” He straightened up. “Your premium goes to a B on the first of the month. Your fee band goes to B on your next call-out. There is a schedule in your contract for re-rating and I will be honest with you and tell you it was written by somebody who never expected to use it, and I have had two people looking at it since Wednesday, and the answer is that you are going to be earning about four times what you earned in April and I am going to be earning rather less than I did.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Do not,” said Gareth Bracken, “ever say that to me again.”

That was the only moment in ten weeks when I saw him anything other than perfectly comfortable, and it lasted no time at all.

Then he looked round the canteen, at the thirty people pretending to eat, and he smiled at them generally, and he saw me at the end of the counter with a cup in my hand.

“Mr Vargo.”

“Mr Bracken.”

“The offer stands,” he said, pleasantly, and went out.

I put off thinking about the other thing that happened that day until the noise around Renata had settled.

Nessa Doheny registered with the Bureau of Powered Response at ten past three in the afternoon on the twenty-fourth of May at a desk in the front lobby of Franklin Yard, and it took nineteen minutes and cost her eight dollars, and I stood beside her for all of it.

I had been working on her for a fortnight.

That is the honest verb and I am going to use it.

Here is what I had in my head the entire time, and I never said one word of it to her, and it belongs before the good part of the day rather than after it.

In the world I remembered, Nessa Doheny burns out at twenty-six, on the floor of a basement somewhere in the Stack, two winters from now, after a bout she should not have taken with a debt she could not pay. There is no entry for it anywhere. There is no card, no letter, no employer, no rota, no premium, no benefit and no file. I do not know it because I read about it, because there is nothing to read. I know it because in about four years’ time I am going to be standing in a wet room at three in the morning and a sixty-five-year-old man with a cigarette in the corner of his mouth is going to tell me about a girl who used to fight, and I am going to say who, and he is going to say you would not know her, nobody knew her.

So: put her on the board.

On the board she gets a card and a letter and a pay band and insurance and a death benefit and a rota and Bureau backup and a file with her name in it, and if she goes into a basement and does not come out, somebody has to write it down.

And on the board she becomes a rated person, in a public case, under glass, by the front doors, in a city where a heavy plain man with a pencil is working his way up a registry and only counts what has a letter on it.

I did that arithmetic about ninety times in a fortnight and it came out the same way every time and I hated all of it.

The last time I did it was on the loading dock at midnight the night before, and I got to the end of it and sat there and understood, with total clarity, that I had just run the exact structure of thought that Gareth Bracken runs at his desk every morning. Two numbers, a difference between them, and a person standing in the middle of the difference who is not being consulted.

So I consulted her.

I told her all of it in her own kitchen, which is one end of one room above a bike shop on the Stack side of Cadmus Row, at nine in the morning, with the heavy bag hanging six inches from my shoulder and seven trophies on a shelf that she insists are ironic and are not.

I told her about the pay band and the insurance and the benefit and the backup.

Then I told her the other half.

“If you register,” I said, “you get a letter. And the letter goes in the case at the front of Franklin Yard, hand written, where anybody in this city can walk in off the street and read it. And there is a man who reads it.”

She was standing at the counter eating cereal out of the box.

“Your heavy fella.”

“Yes.”

“Say the rest of it.”

“He is going up the registry and he only counts people rated above him and he verifies every one of them by hand.” I made myself keep going. “He is an E. If you register and you come out above an E, you go on a page in a schoolboy exercise book in his coat pocket, and you will be on it because of me, because I sat in your kitchen and made an argument.”

Nessa put the box down.

“You are the worst salesman I have ever met in my life,” she said.

“I know.”

“No, genuinely. That is a shocking pitch. ‘Come and be on a list so a lad can murder you correctly.’”

“Nessa.”

“I’m doing the thing, don’t. Give me a minute.” She got up on the counter, where she always sits, with her heels going against the cupboard door. She did not talk for about twenty seconds, which I had by then learned to be frightened of. “Right. Ask me the actual question.”

“What’s the actual question?”

“You think the question is do I want to be safe.” She looked at me. “It isn’t. I have never been safe and it has never once been the thing I was thinking about. You have been in this city five minutes and you already know that, so stop being polite at me.”

“All right.”

“Nine names,” Nessa said. “That’s what’s on my flyer. Nine fighters in two years who stopped coming back and I went to the Bureau desk in this building on a Wednesday and a fella with a moustache listened to the whole thing and never picked his pen up, and do you know what I have thought about every day since?”

“Tell me.”

“Not that they’re dead.” Her heels stopped. “That they’re not anywhere. There’s no line with their name on it in any building in Dunmore. Cathal Byrne owed me forty dollars and he is not written down anywhere on this earth, and if I go the same way I am not written down either, and some fella like you comes along in four years and asks about me and somebody says who, and that’s it. That’s the entire thing that has ever frightened me, and it was never dying.”

She jumped down off the counter.

“So. If I get a card, there’s a line with my name on it.”

“Yes.”

“And if he takes me off a wall in a basement, somebody has to cross it out.”

“Yes.”

“Then that’s better,” said Nessa Doheny. “That’s not safer, and I’m not stupid, and I’ll be looking over my shoulder for the rest of my life and I hope he tries it on a Tuesday when I’ve slept. But it’s better, and it’s better for a reason that’s mine, and I want you to understand that I am not doing this because you asked me.”

“I know.”

“Then tell me what I just told you, because I want to hear it in your voice and not in mine.”

“You’re not doing it because I asked you.”

“Right,” she said, and put her boots on, and went and got the bus with me to Franklin Yard, and talked the entire way, and did not stop talking until she was standing on the plate.

Overclock is a nightmare to assay and Krall enjoyed every minute of it.

“You accelerate.”

“I go faster.”

“That is not what I asked. Does your mass move faster, or does time move slower for you, because those are extremely different and my instrument cares.”

“How would I know?”

“By telling me what happens to a glass of water in your hand,” said Ivet Krall, and got a glass of water, and that is how the Bench at Franklin Yard established in nineteen minutes what nobody at the Rung had worked out in six years, which is that Nessa Doheny does not slow the world down. She spends tomorrow.

They ran her on the impact head. Standing start, fifteen feet, one strike on the load cell, three times with a rest.

The first two were a strong woman hitting a machine.

Then Krall said, “Now do it the way you do it in a room where somebody has paid to watch,” and Nessa grinned at her, and the whine came up.

It is a rising note like a motor spinning up under the floor and it fills a concrete room absolutely. Everybody in that gallery heard it and about half of them stood up.

And then she was at the head, and she had not crossed the fifteen feet in any way that your eye was given a part of, and the load cell went over and the paper tape ran out of the case in a loop onto the floor.

The room came off its seats.

There was steam off her shoulders in a cold room, and the whine wound down like a drill switching off, and Nessa Doheny stood in front of the impact head with both arms hanging and said, “That’s a D, that is,” and then sat down on the plate.

Doc Wendell Sallis was at the back of the gallery.

I had not invited him and neither had she. He had come on the bus, in a jacket I had never seen, and he had taken his hat off in a concrete room with a load cell in it, and he stood at the back for all of it with the hat in both hands.

Krall wrote the card at the counter, letter first, name after.

“Doheny, Nessa. Grade D.”

Then she added a line under it in smaller writing, which I read upside down because I was standing at the counter.

Aftercare: see note. Twenty-four hours minimum stand-down following expression. Dispatch to be advised.

“Nobody will read that,” Krall said, to nobody, screwing the cap back on. “I have written it four hundred times in thirty years and I do not believe any dispatcher has ever read one of them. I write them anyway.”

They could not get Nessa off the plate for nine minutes.

She sat on four inches of steel with her hands shaking so hard she could not hold the card, and her skin gone the colour of wet newspaper and black rings coming up under her eyes while people watched, and she narrated the entire thing at volume to a gallery that did not know what to do with itself.

“That’s the debt, that is. That’s tomorrow, that is, I’ve spent tomorrow. Do not any of you look at me like that, I do this twice a month for eight dollars a head and now I’ve done it for the government.”

Somebody laughed.

“I’m going to eat a horse,” said Nessa Doheny, to the Bench, “and then I am going to sleep for a day and a half, and if any of you tell me to sit down I will bite you.”

Doc Sallis came down the gallery steps with a chair.

I bent to help her up. Nessa caught my left wrist before I touched her and pulled my palm flat against the damp skin under her jaw.

“Do it,” she said.

“Do what?”

“The three-second thing. You have been putting your hands on half this building and making that meter-reader face since April. You avoided doing it to me in the pool-hall yard. I noticed.”

Sallis stopped with the chair a foot away. Krall, behind the counter, looked up over her glasses.

“Nessa.”

“You got me onto the board. Now read me while the bloody machine’s still warm, and if your face does anything interesting I want to see it from here.”

Her grip shook around my wrist. She did not let me turn the contact into an accident or a courtesy. She put my hand where she wanted it and kept it there.

Three.

The push met my palm at about twenty tonnes-equivalent.

Two.

It held there. No second shelf above it, no hidden reach waiting beyond the number Krall had just written. A solid D, matching the Bench to within the sort of margin Krall would sniff at.

Nessa watched my face with grey skin, blown pupils and a challenge she barely had the strength to hold.

One.

She released my wrist.

“Well?”

The D was right, all the way through. Her demonstrated Draw met her fixed Ceiling with no unused gap between them.

“Your D is right,” I said.

“Obviously it’s right. Cardigan wrote it.”

“All the way right. The number under my hand matched the plate.”

Her mouth stopped for half a beat.

“Meaning?”

“Meaning the machine didn’t miss anything.”

That was the whole truth Purchase gave me. It was also not the whole consequence, and Nessa heard the gap.

“You’re keeping a second sentence,” she said.

“I’m keeping an interpretation until you’re not grey enough to lose an argument with a chair.”

“Coward.”

“Sit down.”

“See, now I have to bite you on principle.”

Sallis put the chair behind her knees. They folded before she could make good on the threat, and he caught her shoulder while I got an arm around her waist.

She kept watching me as we lowered her.

“We’ll finish that sentence,” she said.

“When you can stand.”

“I’ll stand tomorrow.”

“You just spent tomorrow.”

“Then Thursday,” said Nessa Doheny, and shut her eyes because keeping them open had finally become too expensive.

Her flat is one room over a bike shop and it is ten feet by twenty with a sink at one end and a mattress at the other and a heavy bag hanging from a beam in the middle, which means there is nowhere in it you can stand without ducking.

She had slept all of Tuesday night and most of Wednesday and eaten, by her own count, four dinners.

By Wednesday evening she was upright and dangerous again and she had the tag out on the outside of her sweatshirt on its chain where anybody could see it, and she had been wearing it like that since half past three the previous afternoon, in the street, on the bus, in the chip shop, at the door of the bike shop while she talked to Fintan downstairs about a wheel.

“You’re going to lose that.”

“I am not going to lose it.”

“You’ll catch it on something.”

“Emmett Vargo,” said Nessa, “I have had that thing for twenty-eight hours and I have shown it to nineteen people, including a woman at a bus stop who did not ask, and I am going to be wearing it on the outside of my clothes for the rest of my natural life. Sit down.”

There is one chair. I sat in it.

She stood in front of me with her hands in the pocket of the cut-off sweatshirt and her ponytail still wet from the sink, and she looked at me for a good five seconds with the green eyes completely still, which is the rarest thing about her.

“Right,” she said. “You know what happens now.”

“Do I?”

“I have been telling you for a month what I would do to you. At volume. In front of Odom, in front of Sallis, in front of a room of about seventy people, and one time in front of your one, which I enjoyed.”

“You have.”

“And you have sat there every single time with a face like a fella reading a meter.”

“I’ve been busy.”

“You have been chicken,” said Nessa Doheny, and went down on her knees on the floorboards between my feet without breaking eye contact once.

That was the consent conversation, entire, and there was never going to be another one.

“Nessa.”

“Say something else.”

“Come here.”

“No,” she said. “This bit’s mine. You get the next bit.”

She got my belt open with her hands still not entirely steady from the day before, which she noticed, and commented on, because she comments on everything.

“Look at that. That’s the debt, that is. Twenty-four hours on and I can’t do a buckle.” She got it anyway. “This is going to be very good and I want you to know in advance that I have thought about it a lot.”

And then she stopped talking for a while, which is the single most flattering thing that has ever happened to me.

She is small. That is the physical fact of her, and she is dense with it, hard and compact right through, built the way a hammer head is built, and on her knees between my boots with her forearms braced on my thighs she was all shoulder and forearm and split knuckle, and her hands looked like a boxer’s hands, because they are.

She took her time. She was deliberate about it in a way I had not expected from a woman who cannot sit still for six seconds: slow at the start, one hand and her mouth, watching my face the whole way up, and every time something in me moved she filed it and went back and did it again.

When she pulled off she was already talking.

“That’s the one.” Hand still going, cheek against my cock. “That’s the thing you do with your jaw. Do it again.”

“Nessa.”

“Do it again, I’m working.”

She went back down and took me properly and her free hand went flat on my stomach to hold me where she wanted me, and she made a noise around it that was pure satisfaction, and she stayed there long past the point where anybody is being polite about it.

She surfaced twice more.

“I’m faster than you at everything,” she said, to my thigh, breathing hard, with her hand not stopping. “Everything. Except this. Anybody can rush a cock. This I’m doing slow on purpose and you are going to remember it.”

“Get up here.”

“No.”

“Nessa.”

“There is not one thing in my life I do slowly,” she said, and looked up at me from the floor with her mouth wet and her pupils enormous, “and I am going to do this one until you make a noise you did not plan, and then I am going to talk about it for a month.”

She got the noise.

Then I got both hands under her arms and picked her up off the floor.

That changed the whole shape of the evening, and it is the single most useful physical fact about Nessa Doheny.

She weighs about as much as a bag of cement and she is made of exactly the same material. I got her off her knees and up against me in one movement, and she went “oi” and then laughed, and I carried her four steps and put her down on the counter by the sink, and she was still laughing when I got her shorts off.

“What are you.”

“Quiet.”

“I was in the middle of.”

“You were,” I said, and got her knees over my shoulders and put my mouth on her pussy, and Nessa Doheny stopped being in the middle of anything.

Her thighs are short and dense and they came round my head like a vice, and she was freckled everywhere I could see, across the flat hard stomach and down over the hips, and her hands went into my hair immediately and pulled and did not apologise for it.

She narrated for about ninety seconds.

“Oh, that’s. Right, that’s not fair, that is not, I was doing a whole. Do that again with the.” She got a heel into my back. “Left. Left, my left, your.”

Then she stopped narrating, and after that the only sounds out of her were short and rising and entirely involuntary, and I have not been prouder of a piece of work in either of my lives.

She came on the counter with her hands locked in my hair and both heels drumming on my back, and it went through her hard and fast the way everything about her is hard and fast, and she swore at the ceiling in an accent that got about forty percent thicker on the way through.

Then she was on the floor again, somehow, and she had my shirt off, and we did not get as far as the mattress.

The couch is a two-seater with a broken arm and it is where we ended up, and she got herself up on it on her back with her legs over my shoulders and her hands flat on the wall behind her head, and she is so small that in that position she was folded almost double and looking straight up at me, and she is strong enough that it cost her nothing at all.

“Come on. Hard. I’m not made of.”

“I know what you’re made of.”

“Then use it.”

I used it. The couch went into the wall and stayed there. She is loud in a completely different register from Renata: not deep and undisguised but fast and high and constant, a running line of noise with words coming through it about every fourth breath, and every one of the words was an instruction or a review.

“That’s it. That’s the. Harder than. Yes. God. You’re not going to break me, I’ve been hit by.”

“Stop talking.”

“Make me stop.”

I got a hand round the back of her neck and one flat on her sternum and pinned her to the couch and gave her exactly what she had asked for, and she went off like a light.

We finished on the floor.

She got off the couch herself, on her knees on the boards with her forearms down and her back arched, and she said something filthy about the state of the carpet, and I got behind her and took her by the hips, and she is so much smaller than me that I could get both hands almost all the way round them, and there is a thing about that which I am not going to try to be sophisticated about.

Then, after some time, I felt her start going past herself.

That is the only way I can describe it. She had been shaking since we got on the floor and I had put it down to the obvious, and it was not the obvious. The tremor coming up through her forearms was the same one she had on the plate on Tuesday afternoon. She had a full day of Overclock debt sitting in her body and she had spent the evening spending on top of it, and she was not going to stop, because she has never stopped anything in her life.

“Don’t you dare,” she said. “Don’t you. I’m not finished, I’ve got another one in me, I can go all.”

“Stop.”

I said it flat. Once. Not loud.

She stopped.

Everything stopped. Her whole body went rigid under my hands and then the rigidity went out of it and she put her forehead down on her own forearms on the floor and made a sound I have never heard her make before or since, and it was not a sexual sound and it was not a hurt sound, and it took me weeks to work out what it was.

“Nessa.”

“Don’t move.”

“I’m not moving.”

“Don’t you.” Her voice had gone. “Don’t you dare say anything either. Just.”

She knelt there on the floorboards with my hands on her hips and her forehead on her arms, and I felt the whole of her let go by degrees, shoulders first and then the back and then the thighs, and she was absolutely silent for about seven seconds.

Then she said, into the floor, in an outraged voice: “That is the worst thing that has ever happened to me.”

“Is it.”

“Nobody has ever.” She turned her head sideways. Her eyes were streaming and she was furious about it. “Nobody has ever told me to stop anything. In my life. Not Sallis, not Odom, not my ma, not one single fella in that entire circuit. They all just let me go until I fall over and then they get me a chair.”

“I know.”

“And you said it once and I did it.” She hit the floorboard with the flat of her hand. “I did it. Straight away. Like a.”

“Nessa.”

“Do it again,” she said.

So we finished like that, with her held down and told when, and she came apart the second time with my hand flat between her shoulder blades and her face turned into the crook of her own elbow, and I came in her with both hands on her hips and my forehead against the back of her neck and steam coming off both of us in a cold room.

She talked for an hour afterwards.

We ended up on the mattress with the window open and a bag of chips between us that she sent me down for at half past ten, and she lay on her front with her chin on her fists and the tag on its chain hanging down onto the sheet, and she went through the flyer name by name.

Nine of them, with a month and a year against each one, and she did them in order and never once looked at the paper.

Ruth Nunes fought in boots two sizes too big because she liked the sound they made. Marta Sedlak was twenty and had a kid. Those are the two that stayed with me and I could not tell you tonight why those two out of the nine.

“I’ll tell you the thing,” she said, somewhere around midnight. “I always thought if I ever got on a board I’d feel like a fraud. Like they’d give me the card and I’d be waiting for somebody to come and take it back off me.”

“And?”

“And I got it in my hand and I thought, right, now there’s nine of you and one of me, and one of us is written down.”

She stopped.

“That’s not a good thought,” she said. “Is that a good thought? I don’t think it’s a.”

And she was asleep.

Mid-sentence, on her front, with her face turned sideways and one arm hanging off the mattress and the tag on its chain lying on the sheet where she could feel it.

Her hands were completely still.


Chapter 17: Brown Paper

“It’s grand.”

“It is not grand.”

“It’s a strain.”

“Nessa, there is a lump in your arm that is on the wrong side of the bone.”

“That’s a muscle.”

“That’s your muscle in the wrong place,” I said, and she looked down at it, in the light of a shop window on Cadmus Street at twenty past one in the morning, and made a noise I have heard people make at the dentist.

“Oh,” she said. “That’s not where that goes.”

She had her right forearm inside my jacket, which I had put round her at the door of the flat and which came down past her knees, and she had been narrating her own injury without a break since the bottom of the stairs.

Here is what she had done, in her own words, at volume, on a public street.

“So it’s Kieran Mott, right, and Kieran Mott is thirty-eight and he is a lovely man and he has got a right hand like a bag of spanners, and he has not beaten me in two years, and he is not going to. So I go at eight seconds instead of twenty-five, because I want to be home, because I have got a rota tomorrow, because I am a professional now with a card and a rota and everything, and he puts his elbow up. Which is not illegal. It is not illegal, Emmett, and I want that noted, because he is going to feel bad about it and I do not want him to.”

“You went at eight seconds.”

“I went at eight seconds.”

“Nine days after a Bench assay.”

“You’ve counted.”

“I always count.”

“I would like to point out,” said Nessa, with enormous dignity, “that I fought on Tuesday as well and that one was fine.”

“You fought on Tuesday.”

“Do not do the voice.”

“I’m not doing a voice.”

“You are doing the voice you do when you’re being Petrak in your head,” Nessa said. “I know that voice. It has a big flat face on it.”

So: twice in a week. Two burns and about forty hours of sleep between them, and something in the flexor group of her right forearm had let go under load, and it had let go while she was moving at a speed her own connective tissue had never agreed to.

She could not close the hand. She had it curled in against her stomach inside my jacket and every few paces she would try it, and every time it did not work she would say a word and then keep talking.

The Yard clinic could splint it, ice it and send her home. Sallis had already put two fingers on the torn muscle at the Rung and given us the immediate problem: the ends were retracting, and if they healed short again she would lose the hand’s full closure for good. He could not sew muscle back together in a wet room. Greta Lindqvist could close a fresh tear before dawn.

That made Cadmus Street the only useful door within walking distance, and every minute Nessa spent arguing made the old shortening harder to undo.

“Where are we going?”

“Cadmus Street.”

“There’s nothing on Cadmus except the laundry that blew up and a fella who sells phone cards.”

“There’s a clinic.”

“There is not.”

“There’s a clinic,” I said, “and it’s got brown paper over half the window.”

She stopped walking.

“That’s Lindqvist,” she said.

“You know it?”

“Everybody at the Rung knows it. Sallis sends people there when it’s a thing he can’t sew.” She looked at me sideways under the streetlight, and she had gone several shades quieter, which for Nessa is a shout. “You know she doesn’t take cards.”

“I know.”

“No, you don’t. She doesn’t take cards, Emmett. She won’t touch anybody who’s on a board. Kieran’s brother-in-law got made an E last year and she wouldn’t look at his hand, and he stood in that doorway and cried, and she shut the door.”

“Then we’ll ask.”

“You’re going to get told no.”

“Probably.”

“I would pay actual money to watch you get told no,” said Nessa Doheny, and set off up the road ahead of me, and went over on the kerb about ten feet later because she was walking on a tilt with one arm inside her jacket and no free hand.

I got a palm on the side of her boot.

Three.

The boot became part of Cadmus Street. Everything above the ankle kept going, and you have to feel that once to believe it, and she came up hard against her own leg like a woman walking into a doorframe and stopped dead at about twenty degrees off vertical.

Two.

“OI.”

“Get your other foot down.”

One.

She got her other foot down and stood there.

“You did that to my boot.”

“You were going in the road.”

“You anchored my boot to Cadmus Street.”

“It’s what I’ve got.”

“That is the strangest thing that has ever happened to me and I have been hit in the head professionally for six years,” said Nessa, and took my arm, which she had never done before and did not do again for weeks, and we walked the last two blocks like that.

She talked the whole way, obviously.

“Do you know what the worst part of this is? It is not the arm. The arm is a Tuesday. The worst part is that I am going to have to tell Odom, and Odom is going to look at me over that clipboard and do the face, and the face means he has taken me off the card for a month and has already decided who is going on instead.”

“You could not tell him.”

“He will know inside four days, because Sallis will tell him, because Sallis has been telling that man my business since I was eighteen years old and he thinks it is a kindness.” She jabbed her chin at a shuttered window as we went past it. “That was a chip shop. That was the best chip shop on this street and they shut it in March because the fella’s back went, and there is now a four-hundred-yard hole in this district where chips used to be and nobody has done anything about it, and I want that on your list, whatever your list is.”

“It’s not that kind of list.”

“It should be,” said Nessa Doheny.

Four blocks. It took us twenty-five minutes because she was walking on a tilt and because at one point she made me stop so she could look at her own arm again under a lamp and say something new about it.

The clinic is between a shuttered cash trader and a place that repairs vacuum cleaners, which is a coincidence I have never enjoyed, because the vacuum cleaner shop is four doors up from where a laundromat used to be.

There is no sign. There is a hand-painted number on the glass, and brown parcel paper taped over the bottom half of the window from the inside, and a strip of light under the door at two in the morning.

And on the door, at eye height, a card, hand lettered in a very small, very even hand:

I WILL TAKE: money, food, soap, tea, batteries, wool, coal, help with the bins. I WILL NOT TAKE: anything you got from a shop last night. Anything with a serial number. Favours.

I stood and read that twice.

Inside there are two rows of folding chairs down the left-hand wall, nine chairs, mismatched. A counter at the back with a hatch through to a room I never saw the inside of. A treatment table, the old kind, with a stack of newspaper on it instead of paper roll. Two lamps on stands. A gas ring.

And on the wall behind the counter, floor to ceiling, about six hundred index cards, pinned in columns, in an order that is not alphabetical and is not chronological and is not by anything I could work out in ten minutes of looking at it.

There were six people in the chairs at two in the morning on the second of June.

A woman of about seventy with a bandaged foot up on a crate, asleep. A man in a work coat with his hand wrapped in a tea towel. Two lads of nineteen or twenty, one of whom was holding the other one’s head still. A woman with a baby who was not crying, which frightened me more than any of the rest of it. And, on the end chair, a man of about fifty with a forearm that had been broken a very long time ago and had healed into a shape that meant his hand faced slightly the wrong way.

I knew him. Not his name. I had watched him lose a bout in a flooded pool hall on the third of May, and he had been paid forty dollars for it, and Odom had called him a stiff without any malice at all.

I stood in that doorway with a torn arm on my shoulder and understood more about the economy of Dunmore in about a minute than the Grade board has ever taught me.

Six people at two in the morning. Not one of them in an emergency. Every one of them with a thing that a hospital would fix on a Tuesday afternoon in twenty minutes, and every one of them sitting on a folding chair in the middle of the night in a storefront with brown paper on the window, because to get it done anywhere else you have to give somebody your name.

I did the arithmetic on the chairs while I stood there, because I cannot stop.

Nine chairs. Six of them full at two in the morning on a Thursday. Call it four hours a night at that rate and call it six nights a week, and you have got somewhere between a thousand and fifteen hundred people a year going through one room on Cadmus Street who do not appear in one single figure anywhere in this city.

The Bureau publishes a number every quarter for powered interventions in the medical sector. I have read it. It is printed in the same paper that prints the board changes, on the page nobody reads, and it is a table with nine rows in it and every row is a registered clinic.

There is no row for a woman in slippers.

The wall of index cards took me longer to stop looking at than anything else in that room.

There are about six hundred of them, pinned in columns, floor to ceiling, and I stood there for ten minutes working on it and got nowhere. Whatever the order is, it is not alphabetical, and it is not by date, because I could see three dates in one column four years apart, and it is not by injury, because a card about a shoulder is pinned above one about a foot.

There are gaps in it. That is the part I could not let go of. Four or five gaps in the middle of columns, about a card wide, with the drawing pin still in the wall.

I did work out one thing, eventually, and I have never told her.

The columns are not lists of people. There is a card in the top left with a dozen words on it and I read it upside down over her shoulder later on, and what it holds is a method: a way of doing a particular thing to a wrist, written out in the order you would do it.

That whole wall is a woman teaching herself, in public, in a room nobody comes into, with no book and no course and nobody in this city to ask.

Greta Lindqvist was standing at the treatment table with her back to us.

Nessa had told me outside that Greta Lindqvist was twenty-nine. Looking at her, I would have guessed anything between twenty-five and forty, because there was nothing about her that performed an age.

Slippers. Actual slippers, the backless kind, on bare feet, on a lino floor, in a room with blood in the bin. Bare legs to mid-calf, full and soft and pale as milk, going up into whatever she had slept in, which was covered from the chest down by an apron. Wide through the hip and the thigh, and soft everywhere, and the apron strings were pulled tight and tied at the front and made a shape of her that the rest of the outfit was trying quite hard to avoid making.

A cardigan over the top of it with the cuffs stretched out over her knuckles.

And wheat-blonde hair, long and thick and straight, shoved up into a plastic clip with about half of it out and down her back, and when she turned round the first thing I saw was ink on the side of her left hand where she had written something on herself and then leaned on it.

Grey-blue eyes. Very pale, very steady. She looked at Nessa, and then at Nessa’s forearm, for about two seconds, and did not look at me at all.

“No,” she said.

“Right,” said Nessa. “I told him.”

“She has a card,” Greta said. “Last winter two uniformed inspectors followed a card through that door. Everybody in these chairs ran, and three of them never came back for treatment. There is a queue. Please shut the door on your way out, it is cold.”

She turned back to the table.

The economy of the refusal was the entire woman. She did not ask what was wrong with the arm. She did not ask who we were. She had all the information she needed in two seconds and she was not going to spend one more word than the situation cost.

Nessa did not go.

“Can I say a thing?”

Greta did not turn round.

“I’m going to say the thing,” Nessa said. “It’ll take a minute and then we’ll go. Nine days ago I stood on a plate at Franklin Yard and a woman in a cardigan wrote a letter on a card and said my name out loud in a room with sixty people in it, and I have not taken this off since.”

She got the tag out from inside my jacket, one-handed, and held it up.

“I’m not going to pretend I’m not on a board, because I fought like a dog to get on one, and I’d do it again.”

Greta picked a swab up off the table and put it down again, which was the only answer she gave.

“Here’s why I’m not.” Nessa took a step forward. “Cathal Byrne. Ruth Nunes. A fella called Vaso who nobody’s got a surname for. Marta Sedlak, who was twenty, and had a kid, and fought in Odom’s cards for four years, and stopped coming in November before last and has not been seen since, and I have got nine of them on the back of a flyer in my jacket and there is not one line about any of them in any building in this city.”

The room had gone quiet. The two lads had stopped talking. The man with the tea towel was watching.

“You’ve had all nine of them through that door,” Nessa said. “Every one. I know you have, because Sallis sends everybody here, and because I have sat in that chair myself twice and you never asked me my name either time. So there’s nine of them, and they’re not written down anywhere, except that you know their faces.”

Greta Lindqvist stood with her hands flat on the treatment table for a long moment.

Then she turned round.

She pulled the stool out from under the treatment table with her foot, and pointed at the newspaper on top of it, and did not say anything at all.

I have watched a great many people do a great many things with their hands and I have never seen anything like the next fourteen minutes.

There is no light. Nothing glows, nothing shines. I have heard people describe it since and they always put something in that is not there. She sat down on a stool and put Nessa’s forearm flat on the newspaper and rolled the sleeve back and then simply put her thumbs on it.

Both thumbs, side by side, on the belly of the muscle. And stopped moving.

She did not talk. Nessa did, for about ninety seconds, and then Greta lifted her chin about half an inch and looked at her, once, without saying a word, and Nessa did not talk again, which is the second-most impressive thing I saw that night.

The room stayed quiet. The woman with the baby watched. The lad with the head watched. Nobody in that queue was surprised by any of it, and nobody left, and the whole thing had the atmosphere of a bus stop.

Under her thumbs, the lump moved.

It took a long time and it was not dramatic and it was, if I am honest, faintly horrible to watch. The wrong shape on the wrong side of the bone got smaller by degrees, over about six minutes, the way a bruise fades if you filmed it and ran the film fast, and Greta Lindqvist sat on a stool with her hair coming down out of the clip and did not move anything except, occasionally, one thumb, about a quarter of an inch.

At about eight minutes she started to sweat.

At twelve her hands were still perfectly steady and everything above her wrists had gone the colour of paper.

At fourteen she took her thumbs off and sat back.

“Close it. It will ache for two days and you will think it is going again, and it is not going again. You have torn that before, twice at least, and once badly, and it healed short, and I have not fixed that and I cannot, because it is old and it has already decided what it is.”

Nessa closed her hand.

Then she opened it, and closed it, and turned the wrist over, and made a fist, and looked up with her whole face doing something I had not seen it do before, and for once she had nothing ready.

Greta went behind the counter, took a tin out of a drawer, opened it with her thumb, and ate the entire contents standing up in about two minutes without offering anybody any or saying one word, and it appeared to be something in a sauce, and she ate it with a fork out of the tin the way you eat when you have stopped noticing that eating is a social act.

Then she washed her hands and dried them on the apron and looked at the end chair, and the man with the badly-set forearm got up and came over as if she had called him, which she had not.

He put it on the newspaper. She turned it over twice, and I watched a woman with no letter and no card and no name for any of this be more honest than any doctor I have ever paid.

“I cannot do anything about a bone that has already healed wrong. I can do the tendon over the top of it, which is what actually hurts, and it will take twenty minutes, and you will be back in a year.”

He said he would take the twenty minutes.

She put her thumbs on it.

I was leaning against the wall by the door with my arms folded when she finished with the last forearm and went to the sink an hour later.

She turned the tap and reached for the soap and her hand went about two inches wide of it.

She corrected without comment. Then her weight came off her left leg and did not come back onto it, and her hip knocked the enamel basin hard enough to ring it, and I was across four feet of clinic floor before I had decided anything at all about whether she would want me to be.

I got her under the elbow. Bare forearm, my palm flat on the inside of it, my thumb on the bone.

Skin answers skin whether I have made a decision about it or not.

Three.

Every person I have ever anchored arrives as a push. You fix them, and whatever they have leans on the fixing, and you stand there for three seconds with your palm on a door and feel how hard somebody is on the other side. Renata came at me like a wall coming down. Ji-yun came up and up and never crested. Ostrowski came in three separate layers that did not belong to each other. Nessa came back at exactly her own number.

Greta Lindqvist did not come back at all.

There was no push. There was also no absence. An absence would have been simple; an object gives me nothing, and I have anchored ten thousand objects.

Something existed under my hand. It was very large and it had no direction.

Two.

The nearest I have ever got to the sensation is putting your palm on the wall of a room and finding out the room has no walls.

She did not pull away. That is the part I have gone back to since. Everybody does something when a stranger takes hold of them in their own kitchen: they lean into it, or they shrug it off, or they say thank you, or they say get off me. Greta Lindqvist stood still in the middle of her own clinic with my hand on her arm and waited for me to be finished with her.

One.

Then she took the arm back, unhurried, and shut the tap off with her wrist.

“I stood up too quickly,” she said.

“You did.”

“Sit down. Your hand is open.”

It was. The heel of my left palm had gone red again where Nessa’s split knuckles had reopened it on the walk over, and I had not noticed, because I had been busy.

She pulled the stool out with her foot, sat me on it, and arranged my wrist over the basin as though I were one more item on her treatment table. Then she put a thumb on the cut and held it there for about four seconds.

