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  Boston in 1772
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            Just before the American Revolution, Boston is a peninsula between the tide-flooded Dorchester Flats and the wide, estuarial Charles River.

            All around Boston, numerous rivers and streams flow across often-flooded farmland.

            Boston itself is already crowded and heavily built up. The eastern edge of the city is dockland and wharves; its commercial life depends on the sea.


  Boston Will Sink by David Alexander Smith

 

 

“Boston Will Sink, Claims MIT Prof”

Time magazine, October 29, 1923

 

            Geology Professor W.O. Crosby of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology is not what George F. Babbitt of Zenith, Ohio would call a troublemaker on the scale of John L. Lewis or Adolf Hitler. Yet he stirs a controversy in Beantown fully as loud as Mayor James M. Curley’s banning of the opera Salome as “a danger to public morals.”

            Professor Crosby sifts river mud to develop his conclusions. A huge volcano blew up in Boston, he says, 500,000,000 years ago, long before Prohibition or even before Uncle Joe Cannon became Speaker. The volcano’s caldera—its throat—gradually filled with silt. Then the glaciers scooped out a channel that is now the Charles River and Boston Harbor, leaving the debris farther south to create Cape Cod, and left the soft round drumlin hills that Bostonians later cut down to make land from the Back Bay and Dorchester Flats.

            To people who laugh at his theory, Professor Crosby points to the 1885 excavations for the Boston subway. Under Boylston Street, twenty feet below present sea level, the diggers found an Indian fish weir that could only have worked on the tides. So Boston must have sunk, he claims.

            Submerged petrified tree stumps have been found up and down the Massachusetts coast. More proof, says the prof.

            How can the Hub of the Universe (as Boston calls itself) sink? According to Professor Crosby, rock can move. Continents, he thinks, slide around on the Earth’s mantle like bread on top of French onion soup. If the subterranean magma cools, Boston could sink like tomato paste oozing from a can whose bottom has been cut out.

            If Boston goes down the drain, warns the professor, everyone should move to Quincy or Marblehead, towns built on granite outside the caldera.

            Does anyone take him seriously? Treasury Secretary Andrew Mellon sees the news as more reason to invest in the stock market. “After all,” says the Secretary, “it can’t collapse like that.” President Calvin Coolidge, former governor of the Bay State, when asked about Boston’s sinking, replies, “I hadn’t noticed.”


  Boston in 1990
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            By 1990, the city has expanded. Much of Boston, including the Back Bay and South Boston, is built on filled land. Noddle Island has been enlarged and is now joined to the mainland, creating East Boston and Logan Airport. Boston’s financial district, the city’s two tallest buildings, and most of its residential district are all built on land borrowed from the ocean.

            The water is still there, but underground. An intricate series of sluice gates, runoff drains, reservoirs, and canals channels water through the city.

            Across the rivers and under Boston Harbor, bridges and tunnels connect Boston with its suburbs.

            Boston stands an average of only four feet above sea level.

            The city has begun to sink, but almost no one knows it.


  Seeing the Edge by Sarah Smith

 

 

            Eireen didn’t come home.

            Saturday, a week before Christmas, Jerry woke up to the sound track of “Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer.” Eireen’s kid Travis was sitting on the edge of Jerry’s lumpy sofa bed, shivering in his thin pajamas and watching the Saturday morning cartoons. Travis wiped his nose on his sleeve and turned his flat black eyes Jerry’s way. “Mama not here, Je’y.”

            Jerry tunneled into his sleeping bag; he didn’t want to hear this. “She looks after you on weekends,” Jerry said. “Because I work Saturdays.”

            “She not here.” Travis stared over at Jerry, daring him not to do something about it. Weird-looking little kid, slant eyes under a wiry Afro, and mean like his mother. Already at four his conversation was mostly things Jerry didn’t want to hear.

            After a moment Jerry groaned, twisted himself out of his sleeping bag, groped into the kitchen for something for the two of them to eat. There wasn’t much.

            All you need in life is the right programming language. Jerry had believed that from eleven on, when he started programming LISP; he had Common Lisp, Prolog, C++; by high school he knew more about computers than the teachers did. He was going to MIT, he knew it. But he’d been failing French and English and Social Studies because they were boring and gym because it was gym, and his school counselor had had a little talk with him about technical schools, and so Jerry said a personal farewell to eleventh grade and hitched to Boston.

            The first thing he’d learned in Boston was the meaning of “recession.” He’d slicked down his hair so he looked old enough to hire, said he was taking a leave of absence from MIT, and knocked on every office door around Kendall Square. He had got some part-time work programming for a little company, Intelligent Analysis. When they paid him, he’d find a real place to live.

            “Can’t you stay here by yourself until she gets home?” Travis didn’t say anything, just blinked. He was only four but he knew who was responsible for him when Eireen wasn’t here. Jerry sighed.

            “You can go to work with me if you don’t screw up.”

            Eight a.m., freakin’ cold, the wind coming right through Jerry’s jacket. In Kendall Square Dollar-a-Pound was opening. During the week it was a rag-rendering factory, but on Saturday morning the owner, Bruce, broke open a bale of old clothes, and if you found something you wanted you could buy it for a dollar a pound. Inside it was warm and a lot of people were already shopping. Jerry looked for a winter jacket while Travis played solemnly, jumping onto the piles of old rags and clothes. A spike-haired punk guy was trying on women’s ’60s stuff in front of the mirror; mamas on welfare pawed through kids’ clothes and Cambodians stuffed bags with clothes to sell. Travis looked up at every Southeast Asian voice, but you wouldn’t catch Eireen in a place like this.

            Sometimes you could find great jackets here, wool coats, down vests, gloves even. But today Jerry didn’t find even a dirty ripped coat. Upstairs Bruce owned a classier place called the Garment District. The clothes were on hangers and Bruce sold bomber jackets, perfect, for fifteen bucks sometimes. A bomber jacket would suit Jerry fine. He looked up the stairs longingly. But Intelligent Analysis wouldn’t pay him anything until New Year’s, and he had thirty-eight bucks cash.

            At IntAl the office smelled like coffee and Cheez-Its, a sure sign that Pete Walters was here. Pete stuck his head around the edge of his cubicle and slid up his glasses to see who’d come in. He was dressed like usual—big sloppy Afro, brass rat ring from MIT, plaid flannel shirt, suspenders that held up his jeans—pretty casual, but no telling whether he’d let Travis stay.

            “Morning, Hacker.”

            “Morning.”

            “Who’s the boy?” Pete said absently, but didn’t listen for the answer. Okay. Jerry didn’t want to get in trouble with Pete, who was a wizard programmer. Pete’s first company had made him rich, Jerry’d heard, and now he was just marking time until he got his next big idea.

