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Chapter Eight

GRANT

Ever since Grant visited the Diggers’ site, the Foreman has been close by. During Grant’s weekly class, as he attempts to rouse the Diggers into completing a writing prompt, the Foreman is stationed on a chair in the corner of the boiler room, watching his every move. At meals, the Foreman sits next to Grant, cracking foul jokes and plying him with more whiskey if he doesn’t laugh hard enough. Whenever a Digger tries to speak with Grant, the Foreman immediately interrupts and orders the Digger away. It’s clear the Foreman doesn’t want Grant straying far, and Grant knows it’s because of what he saw at the work site.

But what is that, exactly? Grant thinks again of the gaping pits at the site and Wolfe’s comment that the ground is mush. Can he trust the Diggers to be straight with him? In class, they’ve continued to treat him with indifference at best. Perhaps the Foreman is right, and the Diggers don’t fully understand the scope of Meyer’s building project. Or perhaps the Diggers found out who his family is and are trying to manipulate Grant for their own means. Whatever it is, Grant feels anxious and worried. Who can he depend on in camp? He thinks of Willow and wonders if she might be someone he can turn to for answers.

He walks into the cafeteria for dinner to find the warehouse transformed. Someone has put tablecloths on the picnic benches and lowered the lights to a dim glow. Flin sets out a trough of roasted goose on the buffet table, along with scalloped potatoes and three bowls of mint jelly.

“What’s the occasion?” Grant asks Flin as he takes a plate.

Flin shrugs. “The Foreman told me to make sure dinner tastes good.”

The buzzer sounds, and the Diggers file into the warehouse from their shift. The Foreman greets them at the door, clapping each man on the shoulder and pointing to the buffet, where the table is laden with food. The Diggers excitedly heap the meal onto their plates and find a seat at a table.

Grant sits next to the Barber, who is inspecting the mint jelly suspiciously. He says to Grant, “We haven’t had food like this since we arrived.”

Grant crams a piece of goose into his mouth. It is fatty and delicious, and he quickly devours it. “Where did Flin find this?”

“Meyer must have had a good day of hunting,” the Barber says.

The Foreman claps his hands at the front of the cafeteria. “Gather  round, now,” he announces. “You’ve all been working flat out at the site, so we’re going to play a special game tonight. But first, I should tell you the prize.” He pauses for a dramatic flourish. “One lucky dog wins an evening with any Bloom.”

“And we can do whatever we please?” Rabbit calls out.

“Anything your dirty mind desires,” the Foreman answers. The Diggers break out into loud cheering.

Grant turns to the Barber. “I thought the Blooms were for management?”

“They are.” The Barber pauses a moment before saying, “The Foreman must be trying to distract us.”

“From what?”

“I’m not sure. Wolfe told me that he took you out to the site. Did you notice anything strange when you were there?”

“Just that the work site was a mess. The men were digging these holes into the ground. The Foreman said they’re building the foundations, but Wolfe said the pits won’t hold.”

The Barber lowers his voice. “I think they’re searching for something.”

The Foreman quiets down the Diggers. “All right, everyone. Listen up. The rules of the game are simple. Each player has one bet. If you bet wrong, you’re out. The contenders move to the second heat, and we keep repeating heats until we’re left with one winner.”

“Will you play?” the Barber asks Grant.

“No, I’m fine,” Grant says. “I feel a little uncomfortable about the prize.”

“It’s part of the Blooms’ job,” the Barber says. “Besides, don’t you want to see Willow again? I can tell she liked meeting you at the party.”

Grant sets his fork down. “She did?”

“Of course she did. She couldn’t stop talking to you. You should play, Grant. This might be your only chance to see her again.”

Diamond and Finger drag a large steel cage covered with a black curtain from the kitchen. The Foreman tears off the curtain and unlocks a small door. A scraggly bear cub crawls out of the cage, its back leg bandaged neatly with a splint. It reaches a wet nose up to the ceiling, sniffing, as it limps out. Grant has never seen a bear before and is taken aback by the animal’s glossy eyes sunken into black fur. The cub curiously looks from side to side as it drags itself across the floor.

The Foreman reaches down and touches the cub’s head. “Hungry little one,” he says softly. He clips a leash to the cub’s collar and leads the animal to where Flin has left three hunks of meat on three overturned boxes. Each box has a number written on its side.

The Foreman turns his attention toward the men. “Now, each piece of meat has been weighed and crafted by our team of experts to ensure a perfect match.”

“Thatta boy, Flin!” Swifty yells, making the crowd erupt into laughter.

“Quiet now,” the Foreman says. “The Beast has been fasting, preparing for this moment. Diamond, can you gather the bets?”