The cut sealed under it. It appeared to cost her nothing whatsoever, and after two hours in that room that told me more about the size of what she was carrying than a number would have.

“What did you do?” I asked.

“Closed a cut.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“It is what I meant.” She dried my palm with a square of cloth and let it go. Her face had not changed. “Please put the stool back.”

I put it back.

I could not decide then and I have not decided since whether she knew what I took off her arm at that sink. She went still for exactly as long as I needed her to and she did not ask me one question about any of it afterwards, and either of those on its own is nothing at all. The two of them together kept me awake that night.

The queue went down one at a time while I sat on the end chair and watched.

The two lads were about nineteen and they had come in off the Row because one of them had been in a car with somebody who should not have been driving it, and he had a cut across the eyebrow that had been open for two days and had gone the colour that means trouble.

She did not use her hands on that one. She cleaned it and closed it with four stitches and a needle out of a tin, ordinarily, the way anybody would, and she was fast and neat about it and she did not say one word.

“Is that it?” the other one said.

She looked at him.

“He’s got a thing,” he said. “He’s got the thing where you.”

“That is a cut,” said Greta Lindqvist, “and it will heal, and I do not spend myself on things that heal.”

She did not say it unkindly. She said it as if she were reading it off the card on her own door, and both lads accepted it completely, and that sentence has stayed with me longer than almost anything anybody said to me that spring.

The woman with the baby was last and she was there for twenty minutes and I did not see what was wrong and I did not ask. What I saw was that when they were finished the woman tried to give her money and Greta did not take it, and looked at the hand-lettered card on the door on the way past, and the woman said something about batteries, and Greta pointed at the line on the card with two fingers, and that was the transaction, start to finish.

They were gone by half past four, all of them.

I helped her get the chairs against the wall because it seemed rude not to and because I wanted four more minutes in that room. She let me. She did not thank me and she did not tell me where they went, and when I put one in the wrong place she moved it eight inches and said nothing about it.

Nessa was outside on the step, eating chips out of paper at half past four in the morning, because that is what she does after anything.

Greta stood at the counter and wrote on an index card. She wrote for about thirty seconds, in that very small, very even hand, and then she put the card into the wall behind her, into a column, about a third of the way down, in a position that meant something to her and nothing to anybody else.

Then she turned round and looked at me properly for the first time.

“Please don’t come back,” she said.

Not unfriendly. That is worth being clear about. There was no edge on it at all, and no fear, and she did not fold her arms or step back or do any of the small unfriendly things a person does when they are asking you to leave.

“I’m not going to tell anybody about this place,” I said. “And I’m not going to ask you what you are, either. You can have that for nothing.”

Greta Lindqvist looked at me with those grey-blue eyes for a moment longer, and I watched a woman decide not to say a sentence.

Then she went through the hatch into the back room and put the light off in there before she had properly got the curtain across.

Her words stayed with me because she spent none she did not need, and I went home repeating them while they were fresh, which tells you more about the state I was in than anything else that night.

I got the notebook out at the bus stop on Iron Line Road at ten to five with the sky going the colour it goes, and Nessa asleep sitting up beside me with her head against the timetable.

I went through it twice.

Cover to cover. Thirty-odd entries by then, eleven years deep, dates in the left column and names in the right, and I read every line of it in the light off the sodium lamp and then I read it again more slowly.

She is not in it.

That is the single most frightening fact I have ever carried. Everybody I have explained it to has said something reassuring, and there is nothing reassuring about it.

I did not know everybody in Dunmore. Of course I did not. The limit was simple: I knew the famous and I knew the dead. I know the people who ended up in the Herald and the people who ended up in a corridor at Franklin Yard in a black frame, and the rest of two million people are a blank to me, and every good thing I do makes more of them.

But there is a woman on Cadmus Street who closes torn tissue with her thumbs.

A man who can hum in a minor key stays quiet in this city and nobody minds and nobody looks. A woman who closes torn tissue with her thumbs would empty a hospital, in a city that has had public superhumans for thirty-one years and puts them on television, and in eleven years of living in this district and reading this district’s paper and standing at this district’s cordons I have never once heard her name, or heard of a clinic on this street, or seen a single line about a woman who can do that.

There are exactly two ways that happens.

Either she stays hidden for the next eleven years, in a storefront, four blocks from a laundromat, treating six people a night in a room with brown paper on the window, and nobody in this entire city ever writes it down.

Or she does not stay hidden, and something happens, and she is gone before she ever surfaces.

I sat at a bus stop at ten to five in the morning and could not work out which of those was worse and I have not managed it since.

“You’re doing the thing.”

Nessa had woken up without any of the intermediate stages, which is how she wakes up.

“What thing?”

“The notebook thing. You get it out and you go still and your mouth goes flat.” She rubbed her face with the hand that worked. “You did it at the Bench and you did it in the cooler and you’re doing it at a bus stop.”

“Go back to sleep.”

“Bus is coming.” She did not go back to sleep. She sat there with her chin on her knees on a bench at a bus stop with her tag hanging outside her clothes, and after a while she said, in a completely different voice, “Can I ask you something and will you not do the face.”

“Go on.”

“You keep touching people.”

I sat on a bench at a bus stop with nothing at all to say.

“You do. You’ve done it to me twice, and to Duarte at the Bench, and you did it to that big lass off the Iron Line, and I watched you do it to Lindqvist by the sink about two hours ago and don’t tell me that was you being a gentleman.” She turned her head. “You touch people to find out what they are. That’s the whole of it, isn’t it. That’s the second half of the trick.”

“Yeah.”

“Right.” She nodded, once, as if a thing had been confirmed that she had already priced. “Then here’s the question, and I have been sitting on it since the thirteenth of May.”

The bus came up Iron Line Road with three people on it.

“You touched him,” Nessa said. “In the cooler. You put your hand on him for three seconds and you came outside and told me he was an E, and then you went home and did nothing about it for a fortnight.”

“I’ve not done nothing.”

“You’ve done nothing I can see.” She stood up and the jacket came off her shoulders and I caught it. “So what happens when you touch him again?”


Chapter 18: Coffee for Two

Hattie Braun lent me a pen on the morning of the third of June and complained about her sandwich for four minutes. A week later I could not remember one word of it and had to reconstruct the conversation.

She was in the canteen at seven with the paper, on a rest day, in her own clothes, which for Hattie meant a cardigan and the same boots.

“You’ve got no pen.”

“I’ve got no pen.”

“You always have a pen. You have a pen and a notebook and a pencil behind your ear like a man building a shed.” She dug in her bag without looking up from the paper and put one on the table and pushed it across with one finger. “That’s not coming back, is it.”

“It’ll come back.”

“Marchetti said that in April.”

“Marchetti is a menace.”

“Marchetti is a lovely lad who cannot hold on to an object,” said Hattie Braun, thirty-four years old, Grade C, on Gareth Bracken’s book for six years, and turned the page. “Look at this. They have printed the board changes and they have got Duarte’s letter in the wrong column, and it is the third time this year, and I have written to them once already.”

“You wrote to the Herald.”

“I wrote to the Herald about the board and I got a letter back from a boy of about nineteen apologising for the inconvenience.” She peeled the corner off her sandwich, looked underneath it, and put it back. “That is the whole trouble with this business. There is a case in the lobby with everybody’s letter in it under glass, and there is a newspaper that prints it wrong, and there is no third place where the truth is kept.”

“There’s the Bench.”

“The Bench is a room. You cannot ring up a room.” She took a bite and made a face. “It is the bread. It has always been the bread. Every day for six years I have bought the same sandwich in that machine and every day the bread has been a personal insult, and one of these days I am going to go somewhere else and they will have won.”

That is Hattie Braun. Four minutes of her, on the third of June, doing nothing important whatsoever.

I have gone over that morning a great many times looking for something in it that mattered, and there is nothing. She lent me a pen. She was cross about a newspaper. She was going to spend her rest day on her mother’s guttering and she was annoyed about that as well.

The car came up beside me on Cadmus Street at twenty past six that evening.

I had been walking down to the Stack to look at something that does not matter now, and it came off the junction behind me and matched my pace for about fifteen feet, and I did not have to look at it to know what it was, because there are about six cars in that district that are not held together with a strap.

The window went down.

“Mr Vargo. Have you eaten?”

Tobias Reems was driving. Forty-five, neat, thick through the knuckles, in a good coat that he was wearing indoors, meaning in a car, which I noticed at the time and thought nothing about.

Gareth Bracken was in the back with two cardboard cups in a holder on the seat beside him and the door already open.

“I have not.”

“Then get in, because this is dreadful coffee and it will be worse in ten minutes.”

I got in.

There was no version of that evening where I did not get in the car. He is not frightening. That is the entire architecture of the man. He is the most pleasant person in any room he has ever been in and he had two coffees, and I had spent ten weeks trying to work out what was going on inside his head and there he was, holding a door open on Cadmus Street.

We drove for about forty minutes and did not stop anywhere, and Reems went nowhere in particular: down the freight road, along the river, over the cut, back up past the gas holders. Bracken did not lower the glass between the front and the back and he did not ask Reems to leave.

He gave me the coffee. It was dreadful.

We did about ten minutes of nothing first. Everybody who has ever heard me talk about Gareth Bracken assumes he opened with business. He never opens with business, and the reason he is the largest holder of responder contracts in this city is that he is genuinely interested in things.

He asked me about the Cascade.

Not the Trials, which were nine days out and which I had not entered yet and had not thought about. The rig. He wanted to know whether I had ever watched it run and what I made of the counterweight, and when I said the counterweight was the only one of the four that was designed by somebody who had actually seen a building fall down, he put his coffee in the holder and turned round in the seat.

“Say that again.”

“It’s the only one that arrives from a direction you weren’t looking at.”

“Go on.”

“The strut and the plate and the stack all fail downwards, the way people expect, because people think a building comes down. Buildings do not come down, mostly. They go sideways at about waist height and take your legs, and the counterweight is the only thing on that rig that does that, and it is the one they put in as a joke in 1971 because a man wanted to make it harder.”

“How do you know it was 1971?”

“Because somebody told me.”

“Nobody told you,” said Bracken, comfortably, and turned back round. “I have been coming to Trials since 1968, and I have never heard anybody say that about the Cascade, and I have heard about two hundred people say something about the Cascade.”

Then he talked about the ferry.

Twenty minutes, on the ferry, which stopped running the year a heavy plain man first walked into Ludo Odom’s card, and which has been a dead argument in this city for six years. He is for it. He has a whole case for it that involves the freight road and the two bridges and a set of numbers about how many people cross the river at eight in the morning, and it is a good case, and I know two things about the ferry that he did not, and I could not say either of them.

The first is that it comes back in about seven years and it is a disaster.

The second is that the man who brings it back is a councillor who at that moment was twenty-four years old and working in a garage.

“You’re not saying much,” Bracken said.

“I’m agreeing with you and I don’t want to encourage it.”

“That is the correct instinct and about a dozen people in this city have it.” He drank his coffee. “How is your week?”

“It’s been long.”

“They are all long in June. It is the light.” He drank some of his and grimaced. “I am going to tell you something before we start, because I would rather you heard it from me. Renata’s re-rate went through on the first. Her fee band is a B and her premium is a B and her wage is a B, and all of that is a great deal of money moving from one side of a page to the other, and the side it has moved off is mine.”

“I know what it cost you.”

“You do not, actually, but you are the only person in Dunmore who is within an order of magnitude, so I will let it stand.” He put the cup back in the holder. “I want to say the next part carefully. I am not angry with you. I have been in this business eighteen years and I have never once been angry with a man for being right.”

“That’s a hell of a sentence.”

“It is a completely true one and it is also, I am aware, an extremely comfortable one for me to say.” He smiled at that, and it was a real smile, and it is a horrible thing to be liked by somebody you have decided to be at war with. “Now. May I tell you what I think you are?”

“Go on.”

“I think you can read them.”

I did not say anything, and the car went over the cut, and the river went past on both sides.

“I want to show my working,” Bracken said, comfortably. “On the twenty-first of April I watched you shout three words across a live rig. Not get out. You shouted don’t dump it, an instruction that only makes sense if you already know what she can hold.

“The Iron Line corroborated it. Then on the eighteenth of May you stood in front of a dispatch console and told an open channel that a woman rated F could take two hundred tonnes. Before she did it.”

Nobody had said that to me. Nobody at Franklin Yard had said one word to me about the dispatch room in a fortnight, and I had let myself believe it had gone into the same drawer as Petrak’s write-up.

“So,” Bracken said. “You can read them. I do not need to know how and I am not going to ask you, and if you would rather tell me it is a feeling in your knees I will nod and write it down.”

“What do you want?”

“I want to retain you.”

There it was, at twenty to seven, going up past the gas holders.

“Not to work sites,” he said. “You can if you like, and I will pay call fees, and dispatch will send you everywhere because dispatch always needs hands. But that is not the job. The job is that four or five times a month you come to my office, and you shake hands with people, and afterwards you tell me a number.”

“That’s it.”

“That is it. Here is what it is worth to me and I will show you that working too, because you will do the sums anyway and I would rather you did them with the right figures.” He got the leather notebook out of his coat and did not open it, and simply held it on his knee, which is a thing he does. “I hold ninety-one contracts. I price every one of them off a letter that came off a plate, and the plate measures what a frightened person chose to do on a Wednesday. I am guessing, Mr Vargo. I have been guessing for eighteen years and I have been better at it than my competitors, and I have never been able to check my work.

“A man who can check my work is worth more to me than any responder on my book.”

Then he said the number.

I never wrote it down. It was more per month than I had earned in any full year of my first life. It was rent on somewhere with a door of its own, and a coat that fitted, and the end of the specific and permanent low hum of not having any money that I had lived inside since I was nineteen, twice. For several seconds I spent it in my head before I could stop myself.

“That’s a lot.”

“It is a fair number for a unique instrument, and it will go up, because they always do.” He put the notebook away. “And there is one more thing in it, which I want to put on the table before you answer, because I do not want you to answer without it.”

“Go on.”

“I am pulling three people off the Stack rotation.”

The car went along the river road.

“The Stack rotation is nine sites and it is the worst work I have,” Bracken said. “It is condemned terraces and it is shoring, and the city pays badly for it because it is not exciting, and it is where I put people who are between things. It is also, and I am not proud of this, where people get hurt, because a shoring job is a hundred small decisions taken by a crew chief on a Tuesday.

“I have three on it at the minute who should not be, and I have been meaning to move them since April, and if you come and work for me I will move them on Monday and put them on the depot contract. Dull, safe, pays the same.”

He said their names.

I heard the first one, and after that I did not hear the other two properly for a second or two, because the first one was Hattie Braun.

“That is not a threat,” Bracken said, before I could open my mouth. “I want to be extremely clear, because I can see your face and you have got it wrong. If you say no, I will not send them anywhere worse. Nothing bad happens to them. They stay exactly where they are, on the rotation they are on, doing the job they are doing, and that is all.”

“Then why say it at all?”

“Because it is true, and because it costs me about four hundred dollars a month to do it, and because a man does not spend four hundred dollars a month on a courtesy for somebody who has told him no.” He turned and looked at me directly for the first time in the whole drive. “I am being honest with you about my own arithmetic, Mr Vargo, which I do not do often, and I am doing it because I think you are the only person I have met in eighteen years who runs the same one.”

What I had against that has no date in it and no name in it, and it is the thing I have had to live with ever since.

There is a page at the back of that notebook headed WHAT I ACTUALLY KNOW, and under it a short list of things I have never been able to put a day on. One of them is four words.

IRON LINE ROAD. GABLES.

I stood cordons at three shoring failures on that road in eleven years. Two of them are in my head as a smell and a tent and a man from the council in a hard hat that did not fit him. The third is a woman off a sponsor’s book with a crushed pelvis, and I do not have her name, because I was on the tape at the far end, and the tape at the far end never gets told anybody’s name.

I do not know the year. I do not know the month. What I know is the terrace and the ground under it, which is a made-up yard over an old cellar, and I know that every summer somebody stands a raking shore on it and nobody opens the yard up first, because opening a yard up costs a day.

That is not foreknowledge. It is a district, a habit and a shape.

So what I had in the back of that car was a certainty rather than a date: that the Stack rotation eats somebody on Iron Line Road, and has eaten somebody on Iron Line Road in every version of the world I have ever stood in, and that I could not have told anybody whether it was next Monday or the summer after next.

I did the sum anyway. It took about two seconds and has never come out differently.

He was telling the truth. The notebook in my chest pocket gave me eleven days, a warehouse, Mirela Antic, and no hour or mechanism. Bracken had named Hattie Braun and offered to move her off the road described by four words in the back of that same notebook.

I said no.

And I did it badly. A better man turns down a fortune there with a straight back and a good line, and the truth is that I had been sitting in a warm car for forty minutes being spoken to intelligently by somebody who had done his homework on me, and I was more rattled than I have ever been by anybody, and what came out of my mouth was:

“You wouldn’t get out of the car.”

Bracken looked at me.

“I’m sorry?”

“On the eighteenth. Your car was on the verge at the top of the access road at Halvers Point at ten past three and I looked straight at you.” My voice had gone quiet and flat, which is what it does, and I could hear it happening and could not get in front of it. “She was sitting on a tailgate with both eyes gone red to the iris and both hands going and she could not hold a cup. Eight years. You came to her mother’s kitchen and you drove to the hospital on a Sunday when she did her wrist, and you sat in a car four hundred yards away and did the sums and then you went home.”

It was small and it was cheap and it was the wrong thing to say, and worst of all it was not even the reason.

The reason was that if I took his money I would spend the rest of my life pricing people for him, and I would be good at it, and I would be able to explain all of them.

But that is not what I said. What I said was a nasty little jab about a man not getting out of a car, and I gave away, in one sentence, that I had been watching him, and that it was personal, and that I was angry, which up to that moment he had not known.

Something in his face changed. Not much.

“That is a fair observation,” he said, after a moment. “It is a small part of what happened, and I am not going to explain myself to you in the back of a car, and I will simply say that I have been to fourteen funerals of people whose contracts I hold, and I have learned that there are days when the kindest thing I can do for a woman is not be standing there with my hand out while she is being photographed.”

“That’s a good answer.”

“It is a true one. Whether it is a good one is a different question and I have not settled it.” He drank the last of the dreadful coffee. “Is that a no?”

“That’s a no.”

“May I ask why? The actual reason, not the car.”

And I told him.

Not all of it, obviously. I told him the part I could say, and I said it the way I say things when I am angry, which is slowly and with numbers in it, and it is the only frightening thing I have ever done to anybody.

“On the twenty-first of April,” I said, “when she posted twenty-six point four on four handhelds in front of forty-one paid seats, she was rated F, and her contract with you had a Reserve Limit of twelve tonnes, and her death benefit was fourteen thousand dollars and funeral costs.

“In the version of things I have got in my head, she gets there in the end. She posts a C in about two years on a job nobody can ignore, and then she is a C for a year, and then she gets sent into an A-grade collapse with C-grade backup, because that is the configuration that comes in under budget, and she does not come out of it, and she is buried on a C-grade benefit at twenty-nine.

“A C benefit is sixty-five thousand dollars. A B is two hundred and change, plus dependants. The difference between the letter she would have had and the letter she has got is about a hundred and forty thousand dollars, and it is also about three years.”

The car went along the river road and nobody in it said anything for a while.

“You have thought about this a great deal,” Bracken said.

“Yes.”

“May I ask where the version in your head comes from?”

“No.”

“Then I will not ask.” He put both cups back in the holder, tidily, and closed the lid on the one I had not finished. “Tobias, take Mr Vargo back to the Yard, he has been very patient.”

His face did nothing.

I had described the death of a woman he had known for eight years, benefit figures included. He listened properly and nodded twice in the right places. The expression never changed.

The framed photograph for her mother and the price of her premium lived comfortably in the same man. Eighteen years of arithmetic had left him unsurprised by either.

They put me out on the freight road at the top of the Yard approach at twenty past seven, and Reems got out and opened the door for me, and Bracken said, “The offer stands,” through the open window, and the car went away up the hill.

They came for me on the loading dock at twenty to ten that same night.

I had done a shift and a half and I was carrying a strapped bundle of hose out to the racks, on my own, in the dark, with the motor pool lights behind me and the whole building asleep, and there were two of them, and I did not hear the car because there was no car on the dock.

Reems came out from between the racks.

He did not say anything. He did not say one single word from the beginning of it to the end and neither did the other one, who I never saw properly and who was younger and shorter and stayed behind me.

I got the bundle up. That is instinct and it is not a defence.

The other one took my arms from behind, both of them, above the elbow, and he was very good at it and it was over in about a second and a half, and then Tobias Reems, forty-five years old, in a good coat, took my right wrist in his left hand and turned it so that the back of the hand was up, and put it flat on the top rail of the hose rack, and hit it once with something that was not his fist.

It was a length of galvanised pipe about fourteen inches long, and he was holding it near the middle, and he did not swing it. He put it down onto my hand the way you put a hammer down onto a nail.

I heard it before I felt it.

Then he did it again.

Two blows, deliberate, about three seconds apart, and between them he moved my hand about an inch and a half along the rail so that the second one landed somewhere the first one had not.

The one behind me let go and I went down on the concrete on my knees and then onto my side, and there was a period of some length that I am not going to describe.

When I got my head up they were walking away.

Reems stopped at the gate in the fence. It is a sliding gate with a chain and it does not stand open on its own, and he pushed it back and stood there holding it while the other one went through.

Then he looked back at me on the ground.

And he waited, holding the gate, for about four seconds, in case I was coming that way.

Then he went through it and slid it shut behind him and the two of them walked off up the freight road toward wherever the car was, at a normal speed, in step, like men leaving a shift.

Nobody said anything about a contract. Nobody mentioned Bracken, or Renata, or a number, or a rotation, or the word no. There was no message and there was no threat and there was nothing to repeat to anybody afterwards, and it is the most professional thing that has ever been done to me.

Four metacarpals. The second, third and fourth cleanly, and the fifth in two places, and a chip off the head of the third that they told me about six weeks later and that still catches in cold weather in a way I will have for the rest of my life.

Simone Beauvais was in the building because Simone Beauvais is always in the building.

She found me at the door of the medical room at ten past ten trying to work the handle with my left hand and swearing at it, and she opened it for me, and put the light on, and looked at what I was carrying against my chest for about two seconds.

“Sit.”

“Instructor.”

“Sit on the table, Mr Vargo, and put that down on the towel, and do not tell me anything.”

She did not ask.

Not one question, from the door to the tape. Simone Beauvais got a splint kit out of a cupboard and a bowl and a pair of scissors, and she cut the sleeve off my coverall because the hand was not coming back through it, and she washed it, and she strapped four fingers and put a moulded splint under it and wrapped it from the knuckles to halfway up the forearm, and it took her about twenty-five minutes, and she did not ask me one single question about how it had happened.

Halfway through, she said: “This is not a Yard thing.”

“No.”

“Good. If it were a Yard thing I would have to be an instructor about it and I have had a sixteen-hour day.”

She worked with her whole body, turning from the hips to reach the bowl instead of stretching for it, and her right arm did not go above the level of her own shoulder at any point, and I sat on a table at ten at night and watched a woman do eight years of technique in front of me while she put my hand back together.

Sixteen-hour day. Two buttons open at the throat instead of the regulation one, sleeves rolled past the elbow, the coils coming down out of the pins at the back of her neck in a way she would have fixed at nine in the morning. Every time she came round from the bowl the whole of her came round together, and that shirt has never once been the right shirt for that manoeuvre, and there is a particular indignity available to a man of thirty-four in a twenty-three-year-old body with four broken bones in his right hand, which is finding out that none of it makes the slightest difference to where his eyes go.

I looked at the water stain on the ceiling tile for a while.

She noticed. Simone Beauvais can tell you which of forty people on a drill floor has stopped listening, and this was a room ten feet across.

She did not say anything about it. She straightened up, moved the bowl to her other side without hurrying, and worked from there for the next four minutes with her back three-quarters to me, and I have thought about that one step more often than I have thought about most of what she actually said.

“Six weeks,” she said.

“Six.”

“Four if you are young and lucky and you do exactly as you are told, which you will not, so six.” She taped the end and sat back. “You know what has actually happened here.”

“I’ve broken my hand.”

“You have had your instrument taken off you,” Simone said.

I kept my mouth shut and looked at the back of Reems’s head.

“I do not know what you do.” She put the scissors down. “I have been standing on drill floors for six years watching people, and I have watched you since the second week of April, when you crossed a wreckage on the pallet side in six seconds and then lied to me about it, and I do not know what it is and I have decided not to find out. But whatever it is, it happens in that hand, and somebody has just taken it away from you for six weeks.”

“It’s not the hand. It’s skin contact. I can.”

“Show me.”

I put my left palm flat on the table.

Three.

It works. For about a day I thought it did not. My left hand anchors exactly as well as my right and always has, and if you gave me a week to sit in a room and practise, there would be no difference at all.

Two.

But I have been putting my right hand on things since I was twenty-one years old, twice. Every anchor in eleven years of a first life and ten weeks of a second one has gone through the same palm, and everything I do is a three-second business measured against a thing that is already moving, and the difference between the hand that knows and the hand that does not is about a beat and a half.

On a coupling that is tearing, a beat and a half is all of it.

One.

“It works,” I said.

“That is not what I asked you.” Simone was watching my face and not the table. “Is it as good.”

“No.”

“Right.” She got up and washed her hands. “Then here is the only thing I am going to say to you tonight, and I am saying it as one adult to another at ten o’clock, with the whistle off.

“What is a person for, when the thing they are good at is taken off them for six weeks?”

“That’s a question.”

“It is the question, and I have had eight years to answer it and I have not, and I would be extremely interested to hear what you come up with, because everything I tried was wrong.” She dried her hands on a towel and did not turn round. “I went to a great many funerals. I recited them. I ran a drill floor and made myself indispensable to forty people at a time so that there would always be a reason to be in the building. That is not an answer, that is a schedule.”

“Instructor.”

“Do not.”

“Simone.”

She turned round.

There was a moment in the medical room at Franklin Yard at twenty past ten on the third of June that I have never told anybody about, and nothing happened in it.

She stood with the towel in her hands and looked at me, and I sat on a table with my arm strapped to my chest, and neither of us said anything for a while.

“Emmett,” she said.

That is the whole of it. She has a voice she runs a drill floor with, and she has another one, and I had heard the second one twice before and never with my name in it, and it came out of her about a third lower and half the speed, and I felt it land somewhere well below the conversation we were having.

Then she put the towel on the rail.

“Six weeks,” she said. “If I see that splint off before the middle of July, I will put it back on myself and use enough tape that you will need a saw. Go to bed.”

Renata found out at half past midnight.

I had not planned to tell her that night. I had planned, in the way I planned everything that spring, to have a version ready by morning, and she came into my room at half past twelve because she had heard from Palfrey, who had heard from the night desk, that somebody had gone into the medical room with a hand.

She stood in the doorway.

“Who.”

“Renata.”

“Who did it?”

“It doesn’t.”

“Emmett.” She had not come in. She was standing in the door with one hand on the frame and she had not moved a muscle, and her voice was completely level and completely quiet, and that is the most frightening she has ever been, before or since. “Say the name.”

“Reems.”

She turned round and walked out.

I got to her at the top of the stairs and got in front of her, which nobody sensible does to a Grade B, and put my good hand flat on her sternum, and she stopped, which is the only reason I am able to write this.

“No.”

“Get out of my way.”

“Renata.”

“He is in a house on the other side of the river and I know which one, because I have been in it, because I picked up a van from him in February.” Her chest was going under my hand. “I can be there in forty minutes.”

“And then what?”

“Then I’ll ask him.”

“You’ll ask him.”

“I’ll ask him,” she said, “and he will say something, and then I will find out what happens.”

“That’s the whole plan?”

“That’s the whole plan and I want to do it.”

“I know you do.” I kept my hand where it was. “Listen to me. You are a Grade B as of ten days ago. You are the only person in this city under thirty in that column. There are two assessors’ handhelds and three networks and a photograph of you in a frame in your mother’s front room, and if you go across that river tonight and put your hands on a man, you will be a woman who did that.”

“He broke your hand.”

“He did.”

“With a pipe. In our yard.”

“Yes.”

“And you are standing on a stairwell telling me about my career.”

“I’m telling you it’s not tonight,” I said.

She stopped on the stair and looked at me.

Then she took my good hand off her chest and held on to it, hard enough to hurt, and put her forehead down against my shoulder, and stood there breathing for about half a minute in a stairwell at half past midnight.

“All right.”

“Renata.”

“I said all right.” She lifted her head. “I am going to wait. I want to be clear that waiting is what I am doing, and not agreeing, and there is going to be a day, and when it comes I do not want a speech from you about my letter.”

“There won’t be one.”

“Good.”

She went down two steps and stopped and turned round.

“Eleven days,” she said.

“What?”

“The thing in your book. The fourteenth of June. That’s the date you go grey about.” She was looking at my splint. “It’s eleven days, and you’ve got one hand.”


Chapter 19: Croft Street

Eight days.

That is what was left on the morning of the sixth of June, and my plan for the first of them was to get the eleven bus to Halvers Point and put my hands on some doors.

It is a poor plan. Four broken bones in my right hand, a splint on it up to the elbow, a date I had been carrying since the fourth of April, and a grown man going to stand in front of a building and count the ways in.

I had one word. Warehouse. Riverside of the Line. That is what the Herald printed on the sixteenth of June, in a version of this month that nobody else in this city is carrying, in a piece four paragraphs long on page seven, under a photograph of a cordon.

There is one warehouse on the riverside of the Iron Line at Halvers Point. It is on Croft Street, it is nineteen thousand square feet of brick and steel truss built in 1926, and it has been standing empty since the ferry stopped.

I came round the corner of Croft Street at twenty past nine.

There is a fence.

There is a fence and inside it there is a rectangle of broken brick and clean-swept hardcore about the size of two football pitches, with two skips on it and a portable office on blocks and a set of tracked plant parked in the corner under a tarpaulin.

I stood at the fence for about five minutes.

There was a board on the gate with a demolition contractor’s name on it and a start date and a completion date, and the completion date was the twenty-fourth of May, and somebody had written FINAL on it in marker.

Thirteen days.

The next part took about four seconds. It is the single most efficient piece of thinking I have ever done and I have never been less pleased with myself.

The Cormack fire had broken the rear of Farrier Row from the boiler room to the roof. That was what I lost on the seventh of May, and I had already crossed it out.

What I had not done, on a kerb on Cadmus Street at half past one in the morning with a pen in my hand, was follow the machines.

I had known since the eighth of May that a burned rear wall over a ruptured main puts every piece of tracked plant in Halvers Point onto Farrier Row for the summer. I had written it down. What I had never once asked myself, in a month of looking at it, was where that plant was standing before it went there.

It was standing on Croft Street.

The long-reach excavator booked to take nineteen thousand square feet of brick and steel truss down in May went two blocks over instead and spent June biting a burned terrace apart one bucket at a time from the safe side. The crew went with the machine. The haulage wagons booked to carry the brick away went to whoever wanted them next.

That was why the warehouse on Croft Street was still standing on the fourteenth of June.

Still standing, empty, open at the back, and full of people who had nowhere else to be at ten o’clock at night while every useful machine in the district was two blocks over clearing a road to a broken main.

Twelve people did not die on the seventh of May. The rear wall stayed up, the main kept carrying pressure, and the Croft Street crew kept the excavator, drivers and wagons already booked for May. They did exactly what they had been paid to do in April and finished on the twenty-fourth.

I did that. I did it with a phone call to a fire station and a plate of beans put down on a corridor floor by a twenty-two-year-old.

I stood at a wire fence on Croft Street on the sixth of June looking at two skips and a tarpaulin, and the thing I felt was not relief.

Because Mirela Antic is not dead.

That is the part that took the four seconds. She is not dead and she is not going to die in that warehouse, and there is no warehouse, and so on the fourteenth of June, at whatever hour it is, in whatever way it happens, she is going to be standing somewhere else in this city entirely.

And I do not know where.

I got the notebook out at the fence and did it standing up with the splint under my arm. It is not easy.

14 JUNE. WAREHOUSE, HALVERS POINT, RIVERSIDE OF THE LINE. MIRELA ANTIC, GRADE B, 41. FOUND WEDNESDAY MORNING. HER TAG GONE.

I did not cross out the whole entry. That is the only piece of discipline I showed all week.

I crossed out the word WAREHOUSE and I crossed out HALVERS POINT and I crossed out RIVERSIDE OF THE LINE, one at a time, in ballpoint, and left the date and the name and the tag.

What is left of it is this: a woman I have never met is going to be killed by a man on a Tuesday, somewhere in a city of two million people.

You could get that out of a horoscope.

Underneath it I wrote three lines and then I put the pen down because my left hand had started to hurt from the way I was holding the book.

I WOULD DO IT AGAIN.

Mirela Antic was on a job on Dock Road and it took me two hours and a favour to find that out.

The favour was Hattie Braun’s, in the sense that she was the one who had told me a fortnight earlier that the daily rota board in the corridor by dispatch has the sponsored crews on it as well as the Bureau ones, in small print, at the bottom, and that everybody ignores it.

She is one of ten names in the B column of the case by the front doors. ANTIC, M. Top card in the column, in Ivet Krall’s hand, and the card is old and it has gone the colour of tea.

She was standing in the middle of Dock Road at half past ten in the morning holding up one end of a length of universal beam while two men bolted a plate onto it.

Forty-one years old. Not tall, wide through the shoulders and the back, in a rig that had been repaired a dozen times, with grey coming through at the temples and her hair in a tail with an elastic band in it. Grade B, twenty-two years on sites, and her power is that she picks things up, nothing else, and it is worth about four hundred thousand dollars a year to somebody.

“You’ll want to stand a bit further back,” she said.

“I’m all right.”

“You are all right, and if I let go of this you are jam, and I have not got the paperwork on me for that.” She had a voice like somebody sanding a floor. “Down.”

They dropped it. The road bounced.

“You’re the fella off the news.”

“I’m not.”

“You are. You’re the one with the hand on the train.” She took a glove off and put it out and I shook it with my left, badly, and she looked at the splint and said nothing about it, the way everybody on a site behaves and it is one of the reasons I love the job. “What do you want?”

“Can I ask you a strange question?”

“You can ask me anything, son, I have been on this road since seven and I have got nine bolts left.”

So I did it, and I did it badly, and I have never worked out how it could have been done well.

“Do you ever work Halvers Point?”