            “Hey, dude, you can draw with these markers,” Jerry told Travis quietly and pointed him at the only blank whiteboard. Travis stared at it, the markers loose in his hand. Jerry powered up his machine and got to work. IntAl was programming a NOAA catalog call-up system, storing and retrieving weather pictures; pretty boring code, vanilla-flavored, but the hours fit in with taking care of Travis and Pete didn’t ask questions, which was good because back in Schenectady someone was probably wondering where Jerry was.

            “Want to come here, Hacker, take a look at something for me?”

            Pete was peering at his screen, clicking on parts of pictures with the mouse to zoom them in and out. “That’s Boston,” Jerry said. “Boston, the Cape.”

            “Uh-huh. Friend of mine lives down in Hingham says there’s something wrong with the edge of the caldera. His cellar’s got water in it or something.” Pete chuckled. “You see anything?”

            “Edge of the what?”

            “‘A deep cauldron-like cavity at the summit of a volcano.’”

            “Volcano?” Jerry pulled up a chair. Pete zoomed the picture out to full size. Boston met its harbor in a jagged C; the north horn was Revere Beach, the south one Hull. Rivers and wetlands made bright white marks on the photograph.

            “Boston is the caldera of an extinct volcano,” Pete said, putting on his assistant-professor voice. Moving the mouse, he drew a ring around the city and the inner suburbs close to Route 128—the highway that circled the city. “You look at the composition of the rock, you can see it.” Pete clicked and a yellow overlay drew itself over the NOAA picture, a ragged yellow circle from Revere south to Hull and Nantasket Beach and extending out into the ocean. “Outside this circular area,” Pete said, “all the rock is granite. Every time you’re driving out of town and you have to drop down a gear, like that mother of a hill on Route 2, you’re driving up the edge of the volcano onto that granite.”

            Pete pushed up the contrast on the picture.

            “In here’s Boston Basin, completely different kind of rock. Conglomerate, tuff, melaphyre.” Pete tapped his pencil around the circle of the Boston Basin. “You have here a plug, fourteen miles wide, the lava plug of your volcano, which fills your caldera and is geologically completely different from the area surrounding it.”

            “Yow, well, volcano. Is it going to erupt or something?” MIT had better last until he went there.

            “No, man, it’s dead.” Pete shook his head and reached for a Cheez-It from the box on his desk. He stared at the picture for a couple of minutes and snapped his suspenders while he chewed.

            “But the edge does look just that little bit different,” he said finally.

            At the whiteboard, Travis was methodically erasing a flowchart. Pete spit out his Cheez-It and started yelling at him. Travis began to cry. Jerry went over and took the eraser out of his hand. The kid smelled funky, like a mouse.

            “You scare me!” Travis accused Pete, still sobbing.

            “He’s just my landlady’s kid,” Jerry said, embarrassed. “She didn’t show up this morning.”

            “He can’t come here if he erases work.” Travis left snot trails on Jerry’s sleeve. Pete went out to the front desk, grabbed the jar of candy canes, held the jar out to Travis without speaking. Travis sniffed.

            Pete zeroed in on the shoreline just below Boston. “Now look at that edge, right there.” Between 1979 and ’80, no difference around Boston itself.

            “The waterline’s higher at Revere and Hull,” Jerry guessed.

            “Uh-huh. Look at ’80 and ’81.”

            ’81 was higher than ’80. ’82 higher than ’81. Hard to tell, because the winter storms changed the shore a little every year. Jerry studied the pictures one by one, watching the slow creep of the water up Nantasket Beach.

            “Is that like the greenhouse effect?”

            “Uh-uh. You don’t see this out around Quabbin. But look at the Charles, up in the estuary.”

            Jerry looked past the shadow of the Museum of Science and the Charles River Dam, up toward the wide Charles River between the Back Bay and MIT, up farther still. On the shore, in the later photographs, white dots began to bloom like mildew.

            “That’s standing water,” Pete said. “And it shouldn’t ought to be there at all.”

* * *

            Saturday, four p.m., when Jerry opened the basement door to Eireen’s apartment he was greeted with smells: something moldy, a cheap sugary perfume, fish sauce.

            And silence.

            He turned on the lights. Everything was exactly the way he had left it, his sleeping bag sprawled like a corpse on the couch, TV off. Eireen still wasn’t home. Travis turned on the TV very low and sat in front of it, watching silently, not taking up space.

            Jerry looked quickly in the bedroom. Eireen’s dirty red silk dress was still thrown over the bed. Jerry had met Eireen through an ad in the Herald. ‘‘Free room and board in exchange for child care after school and evenings.’’ Sounds like a room, right? And a bed? The whole apartment was the size of Jerry’s parents’ kitchen. Travis’s foam rubber mattress was crumpled on the floor by the sofa bed where Jerry slept. Eireen had her own room and her king-size bed, which completely filled it. The bathroom smelled and water was always backing up through the drain.

            It was getting dark. Jerry asked Travis if he wanted to go to the park. Travis shook his head. He wanted to wait for his mother.

            Eireen had a VCR and for a while they watched an old PeeWee Herman tape. Jerry rinsed out his underwear in the kitchen sink. Travis asked if they could rent another tape from the store down the street. Jerry said no. Travis was a leech; every day when Jerry picked him up from the town day-care center, Travis begged to stop at Woolworth’s, said he was hungry, managed to find a candy bar or a Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle he just couldn’t live without. Jerry had been taking care of Eireen’s kid four weeks now and the kid had whined him out of at least ten bucks.

            Eireen was a bad mother. She fed Travis on hot dogs, Coke, potato chips, and double-cheese pizza flavored with fish sauce. Most of the time Jerry despised her.

            Right now he wished she’d come home.

* * *

            Sunday Eireen didn’t even phone to say where she was. Sunday evening Jerry and Travis went to McDonald’s and Travis ordered $2.67 worth of Happy Meal to get a plastic monster in a plastic car, worth about five cents.

            Monday morning Jerry dropped Travis off at day care, glad to be rid of him, and went to work. At lunch Pete asked Jerry to eat with him at the Department of Transportation cafeteria, the DOT Cafe. Jerry bought a big hot sandwich, hoping Pete would pay, but he didn’t. $2.55. Food cost a lot.

            Pete drew on a paper napkin. “I’m still thinking about that water. About a decade ago, NOAA thought the Boston caldera was sinking about four inches a century,” Pete said. “But that water, man, it’s coming in faster than that.”

            My landlady hasn’t come home, Jerry thought. She went out Friday and left her kid with me. Travis was running out of underwear. At home in Schenectady, Jerry’s mother had a washer and dryer. Why didn’t Eireen have like one of those little washer-dryers you could put in an apartment? She was irresponsible.