Diamond walks around the cafeteria handing out slips of paper. When he approaches Grant, he asks, “What number do you want?”

“I’m sorry?” Grant asks. His eyes are still fixed on the soft splendor of the cub. He has never been this close to a wild animal before.

Diamond points at the boxes. “Which piece do you think it’ll eat?”

Grant flicks his gaze to the marbled meat. The pieces look exactly alike. “Three?”

Diamond nods and gives him a slip of paper with 3 written on it.

After the Foreman unclips its leash, the cub sniffs the meat sitting in dark pools of blood. The first round is decisively played. The cub overturns Box 3 in one quick movement and devours the meat while lying on its back.

“Number 3!” the Foreman yells as a group of Diggers whoop in delight. Grant waves his winning slip in the air. Against his better judgment, he feels a flush of excitement. Maybe the odds are in his favor, after all.

Diamond quickly goes around the room, checking numbers, and comes back with a fistful of paper. “We’ve got eight contenders.”

The rest of the men ball up their slips of paper and toss them on the ground or at each other. One Digger lights a slip on fire and watches the flames blacken the paper into ash.

Grant joins the other winners. He is so close to the cub that he can smell the blood smeared on the bear’s fur. Flin clears the rejected meat and places a skinned hare on each box. Each hare’s fuzzy ears droop around its raw pink face.

When Grant is handed a shot of whiskey, he tosses it back and huddles with the winning Diggers. Diamond walks in the center of the circle and takes each man’s new number.

“All guesses in, Diamond?” the Foreman asks.

Diamond nods.

The cub stalks toward the boxes, knocking aside Box 1 to snap the delicate body of the rabbit. Its meal is accompanied by the roar of the crowd.

Only three hands hold slips of paper in the air. Grant takes a second shot of whiskey in celebration.

Flin drags three potato sacks across the floor and pulls out three deer heads with the antlers still intact.

“This is good meat, too,” Flin says to himself as he places them on the boxes. The heads have been sawed off at the neck to allow them to sit upright. Their eyes stare out at the men with the same glazed expression as the taxidermied stags Grant saw above the bar in the bowling alley.

“Now, you three, gather round,” the Foreman says to the winning men. “You’ll be drawing numbers to see which head is yours.”

Diamond hands around a hard hat for each of the men to grab a slip of paper. Grant looks quickly at his number, and then at his chosen deer head as he tries to ascertain whether his is the most appetizing. Hattie and Rabbit are somber and focused.

“She can eat her fill now,” the Foreman says as he releases the cub.

In the first and second rounds, the cub had moved with hesitation, and then with desire as it realized its hunger would soon be sated. This round is different. The cub bounds toward the boxes, dragging its splint leg behind, but then pauses when it sees what is on offer. The cub sits down on the ground and lazily bats Number 3 off its pedestal. All the Diggers in the cafeteria hold a cloud of smoke in their lungs, knowing the rules are clear: the cub has to eat the meat in order for it to be declared the winner.

“Flin shouldn’t have served venison yesterday for dinner,” the Barber says to Grant.

“And why is that?” Grant feels the leaden weight of booze in his gut.

“The bear is smart. She knows we’ve already eaten the best cuts.”

The cub rolls on its side, knocking one of the heads to the ground, and starts to play with its antlers. After a few minutes, the Diggers begin to grow restless, and the Foreman clips the leash back to the cub’s collar. “All right, all right,” he says. “It looks like we’ll have to try something else.” He gestures for Flin again. “Bring out their hearts.”

Flin places one of the slick dark organs on each of the boxes and mock-bows to the audience. The Foreman releases the cub, and within a minute it has eaten Number 1 and moves on to the second heart.

“And we have a winner!” The Foreman holds up Grant’s arm as the bear finishes devouring the raw heart. Blood drips from its jowls as the Diggers cheer and clap Grant on the back in congratulations.

The Foreman whispers to Grant, “I know we parted on poor terms at the work site, but I think an evening with a Bloom will make everything better.”

“Is this a bribe?” Grant asks.

“Consider it payment for being a good worker,” the Foreman says.

Grant pulls away from the Foreman and searches the crowd for the Barber. He sees him slip through the front door of the warehouse.

Grant rushes outside to see if the Barber is still around but finds the frozen parking lot empty. His heart is hammering in his chest, and he feels both elated and uneasy that he won the game.

He looks up at the sky filled with the pink slashes of the setting sun. It’s a beautiful evening, crisp and quiet. An evening for writing, for reading, for drinking a mug of tea with whiskey and nuzzling a loved one in bed. Not an evening for betting on the dismembered corpses of animals for a fleeting encounter with a woman.