“Used to. There’s nothing over there now, they knocked the lot in May.” She got a flask out of a bag on the kerb. “Croft Street, the whole block. Big brick shed, been empty for years. Gone.”

“Right.”

“Why?”

“Because I want you to not be at Halvers Point on the fourteenth.”

Mirela Antic poured a cup of tea, and drank some of it, and looked at me over the top of it with the mild patient expression of a woman who has been on sites for twenty-two years and has met a great many strange young men.

“The fourteenth.”

“Tuesday week.”

“And what happens on Tuesday week?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know.”

“I know the date and I don’t know the rest of it, and I know how that sounds, and I’m going to say the rest of it anyway.” I kept my voice flat, because flat is the only thing I have. “If a man asks to see your tag, don’t show it to him. Not a Bureau man, not anybody in a uniform, not a fella on a site. Anybody. If a man asks to see your card, tell him no and walk into a room with people in it.”

She drank her tea.

“Are you all right?” she said.

That is what she said. Not who are you, not what is this, not how do you know. She looked at a young man with a splint on his hand standing in the middle of Dock Road telling her to hide her card, and the first thing she thought about was whether I was well.

“I’m fine.”

“Because there is a lad on my brother’s crew who does this. He gets the way you’re standing about twice a year and he goes off and has a fortnight in a hospital and comes back grand.” She screwed the cup back onto the flask. “Have you got somebody?”

“I’ve got somebody.”

“Then talk to them.”

“Mirela.”

“Look.” And here she was kind, which is what has stayed with me. She put the flask down and stood in front of me with her hands on her hips. “I have been rated a B for fourteen years. Do you know what that means in practice? It means that four or five times a year somebody comes up to me on a road and tells me something. I have had a man tell me the Bureau puts things in the water. I have had a woman tell me her son was killed by a C-grade and would I look into it. I had a fella last August who wanted me to know that the ferry is coming back.

“And every one of them is somebody’s son, and every one of them believes it, and I have never been rude to any of them and I am not going to start with you, because you got two men out of a floor pan and I saw it on the telly.”

“That’s not.”

“So here is what I am going to do,” Mirela Antic said. “I am going to say thank you, and I am going to remember that a young man told me not to go to Halvers Point, and if I find myself at Halvers Point on Tuesday week I will have a little laugh about it. All right?”

“All right.”

“Good. Now go home and get that hand seen to, because that is not a splint, that is a woman with a splint kit and a temper.” She picked her gloves up. “Who did it?”

“I fell.”

“Course you did,” said Mirela Antic, and turned round and shouted at two men about the bolts, and that is the only conversation I ever had with her before the Trials.

Hattie Braun went out with the Stack rotation at half past six that morning, an hour and a half before I got on the bus.

I found out at ten past seven in the evening, in the canteen, from Renn, who had heard it from a lad on the truck.

Iron Line Road, number nine site, a gable shore on a four-storey terrace. Standard work. It is the work Renata was doing on the eighth of May when she stood against a wall for six hours with her arms up.

A raking shore is a set of timbers running from the ground up to a wall plate at an angle, and the whole thing is held together by a needle through the wall and a cleat, and it works perfectly well and has worked perfectly well since about 1750, and it is entirely dependent on the ground the feet are standing on.

The ground was a made-up yard over an old cellar. Somebody had put a sole plate down and nobody had opened the yard up to see what was under it, because opening a yard up costs a day.

The cellar arch went at about ten in the morning and took the foot of the middle raker down about three feet, and the whole shore folded, and the gable came off the building.

There were five of them on it. Two got clear because they were at the far end, and both of those two were on Gareth Bracken’s book, and both of them were names he had said in the back of a car on the third of June. One was up on the scaffold and stayed up on the scaffold and had the best view anybody ever had of anything.

Hattie Braun was at the foot of the middle raker, doing the correct thing, which was standing where she could get a hand on it.

They got her out in forty minutes. Crushed pelvis, both sides, and a thing they do not have a good word for that has to do with the pelvic floor, and she was in the theatre until four and in the intensive care unit until Thursday.

She is thirty-four. She will walk with two sticks in about a year if it goes well.

She will not be on the board again.

I sat in the canteen at ten past seven with a plate of something in front of me and Oskar Renn talking, and I did the arithmetic all the way through, and here it is, because I did it and because I do not get to pretend I did not.

Gareth Bracken offered me a number and, on top of the number, three people off a shoring rotation, on Monday, at a cost to himself of about four hundred dollars a month.

I said no.

I said no for a reason I still believe in, and I said it badly, with a cheap remark about a man not getting out of a car.

And I said it with four words in the back of my own notebook that I had last read on the Friday and could not put a day on, and I did not mention them to anybody in that car, including myself.

I did not mention them to Hattie Braun either. I have gone at that one from every side and it always ends in the same place, which is a man in a canteen at seven in the morning saying stay off a road. Which road. That road. For how long. I do not know. Why. I cannot tell you.

She would have lent me a pen and gone anyway, and she would have been right to.

On Monday morning the rotation went out exactly as it had been going out all spring.

That is it. That is the chain, and there is nothing missing from it, and nobody else is standing at the end of it.

Nobody blamed me. That is the part I found hardest. Renn did not blame me because Renn did not know there was anything to blame me for. Renata did not blame me and would have taken my head off if I had said it. Bracken did not blame me and, I am quite sure, has never once framed it that way in his own head, because in his head he offered a courtesy and it was declined and the world went on doing what the world does.

I did the sum myself, at a canteen table, and it came out the same way his would have.

Then I got the notebook out and turned to the back page, to the short list of things with no day against them, and wrote alongside four words I had been carrying since the ninth of April:

IRON LINE ROAD. GABLES. 6 JUNE. HATTIE BRAUN, 34, GRADE C.

It is the only entry in that book I have ever completed instead of crossed out.

Then I went and sat in the stairwell by the motor pool doors for about twenty minutes, on my own, with my splint across my knees.

That is where it gets me. It is never on the site and it is never in the room. It is always about six hours later, in a stairwell, on my own, and there is nothing dignified about it whatsoever.

Nessa’s flat, half past nine, and there were takeaway boxes on the floor.

They had been at it for two hours by the time I got there and they had covered the entire floor of the room with paper.

Renata was on the mattress with her back against the wall and her boots off. Nessa was on the counter with her heels going. Between them, laid out on the boards, was every site in the Stack and Halvers Point that a Grade B on a sponsored rotation could plausibly be standing on in the second week of June, and they had done it in two colours because Nessa had gone out and bought a second pen.

“Fourteen,” Renata said.

“Fourteen?”

“Fourteen. Antic’s rotation is Dock Road, the two on Iron Line Road, the water plant, the cold store, and there’s nine more that her sponsor bids on and might get.” She had a sheet of paper on her knee with a list on it in a very careful hand. “That’s not counting anywhere she goes that isn’t work, which is everywhere.”

“And she works nights?”

“Everybody works nights in June, it’s light till ten.”

“Fourteen sites,” Nessa said, from the counter, “and one of you and one of me and one of her, and none of us can be in more than one place, and the fella could be anywhere in the entire city, and by the way we do not actually know that he is going to be at any of them.”

“I know.”

“I’m not being a cow, I’m saying it because somebody has to.”

“You’re right.”

“I know I’m right. Look at my map.” She got off the counter and knelt down on the floor. “Look at that. That’s a map of the whole Stack. That is a map of nine square miles and we have got fourteen crosses on it and we might as well be throwing darts.”

“Your map is unreadable,” Renata said.

“My map is beautiful.”

“Your map has got the Iron Line going through the river.”

“That’s the cut.”

“That’s the river. That is unmistakably the river, it’s got a boat on it.”

“That’s a car.”

“It has got a sail on it, Nessa.”

“That’s an aerial,” said Nessa Doheny, with absolute conviction, and Renata put her head back against the wall and laughed at the ceiling for a good ten seconds without making any noise at all, which is how you can tell how tired she is.

They had also had, at some point in the previous two hours, a full and detailed argument about handwriting.

I know this because they both told me about it separately, on the same evening, in the same room, with the other one present.

“She writes in capitals,” Renata said. “All of it. Every word. It’s like being shouted at by a form.”

“It is legible.”

“It is a ransom note.”

“Yours has got loops on it. She does loops, Emmett. She does a loop on the letter Y like a woman writing to a soldier.”

“That’s how you’re taught.”

“That is how you are taught if you are taught by nuns.”

“I was taught by nuns.”

“THERE IT IS,” said Nessa, and fell over sideways on the floor, and Renata threw a takeaway box at her and she caught it without sitting up.

Then, at about ten o’clock, Nessa did an impression of Petrak.

She had never met Petrak. She had seen him twice, across a lobby, from a distance of about forty feet, on the day she registered. She built the entire thing out of about twenty seconds of exposure and it was the most accurate piece of observation I have ever seen in my life, and it consisted mainly of standing extremely still, putting her chin down about an inch, and saying, in a voice from somewhere near the floor:

“THAT IS NOT WHAT THE ROPE IS FOR.”

Renata put both hands over her face.

“Don’t.”

“THAT IS NOT WHAT THE ROPE IS FOR, DUARTE.”

“Don’t. I’m on his floor tomorrow.”

“I could do this all night.”

“I know you could.”

I sat on the one chair with fourteen crosses at my feet and Nessa doing my sergeant. For ten minutes I was happier than I had ever been. Then the wrongness of the map finally showed itself.

I had spent eleven years trying to reach the right place before the thing happened. Places were information, and every rescue made my map larger and emptier. Ostrowski’s need was fixed.

“He doesn’t need a place,” I said.

They both stopped.

“What?”

“He doesn’t need a place. He’s never needed a place. We’ve been sitting here for two hours drawing crosses on a map because that’s what I know how to do, and it’s wrong.” I got up off the chair. “Nessa. What did he do to Killeen in the cooler after he put him down?”

“He asked for his tag.”

“And then?”

“He read it and he wrote it in his book and he gave it back.”

“Why?”

She looked at me.

“Because he’s a weirdo.”

“Because he cannot use a fight,” I said. “Think about it. He is going up a registry. Whatever he takes, he takes it off people rated above him, and how does he know somebody is rated above him? He can’t feel it. Nobody in this world can feel it. There is no way on earth to look at a man in a room and know what letter is in his sleeve.”

“He asks.”

“He asks, and he reads the card, and he writes it down. He is not being polite and he is not collecting souvenirs. He is verifying. He physically cannot take a step up the ladder unless he has personally, in his own hand, confirmed the letter.”

Renata had come up off the wall.

“So he has to come and check,” she said.

“He has to come and check.”

“Every time.”

“Every single time, or it doesn’t count for him, and it has to count, because counting is what the man is made of.” I was walking, which I do. “That is a rule. It is the only rule of his I can put my hands on, and it is the only thing in this entire business that is not a place.”

Nessa was very still on the floor with a pen in her hand.

“Say the next bit,” she said.

“You know what the next bit is.”

“I want to hear you say it out loud in this room, because if you say it out loud in this room I am going to be in it.”

So I said it in that room, on the sixth of June, at twenty past ten at night, with a map of nine square miles on the floor.

“He needs a verified number above his own, at a known place, at a known time.” I stopped walking. “That is a thing I can make.”

Nobody said anything for a while.

Then Nessa Doheny got up off the floor, and put the pen down on the counter, and clapped her hands together once, and said, in an entirely different voice:

“Right. That’s tomorrow’s problem, and I’m not doing it tonight, and I have bought something.”

I did not understand what was happening for about forty seconds.

She went and got a shopping bag off the hook on the back of the door. An actual paper shopping bag from an actual shop, folded over at the top, which she had clearly been keeping there since Saturday.

“Nessa.”

“Now, before anybody says anything.” She held up a finger. “Nineteen dollars.”

“What?”

“Nineteen dollars. I want that stated at the top. I have never spent nineteen dollars on anything in my life that was not a fight or a doctor, and I walked into a shop on the Row on Saturday afternoon like a woman with a card and a wage and I spent nineteen dollars.”

Renata, on the mattress, said carefully: “On what?”

“On this.” Nessa put the bag on the counter. Then she turned round and looked at Renata, and there was a pause, and I watched her line something up that she had clearly been lining up for four days. “And I want you to stay.”

The room got very quiet.

“Sorry?”

“You heard me the first time and I am going to say it again anyway because I do not want anybody being polite.” Nessa was standing in the middle of her own floor with her arms folded and her chin up, and she had gone red from the collarbones to the hairline, freckles and all, and she did not look away once. “I want to do this with him and I want you sitting on that chair, and I want you to watch, and if you say no I will not say another word about it and we will all have a cup of tea.”

Renata looked at me.

I did not say anything, because it was not mine to say.

“Why?” Renata said.

“Because it’s better.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the honest one.” Nessa’s heels had started going against the cupboard. “It’s better if somebody’s watching. It has always been better if somebody’s watching and I am not going to apologise for it and I am definitely not going to explain it. And I’d rather it was you than a mirror.”

Renata was quiet for a long moment.

“I’m not joining in,” she said.

“Nobody asked you to.”

“I mean it. I’m not. That’s not.”

“Renata.” Nessa said her name for the first time. “I’m asking you to sit in a chair.”

“Right.”

“Is that a yes?”

“That’s a yes,” said Renata Duarte, and got up off the mattress, and went and sat down on the kitchen chair with her back very straight and her hands on her knees like a woman waiting for a dentist, and the composure of it was so obviously a performance that I had to look at the floor.

“Emmett,” Nessa said. “Any objections?”

“None at all.”

“Say a full sentence, you look like a man in a doorway.”

“I have no objections whatsoever,” I said, “and I would draw the room’s attention to the fact that I have one hand.”

“You’ve got a mouth.”

“That’s true.”

“That’s the good half anyway,” said Nessa Doheny, and picked up the bag and went behind the curtain across the corner of the room, and Renata and I looked at each other and neither of us managed to say anything at all.

She came out in black.

Nineteen dollars, and she told us the price twice more before she got to the middle of the floor.

It did not fit her, and that was exactly the point, and it was the best thing about it. Nessa Doheny is five foot one and built out of a machine shop, and there is no shop on Cadmus Row that stocks for shoulders like that on a frame like that, so the straps were dug into her deltoids and the band was too loose and the whole thing was sitting on a body it had not been designed for, and she had left her boots on because of course she had.

Freckles everywhere. Across the nose and the shoulders and the collarbones and down over the top of the small high chest in a spill, and more of them going down the flat hard stomach, and there is a strip of paler skin at her hip where the shorts sit that I had never seen in daylight.

And the tag. On its chain, on the outside of everything, hanging in the middle of her sternum, which she had done on purpose and which I did not understand for about six seconds and then understood completely.

Split knuckles. The wraps still half on one hand.

“Well?”

“Come here,” I said.

“No. Say something first.”

“Come here, Nessa.”

“You are supposed to.” She was bouncing. She could not stop moving. “There’s a thing you say. Fellas say a thing.”

“I’m not going to say a thing,” I said, “because you’re going to be in my lap in about ten seconds and you’re going to be too busy talking to hear it.”

And she laughed, and crossed the floor, and got a knee up on the mattress either side of me.

She did the first part with her back to Renata for about ninety seconds and then got bored of it, because she does not have the patience to build anything, and she turned herself around.

That is how the middle of that hour was arranged, all of it, and it was entirely her design and I had nothing to do with it.

She sat on me facing out, with her back against my chest and her feet planted on the mattress either side of my thighs, so that she was looking straight down the room at a woman sitting on a kitchen chair eight feet away.

She got me inside her herself, reaching back with one hand, and she made a noise on the way down that was for the room.

“Oh, that’s.”

“Nessa.”

“Shut up, I’m working.”

I had one working hand, and the splint changed the entire mechanics of the night.

Which meant that for the first time since April I could not do the thing I do, which is put a woman where I want her and hold her there. I had a left hand and a right forearm in a plaster trough, and that was my entire equipment.

So I used my voice instead, and I found out something about myself in a room above a bike shop on Cadmus Row.

“Slower.”

“I’m not slow.”

“Slower, Nessa.”

And she went slower, and the noise she made when she did it was not a noise she had planned to make.

I got my left hand flat on her stomach, low, and spread the fingers and pressed, and held her against me on the down stroke, and with one hand you cannot lift a woman but you can absolutely stop her, and there is a thing that happens to Nessa Doheny when she is stopped that I had discovered nine days earlier and had been extremely careful not to spend since.

“Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t do the.” She got both hands back and dug them into my thighs. “Do it. Do it, don’t stop doing it, God.”

Then, at the top of her voice, to the whole room:

“Do the thing.”

“What thing?”

“Your thing. The hand thing.” She got her head back on my shoulder. “Three seconds. Do it on me. Hold me so I can’t move a muscle and let’s all find out what that does to me, because I have thought about it, and I have thought about it in company.”

“No.”

“Duarte, tell him.”

“No,” I said again, flat, in the voice I use on a site, and I did not explain it and I did not take my hand off her stomach.

“You’re no craic at all,” said Nessa Doheny, and did not ask twice, and a minute later had forgotten she had asked at all.

Renata did not say anything from the chair. But her head had come round, and she was not looking at Nessa any more.

She had left the bra on and it had stopped doing anything at all about ten minutes earlier. It was up under her collarbones with one strap off the shoulder, and her chest is small and high and hard and it is the most responsive part of a body I have ever put a hand on, and I got my splint arm up under her and used the one working thumb and she made a noise that came out of the bottom of her.

“That. That’s not.”

“Say it.”

“You know what that.” She got her chin up. “Do you know she’s watching you do that? Duarte. Are you watching him do that?”

Nothing from the chair.

“She’s watching,” Nessa said, and shoved back down onto me, and did it again on purpose. “Look at her face. Look at the state of her face.”

There is a strip of pale skin across her hips where the shorts sit, about two inches deep, and above it and below it she is freckled and browner, and every time she came down that line moved and I could not stop looking at it.

Her thighs are short and dense and they do all of it. She has no interest in leverage and no interest in pacing and she went at the whole thing like a woman running upstairs, and she was slick enough after ten minutes that I could hear it every time, and she knew I could, and she said so.

“Listen to that.”

“Nessa.”

“No, listen to it. That’s my pussy, that is.” She had her head back on my shoulder and her mouth open. “Do you know how wet I’ve been since about half nine? Since the map. Since you stood up off that chair and did the walking thing you do.”

And the entire time, the commentary.

She narrated all of it, at volume, in that accent, to a woman in a chair. That is who it was aimed at and there was never any question about it, because she was not looking at me, she could not look at me, and every sentence out of her went straight down the room.

“Look at the state of me.”

“Nessa.”

“No, look at me. Are you looking?” Her heels were going against the mattress. “That’s it. That’s his hand, that’s the whole hand, he’s got the whole of my ass in it. There’s nothing of me, is there, there’s nothing of me at all in his hand.”

Renata did not say anything.

She sat on a kitchen chair with both hands closed round the front edge of the seat, and she had gone the colour she goes, from the collarbones up over the throat, and she was breathing through her mouth, and she had not moved for four minutes.

“Say something,” Nessa said.

Nothing.

“Duarte. Say something. I’m doing all the.” She lost the sentence for a second. “I’m doing all the work here and you’re sat there like a woman at a bus stop.”

Still nothing. But Renata’s grip had gone white on the chair, and one boot had come up onto the rung, and she had stopped even pretending to look anywhere else.

I put my mouth against Nessa’s ear.

“She’s not going to talk,” I said. “Look at her hands.”

Nessa looked. And I felt what that did to her go all the way through her body, from the shoulders down, in about half a second.

“Oh,” she said.

“Faster.”

“I’m.”

“Faster, Nessa.”

And she went, and after that there was no arrangement to it at all. She has no gears in the middle. She went from slow to everything, hard and fast and jolting, both hands back on my thighs and her head against my shoulder and the tag jumping on its chain in the middle of her chest, and she was making a continuous high noise with about one word in five surfacing out of it, and all of the words were aimed eight feet down the room.

“Look at it. Look. Look at what he’s.”

And Renata Duarte, who has never in her life said one word about any of this to anybody, who apologised to strangers on benches for eight years, said, in an absolutely flat voice, without appearing to have decided to:

“Christ, you’re taking all of that cock.”

Nessa came instantly.

I mean instantly. She had not been near it twenty seconds earlier. Renata said six words in a voice like a woman reading a gauge, and Nessa Doheny went rigid on top of me from the neck to the ankles and made a sound I had not heard her make before, and her pussy clenched around me in quick hard contractions that snapped through her stomach and thighs, and she got one hand up over her own mouth halfway through and could not keep it there.

She was still going when she started laughing.

That is entirely her. She came apart on a mattress in front of an audience of one and a couple of seconds into the aftershocks she was laughing, wrecked and shaking, with her head back against my shoulder.

I finished about a minute after that with my left arm locked across her chest and her held down onto me. Her mouth kept running, filthy and delighted, until I could no longer follow the words.

Renata was still on the chair.

She stayed there for a good ten seconds after it was over, absolutely still, with her hands on the seat.

Then she stood up, and got her coat off the hook, and said, “Right,” and went out of the door.

She came back forty seconds later.

“Forgot my.”

“You’ve got your coat.”

“My other.” She stopped in the middle of the room. Then she went and sat down on the edge of the counter, and got a cigarette out of the packet Nessa keeps on the shelf for visitors, and turned it over in her fingers for about a minute and a half without lighting it.

Renata Duarte has never smoked in her life.

Nessa lay on the mattress with her arm over her eyes and did not say one word for that entire minute and a half, which for her is an enormous act of tact.

“Well,” Renata said, eventually.

“Mm.”

“That was.”

“Mm.”

“I’m going to go to bed,” Renata said, and put the unlit cigarette back in the packet, and went to the door, and stopped with her hand on it. “Nessa.”

“What?”

“Nineteen dollars was too much.”

“IT WAS NOT.”

“It was about six dollars of that thing,” said Renata, and went, and we heard her go down the stairs past the bike shop and out onto the Row, and then we heard her laugh, once, in the street, about forty feet from the door.

Nessa took her arm off her eyes.

“Right,” she said, to the ceiling, with her whole face doing something enormous and completely undefended. “Well. That’s that sorted.”

“Is it.”

“That’s absolutely that sorted,” said Nessa Doheny, and went to sleep in her boots.


Chapter 20: Chalk

Blue chalk. A stub of it, four cents in the shop across the road from the Yard, and it is the most useful thing I have ever bought.

I laid the whole plan out on a canteen table at seven in the morning on the seventh of June with a cold cup of tea and the chalk sitting on the formica between the plates. Renata and Nessa checked the working while I talked.

Bram Ostrowski runs on four rules and I had all four by the seventh of June, and it took me two lifetimes, a meat cooler, and three seconds of skin.

One. The increments are a constant size. I had this from my hand on his arm: a base of about 4.1 tonnes-equivalent and three added steps of about 0.45 each. Roughly 5.45 total in the cooler, all of it inside E. Not a percentage. Not proportional to what he takes. The fourth step, if he got one, would bring the full sum to about 5.9 and leave him an E.

Two. Only kills count. Six years of fights at the Rung and forty-odd bouts had added nothing. He had put rated men on the floor in front of seventy people and stayed at the same summed Ceiling.

Three. Only above his own level. Nine names on the back of Nessa’s flyer and however many are in his own book, and every one of them a fighter or a responder, and none of them a bystander. In six years in the worst rooms in this city he has never put his hands on somebody who was not carrying something worth having.

Four. He verifies. By hand, in a schoolboy exercise book, with a pencil, off the card. Every single time.

The fourth one is the exploit.

The first three tell you what he wants. The fourth one tells you where he has to stand, and that is a completely different kind of fact, and it is the only one of the four that I can put my hands on.

He cannot take a number off a reputation. He cannot take it off a broadcast or a newspaper or a rumour in a wet room. Bram Ostrowski does not read about a woman in the Herald and go and find her and do it on the strength of a photograph, because it would not count. Being strong is a side effect he has never looked like enjoying. Being right is the job, and a man doing that job has to come and check the card himself.

Which means that if a number appears in this city at a published time, in a named building, on a printed sheet, big enough to be worth three rungs of a ladder, he has to come to it.

He does not have to like it. He does not have to be reckless. He is not being lured by greed and he is not being tricked; he is a bookkeeper and this is a legitimate entry and he will come and look at it the way an auditor comes and looks at a warehouse.

I said all of that at a canteen table to two women and a plate of toast, and then I said the part that is worse.

“There’s a corollary and I’m going to say it now and I’m not going to soften it,” I said. “Everything above is about people rated over him. Killing somebody at or below his own level pays him nothing at all.”

“Well, that’s good,” Nessa said.

“It also costs him nothing at all.”

She stopped chewing.

“Anybody standing in the way is free work,” I said. “It is not a risk to him and it is not an expense and it does not get written down. If a man in grey coveralls with an E on his card is between him and the thing he came for, he goes through the man, and it takes as long as it takes, and there is no line in that book for it.”

Nobody said anything for a bit.

“So we’re all free work,” Nessa said.

“You’re a D.”

“I’m a D, which is above an E, which means I’m not free work, I’m dinner.” She put her toast down. “That’s worse. I want it noted that I have swapped one for the other and the new one is worse.”

“You could not come.”

“Don’t be soft,” said Nessa Doheny, and picked the toast back up.

The quarterly Trials are on the second Sunday of March, June, September and December, in the Trials hall at Franklin Yard, which is the old vehicle shed on the north side with the doors bricked up and nine hundred seats in it.

They are ticketed. They have been ticketed since 1962. Seats are two dollars in the gallery and seven in the floor rows, and the Bureau makes about nineteen thousand dollars a day out of it and puts it into the pension fund, and there is a programme printed on newsprint that costs forty cents and is sold at the door by two lads from the motor pool.

Three broadcast cameras. The board is wheeled into the hall on a trolley for the occasion, in its case, under glass, and stood at the end of the floor rows where everybody can see it.

The twelfth of June was a Sunday.

Renata Duarte was on the afternoon card as a newly re-assayed B, entered by her sponsor on the thirtieth of May, and her name was printed on page one of the programme in ten-point type under the words B GRADE RATED TASK: ACCUMULATION AND RETURN, and there were fourteen hundred of those programmes stacked in a store room off the motor pool from the third of June.

Nothing else in this city combines that size with that certainty.

A call-out is a number and it is public and it is broadcast, and it is also a thing that happens at seventeen minutes past one on an afternoon nobody knew about, in a place nobody could have named that morning. There is no way for a man with a pencil to be there. He would have to live in a van.

The Trials are a number at a known address at a published time, printed on newsprint nine days in advance, with the door open and a two-dollar ticket.

I sold it to Ludo Odom for nothing, that same morning, in the yard of a bus garage.

“That’s in the paper,” he said.

“I know it’s in the paper.”

“You have come across the Stack on a bus to tell me a thing that is in the paper, and you have not even tried to charge me for it.”

“I want you to tell people.”

Odom went on looking at me over the top of the clipboard for a while.

“Why?”

“Because half the people who ought to know don’t read the paper,” I said. “And because there’ll be a book on it and you’ll want the traffic.”

That is the only lie I told anybody that week and it worked perfectly, because it was a good business reason and Ludo Odom has never in his life needed a better reason than a good business reason. He ran a book on the June Trials and he had the card up on a wall at three consecutive venues, hand written, with DUARTE B GRADE ACCUM & RETURN across the top of it in capitals, and by the Thursday it was in every wet room in the Stack.

I did that. On purpose. With my eyes open.

I put a woman’s name and a woman’s letter on a wall in the rooms where he goes, and I paid a bus fare to do it, and then I went home and had my dinner.

The other thing I did that morning was enter myself.

There is an entry sheet for the Trials and it lives on a clipboard on the wall outside dispatch and it goes up eight weeks before and comes down on the Friday, and any rated responder may put their name on it for a task one band above their standing letter, and there is no permission involved anywhere, because a Trial is a thing you do in front of a paying crowd, and either the number comes up or it does not, and nobody in the building holds an opinion that counts either way.

I wrote VARGO, E. GRADE E. D-GRADE RATED TASK. MORNING SESSION.

I wrote it left handed, on the seventh of June, with the splint sticking out sideways, and it looked like a ransom note, and Nessa said so at length when she saw it.

Petrak came past the clipboard about ten minutes later and read it and did not say anything to me for two days, and then on the ninth he stopped by the truck racks and said, “Vargo. The morning session is a quarter full and it is mostly people’s mothers,” and walked off, which I have chosen to interpret as encouragement.

Here is why I did it. There are two reasons and I could not rank them that night and I cannot rank them now.

The first is that a man who is entered on the card has a reason to be in that building all day. He collects a bib in the morning and he is on the assessors’ list and he wanders about in the hall between sessions, and nobody looks twice at him, and the entire plan requires me to be standing in the wrong place at the right instant with nobody wondering why I am there.

The second is that I wanted the letter.

That is it. There is nothing else in the second reason. I have spent two lives holding a rope and I have an E on a card that a fire officer got me on a wet embankment, and I wanted, very badly, to walk into a hall and be measured doing the thing I am actually for, in front of a quarter of a crowd of people’s mothers, and have two assessors write a number down.

Renata worked that out in about six seconds, on the loading dock, at six that evening.

“You want it.”

“What?”

“The D. You want it.” She had her boots off and her feet hanging over the edge. “You’ve been talking about the morning session for two days like it’s a bus you have to catch, and you keep saying it’s cover.”

“It is cover.”

“It’s excellent cover,” Renata agreed. “And you want it. You’ve been climbing this ladder since the fourth of April and I don’t think you noticed you were doing it until you wrote your name on a clipboard.”

“That’s not.”

“Emmett.” She bumped her shoulder into mine. “You are allowed to want it. That’s what I’m saying to you. You have got a whole speech in your head about how you don’t care about the letter and you only want it so nobody can send you into a car park, and I have heard the speech, and it’s a good speech, and it is about half true.”

I did not say anything for a while.

“They’re going to put me in the nine o’clock,” I said. “Nobody’s in the hall at nine.”

“I’ll be in the hall at nine.”

I asked a woman to stand in a hall and be a number on a sheet with a killer in the audience.

I did it badly on purpose. I made the argument against it for about a page and a half and I made it in a way that would not have persuaded anybody, and she saw straight through the whole performance, and she said so.

“You’re doing it wrong.”

“Doing what wrong?”

“Talking me out of it.” She was sitting on my bunk with her arms folded. “You’ve done four minutes of it and you have not once said the thing that would actually work.”

“Which is?”

“That you’d rather I didn’t.” Renata looked up. “You have given me the risk, and you have given me the arithmetic, and you have offered me an alternative that you know I won’t take, and at no point have you said Renata, I would rather you did not do this, because if you say it out loud you have to mean it, and you don’t.”

That is the most accurate thing anybody has ever said about me.

“No,” I said. “I don’t.”

“Right. Good. Now shut up and let me say mine, because I’ve been building it since Monday and I’m going to get it wrong if you interrupt.”

She unfolded her arms.

“Nine names on a flyer,” she said. “That’s what she’s got in her jacket. Nine fighters in two years who stopped coming in, and a fella at a Bureau desk who never picked his pen up. And there’s a woman called Antic on Dock Road who told you she’d have a little laugh about it, and I don’t blame her, and she is going to be somewhere in this city on Tuesday week and neither of us knows where.

“And there is a man walking round the Stack with a pencil who is at the top of the board in six years and still going five years after that, and by the end of it there are two hundred and nine of them, and you have told me that in about six different ways without ever once telling me how you know it, and I have decided I do not care how you know it, because I have watched you be right about everything since the twenty-first of April.”

“Renata.”

“I’m not finished. This is the bit that matters.” She set her feet on the floor. “It is not bravery. I want you to understand that, because if you think it’s bravery you will handle me, and I have had eight years of being handled.

“It’s arithmetic. I am the only person in this city who can stand in front of that man and take what he does. Not survive it. Take it, and hold it, and give it back. And if I do not do it in a hall on Sunday with nine hundred people watching and three cameras on it, then somebody is going to have to do it in a car park in the dark with nobody there, and it is going to be Antic, or it is going to be her, or it is going to be you.”

“That’s not.”

“Say I’m wrong.”

I did not say she was wrong.

“Right,” said Renata Duarte. “Then I’m on the card, and I was on it before you thought of any of this, and the only thing that’s changed is that now I know what the audience is for.”

I walked the Trials hall that afternoon with a piece of blue chalk in my left hand.

Six hours, two till eight. On my own, in an empty building that nobody would touch again until the Friday, with the seats stacked and the lights off except the two over the doors. It is the best work I did in ten weeks and nobody has ever seen any of it.

I had been in that building for ten weeks. I had been in it for eleven years before that. I have carried chairs in it, and stacked barriers in it, and swept it out after two Trials in my first life while a crowd went home, and I know where the drains are.

The Trials hall at Franklin Yard is a 1930s vehicle shed, a hundred and eighty feet by ninety, six steel portal frames, brick to eight feet and steel above.

The floor is not one floor.

That is the thing, and it took me eleven years to be able to see it in four seconds. Under the north third of that hall, where the assay bay is, there is a sub-level: the old inspection and wash-down pits from when the Bureau ran heavy vehicles out of that shed, filled in badly in 1968 with a slab poured over the top in nine separate pours because they did it in a fortnight with one gang.

Nine pours. Concrete poured on Tuesday against concrete poured on Friday.

Nothing ever fails in the middle.

There are four plates in that floor where the pours meet over a void, and if you know they are there you can find them with a boot heel in about two minutes because they ring different, and if you do not know they are there you will walk over them for thirty years and never notice.

I marked two of them.

Not with a cross. A cross gets mopped. I put a small blue tick against the skirting at the foot of the wall, nine feet from the plate, and another one on the leg of a stanchion, and I laid it out so that if you stood with your heels on the first tick and walked six paces on a line to the second tick you would be standing dead centre of the plate, and I walked it about forty times until my legs knew it.

Then I did the rest of the hall.

The catwalk stanchion at the north end is a hollow-section post carrying the lighting gantry, bolted to a base plate with four bolts and a grout pad, and the grout pad is proud on the west side, which means the load is not central, which means that the whole stanchion is one good sideways impact away from a hinge.

The gallery rail on the east side, fifty-five feet of tube in five-foot bays, and bay eleven has a coupler on it that somebody replaced with the wrong size in about 1974 and packed out with a washer.

The pinch. This is the important one. The crowd funnel comes out of the lobby into the hall through a set of double doors and then along a corridor between the seating stand and the assay bay wall, and that corridor is nine feet wide and forty long, and it is the only route from the front doors to the floor of the hall, and at the far end of it is a set of turnstiles that are the wrong way round and have been since 1962.

