
SIX ROADS

A Novel of Fortunes, Ruin, and the Quiet Lives Between

In the city of Avoria, six children grew under the same

gray sky.

Each chose a road. Each road kept its promise. This is the story of what they paid, and what they were

given.
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“The road you choose is also choosing you.”

— an old saying from the river country
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The City of Avoria

Avoria sat on a slow brown river, its skyline stitched together by cranes that never finished anything. From the air it looked like a city that had been interrupted in the middle of a sentence and had simply decided to keep that sentence forever. The rich lived on the hill, where the lawns were so green they looked rented, and the air smelled of cut grass and rain that fell on stone. The rest lived in the flats, where the streets were narrow and the buildings leaned against each other like tired uncles, and the air smelled of

frying oil, diesel, and rain that fell on tin.

Between the hill and the flats ran an old commercial avenue called Ferrer, lined with banks the size of cathedrals and cathedrals the size of banks. On Sundays, men in good suits walked down Ferrer toward the cathedrals; on Mondays, the same men, in slightly newer suits, walked back up toward the banks.

The children of the flats learned, very early, that money was a kind of weather that passed over their heads on its way somewhere else.

In the autumn of nineteen ninety-six, on a single rust-colored street called Maren Row, six children were born within ten months of one another. Their mothers borrowed sugar from each other and returned it short, and apologized, and were forgiven. Their fathers argued at the same bar about football and the price of bread, and meant football and bread and also other, larger things they had no words for. The midwives walked the same route between the houses, carrying the same brown bag.

They were Kato, Idris, Sera, Marcus, Ana, and Joel. Two of them were cousins. One of them was the son of a tailor. Two of them shared a wall so thin that as babies they cried to each other for company. They learned to walk on the same uneven pavement. They learned to ride bicycles by falling, repeatedly, into the same patch of dust at the end of the empty lot where the road simply gave up and went home.

That empty lot is, in a way, where this book begins. It was an unfinished foundation for a building no one remembered planning. Grass grew through it. A single twisted iron rod stuck up from the middle like a strange tree. In the summers, when the heat made the flats unbearable and the apartments became ovens, the children of Maren Row dragged out blankets and lay on the cool concrete after dark, and stared at the few stars Avoria still permitted itself.

They named the stars after the cars they would one day own. They named the constellations after the houses they would one day live in. Kato named the brightest star The Bullet because, he said, he was going to be fast, and the world was not going to see him coming. Idris named a long curve of stars The Procession because, he said, when he was important, people would line up to greet him. Sera named a small steady point The Bread Star because, she said, you should always have something people need. Marcus named the empty space between two stars The Loophole, and laughed at his own joke. Ana named a faint cluster The Kitchen, and Joel named the entire sky The Library, because he had not yet learned that he was not supposed to want everything at once.

This is the story of the six roads they walked from that empty lot. It is also the story of the lot itself, which became, in different ways, the address of all their later lives. They never quite left it. Some of them spent decades building elaborate buildings on top of it. Some of them spent decades trying to forget they had ever lay down on it. One of them spent her whole life refusing to let anyone build over it, because she remembered the stars.

You will meet them now in the order in which they

fell.
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The Roads of Hunger

In which three men confuse arrival with travel, and discover the difference too late.

Chapter One

Kato, the Drug Lord — The Short Road and Its Long Shadow

1. The Quickest Boy on the Row

Kato was the quickest of them, and everyone on Maren Row noticed it before he could read. Quick to laugh and quick to cry and quick to forget what he had cried about. Quick to see what a thing was worth and quicker to see what it could be worth, which is a different skill. He was the kind of boy who, given a dented bicycle wheel, would have it traded for a working bell and the bell traded for a half-pack of cigarettes by the end of the same afternoon, and would arrive home with two cigarettes in his pocket and the original wheel under his arm and an explanation that nobody quite followed.

His mother, Naima, was a seamstress with a back that hurt her in damp weather, which in Avoria meant nine months of the year. She worked from a corner of the front room beside a window that did not close properly, and the slow whine of her sewing machine was the first sound Kato remembered, before his own name. She loved him with a specific, alarmed kind of love. She watched him the way you watch a small fire on a windy day: glad it was warm, frightened of what it would do if you turned your back.

His father had left when Kato was four, in the way fathers in the flats sometimes left: not loudly, not with a slammed door, but slowly, by being more and more often at work, then more and more often away, then one morning simply not there, and a folded note on the table that said less than it should have. Kato remembered the man only as a smell: tobacco, engine oil, and the cheap aftershave that came in green bottles. He spent a long time, as a boy, sniffing other men in the street to see if his father was inside any of them.

School and Kato did not get along. The teachers said he was bright, then said he was difficult, then said he was lost, then stopped saying anything. He sat at the back of the classroom and made small, profitable arrangements: a sweet for a homework answer, a homework answer for a turn at the football, a turn at the football for a favor to be named later. The teachers did not so much teach him as wait for him to leave, and he, for his part, did not so much learn as wait for the bell.

2. Vidal

At fifteen he left school and started running errands for a man named Vidal. Vidal wore white linen shirts even in winter, and his voice was so soft that men leaned in to hear him, and then, when they understood what he had said, leaned back again. He had four phones, a small office above a laundromat, and a habit of paying exactly on time, which in that part of Avoria was a more powerful drug than anything he sold. Kato carried envelopes for him, then small packages, then larger ones. He was never told what was in any of them, and never asked, which was, Vidal once said, the only honest thing about him.

For a year Kato made more money than his mother had made in her best year of sewing. He gave her some of it and lied about the rest. He bought himself shoes that squeaked on the linoleum at home, and a watch that was too big for his wrist, and a small gold chain that he wore under his shirt because he was not yet brave enough to wear it on top. At night he lay on his bed and counted the notes by the light from the streetlamp outside the window, and felt, for the first time, that the world had noticed him.

Vidal taught him three things. The first was that fear is more useful than love because love is unpredictable but fear is mechanical. The second was that the police are not your enemy, they are your weather: you do not argue with the weather, you dress for it. The third was that a man who needs your product will, sooner or later, hate you for needing it, and you must never mistake his smile for friendship.

Kato learned all three lessons very well, which is to say he learned them in his head and not in his bones, and

3. The White Shirt






4. The Boy Called Tito





5. The Country That Did Not Extradite






6. What Maren Row Said



	






Chapter Two

Idris, the Governor — Power Without a Mirror

1. The Folded Uniform




2. The First Envelope






3. The Hollow Book




4. The Eastern Province






5. The Auditor
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Chapter Three

Marcus, the Lawyer Pursued — The Clever Road and the Closing Net

1. The Boy Who Argued





2. The Firm





3. The View of the River





4. Adaeze




5. The Morning of the Toast





6. The Trial






	





Interlude

The Empty Lot
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