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      Henri had never seen the communal laundry room so full, not even on Sunday evenings.

      On those worldly occasions, mindless rituals were performed to ensure clean clothing for the week ahead. The slight throbbing at his temples served as a reminder of an ill-spent Friday evening as he wondered what kind of cleansing ritual he and his neighbors had been herded together for on this Saturday morn.

      The condo association’s joyless team had spread out at sunrise, going door to door, knocking on all one hundred and fifty to extend a “good morning” to any who were unsure and to encourage all—roommates, children, overnight guests—to meet in the facilities building by ten thirty. Pets were to be left behind. And under no circumstances should anyone make any attempt to leave the premises of the condominium complex.

      Following instructions with a care for urgency but not much thought, Henri pulled on some old khaki shorts and a slightly cleaner T-shirt than the one he’d slept in. He slid his calloused feet into his Birkenstocks and locked his apartment’s front door behind him.

      Having made space for themselves in the center of the laundry room, each member of the condo board wielded a cordless mic, a necessary tool for crowd control. Small speakers had been arranged at strategic points around the room. Henri wondered whether they’d excite or calm, hoping for the latter. He figured the ideas, needs, and desires among his neighbors on how to spend a Saturday morning were varied, but none would have landed on spending the time in cramped, noisy laundry room.

      He’d gotten himself as close to the center as possible. Forget the speakers—he wanted no electronic interpretation, preferring to be close enough to read these people’s lips if necessary.

      Everyone who was coming to the room was there by ten. Those wise enough to arrive at least an hour early got the cushioned folding chairs; others sat on the cold steel chairs or made themselves comfortable on the floor. More than a few made do by hoisting themselves up onto the folding tables or the machines making up the rows of back-to-back washers and dryers. The room seemed to share the circumference of a high school’s gymnasium—a rich kid’s high school. The property’s building designers must’ve foreseen a time when everyone might need to do their laundry on the same day. Separate from and centered amid the condo buildings, it provided the best possible meeting room in the absence of a formal one.

      Even with so many people making generous contributions to the roar of casual conversations and speculations, much of the noise fell to a near hush when Jessie, the association manager, stood up, clutching a cordless microphone. A big-boned six-foot-three woman with a big blonde pompadour, she had a penchant for platform heels, tight jeans, revealing blouses, and tomato-red lipstick. She rarely had a problem drawing attention without saying a word—or maybe it was just Henri’s attention. Maybe the surrounding sounds of the natural world flushed away whenever his eyes landed on her. He couldn’t turn away, not even for a glance, as she raised the mic, bringing it to rest just inches from those plump red lips.

      “As you’ve all heard in the news,” Jessie said, “the local military units are staging war games all this week. I was informed late last night that activities will be passing through this area starting around noon and continuing on until sundown. We were asked to gather you all here. Barricades and checkpoints have been set up so that any of your neighbors or family members who were off-site will be prevented from returning to the grounds until all this is finished. We will be providing sandwiches, chips, and beverages in the hall. I trust you all know where the restrooms are.”

      She waved her arms in a flourish, as if to indicate they were practically in a forest of restrooms, before she retook her seat and leaned to whisper something to the salt-and-pepper-haired man next to her. Everyone else was left to stand and stretch, sit quietly, or talk among themselves. Some mumbled that they wished they’d brought books or tablets; others bowed their heads, devoting themselves to their smartphones.

      Henri didn’t worship his phone, and he wasn’t in the mood for conversing with anyone near him. Not that he was particularly asocial. He’d met and liked many of his closest neighbors, all of them in their thirties or forties and all of them committed bachelors, content bachelorettes, or cheerful divorcees who’d vowed to never walk down the aisle again. It was a good group; they often had interesting discussions in more relaxed environments. But Henri had nothing except questions today, the same questions the people around him kept asking one another.

      He’d no desire to contribute to the echo chamber.

      He hopped off the dryer and wound his way through the maze of machines, heading toward the association manager.

      Jessie had already left her seat and was standing near the entry to the hallway, surrounded by the other condo board members, all of them speaking in hushed tones. Each appeared worried about something. Henri couldn’t tell what. When their eyes fell on him, their lips stopped moving. One or two glared. Henri slowed but continued his approach.

      “Yes?” The man with salt-and-pepper hair addressed Henri when he breached the gathering’s comfort zone. Henri had never met him but recognized him as the guy who barked orders at the “green guys”—the folks in green jumpsuits whose jobs apparently entailed nothing other than tending to the property’s lawn and smoking another sort of grass while leaning against residents’ cars. No one ever referred to them as “maintenance” with a straight face.