Then he hears a solitary sharp whistle. The door to the mall across the highway opens, and a pack of dogs start running giant, erratic loops around the parking lot, the muscles in their sleek bodies rippling in the setting sun. A woman walks to the edge of the fence and calls out, “Grant?”

He recognizes her voice even though he can’t see her face. “Willow!” he answers and rushes across the highway. As he approaches, a dog runs toward Grant, barking and snarling through the fence. Grant steps back as the dog rears up on its hind legs, toenails slashing at the metal bars. The dog’s eyes are two black pits set in its lustrous head. Grant’s blood rushes between his ears.

“It’s all right, Annie,” Willow says softly. “He’s a friend.” She touches Annie between the ears, and the dog settles at her feet. Her cheeks are flushed from the cold. “I was wondering when I’d see you again.” She reaches a gloved hand through the fence. “Are you allowed to be here?”

“I think so.” He glances back at the Diggers’ warehouse to see if anyone has followed him. “I just won the game.” He tells her about the game he played with the Diggers, and how an evening with one of the Blooms is the prize.

A flicker of irritation spreads across her face. “Do you think of me as a party favor?”

“Of course not. But this might be the only way I can see you again.” He adds quickly, “Just to talk. Not for . . .” He trails off, searching for the right word—sex seems too clinical, fucking sounds too crass. “. . . intimacy.” He thinks of Jane with a sudden ache. “I’m sorry I’m being so cryptic. It’s been a while since I’ve been with someone, and I’m kind of a mess right now. I want to see you, but it might take some time before I can visit.”

“It’s okay. We can take it slow.” She leans toward the fence. “I want to see you too.”

The door to the mall opens, and the sharp whistle sounds again. The pit bulls stream toward the mall, flowing like a glistening river.

Willow looks over her shoulder at the mall. “I should go back in. Come and see me when you’re ready to talk. There might be another route out of here.”

She smiles at him and pops on her hood and starts to jog toward the mall. Grant stands at the fence and watches her dark silhouette move across the white landscape.

WHITE ALICE

Six weeks after the General visited us, we discovered that our gamble to stay in White Alice had paid off.

The engineer was pregnant.

With the excitement of the pregnancy came a flurry of preparation. What room would we turn into the nursery, who had the knowledge and the medical skills to midwife the delivery, how would our carefully overseen supplies of food and fuel need to be rationed to supplement the life of another human.

The library was deemed the best space for the nursery. It was the coziest room by virtue of the books that lined the walls and the mottled globe in the corner that lit up at night. The botanist cut down the birch trees in the greenhouse and built a crib with the engineer. The meteorologist collected an old army-green sleeping bag and sewed an impossibly tiny sleep sack. The programmer sutured a flashlight with a flap of birch bark for a night-light and connected two transistor radios as a baby monitor. The biologist researched newborn nutrition and planted root vegetables and leafy greens in the garden, while the cartographer and the geographer made a baby book with the unused ledgers of the previous missions.

As the General promised, new supplies from home base arrived the next month. We received customized weapons; new ATVs; military food rations; extra RAM for the computers; higher-powered microscopes; barrels of oil; and bags of high-grade fertilizer for the greenhouse. But we really wished for diapers, bottles, boxes of digestible cookies, onesies, and stuffed animal toys. We received none of these items, of course, since Sal told us it would be safer to keep our newest arrival a secret.

“They’ll take the baby away from us,” Sal said. “They won’t see the station as a safe place to raise a child.”

So we said nothing when the shuttle dropped a crate of supplies onto the ice next to the station.

Sal, who was the only one of us who had given birth, told us what we could expect during the birthing experience. She broke the process of labor down into three separate phases.

First, the initial contractions: the sudden tightening of the belly and uterus as it prepared for birth. Secondly, the water breaking, kick-starting the more aggressive contractions. This would hurt, she warned, and become more frequent in intensity. She called this phase “active labor,” and emphasized it would be a form of work for us all. Our job would be to shepherd the birth, dipping cloths into buckets of water and pressing them to the forehead of the engineer, breathing in tandem, moving when needed. She said it would be good for the engineer to practice visualizations and imagine a physical place she could turn to when the sensations—and she always used the word “sensations,” never “pain”—became too intense. “Think of this place as a refuge you can retreat to when the labor becomes overbearing.”

Next, the active labor would transition into something more intense and grounded.

“You will feel a need to bear down,” Sal said. “It will be like a rock inside of you is being pulled to the ground.” Here it was important for us all to be present and alert, as this, Sal claimed, was the most primal stage of the labor. “We call this ‘the Transition.’ ”

The last stage was when the baby would be pushed out. This could take twenty minutes, or seven hours, depending on the baby’s positioning. It was imperative that we all witness the moment the baby entered our world and became part of our brood.