            Jerry shifted his shoulders. His underwear was scratchy.

            “This lady I live with,” Jerry said. “I mean I don’t live with her. I live in her house, I take care of her kid. I haven’t seen her for three days now.”

            Pete didn’t even look up. He didn’t hear. He was still looking at that picture on the napkin, that geological O.

            “Don’t talk about this to anyone yet, Hacker, you understand?” Pete said.

            For a moment Jerry didn’t know what he was talking about.

* * *

            Tuesday afternoon. Jerry took Travis for a walk to the Dummer Park playground. Travis played silently, by himself, in among the swings and the slides, dropping a ragged mitten, then finding it again.

            Jerry wondered where Eireen came from. He didn’t know whether she was Vietnamese or Cambodian. When he had asked her, she said “I Amer’can” and gave him a look that cut glass. “Travis’ father Amer’can so’dier.” She showed him a picture of a black man with his arm around a much younger Eireen. Jerry didn’t know whether her name was Eileen or Irene. She didn’t have her name on the mailbox. She didn’t get mail. He’d asked her where she had lived before Boston. “Buffaro New York.” Another time she said Texas.

            Squatting down, Travis pushed his plastic monster around in the sandbox. Jerry shivered in his fall jacket. The mist was turning into rain. “Let’s go back.”

            On North Harvard Street Travis pointed out the Christmas lights and the Christmas-tree seller. They stood by the lot full of trees and sniffed the smell of Christmas. Travis, who begged for toys all the time, didn’t say anything about Christmas this afternoon. In the puddles on the street, the lights wavered.

            Man, it was cold.

* * *

            Wednesday afternoon Travis’s day care ended until after New Year’s. Wednesday evening they finished the last of the food in the refrigerator, a frozen package of lima beans. Travis wanted cookies. There weren’t any cookies. Travis went into a temper fit. “Where my mama? I want sweet. You bad man.” Jerry heard Eireen in his voice. Where was Eireen?

            What was he supposed to do, take Travis to work every day?

            He was down to twenty-six dollars and eighty-three cents. He took Travis out to a convenience store. They bought Wonder Bread, milk, peanut butter, Ritz Crackers. Travis wanted cookies. Jerry said he could have Ritz Crackers. Travis picked up a big bag of Chips Ahoy. The tears ran down his cheeks and the snot ran out of his nose into his mouth. “Cookies! You no’ get cookies I stay here!”

            Already Jerry’d spent nine dollars. It made him angry. “All right, you creepy little kid! Stay here.”

            He slammed out of the door. From outside he looked back in. There was the kid in his worn-out sneakers, standing in the middle of the store, still clutching the big bag of cookies like it was some kind of toy. The tears were running down his face. He looked frightened. In the pit of his stomach Jerry realized something but didn’t want to know what it was. “Oh, shit,” Jerry muttered. “Oh, shit, man.” He went back inside the store, bought the Chips Ahoy too, $3.09, and he held Travis by the hand while the two of them walked back to the apartment.

            Travis fell asleep on his foam rubber mattress. Jerry stayed awake watching the late night news, trying not to think about Travis or anything. The TV showed a fat police officer pointing at some bushes. In New Bedford the police had found another body. Whores had been disappearing from Weld Square and showing up later, dead in the bushes at the side of the highway.

            So what? Eireen didn’t live in New Bedford.

            “I should call the police,” he told the phone, trying out the idea.

            Finally he rolled out the sleeping bag on the sofa and closed his eyes.

            In the middle of the night Travis climbed silently into his sleeping bag. There wasn’t enough room for the two of them. Jerry didn’t say so, didn’t send him back; it was cold. The kid smelled like the inside of a bum’s shoes. Jerry lay awake until morning.

* * *

            Thursday Jerry took Travis in to work. Pete’s big workstation was on but in screen-save mode; he didn’t come in all morning. Jerry set Travis up playing Spacewar on the demo machine. Travis shot evil spacecraft, crashed into planets, went into orbit around the sun. The kid had talent. Jerry debugged and tested, muttering to his code.

            They had a real lunch, leftover pizza from the refrigerator, some cranberry juice from a machine. For dessert, candy canes from the front desk. It was a feast compared to what they’d been eating. Travis fell asleep under the desk on Jerry’s coat, snoring a little.

            Then, while the code was compiling, Jerry heard Pete come in. Instead of going to his machine, Pete just stood at the door of the office.

            “Hey, Hacker?” Pete was just grinning and standing there, swaying a little. He carried a big paper bag that clanked like glass.

            Everything Jerry wanted to say came to the edge of his lips and stayed there. Help. I’ve only got $13.60 left. I want to go to MIT. Give me a loan. Tell me where I can leave this kid.

            Except Pete didn’t care. He put down his bag and leaned against the top of his big monitor, then he sat down as though somebody had cut the strings that worked his legs. He fished in the bag and brought out a bottle of Jack Daniel’s, opened it and threw the top in the trash. Left-handed, he clicked around with his mouse, started calling up the same pictures: Boston Harbor 1979. 1980. 1981. Pete took a big swig of the liquor and wiped his mouth with his sleeve.

            “Hacker,” he said to the air more than to Jerry. “Big news, man. I’m gonna be famous.”

            He fumbled with the mouse and the picture swooped around the screen. “Gonna have my name in the papers. Get interviewed on the evening news. Ted Koppel. All that shit.” He laughed. “It’s been happening since the sixties, man. Right here in Boston.” The laugh trailed off. “Right here,” he said to himself. “Right here where I live.”

            “I need to talk to you—Pete, listen—”

            “What you want, Hacker? You still got landlady trouble? Hacker, you have got no problems. You can have your very own condo.” Pete’s voice rose a little. “Just walk into anything in Boston, it is yours. Just make sure you get yourself the second floor, you understand? Maybe the third?”

            Pete put his right hand over the center of the picture like it had some texture, like he was feeling the land with his palm. The picture drifted from Cambridge across the Charles to Dorchester and Roxbury, the mouse moving. “Codman Square’s going to drown, man, Codman Square where I grew up. You ever go to Revere Beach when you were a kid? No more Revere Beach, man. Nobody’s going to finish those condos they tore down the roller coaster for.” Pete’s breath was ragged. “Back Bay, Faneuil Hall, Fenway Park. Where’re the Red Sox going to play? No more Kendall Square. What are all those white profs at MIT going to do? No more AI Lab. What are you going to do about this shit, MIT?” He banged his bottle down. “Fuck it!” he yelled. “Right here where I live! In my fucking city!”

            He stood up, a big, swaying bear of a man, terrifying Jerry because Pete’s eyes were lost and staring and tears ran down his face.