      Henri ran his eyes over all of them before responding, hoping to engage with someone else. “I, uh, just wanted to ask what’s going on.”

      “Jessie already went over all that.” Gruff seemed to be Salt-and-Pepper’s consistent tone, indoors and out.

      “But I work six days a week,” Henri said, deepening his own voice. “Saturday is pretty much the only day I have to run errands, and I have a lot of them.”

      “You can run them tonight.”

      Henri’s brow furrowed. “A lot of places I need to go to will be closed by then.” He may not have immediately appeared so to the man with salt-and-pepper hair, or to anyone else, but Henri wasn’t easily intimidated. A man in his line of work couldn’t afford to be.

      Salt-and-Pepper perhaps felt the same. He stepped closer, narrowing his eyes as he asked, “What’s your name, son?” Six inches taller than Henri, the man perhaps hoped that closing the distance and raising his chin might help do what words alone weren’t doing—chasing Henri away. “Just where do you need to go so badly?”

      Henri kept his jaw firm, but he wanted to chuckle. Every sentence out of the man’s mouth was punctuated with a growl, as if he were a guard dog ready to sink his teeth into a trespasser.

      But Henri knew all bark and no bite when he heard it. He’d dealt with twelve-year-olds in the mall who were legitimately tougher than this codger.

      “Relax, Toby.” Jessie finally stepped forward. “This is Mr. Henri Benoit.”

      “Ben-wah?” Toby tilted his head slightly. “What the hell—?”

      “It’s French,” Henri volunteered.

      Toby looked positively disgusted. “A Frenchie, huh? Same breed of the folks who refuse to take our side against overseas terrorists.”

      It could’ve been Henri’s complete lack of an accent—and thus a lack of any warning—that so perturbed Toby, or maybe it was because the barker looked almost old enough to vividly remember World War II as well as some more recent global disagreements.

      Both thoughts occurred to Henri as he allowed himself a smirk. “Actually, I was born in Quebec.”

      Seeing Toby’s fingers twitch, he promoted his smirk to a wry smile, hoping to help the codger complete the process of making fists. Henri was as easygoing as any stereotype from north of the border, but he was raised in the American Midwest. He didn’t mind pushing buttons, particularly those marked “Go” or “Play.”

      “You a stick-and-puck fan, Toby?”

      Toby started forward, his arms raising to swing, but Jessie was quicker, reaching and grabbing the man’s shoulder, staying off a punch.

      “Mr. Benoit,” she said, “is one of our least troublesome residents.” Jessie gazed at Henri rather than Toby as she spoke.

      Point taken, Henri thought. He relaxed his shoulders and took a conciliatory step backward.

      Toby stood his ground but relaxed, giving Jessie permission to remove her hands. She flattened one against her stomach and laid the other hand on her hip—a stance meant to draw attention, making whatever she had to say next easier to absorb.

      “Henri,” she said in a honeyed tone, “we are as distressed about this situation as you. The military gave us very little warning and no options. Just be glad you’re inside a big safe building like this. It was built to withstand tornados, fires, and floods—anything gruesome—and we have plenty of food and access to working restrooms. Those left off the property, heaven knows where the gatekeepers will herd them.”

      Henri frowned. “If they’re at the front gates, why can’t they just be put in here with the rest of us?”

      “Not the gates to the parking lot.” Melinda, another board member, approached. “The checkpoints. The roads have been blocked off for miles. Anyone who was on the streets an hour ago isn’t on them now.” The fifty-something woman apparently hadn’t had time for hairstyling, let alone makeup. Her worry lines were apparent, and shifting.

      “So, again,” Jessie said, “you’re lucky. Being here in a sturdy building ready to withstand the worst of what nature and man can throw at it.” She attempted a smile but lacked the conviction to make it work. Henri knew she had nothing to smile about. None of them did.

      “Why don’t you go grab a soda and relax?” Melinda gestured toward the archway leading to the nearest hallway.

      Henri got it. The folks in charge of the inside had said all they were going to say to him, so he should go get lost already. He wasn’t hungry, but with a sigh, he decided to check out what the hallway spread had to offer.

      In his estimation, it wasn’t half bad. Quite a few agreed. There seemed to be enough people crowding the long table to form two baseball teams, all of them mixing chatter about the layout and their predicament.