“Women have been delivering babies in environments far less conducive than ours since the beginning of time,” Sal assured us. “Everything will be fine.”

Time was suddenly divided into trimesters, then days, and finally hours. The engineer’s pregnancy remained true to form and progressed with a mechanical purposefulness. During labor, the engineer timed her contractions with a stopwatch and make a series of notations in her logbook. She seemed eerily lucid throughout the experience, talking to us in full sentences, and only buckling against the wall, or clenching our hands when a contraction roiled inside her.

Our daughter was born three weeks early. She was small and feisty with wide-open dark eyes.

“She looks like a raisin,” the engineer remarked tearily, as she held the slimy bundle to her chest. Our baby screamed and screamed, her little fists making futile jabs in the air, and was only quiet when Sal popped her pinky into her tiny mouth.

“This one is a fighter,” Sal said, laughing. The engineer slid the baby to her breast, and she began to eat greedily, making soft, animal snuffling noises. We stood around the engineer and watched in awe as our daughter’s body became still as she nursed.

We named her after the Borealis and called her Aurora. When she was three months old, we lay her swaddled among the lettuce and herbs in the greenhouse and looked at her admiringly. The love in our hearts was vaster than the frozen tundra spanning beyond the station.

“It’s like we grew her,” Sal said with no small amount of pride.

At the time, we couldn’t help but agree.

 

While our pre-child life had been marked by seasons and work, our life with a baby was fundamentally different. For the first time in our lives, we didn’t control the clock—she did. Every developmental milestone represented another passage of time, but we didn’t feel a sense of anxiety about the days slipping away. Instead, we gave in to the chaotic machinations of raising a tiny human.

Since most of us were not producing milk, we often walked around the station clasping our daughter to our chests to soothe her until she settled into the crook of our necks fast asleep. Our baby didn’t show a preference for her “birth mother.” Sal considered it a biological victory that her first word, mama, was spoken to all of us, regardless of genetic association. As long as she was fed and held, she was happy.

Aurora confirmed her disciplinary origins by bearing distinct personality and physical traits. She remained small and intense, with the fine motor skills of a technician in training. At a very young age, she was able to undo buttons, pull string, crack open the shell of a nut. Her fingers were deft and nimble and seemed to communicate a language of her own. Her favorite pastime was taking objects apart only to put them back together again. An old rotary phone, the busted transmitter of a radio, a length of cable found in the communications room. The physical world built by humans was her playground.

Aurora was optimistic and cheerful about our circumstances, never fussing or demanding something that wasn’t hers. We owed this to the botanist’s gentle disposition, and the fact that Aurora spent so much time in the greenhouse. There, she witnessed firsthand how hard work, patience, and care could turn an inert seed into a plant of wild beauty, and that transformation grew from the ground up, rooted in the deep terra of earth.

After the first ivory wedge jutted out from Aurora’s bottom gums, the botanist harvested the bland root vegetables best for growing teeth and new digestion—turnips, carrots, sweet potatoes. We mashed the vegetables into silky purees and laughed as our baby slathered her first solids all over her face and the table, not worrying, for once, about wasting our precious food supply.

Aurora needed us, but we needed her, too. Sometimes one of us would crave a moment in the greenhouse, alone, without the scrutiny of the others. There, we would often find Aurora plopped down on the ground, raking the raspberry bushes with her chubby fingers. We would sit with her among the flowering fruit, leaning forward to kiss her sweet, broad face, streaked with dirt and berries. From the vantage point of child, soil, and plant, it was possible to forget we were surrounded by eons of unforgiving permafrost.

Our version of spring arrived again, and our daughter celebrated her first birthday. With the passing of a year, it felt like it was time to take her on a trip.

The engineer constructed a sleigh out of a plank of wood, wash bins, and a pair of cross-country skis. We bundled our daughter in a bunting sack sewn from the fur-lined hood of a parka and strapped her into the bin. She smiled when Sal dragged her outside, noticing the way her breath vaporized into cloudy plumes. When they hit a ridge of ice, the sleigh flipped over, and her round bundled body tumbled into a laughing heap. We dusted her off, plopped her back into the wash bin, and continued our journey to the seed vault.

The vault was located a mile from the station. The cartographer thought that examining the crates in deep storage would be a good way for our daughter to start learning about the regions of the world. All countries had contributed—even those in political standoffs and ongoing wars agreed to leave their agricultural legacy on the same shelf. By virtue of us being its guardians, we were allowed to use a small number of seedlings to maintain our own crop in the greenhouse.

We first took Aurora to the Asian section because it featured the most animals stamped on the sides of the crates: a tiger, a panda, an elephant. The cartographer pointed to a box shipped from Bengal, hand-stenciled with a tiger stalking in profile, its luscious fur painted in orange and black tempera.