            “Pete—”

            “Hacker, Boston is going down like an elevator. Boston is over. You go back where you came from.”

            Pete punched his machine off, not bothering to get out of his program or park the drive heads. Jerry heard him stumble out the door.

            Jerry stared at the code scrolling past on his screen.

            Travis hadn’t even woken up. Jerry put out his hand toward the telephone. I’m going to call the police. They’ll take care of Travis. They’ll fly me back to Schenectady, I’ll go back to school. The kids at school will say “What happened to you?” and I’ll tell them I went to Boston, I got a job hacking LISP. I’ll apply to MIT, they’ll take me, no problem. Meanwhile I’ll just be another kid at school.

            The code kept scrolling blurrily down the screen, and Jerry didn’t dial the police. He put his head down on his knees. He was still hungry. But when he went back to the refrigerator for another slice of pizza, he remembered they’d eaten it all.

* * *

            Friday, two days before Christmas. Jerry woke up late, cramped and hungry. This was one of his days off. Usually he went in to work anyway; not today.

            “Go Aquarium,” Travis announced.

            Jerry thought about the $13.60 in his pocket. “No. Not today.” Travis burst into tears.

            “Want to go Aquarium—with—my—mama!” Suddenly Travis was up in his lap, burrowing against his shirt. Jerry hugged him, feeling stupid, not knowing what else to do.

            “She’s going to come back today,” Jerry said. “It’s Christmas in two days, right? She just went away to get some money for Christmas so she could buy you presents.”

            Travis blinked, unsure. It could happen, Jerry thought. Eireen was the kind of person who did things at the last minute, bought food only after almost everything was out. She was a Christmas Eve shopper, all right. She must have left a message, but it had to have got lost. She was that kind of person. She’d be home. Today.

            They spread peanut butter on Chips Ahoy for breakfast. Jerry asked what Travis wanted his mother to bring him. Sniffling, Travis explained all about the presents he wanted: Nintendo, and a bike, and a real dog, and Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. “But I no get.” The apartment was cold. They sat on the sofa, breathing the moldy air, both of them wrapped in the sleeping bag.

            “Je’y,” Travis said. “Where my mama?”

            “Your mama just isn’t here today, kid. I told you she’ll be back. We’ll go to the Aquarium together, you and me, dude, how’s about that?”

            Tears rolled down Travis’s face as if Jerry had told him bad news.

            He sniffled all the way on the subway to the Aquarium, needing to be told again and again that they’d see the penguins, they’d see the dolphins. The two of them sat at the front of the subway car to look at the tunnel. The driver let Travis stand next to him. Just before the car went up the rise to one of the stations, Jerry saw a puddle on the tracks. The lights dimmed as the train clacked mushily through it.

            “Funny,” the driver said. “I never seen that one before.”

            It cost seventy-five cents and ten cents for the subway, three dollars for Travis at the Aquarium, a horrifying six dollars for Jerry.

            They watched the dolphin show. Travis sat in front stoically while the dolphins splashed him. They went into the Aquarium building itself. It was dark. At the bottom of the building the penguins flew silently through phosphorescent water. The big tank at the center of the building glowed green, filled with circling fish and sharks. It was dark and silent, almost nobody here this afternoon. Travis put his hand into Jerry’s.

            They found a tour and followed it, filling their minds with facts about water. The tour leader told them that land is always sinking under water.

            They stared up at the big tank. Travis didn’t say anything, just held Jerry’s hand.

            In the tank, fish flickered through shadows.

* * *

            Friday afternoon, five p.m. Jerry found Pete’s name in the phone book. He let the phone ring. An answering machine slurred in Pete’s drunken voice. “Dr. Peter Walters is spending some time in the desert…”

            After dinner Friday night they were out of milk and bread. They ate the last of the Chips Ahoy in front of the television. The kid smelled worse than ever.

            Jerry said to Travis, “I’m going to give you a bath.”

            The bathroom smelled like dirty clothes and some of Eireen’s stockings were still hanging over the sink. Jerry worked out how long it had been since he’d seen her; he was frightened to realize it had been a week. In the soap dish, the sliver of soap still had one of her black hairs stuck to it. Jerry peeled the hair off before he gave the soap to Travis. The water foamed out of the old faucet into the pitted bathtub. Travis, naked, danced on one thin leg before he splashed into the water. Jerry put a little green dish detergent in the bath and it foamed up; Travis splashed and slapped at the bubbles, and Jerry took an old washcloth and scrubbed at him. Travis floated his plastic monster from McDonald’s like a boat. They washed his hair with Eireen’s shampoo. Jerry took a shower and the hot water lasted until he was done.

            They settled down on the couch for the night. Clean, Travis smelled different. He smelled okay.

* * *

            Early Saturday morning, when he went into the bathroom to pee, Jerry found Eireen’s purse.

            It was stuffed down behind the door beneath a couple of towels, the same big red plastic purse she always carried. He looked at it stupidly and then dropped the towels back down over it. In the living room Travis was still sleeping, sprawled out on the couch, the covers kicked off him and his mouth open a little. Jerry went back in the bathroom and lifted the towels off the purse like you’d lift a blanket off a dead person to see their face.

            In the purse, with her lipsticks and Tampax and condoms, with a half-full box of Tic Tacs with a roach in it and some Chinese haw-flake candy, with a nail file and some balled-up Kleenex and a Danielle Steel novel with the cover cut off, Jerry found some white powder in a plastic envelope and, wadded up like the Kleenex, in small bills, nearly eighteen hundred dollars.

            He opened her wallet. There was her driver’s license with her picture on it. Eileen Nyo. He hadn’t known she could drive.

            He talked to her picture. “Boston is sinking,” he said. “And it’s Christmas Eve and you owe me, Eireen, you owe us both.”

            He flushed the white powder down the toilet and counted the money with methodical adult fingers. Then he went to wake up Travis.

* * *

            First they went to Dollar-a-Pound. Jerry filled a trash bag high with kids’ clothes. Three pairs of jeans all together in the kids’ pile, all the right size for Travis. A pair of canary yellow corduroys. A lot of T-shirts, some sweatshirts, one with a picture of the Turtles. “You want some socks?” Bruce asked. “I got a truckload of socks last week.” Travis went rummaging in the piles of clothes and came up with a really bad Travis-size jacket, fake orange-and-black fur with a furry orange hood that stuck out in a ruff. He looked like a lion. As they were waiting in line to weigh out, the kid in front of them discarded a black leather bomber jacket because it weighed too much, four pounds.

            Yow.