Nine hundred people come in through that pinch in about twenty minutes and go out through it in about forty, and if anything ever happens in that hall it will happen in there, and everybody in the Bureau knows it, and it has been on a list of things to sort out for longer than I have been alive.

I marked the pinch as well. I marked it in a different way, which was to walk it twenty times counting, and to know that from the doors to the turnstiles at a fast walk is nineteen seconds, and at a dead run is nine, and that there is a fire door two thirds of the way along on the assay bay side that has a bar on it and opens onto the yard.

Purchase is three seconds and it does no damage and it moves nothing. It fixes a thing in the Earth’s frame, relative to the planet itself, not to the floorboard, rail or slab my skin happens to touch.

That is the whole of my ability and I have never once been able to improve on it, and it means that a plan built around me can never be a plan about force. It is always going to be a plan about a man being in a particular place at a particular instant, and the only way to make a man be in a particular place is geometry.

Give ground where you want him to come. Block the lines you do not want him to take. Put the thing he wants behind the place you need him to stand.

Six hours with a piece of chalk, on my own, in an empty hall.

I put the crew together that evening and I did it out loud, at a table, like a job.

Nessa: the funnel.

“Nine hundred people, one corridor. When it starts, they will all go the same way at the same time and the turnstiles will hold and about a dozen of them will get killed by each other before anybody gets near him.”

“So I open the fire door.”

“You open the fire door on the assay bay side, get through the oncoming crowd to the turnstiles, and keep moving faster than the crush for the full length of the funnel. If you stop to shout from one spot, the people behind the ones who hear you keep pushing.”

Nessa did the arithmetic out loud, in seconds, which she had never done for anybody in her life and did that afternoon because I asked her to.

“Right. Fire door’s got a bar, call it six seconds if it’s stiff. Door to turnstiles is nineteen at a walk, nine at a run, and I’ll be doing it against a crowd, so call it eight at mine. Then I run the outside edge, turn the first rank toward the fire door, get ahead of them, come back through the middle and turn the next lot before they hit the ones in front.” She drew a narrow rectangle on the paper and stabbed it with the pen. “Three passes. Maybe four. I keep the lane moving until the last surge is off the turnstiles.”

“How long?”

“Ninety seconds,” she said. “One continuous burn. If I come off it halfway, I stop in the middle of seven hundred people who are still moving and become part of the blockage.”

Renata’s hand stopped over the paper.

“Ninety is three weeks,” Nessa said. “I want everybody at this table to know that. Ninety seconds costs me about three weeks of being a person, and I have never once said that number out loud to anybody. I am saying it now so nobody in this room tells me afterwards they did not know what they were asking for.”

“You don’t have to.”

“Emmett Vargo,” said Nessa Doheny, “if you say that to me one more time I will put you through the table. Write down ninety.”

I wrote down ninety seconds, underlined it, and drew one unbroken line beside it.

Simone: the hall.

I went to her at eight that evening in the corridor outside the drill floor and told her about seventy percent of the truth, the largest fraction I gave anybody that week. She knew it was seventy percent and took it anyway.

“There is a man who may come to the Trials on Sunday afternoon, and if he does, there is going to be trouble in the hall.”

“What man?”

“I’m not going to tell you.”

“Have you told the Bureau?”

“I’ve told a desk officer that there’s a fella who’s been asking about the Trials card in the Stack, and he wrote it down, and nothing is going to happen, because nothing is a thing.” I kept my voice level. “You know that better than I do.”

Simone Beauvais stood in a corridor with her arms folded and let the silence do the first part of it.

“What do you want from me?”

“I want to know where everybody is standing.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the answer,” I said. “Nine hundred people in that hall and a corridor at the north end that nobody has fixed since 1962. If it goes wrong, the thing that kills people in that hall is the corridor. And there is one person in this building who can make nine hundred people stop shoving without shouting at them.”

She did not say yes.

What she said was: “I am going to be in the gallery on the east side, at the north end, because that is where I always am, and I am going to have my eyes open, and I am not agreeing to anything.”

“That’s all I need.”

“It is not all you need and we both know it,” said Simone, “and I am going to ask you exactly one question and then I am going to go home. Does Duarte know what she is standing in?”

“All of it.”

“Did she choose it?”

“She chose it in front of me and told me to shut up while she did.”

“Good,” Simone said, and went down the corridor turning her whole body at the corner.

Talei: the roster.

Heavy rescue is on the roster at every Trials because they drop things on purpose in that hall and once in about seven years somebody gets under one. It is normally whoever is cheapest.

I went to the roster clerk at nine that morning and asked, as an entrant, whether Fonoti was on for Sunday, and he said no, it was a lad from the west side, and I said that the June card had a B-grade accumulation task on it and a floor plate over a sub-level and that I would personally feel better with the Overburden on the roster, and he looked at me and said “you’re the fella off the train” and wrote her name down.

That was all it took. A man with a clipboard changed the name because the floor plate and the B-grade task made Talei the person he wanted at the east gate.

Talei Fonoti found me in the motor pool at half past eight.

“You put me on the Sunday roster.”

“I suggested it.”

“Mm.” She was six foot four and she was looking down at me with her head slightly tipped and her arms folded and it was like being assessed by a wall. “Little man. Are you going to tell me why?”

“There’s a floor plate over a sub-level in that hall.”

“There is,” Talei agreed. “And there is a floor plate over a sub-level in about thirty buildings in this city and you have not put me on the roster for any of those.” She let that sit. Then she reached out and tapped the splint with one enormous finger. “How is the hand?”

“Fine.”

“You are a terrible liar, Emmett Vargo,” said Talei Fonoti, “and the funny part is that you have never once said anything untrue to me.” Then she laughed, and walked off, and I stood in the motor pool and understood that I had told her almost everything by telling her nothing at all.

Ji-yun: nobody told her anything.

She was the broadcast face of the June Trials, as she is of every Trials, and her name was on the front of the programme above everybody else’s, and nobody in my crew had said one word to her or about her, and the last time I had spoken to her was on a wet pier on the thirtieth of April when I shook her hand and my face did something and hers did not.

Nobody told her anything, which matters because of what happened on Saturday and the versions people invented afterward.

I took the splint off at ten that night.

Simone had said six weeks. It had been four days.

I did it in my room with a pair of nail scissors, cutting the wrap along its length so that the moulded trough came away whole and could go back on, which mattered, because I had been telling myself for four days that this was a test and not a decision.

The hand that came out of it was the wrong colour and about a third bigger than the other one. I could not make a fist. I could not spread the fingers.

I took it out to the motor pool at half past ten and laid the palm flat on the wheel hub of a Bureau truck, which is a stupid test, because a hub on a parked truck is not going anywhere either way, and because it was the only test available at that hour.

Three.

The power does not care about the hand and never has. What it needs is a palm held down through the whole three seconds against whatever the object is trying to do, and holding a palm down is weight, and weight comes off the shoulder and goes into the bones underneath it.

Two.

Something came up my forearm like a wire being drawn through it, from the wrist to somewhere behind my collarbone, and my hand came off the hub on its own before the count got any further.

I stood in the motor pool holding my own wrist and did not try a second one.

Then I taped it. Two fingers strapped together, and the moulded trough back on over the top of it, and the wrap round it, left handed, badly.

Renata was standing in the motor pool doorway.

I do not know how long she had been there. She had a mug in one hand and she was leaning on the frame in a t-shirt and she had watched all of it.

She did not say anything about it.

She came over and picked the roll of tape up off the step and finished the wrap properly, because I had made a complete mess of it, and she did it in about forty seconds without a word.

“Six weeks,” she said, when she had done.

“I know.”

“Sunday’s in five days.”

“I know.”

“Right,” said Renata, and gave me the mug, and that is everything she said about it, and it is the loudest thing anybody said to me that week.

The plan was finished at twenty past twelve that night.

Not celebrated. Finished, the way a job is finished, with three people standing round a table looking at a piece of paper that had nineteen lines on it, and nobody willing to be the one who said the thing.

Renata said it in the end, which was the surprise.

“Right,” she said. “Well. I’m not sleeping in my own room.”

Nessa’s head came up.

“Sorry?”

“You heard me.”

“I heard a woman being vague,” said Nessa, “and I have been extremely well behaved since Monday and I am not having anybody be vague at me on a Tuesday. Use the words.”

Renata went red from the collarbones up, and stood there and did it anyway, which is Renata Duarte in one sentence.

“I want to ask you a question about Monday,” she said.

“Ask it.”

“When you.” She stopped. Started again. “When you were on him, on Monday, facing out. What was the actual.” She gave up. “You said something. About my hands.”

“I said look at her hands.”

“He said that.”

“He said it in my ear,” Nessa said, “and I want you to know that it was the single most annoying thing anybody has ever said to me at a moment like that, because he was right, and I had to look.”

“What was I doing?”

“You had both fists round the front of that chair and you had not blinked in about a minute and a half,” Nessa said, “and there was a mark on the seat afterwards where your thumbs had been, and I have not mentioned it until now because I was saving it.”

Renata put her hands over her face.

“Right,” she said, into them.

“Are we doing this?”

“We are doing this,” said Renata Duarte, “and I want to be extremely clear that I have thought about it since Monday and that I am not being swept along by anybody, and also that the bed is ten feet by eight and there are going to be problems.”

The bed is not ten feet by eight. The room is ten feet by eight. The bed is a Bureau single with a steel frame and a mattress about four inches thick, and there is a chair, and a locker, and a window with a fan in it.

We spent about four minutes on logistics and it was the funniest four minutes of the whole spring.

“Right, so if I’m.”

“You can’t be there, that’s where the wall is.”

“I am aware of where the wall is, Renata, I have been in this room.”

“Then don’t put your.”

“I am five foot one,” Nessa said, with enormous dignity, “and I have been getting into small spaces since I was a child, and I have never needed a diagram.”

“There’s a fan.”

“What about the fan?”

“It’s on the sill and it turns,” Renata said, “and if anybody’s foot goes in it we are all going to the medical room at midnight, and whoever explains that to the duty medic, it is not going to be me.”

We took the fan off the sill.

I got a hand in Renata’s braid at the base of her skull and stopped the conversation.

That is the other thing about a room that size: nothing has to be crossed. She was eighteen inches away and I got the whole rope of it in my good hand and closed my fist and pulled her head back four inches, and she made the noise from the roof, and it went straight down my spine.

“Oh,” Nessa said, from the bed. “Right. That’s what that is. I’ve heard that through a wall.”

“You have not.”

“I have absolutely heard that through a wall and I did not know what it was and now I do.”

“Nessa.”

“Carry on. Don’t mind me, I’m doing my boots.”

The next hour took its shape from one thing I had not expected.

Nessa Doheny cannot stop moving. Renata Duarte does not know how to stop.

Those are not the same problem and they turn out to be exactly complementary, and none of the three of us had worked that out until it was happening.

Nessa never stayed anywhere. That is the honest summary of her contribution. She was at my mouth and then she was at Renata’s shoulder and then she was somewhere under my arm and then she was talking, always talking, a running line of instruction and review and filthy commentary that did not stop for breath, and every eight seconds she was in a different place.

“That’s it. Do that. No, do that to her, I want to watch it. Renata, he does a thing with his.”

“I know he does a thing.”

“I’m just saying.”

“I know he does a thing, Nessa, I’ve had it for six weeks.”

Renata went the other way entirely.

I got her up on her knees astride me with my good hand flat on one hip and my splinted forearm braced along the other, and she took me in one long slow drop that emptied the air out of both of us.

Then I stopped her.

Hips locked. Thighs shaking either side of my ribs. All that loaded weight held exactly where I had put it, and not one inch of movement available to her anywhere in it.

She got both hands round my face.

“Don’t give it back until I ask for it,” she said. “And I am going to ask for it.”

“Out loud.”

“I always ask out loud.” Her voice had already gone down into the register she is embarrassed about in daylight. “Hold me. Properly. Don’t be careful with the hand, I don’t care about the hand.”

Holding Renata Duarte still is not a passive act and anybody who has ever done it knows. There is a hundred and forty pounds of woman built end to end for load, and she does not decide to work against it, her body simply does it on her behalf, and inside forty seconds my forearms were burning and the splint had gone past hurting into something with a colour on it.

I did not give her an inch.

Her braid was already wrecked and the whole heavy honey weight of it had come down her back and stuck to her shoulders. The flush had come up out of the tops of her breasts and gone over her throat and under her jaw, which is the map I read her by. She was hot right through and wet enough that holding her took real grip rather than intent, and every ten or fifteen seconds eight years of habit made her try for one more inch on her own and find that the inch was not there.

She made a low sound in the back of her throat every time it was not there. I could feel it in my sternum. I do not think she knew she was doing it.

Nessa went round the pair of us in fast delighted circuits and narrated the whole thing.

Mouth on my throat. Mouth on Renata’s shoulder. Her small hard hand flat in the small of Renata’s back where the hollow is deepest, two fingers tracing it as though she were checking the depth.

“She’s shaking. Emmett. Look at her back, look what her back is doing.”

“I can see her back.”

“That is the best thing in this city and I want it on the record that I have thought so since the meat cooler.”

“Nessa,” Renata said through her teeth, “I will end you.”

“Not from where you are, you won’t.”

Then Renata put her forehead down on mine and said the next part only to me.

“One. Let me have one.”

I let her come up four inches and drop, once, the whole way, hard enough to knock the noise out of her, and then locked her again at the bottom of it and held her there while it went through her with nowhere to go. She swore into my mouth in Portuguese, which only happens when she has stopped translating.

“Again.”

“Ask me for it.”

“Let me move, and then take it off me. That is the ask. One, and then take it off me.” Her hands came open on my chest, fingers spread, palms flat, which is her surrender and always has been. “Please.”

I did that eleven times over about ten minutes, and I counted them, because I count everything. By the sixth she had stopped being able to get to the end of the word. By the ninth she had her face in my neck and was making one long unbroken sound, and her hands had gone from flat to fists in the sheet beside my head and back to flat again.

“She gave you an instruction,” Nessa said, somewhere by my ear. “That’s new.”

“It is not new,” Renata said, without lifting her head.

“It’s new with witnesses.”

The flush went all the way to her hairline for that one, and she did not look away from me. She reached back for Nessa without being told to, caught the ponytail, and pulled her round far enough to kiss her, which shut Nessa Doheny up for the longest four seconds of the evening.

Then we changed places, because I wanted to know what the three of us made with the other one moving.

I put Nessa on top of me facing Renata. She planted both palms on my chest and began to ride, fast enough that the bed complained immediately.

“Hands stay there,” I said.

She looked down at them. “That’s your grand restraint?”

“Move either one and I stop.”

Her mouth opened on the answer, then curved. “Right. That’s meaner.”

Renata knelt behind her with one palm on the mattress and the other spread over Nessa’s stomach, feeling the small hard body work without pinning it. Nessa kept both hands exactly where I had ordered. The choice cost her more than crossed wrists would have, because every instinct told her to grab, steer and prove.

“Still talking,” Renata said into her ear.

“I’m allowed talk. He said hands. Very precise man, your fella.”

“Our fella,” Renata said.

Nessa missed a stroke.

I caught her hips and put her back on the pace I wanted. “Stay with me.”

She did. The old limit no longer surprised her; she used it, pushing every bit of frantic motion into her hips while her palms remained planted under my command.

The tremor began in her thighs.

I felt it before I understood it. No whine spinning up, no heat off her skin, nothing borrowed and nothing waiting to be paid back. Just a small hard woman’s legs going at the end of twenty minutes of doing exactly what she had been told, a fine fast vibration that got into everything she was touching.

The bed frame started ringing.

It is a steel-framed Bureau single on a hard floor and it rang like a tuning fork, and the noise got into the wall, and I was underneath the whole thing and I could feel it coming up through my back, and there are thirty-nine other rooms in that block.

“That’s the bed,” Nessa said, from somewhere. “That’s not my power, that’s my legs. Somebody do something about the.”

And Renata took it.

She did not decide to. She told me afterwards that she did not decide to, that her hand was flat on the mattress for balance and the shake came up through the mattress into her palm the way an impact comes up out of a wall, and eight years of standing under things did the rest, and she banked it before she knew what she was doing.

The room went silent.

Not quiet. Silent, dead, the way a room goes when a fan stops. The bed frame stopped ringing between one cycle and the next, and the tremor going up my spine simply was not there any more, and Nessa Doheny, in the middle of a sentence, was shaking apart on a bed that had gone completely still under her.

Nobody said anything for a moment.

Then Nessa said, in a small voice, “What did you just do?”

“I caught it.”

“You caught me.”

“I caught the.” Renata was looking at her own hand on the mattress. “It came up through the. I didn’t. Oh, that’s.”

And she started to laugh, and Nessa started to laugh, and it went round all three of us for about half a minute. A woman shook on top of me while another held the vibration she had pulled out of the bed. None of us had known their powers could meet there.

Then Renata said, “Do it again,” and stopped laughing.

“Get your hand back on the mattress,” I said. “Flat. Take it as it comes.”

She put it down. I put my hands back on Nessa’s hips and started her again.

It took about forty seconds to build the second time and it went further. Nessa’s thighs cinched in around my ribs and the tremor came up out of her legs and into the whole of her until she was going against me like something left running on a bench, and her palms stayed exactly where I had put them, spread flat on my chest with the split knuckles white. Renata knelt behind her with one hand open on the mattress and took every bit of it as it arrived. The frame did not make a sound. The wall did not make a sound. All of Nessa Doheny’s motion, and there was a great deal of it, went nowhere at all except into the wet hard grip she had around my cock, and there is no describing that noise, because there was not one.

“Hands haven’t moved,” Nessa gasped. “Look. I’m doing exactly what he.”

“I see you,” Renata said.

That did it. Nessa’s sentence broke into a cry. Her pussy clenched around my cock in quick, punishing contractions, each one running through her stomach and down the dense muscles of her thighs. She held my gaze at the peak, palms still obediently flat, while Renata caught every aftershock through the bed and kept the room impossibly still beneath her.

Nessa’s legs went out from under her entirely and I got both hands under her and lifted her off me and set her down on her side on the mattress, because she was in no condition to do it herself and she weighs about as much as a bag of tools.

“Don’t put her out of the way,” Renata said. “She’ll want to see it.”

“I am seeing it,” Nessa said into the sheet. “I have never in the whole of my life wanted anything less than I want to move.”

“Come here,” I said.

Renata came. She swung over me and took me in one motion with none of the ceremony she used to need in May, and sat all the way down onto it, and then stayed there for a second with her eyes shut and her hands flat on my chest.

Then I let her move, because I wanted to watch her do it.

That is the other camera on Renata Duarte and it is the one I would keep if I were only allowed one. Her up on me with the light off the motor pool coming through the fan gap in three flat bars. The arch going into her back and out of it on every stroke. The ass driving down and the whole heavy weight of her hauling back up again. Chest and throat gone red, braid gone, her tag on its chain swinging between her breasts and landing on my sternum on every down beat.

And under all of it she was humming.

Not out loud. She had a woman’s worth of borrowed shake sitting in her that she had pulled out of a bed frame and had not put anywhere yet, and it was in her skin. I could feel it under my palms on her hips and in my own hips underneath her and in my back teeth, a fine dry buzz that had no business anywhere near a bed. Nessa felt it too from eighteen inches away and had a great deal to say about it.

“She’s still got it. She’s still holding my legs. That is the strangest thing that has ever happened to me and I would like it on record that I want it to happen again.”

Renata took about a minute of it her own way. Then she stopped, dead, with me all the way in her, and looked down at me and asked for it flat and plain, the way she has learned to.

“Hold me on the next one. Then let me move. Then take it off me again.”

“That’s a lot of asking.”

“I’ve got eight years to make up,” she said. “Do it.”

So I did it. I caught her hips at the top of the stroke and locked her and made her wait there, three seconds, four, thighs going, mouth open, nothing to brace on. Then let her go and let her drive down on it as hard as she wanted. Then locked her again at the bottom while she was still trying to move.

Down and held. Free and taken. Down and held.

Nessa got her good hand in between us and put two fingers flat on Renata’s clit and left them there, and that was the end of the arrangement, because Renata stopped being able to hold the pattern in her head at all.

“Emmett. Don’t take this one. Don’t take it, let me have this one moving.”

“Have it.”

She came moving.

Her thighs clamped on my ribs and her ass came down and stayed down, and her pussy went into deep hard pulls around my cock, one after another, slower and heavier than the way she comes on her front. She said my name. Then Nessa’s. Then a run of Portuguese with nothing translated in it at all, and she did not go still and she did not open her hands, she rode straight through the whole thing with her hair stuck to her back and her mouth open, and the shake she was carrying came up out of her skin into mine and stayed there.

I let her have about twenty seconds of the far side of it. Then I got my good hand into the loose mass of her hair at the base of her skull, brought her down flat onto my chest, and held her there.

“Right. That one was yours.”

“Yes.”

“Now say what you want off me, and then take it where you are.”

“Inside me.” Her mouth was against my ear and she was still moving in short jolts she could not stop. “Do it inside me. Let her hear me ask for it. I want it in me and I want to be like this when it happens.”

“Ask me twice.”

“Inside me,” she said again, and got a hand round the back of my neck. “Now.”

I put my hand flat in the small of her back, in the deepest part of the hollow, and pushed her down onto me and finished in her like that, four long deep pulls of it, with her flat on my chest and Nessa’s fingers still trapped between us and Renata making a noise on every one of them straight into my ear. She did not stop moving until I was empty. Then she did, all at once, dead weight and both hands open on the pillow either side of my head.

All three of us were shaking, for three completely different reasons, and not one of them was anything a plate in Dunmore could have measured.

Three people in a bed built for one.

It was, physically, ridiculous. Nessa was across the bottom of it with her head on Renata’s calf. Renata had one arm and one leg off the edge and was asleep in about six minutes. I was jammed against the wall with a splint on my chest and no feeling whatsoever in my left arm, and at some point somebody put the fan back on the sill without turning it on, and the window was open two inches, and there was a truck idling in the motor pool.

“Right,” Nessa said, at about half past two, into the dark.

“Mm.”

“Nobody’s going to say the thing about Sunday.”

“No.”

“Good,” she said. “That’s what I thought. Just checking.”


Chapter 21: The Jacket

The jacket was brown, with a collar, and it came from a shop on Iron Line Road, and it cost him sixty-one dollars.

He told everybody the price. That was the thing about Dez Marchetti. He did not tell you the price to boast, he told you the price because the price was interesting and he had been thinking about it for four days, and he would tell you what it had been in April and what the man had knocked off and what the same jacket cost in the window two doors up.

“Sixty-one.”

“You said.”

“Sixty-one dollars, Vargo, and the fella did the sleeves for nothing.” He held both arms out in the middle of the motor pool. “Look at that. Look at the length of that sleeve. That is a sleeve that ends where my arm ends. Do you know how long I have been buying jackets that end four inches past my hand?”

“You’re a big lad.”

“I am a big lad with short arms and it is the great sorrow of my life,” said Dez Marchetti, twenty-five years old, Grade C as of the seventh of June, and turned round on the spot so that everybody could see the back of it.

“Do you want to know the best bit?”

“No.”

“The best bit is the lining.”

“Dez.”

“It is not a bad lining. That is what I want everybody to understand about this jacket.” He got hold of the front of it and held it open like a man showing you a badger. “There is a jacket in that window at forty-nine dollars and the lining in it is the colour of a hospital and it is stitched in three places. This one is stitched all the way round. That is twelve dollars of stitching, and I have decided it is worth it, and I want that noted for later when I am complaining about money.”

“You are going to complain about money on Monday.”

“I am going to complain about money on Monday,” Dez agreed, “and I would like everybody present to be gentle with me about it.”

It was Friday the tenth of June, and it was warm. The evening was ordinary. Memory keeps trying to turn it into a list of things I should have said differently, and that version is a lie.

Nobody was frightened. Nobody was saying goodbye to anybody. It was a Friday in June with the doors open on the motor pool and about a dozen people sitting on the loading dock and the tailgates of two trucks, eating chips out of paper, arguing.

Renn was there, in a coat somebody had given him at the school hall five weeks earlier and which he had not replaced. Palfrey. Two lads from the second cohort. Hattie’s friend Yara from the depot contract, who had come in to sign something and stayed for two hours. Renata, on the dock with her boots off. Dez, standing up, because he had a jacket.

“Show him the card,” Renn said.

“He’s seen the card.”

“Show him the card again.”

And Dez Marchetti, who had shown me the card a dozen times since Tuesday, took the card out of the sleeve on his chest and held it up in front of my face at a distance of about four inches.

MARCHETTI, DESMOND. GRADE C.

In Ivet Krall’s fountain pen, the letter first and the name after, in the heavier hand she uses for the letter.

“C,” he said.

“It’s a C.”

“That’s the middle. Do you understand what that is? That is the actual middle of the whole board. That is not two off the bottom, that is the middle, and there are four hundred and thirty-seven of us and I am in the middle of them.”

“You’re insufferable.”

“I am the most insufferable man in this building and I have earned it,” he said, and put the card back in the sleeve, and then took it out again about ten minutes later to show it to Yara, who had not asked.

There was then a debate, which ran for about twenty minutes and which I would give a great deal to have on tape, about whether a C is actually the middle of the board.

Palfrey’s position was that it is not, because the F column is three times longer than any other column, and therefore the true middle of four hundred and thirty-seven people is somewhere down in the E’s, and a C is in fact the top third.

Renn’s position was that Palfrey was correct and that this made it better, not worse, and that Dez should be saying top third instead of middle because top third sounds like something.

Dez’s position was that the middle of the board is the middle of the letters and not the middle of the people, and that he had six letters and he was on the third one, and that if you wanted to do it by people then a man with an A is one of four and is therefore not on a board at all, he is on a shelf.

“That’s not a position,” Palfrey said. “That’s a mood.”

“It is a position and I have had it since Tuesday.”

“You have had it since about ten minutes ago.”

“I have had it since Tuesday,” said Dez Marchetti, “and I will be having it for the rest of my life, and one day I am going to say it at a dinner and everybody is going to think about it.”

Renata, who had not opened her eyes for four minutes, said: “You’re both wrong. There isn’t a middle.”

“Go on.”

“There’s F and there’s everybody else.” She had her boots off and her feet hanging over the edge of the dock. “That’s not me being profound, that’s dispatch. Dispatch sends F to hold ropes and it sends everybody else to the thing. There’s one line on that board and it’s under the F column, and everything above it is an argument about money.”

Nobody had anything to say to that for a second or two.

“That’s grim, Duarte,” Dez said.

“I’m a B now, I’m allowed to be grim, it comes with the premium.”

“Does it come with anything else?”

“It comes with a woman from the insurers ringing me twice a week,” said Renata, “who is called Deirdre, and who has asked me four times whether I have considered whether I am, and I quote, deploying appropriately for my band, and who I have started to enjoy.”

“Deirdre’s right,” Dez said. “You went under a tower.”

“I went under a tower in May, which is not deploying, that is being at work.”

“You went under two hundred tonnes of wheat.”

“A hundred and ninety-four,” Renata said, to the sky, “and I would like the four included, because I earned the four.”

Then Dez came round on me, and this is the part of that evening I have gone over the most, because it lasted about a minute and it is the last proper conversation I had with him.

“Right. You.”

“Me.”

“Sunday morning. Nine o’clock. The Cascade, D-grade rated task, entrant number four.” He had it off by heart. He had gone and stood in front of the card in the lobby and read the whole thing and then told me on the Tuesday that he had, and here he was telling me again. “Do you know what the best anybody has ever done on that rig is?”

“No.”

“Neither do I. I asked at the front desk and the woman said the old scores are in a ledger in the top of a cupboard and she was not getting the steps out on a Friday.” Dez pointed at me with a chip. “So I have decided, for Sunday, that it is a very impressive number, and that you are going to go under it, and that I am going to be in the front row when you do it with one and a half hands.”

“I’ve got a low opinion of myself. I’ve got a high opinion of the rig.”

“That is the same sentence with the words moved,” said Dez, “and it is exactly the sort of thing you say, and I have started writing them down.”

“He has,” Renn said. “He’s got a page.”

“I have got a page. It is in the front of my incident pad and it says VARGO at the top of it, and one day I am going to read it out at something.”

“Read one.”

“No.”

“Read one, Dez.”

“They only work when he does them,” Dez said, with genuine regret, “and that is the tragedy of the page.”

Yara wanted to know what I was actually doing on Sunday, because she had been at the depot for two years and had never watched a utility Trial, and nobody at the Yard ever explains it properly to anybody.

“There’s a steel frame with a sandbag dummy standing in the middle of it, and four things are set to break in a fixed order, and you are scored on what the dummy takes.”

“And you have to what, catch it?”

“No. Nobody can catch it. You have to make sure that everything that arrives at that dummy arrives somewhere it does not matter.”

Yara looked at me for a second longer than was comfortable.

“That’s a strange job.”

“It’s the job.”

“No, it is a strange way to say the job,” she said. “You talk like somebody’s uncle.”

“He does that,” Renata said.

“He does do that,” said Palfrey.

“I am twenty-three years old,” I said, and got the laugh, and it cost me nothing at all that night and quite a lot afterwards.

There was a warehouse fire off Dock Road on the thirty-first of May, in a place that stored rolled paper, and it took four hours and it was not a big job. Two Bureau trucks and four appliances. I was on it, on the hose racks and then on a light.

There is a thing that happens with rolled paper, which is that when the racking goes the rolls do not fall over, they roll, and they weigh about a tonne and a half each, and they go through a wall the way a train goes through a fence.

A stack of them went at about two in the morning with three fire crew and a Bureau D on the other side of a partition.

Dez Marchetti put himself in the gap and braced.

He gets heavier when he braces. That is all he has ever been able to do and he could not tell Petrak how much heavier on the fourth of April because nobody had ever measured it, and on the plate at the Bench in week two he had taken a two-tonne hammer four inches into himself with his eyes shut and got a D for it.

That night he took two rolls, one after the other, in a doorway, and did not move, and the second one broke his collarbone and he stood there for another nineteen seconds until the crew were out.

I was the witness on the call-out sheet.

I wrote it. Every line of that account, in the back of a van at four in the morning, with the duty assessor’s carbon pad on my knee, and I wrote it well. I have read four hundred witness accounts and I know exactly which ones move a letter and which ones go in a drawer, and I know that what moves a letter is the numbers and the times and the specific physical thing that happened.

Two rolls. Approximately fifteen hundred kilogrammes each. Nineteen seconds. Three crew clear.

The assessor read it and wrote a recommendation in the box at the bottom right, and Ivet Krall wrote a new card on the seventh of June and said the letter out loud in an office with three people in it, and the Dunmore Herald printed it in the board-changes column on page nine the following morning, four lines down, between a woman going up to E in the eastern district and a man coming off the board entirely.

MARCHETTI, D. FRANKLIN YARD. D TO C.

I have thought a very great deal about the fact that I was proud of that for three days.

At about half nine, Oskar Renn started reading job notices off the back page at us, because he had been out of a flat for five weeks and out of work for four and had reached the stage where he did it to keep himself company.

“Driver’s mate. No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I cannot drive and I do not want to be anybody’s mate.” He turned the page. He had the Herald folded to the small ads and a roll-up behind his ear. “Kitchen porter, four nights. Warehouse, days. Warehouse, nights. Here we are. Maintenance hands, three posts, Stack water plant, shift work, no experience necessary, apply in person to the works office.”

“That’s five minutes from your ma’s,” Palfrey said.

“It is four minutes from my ma’s and that is an argument against it, not for it.”

“It’s a job.”

“It’s shift work in a hole full of pumps.” Renn folded the paper. “They’re taking three, though. They never take three. They must be bringing the shutdown forward.”

“Take it,” Renata said, from the dock, without opening her eyes.

“Take it, is it.”

“Take the job, Oskar. You’ve been reading that paper out loud at us for a month and you have not once been to a works office.”

“I might.”

“Go on Monday.”

“I might go on Monday,” said Oskar Renn, and put the Herald down on the tailgate, and lit the roll-up, and started an argument with Palfrey about whether a pump house counts as a confined space.

That argument ran for a quarter of an hour. Renn had the better facts and Palfrey had the better voice. Dez adjudicated it from a standing position with his hands in the pockets of a new jacket, and at the end Yara said:

“You have all been in this job about ten weeks and you are talking like men on a roof.”

“We have been on roofs,” Palfrey said.

“You have been on a roof once and it was a drill.”

“It was a very high drill.”

“It was the drill floor,” said Yara, “which is on the ground, and which is called the drill floor, because it is a floor.”

Nobody reacted to any of that. I did not react to any of it. I was sitting on the edge of the dock with my splint on my knee eating chips out of paper and half listening to a man complain about shift work, and I heard every word of it, and I did not look up.

Dez left at ten.

He left at ten because the last bus that goes anywhere near his brother’s place goes from the top of Cadmus Street at twenty past, and if you miss it you are walking, and he had been at his brother’s since Wednesday because there was something about a boiler and a baby.

He stood up off the tailgate and did the thing with the jacket, which was to take hold of both lapels and settle it on his shoulders like a man in a film.

“Right.”

“Off you go.”

“Some of us have got families.”

“Some of us have got a brother with a broken boiler,” Renata said.

“That is the same thing on a Friday.” He hit me on the shoulder on the way past, the good one, because he had noticed the splint on Monday and had been careful about it all week without ever once mentioning it. “Vargo. Sunday. Morning session.”

“Yeah.”

“I’ll be there at nine.”

“Nobody’s there at nine, Dez.”

“I’ll be there at nine,” said Dez Marchetti, “in the front row, in the jacket, and I am going to shout your name, and there is nothing you can do about any of it.”

And he went out through the motor pool doors with his hands in his pockets, and Renn shouted something after him about the jacket, and he did not turn round, he just put one hand up over his shoulder.

That is the last of it.

Bram Ostrowski took Dez Marchetti in the pedestrian underpass under the Iron Line at the top of Cadmus Street at some time between twenty past and half past ten on the night of the tenth of June.

I was not there. I saw the place only in daylight afterwards. The two people who saw it told me enough. I never asked for more.

What I know is what Petrak told me at four o’clock in the morning, standing in the doorway of my room with the corridor light behind him and his cap in his hand, and what I know is enough.

He said, “Vargo. Get up. It’s Marchetti.”