“This is filled with lentils,” the cartographer said, and lifted Aurora up first to inspect the crate. She set Aurora on top of a crate filled with rice seeds from Vietnam. Our daughter found a flattened cherry tomato somewhere deep in her coveralls, and plopped the reddish mush into her mouth, chewing.

“Baba?” Aurora asked, and pointed at the tiger on the side of the Bengali crates. Our daughter’s knowledge of animals had been limited to the books in the library that featured Arctic mammals. The polar bear, the penguin, and the seal were the first animals she recognized and knew by name.

“No, that’s not a polar bear. It’s a tiger,” the cartographer replied. She traced a finger along the animal’s outline. “See, it has striped fur.”

Aurora demanded to be picked up so she, too, could touch the tiger’s stripes, laughing when one of us made a rawr sound and held our hands out like claws. Until then, we hadn’t thought much of the animals we learned about as children from books—the tiger, the zebra, the hippopotamus, the rhinoceros. Would our daughter ever see them?

“Tiger, tigre, hŭ, тигp,” the geographer dutifully repeated as she always did when teaching a new word. Aurora tried to sound out the words, and then toddled to the next aisle, where the engineer was certain a panda was stamped on the Chinese crates filled with dried soybeans.

It was there in the seed vault that we began to think differently about what we had chosen. To create a utopia requires a rigid set of values. We would live with deep respect and love for each other. We would maintain our home in the station. We would raise our daughter to know the morality we believed to be true. These three tenets felt correct. But what about everything else out there?

The world we had left behind, however spiteful and horrific, was still the world.





Chapter Eleven

ROSE

At midnight, Rose walks down the hallway past the Blooms’ silent rooms, carrying her parka and boots. The doorways are dark. Everyone is asleep, but still she treads lightly through the hallway. A single misstep could send the dogs streaking after her.

At the front door of the mall, she quickly pulls on her winter clothes, then pauses. It’s not too late to slink back to her cold, dark room, spend the night rereading one of Meyer’s books, fall asleep and dream of packing her suitcase with the meager possessions plucked from Damien’s suite in the Loop. Staying in line and finishing the job she is being paid to do.

“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” she had told her mother. They were sitting side-by-side on her cot in the Dispossession Estates. The next day, Rose would leave for camp.

“Don’t worry about me,” her mother had said. “I’ll be fine.” She touched Rose’s cheek with the back of her hand. “A mother should worry about her daughter, not the other way around.”

“I know.” Rose tried to smile. “I want you to have what you deserve.”

“I have you. That’s all I need. So try to take care of yourself,” her mother said. “You only have this one life.”

She thinks of her mother’s words now as she steps outside the building. This one life. It takes a moment for her eyes to adjust as the outdoors fuzz into focus. It’s a clear night. The moon is full and streaks the snowy lot with its cold blue light, allowing her to hazily divine the dark hedge of trees.

When she reaches the north boundary of the lot, the Barber is already waiting. He doesn’t speak as he shows her where to shimmy through the narrow opening in the metal fence. On the other side, he takes her hand and leads her through the trees. When they arrive at a black snowmobile parked behind a dumpster, he finally asks, “You sure about this?”

She can feel her heart thrumming in her chest as she slides onto the seat behind him. “Yes. Let’s go.”

He starts the snowmobile, and it picks up speed as they weave in and out of the trees. The Millennium shrinks in the distance. She presses her cheek against his wool coat as the wind whips past their bodies. The wilderness streaks by her, the wind howling in her ears.

They drive for half an hour before the Barber turns onto a road barred by a wooden fence. He jumps off the snowmobile to unlatch the gate, moving with exaggerated steps in the deep snow, working quickly to tether the fence open. In the headlights, Rose can see his breath form soft white billows. His fingers fumble with the kerosene lamp until it glows yellow. He holds the lamp up and guides her through the snow to the front door of a small wooden house.

The house is a modest structure, with wooden walls and wide plank floors. It’s at least a hundred years old, judging by the antique floral wallpaper peeling in the hallway. A well-worn rug lies in the foyer, and the air smells like the Barber: spruce, kindling, and smoke.

The Barber seems more at ease in this house than he did in the church. He takes off his jacket and hangs it on a peg. He’s dressed formally this evening in a soft button-up shirt and a pair of suspenders. “I’ll start a fire,” he says, and brushes past her, so close that she can feel the coldness of the outdoors seep off his body.

She looks around the house as he tends to the fireplace in the front room. The hall is sparely decorated except for a group of framed photos on the wall, illuminated by the soft light of the lamp. The oldest image is a black-and-white photo of a family of twelve, posed around a wooden plow in a field. The men stand stiffly in coveralls with their hair matted to one side, their unsmiling sisters or wives sitting in the long grass with their hands folded over blotchy aprons, while the children cluster around.