      He weaved through the throng, figuring someone must have hired a caterer, the sort of professional who worked early and at a moment’s notice. Had to be pricey—and the money would undoubtedly come out of the condo fees, which would undoubtedly double next month.

      Peering through the spaces between shuffling bodies, he catalogued at least a dozen different types of sandwiches—all sorts of meats and breads—and six different salty snacks, eight varieties of canned beverages, including tea and soda, and just one generic brand of bottled water. A smaller crowd frequented a separate table featuring the yin-yang of a large vegetable platter and a large cookie platter. Whoever was in charge of this setup sure wanted to make people forget about the outside world for a while. He snatched up two peanut butter cookies and pulled himself away from the masses as he started down the hall, keeping close to the outermost brick wall as best he could.

      Brightened by some natural light and more generous portions of the fluorescent sort emanating from the recessed fixtures above, the brick and linoleum hallway was roughly ten to twelve feet wide, allowing plenty of room for the two-way traffic of passersby pushing laundry carts or lugging multiple duffels stuffed with dirty clothes. The four hallways surrounding the rectangle of the laundry room all joined at right angles, making for one rectangular passageway.

      Despite Jessie’s dramatic hand-waving earlier, Henri and all the other residents knew restrooms were only located in the two shorter hallways of the rectangle. The longer hallways’ walls were punctuated by utility closets and other small rooms in addition to doors, some leading to the outside, and circular windows—evenly spaced and alternating between six and ten feet high—each of them just slightly larger than a man’s head.

      As he strolled, glancing through what may as well have been portholes, Henri could see how this building was a much safer environment than the six surrounding condo buildings. Each apartment contained large patio doors made almost completely of glass.

      Turning a corner into a shorter hallway, he heard a deep rumble, a nearby thunderclap perhaps. The war games must have started. Though the windows were small, instinct pushed him to hurry away from the nearest one as others in the hall also kept their distance. He shoved the remainder of his second cookie into his mouth before pushing into the men’s room.

      Fifteen minutes later, after relieving himself and examining the bags under his eyes, he reentered the hall feeling lighter in the stomach, a little lighter in the head, but no more fully awake.

      He didn’t know what had possessed him to stay out until last call. He’d known he’d have to get up early. He’d known he had errands to run today. If only he’d set his alarm an hour earlier, he could’ve gotten a head start. But, then, he wouldn’t be here. He’d be out there, among the barred.

      He heard another rumble, longer and deeper than the one previous. Much longer. It seemed to vibrate the entire building, deepening the volume of chatter from those clogging the hall. Most were wise enough to stay away from the windows; many hustled for the doors leading to the laundry area. Henri wondered whether the sound resulted from an explosion or just an irresistible vehicle meeting some immovable object. Whatever it was, the walls and floor continued to tremble, forcing Henri to make an extra effort to maintain his balance.

      As he rounded a corner, passing into the next long hall, another peal struck, this one unmistakably shaking the building, stirring even more loiterers to find their way back to the relative safety of the washers and dryers. Good sense dictated that Henri follow—but he hesitated.

      He resented being penned up like this. He hated the fact it was interfering with his day of catch-up. He didn’t appreciate the lack of a day-before heads-up, just enough of a warning giving him the opportunity to hole up in a motel for the night, to not have to deal with any of this. But here he was—in the dark . . . cut off from his day-to-day reality . . . nostrils tickled by insipid aromas.

      Wafting into the hall were the sweet smells of laundry detergent competing with the musk of body odor, the perspiration—Henri figured—an unfortunate result of the dryers’ heat. The vents weren’t working as well as they should’ve been. No surprise to him. What was going his or any other resident’s way today?

      Another rumble—disrupting the mild tremoring of the hall—forced him to move as the walls and floor settled into a rhythm of trembling faster than before. Standing still was an impossibility. Yet, he didn’t stumble toward the nearest laundry room door. A heady mix of spite and curiosity drew him to the closest window.

      He placed his palms flat against the wall’s surface on either side of the glass circle to help maintain his footing. The wall hummed his skin as he peered outside, expecting to see at least one tank. Instead he just saw the natural outdoors, all of it passing by as if he were sitting on a train that had just left the station.

      Buildings, trees, cars, and other vehicles . . . Nothing remained in sight long enough for him to describe in significant detail. Yet, after a moment, he thought he saw the same vehicles, trees, and other landmarks passing in the same order
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