            Next, Purity Supreme on North Harvard Street. They bought frozen TV dinners, Ring Dings, ice cream on a stick, Spaghetti-Os. They bought All-Temperature Cheer and Air Wick. At Video Unlimited they rented two tapes, and they ate lunch in front of the TV watching The Black Cauldron.

            “I’m gonna clean up. Okay?” Jerry asked Travis. He folded Eireen’s red dress and stuck it in the back of her closet. He filled a trash bag with their dirty laundry, the sheets, the towels from the bathroom, and while Travis wasn’t looking, Jerry smuggled Eireen’s purse in the trash bag out of the bathroom and hid it high on her closet shelf. They spent the afternoon at the laundromat watching their clothes spin. On the way home, Jerry bought Travis a pair of red high-top sneakers from the discount shoe store and they grabbed a couple of free pine boughs out of the Christmas tree lot on North Harvard Street.

            That night they slept in the sleeping bag on Eireen’s lumpy king-size mattress. Travis wore his new red sneakers to bed.

            All night the pine boughs smelled really good.

* * *

            Sunday. Christmas Day. After their frozen turkey dinners for breakfast they opened up a can of jellied cranberry sauce, and, eating it with spoons, they finished it all.

            What do you do after you eat on Christmas? “We’re going into Boston.”

            Suddenly the weather was like some kind of crazy miracle. A freak front had come through, it had to be sixty, seventy maybe, like spring. They both wore their jackets open, Orange Fur Monster and Black Leather Bomber Hacker, while they rode the trolley down Commonwealth Avenue into Kenmore Square, and Jerry showed Travis the big red triangular Citgo sign. Before the trolley went underground they got off and began to stroll through the streets like a couple of king dudes. Suddenly they were in tourist-calendar Boston, walking through the Back Bay by brownstone house fronts, Orange Fur Monster and Bomber Hacker sauntering down the street, picking where they would live.

            “We’re going to live on the top floor,” Jerry told Travis. “Because the water’s going to rise.”

            They raised their feet high—one pair of dirty black Reeboks, one pair of little red high-topped sneakers—and played wading through the water. They imagined swan-boats in the Frog Pond, and stealthily they sawed through the boats’ huge locks with the edge of Travis’s monster toy and stole a boat each. “We’re gonna need boats, dude, ’cause all this is going to be underwater.” The water rose just like in a bathtub and the Frog Pond overflowed, and the pirate kings raced each other with the swanboats, paddling madly, and then they turned their swanboats into spaceships and flew all around the sky. But Travis said they needed ice cream from Friendly’s, so they let the swanboats and the water and the spaceships go away for now.

            They walked through the Financial District licking their ice-cream cones, tilting their heads back to look at the tops of the buildings. They got lost and Travis began to lag a little, when they unexpectedly found the waterfront between two streets and saw the Fort Point Channel. Travis looked at the channel and his eyes widened.

            “Je’y, what that ship?”

            “Yow,” said Jerry.

            He had never seen anything like it before. It bobbed on the water, silly and indestructible like a cork toy, a real live three-masted eighteenth-century ship. Boston Tea Party Museum, he read on the sign by its wharf. Orange Fur Monster ducked under the railing that was supposed to keep people off the wharf; Bomber Hacker swung his legs over it and followed. On Christmas Day there was no watchman; they jumped down and stood on the deck, two dudes who could do anything.

            “We no live in house. We live here,” Travis said.

            “Yow.” Travis ran around yelling and waving an invisible scimitar.

            There, across the water, down the channel, by the harbor, there was Boston. The ship shifted and the rigging creaked and swayed like a pirate ship. The winter afternoon was closing in. In the sunset light the buildings glowed.

            The deck moved under Jerry’s feet, and something passed under him like a wave. Jerry talked to the city. You’re sinking.

            Boston creaked and swayed around him, shimmering, changing. Yachts sailed through the half-submerged arch of Rowe’s Wharf. The Customs House tower dissolved into a lighthouse, gondolas slid over the park grass and bumped the windows of the brownstones. Gulls screamed and waves boomed against the drowning buildings in Kendall Square, and MIT was gone. With every one of his heartbeats Jerry could feel the caldera sinking, jarring, in tiny waves, right here, right now. Here was his future Boston and it wasn’t going to be programming, no, not MIT, no, but what he knew right now, mold-smell, a whore’s purse filled with small bills, the good way it feels not to be hungry. He wasn’t going to be hungry again. Things were going to work for him. He felt himself crossing some edge between what he had thought he wanted to be and what he was.

            Travis tugged at his hand. The kid looked up, very solemn, holding out his plastic monster in its car. “Je’y? I give you fo’ Christmas.” Jerry knelt down by him so they were equal height and Travis said solemnly into his ear, “This my favorite,” and pushed it into his hand.

            “You my favorite too, Trav.” He was stuck with the kid. It was okay.

            “We live here?”

            The drowning, frightening future city glittered across the water like an eternal Christmas. Jerry grinned.

            “This is ours,” he said to Travis. “We live here.”


  Nomads by Alexander Jablokov

 

 

            Caius Fitzpatrick, topcoat over his arm, swung around a comer in the casual slouch he termed “worker’s walk.” It was the gait of the man in to fix the pipes, replaster the wall, rehang the doors; deliberately incurious about anything but the task at hand, and not too energetic about that either. Caius had supervised countless workmen, and knew the walk well. It made one’s presence seem reasonable anywhere.

            The building was the former lodge of some extinct fraternal organization, and these upper floors were a warren of studios, converted from their one-time ceremonial uses. Caius imagined war-paint-spattered initiations, ritual antler storage, ceremonial washings. He peeked through doorways, finding men and women in various stages of undress sprawled exhausted on the floor. Intent on their own business, they made no notice of him as he wandered from door to door, looking for Linda.

            Somewhere below, down the wide oak stairs he had just climbed, the dance concert continued, not noticing his absence from the audience. He could hear occasional strains of the recorded music above the casual chatter of the relaxing dancers.

            In one small room two ballerinas in white tutus faced each other, each with one leg up on the bar, their hair in severe buns. As they leaned toward each other, each with a leg above her head, whispering some secret, they might almost have been one ballerina stretching in front of a mirror. A larger room beyond was filled with people in brightly colored leotards, faces made-up to look like birds. They earnestly discussed their just-finished performance. At the end of this studio stood an elaborate baldacchino, now bedraggled, its canopy hanging down in strips. Caius wondered what Grand Dragon or Imperial Sultan had once sat enthroned beneath it.