She tracks the photos down the hallway as each generation morphs sharply into the next. Here the family wears horn-rimmed glasses and hoop skirts, grinning as they pose in front of a wing-tipped station wagon. Here the family wears bell-bottoms and crocheted shawls, their hair long and parted in the middle, the youngest mischievously flashing the peace sign. Here the family is in neon parkas, perched on snowmobiles, the expanse of the frosted forest behind them. A clear lineage. A family intact.

The only portrait that she’s seen of her family was taken the month before her father drowned. In the photo, she is held by her mother as her father looms half a foot above them, grinning lopsidedly with one arm thrown over her mother’s slender shoulders. Her mother looks shy, even nervous, her hair is pulled back into a ponytail, and she is wearing an ill-fitting paisley blouse with a Peter Pan collar, scavenged from her mother-in-law’s attic. Her father wears a rumpled shirt with a grease stain on the breast pocket. His face is pure bliss. Here is my wife and child. Here is what I have created.

“You have your father’s height,” her mother often said, “but your face is mine.”

It’s true that she has her mother’s black hair and coppery skin, her downturned mouth and sparse eyebrows, but the portrait proves that her eyes are her father’s—a light hazel that burns orange in the sun.

Looking at the photos on the wall, Rose feels herself fracturing. She has no sense of her family’s history, her mother’s birth country, the language and culture that she never felt the right to claim as her own. Home existed within the boundary of her mother. When Rose is away from her, she feels rootless and free. But she also feels unbalanced, as if she can never find her true center.

The final photo in the hallway is the family at its most compact: a father, a mother, a boy. She recognizes the features that have repeated through the decades—a strong nose, wide-set eyes, and a flop of dark hair. The boy’s features are the most pronounced. “It’s you,” she realizes with satisfaction. “This is you.”

The Barber illuminates the boy’s face with the lamp. “I was wondering if you’d notice. That was taken a day after my tenth birthday.”

She looks around the hallway. “Is this the house you grew up in?”

“It is,” he says, “but no one has lived here for a long time.” He presses his finger against the face of the woman in the photo, who holds the boy’s hand. “My mom’s hands were always warm, even in the middle of winter.” He pauses for a moment, and Rose can tell a memory is washing over him, a remnant long buried in the dirt. He touches her wrist gently and says, “I’ll get us some drinks.”

The Barber leads her down the hallway to the back of the house. The kitchen is neat and tidy, brightly painted in yellow with faded gingham curtains in the windows. The wooden floor has been covered with linoleum, thinned and faded by the sink.

She watches him as he works, liking the care he takes as he unwraps a loaf of bread bundled in cloth and uncorks a bottle of whiskey. He hums a little as he cleans two glasses and pours an inch of whiskey into each. After, he cuts two thick slices of bread, and serves them on a wooden platter with a hunk of cheese and slices of cured sausage.

They take the whiskey and food to the front parlor, a sparse room scrubbed clean, with lace curtains in the window. The Barber gestures for Rose to sit in one of the coral velvet armchairs. The smoke and crackle of the fire is warm and pleasing.

“My parents ate their meals in front of this fireplace,” the Barber says, and sits down in the other armchair. “So that’s why I prefer to sit here whenever I visit the house. In respect to how they lived out their last happy days.”

He tells her that his parents had been born in Dominion Lake, as had his grandparents and great-grandparents, stretching back to the first settlers who moved north when news of the oil strike spread. He was raised to believe his life would extend forward in such a manner that he too would work on the rigs, making enough money to buy his own house and yard big enough to throw a few kids into. His children would grow older and eventually take his place out on the rigs, drilling the bounty they believed would never end. Decades and decades stretched forward, all bound together by oil, and his father promised him that his own children would receive all that lay under the soil. This was the lie he had been taught to believe by his father, who had been taught by his own father. Never question what you are born to do. Just keep your head down and work hard.

He was twelve when the oil ban was mandated. By sixteen, everyone he knew had been laid off from work, their houses foreclosed. He was too young to understand the politics of what made people lose their jobs and their homes. All he knew was that people were leaving Dominion Lake, especially anyone under the age of forty. The town’s population had been halved and halved again, reflected in the customers who shopped for their groceries. No longer were they young riggers buying lotto tickets and a two-six of vodka with a hundred-dollar bill. Now the shoppers were elderly and feeble, plunking a loaf of white bread and a can of tuna on the conveyor belt. They, too, would soon be dead, and there would be nothing left in Dominion Lake. At eighteen, he decided to leave town.