And then he said the rest of it in about twelve words, because that is how he does it. The brevity was a mercy, not coldness. I have watched people take four minutes to say a thing that takes twelve words and it is unbearable.

The detail that killed me came at the hospital at half past five, from a Bureau officer with a clipboard who did not know who I was.

Dez’s card was still in the plastic sleeve on his chest.

His tag was gone.

The card is paper. The card is the thing they give you and the thing you show people and the thing my friend held four inches from my face on a Friday night in a motor pool. The tag is the metal one on the chain, with the certification number stamped in it and the letter stamped under it, and it is the one that is checked against the register, and it is the one you cannot fake.

He read the letter. He wrote it in the book. He kept the tag this time, because the tag was not going back to anybody.

His C was three days old.

For the next four hours, I was extremely useful.

I got to the hospital at twenty past four. I found the desk. I found the Bureau officer and got the incident number off him and wrote it on the back of my hand because I had no paper. I established that Dez’s brother had been telephoned and had not yet arrived and I went and stood at the door of the wrong entrance for twenty minutes so that he would not walk in through the ambulance bay, and then I found out it was the wrong entrance and went and stood at the other one.

I telephoned Renata from a payphone in a corridor and told her flatly and in order and she said “I’m coming” and I said “bring shoes for his brother’s wife because they’ll have come out of the house” and she did, and it was the right call, and I was proud of it, and there is something wrong with me.

I found a woman from the hospital’s own office at five and asked her to open a room, because there was a family coming and the corridor had fourteen people in it, and she did.

I got a chair for a woman I had never met. I got tea. I told a nurse that the brother would want to see him and that somebody should tell him now what he is going to be looking at rather than in the doorway.

I did all of that in about four hours with my splint on and I did it well, because I have done it four hundred times, because that is the job, because F-grades stand at family liaison points, because I have spent two lives arriving afterwards and being the person in the corridor.

I did not feel one single thing.

At twenty past eight I went to find a washroom and I took a wrong turn and ended up in a stairwell on the second floor with a window in it, and I got about four steps down and then I sat on the stairs and was very badly sick between my own boots.

Then I stayed there for about half an hour.

Petrak was on the bench outside the room when I came back, and he was still there at nine, and he was still there at ten.

He did not say anything wise. Everybody says something wise. About six people said something wise in that corridor that morning and all six made it much, much worse.

He sat down next to me with his cap on his knee and his forearms on his thighs and he said, “Sit.”

And I sat.

And that was it, for about two hours. Sergeant Ivo Petrak, fifty-four, twenty-two years running intake at Franklin Yard, sat on a bench in a hospital corridor next to a Grade E with a broken hand and did not say one word, and did not file anything, and did not go and telephone anybody, and did not get up when his shift started, and was still there when the sun came round onto the window at the end of the corridor.

At about ten he said, “He was hopeless at the ladder drill.”

“He was.”

“Four weeks. Four weeks and he never once got up it without looking at his feet.” He turned his cap over. “I have had two thousand through that hall. I remember about six of them at a time. He is going to be one of the nine for a while.”

Then he did not say anything else.

Renata found me on the roof of the intake dorm before noon.

I had not gone to bed and did not for another day and a half. I had come back on the bus from the hospital and gone straight up through the fire door with the broken closer and stood at the parapet in the sun looking at the Stack, and she came up about forty minutes later and did not say anything for a while.

Then she said the true thing.

“He wanted it.”

“I know.”

“He wanted that letter more than anything in his life. He stood in the canteen on Tuesday and made forty people look at a card.” She had her arms folded on the parapet next to mine. “He was a responder. He put himself in a doorway and took two rolls of paper and stood there for nineteen seconds so three fire crew could get out, and he did that because he is the kind of man who does that, and if he had never met you he would still be the kind of man who does that.”

“Yeah.”

“This is the job, Emmett.”

“I know it’s the job.”

“Then say it back to me.”

I did not say it back to her.

I stood at the parapet and did the chain instead. My witness account. The weights and nineteen seconds written clearly. Krall’s card on the seventh. The Herald on the eighth. A man with a menu opening page nine.

Renata put her hand flat between my shoulder blades.

She stayed there until I put my forehead on my forearms, then moved her hand into the back of my hair.

“You’re doing the chain,” she said.

“The Herald. I got as far as the Herald.”

“Then one link’s wrong.”

I lifted my head.

“You keep saying you gave him the letter,” she said. “You wrote what he did. Dez stood in that doorway before you ever touched the assessor’s pad. He chose the gap, took two rolls and held nineteen seconds. You didn’t put that part in him.”

“I put it in the paper.”

“Yes.” Her hand stayed in my hair. “And that’s the part you own. Don’t steal the doorway from him just because the paper hurts.”

It did not absolve me. She did not ask it to. It broke one link and left the rest lying where it was.

I opened the notebook at about noon for the first time since the sixth of June.

I had not looked at it in five days. It had been in the chest pocket of a coverall on the back of the door the entire time and I had not touched it once, which is the longest I have ever gone without it.

I went through it page by page on the end of my bunk with the window open and my splint holding the pages down.

Dez Marchetti is not in it.

Six years from now, in the world I remembered, he ate a Thursday steak at the Halyard and complained about a man on his crew. He had a wife, two children and a photograph of a dog. On the last morning of that world his name was still on the roster.

The notebook had no warning to cross out and no line capable of holding what happened on the tenth of June. That date existed only in my head and in a schoolboy exercise book inside a nylon jacket.

I wrote one line on a clean page.

DEZ IS NOT IN THIS BOOK AND HE IS DEAD ANYWAY.

Then I put the pen down, because the next thought after that one is the thought that ends the entire enterprise, and the Trials were the next morning.

Nessa came at one o’clock.

She got the bus up from the Stack and came up the Yard approach on foot in the middle of the afternoon of the eleventh. I was confused enough about the days that I checked the lobby clock before I trusted myself.

She came up the fire escape to the roof, because the front desk would have asked her business, and she stood there at the top of the ladder with her hands in her jacket and her ponytail flat against her neck in the heat, and she did not do a single one of the things people do.

She did not touch me. She did not say sorry. She did not tell me it was not my fault, which is the sentence I could not have survived at that hour.

She got the flyer out.

The creases have gone furry. The blue biro has gone through the paper in two places.

She had a pen with her. She had brought a pen up a fire escape on a Saturday afternoon.

She flattened the flyer out on the parapet with her fist and she wrote at the bottom of the list, under the ninth name, in the same small hand, and it took her about four seconds:

MARCHETTI, DESMOND. 25. GRADE C. 10 JUNE.

Then she folded it along its creases and put it back inside her jacket.

“Ten,” she said.

“Nessa.”

“Don’t.” She was looking out at the Stack. “I am not going to say anything about him because I never met him, and I am not going to say anything about you because you would only argue with me, and I have come up here for one reason and I am going to say it and then I am going to go and eat something.”

“Go on.”

“Sunday’s still on.”

I had nothing to put in the gap and did not try to find anything.

“I have thought about it the whole way here on the eleven,” Nessa said. “The whole way. And the thing I keep getting to is that he has just eaten a lad three days after his letter came out, on a Friday, in an underpass, off a newspaper, and there was nobody in that underpass but the two of them, and nobody in this entire city is going to write down how it happened.”

“I know.”

“So it happens on Sunday,” she said, “or it happens on Tuesday to a woman on Dock Road, or it happens in September to me, and the only difference between those is whether there are nine hundred people in the room and a camera.”

She turned round and looked at me.

“You’re going to try and call it off,” she said. “You’ve been up here on and off since this morning and you are going to come downstairs at some point tonight and tell us all it’s off.”

That was true. I had got about two thirds of the way to it at some point around eight o’clock that morning, sitting on a stairwell in a hospital.

“And I am telling you now, on this roof, before you say it, that if you call it off I will go anyway.” She said it flatly, without any volume at all, which from her is a scream. “I’ll be in that hall on Sunday with my tag on the outside of my clothes where he can read it, and I will stand in the middle of the floor, and I would rather do it with your chalk marks and your fire door and my ninety seconds than on my own like an eejit.

“So you don’t get to call it off. You only get to do it badly.”


Chapter 22: Standby

Simone Beauvais came up the fire escape at four o’clock on the Saturday afternoon, which she should not have been able to do, because the bottom section is a drop ladder and she has a shoulder.

She did it anyway. I heard her on the third flight and by the time I got to the parapet she was coming off the top rung with her left hand doing all of it, and she came onto the gravel and squared herself and did not say one word about the climb, and I have never asked her about it since.

“Postpone it.”

“Instructor.”

“Do not.” She was in her own clothes, off duty, a coat over a good shirt, and her coils were down and loose round her shoulders, and I had never seen either of those things before. “You do not get to instructor me this afternoon. We are two adults on a roof.”

“All right.”

“Postpone it. September. Three months. There is one every quarter and there has been one every quarter since 1962, and the world will keep turning.”

“No.”

“Say why.”

So I said why, and it came out in about forty seconds instead of twenty minutes, because I had already had this argument with myself twice that week and once at four in the morning, and by then I was down to the short version.

“It is the only place in Dunmore where a number turns up in public at an address somebody printed nine days in advance. Everything else is weather. And if this one moves to September, the next one is three months out, and in three months he is not an E.”

“That is a very tidy three sentences,” Simone said.

“It’s a tidy problem.”

“There is a woman standing in the middle of it, and you have just described the whole of Sunday to me without once putting her in.” She did not raise her voice at any point in the entire conversation. “Say her name inside the argument. Go on.”

“Renata stands in the middle of the floor and holds everything she takes, and she is the only person in this city who can. She said that herself at a canteen table on Tuesday and told me to shut up while she was saying it.”

“There it is,” said Simone. “And in September she is still not in a hall with nine hundred seats in it, because in September you will have thought of something better.”

“There isn’t anything better.”

“There is always something better. There is always something better in three months’ time. That is what every conversation I have had with myself since I was thirty has been about.” She had her hands in her coat pockets. “How many people are in that hall on Sunday?”

“Nine hundred seats. About seven hundred sold.”

“Say the next part.”

“Seven hundred people in a shed with one corridor out of it.”

“And how many of them know?”

“Four.”

“Four,” Simone repeated. “Four people know, out of seven hundred, and one of the four is standing on the card, and one of them is going to burn for ninety seconds and pay for it for three weeks, and one of them is a woman on a gallery who has not agreed to anything.”

“That’s right.”

“And the fourth is a man with a broken hand and a piece of chalk.”

“That’s right as well.”

She looked out at the Stack for a while.

“I have been to nineteen funerals,” she said. “You know that, because I told you in a corridor five weeks ago and you did not take it, which is fine, nobody ever takes it. What I did not tell you is that twelve of them were people who were doing something sensible on a day somebody else had chosen, and seven of them were people who had decided, personally, in advance, that it had to be that day.”

“Simone.”

“And every one of those seven had a reason and every one of the reasons was good,” she said. “That is everything I came up here to tell you and it is not an argument, because there is no argument, and I have known that since I started climbing the ladder.”

She turned round.

“You are not going to move it.”

“No.”

“Then here is what I want, and I want it out loud.” She stepped in close enough that I had to keep my eyes up. “Do not tell me one more thing about it. Not a name, not a time, not where you have put your chalk. If you tell me the plan then I am a woman who knew the plan, and I have buried nineteen people and I am not carrying a twentieth with my own signature on it.”

“You already know where you’ll be.”

“I told you on Tuesday where I will be and I have not changed my mind about a single word of it,” she said. “That is the whole of what you are getting from me, and it is more than you asked for, and there are four hundred people in that hall on Sunday who are going to need somebody to tell them which way to walk.”

“That’s not fair on you.”

“Nothing about this is fair on anybody,” Simone said, “and you have known that since April, and it is the only reason I have any time for you at all.”

Petrak found me in the corridor by dispatch at half past four and shoved a folded duty sheet into my left hand.

“East gate has two motor-pool lads on it now,” he said. He had his cap under his arm and had not been to bed either, and his face looked like a bag of wet gravel. “North doors get a stretcher team. Keep the centre aisle clear.”

I looked at the sheet. He had doubled the people on every exit without moving a single entrant off the card.

“Sergeant.”

“A responder is dead. One of mine, off my own floor, and his mother has been in this building for four hours. Dez had weight, Vargo. Do not turn that into eleven more names.”

“I won’t.”

“You have got a plan. I know because you have been walking round that hall for a week with chalk, and maintenance has mopped your marks off twice.” He put his cap on. “Every plan has one man somewhere he should not be. Do not be the man in the wrong place.”

Then he went off down the corridor toward the front doors, stopped at the case with the Grade board in it, and looked at it for a moment before he went out.

Ivet Krall found me in the lobby ten minutes later.

I had gone down to look at the board because it is what I do when I cannot think, and she came past with a cardboard box of blank cards under one arm and stopped.

“Mr Vargo.”

“Ma’am.”

“You are on the morning card.”

“I am.”

“Nine o’clock, the Cascade, D-grade rated task.” She shifted the box. “Do you know how many people have run that rig since 1971?”

“No, ma’am.”

“A hundred and eleven, and I have written the card for ninety of them, and I want to tell you the only useful thing anybody has ever said to me about it.” She put the box down on the front desk. “Everyone who fails that task fails it in the same place, which is between the second stage and the third. The plate on rollers. It is the only one of the four that does not look dangerous, so they hurry it, and then the counterweight comes at them while they are still catching up with themselves, and they take all of it on the load cell.”

“That’s very specific, ma’am.”

“It is extremely specific and I have been saying it to entrants in this lobby for nineteen years and it has never made the slightest difference to any of them.” She picked the box back up. “How is your hand?”

“It’s fine.”

“It is not fine, and I would like it on record that I asked, because I have a great deal of respect for you and none whatever for your judgement.” She went two steps and stopped. “Duarte may need the standby sheet.”

“She will.”

“She is not on it yet. She will be on it at about half past five, when she has finished being angry upstairs, and I know that because I have been watching people be angry upstairs in this building since 1972.” Ivet Krall looked at the case with the board in it. “There are ten names in that column. When she walks in here and writes on that sheet I would very much like there to be more than four people standing in this lobby, and I am not permitted to arrange that, and I am going to go and have a cup of tea in the canteen where about thirty people are currently sitting, and I am going to be extremely indiscreet.”

She went and had a cup of tea in the canteen.

The telephone call came at five.

It came to the payphone in the intake block corridor under the plywood hood, because Bracken has never in his life telephoned a Bureau desk when he could telephone a person, and somebody shouted up the stairs that there was a call for Duarte.

I was on the half landing above it with a mop bucket and no intention of using it. I heard her say Gareth’s name, then nothing for nearly a minute.

“Why?” she asked.

She told me his answer afterwards: a woman who had been a B for eighteen days did not need to be measured again in front of a paying crowd, and he wanted her alive and on his book in five years.

She put the phone down without saying goodbye.

“He’s pulled me off the card,” she said.

Bracken’s money had bought the printed slot. He had taken his name, his patch and his people out of it in one call.

Renata stood under the plywood hood with one palm flat on the wall. In April she would have apologised for making me hear any of that. The apology never came.

“Right,” she said.

She went upstairs and came back four minutes later in her own gear.

The patch was gone.

Bracken Contracting Services puts a woven patch on the left chest of every rig it issues, above the plastic sleeve, held on with velcro because responders’ rigs go through a wash. She had spent eight years with that thing on her chest and probably had not looked at it in six.

There was a bare velcro square where it had been. Grey, with the loops flattened and shiny in the shape of the patch, and a clean rectangle of unfaded fabric around the edge.

She wore it like that for the whole of the next day. It is in every photograph.

The lobby of the Trials hall had about forty people in it when she crossed it: lads stacking programmes, maintenance crew moving barriers, assessors carrying cases, responders killing the last hour before the doors shut. The standby sheet stood on an easel beside the hall entrance with a biro tied to it.

Renata walked straight to it.

The man stacking programmes looked up. “Bracken pulled the slot.”

“I know.”

She picked up the biro.

“Duarte.”

“You want to stop me, put your hand on mine.”

He looked at her hand, at the bare square on her chest, and stepped back.

Renata wrote in that careful script with the loops on it.

DUARTE, RENATA. GRADE B. B GRADE RATED TASK: ACCUMULATION AND RETURN.

She put the biro back on its string. The task crew had already built the accumulation rig. The drop weights were hanging over the assay bay, eighty-one tonnes in five stages, waiting for a body. Her name on that sheet meant she would walk under them last.

About thirty responders watched her turn away from the easel. A small noise went through them.

Renata went the colour she goes, from the collarbones up, and said, “Oh, don’t,” and went out through the side door into the yard, and I found her round the corner of the hall four minutes later with her back against the brick, shaking.

She had come out without her shell on. Just the grey underlayer, which is a garment that has never once in its life been asked to cope with what is inside it, and she had sweated through it at the small of her back, and the flush was still climbing out of the neck of it up her throat. The bare velcro square over her left breast where eight years of Bracken’s patch had been sat there like a hole knocked in a wall.

I would like to be able to report that my first reaction to a woman having the largest professional moment of her life against a brick wall was a decent one. It was not. It was to want my mouth on that flush and to follow it all the way down, and I had to look at the drain in the yard for a second and think about camera angles until it went away.

“That was.”

“I know.”

“I’ve never.” She had both hands out in front of her, flat, watching them. “Look at that. That’s not a bank, that’s just me. Eight years and I have never done a thing he didn’t know about.”

“You all right?”

“I’m going to be sick and I have never been happier in my entire life,” she said, “and those are both true, and I want you to stop looking at me like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like a man who’s proud of somebody.” She put her hands over her face. “Don’t. Not today. I will absolutely come apart and there is a lad from maintenance about six feet away with a mop.”

She stood there for a bit with her back against the brick and her hands out in front of her, watching them not stop.

“He’s not wrong, you know,” she said.

“Who isn’t?”

“Gareth.” She said it flatly. “About the appearance. He is not wrong about the appearance. A woman who has been a B for eighteen days does not need to be measured again in front of a paying crowd. There is no professional reason on this earth for me to be in that hall tomorrow afternoon, and if he had rung me up in March and said that sentence I would have agreed with him and thanked him for it.”

“He doesn’t know what’s in the hall.”

“He does not know what is in the hall,” Renata agreed. “That is the thing about him, and I have been thinking about it since five o’clock. He has spent eight years being right about my safety in a way that has cost me everything, and today he was right about my safety again, and today it is going to be the wrong answer, and he is never going to know that, and he is going to go home tonight and have his dinner and think he did a decent thing.”

“He did do a decent thing.”

“I know he did.” She dropped her hands. “That is what I cannot get past. There is no version of this where he is a bad man. There is only a version where being a good man on the terms he has got produces a woman standing behind a tape for eight years while other people go into the thing.”

The lad from maintenance went past with the mop and said “all right” and we both said “all right” back, which is about a third of the conversations that happen in that building, start to finish.

“I’ll tell you the other thing,” Renata said. “The thing I have not said to anybody.

“I have been rating myself against him since I was eighteen. Not against the board. Against Gareth. Every single decision I have made about my own body for eight years has had a small version of that man in it, going, is this sensible, would he think this is sensible, and I got so good at it that I stopped noticing I was doing it, the same way Simone stopped noticing she was turning her whole body.”

“And?”

“And I took a patch off a rig with my thumb at half past five and the small version of him went off like a light,” she said, “and I have never felt anything like it in my life, and I am absolutely terrified of what I am going to do with it.”

Seo Ji-yun found me in the stairwell at the north end of the Trials hall at eight o’clock that evening.

I was on the half landing. There is a window there and it looks down onto the yard and I had gone up it to check a sight line, which is the honest and stupid reason, and I was standing on a half landing at eight in the evening with my splint under my arm doing arithmetic about camera positions.

I heard her on the stairs from four flights down, because she was wearing something with a heel on a concrete stair and the sound came up that shaft like a metronome and I had about four flights to work out who it was and could not.

She came round the turn.

Grey overcoat. Not the suit, not the dress uniform, a grey overcoat about four years old with a mark on the cuff, and flat dark trousers, and no makeup on her face at all, and the bob was the bob because the bob is always the bob.

Without the finish on her she looked five years older and about ten times more real, and I have never seen her that way since.

She had a folded sheet of paper in her hand.

She came up the last four steps and stopped on the landing and held it out.

I took it.

It was a broadcast running order, printed, two pages stapled, with the network’s mark at the top and a time column down the left-hand side and a camera column next to it. Every item of the June Trials from the doors opening at half past eight to the board being wheeled out at six. Cut times. Camera positions, all three, by number, with the gallery rail and the assay bay and the crowd funnel marked on a little plan at the bottom in a printer’s grey.

Every single thing I had spent a week working out from the outside, printed, in order, on two sides of paper.

I looked up.

“I set the running order,” Seo Ji-yun said. “The cameras will be where you want them at four minutes past two.”

And she went down the stairs.

I stood on that half landing for a long time.

She did not know the future. She read people.

She had seen my face fail during a handshake on the pier, watched me put an F-grade into a truck after naming what she could hold, and seen chalk appear through the Trials hall. Ten years in front of cameras supplied the rest. She had paid attention to the man nobody else looked at.

I cut the splint off at ten o’clock that night in the motor pool with a pair of tin snips off the bench.

The moulded trough came off in two pieces and the wrap came off in a long grey spiral and I dropped the whole lot in a bin, and the hand underneath it was yellow and green from the wrist to the knuckles and about a third bigger than the other one.

I taped the third and fourth fingers together with the fabric tape they use on hose couplings, because that is what was on the bench, and I could not do it properly one handed so I did it badly and then took it off and did it badly again.

Ludo Odom was in the yard when I came out with the tin snips still in my hand.

He was sitting in his folding chair, which he had brought, in the yard of a Bureau facility, at ten o’clock at night, with the oxygen bottle by his foot and the clipboard on his knee, and a lad of about seventeen standing next to him holding a torch.

“Do not ask me how I got in,” he said.

“How did you get in?”

“I walked in the gate, because it is a gate and it was open, and a young man asked me my business and I said I was here about the chairs, and he took me to a store room and showed me some chairs.”

“Ludo.”

“I have a book running on tomorrow,” Odom said, “and it is the biggest book I have had in nine years, and I have come up here on a Saturday night at my own expense to look at a hall, because a man who takes money on a thing he has not seen is a man who deserves what happens to him.”

“You’re not getting in the hall.”

“I have already been in the hall.” He turned a page. “It is a shed. It is a very good shed with a hole in the arrangements at the north end that I would not have paid for, and I have adjusted my prices accordingly, and I want to say one thing to you and then I am going home, because I have got a taxi coming and taxis on Iron Line Road are a lottery.”

“Go on.”

“There has been a great deal of interest,” said Ludo Odom, “in the accumulation and return.”

I did not say anything.

“I have taken money on the tonnage from about forty people, which is normal. And I have had four separate individuals this week ask me a question that nobody has ever asked me about a Trial in twenty years of running a book on them, and the question is what time it starts.”

“That’s not an unusual question.”

“It is an extremely unusual question,” Odom said, “because it is on the card, in print, at forty cents, in every wet room in this city, and it has been for a fortnight, and a man who asks me what time a thing starts when it is printed on the wall behind my head is a man who cannot read or a man who is checking.”

He put the clipboard under his arm.

“I have been doing this since I was nineteen years old and I do not have a power and I have never been hit,” he said. “I stay in the chair, and I take the money, and I sell what I know for exactly what it cost me, and I do not go anywhere near the other thing. You came to me on Tuesday and told me to tell people, for free, and you did not charge me and you did not ask me for anything, and I have been chewing on that for four days.”

“Ludo.”

“Four days,” he said, “and I am not going to be at the Trials tomorrow, and I am not sending the lad, and I have told my sister to keep off Franklin Yard, and the whole of that is on the strength of a man who does not charge for things. You may put that in your book, if you have got one.”

The taxi came. He got into it, which took a while.

Then I went into the Trials hall.

The hall at ten at night with the seats out and the lights off is one of the great rooms of my life and I will never be able to explain why. A hundred and eighty feet by ninety, six portal frames, nine hundred chairs set out in rows with a walkway down the middle, the assay bay taped off at the north end, the board on its trolley under a dust sheet.

I went to the catwalk stanchion at the north end and put my palm flat on the hollow section, three feet up, where the base plate is grouted proud on the west side.

Three.

The stanchion became part of Franklin Yard.

Two.

The white line went through my head from the wrist to the back of my eye, and it went further this time because there was no trough on the hand and nothing holding the bones apart, and I had my forehead against the steel by the second count.

One.

I let go.

Then I did it again, and got about two and a half, and then I sat down on the floor with my back against the stanchion and my hand in my lap and breathed through my nose for four minutes.

The third one I got clean.

The fourth one I got clean and did not make a noise, and the fifth one I got clean and did not make a noise and did not have to close my eyes, and I stopped at five because I have some sense.

Then I got up and got the chalk out.

Two of the marks were gone.

The maintenance crew had mopped the whole north end that afternoon in preparation for Sunday, as they do every quarter, and my tick at the foot of the skirting nine feet from the second floor plate had gone with it, and so had the one on the stanchion leg.

I got down on my knees in an empty hall at half past eleven at night and did them again, and it took me twenty minutes to find the plate with a boot heel because the acoustics change when the chairs are out, and I did the last one with the chalk in my left hand because my right would not close on it.

Then I walked the line from the tick to the plate forty times.

Six paces. Heels on the mark, six paces on the line, and you are standing dead centre of eleven feet of 1968 concrete poured on a Friday against concrete poured on a Tuesday over a filled-in inspection pit.

Forty times, in the dark, until my legs knew it without me.

They were both in the lobby when I came out at ten past midnight.

Nessa was asleep across two chairs by the doors with her jacket over her and her boots on and her tag on the outside of her clothes, because she had refused to go home and had refused to take a bed in the block and had said, at length, that she had slept in worse rooms than this for money.

Renata was on the floor with her back against the wall and her gear out in front of her on a towel, checking it.

Boots. Forearm plates. Boots again.

Four times, in that order, which she does not know she does, and I stood in a doorway at midnight and watched a woman do it for the fourth time in an empty lobby with nobody watching.

She looked up.

“How’s the hand?”

“It’s fine.”

“Emmett.”

“It’s three seconds,” I said. “I got three seconds five times.”

“Out of how many?”

“Seven.”

She looked at the hand for a moment, and then she put the forearm plate down on the towel and picked up the other one and started on it, and she did not say anything about it at all.

“They mopped your chalk,” she said.

“I know. I’ve done it again.”

“I know you have, I watched you do it through the door for about an hour.” She turned the plate over. “You did it on your knees.”

“That’s where the floor is.”

“Come and sit down.”

I went and sat down on the floor of the lobby of the Trials hall with my back against the wall next to her, and she put her head on my shoulder, and a couple of feet away Nessa Doheny made a noise in her sleep like a small dog and turned over.

“What time do you want me?” Renata said.

“Half eight. I want you beside the rig before the doors open. Check every catch yourself.”

“I was going to.”

“I know.”

She yawned into my collarbone. “Eighty-one tonnes in five stages. I counted the weights twice while you were in the hall.”

“Then count them once more in the morning.”

“I was going to do that as well,” she said, and then, after about a minute: “Emmett.”

“Mm.”

“When we’re finished tonight, come to my room.”

“It’s twenty past twelve.”

“I know what time it is.”

“Renata.”

“I want to talk to you,” she said, “and I do not want to do it here, and I do not want to do it in the morning, and I have been trying to say this since about six o’clock.”

The chalk stub pressed against my thigh through the pocket.

“All right,” I said.


Chapter 23: The Coffee Tin

“Right,” Renata said. “Sit down and say it.”

Her room is ten feet by eight, the same as mine, with a narrow bed under the window and a fan on the sill and a locker and a chair, and the only difference between hers and mine is that she has a photograph on the locker of four people outside a house.

I sat down on the chair.

“Not there. Come here.”

“Renata.”

“Come and sit on the bed and look at me, because you have been standing in doorways for ten weeks and I am not doing this with you across the room with your back to a wall.”

So I sat on the bed, and she sat at the other end of it with her back against the wall and her feet against my hip, and it was twenty-five past midnight on the twelfth of June.

“You’re going to tell me the thing,” she said.

“Yes.”

“The actual thing.”

“Yes.”

“Because I want to say, before you start, that I have been building a version of it in my head since the eighth of May and I think I’ve got most of it, and I would like to be wrong about the worst bit.”

“What’s the worst bit?”

“That you knew about Dez,” she said.

She led with Dez because that was what I had done to her, and I did not know I had done it until she said it back to me on the end of a bed.

Ten weeks of managing a woman, and what she had built out of it, on her own, at night, was a man who had a book with her friends’ deaths in it and was choosing which ones to stop.

“I didn’t know about Dez,” I said.

“You didn’t know.”

“He isn’t in the book. He has never been in the book. In the version I’ve got in my head Dez Marchetti is alive for at least eleven more years and I drank with him six years from now in a bar that doesn’t do food yet.”

Renata looked at the wall behind my head for a while, and then back at me.

“Six years from now.”

“Yes.”

“All right,” she said. “Start at the front.”

I started at the front.

“I’m thirty-four,” I said.

I told her I had been a Grade F responder in this city for eleven years, and that I had held ropes and propped scaffolding and stood cordons and swept up, and that I was very good at it in the way nobody is ever paid for.

I told her about the parking structure under the old freight offices at Halvers Point, level minus two, which floods every March, and about sodium light coming down a ramp in bars, and about a heavy plain man in a nylon jacket coming round the corner with a schoolboy exercise book with a rubber band round it, not in a hurry, and about how there were three other people on that level and two of them ran, and about the four seconds.

I told her I woke up in a plastic chair at Franklin Yard with a clipboard in my hand and my knees not hurting, on the fourth of April, and threw up twice in the first ninety minutes, and put my date of manifestation in the wrong box on purpose because it took a genuine act of will to be a man who does that.

And then I told her the rest of it, which is the part that mattered, and I did it looking at her the whole way through.

“I knew who you were before you said your name,” I said. “There is a corridor upstairs with photographs on it. Second row, four faces in it and hooks for six. Go and look at it tomorrow and count along from the stairs, and the fifth hook is empty, and that is where you are. It is the photograph off your certification card because nobody had a better one, and the dates under it give you twenty-nine years, and the letter beside your name is a C.

“I walked past you every morning for years on the way to the coffee machine and I never said your name out loud, because I did not know it, because you were a photograph.

“You were going to post a C. About two years out, on a job nobody could ignore.”

“That’s not a prophecy,” she said. “That’s a compliment with a date on it.”

“Thirteen months after the C they were going to send you into an A-grade collapse with C-grade backup, because that was the configuration that came in under budget.”

She had stopped moving her thumb along the seam of her jeans, which she had been doing since I started talking.

I lost the thread there for a second and had to go and get it. What came back was not the date and not the building. It was a corridor with a bad carpet and a trestle table and forty people in coats holding paper cups, and a man in front of me saying a number to another man in a low voice the way people say money at a funeral.

“Sixty-five thousand dollars and the funeral costs,” I said. “That is what the benefit paid. I heard it standing four feet away with a cup in my hand. I did not know you. I forgot it inside a fortnight.”

Renata Duarte sat at the other end of a narrow bed with her arms round her own knees and did not say one single word for a very long time.

Then she said: “No.”

“Renata.”

“No. I want to be clear that this is not me being upset, this is me telling you that you are wrong.” Her voice was completely level. “You get feelings about buildings. You told me that on the eighth of May in your room and it was a lie, and I knew it was a lie, and I let you have it, and I have been waiting ten weeks for the real one. And this is not the real one. This is a worse lie. This is a man who has got himself into something and has decided to go enormous.”

“I know how it sounds.”

“You do not know how it sounds,” she said, “because you have not had to sit here and listen to somebody you sleep with tell you they have been to your funeral.”

And that is the honest shape of the next hour: she did not believe me, and then she did, and the distance between those two things took about four goes.

She did not believe me when I told her about the parking structure, because a man can invent a parking structure.

She did not believe me when I told her about the bad splice in the conduit over the third row of the intake hall, and then she went and looked, at ten past one in the morning, in a building she was not supposed to be in, with a torch off the front desk. The junction box is there. The cover screw is missing. There is a date written on the inside of the lid in pencil, 1981, and a maintenance man called Fenno works out of the depot at the east gate and will fix the whole thing in twenty minutes some time in the autumn and complain about it for six years, and I have never spoken to Fenno in my life and could not pick him out of two men.

She came back up with the torch and said, “That’s a thing you could have found out,” which was correct.

She did not believe me when I told her that on the fourteenth of July the eleven bus stops running past the top of Cadmus Street and gets rerouted along the freight road, and that everybody at this Yard is going to be extremely angry about it for about a month and then forget. That one she wrote down on the back of an envelope and put in her locker and I do not know whether she ever looked at it.

What she did believe was the one I did not intend to use.

It came out sideways, at about half past one, because I was tired and because I had been holding it for ten weeks and because it is the single thing in eleven years of memory that I have never been able to put down.

“You were never in the sea,” I said.

She stopped.

“What?”

“You went under at Verrick Sands when you were seven and your uncle got you out, and you have not been in water past your knees since, and you have never told anybody at work because it has never come up.”

Renata stopped moving altogether on the end of that bed.

“Who told you that?”

“Your mother.”

“My mother has never met you.”

“Your mother said it in a corridor outside a function room with a cup of tea in her hand,” I said, “to a woman with a plate in the other hand, and there were about forty of us in that corridor because the room was too small, and she said, she was never once in the sea, that one, not once since she was seven, and then she laughed, and then she stopped.”

Renata put both hands over her mouth.

“That is not comforting,” she said, through them.

“I know.”

“That is the worst thing anybody has ever said to me. A prediction would have been.” She stopped. Her eyes had gone enormous. “A prediction is a thing you can argue with. That’s a thing that has already happened. You are sitting on my bed telling me about a corridor and a plate and my mother’s cup of tea and it has already happened to you and I am in it and I am not there.”

“Renata.”

“Don’t touch me for a minute.”

I did not touch her for a minute.

She sat with her back against the wall and her hands over her mouth and looked at the ceiling and breathed, and I sat at the other end of a bed and let her, and the fan on the sill went round and pushed the curtain out and let it fall.

“How long have you known?” she said, eventually.

“Since the fourth of April.”

“Since the day.”

“Since the third question in the intake hall. You stood up and said Renata Duarte, twenty-six, manifested at eighteen, and I had to put my hand on my own leg and press until it hurt.”

“That’s why you went grey.”

“That’s why I went grey.”