            When Caius had been in high school his class had gone on a field trip to the Boston Aquarium, to see how it worked behind the public areas. Caius remembered the dark tanks in the back corridors, one containing oddly pigmented indigo and pale-blue lobsters, one a hideous, gape-jawed goosefish, one an electric eel. Sick seals had gazed wanly at the passing children from their wet infirmary. An eight-foot monitor lizard beaded like a handbag had ignored them, more interested in a cockroach that had incautiously wandered into its cage. An inhabitant of Indonesia, the monitor had been found by a perplexed householder in the industrial suburb of Revere, who had stalked into his garage to prove that his children had certainly not seen a dragon, as they claimed. Caius felt now as he had then, that he had strayed into a place of initiates, the secret creators of the public scene. He was one of them, he reassured himself. He belonged here, as he did everywhere.

            He ascended a creaky set of stairs and paused at a doorway. Two women sat, knees together, each holding a red carnation. One of them, hair shading from black at her scalp to red-blond around her shoulders, was Linda.

            “Is he PC?” the other dancer asked Linda, then took a luxurious bite of a chocolate bar.

            Linda frowned. “I wouldn’t call him that. He’s cute, though.”

            “Ha. So political correctness isn’t everything, huh?”

            “Well…” Linda thought. “Of course not.”

            The other woman finished her chocolate. “I’m sure glad we stopped boycotting Nestle’s. Why were we doing that?”

            “Baby formula. Third World.”

            “Yeah, that’s right.” She looked up, smiled at Caius, and nudged Linda. “Heads up.”

            Linda raised her high-arched eyebrows, then uncurled, somehow arriving on her feet. Her movements seemed unconsidered, but always got her where she wanted to go.

            “Did you enjoy it?” she asked. She still wore her leotard but had pulled on sweatpants, and leg warmers over those, all in clashing colors.

            “Yes,” he answered. “You danced well.” And she had, her usual distracted manner completely transformed into focused intent. He wished she could be that way with him. With a long-eyelashed wink, Linda’s friend dodged past them and out the door. Caius took a step forward.

            She fended him off. “Please, Caius. I’ve been working. I stink like a horse.”

            “Hey,” he grinned. “I grew up in South Boston, remember? I’ve never smelled a horse in my life. It’ll be an experience.” He grabbed her. She was still sweaty, warm and damp under his hands. He kissed her neck. Salty. She did have the sour smell of too much life. Was that really what horses smelled like? It was thick and sharp. And it was hers.

            She let him kiss her a moment longer, then twisted out of his arms with a dancer’s liquid strength. Even his construction worker’s muscles couldn’t hold her. Not without a struggle.

            “I do smell foul.” She laughed and ran over to the window. It looked out over the low roofs of East Cambridge row houses. Cylindrical water towers stood like sentinels on the flat rooftops of industrial buildings. They had obviously fallen asleep on their watch, for beyond the sturdy brick warehouses with their entirely unnecessary brick cornices rose the anonymous towers of the Kendall Square redevelopment which had swallowed, among other things, one of Caius’s favorite diners. Beyond those were the even higher towers of Boston itself. All built by Fitzpatricks, as Caius’s father would automatically have pointed out.

            Linda slid the window open and leaned out, catching the breeze. Her high cheekbones and slanted eyes were a legacy from her Thai father, who had been brought back to the American Midwest as a lasting souvenir of her mother’s Peace Corps work. Linda shivered melodramatically. “It’s cold. I feel winter. Deep winter.” She turned to him. “Let me shower. Meet me downstairs. Twenty minutes.”

            The street outside the studio was dark and slightly ominous. Newspapers and McDonald’s wrappers blew in the gutter. The dance studio’s arched windows glowed yellow above him. Chilled by a sudden breeze up the Charles, Caius paced the street.

            He had met Linda one glorious late-summer day, in front of the Robert Gould Shaw Monument, a meeting arranged by a mutual friend with a love of quirky combinations. Caius liked the view of the Common from the comer on which the monument stood, with the gold dome of the State House rising high above.

            The Saint-Gaudens high relief of the white officer and his black troops of the 54th Massachusetts Infantry, marching off toward death and glory in the assault on Fort Wagner, had not proved the best rendezvous point. Linda had found the sculpture vaguely racist. The white officer was mounted while his black troops marched. Racial differences in hair, lips, and noses were clearly obvious. And it was cast in the nineteenth century when everyone was racist. All Caius had ever seen was a strikingly effective sculpture, a memorial to brave men.

            Refusing to be deterred, he suggested roller-skating on the Esplanade. Despite his ungainly, large-handed Irish workman’s body, he turned out to be somewhat better at it than she, since he didn’t worry about damaging himself by running into trees and light poles.

            By the end of the day, they were tired, and friends. At Goodspeed’s he bought her a beat-up copy of the memoirs of the picturesquely named George Roberts Twelve Hughes and took her to dinner at a Brazilian restaurant. It was a day he felt he would always think of.

            Still waiting for her, Caius found that he had walked into a small, barren park. On the other side of it was the African Methodist Episcopal Church, where the black congregation appeared Sundays in the neatest and most precise clothing Caius had ever seen, men and boys in sharp suits, women and girls in frocks with ruffles and hats. And white gloves. Caius had never known a woman who wore gloves except to keep her hands warm. He had only seen these people here, at this church, Sunday mornings. How did they live the rest of the week? Caius pictured their small starched-and-pressed houses above ironed lawns, shades decorously drawn. Where? The moon, perhaps. Nowhere in the Boston Caius knew.

            On his side of the park, ominous in the deserted night, was a low, aluminum-sided building called Biomorphics, a genetics research lab spun off from MIT, its windows a line of glass as blank as the slit in a helmet’s visor. At the corner of the lab, against the brick wall of the next building, was a makeshift shelter made out of pieces of plywood, refrigerator boxes, and sheets of plastic. Caius glanced at it. It was actually put together quite well, with a slight overhang on the roof and bends in the plastic to give the wall stability. Resting in it was a long-haired, bearded man in a tattered overcoat and beat-up orange Reeboks. He sat in the shelter expectantly, as if it were a sleigh taking him to some important destination.

            Caius slid his eyes quickly across the derelict, and quickened his step.

            “Hey buddy, you got fifty-three cents for a bottle of Cabernet?”

            Despite himself, Caius slowed.

            “C’mon. The Fetzer’s on sale. At $5.89.1 call that a good value. You won’t be wasting your money on someone who buys Thunderbird, for crissakes. Or Riunite. I’m fifty-three cents short.”

            “Did someone give you pennies?” Caius stopped.

            The other grimaced. “What, are you kidding? They walk by with their girlfriends, they don’t want to seem like assholes, so they reach deep into their pockets… and shit comes out. Assholes, after all. Actually, I have $5.40, but four of the pennies are wheat ears, and I save those.”

            “For your collection?”