It was only after he left Dominion Lake that he reflected more on what really happened. How his country had been created by taking from the land and the Indigenous peoples who lived there. That this desire for dominion was what established the colony as a fur-trading post, what later brought industry to its borders and powered the economy. A cold, sparsely populated country with the longest border on earth, rich with minerals, timber, and oil.

“I was wrong to think of myself as an outsider, as somehow different or better than my family,” the Barber says. “My family has always profited off of the land’s exploitation, and I have too. We needed energy, food, a plot of land to make a home. And we did what we needed to get it. Still, I was surprised when Meyer set up camp. Why would Americans want to come up here now? It’s only since working in camp I’ve realized that he’s just repeating what’s already happened. He wants to make this place his own.”

The Barber is only partially correct, but it’s still too risky for Rose to tell him what the camp is really for. Instead, she looks around the room and asks, “How does it feel to be here now?”

“Eerie,” he says. “Like I’ve stepped back in time, but no one is around to remind me why I left.”

The fire spits red embers threatening to burn out. The Barber unsheathes the small hatchet attached to his leather belt and splits a branch of white birch for kindling. He tosses the pieces into the fire. They watch the flames catch the splintered wood




































































Chapter Eighteen

GRANT

At dawn, Grant waits by the highway with his roller suitcase packed, squinting into the distance to see if he can make out any movement. Suddenly, he sees the glint of the delivery truck’s headlights curl toward camp. When the truck pulls into the parking lot, Grant waves an arm in the air.

The door opens, and the driver climbs out and pulls his rucksack out from the front of the cab, then locks the door. “Is my ride back parked close by?” he asks.

Grant points to the snow-covered semi. “The Foreman asked you to give the keys to me.”

The driver looks at him for a moment. “I was told to leave the keys in a box by the front door.”

“Aren’t we paying you enough not to ask questions?” Grant asks, adopting the indignant tone he heard his father use when speaking to his employees.

The driver shrugs and tosses the keys to Grant, shouldering the rucksack. “Well, I better push off to catch the first light.” He looks up to see the pink streaks of dawn settling in the sky, and then trudges across the lot to the frozen semi. Grant watches him scrape the icy windshield while the cab heats up.

“Hey!” a voice shouts from across the highway. “Wait for us!”

Grant looks over and sees four Blooms run across the highway, dragging their suitcases with them. “Can we catch a ride?”

“Where are you headed?” the driver asks.

“As far south as you’ll take us,” one of the Blooms says.

“I can get you to the closest city, but that’s as far as I’m going,” he replies.

“That’s fine,” the Bloom says. “We’ll find our own way home from there.” She looks over at Grant. “Are you coming?”

“No, I’m waiting for someone,” Grant responds.

She gives him a quizzical look. “Okay, suit yourself. We’re getting the fuck out of here.”

The Blooms quickly throw their suitcases into the back of the truck and pile into the cab.

The driver honks once as he backs out of the parking lot. Grant watches them drive away until the vehicle is just a dot in the distance.

When they are finally gone, he moves quickly. His fingers are shaking as he tries to fit one of the keys into the back of the truck. Finally, the lock clicks open.

Oil. Barrels and barrels of oil are stacked in the dark, piled as high as the ceiling. He shines his flashlight on the closest barrel and sees the markings of the company who once excavated the region. The name is the same as one of his classmates from Walden, a dopey blond kid from Texas who was blithe enough to not understand the politics of his family’s name. Son of an oil baron, grandson of another, descended from one of the families who staked the land in shadow deals and court orders.

He won’t have to deal with any of that from now on.

Grant sits at the back of the semi with his legs dangling off the ledge. He counts the specks of birds streaking across the sky. By the time he reaches one hundred, he sees the convoy in the distance. A copper station wagon is followed by a line of black snowmobiles and an orange camper van with the roof popped up. As the convoy gets closer, he sees that the van has a white rabbit painted on its sliding door.

The station wagon parks next to the semi as the vehicles idle in line behind it.

Willow steps out and tosses the car’s keys to Grant. “Good work,” she says. “You’ve earned your place with us.”

“What now?”

“All you have to do is drive the car north to the exit out of Dominion Lake,” Willow says. “We’ll meet you there in an hour, and then we’ll leave.”

Grant nods toward the idling vehicles. “Who’s with you?”

Willow smiles. “My family wanted to pay the camp a visit.” Before she leaves, she kisses him on the cheek.

Grant slides onto the cream vinyl upholstery of the driver’s seat. It’s a beast of a car, with thick chains strapped to each tire. The interior smells of mildew and shoe polish, but the seat still has a nice spring to it, the coils surprisingly resistant after all these years. He catches a glimpse of himself in the rearview mirror. For a moment, he doesn’t recognize himself. His face is streaked with grime, his beard scraggly and unkempt.