“On the loading dock, with the tea. And at the Bench.” She was going through it physically, moving her hands as though the days were objects on a bench, and I watched her put ten weeks back through her own body one week at a time. “The roof. The exercise. The clause. You knew what was in that contract before you opened it.”

“I knew what it was for. I didn’t know the section number.”

“You asked me questions you already knew the answers to.”

“Yes.”

“On the loading dock, in the first week. About being eighteen. About the wall.” Her voice had not gone up at all and that was the frightening part. “You sat there and ate a bread roll and asked me about the worst year of my life in an order you had worked out, so that I would walk onto a plate on the Wednesday with an idea in my head that looked like mine.”

“Yes.”

“Say it properly.”

“I steered you,” I said. “For ten weeks. Every conversation. I decided what you could carry and I gave you exactly that much and not one thing more, and I did it with a straight face, and I was good at it, and I made you laugh while I was doing it.”

Renata Duarte took her hands off her mouth and looked at me, and here it is, all of it, the character of the woman in one go.

She was not touched.

I had built up an entire private mythology about what would happen when I finally told her, and every version of it had her crying, or holding on to me, or saying that she understood why I had done it.

What happened was that she got off the bed and stood in the middle of a ten-by-eight room and got quietly and completely furious.

“Ten weeks,” she said.

“Renata.”

“You decided. On your own. Every day, for ten weeks, in the morning and again at night, that I was not up to it.” She had her arms folded and she was standing at full width, which she had started doing in about the middle of May and which I had been so pleased about. “Do you know what I have been doing for eight years? I have had a man in a good coat decide what I was allowed to be told about my own body, and a trainer decide what I was allowed to hold, and a contract decide what I was allowed to accumulate, and all of them were doing it for my own good, and every single one of them was right about something, and I liked all of them.

“And then I met you, and you told me a number in a concrete room, and you were the first person in my entire life who told me what I actually was.

“And you were doing it as well.”

“That’s not.”

“It is exactly the same shape,” she said. “It is not the same size and I am not saying you are Gareth Bracken. I am saying it is the same shape. Somebody looking at me and doing a sum about what Renata can take, and then handing me the answer instead of the sum.”

I did not say anything, because there was nothing to say, because she was right.

“Do you know what the worst part is?” she said.

“Tell me.”

“It’s not the lying. I can do lying.” She unfolded her arms. “It’s that for ten weeks I have been walking round this building feeling like somebody had finally taken the lid off my head, and on every one of those days you were sitting on it.”

She turned round and put her hands on the window sill and stood there.

“Ask me the other thing,” I said.

“What other thing?”

“You’ve been building the question since about one o’clock and you haven’t asked it.”

Renata turned round.

“Would you have told me tonight,” she said, “if tomorrow was an ordinary day?”

There was an answer to that which had me coming out of it well and it took me about a second and a half to build, and I had every word of it assembled in my mouth.

“No,” I said.

“No.”

“I’d have told you eventually. I don’t know when. Probably at some point when it stopped being useful not to.”

“Right,” said Renata Duarte, and sat down on the floor with her back against the locker, and put her head back, and after about a minute she said, in a completely different voice: “Are there others?”

“Others what?”

“In the book. Women you’ve met and not told.”

“Yes.”

“How many?”

“Five,” I said. “Including you.”

“Say them.”

So I said them, on the floor of a room in the intake block at Franklin Yard at ten to two in the morning on the twelfth of June. It took about six minutes.

“Simone Beauvais. She dies next spring in the Stack, in the thing I have got dated for next spring, going into a building she has no business being inside at her Grade. I put my hand on her arm in a corridor on the eighth of May and told her the number and she told me to drop it in a voice that ended the conversation.

“Talei Fonoti. I shook her hand on the Iron Line on the fourth of May and she is not a B and has never been a B. In the version I have got, she dies about four years out, standing under a thing nobody has logged yet, doing what she does, which is putting herself between it and everybody else.

“Seo Ji-yun. I shook her hand on a pier on the thirtieth of April and I did not get to the top of what is in her, and I do not think there is a plate in this state that could. She does not die. She is on television for the whole eleven years and she is on it on the last day, and I want to say that I have no idea what is wrong with her and that there is something wrong with her, and it is the only entry in my head that is not a date.”

“And Nessa.”

“And Nessa,” I said. “Two winters from now, on the floor of a basement, on her own, at twenty-six, and there is no line about it anywhere in this city, and I did not learn it from a newspaper because there was no newspaper. I learned it from Doc Sallis, in about four years, in a wet room at three in the morning, and he said you would not know her, nobody knew her.”

Then, because I had nearly not said it, and because a woman on that floor had told me forty minutes earlier exactly what it feels like to be handed the answer instead of the sum:

“There’s one more woman, but she isn’t in the book.”

Renata waited.

“There is a woman on Cadmus Street who closes torn tissue with her thumbs. I have been through that notebook twice looking for her, cover to cover, at a bus stop at five in the morning with the sky going, and she is not in it anywhere. She is not dead in my head and she is not alive in it either. She is simply not there. Eleven years, in a city that would have had a woman who can do that on television inside a fortnight, and I have never heard her name.”

Renata waited a long moment.

“Then that’s the one that frightens you,” she said, and she was right, and I did not say so.

Renata sat on the floor with her arms round her knees.

“That’s why you put her on the board.”

“That’s why I put her on the board.”

“And that’s what put her in his book.”

“Yes.”

She was quiet for a while.

Then she asked the question, and it was not the one I had been braced for since the fourth of April.

I had been ready for do you love me and I had been ready for am I a project and I had been ready for how much of this was you managing me, and I had answers for all three of them and every one of the answers was rubbish.

“Which one’s next?” Renata said. “And how long has she got?”

I looked at her.

“Simone,” I said. “Next spring. I have got it as March and I do not trust the month any more.”

“Then that’s what we do next,” said Renata Duarte.

The coffee tin is a two-pound tin with the label off that lives on the fire escape landing outside the third-floor door of the intake block, and it has been there for longer than anybody knows, and about twenty people a night put cigarette ends in it.

We emptied it over the rail at half past two in the morning.

I brought the notebook out.

Ninety cents, cardboard cover, bought in the shop across the road from the motor pool on the fourth of April with the pen that went through the paper twice.

We sat on the fire escape landing with our backs against the brick and the whole Stack laid out below us going orange, and we went through it page by page with a torch, and I read every entry in it out loud, and this is the only time anybody but me has ever seen the inside of that book.

Thirty-nine entries.

Twelve on the first day, on a loading dock, until my hand started shaking. Twenty-seven more over ten weeks, in twos and threes, at bus stops and on bunks and once standing up in a canteen queue, as I made myself remember things I had spent eleven years not looking at directly.

Nine of them were fully crossed out.

The Rung, the fourth of April, one line through it, and EVERY CHANGE KILLS EVERYTHING DOWNSTREAM OF IT under it in block capitals.

The laundromat.

The seventh of May, and the six under it that came down with it: the Farrier Row make-safe in July, the depot roof in August, the meat cooler in September, two men who were going to get hurt at the Rung that winter whose names I never knew because nobody writes down the names, and a woman who was going to be found behind the depot in February, with a question mark beside her that is the single most cowardly thing in that notebook.

Nine fully void entries. The fourteenth of June was different: it was one live entry with crossed fields rather than a dead event. WAREHOUSE, HALVERS POINT and RIVERSIDE OF THE LINE had been crossed out one at a time, but the date, Mirela’s name and the missing tag still stood. I had lost the location fields, not the live entry.

“Read that one again,” Renata said.

I read it again.

“So she’s still going to.”

“She’s still going to, and I don’t know where, and I burned that myself on the seventh of May, and I have written underneath it that I would do it again on Thursday, and I would.”

We tore out the void pages.

That is a physical thing and it took about ten minutes and I did not expect it to be difficult. You tear along the gutter of a drugstore notebook and the whole leaf comes out and the stitching lets go a little more each time, and by the fourth one the book was in two halves and I had to hold it together with the splint hand.

Renata did the burning, because I could not work the matches.

She lit them one at a time in the coffee tin on a fire escape at three in the morning and we watched nine pieces of the future go up in a tin, and the paper went orange from the bottom and curled, and the ink went black before it went, so that for about a second and a half on each one you could read the entry more clearly than you ever could in daylight.

We did not say anything for a while.

“That’s the most romantic thing anybody has ever done to me,” Renata said, at last, “and I want it noted that we are sitting on a fire escape with a bin.”

“It’s a coffee tin.”

“It is a bin, Emmett. Twenty people a night put fag ends in it.”

What was left that I could actually go and stand somewhere for was a short list.

I read the six of them to her off the torch.

2 JULY. THE FLATS ABOVE THE HARDWARE, CADMUS. A BOY OFF A ROOF. ONE.

19 AUGUST. THE COLD STORE, DOCK ROAD. NINE.

8 SEPTEMBER. THE JACKET SHOP, IRON LINE ROAD. BURNS OUT. NOBODY IN IT.

3 FEBRUARY. IRON LINE ROAD CUT. A TRUCK IN THE WATER. ONE DRIVER. THEY BUILD THE BRIDGE AFTER.

NEXT SPRING, MARCH? THE STACK. A MAN WHO GOES UP IN NINE DAYS. FOUR BLOCKS. SIMONE BEAUVAIS.

14 MONTHS. BRIDIE KAVANAGH, GRADE F. I DO NOT KNOW HOW AND I DO NOT KNOW WHY AND I NEVER MET HER.

“The jacket shop,” Renata said.

“It burns out with nobody in it.”

“Why is that in there?”

“Because it’s a date I’m certain of,” I said, “and because I am going to need to know, at some point in the next four months, whether the dates I am certain of are still doing what they are supposed to do, and a shop with nobody in it is the only test in that book that does not cost anybody anything.”

She thought about that.

“That’s the cleverest thing you’ve said all night.”

“It’s the only clever thing in the whole book.”

“Am I in it?” she said.

I turned the torch off.

“Not any more.”

Renata Duarte put her head back against the brick and looked at the sky over the Stack, which at three in the morning in June goes a sort of bad orange instead of black, and she did not say anything for about a minute.

“Say the thing you’re afraid of,” she said. “Properly. Not the joke version.”

So I said it properly, once, out loud, to another person.

“I have got eleven years in my head and every good thing I do takes a piece of it out. Twelve people came out of a stair core on the seventh of May and it cost me the only room in this city where I knew where he was going to be twice. Six entries went in one night. There will be more tomorrow.

“And it does not stop. It cannot stop, because the whole point of having it is to spend it, and the better I do this the faster it goes, and in about four years I am going to be a man with an empty notebook and a lot of very good reasons.

“And that is exactly what I was the first time. I was a grey card standing in the wrong place, and I am afraid that being a good man at this is the long way round to being that again, except that the second time I will have known better and done it anyway.”

Renata did not say anything comforting.

She reached over and took the notebook out of my lap and held it in both hands for a second, and then put it inside her own jacket, and zipped the jacket up.

“Right,” she said. “New rule, and it’s mine, and it’s for the rest of this, whatever this turns out to be.”

“Go on.”

“You don’t get to decide what I can carry.”

“Renata.”

“That’s it. That’s the whole rule. You can be wrong, you can be frightened, you can be a liar to everybody else in this city and I will hold your coat while you do it.” She turned and looked at me. “But you do not get to sit on a thing for ten weeks because you have worked out that I would find it hard. If it is hard, I get it hard. Say it back.”

“You don’t get to decide what I can carry.”

“Say it as you.”

“I don’t get to decide what you can carry.”

“Right,” said Renata Duarte, and gave me the notebook back.

We went in at about half past three and neither of us slept.

She got into the bed first and she was still angry. There is a version of that night where the confession fixed everything and then we had a lovely time, and it was not like that at all.

She was still angry at ten past four. She was still angry in the morning. She was angry with me on and off for about six weeks after that in a way that came out at odd moments and never turned into a row.

And she wanted me anyway, and both of those were true at the same time, and she said so.

“I’m still cross with you.”

“I know.”

“I want you to be clear that this is not me being finished with it.”

“I know.”

“Come here anyway,” she said.

I got in.

The window was open and the room smelled faintly of burnt paper off the fire escape, and there was no fan on because the fan was on my sill from the Tuesday and neither of us had brought it back, and it was three degrees too warm.

“Say sorry,” she said. “You haven’t. You’ve explained for two hours and you have not once said it.”

“I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“For ten weeks of deciding what you got.” I was six inches from her face. “Not for the lie. For the arithmetic.”

“Right,” Renata said. “I know.”

Not it’s fine. She has never in her life said it’s fine to anybody about anything that mattered, and she did not start at four in the morning on the twelfth of June.

And then she got a hand round the back of my neck and pulled, and there was nothing careful about it.

I went slowly. That was the technique that night, all of it, and it was deliberate, because everything I had done to that woman in ten weeks had been fast, or hard, or a surprise, or arranged so that she was facing away from me.

Face to face.

That is it. That is the entire choreography and I am not going to dress it up. I got her under me with her thighs either side of my hips and her hands up beside her head on the pillow and my fingers laced through hers, both hands, the good one and the strapped one, and I went into her slowly enough that she made a noise about halfway through it.

“Oh.”

“All right?”

“Don’t stop doing that. Don’t do anything else.”

“I’m not going to.”

“Don’t.” Her back came up off the mattress and settled. “God. Slow. Keep it slow, I don’t want any of the.”

“I know.”

“You always.” She lost the sentence and found it again. “You always do a thing. There’s always a thing. You’ve got a hand somewhere or you’ve turned me round or you’re holding me down, and I have loved every single one of them, every one, don’t you dare think otherwise. Tonight I do not want the thing.”

“There’s no thing.”

“Just this.”

“Just this.”

She kept her eyes open.

That is the part I have never got over, and I have thought about it more than any of the rest. I had seen Renata with her eyes shut and her face in a pillow, and with her forehead on a steel plate. At four in the morning on the twelfth of June she looked at me the whole way through, from about six inches, and did not once look away. She had done it once before, on her knees on a laundry room floor in May, but never lying down, and never for an hour.

I have had that woman about six different ways since the twenty-first of April and all of them have been about a shape.

Bent over a steel plate with my fist in her braid. Up on a sink bench with her heels locked behind me. On her front in the dark with both my arms round her. Riding me with her whole body and her hands flat on my chest. Every one of them arranged, on purpose, by a man who reads bodies for a living, so that the best thing about her was in front of me and she was in a shape I had put her in.

At four in the morning on the twelfth of June there was no shape and nothing was arranged.

Her thighs were open round my hips and her heels were on the backs of my legs and her hands were up beside her head with my fingers through hers, and there were about eight inches of movement in it from end to end, and the only thing I could see was her face.

She was slick and hot and absolutely still underneath me for a long time, and then she started to come up to meet it, once every few strokes, in a way she has never done at any other point, because Renata Duarte does not meet things halfway, she braces and takes them.

“You’re going slow on purpose.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because I want it to take an hour,” I said.

“Oh.”

“And because everything I have ever done to you has been fast, and I did that.”

“I liked all of it.”

“I know you did.”

“I want it written down that I liked all of it,” Renata said, and her breath went, “and I want this as well, and I did not know I wanted this until about ten minutes ago.”

We talked. That is a strange thing to write and it is what happened.

Slow enough that there was room for it. Whole sentences, in a bed, at four in the morning, with a woman’s hands laced in mine and both of us moving about an inch at a time.

“You had a beard.”

“What?”

“When you were thirty-four. Did you have a beard?”

“Sometimes.”

“Was it grey?”

“Some of it.”

“That is a horrible thing to think about,” Renata said, and then made a noise, and then said, “do that again,” and then, on a completely different breath, “was I at your funeral?”

“There wasn’t one.”

“Emmett.”

“There was a memorial in November for nine of us in a hall with a hundred chairs in it,” I said, “and I do not know who was there because I was dead.”

“I’d have gone.”

“You’d have been three years dead.”

“Then I’d have gone anyway,” she said, “and I’d have stood at the back and I’d have thought, who is that, I don’t know him, and then I’d have gone home.”

And she started to cry, which she does now, apparently, and which she did not do at all before the eighth of May.

She did not stop or ask me to stop, and I did not stop, and the whole thing went on at exactly the same speed, and she wept at me with her eyes open from six inches away and both hands locked in mine.

“Don’t say anything nice,” she said.

“I wasn’t going to.”

“You were about to.”

“I was about to.”

“Well, don’t.” She got a leg up round my back and pulled me in. “Just keep doing that and don’t be kind at me.”

Until about two hours earlier, she had been, in one man’s head and in one drugstore notebook, a woman with a date on her.

She said it into my mouth with her hands still laced through mine.

“I’m going to be here.”

“Renata.”

“No, listen to me. I’m saying a thing.” Her breath had gone. “You’ve had me dead since April. Since the fourth of April, in your head, walking about, twenty-nine, in a frame in a corridor. You have been looking at a dead woman for ten weeks and being nice to her.”

“I know.”

“So I’m saying it out loud where you can hear it and I want you to look at me while I do.” She got her chin up. “I am going to be here in three years. I’m going to be here at twenty-nine and I am going to be here at thirty, and there’s going to be a house somewhere that isn’t this building, and I want the whole of it, and I want it with you, and I want it enough that I am saying it out loud in a bed at four o’clock in the morning like a lunatic.”

“Renata.”

“So cum inside me,” she said. “That’s what I’m asking. Not because I like it, although I do, and you know I do. Because I want a Tuesday in three years where I’m still here, and I have decided to start behaving like there is going to be one, and this is the only way I know how to say it.”

I did not have anything.

I have never had anything, at any point in thirty-four years, that was equal to that, and what I did was put my forehead down against hers and keep going and say her name twice, which is not enough and was all there was.

She came like that.

Face to face, slowly, at four in the morning, with her hands laced in mine and her eyes open and wet and absolutely on me the entire time, and it was the quietest one of all of them and it went on the longest. It came up through her in one long unhurried wave and I watched every second of it happen from six inches away, and she did not close her eyes at any point, and she said “there, there, there” half a dozen times in a voice I have never heard her use before or since.

I came inside her about a minute after that, with both her hands still held down in mine, and she got her ankles crossed in the small of my back and held me there right through it and would not let go afterwards.

“Emmett.”

“Mm.”

“Ask me the other question.”

“What other question?”

“The one from the eighth of May,” she said, into my neck. “I asked you if you’d ever do it to me. Your power. Hold me still with it. And you said no, and I said why, and you said ask me another time when we are not both about to fall over.”

“You remember that.”

“I have thought about it a few hundred times,” said Renata Duarte. “It’s another time. We’re not falling over. Why?”

So I told her.

“Because the only thing I have ever been able to do to a human being,” I said, “is take away their choice for three seconds.

“That’s it. There is nothing else in it. I have done it to about thirty strangers who were going off buildings and it saved every one of them and I would do it again tomorrow, and every time I do it the person under my hand does not get a say.

“And what you want is not that. I know exactly what you want, because you told me in the dark on the eighth of May with the rain going, and what you want is to not have to hold yourself up.

“My power doesn’t hold anything up. It decides. It puts a thing where it is and it does not ask, and it stops after three seconds whether anybody wanted it to or not.

“My arms get tired.”

She lifted her head off my shoulder.

“That’s the reason?”

“That’s the reason. You get held by something that has to keep choosing to do it. Every second of it is somebody deciding, over and over, and when I let go it is because I have decided to let go, and not because a clock ran out.” I got my good hand into the mess of her hair. “You have had eight years of things that were done to you by systems. You are not getting one more from me in a bed.”

Renata Duarte did not say anything for a long time.

Then she put her face into my neck and stayed there, and after a while she said, in a very small voice, entirely unlike her:

“Say that again in the morning when I’m not this tired, because I want to remember it properly and I am going to be asleep in four minutes.”

She was not asleep in four minutes. She was awake at twenty to five and awake at half five.

At twenty past six I woke up on my own in the bed and she was on the floor in the grey light with the towel out and her gear on it.

Boots. Forearm plates. Boots.

Four times, in that order.

“You’ve done that,” I said.

“I know.”

“You did it at midnight.”

“I know I did,” said Renata, and started again.


Chapter 24: Four Minutes Past Two

At half past eight, Renata stood beside the accumulation rig in her own gear with the bare velcro square on her chest. Her name was on the standby sheet. Eighty-one tonnes of staged load hung over the assay bay, and she checked each cable and catch herself before the doors opened.

“I go last,” she told the senior assessor.

He looked from her to the rig. “You go last.”

That settled the morning.

They ran me at nine o’clock in front of a hall that was, by the most generous possible count, a fifth full.

That is the morning session at any Trials and it always has been. Nine hundred seats, and at nine on a Sunday you get about a hundred and eighty people in them: entrants’ families, four sponsors’ juniors doing the boring shift, sixteen pensioners with season tickets who have not missed a Trials since 1968, and the maintenance crew sitting at the back with tea because they are not allowed to leave.

The board was already out on its trolley at the end of the floor rows, under glass, with the dust sheet off.

The D-grade utility task at Franklin Yard is called the Cascade and it has been the same since 1971 and everybody hates it.

It is a steel frame about ten feet high in the middle of the assay bay, and inside it four things are set to fail in sequence over ninety seconds, and in the middle of it there is a dummy with a load cell in its chest.

The four are: a pinned strut that lets go at fifteen seconds; a floor plate on rollers that starts to travel at forty; a counterweight on an arm that swings at sixty-five; and a stack of four concrete blocks that walks off its pallet at eighty-five.

Your score is the load cell plus the clock. Every kilo the dummy takes is against you and every second over ninety is against you, and the task is scored blind by two assessors with handhelds who do not speak to each other until it is over.

Almost everybody does it with force. That is the design of the thing. A D-grade brawler goes in and holds the strut, and then throws himself at the plate, and then catches the counterweight, and the strong ones get through it in about a hundred and ten seconds with the dummy reading four hundred kilos and everybody claps.

I had watched it half a dozen times in my first life from the cheap seats.

I went in with tape on two fingers and a hand I could not close.

It took ninety-four seconds and there was no applause at any point.

The pinned strut goes at fifteen. It does not fall; it releases, and the frame above it drops about four inches and then jams, and the four inches is what puts the first load on the dummy.

I did not touch the strut.

I put my palm flat on the top rail of the frame, above the strut, at fourteen seconds, and gave it three seconds.

The pin let go at fifteen. Nothing above it moved, because everything above it had become part of Franklin Yard, and by the time my three seconds ended the pin was out and gone and the frame had nothing left to drop onto, and it sat there, four inches higher than the designers intended, doing nothing at all for the rest of the task.

Load cell: zero.

The plate on rollers starts to travel at forty seconds and it goes about six feet and it takes the dummy’s legs with it.

I came at it from the right.

The palm that does this is on the end of my right arm, and the only way to get it flat on that plate from the left is to reach across your own body and turn the wrist over, and a wrist with four broken bones sitting behind it does not turn over. So I went round the other side, two feet further, with the dummy between me and a frame member, and I have thought about those two feet a great deal since.

I put my hand on the plate at thirty-nine and gave it three seconds. The rollers ran and the plate did not, and when the three seconds ended the whole travel had been used up on rollers turning under a stationary plate, and it went about eight inches instead of six feet and stopped against its own stop block.

Load cell: seven kilos, which is the dummy’s own knee hitting a frame member, and which I am still annoyed about.

The counterweight swings at sixty-five and it is the one that hurts. It is a hundred and forty kilos on a five-foot arm and it comes through the middle of the frame at about head height and it is the reason the load cell exists.

You cannot anchor a swing at the start of it, because at the start of it there is nothing happening. If you anchor the weight at sixty-four it is a weight hanging on an arm and your three seconds go by and then it swings.

You anchor it at the top of the travel.

I stood in the frame and let it come, which I had practised in an empty hall on Tuesday against nothing at all, and I got out of the line of it and put my palm on the arm at the moment it came past me, at the point where the whole hundred and forty kilos was up and moving and had all of its energy in the wrong place.

Three.

A hundred and forty kilos of moving steel does not care that the palm on it is doing nothing. It arrives anyway. It came up the arm into the four bones behind my knuckles, and the white line went through my head from the wrist to the back of my eye and stayed there for the rest of the task, and I have never asked Adjei’s sound man what is on his tape from that moment, because I do not want to know.

It stopped in the air at forty degrees off vertical, with a hundred and forty kilos of steel sitting up at head height on a bearing that was not holding it, and the frame rang.

Two.

I walked the dummy out from under it. That is all I did. I got my left arm round a sandbag mannequin and my right forearm under its hip, because the right hand would not close on anything at all, and dragged it about a yard and a half sideways, a thing anybody in that hall could have done and nobody in the history of the Cascade has ever had time to do.

One.

The arm finished its travel through empty air and went round twice and hung there.

Load cell: zero.

And then the stack, at eighty-five seconds, four concrete blocks about the size of a suitcase each, which walk off a pallet as the frame settles.

I did not stop the stack.

I put my hand on the pallet.

Three seconds of a pallet that could not move, and the blocks did exactly what they were going to do, which is walk, and they walked off a thing that was not going anywhere and landed in a heap on the floor at the base of the frame in a position I had already been standing in twenty times on Tuesday night, and none of them went anywhere near a dummy that was now a yard and a half to the left.

Ninety-four seconds. Load cell total: seven kilos.

Silence in the hall. About a hundred and eighty people, and not one of them made a noise, and it is because there was nothing to make a noise about. Nothing had been lifted. Nothing had been broken. A man in grey coveralls had walked round a steel frame putting his hand on things for three seconds at a time and at the end of it there was a mannequin standing in the wrong place with a bruised knee.

The two assessors wrote their numbers down without looking at each other and put them face down on the table, the way it is done, and the senior one turned them both over at the same time and looked at them.

Then he looked up at me over his glasses.

“Vargo.”

“Sir.”

“Have you done this before?”

“No, sir.”

“Because a hundred and eleven people have run that rig since 1971,” he said, “and the best load cell reading anybody has ever put up is a hundred and forty kilos, and it was put up by a Grade B in 1986 who broke his arm doing it.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Seven kilos.”

“The knee, sir.”

“The knee,” he agreed, “and if you had gone left instead of right on the plate you would have had zero and I would have had to have a lie down.” He wrote something. “Sit down, both numbers go to the Bench in the morning and Krall does the card. And do not tell anybody I said this, because I am not permitted to have opinions until the card is written.”

“Sir.”

“That is the only time in twenty years I have watched somebody run the Cascade and understood, all the way through, what they were for.”

I went and sat down in the fourth row.

There is a photograph of me sitting there. Corrine Adjei’s cameraman got a wide shot of the hall at about half past nine to use as an establishing plate and I am in the bottom left of it, on my own, in a row of empty seats, with my hands between my knees.

The front row was empty.

It stays empty at a morning session because the front row is seven dollars and nobody pays seven dollars at nine o’clock on a Sunday, and I had known that for eleven years and I had said it to him on Friday night in the motor pool and he had said he would be there anyway.

I sat and looked at the front row for a long time.

Then I got up and went and did the rest of the day, because there was a great deal of it left.

The doors opened properly at half past twelve and by one o’clock there were seven hundred and forty people in that hall.

It is a day out. There are families in it. There is a man who sells paper cones of chips from a trolley in the lobby and has done since 1974 and whose son now pushes the trolley. There are two lads from the motor pool at the doors with the programmes at forty cents, and by one o’clock they had sold nine hundred of the fourteen hundred and were sending somebody for the rest.

The board came out to the end of the floor rows on its trolley, under glass, and about forty people went and stood in front of it before the session, the way they do, looking for names.

Three cameras. One on the platform at the north end above the assay bay, one on a dolly track down the east side, one hand-held and wandering.

And Seo Ji-yun on the broadcast platform in the white and slate suit, doing the thing she does, which is to make seven hundred people feel personally welcomed by a woman they have never met.

She did not look at me once all day.

That is a compliment and it should be read as one. She had put a running order in my hand on a stairwell on Saturday evening, and on Sunday she stood on a platform for five hours in front of three cameras and did not glance at the rail, not once, and I would not have had the discipline.

Mirela Antic was in row nine.

I saw her at ten past one and it went through me like a bucket of water.

She had a ticket. She had bought it in April, the way half of Dunmore buys them, because her nephew was on the C card at two o’clock and she had told me none of that on Dock Road because I had not asked her one single sensible question.

I had spent eight days telling a woman to stay away from Halvers Point, and Franklin Yard is four miles from Halvers Point, and I had put her name in my notebook with a district next to it and the district had been the only thing I had, and the district was already wrong, and here she was in row nine in a good coat eating chips.

Nothing has ever made me feel so completely stupid.

The afternoon session ran from one o’clock and it ran late, because they always run late, because the C-grades take longer than anybody plans for.

Two C tasks. Then a D. Then the two Bs on the printed card, one of whom did not post and one of whom did.

And then, at ten minutes to two, the senior assessor stood up with a microphone that had been made in about 1959 and said:

“Standby entry. Duarte, Renata, Grade B. B-grade rated task: accumulation and return.”

The hall did not know what to do with it for about two seconds.

Then somebody in the gallery worked out who that was, and told somebody, and it went round seven hundred and forty people in about six seconds the way it does, and by the time she walked out into the assay bay the noise was something I have only heard three times in my life.

She had been on television five times in a month. She was the woman with the wheat and the river. She was the F who was a B.

And she came out in her own gear with a bare velcro square on her chest and no sponsor anywhere on her, and there is a photograph of that as well.

The B-grade accumulation and return task is ten minutes long and it is the most boring thing on the card if you do not know what you are looking at.

Five stages. A drop rig on a gantry over the assay bay delivers a load, and then delivers a bigger one, and then a bigger one, at ninety-second intervals, and the entrant may not discharge between stages. Everything you take, you keep, until the end.

Stage one is eight tonnes. Stage five is thirty-two.

Total accumulation if you take all five: eighty-one tonnes-equivalent.

The rated performance is the greatest accumulated load held: eighty-one is a B-band score as soon as stage five settles. The return is logged separately as a control reading. Entrants ordinarily put all of it into the west-wall pad, but retaining part does not erase what the rig and floor sensors already measured in the hold.

I stood at the rail on the east side, in grey coveralls, with an E in the plastic sleeve on my chest, and I watched Renata Duarte do it.

She checked her boots. Then her forearm plates. Then her boots. Four times, in that order, in front of seven hundred and forty people.

Then she set her feet.

Stage one at one fifty-two. Eight tonnes, and she took it on her forearms and did not move at all, and about a third of the hall clapped because they thought that was it.

Stage two at one fifty-three and a half. Ten. The hum started, and the front six rows stopped clapping, because the fillings in their teeth had begun to buzz.

Stage three. Thirteen. The dust in that bay came out of the air altogether, all of it at once, and went down onto the concrete around her boots in flat rings and stayed there, and a steward’s clipboard came off a chair and travelled about six feet across the floor toward her.

Stage four. Eighteen, and there is a moment in that one where you can see her body take the decision, because eighteen arriving on top of thirty-one is the point at which a normal person’s arms stop being arms.

Her back went into the hollow. Her boots went into the floor, and the assay bay floor is a hundred-millimetre slab, and it split white under both of them in a circle a foot wide, and you could hear it go from the gallery.

Stage five at two minutes past two.

Thirty-two tonnes came off a gantry from nine feet and landed on a woman who was already holding forty-nine, and the noise it made when it arrived was a low double thud, one from the rig and one from the floor, and then nothing at all, because it had all gone somewhere.

Eighty-one.

And she stood there.

That is what they came to see and they did not know it until it happened. Seven hundred and forty people in a shed, and a woman standing in the middle of a concrete floor with eighty-one tonnes-equivalent in her body, not moving at all, chin down and her eyes shut and every loose object in a forty-foot radius creeping slowly toward her boots.

The hum was in the seats. People told me afterwards that they felt it in the frames of the chairs.

The senior assessor said, “Return when ready, Duarte,” into the microphone from 1959.

And she turned, and set her hips, and gave sixty of it to the pad on the west wall.

The pressure front came off her as a hard visible crease in the air about a foot deep, and it crossed twenty feet of assay bay and hit nine inches of laminated hardwood and steel, and the pad moved in its frame, and the west wall cracked from the corners of it in a starburst, and about two hundred people in the near rows put their hands up in front of their faces.

Then it was very loud for a long time.

She kept twenty-one.

Nobody in that hall knew that except four people. You cannot see it. There is no way to look at a woman standing on a concrete floor and know whether she has finished, and the assessors’ handhelds read what comes off the return, not what stays in, because there has never in the history of the Bench been a reason to build an instrument for what stays in.

I could see it, because she was shaking.

Not the adrenaline shake. The other one. She stood in the middle of the assay bay while seven hundred and forty people made a noise at her, and she put one hand up, and she could not hold it still, and she was carrying four cars’ worth of somebody else’s kinetic energy in her forearms and smiling at a crowd.

The senior assessor read both numbers off the handheld into the microphone at two minutes past two.

“Peak accumulation, eighty-one tonnes-equivalent. Return, sixty.”

The Trial had already recorded her B-band eighty-one during the hold. Seven hundred and forty people applauded without knowing she still carried twenty-one in her shaking arms.

On the broadcast platform at the north end, Seo Ji-yun turned her head and looked at the wall clock above the doors.

It said three minutes past two.

She looked at it for a good two seconds.

Then she said something to the man beside her, and the camera on the dolly track came off Renata and started to travel south down the east side of the hall, and the hand-held one turned round.

He came through the crowd funnel at three minutes past two.

Seven hundred and forty people were standing up and shouting at a woman on a concrete floor. The doors at the top of the funnel were open, because they are open all afternoon, because people go out for chips.

A heavy plain man in a nylon jacket came down a nine-foot corridor between the seating stand and the assay bay wall with about a dozen other people who were coming back in with drinks, and he did not push, and nobody pushed him, and he came out onto the floor of the hall at the south end and stopped.

I was at the rail on the east side, forty feet away, and I had been looking at that doorway for six minutes, and I very nearly missed him.

He took the exercise book out of his coat.

Then he walked up the middle of the floor rows, in the aisle, at a normal speed, with a schoolboy exercise book in one hand, past about two hundred seated people who were all standing up and facing the other way, and not one of them looked at him.

At the front he stopped and said two words to a steward, and the steward pointed, because you point when somebody asks you a name.

“Renata Duarte.”

Then he stepped over the tape into the assay bay.

Simone Beauvais moved first.

She was in the gallery on the east side at the north end, where she always is, and she was on her feet at three minutes past two, before I was, because she had been watching the funnel for six minutes as well.