            The man’s eyes narrowed. His skin was wrinkled, dirt rubbed into the folds. Stubble surrounded his mouth. “Don’t get smart. Someone gave me a Standing Liberty dime last week too. I stashed that, believe it. Times will get bad, currency worthless. I’ll need silver then.”

            Caius dug into his pocket and pulled out a handful of change. Under the man’s watchful blue eyes, he carefully counted out fifty-three cents.

            “Much obliged.” The man stood up. His hair was tied back in a ponytail. “You’re probably heading back to the bright lights—and the liquor stores.” He fell into step beside Caius, who for one frantic instant thought about claiming he was going in the other direction. But he had to get back now. Linda would be waiting. The man was big, even taller than Caius, and moved smoothly in his long coat, hands in his pockets. “So what do you do?”

            “I’m a builder,” said Caius Fitzpatrick. The other grunted, as if that meant something to him. “How about you?”

            The man looked at him incredulously. “What do I look like? I’m a drunken bum who sleeps in doorways.”

            “And drinks Cabernet.”

            “Hey, I have standards. Besides, I said it was on sale, didn’t I?”

            Caius thought about the construction of the man’s shelter. There had been a logic to it, a sense not normally found, as if it were the vernacular architecture of some unexamined culture. “What did you do before…” He suddenly realized the question was indelicate. “Um…”

            The man laughed, head thrown back. Several of his back teeth were missing. “Before I was free? I forgot. Completely. It’s irrelevant. Now I’m free. I go where I want, I do what I want. You don’t understand us, you people who live in houses.” The man’s eyes were ablaze and he gestured wildly with his arms, looking, Caius suddenly realized, like a dangerous drunk. “We are the new nomads. Wanderers. Free Cossacks of the streets!” He glared at Caius, his eyes uncomfortably sharp and penetrating, not the eyes of a drunk at all. “And you build.”

            “My whole family builds. It’s an honest occupation.” Caius wondered why he sounded so defensive.

            “I’m sure it is. But it restricts, confines, insulates.”

            “You don’t think insulation is important?” Caius asked, glad to score a point, even against a street person. “I’ve seen you nomads freezing to death on the streets.” He wished Linda was with him. She had a good fund of statements of liberal concern. Though this man would have frightened her. He didn’t seem like the sort to react well to liberal concern. “I’ve seen you crowd the shelters. Is that freedom?”

            “Yes! Freedom can be cold and terrifying. Unpleasant. That’s the way it is. If you don’t realize you’re free, it’s all only meaningless suffering. The trick is understanding that you’re paying a price, not enduring a punishment.” They stopped in front of the liquor store. The man raised his hand in salute. “Would you care to join me? I’m sure they’ll give us plastic cups if we ask.”

            “No,” Caius said. “I’m already late.”

            “Ah yes, the responsibilities of the unfree. I always forget. Good-bye. My name’s Rum, by the way.”

            “Caius.”

            “Well, okay, it’s not really my name. More a nom de rue.” Rum turned and strode grandly into the liquor store. Caius hurried up the street to the dance studio.

            “I’ve been waiting,” Linda said, slightly irritated. Caius was always punctual.

            “Sorry. I ran into… a friend.”

            “Ah.” She looked at him, Caius realized, not with suspicion, but with interest. He decided not to explain further. He needed a little mystery.

            “Where do you want to eat?” he asked.

            “There’s a new Thai place down here,” she said. “I’ve been wanting to try it.”

            “A taste of home cooking?”

            “Fat chance. My dad never cooked and Mom was straight Illinois meat and potatoes. I didn’t see a chili pepper until I went to college. Let’s go, it’s cold.”

* * *

            Fred Ng slapped the rough brick wall revealed once the plasterboard was off. “You guys been around a long time, eh?”

            “Yeah,” Caius answered, not quite believing it himself. “The first Fitzpatrick got here in 1846. First boat from Ireland after the blight. He must have been a lousy potato farmer, went under quick. Came to Boston, dug a pit up in Somerville, and started making bricks.” One of the headers in the lowest course of bricks had a maker’s mark in it, a GFP in a circle: George Fitzpatrick.

            Fred Ng was Caius’s partner in their building restoration business: Fitzpatrick & Ng, Resurrectionists. Caius’s Aunt Alice thought the name sacrilegious and crossed herself whenever she passed one of their trucks. Or so she always told him.

            “Building restoration?” Caius’s father Homer had exclaimed when his son told him his plans. “Are you crazy? Putting in antique bathrooms with bye-dettes and lace curtains for rich bitches to take milk baths in? Fitzpatricks are builders, not antique dealers, Caius. You trying to move up in society?” Homer peered suspiciously from his fat flowered armchair, an obsolete patriarch.

            “No, Pop,” Caius said. “I like it, that’s all. I like bricks, mortar, wooden beams.” And hate steel I-beams and glass-and-stainless towers. But he didn’t say that. No sense in starting another argument about building technology. Dinnertime discussions in the Fitzpatrick household had always been about things like structural concrete and brominated glass.

            “Look.” Homer stood up and walked to the living room window. The Fitzpatrick house was high up Telegraph Hill, not far from the high school, and the climbing skyline of Boston dominated the view. “Twenty, thirty years ago, none of those were there. We put them up. My father. My brothers. And you. Remember how you used to visit me when you were a kid? You loved the work site.”

            Caius remembered the bustle, the grinding concrete mixers, the flaring torches showering down sparks. He still had, somewhere, a bolt and nut that his father had given him on one of his visits. Caius had always screwed and unscrewed the nut, over and over, when thinking seriously. It was a talisman of his father’s strength.

            “I’m sorry, Pop.” His father had welded him bookshelves out of stainless steel strips, tiny iridescent welds with a minimum of excess metal. His childhood bed had been riveted and stood on heavy metal casters, to his mother’s dismay, since it ruined the floor. Homer had wanted his son to soak the iron into his soul, but had instead gotten someone who was concerned with Adam fanlights and wood rafter trusses. “Fred Ng and I already have a contract, on a house in the South End.”

            Homer shrugged. “It’s quite a jump, Caius. There’s no foundation under you. Fred’s a good man.” He turned back to the skyline. “But we’ll keep building, Caius.” He knotted his big hands in fists, as if willing the buildings into existence from his living room. “We’ll keep building.”

            As he left his father’s house, Caius had imagined the towers climbing ever higher, until the sky was iron, the sun was encased in scaffolding, and the moon broken up for gravel. And busy Fitzpatricks would have done it all.

            Fred and Caius climbed back up out of the cellar. The upstairs was open and it was cold, late December. Many of the men had come from Southeast Asia, from Indonesia, Malaysia, Taiwan, Thailand, recruited through some mysterious connections of Fred’s. They wore heavy coats and shivered in the Boston cold.

            They were in the process of rebuilding the top two floors of a brick Queen Anne row house. The new owners had requested a ‘completely authentic’ restoration, which demanded a heavy braced frame with tediously hewn joints and rafter plates, using up a lot of expensive wood. Caius had tried to convince them to use a simpler balloon frame, just as strong, but they had insisted.

            The joining of the roof frame was almost finished. Caius watched his men working and smiled. Completely authentic.

* * *

            Suggano and Murathir, carpenters from two different Malay villages, had cut elaborate Asian joints to hold the frame together without the use of nails or pegs. A future restorer, a century or so in the future, would no doubt be confused to find clearly Southeast Asian workmanship in an otherwise completely consistent nineteenth-century Yankee house.

            Fred raised his eyebrows when he saw Caius putting on his coat. Caius rarely left while anyone was still working.

            “She must be special.” Fred smiled as Caius blushed. “It’s about time. I’ve read that the Irish marry late, but…”

            “I’m not getting married. I’m going to a meeting about Nicaragua. At Harvard.”

            “Good for you,” Fred laughed. “Never marry a woman your mother can stand, else the two of them will conspire against you.”

            Out on the street, Caius paused and looked up at the house. The elaborate brick front, surmounted by a false gable roof, was supported by scaffolding. Several of the men, veterans of construction in Hong Kong, had asked why they didn’t use bamboo scaffolding, light, strong, and flexible. Caius had explained that, in Boston, bamboo was much too expensive. They had looked at each other then, their suspicions confirmed about this cold and sad northern city, too poor to afford even bamboo.

            He grabbed a bunch of flowers from a bucket in the grocery store and headed down into the subway, seeing Linda. She poured just enough cream into her coffee for it to slop over into the saucer, then drank it by delicately extending her lips, barely picking up the cup, sunlight streaming through her hair from the window behind. She wandered into the shallow water at a beach on Cape Cod, her inappropriately long skirt pulled up her lovely legs, to laugh at the horseshoe crabs as they frantically pursued each other across the bottom in their urge to mate. She tossed her hair angrily, threw an antique enamel-backed brush across the room, enraged by a Supreme Court decision, and then pursued it, checking it for cracks, running her fingers across the bristles as if scratching a dog, her face sad.

            “Well, if it isn’t my fellow wanderer,” a voice grated.

            Caius looked up. Hanging over him, beard and long hair flying, was Rum. His face was lined and red, his nose bulbous. Here in the enclosed car, Caius could smell his rankness.

            “Boston’s not a good place for a nomad,” Rum stated, as if continuing an interrupted argument. “For one thing, it’s got a damn toy subway system. Now New York—there’s a subway line out to Queens that takes a solid hour. They wake you up at the end and you walk out and get on the one getting back. All night! A hotel on wheels. Half the city’s in ruins. Everyone camps out there like Goths.”

            “Why don’t you go there?” Caius asked.

            “Because it will come here!” Rum roared with laughter. “Everything’ll fall apart and we’ll be living in the ruins soon enough. And I’ll know the territory. I’ve been burned out for years.” He frowned, suddenly irritated. “And I build myself little houses, like a middle-class nomad. Old habits die hard…” He shook like a sheet in the wind. His teeth ground together loudly.

            “Do you cart your house around with you?” Caius asked, desperate to stop the sound.

            “Nah. You can find plywood and cardboard all over. In the future, though…” Rum shook his head. “I’m stockpiling. The stuff people throw away is amazing. Rolls of asphalt roofing. Dented aluminum panels. Cracked plexiglass domes. Carpet remnants, all colors. Hell, I’ll be a chieftain with fifty wives.” He coughed into his hand, a rough, tearing sound. “A big man. In the future.”

            The train stopped at Charles Street. High up on Longfellow Bridge, they had a view over the Charles River. “Ah, Boston. It’s back.” Rum stepped out, pulling his long coat around him. “See you around. Say hi to your girlfriend for me.”

            Caius felt a chill that had nothing to do with the cold that had come in through the open door. What did Rum know about Linda? Had he followed them from the dance studio? Did he know where she lived? Caius looked down at the hand which clenched the bunch of flowers as if it were a weapon. He sat back and rested them on his chest. Not everything in this world was hidden and mysterious.

* * *

            The meeting was in an old Greek Revival building near Harvard Square, once a home of the New England AntiSlavery Society. Pictures of prominent abolitionists still lined the hallways. Caius kept trying to think of its current inhabitants as wild-eyed immigrants from other parts of the country who didn’t belong here, who were trying to destroy his city with their weird concerns: animal rights, nuclear power, toxic waste, abortion, Central America. But the sternly hysterical eyes of the ancient Boston radicals hanging on the walls held the same look. It was Caius who felt out of place.

            After the meeting, Caius sat on a folding chair, finishing a cold cup of tea, while Linda and several fellow activists retired to another room for a side session with Emiliano, a real Nicaraguan who studied at the Episcopal Divinity School. They flickered past the half-open double door while Emiliano leaned on a table, dryly elegant in a ventless jacket. His black hair was combed straight back, and he spoke with an engaging Hispanic accent, like a polo player or a cabaret owner. Eventually, he straightened and, with a flick of his fingers, declared the session over.

            The cold overcast outside was distant from Nicaragua. Instead of further discussing land redistribution and baby formula, Caius found himself telling Linda a story from his boyhood. After long discussion, and many careful diagrams drawn on rolls of brown butcher paper, he and Henry O’Rourke had built a raft out of oil barrels, grocery store pallets, and a broomstick, all scavenged from the windswept shore of Old Harbor.

            She laughed. “Did you really think you could sail to Tahiti?”

            “Well, somewhere with palm trees on it.” He shook his head. She leaned closer to him, one arm under his, the other holding his flowers. “The oil barrels were rusted through. We sank like a stone, maybe fifty yards from shore. Henry couldn’t even swim. I had to drag him to shore. And you know what my father’s only reaction was?”

            “No, Caius.” Her cheeks were flushed with the cold and her dark half-Asian eyes gleamed beneath her lashes.

            “He said, ‘Caius, you’re a builder, not a boatwright. Let this be a lesson to you.’”

            She laughed again. He stopped and kissed her. In modern overstimulated life nothing is more tantalizing than kissing someone in an overcoat. Her lips were soft. The rest of her was concealed in thick down, a precious object packed for shipment.

            Because of the snow, traffic was snarled on Beacon Street. Linda drove an aged Volvo. She turned the radio to a station that played only rock music from the ’60s and ’70s, music as old as her car, some of it older than she was. They stopped near a large excavation, where a sewer was being rebuilt.

            A small board by the pit displayed potsherds and clay pipes from the Colonial period, dug up by workers. Some
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