And she did the only thing she can do, which has no visual at all.

The hall went quiet.

Seven hundred and forty people stopped shouting between one breath and the next, and about four hundred of them put their hands to their ears, and everybody’s ears popped at once, and a woman two rows below me said “oh” in a completely conversational voice.

You cannot shout properly when the air changes and your body has decided that something is wrong.

It bought about ten seconds of silence, and the silence is the only reason anybody heard anything else that happened, and it cost her more than anybody in that hall except me understood.

I looked up at the east gallery once, at about seven minutes past two, and Simone Beauvais was standing at the rail with her right arm hanging and blood coming out of her nose and running off her chin onto the front of a good coat, and she had not noticed either of those things.

I was over the rail by then.

The first exchange went extremely badly. I got between him and her on the open floor of the assay bay, intending to give ground on a line that took him north and west toward the second floor plate.

What I did was get between him and her.

What happened was that Bram Ostrowski looked at me for about a second, and read the plastic sleeve on my chest, and said:

“You’re an E.”

“Yeah.”

“Move.”

And I did not move, because that is the only thing I have ever been able to do, and he came through me like a door.

I have been hit before. I got four seconds in a car park eleven years forward and I have been in a dozen scrums at the Rung and I once had a wall on me.

There is no comparison and I am not going to pretend there is.

What he does is not a punch. He got his left hand in the front of my coveralls and hit me once in the chest with his right and the arm came through about eighteen inches, and the thing that arrived at the end of it was not one impact.

It was four pulses, one after another, about a fifth of a second apart, and they added.

On the thirteenth of May I had counted three layers under my hand. Four hammers landed in my chest in the hall, each a fifth of a second behind the last. In the thirty days between those counts, exactly one person in Dunmore had gone up a rung, shown his new card to everybody who would look, and walked out at ten o’clock to catch a bus.

Three of the pulses were strangers.

The fourth was Dez.

Seven hundred and forty people saw one punch. I counted my friend inside it, a fifth of a second behind the third, and he was the part that put me through the rail.

I went into the gallery rail on the east side at about chest height, fifteen feet from where I started, and bay eleven of that rail is the one with the wrong-sized coupler in it packed out with a washer, and it let go, and I went through it and landed on the seats.

Two ribs. I did not know that for four hours.

Nessa burned at three minutes and ten seconds past two.

She had been at the top of the funnel since one o’clock with her tag outside her clothes. She went the moment Ostrowski stepped over the tape, before the first rows understood why Simone had taken the air out of their shouting.

The whine came up and held.

Fire door on the assay bay side: the bar was stiff, and she hit it at speed with her good shoulder behind her hand. Six seconds. The door opened outward into the yard and she hooked the retaining chain over its pin so seven hundred frightened people could not kick it shut again.

Then she ran the funnel against the first surge. Nineteen seconds at a walk, nine at a dead run, less than four at hers when the corridor was empty. It was not empty. She had to arrive in the gaps between bodies, plant both hands on chests and shoulders, turn the first rank left, then get ahead of them before the rank behind drove them straight into the wall.

She did three passes, exactly as she had drawn them.

First down the outside edge to the turnstiles, opening a lane along the assay wall one person wide. Back through the middle before the lane could close, turning the next forty people toward the open fire door. Out again, faster than the crowd could fill the space behind her, dragging a fallen boy upright by the back of his coat without ever stopping long enough to become an obstacle herself.

She did not blur. She arrived. At a turnstile. At the fire door. On the arm of a seat as a woman went down. Steam came off her in the cold draft from the yard and the motor whine stayed at one hard pitch under every scream in the corridor.

Somebody’s elbow caught her high on the left side at four minutes and five seconds past two. It drove her into the steel doorframe hard enough to break the collarbone. Her left arm dropped. She did the remaining thirty-five seconds one-handed.

A five-foot-one woman with one arm useless kept moving faster than the crush for thirty-five seconds because if she stopped in the funnel, she became the thing everybody piled into. She used her right hand, her shoulder, her hips and her voice. She got ahead of each surge, turned its leading edge, and ran back for the next.

At four minutes and forty seconds past two, ninety seconds after the whine came up, it cut off.

She was at the fire door when the debt took her legs. Momentum carried her through it into the yard. She hit the concrete on her right side, away from the broken collarbone, rolled once, and stayed there conscious and swearing while the last two hundred people followed the route she had cut.

One continuous ninety-second burn, exactly the way she had costed it at a canteen table with a pen in her hand.

Three weeks of being a person.

Two men from the motor pool dragged her clear of the door’s swing. She stayed out of the fight on the concrete in the yard, grey, black-ringed, absolutely furious, swearing continuously for twenty minutes at a maintenance man who would not let her back in.

Talei Fonoti was in the doorway of the assay bay’s east gate.

She was on the roster as heavy rescue and she had been sitting on a kit box at the north end for four hours being bored, and at three minutes past two she had put herself in the one place in that hall where a man walking north would have to go through her.

He went through her.

He hit her the same way he hit me, four in sequence at a fifth of a second, in the middle of the chest, and Talei Fonoti did what she does.

She rooted.

The concrete starred under both boots out to a foot and a half. The doorframe she was standing in groaned and the lintel dropped about four millimetres and stayed there. She went back three inches and no further, and she stayed on her feet, and every bit of that impact that did not go into her went into the ground and the frame.

Then she said, in a voice you could hear at the back of the hall, “Is that it?”

It was not it. He hit her again and she went down on one knee and the floor starred again.

But she was in the doorway, and behind her doorway there were two hundred people still getting out through the east gate, and she held it for the whole twelve minutes, except for the few seconds it took to knock him off me.

Renata banked both of them.

She was thirty feet away with twenty-one tonnes in her and she took the impact off Talei’s chest through the floor slab, the gallery rail when I went through it, and the second block of the doorframe. She did not let one bit of it go. By six minutes past two her hum had deepened until the floor carried it under my boots, and she had not moved from where she posted her number.

And I got up off the seats.

I was in the fourth row of the east seating with two broken ribs and a hand I could not close, about six feet below the floor of the hall, on my back across three chairs, and I could not breathe in past about a third of a lungful.

There were four seconds in there where I did not get up.

Four seconds of lying on some chairs deciding.

And what got me up was not courage and it was not Renata and it was not Dez. The answer is slightly humiliating.

What got me up was that from where I was lying I could see the second floor plate.

I could see the blue tick on the skirting board at the foot of the wall nine feet from it, which I had done on my knees at half past eleven the previous night with my left hand because my right would not close on the chalk, and which the maintenance crew had not had time to mop.

It was still there.

The plan was still there. Nothing had happened to the plan. A man had hit me and I had gone through a rail, and the geometry of that hall had not changed by one inch, and everything I am for was still sitting on a floor forty feet away in a blue tick the size of a thumbnail.

So I got up, and I got back over the rail, and stopped thinking about anybody’s raw power.

I stopped trying to stop him.

That was the shape of it and it took me two exchanges and a set of broken ribs to understand it. There is nothing in my body that can stop that man. There is nothing in Talei’s body that can stop that man; there is a woman in that hall who can, and she was carrying forty-five tonnes and standing exactly where I needed her to stand and could not chase him.

So I stopped trying to be in his way and started deciding where he walked.

You do it by giving ground on a line. You do not stand in front of a man; you stand at forty-five degrees off the shoulder he is not leading with, close enough to be worth turning for, and you retreat along the line you want, and he follows because you are a thing that is in the process of getting away.

I gave ground four times, north and west, from the assay bay tape toward the north end where the catwalk stanchion is, and every single one of those four retreats hurt in a way I am not going to describe, because a man with two broken ribs cannot breathe properly and the whole business is done at a jog.

He came, because I was between him and Duarte, at a diagonal, and because anybody in the way is free work and free work is done on the way past.

I put a stack of nine folding chairs between us.

Not to stop him. A stack of chairs does not stop anybody and he went through it in about a second and a half. What it did was decide which side he came round, and he came round the left, because the front of the seating stand was on his right and there was nothing like enough room between it and the chairs. Coming round the left put his back to the north.

I went to the wrong side of the assessors’ table and stopped. I let him get four feet closer than I wanted and stood there long enough that he committed to going over the table rather than round it, and a man going over a table cannot change his mind about where he is going to be standing on the other side of it.

He came over it and took the whole table with him and it went into the front row of the floor seats, which were empty, because a woman with a broken collarbone had spent ninety seconds outrunning a crowd and turning people left.

Then he got a hand on me.

That one I did not plan. He got the front of my coveralls in his left hand at the north end of the floor rows and I got exactly as far as understanding that this was the end of it, and Talei Fonoti came out of the east gate doorway she had been holding for four minutes and hit him from the side with all of herself.

Six foot four, and Overburden, and she did not punch him, because that is not what she is. She increased her own weight until the floor complained and then she walked into him at a normal speed, and it was like watching a bus arrive.

He let go of me and went fifteen feet sideways.

She went back into the doorway. She did not follow it up and she did not stand over him, and I found out afterwards that she had four cracked ribs at that point and a knee that had been wrong since the second exchange, and she went straight back to the doorway and put her boots down and rooted, because there were still people going out behind her.

I stopped running.

That was the frightening one, and it put me where I needed him. It consisted entirely of standing still in the wrong place with my hands at my sides.

The catwalk stanchion at the north end is the one with the proud grout pad, which I had found with a boot heel on the Tuesday and had been thinking about ever since.

I put my back about two feet the wrong side of it and waited, in an empty end of a hall, in grey coveralls, and let a man who had already put me through a rail once walk the whole length of the floor at me.

“You’re in the way,” he said, when he got there.

That is the last thing Bram Ostrowski ever said to anybody. It was addressed to a man in grey coveralls with an E in the plastic sleeve on his chest, and he said it the way you say it to a stack of pallets somebody has left in a doorway, and I have never got it out of my head.

At the stanchion I turned and got the flat of my hand onto the hollow section, three feet up, and gave it three seconds, and let him hit it.

He hit it with all four layers, in sequence, at head height, and the stanchion did not move, because for three seconds it was part of Franklin Yard.

Four hammers went into a hollow steel section three feet above my hand, and a hollow steel section that cannot go anywhere has nowhere to put any of it, so it rang, and it rang down through a palm I was holding flat on it with the whole weight of my shoulder.

I have no word for that. I have the count, and I have one and I have three, and I do not have the second in between them at all.

The palm stayed down. I know that, because the stanchion is still standing at the north end of that hall and I have put my hand on it since.

Everything that arrived at that stanchion went straight back up his arm.

The strike broke something in his right hand. He stopped and looked at me properly.

Then I gave ground twice more, south and east, back into the assay bay, on a line I had walked forty times in the dark on Saturday night.

Six paces from a blue tick at the foot of a skirting board.

Read the seam before the mass.

The mass is what already happened. The mass is heavy and it is dramatic and it will pull every eye in the street and it will teach you nothing.

A seam is where two things were joined by a person.

There were three seams in that hall that mattered at thirteen minutes past two on the twelfth of June, and I had known about all three of them for a week.

The first was in the floor: nine separate concrete pours over a filled-in inspection pit, done in a fortnight in 1968 by one gang, and where the Tuesday pour meets the Friday pour there is a plate about eleven feet across with a void under it.

The second was in the man: four borrowed increments stacked on a heavy unfit thirty-six-year-old from the Stack, out of phase with each other and with him, and joined at four surfaces that are not his body.

The third was that the only way to open the second one is to fix the bottom of him to the planet at an instant when everything he has stolen is moving.

He came onto the plate at thirteen minutes and fifty seconds past two with his weight mid-transfer, which is the point, because a man walking has one instant in every stride when everything above his hips is going somewhere and his back foot is the only thing that has arrived.

I went past his shoulder rather than into him, the way you go past somebody in a corridor, and put the palm of my right hand flat on his back between the shoulder blades.

A wall does not move under your hand. A man does. There were a hundred and ninety pounds of him and four surfaces of other people going in four different directions under that palm, and everything under the skin of it went with them.

Three.

Bram Ostrowski became part of the ground.

Two.

There is no footage of it that shows anything at all. He simply stopped, mid-stride, with one boot up.

And everything he had taken kept going.

He had already begun the sequential strike. Four pulses of borrowed output were transferring forward through four imperfect seams while his body drove after them.

The floor plate went at the same instant, about a quarter of a second before I expected it. Eleven feet of 1968 concrete split along the old pour seam and dropped eighteen inches into the inspection pit, and the dust came up around both of us in a flat ring.

One.

He did not go down with it. For one second Bram Ostrowski stood over an open hole with his boot up, a hundred and ninety pounds of unremarkable middle-aged man in a nylon jacket, and nothing else.

I took my hand off his back and went backwards off the edge of the plate, which is the last thing I did in that fight.

I could not feel it at all.

“Renata.”

She was already turning.

Twelve minutes.

She had carried twenty-one tonnes-equivalent since her Trial and taken every impact the fight sent through the hall. A manageable magnitude held long sat at the other end of the curve from the hundred and ninety-four tonnes she had survived for nineteen seconds at Halvers Point.

She turned, set her hips nine feet from him, and gave him all of it.

I am not going to describe what happens when eighty-one tonnes-equivalent arrives at a hundred and ninety pounds of man who is fixed in the air over a hole and cannot move.

There is a pressure front. That is the last thing I saw properly. A hard visible crease in the air about a foot deep coming off her forearms, and it went through him and it went on going, and it took out the north wall of the assay bay to a height of about twenty feet and the entire assessors’ table and eight rows of seats that had been empty for four minutes because a five-foot-one woman with a broken collarbone had stood in a corridor and screamed at people to go left.

The noise came back off the four walls a fifth of a second late.

It was ugly. It went on for longer than anybody expected it to. Nobody said anything.

Bram Ostrowski, thirty-six years old, unranked, unregistered, uncounted, two hundred and nine names in eleven more years and thirty-one in the book in his coat, died on the floor of the Trials hall at Franklin Yard at fourteen minutes past two in the afternoon on the twelfth of June, in front of a paying crowd, on three cameras, eleven years before the night he was going to come round the corner of a ramp under Halvers Point with his book in his hand.

Krall’s paper tape accounted for the final bank afterward: eighty-one tonnes-equivalent, with twenty-one retained from Renata’s Trial and sixty gathered during the fight.

Renata Duarte stayed on her feet for a second or two after that and then sat down on the concrete with her arms out at her sides and the whites of both eyes gone dark red corner to corner and both hands going, and she could not stand up for twenty minutes.

The exercise book was on the floor at the edge of the hole with a rubber band round it and a stub pencil under it.

It was still open.


Chapter 25: Say the Letter

The city was loud for two days and then it was loud about something else, and nobody tells you that part about being on television.

Corrine Adjei’s footage ran on all three networks on the Sunday night and again on the Monday and a dozen times across the week, and the shot everybody remembers has nothing to do with the return. It is twenty seconds of the crowd funnel from the hand-held camera: a corridor nine feet wide with about four hundred people in it and a small red-headed woman standing in the middle of it with her arms out, screaming at all of them to go left.

That went round the world, more or less. It came back to Dunmore in September with Portuguese subtitles on it.

The Bureau called it an attack stopped by responders and left the sentence there.

Then the Herald ran the thirty-one names on the twenty-first and the whole thing changed shape.

Corrine Adjei asked me the question on the Monday morning, in the lobby, at eight o’clock, standing under the case with the Grade board in it.

She had circled versions of the question since Cadmus Street. She asked me directly at Pettit Street. At Halvers Point she asked Renata and got the better answer.

“How did you know to be here.”

“I didn’t.”

“Mr Vargo.” She had the coffee. She always has the coffee. “There is a hole in the floor of that hall over an inspection pit that was filled during 1968, and there are two chalk marks on the skirting board at the north end that the maintenance crew have now mopped off twice and complained to Sergeant Petrak about both times, and I have a shot from the dolly camera of you walking backwards across that floor for twelve minutes in a straight line.”

“That’s a coincidence.”

“It is four coincidences and a piece of chalk.” She drank her coffee. “I am going to say the rest of it and then I am going to go, because I have got a bulletin at nine and because I have decided something about you.

“I have been doing this for fourteen years. In that time I have interviewed a few thousand people who wanted very badly to be on television, and about forty who did not, and the forty are the entire reason I still do the job.

“You are not going to tell me. That is fine. What I want you to understand is that I have got about six things now, and none of them is enough on its own, and in a year or two years I will have twenty of them, and at some point I am going to knock on a door with all of it in a folder and ask you again, and on that day you are going to have to decide something.”

“That’s fair.”

“It is extremely fair and most people in my trade would not have told you,” said Corrine Adjei. “Also, off the record and not for anything, and I would like an answer to this one.”

“Go on.”

“The small one. The redhead in the corridor.” She looked at me over the cup. “Did anybody at that Bureau ever write anything down about the list she has been carrying round in her jacket for two years?”

“No.”

“Right,” she said, and put the cup in the bin, and went and did the nine o’clock.

Ivet Krall did my card at twenty to eight on the Monday morning, before the assay office was supposed to be open at all.

She had the two assessors’ sheets from the morning session on the counter, face up, squared off with the edge.

“Ninety-four seconds,” she said. “Seven kilos on the load cell.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I have had the rig sheet on this counter since seven o’clock and I have read it four times, and I have telephoned the assessor twice, because I did not believe the second column.” She had her glasses up on her head. “Seven kilos is a knee.”

“It’s a knee.”

“And the knee is your fault.”

“The knee is entirely my fault, ma’am, I went right and I should have gone left.”

“You should have gone left,” Krall agreed, “and if you had gone left you would have posted the first zero in the history of that rig, and I would have had to stand in this office and think about what that means, and I am very glad you went right.”

She had a blank card out already. It had been sitting squared to the edge of the counter since before I came through the door, and I did not notice that until afterwards.

“Now. I am going to say the tedious part and you are going to let me, because it is the only part I get to be proud of.

“A Grade changes in exactly two ways. A public Trial, physical, timed, rated, in front of assessors and a paying crowd. Or a witnessed sanctioned call-out where the recorded performance exceeds the standing number.

“There is no third way, Mr Vargo. There has never been a third way. And on Sunday afternoon a great many things happened in that hall which were extraordinary and which are going to be argued about in this building for years, and not one of them changes anybody’s letter, because none of it was on the card.”

“I know.”

“You know, and you are the only person who has come through that door this morning who does.” She uncapped the fountain pen. “So. This is for ninety-four seconds at nine o’clock in front of a hundred and eighty people, most of whom were somebody’s mother, and it is a rated D-grade task run to completion with the lowest load cell reading in fifty-five years, and that is a Grade and it is yours and it has nothing whatever to do with the afternoon and nothing whatever to do with anybody else in this building.”

She wrote it by hand, the letter first and the name after, and blotted it, and then turned it round on the counter so that it was facing me, and did not pick it up.

“Take it.”

I took it.

“Vargo, Emmett. Grade D.”

She said it at ordinary speaking volume, across a counter, to a room containing me, a fountain pen and a man from the property office who had come in for a form and had stopped where he was.

Twenty to eight in the morning, before anybody in that building had a coat off, I stood there with a piece of card in my hand and both my ribs strapped and could not get a single word out. After a while she sat back down and started winding paper tape onto a spool to give me somewhere to look.

“Two letters off the bottom,” she said, to the spool. “It changes your pay band by two hundred and forty dollars, and it means dispatch may now send you to a great many places that will try to kill you, and you will go to all of them, because you are that sort of man and I have been assaying that sort of man for thirty years.”

“Thanks.”

“And do not put it in a back pocket. I have re-issued four cards this year to men who sat on them.”

They changed the board at half past twelve.

She took my old card out of the E column and put the new one in the D column, and about ninety people watched her do it, which is roughly eighty-nine more than usually watch anybody’s card get moved.

Then she stepped back and stood there and let people look, which she does every time and which I had never noticed before.

Renata went and looked at her own.

DUARTE, R. GRADE B. Third card down in the B column, hand lettered, and the column has ten names in it, and it had nine for two years.

She stood in front of that case for a long time with her hands behind her back and both eyes still red from Sunday and her forearms wrapped, and about thirty people found something to do four feet away and did not do it, and she let them.

“There’s a smudge on it,” she said.

“There is not,” said Ivet Krall, without turning round.

“Krall.”

“There is not a smudge on that card, Miss Duarte, and you have used that joke before, and it was funny once.”

“It’s still funny.”

“It is marginally funny,” said Krall, “and I have written you a new one anyway because the first one had my thumb on the corner, and I did it at seven o’clock this morning and I have been waiting all day for somebody to notice.”

Nessa’s card is in the D column and it says DOHENEY, N.

That is not how she spells it.

It has an extra E in it, and Krall wrote it that way on the twenty-fourth of May off a registration form filled in by a woman who does not stop moving, and it has been wrong in a glass case in a public building since the day she got it.

Krall offered to redo it on the Monday. She offered twice, in front of people, and got quite firm about it the second time.

“It is misspelled.”

“I know it’s misspelled.”

“I will do you a new one in four minutes.”

“You will not,” said Nessa Doheny, from a chair, because she could not stand up for very long that week. “That one’s been up there since May. That one was up there before Sunday. If you put a new one in that case with the right letters on it, it’s a new card, and it’ll be a card that went up after, and I want the one that went up before.”

“Nobody will know the difference.”

“I’ll know the difference,” Nessa said, “and I am going to be looking at it for the next forty years, so you can leave it exactly where it is and go and do something useful.”

Ivet Krall, fifty-five years old, chief assayer, who has said about six hundred letters out loud in a concrete room and does not take instruction from anybody, stood there for a second and then said, “Very well,” and locked the case.

The debt came due on the Tuesday and it lasted three weeks.

Sunday night she slept in the medical room at the Yard because they would not let her go home with a strapped collarbone and a burn debt, and she argued about it for forty minutes and then went out like a light in the middle of the argument.

On Monday she slept eighteen hours. She woke at two in the afternoon and ate everything in the canteen that was not screwed down, and I am not exaggerating and neither is the woman on the till, who told Petrak about it and made him laugh, which almost never happens.

By Tuesday she was grey, hollow-eyed, both hands going so badly she could not do the buckle on her own boot, and she made me do it and narrated the whole thing.

“That’s the fourth thing today. Fourth thing I’ve needed doing. I did the counting in the medical room and I’ve got it on a bit of paper. Buckle. Kettle. Getting up off a chair, which I am not counting properly because I did get up off the chair, I just did it very badly. And the tin.”

“What tin?”

“There was a tin,” said Nessa Doheny, “and it is not important, and I do not want to talk about the tin.”

Wednesday and Thursday she could not do stairs.

Her flat is up two flights over a bike shop on Cadmus Row and there is no lift and there never has been, and on the Wednesday evening she got up seven steps and sat down on the eighth and put her head against the wall.

“Right,” she said. “This is the bit.”

“Which bit?”

“The bit where you carry me and I say something about it.”

So I carried her up two flights of stairs with two strapped ribs, and she narrated the entire journey.

“Mind the turn. Mind the. Your ribs are making a noise, do you know that? Your ribs are actually making a noise, that is not a thing ribs are supposed to do, and if we both go down these stairs it was your idea and I will be saying so from the bottom.”

“It was your idea.”

“It was my idea and I am retracting it. Left a bit. There’s a bike.”

“I can see the bike.”

“There is always a bike,” Nessa said, from about six inches away, with her good arm round my neck. “Fintan puts a bike there. He has a shop full of bikes and he puts one on the landing, and one of these days I am going to be well enough to say something about it and it is going to be a whole thing.”

She does not weigh a great deal and it was still the hardest two flights of my second life, and I got her to the top and put her down inside her own door, and she stood there for a second and did not let go of my neck.

“I hate this,” she said.

“I know.”

“I want you to know that I hate it, and that I am going to be unbearable about it for three weeks, and that this is what it costs, and I costed it out loud on a Tuesday at a canteen table because I wanted somebody in the world to hear the number before it happened instead of after.”

“Ninety seconds.”

“Ninety seconds,” she said, “and about four hundred people went out through a fire door that had not been opened since 1979, and I am going to think about that every single time I cannot do a buckle.”

Simone Beauvais was in the Yard medical room on the Tuesday afternoon with her right arm out of her sleeve and the shoulder wrapped from the collarbone to the elbow.

She did not look up when I came in. She was sitting on the table with her coils down and her shirt off the shoulder, and the surgical scar over the joint was in plain sight above the cold pack, the way it always is, because she has never covered it and has never drawn anybody’s attention to it. She had been crying at some point in the previous hour and had stopped, and neither of us mentioned either thing.

“Instructor.”

“Sit down before you fall down, your ribs are strapped and you are walking like a man carrying a tray.”

I sat down.

“I want to say a thing about Sunday,” I said.

“No.”

“Simone.”

“I am going to say it, because you will do it badly.” She shifted the cold pack. “You want to thank me for the pressure drop.”

“Yes.”

“You are welcome, it took four seconds, and it has cost me a fortnight.” She put her head back against the wall. “Do you know what Barometer actually is, mechanically? It is not a power that does anything. It moves air about. In thirteen years as a field lead I used it to stop a fire drawing, to keep a smoke layer up off a corridor for ninety seconds, and once, memorably, to put out a candle at my sister’s wedding, which cost me a friendship.

“On Sunday afternoon I dropped the pressure in a shed a hundred and eighty feet by ninety by about as much as you get going down a mine, in four seconds, from a gallery, and I have not done anything of that size since my first years in the field, more than a decade ago, and I did not know whether I could.”

“Your nose was bleeding.”

“My nose bleeds. It has always bled. It bleeds and I say something about the weather and everybody at this Yard has been letting me get away with it for six years.” She looked at the ceiling. “What I did on Sunday was reach.

“You do not know what that word means because you have not spent eight years building a technique so that you never have to. I have not reached above the height of my own shoulder since the day that shoulder went. It is not that it hurts, although it does. It is that I built a way of being a person that does not include it, and I built it so well that I forgot I had built it, and I have been standing on drill floors telling forty children a year to read the seam and never once looking at my own.”

“Simone.”

“And on Sunday I reached,” she said. “And it worked, and it cost me a fortnight of not being able to lift a kettle, and the thing that has kept me awake since Sunday night is not the shoulder.”

She turned her head and looked at me.

“It is that it worked, and I am forty hours into wondering what else would have.”

I did not say anything. I had learned that much.

“There was a plank,” she said.

“Instructor?”

“On my drill floor. The seventh of April. Twelve feet of scaffold board came off the third lift over Marchetti’s head and stopped dead in the air on its end, and I was standing by the gable wall with a clipboard, and I watched exactly where your hand was.” She did not look at me. “I have not said one word about it to anybody in ten weeks. Not to Petrak, not to Krall, not to you. I would like you to understand that the silence was a decision and not an oversight.”

“Why didn’t you ask?”

“Because you would have lied to me,” said Simone Beauvais, “and I would rather have the plank.”

“Right.”

“Do not say the number,” she said.

“I wasn’t going to.”

“You were about to. Your mouth was doing it.” She shifted the cold pack an inch with her left hand, which took her a moment. “I told you in a corridor on the eighth of May to drop it, and I have thought about that conversation more times than I am going to admit to in a medical room, and I have not changed my mind about any of it, and I want to be extremely clear that I am not asking you a question this afternoon.”

“Understood.”

“Good.” She got herself off the table one handed, which took a while, and picked her jacket up. “However.”

“Instructor.”

“If you ever have the nerve to say that number to me again,” said Simone Beauvais, “say it on a Tuesday. When I am not working.”

And she walked out, turning her whole body at the doorframe instead of her neck, which she has done in front of me forty times and which I did not understand until April.

I stayed where I was on the table for a while after that and looked at my right hand.

The middle two fingers come up about half an inch short of the palm and stop. They were not doing that on the Saturday. They started doing it at thirteen minutes and fifty seconds past two on Sunday afternoon, on a man’s back, with a hundred and ninety pounds of him and four surfaces of other people going in four directions under the skin of it, and the Bureau doctor who looked at it a fortnight later said the word set, and then stopped, and chose a different one, and I did not write either of them down.

What I have done about it since is nothing.

I have not gone back to Cadmus Street, because a woman there asked me politely not to. I have not told Renata what shape the hand is. I have told myself twice that six weeks in a moulded trough is six weeks I have not got, which is the same sentence a very good field lead said to herself about a shoulder eight years ago, in a slightly different accent, and it worked so well on her that she forgot she had said it.

When it comes due, I do not get to be surprised.

Talei Fonoti was in the motor pool on the Wednesday morning with her kit over her shoulder, going back to the docks.

There is a dent in the lintel of the assay bay’s east gate about four millimetres deep and nine inches long, and it is still there, and there is a plate on the wall next to it now with her name on it that she is extremely embarrassed about.

“Little man.”

“Talei.”

“Your ribs.”

“Two.”

“Mm.” She put the kit down. “I have three cracked and a thing in my knee, and I have decided to be pleased about all of it, because I have been a heavy rescue specialist for nine years and I have never in my life been hit by anything that was trying.”

“You held the doorway.”

“I held the doorway for twelve minutes, except for the few seconds it took to knock him off Vargo,” Talei agreed, “and about two hundred people went past me, and I want to say that I enjoyed it, and I know exactly how that sounds.”

Then she stood there for a second.

“I am going to ask you the thing now,” she said.

“Go on.”

“The fourth of May. On the Iron Line, on a girder, half past eight at night, and I put my hand out for a pull and you took it, and then you turned round and picked up a hose and told me you were getting it back on a truck.” She was looking straight down at me and there was no amusement in her face at all. “You held your face very still. I said so at the time. I have been turning it over for six weeks and I have decided that I am the sort of person who asks.”

So I told her.

I told her in about ninety seconds, standing in a motor pool on a Wednesday morning, because a woman had asked me a straight question and because I had made a rule on a fire escape at three in the morning with a coffee tin, and the rule was that I do not get to decide what somebody can carry.

I told her that when I anchor a person I feel exactly how hard they push back, and that it is a number and nothing else, and that it is not thoughts and not feelings and not the future.

And then I said the number.

Talei Fonoti stood in the motor pool at Franklin Yard and did not say anything at all for a good five seconds, which from a woman with a laugh you can hear two floors down is an extremely long time.

“That is not a B,” she said.

“No.”

“I am insured at B. I have been insured at B for nine years and I have been told, by four separate people I trusted, that B is what I have, and one of them was a man who has been very good to me and who sat in my mother’s front room.”

“I know.”

“And you have known this since the fourth of May.”

“Yes.”

“Six weeks.”

“Six weeks, and I am not going to give you a reason for that,” I said, “because there is not a good one, and I have had that conversation once already this month and it was the worst night of my life.”

Talei looked at me for a while longer.

Then she picked her kit up and swung it onto her shoulder, and then she said the two words I have turned over more than anything else anybody said to me in June.

“Not yet.”

“Talei.”

“I am not saying no.” She was entirely serious and entirely calm. “I am saying not yet. I have avoided finding this out for nine years, which is not like me, and I know it is not like me, and I have known it was not like me the entire time, and that is a thing I am going to have to sit down with on my own for a while.”

“That’s fair.”

“It is completely fair and I do not need you to tell me it is fair,” she said, and then the laugh came back into her face. “Also I have three cracked ribs and I would like to find out what I am when I can breathe. Get out of the way, little man, that is my truck.”

Gareth Bracken lost one woman and kept the other ninety.

Renata walked into his freight-building office on the twenty-second with the bare square still on her rig. She came out eleven minutes later carrying the framed photograph he had bought for her mother and nothing with his name on it. He did not send anybody after her. He had spent eighteen years teaching himself to accept a number once it moved against him.

Her re-rate had already cost him more in three weeks than I will earn in four years. The remaining ninety responders kept working his sites, every one of them still priced off a letter that came off a plate.

I saw him myself that same Wednesday, the twenty-second, across Iron Line Road, outside the chemist.

He was standing on the pavement in the charcoal coat with the collar flat, waiting while Reems brought the car round, and he saw me on the other side of the road at a distance of about forty feet.

He raised one hand.

Not a wave. He put a hand up at about chest height, a greeting for somebody you know, and held it there for about a second, and then the car came and he got into it and it went off up the road toward the river.

That was the beat and that was the man, and I stood on a pavement outside a chemist with two strapped ribs and a D in my chest pocket and understood that I was going to be doing this with him for a very long time.

Sunday the nineteenth, three days before any of that.

Nessa turned up at my room at half past two in the afternoon, which she was not supposed to do, because she was supposed to be lying down at her mother’s.

She came up the stairs one at a time with her good hand on the rail and arrived at the door out of breath and furious about being out of breath, with her collarbone strapped under a cut-off sweatshirt and her tag on the outside of it and an entire bag of shopping in her working hand.

“Right,” she said. “Where is she?”

“She’s asleep.”

“It’s half two in the afternoon.”

“She did nine hours on the Stack yesterday and she’s a woman who slept eleven hours once in her life and thought it was a religious experience.”

“Well, wake her up,” said Nessa Doheny, “because I have come across this city on two buses with one arm and I have a plan.”

Renata was awake by then, because you cannot sleep through Nessa arriving anywhere, and she came out of my room barefoot in a shirt she had done up wrong, with one side of her face still marked by the pillow.

“What plan?”

“I’ve got an agenda.”

“You’ve got a bag of chips.”

“I have got a bag of chips and an agenda,” Nessa said, “and the chips are for afterwards, and I want to state at the top that I am medically incapable of participating and that this is going to be extremely annoying for me and that I have made my peace with it.”

She put the bag down and got the one chair, and pulled it round to face the bed, and sat down in it.

Then she looked at both of us.

“Sit.”

“Nessa.”

“I am doing this from a chair,” she said, “with one arm, and I have thought about it the whole way here on the eleven, and I want everybody to understand that this is my afternoon and I am running it.”

Renata went red from the collarbones up and said, “Oh, God.”

“You can say no.”

“I’m not saying no.”

“Say something, then, because I am not going to sit here in a chair like a woman at a bus stop while everybody is polite at each other.”

“I’m not saying no,” Renata said, again, and sat down on the edge of the bed, and looked at the floor, and then looked up. “I want to know what the plan is first.”

“The plan is that I tell him what to do to you,” said Nessa, “and he does it.”

There was a pause.

“Right,” Renata said.

It was a warm Sunday afternoon in the middle of June with the window open, and there was a radio on in the next room playing something with brass in it, and the whole thing took about an hour and a half, and it was the most ridiculous and the most comfortable afternoon of the entire spring.

It started badly, because Renata could not stop laughing.

“I can’t.”

“You are not taking this seriously.”

“I am not able to take this seriously, Nessa, you are sitting in a chair in a strap with a bag of chips.”

“The chips are for afterwards.”

“You’ve got one hand.”

“I have got one hand and a very great deal to say,” said Nessa Doheny, “and if you laugh at me one more time I am going to describe, at length and in detail, what you said in my flat on the sixth of June while you were sitting on that same kind of chair, and I have been holding it back for thirteen days out of pure charity.”

Renata stopped laughing.

“You would not.”

“Sit up.”

She sat up.

Renata’s laugh stopped. Her fists tightened in the sheet when Nessa leaned forward in the chair.

“Tell him,” Nessa said.

“You said you had a plan.”

“I do. The plan is you ask. I’ve watched you go red and wait for him to read your mind since May, and today you are going to save us all the time.”

Renata went the colour Nessa had named. Then she turned to me.

“I want you on your knees between mine,” she said. “I want your mouth first. I want you to make me wait when I try to rush you, and I want to be allowed to change my mind about any of that halfway through.”

“Good,” I said. “Lie back.”

Nessa pointed at her with one working finger. “That. That is the whole afternoon.”

Renata lay back with her hands above the pillow, open and visible. I spread her thighs and made her keep them open under her own strength while I kissed the bruises along the inside of one before putting my mouth on her pussy.

She tried to close around my head inside thirty seconds.

“Keep them open,” I said.

Her thighs trembled and obeyed.

Nessa saw the difference immediately. “Oh, that’s better. She’s holding herself where you told her.”

“I can hear you,” Renata said.

“Good. Ask him for the next thing.”

Renata got one hand into my hair, then opened it against the pillow. “Slower. Stay on my clit and use your fingers. Two.”

I gave her two and curled them deep. Her hips rose off the mattress.

“Down,” I said.

She put them down herself.

“She’s close,” Nessa said.

“I know.”

“I was telling her.”

Renata laughed and lost the laugh when I flattened my tongue over her clit.

“Tell us,” Nessa said. “No hiding in that noise.”

“I’m close,” Renata said. “Don’t let me have it yet.”

I stopped my fingers and kept my mouth barely moving.

Her hands fisted in the pillow, but she held her thighs open because I had told her to and because she had asked me to make her keep them there.

“Please,” she said after half a minute.

“Please what?”

“Make me come. Keep my hips down and make me come with your mouth.”

I took her hips in both hands, supporting the position she held instead of taking it away from her, and drove two fingers deep again.

Nessa left the chair only when I nodded. She crossed the room carefully, grey under the freckles, and sat at the edge of the bed with her good hand flat and low on Renata’s stomach, over the muscle that tightens before every contraction.

“Here,” Nessa said. “I’m here.”

Renata looked between us while I gave her exactly what she had asked for, and she was already too loud for a Sunday afternoon in a building with thirty-nine other rooms in it.

“There’s people on this landing,” Nessa said, delighted about it.

“I don’t care.”

“You will on Tuesday.” Nessa moved her hand up off the stomach and put it over Renata’s mouth, palm flat, and held it there. “Go on. You’re all right. I’ve got you.”

Renata’s eyes went wide over the top of that small freckled hand, and then they closed, and her whole body did the thing it does when somebody takes the holding off her.

Her orgasm came hard. Her pussy clamped around my fingers in deep pulses while her hips pressed into my hands and her thighs shook open instead of closing. Everything she was shouting went into Nessa’s palm and came out of that room as nothing at all, and she bit it, once, exactly the way she once bit mine, and Nessa said, “Ow. Rude. Keep going,” and did not take her hand away until the last contraction let go.

I kept my tongue on Renata’s clit through the aftershocks. When she finally pushed at my shoulder, I stopped at once.

“That,” Nessa said softly, “was a very good ask.”

“I hate you,” Renata said, wrecked and smiling.

“No you don’t.”

Nessa started to say something.

“Enough,” I said.

Both of them looked at me.

“My turn.”

Nessa’s mouth shut. Renata rolled onto one elbow, hair across her face, still pink from her breasts to her throat.

“Tell me,” she said.

I got off the bed and stood between her knees. Then I put my good hand into her hair, gathered the whole ruined mass behind her head and brought her to the edge of the mattress.

“On your knees.”

She went down onto the floor between my feet without looking away. Nessa settled back in the chair with the strap tight across her collarbone and her working hand curled around the edge of the seat. She was breathing harder from the walk across the room than Renata was from coming, and for once she had the sense to stay where I had put her.

Renata opened my trousers with fingers that still shook. She freed my cock, looked up once through the loose fall of her hair and put her mouth around me.

There was nothing performative in the way she did it. That belonged to Nessa. Renata’s mouth was hot and greedy and a little clumsy from the position, one hand around the base and the other braced on my thigh. She took what she could, came off for a breath and went straight back down.

“Slow,” I said.

She slowed.

Nessa made a frustrated sound from the chair.

“You stay there.”

“I am staying here. I have one useful arm and I’ve used it.”

“Then watch.”

That silenced her for perhaps two seconds.

Renata looked sideways at Nessa while my cock was still in her mouth. The sight of her doing exactly what I told her, flushed and wrecked on her knees while Nessa watched from the chair, pulled something tight through my stomach.

I closed my fist in her hair and set the pace. Short strokes at first, then deeper when her hand tightened on my thigh and she made it clear she wanted them. She took me until her eyes watered, pulled back just enough to breathe, and used her tongue along the underside while her hand worked what her mouth could not reach.

“That’s it,” I said. “Keep your eyes up.”

She did. Amber-brown eyes with the dark ring fixed on mine, mouth stretched around my cock, one hand open on my leg.

Nessa leaned forward by instinct and pain caught her. She stopped with a hiss and sat back, grey under the freckles.

“Chair,” I told her.

“Still in it. Furious about it.”

Renata made a laugh around me that nearly finished me by itself.

“Don’t stop.”

She didn’t. I held her head where I wanted it and fucked her mouth through the last dozen strokes, controlled and hard enough that every breath came wet around my cock. Her free hand slid around my hip, not steering, simply holding on.

“I’m going to come. Take it.”

She made a low sound and opened for me.

I came in her mouth with my fist tight in her hair, the first pulse hard enough to make her close her eyes before she remembered the order and opened them again. She swallowed around the next, then the next, her throat working while my cock jerked over her tongue. A little ran from the corner of her mouth onto her chin. She kept me there through the last pulse and cleaned it with her thumb when I let her pull back.

Nessa watched the whole finish from the chair, one arm strapped and both boots planted, and said nothing until Renata sat back on her heels.

“Right,” she said. “For the record, I was going to suggest exactly that.”

Afterwards there was a period of about ten minutes in which everybody argued about who had been in charge.

“That was me.”

“That was absolutely not you, you were in a chair.”

“I was directing.”

“You were commentating,” Renata said, face down, in a voice about two thirds gone. “There’s a difference and you were doing the other one.”

“I told him to slow down.”

“He’d already slowed down.”

“He had NOT already.”

“I had already,” I said.

“You are an interested party and I am discounting your evidence,” said Nessa, “and I would like to hear from the room.”

And Renata Duarte turned her head sideways on the pillow, with her hair completely destroyed and her thighs still trembling, and said the thing that ended it.

“You’re not a guest here.”

Nessa stopped.

“What?”

“You’re not a guest.” Renata pushed herself up on one elbow. “You’ve been doing this since May. Coming round with a bag. Producing things. Engineering it so somebody asks you, so you never have to be the one who. Nessa, you got on two buses today with a broken collarbone and a bag of chips, and you did it because you have decided you have to bring something every time or you might not be let in.”

Nessa did not say anything.

“You are not a guest in this,” Renata said. “You do not have to earn Sunday. You can turn up with nothing at all and get into the bed and go to sleep and that is allowed, and I am saying it out loud because you will not, and because I have watched you do it for a month and it has been driving me mad.”

Nessa Doheny went completely silent.

That is the second time, and it is the last one. She sat on the edge of a Bureau single bed in a room ten feet by eight with one arm strapped to her chest and her mouth open and did not say one word for nine seconds, and her eyes were streaming, and she was absolutely furious about it, and she did not do a single thing about either.

Then she said, “Right,” in a voice about four sizes too small.

And then, immediately, at full volume: “Well, I’ve brought chips and I am not taking them home.”

They were cold. We ate them anyway, all three of us, on a narrow bed at four in the afternoon with the window open and the radio going in the next room.

Nessa went to sleep across the bottom of the bed with her head on Renata’s calf inside about five minutes, which is what she does, and Renata fell asleep about a minute after her with one arm hanging off the edge, and I sat up against the wall with two strapped ribs and a plastic sleeve on the back of the chair with a D in it.

Somebody’s radio went on playing next door until about six.


Chapter 26: What the Case Holds

I picked the exercise book up off the floor of the Trials hall at about twenty past two on the twelfth of June and put it inside my coveralls, and nobody saw me do it and nobody ever asked me for it.

I have thought about that a great deal. There were seven hundred and forty people in that building and three cameras and a hole in the floor and about a dozen officials arriving from three directions, and a schoolboy exercise book with a rubber band round it lay open in the dust at the edge of the plate for six minutes and not one person in Dunmore went and picked it up.

Nobody was hiding it and nobody was careless. It looked like nothing, in a dusty hall, at the edge of a hole, the same way the man himself had looked like nothing for six years.

I read it on the Tuesday night, alone, in my room, with the door shut, and it took me two hours and forty minutes, and there is no describing properly what it does to you.

It is a school exercise book. It cost about fifteen cents. The front says NAME and SUBJECT and CLASS on ruled boxes and all three boxes are empty. The paper is feint-ruled with a margin, and he had used the margin.

Two columns.

The left-hand one is narrow, in the margin space, and it is a tally.

The right-hand one is everything else.

The Herald printed what was in that book nine days later because Nessa Doheny copied every name by hand before the original left her flat.

Thirty-one names in the left-hand column.

Each one with a date, and a letter, and a certification number where there was one, and a tick.

The tick is the worst thing in it. He put a tick beside each one after he had confirmed it, which is to say after he had read the tag, and the ticks are in a different pencil from the names on about a third of them, which means he went back and did them later, which means he was checking his own work.

Four of those thirty-one were ever on the board.

Four. Out of thirty-one. There is a Grade C from the eastern district in year two, a Grade D who worked the docks in year four, a Grade C who I do not know anything about at all, and Desmond Marchetti, twenty-five, Grade C, the tenth of June, at the bottom of the page, with the ink four days old and the tick already on it.

The other twenty-seven are fighters.

They have no letters. There is a blank space where the letter goes on every one of them, and instead of a certification number he wrote a place: a bus garage, a pool hall, a meat cooler, a room over a bar on the eastern side, a name I did not recognise which turned out to be a scrapyard.

He was scrupulous about the blank. He did not guess. Twenty-seven times he wrote a name and a date and a place and left the letter column empty and did not put a tick beside any of them.

They did not count.

That is the thing I sat in a room with for two hours and forty minutes. Twenty-seven people, over six years, in the worst rooms in this city, in front of witnesses, and he took them anyway and wrote them down anyway, and every single one of those twenty-seven entries is unticked, because there was no card to read, because they were not on anything, because you cannot verify a person who is not on a list.

He killed them for nothing. He got no increment. He knew he would get no increment, because he wrote the blank himself before he did it.

I do not know why he did it and I never will, and the honest answer, the one I have come round to over a very long time, is that he was practising. Or tidying. Or that after a while you do not need a reason for the thing you do.

The right-hand column is worse and it is longer.

It is a list of people he had not taken yet, with their letters, verified, in his own hand.

Ninety-four names.

I went through it with a pen and a piece of paper and I worked out the order in about forty minutes and the order is not by letter and it is not alphabetical and it is not by district.

It is by the date he verified them.

And beside about sixty of them, instead of a place, he had written four words.

FRANKLIN YARD. FRONT DOORS.

The Grade board is in a case under glass by the front doors of Franklin Yard. Six columns, painted on the glass in white, hand-lettered cards in slots, name on the left and the letter on the right.

The building is open to the public between eight in the morning and six at night, because it is a municipal response bureau in a city of two million people and members of the public come in to report things and ask about jobs and collect their nephews.

You walk in off the street. You stand in a lobby. You read a case.

He had been doing it for six years.

Two entries stopped me cold.

DUARTE, R. B. FRANKLIN YARD, FRONT DOORS. 24 MAY.

DOHENEY, N. D. FRANKLIN YARD, FRONT DOORS. 24 MAY.

The twenty-fourth of May is the day Ivet Krall changed the board by hand in front of ninety people, and the day a woman in a cut-off sweatshirt stood at a desk in that lobby for nineteen minutes and paid eight dollars to exist.

Same day. Same case. Two cards, one moved and one added, four feet apart under the same sheet of glass.

I put both of them on that page, and no reason I gave myself could soften it.

One of those was a plan. I did it on purpose over five days with a bus fare and a favour from a fat man with a clipboard, and I would do it again, and I did it with my eyes open and I told her every part of it in her kitchen with the cereal box on the counter.

The other one was a kindness. I sat in that same kitchen and made an argument to a twenty-four-year-old about pay bands and insurance and a death benefit and a file with her name in it, because in another version of the world she dies on a basement floor at twenty-six and nobody writes it down.

And the notebook does not distinguish between them.

There is no column in it for why. There is a name, a letter, a place, and a date, and a bookkeeper’s hand, and the two entries are identical, and they were made on the same afternoon by a man who had walked in off the street.

One more entry sat six pages earlier, in the same hand and pencil.

ANTIC, M. B. FRANKLIN YARD, FRONT DOORS. 11 APRIL.

Mirela Antic was on that page from the eleventh of April, which is seven days after I woke up in a plastic chair, and about two days before I first stood in front of that case in the dark with my hands in my pockets doing sums.

I had a date and a district and a name in a drugstore notebook and I burned the district myself and spent eight days walking round Halvers Point telling a woman on Dock Road to be careful, and the whole time the answer to where was in a lobby I walked through four times a day.

I gave the exercise book to Nessa on the Wednesday.

It was the only original record of thirty-one deaths, and twenty-seven of the dead belonged to rooms she knew better than anybody at Franklin Yard. She could put faces to nine names before she reached the bottom of the first page. She knew which men at the Rung would recognise the places and dates, and she would start that night with a strapped collarbone if I put the book in her hand.

So I did. We preserved the names before the original went anywhere else. I have never regretted a decision less.

She read it on the mattress in her flat above the bike shop with her collarbone strapped, for four hours, and she did not talk the entire time, which is the longest she has ever gone in front of me by a factor of about ten.

Then she went down the list with her finger, from the top, and found the ones she knew.

All nine of hers were in it, and what the book gave her was not the names. She had the names. She has had the names for two years and could say them in the dark.

What the book gave her was everything the flyer had never had room for. Vaso has a surname in there, spelled out in full in a schoolboy hand, and she read it three times and then said it out loud once, badly, and asked me if that was how you said it, and I did not know either. Cathal Byrne is not in the west with his cousin. Cathal Byrne is a date in November with a scrapyard beside it, four hundred yards from where she was fighting that same week. Every one of the nine has a day and a place against it now, and none of that had existed anywhere in this city an hour earlier.

“He’s got where,” she said. “He’s got where and when. I had a month and a maybe.”

She did not cry. I had expected her to and had got myself ready for it, and it did not happen at any point that week.

She got furious instead, and stayed furious, and it is not the loud kind. It came out as an enormous, cold, methodical patience that I had never seen in her before and which is going to be the making of her.

The first thing she did was go and buy paper.

Not a notebook. Loose paper, lined, the kind you get in a pad of two hundred sheets for twenty cents, and she sat at the counter in that flat with her arm in a strap and copied the whole thing out by hand, in her own writing, one name to a line.

It took her two days because she could only write for about twenty minutes at a stretch.

“Why not photocopy it?”

“Because a photocopy is his,” Nessa said, without looking up. “That’s his handwriting and that’s his book and that’s his ticks, and all twenty-seven of them have been sitting in a fella’s coat pocket in the Stack for six years being nothing. They’re not going to be in his handwriting when they come out.”

“Nessa.”

“They’re going to be in mine.”

She got Doc Sallis on the Thursday.

He came up the stairs at eight at night with his bag out of habit and his reading glasses in his top pocket, and he sat down on the one chair and put the exercise book on his knee, and he read the twenty-seven unticked names with a cigarette in the corner of his mouth that he never lit.

Sixty-one years old. Unlicensed. No power. He has stitched fighters for cash in this city for thirty years and knows everybody’s real numbers and has never once written any of them down.

He identified eleven more than she had.

He got four by name. The other seven he got by the place and the date, because he could tell you who was on Odom’s card at a bus garage in November three years ago and who had come off it with a face he did not like the look of, and because he has a memory for faces that is the closest thing to a filing system twenty-seven people ever had.

“Trallis,” he said, at one point, tapping the page. “That’s Dennis Trallis. He is written down there as Denny and he never told anybody his first name because he hated it. He fought about six times. He had a girl.”

And then he stopped for a while.

“Twenty-seven,” he said. “Six years.”

“Yeah.”

“I have said that sentence to a few hundred people,” said Doc Sallis. “The ones on the board get counted and the rest of them just stop coming in. I have said it in every wet room in this city and I have said it to you, and I have said it the way a man says a thing he has decided is true and is not going to do anything about.”

He gave the book back.

“I was not wrong,” he said. “That is the part I am going to be thinking about. I was not wrong. I was right for six years, out loud, to everybody, and being right was the entire content of it.”

Ivo Petrak read Nessa’s copied list on the Monday morning, the twentieth of June, standing in the corridor outside dispatch with his cap under his arm.

It is four sheets of lined paper in a woman’s small crabbed handwriting, one name to a line, with a date and a place, and at the top of the first sheet she had written, because she is who she is:

THESE ARE THE ONES THAT WERE NOT COUNTED. THIRTY-ONE.

He read all four pages standing up. It took him about six minutes and he did not say one word during any of it.

Then he handed it back to her and said, “May I have a copy.”

“That is a copy.”

“May I have that one.”

“You can have that one,” said Nessa, “and I will do another one, and I am going to keep doing them for as long as anybody keeps asking.”

Petrak folded it in half and put it inside his tunic and walked down the corridor to the front doors.

The case with the Grade board in it is a wooden frame about seven feet by four with a glass front and a lock on it, and the key hangs on a hook in the front desk drawer, and for as long as anybody in that building can remember the only thing that has ever been inside it is letters.

He took the key. He opened the case. He unfolded four sheets of lined paper and he pinned them, one at a time, along the inside of the case, down the right-hand side, next to the F column, using drawing pins out of the front desk drawer.

Then he shut it and locked it and put the key back on the hook and went to run intake.

By lunchtime about forty people stood in the lobby reading the list. Parents put fingers to the glass beside names. Responders brought other responders down from the canteen. At half past five Corrine Adjei arrived with a cameraman and filmed the pages through the glass for twenty minutes.

The Herald ran all thirty-one on the twenty-first, on page one, with the four letters and the twenty-seven blanks. A newspaper column with twenty-seven empty spaces where the letter should have been.

The pages were still beside the board the next morning. Ivet Krall changed two Grade cards that week and worked around them. They have stayed there ever since.

The fourteenth of June was a Tuesday and I went to Dock Road.

There was no reason to. The man in my notebook had been dead since Sunday afternoon, and I had been standing at the edge of a hole in a floor, and I had seen what came out of it.

I went anyway, on the eleven bus, with two strapped ribs, and stood at the end of the road at about half past ten in the morning.

Mirela Antic was in the middle of it holding up one end of a length of universal beam while two men bolted a plate onto it.

“You’ll want to stand a bit further back,” she said.

“I’m all right.”

“You are all right, and if I let go of this you are jam.” Then she looked round properly and recognised me. “Oh. It’s you. The fella with the hand.”

“That’s me.”

“You said the fourteenth.”

“I did.”

“Well,” said Mirela Antic, forty-one, Grade B, twenty-two years on sites, “it is the fourteenth, and I am on Dock Road, and there are nine bolts left, so either you were wrong or you were extremely good at something, and I have watched the news four times this week and I am not going to ask you which.”

They dropped the beam. The road bounced.

“Go home, son,” she said. “You look like a bag of washing.”

Dez Marchetti’s Bureau tag was in the inside pocket of Bram Ostrowski’s jacket, on its chain, with three others.

I found that out on the Thursday from a man in the Yard’s own property office who did not know who I was and who told me the whole thing in about six sentences because I was in coveralls and he had been on since six.

The other three were from the tally. All four of them were the ones with letters. He had kept those four and no others, and I have never worked out whether that means anything or whether he simply put them in his pocket and then had nowhere to put them.

I asked for Dez’s. It took nine days to come back to me.

I took it across the river on the Sunday, the twenty-sixth of June.

His brother’s flat is over a bakery on the east side and you go up an outside stair, and there was a kitchen with a table in it and a high chair and a woman I had met once at the hospital and a baby who was asleep.

I gave him the tag.

I did not explain any of it. I had six versions of an explanation in my head on the bus and I had rehearsed all of them and I got into that kitchen and understood, in about two seconds, that every one of them was for me.

So I put a Bureau tag on a kitchen table and said, “That’s his. It was in the man’s pocket. I thought you’d want it and I’m sorry it took nine days.”

Dez’s brother picked it up and turned it over and read the number on the back.

Then he said, “Were you the one that wrote the thing?”

“What thing?”

“For the letter. The account. He came round here in June and he had it in his coat, the carbon, the yellow one, and he read it out at this table.” He was holding the tag in a closed hand. “He read the whole thing out and he was going on about it, about the weights being in it and the seconds, and he said the fella who wrote it knew exactly what he was doing.”

“That was me.”

“Right,” he said.

And that was all. He did not thank me and he did not blame me and he did not ask me one single question about the twelfth of June, and I sat in a kitchen for about twenty minutes with a cup of tea while a woman I did not know talked about a boiler, and then I went down the outside stair and got the bus home.

I have not been forgiven and I did not ask to be.

Hattie Braun came out of the intensive care unit on the ninth and went across the river to a rehabilitation ward.

I had not been to see her.

I knew the visiting hours. Twice I got as far as the bus and went somewhere else. She had lent me a pen on the third of June and complained about her sandwich for four minutes. I could remember the bread more easily than I could make myself cross the river.

Renata and I did the notebook on the roof at dusk on the Sunday, which was the twenty-sixth, and it was warm and the whole Stack was going orange underneath us.

Not the exercise book. Mine.

We counted it properly, out loud, with a pencil, which we had not done since the fire escape and the coffee tin.

Thirty-nine entries, written between the fourth of April and the twelfth of June.

Thirteen fully void and crossed out: nine burned in a coffee tin at three in the morning on the twelfth, and four more in the fortnight after it.

The first of the four is the fourteenth of June, which had already lost its district and its building on the sixth, and which I crossed out entirely on the fifteenth with a woman still on Dock Road shouting at two men about bolts.

The other three I would never have got without Bram Ostrowski’s handwriting.

There is an entry in my notebook dated the following January, four lines, about a man found on the eastern side on the weighbridge of a scrapyard on a Monday morning, which I have had in my head for eleven years as a thing that happened and which I could never connect to anything.

There is a place in the right-hand column of that exercise book which is a scrapyard on the eastern side.

He had verified a Grade C there on the ninth of May. It is on the page. The man was going to be alive for another eight months and then he was going to be a tick.

Then I put the two books side by side on my knee and went down that column line by line with a finger on each, which took an evening, and found two more.

A Grade D called Stefan Kozar, verified outside the depot on Dock Road on the second of April. He is four lines in my own book in the third week of November and I had written him down as a fall, because that is what the paper called it.

And the last one is a woman I have carried since the fourth of April with no name on her at all. THE END OF MARCH. A B OFF THE IRON LINE. NOBODY PRINTS WHO. Four column inches, no photograph, and I have never known anything about her except that a Grade B went off the Iron Line at Cadmus Row and the Herald did not think the name was worth the space.

She is in his right-hand column with a letter, a certification number, a place and a name.

So I wrote the name into my own notebook, above the entry, in block capitals, and then I crossed the entry out. That is the only time in either of my lives that I have added a name to a line while I was in the act of killing it.

MAEVE DORAN. GRADE B. NOT ANY MORE.

Three entries crossed out because a thing was not going to happen rather than because a thing already had, and they are the only three in that book.

Thirteen out of thirty-nine. That is exactly a third, and I checked it twice on a roof with a pencil, because it looked like a number somebody had tidied up.

“A third,” Renata said.

“Thirteen whole entries,” I said.

“In eleven weeks.”

“In eleven weeks and six days.”

She sat with her back against the parapet and her knees up and turned the pencil over.

“How do you feel about it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Emmett.”

“That’s the honest answer and I have been trying to make it into a better one for four days.” I had the notebook on my knee. “I am genuinely worse off than I was on the fourth of April. That is a fact and it can be counted and it is written down in ink on my own knee. I had thirty-nine entries and now thirteen of them are void, with much of the damage concentrated in the near-term map I could actually use.

“And there are twelve people in a school hall on Pettit Street and a woman on Dock Road and a lad with no eyebrows and four people out of a laundromat, and nine men out of a headhouse, and fourteen off a ballast train, and about two hundred through a fire door that had not been opened since 1979.

“And I would trade the whole notebook for any one of them, and I have said that now and it sounds like a line out of a film, and it is arithmetic, and it comes out the same way every time I run it.

“I am poorer and I am better off, and neither of those sentences cancels the other one, and I have stopped waiting for them to.”

Renata thought about that for a while.

“That’s not neat,” she said.

“No.”

“Good,” she said. “I don’t trust you when you’re neat.”

They came up at about nine.

Nessa came up the fire escape with her arm still strapped, one-handed, having been told four times not to, and Oskar Renn came up the stairs with a bag of cans he had bought with his first week’s money.

There were four of us on that roof, the city doing its orange thing beneath us while somebody two streets over had a barbecue.

Renata had come up in a soft old t-shirt with no shell over it and no tag on a chain, which I had seen perhaps six times in ten weeks. She set her boots down beside her and sat back against the parapet and put both legs out across the gravel. Bare feet, dust across the tops of them. The thighs doing what they do to a pair of jeans, and the line going in hard at the waist and coming straight back out again, and no braid in it any more, all that hair over one shoulder and down to the middle of her back.

I looked at her a good deal longer than a man ought to with two other people on a roof.

She caught me at it and said nothing. She held my eye until I was the one who looked away, then went back to arguing with Renn about lager.

Nessa, flat on the gravel with the strapped arm across her chest and her boots up on the housing of the extract fan, said, “He’s doing the face.”

“I know,” said Renata.

The cans were terrible. Renn had bought eight of them with his own money out of the cold cabinet at the cash trader on the corner and was extremely proud of it, and Renata got one look at hers and said it was still an improvement on the iced tea in the machine on the second floor.

“That is the worst thing I have ever put in my mouth,” Nessa said.

“That is a lager.”

“That is a lager that has been in that cabinet since about 1971 and it tastes of the cabinet.”

“You have been drinking out of a hose in a bus garage for six years.”

“The hose was cold,” said Nessa Doheny, “and the hose did not cost thirty cents.”

Renn had collected on the rota bet in the last week of certification and had not stopped mentioning it since.

“Four hundred and six,” he said, to nobody in particular, for about the fortieth time that spring. “He got to four hundred on the Wednesday and then he said it three times in one sentence about a tarpaulin and I had to leave the building.”

“You have told us.”

“I am going to tell my children,” said Oskar Renn.

“What was the bet?” Nessa said.

“Every time Petrak says the word rota. There was a running total on the wall by the payphone from the first Monday. I had money on him getting to four hundred by certification and Palfrey had money against, and Palfrey paid me in coins, because Palfrey is a small man.”

Renn wanted to know what an A actually is.

That is a thing that happens on roofs in this city and it happens two or three times a year, and it happened that night because somebody mentioned the board and because Renn is twenty-two and has been an E for ten weeks.

“There’s four in Dunmore, about ninety in the country,” Renata said. “An A means demonstrated output above two hundred and fifty. Somebody who posts four hundred and somebody who posts two hundred and sixty carry the same letter. Above A there is only a name and a count, and the count is three.”

Nessa, from the gravel, without opening her eyes: “That’s stupid.”

“It’s profitable,” Renata said. “Every wage, premium and call fee in Dunmore is priced against those six letters. The people buying B work at C prices are not going to volunteer a seventh.”

Renn thought about that for a while.

“That’s depressing,” he said.

“That’s Tuesday.”

“It’s Sunday.”

“It is Sunday,” Renata agreed, “and it is still Tuesday.”

Renn had got the job.

“Maintenance hand, Stack water plant, shift work, no experience necessary. Two ninety a week and there’s a canteen.” He was extremely pleased with himself and had been for a fortnight. “There’s a canteen, Vargo. I have never in my life worked anywhere with a canteen.”

“The food’s terrible.”

“You have not been there.”

“All canteens are terrible. It’s a law.”

“This one does a pie,” said Oskar Renn.

Nessa wanted to know whether he had to go in the water.

“There’s no water in the water plant.”

“There is definitely water in the water plant.”

“There’s water in it, obviously, there’s water in it, that is the entire.” He gave up. “I do not go in the water. I go in the gallery over the filter beds with a torch and I look at valves and I write down numbers off gauges, and once a shift I go down the tunnel and check a pressure line, and that’s the job, top to bottom, and I am going to be doing it for about forty years and I have never been happier.”

“When do you start properly?”

“I’ve started. I’m on days for a month and then it’s shifts.” He opened a can. “And they’ve brought the shutdown forward, so it’s going to be mental in August. They want it done and dusted before the winter.”

“What’s a shutdown?”

“You take the whole of number three offline and strip it. Filter beds, the digesters, the lot. It’s a fortnight of about ninety people crawling all over a thing that is normally full.” Renn was enjoying being the man who knew. “They were going to do it next spring and they’ve moved it. That’s why they took three of us. That’s why I got in, I’d never have got in for a spring shutdown, they’d have had their pick.”

“Why’d they move it?”

“Because the standby main under Farrier Row is carrying full pressure,” Renn said. “They can feed the Stack from that while number three is empty.”

I did not react. I sat on a gravel roof with a can in my hand and did not move a muscle in my face, and Renata glanced at me once and looked away.

“Wasn’t it always?” Nessa asked.

“Aye, but the works lads expected the Cormack wall to come down on it in May. They’d kept spring open in case they had to dig the main out all summer. Wall stayed up, pipe stayed dry, and now the plant can shut number three while the weather’s good.” He shrugged. “They shifted two pump crews and a crane into August. That’s why they needed hands.”

And that was it.

He said four sentences about a wall, a buried main and a crane, then went straight on to a story about a man at the plant who keeps a rabbit in the pump house, a story that is genuinely funny and that I did not hear one word of.

I went downstairs at about half eleven and sat on my bunk with the door shut and opened the notebook.

The entry is on page five, in the second batch, written on the ninth of April at a bus stop on Iron Line Road.

NEXT SPRING, MARCH? THE STACK. A MAN WHO GOES UP IN NINE DAYS. FOUR BLOCKS. SIMONE BEAUVAIS.

That is what I have got. That is what I have always had.

A responder closes his own Draw-to-Ceiling gap in nine days instead of nine years, which happens perhaps twice a decade and which nobody has ever survived sanely, and he takes four blocks of the Stack with him, and one of the people who goes into the middle of it is a drill instructor at Franklin Yard with a shoulder she should not be reaching above.

Four blocks. I stood a cordon on the edge of it for nineteen hours in a first life and I have the smell of it in the back of my throat now, eleven years early, sitting on a bunk.

And underneath the entry, in different ink, added in May: a name off the front of the Herald.

DOMINIC FRAYN.

Because that is how I know things. I do not see the fight, I never see the fight; I read the paper afterwards like everybody else in this city, and the paper said Dominic Frayn, thirty-one, a maintenance hand at the Stack water plant, and it said it took him nine days.

I sat on a bunk on the twenty-sixth of June and worked the chain forwards, in the other direction, which I had not had to do before.

In the world I came from, twelve people died in a boiler room at Cormack on the seventh of May. The rear wall fell across the service lane and ruptured the standby main under Farrier Row. The pipe was isolated. Pumps ran for weeks while shoring crews made the terrace safe enough for excavators to reach the break, and the Stack water plant could not empty number three while its backup feed lay broken under wet brick.

The repair swallowed the summer. The plant kept number three running through winter and moved the strip-down to March. They hired for that shutdown in the autumn. Dominic Frayn got a job at the Stack water plant in October, worked there through winter, and was on the crew when they opened number three in March. Something happened down there in the dark that I have never known one single thing about. It took him nine days, and it took four blocks of the Stack with him.

On the seventh of May I made a telephone call to a fire station from a payphone on the corner of Pettit Street.

The fire crews got there before the boiler went. The rear wall stayed on its footings and the main beneath the lane kept carrying pressure. The two excavators that would have spent summer at Cormack stayed on Croft Street and the other scheduled demolitions. The water plant could feed the Stack through the standby main, so it brought the number-three shutdown forward by seven months, shifted the crane and pump crews into August, and hired three maintenance hands in June. One of them was a twenty-two-year-old with no eyebrows who lost his flat in a fire that did not happen.

Dominic Frayn was not on that crew.

I checked. It took me two days and six dollars and a conversation with a man in a works office who thought I was looking for my cousin, and there were three new maintenance hands at the Stack water plant: Renn, Kowalik and a woman called Prosser.

Frayn was on a demolition gang at Halvers Point. The same intact lane and unbroken main that freed the Croft Street machine kept the district’s demolition work moving. He had been on the gang since the second week of May and would be there in August, four miles away, holding a lump hammer.

He is fine. He is going to stay fine. I have saved a man’s life by accident and I will never meet him and he will never know.

And in nine weeks, ninety people are going to crawl all over the inside of a stripped digester at the Stack water plant, and one of them is going to close a gap that takes other people nine years. I do not know which one. The people who never surfaced in the first timeline are blank to me, and every good change I make generates strangers.

Every step ran from my call at the payphone to the June hiring at the works office.

I turned to a clean page and wrote it out properly, in ink, in block capitals, the way I write the ones that matter.

28 AUGUST. STACK WATER PLANT. NUMBER THREE, STRIPPED. A MAN WHO GOES UP IN NINE DAYS. IDENTITY UNKNOWN. FOUR BLOCKS. NINE WEEKS.


Thanks for reading.

Leo Thornvale 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.

Leo Thornvale
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