He inserts the key into the ignition and the dashboard lights up with a pleasant green glow. The glove compartment is filled with the miscellanea of an older, fastidious man. All the maps are sealed in plastic wrapping and stacked neatly in a pile next to a pine-scented air freshener tag and a bottle of Fireball whiskey.

With one hand on the steering wheel, Grant opens the bottle. The car fills with the stench of cinnamon hearts. He wonders what his duties will be in the commune. Perhaps he’ll finish the novel he has been making brief and insistent notes on. Or learn how to build a post-and-beam house. Life will be lived more with his hands, he’s certain of it. Up north, he will focus on the practical and the tactile—skills he never had the opportunity to cultivate in Boston. He takes a slug of the sweet whiskey and reverses the car out of the parking lot, heading north along the highway.

The pleasures of driving have long been dead to Grant. He and Jane only rented a car to escape the heat of the city a handful of times. The memory comes to him now with the clarity of a summons: he is driving a rental car to a stretch of beach north of Boston, while Jane sits in the front seat with her bare feet resting on the dashboard. The windows are open, and she is reading aloud a scene from The Magic Mountain, when young Hans Castorp sees his skeleton for the first time during an X-ray. Hans notices the signet ring on his skeleton’s finger, and suddenly becomes aware of the mortality of his own body.

“ ‘He saw his own grave,’ ” Jane read out loud with a trace of awe and sadness in her voice. She put the book down and took Grant’s right hand in hers, gently tugging on the Walden class ring he wore. “Take it off.”

“Why?”

“I don’t want this piece of metal to outlive you.”

At the time, he laughed and said that he would probably lose the ring before he died. And yet, the ring is still with him now, while Jane is not.

He wrenches the ring off and then rolls down the window. The mild wind whips through his hair.

He slows down the car and throws the ring out his window. It arcs for a moment, fiery and gold in the sun. And then it’s gone. He puts his hands back on the steering wheel and drives north toward the blankness of the melting snow.

Finally, a new direction.

WHITE ALICE

On the Equinox, we arrived in Dominion Lake. Every piece of weaponry and explosive was stockpiled in the camper van, and we were outfitted in tactical gear. When we rolled down the slushy highway, we didn’t speak until we arrived in the parking lot. The geographer parked the camper in front of the hotel’s cracked sliding glass doors.

We had agreed on the hotel in Dominion Lake as the site for our meeting. It seemed like a natural destination to convene, given how much time we had spent inside of its rooms extracting capital from men whom we did our best not to openly despise. The silver building looked blotchy and dull with the terrible purple curtains pulled shut. Vacated and diminutive, now stripped of its utility, the hotel was a husk of its former self.

The cartographer scouted the perimeter, and then indicated that the hotel was clear. The programmer took out a hatchet and nimbly cracked through the glass, shattering the door so we could step through.

The lobby smelled of mildew and rot, with a half foot of wet sediment on the floor. We sloshed through the muck and found our family seated in the lobby bar drinking cans of expired beer.

We rushed forward to embrace each one. Sal, with her wispy hair dyed brown and patches of rouge on her cheeks, looked like a high school drama teacher. We laughed when we saw her, and kissed her and Aurora on the cheek.

“How’s life as a Madam?” we asked, and hoped Sal, too, would laugh. She didn’t join in. Instead, she looked at Genesis with the dispassionate gaze used for roadkill.

“Genesis won’t respond to his name anymore,” she said.

We looked at him and asked, “What should we call you, then? Surely not ‘the Barber.’ ”

He said the name pinned to his chest when we first found him in the Stop N Save. His birth name. A Dominion Lake name. A name that hadn’t been uttered in ten years.

It was then we noticed the change in him. He didn’t meet our gaze and pulled away from us when we reached for him.

“Are you all right?” we asked.

“I’m not coming back with you,” he said. “I’m going south.”

“South?” we asked. “But you’ve never been south.”

“That’s why I need to go,” he said. “If I stay with you, all I’ll ever know is the station.”

“But what about Aurora?” we asked, and reached for her. “She needs you.”

“As breeding stock?” He laughed bitterly. “That’s all you think I’m good for.”

“You’re everything to us,” we said. “Without you, we have no future.”

He turned away from us and said, “This is your chance to imagine a different life.”

“There’s no point trying to convince him. He’s defected from us,” Sal said. “Besides, we don’t need him anymore. We’ve found a replacement.”

Sal briefed us on what the insurgents had learned while working. Aurora had posed as an escort and met the camp’s Foreman, whom she knew exactly how to manipulate. He reminded Sal of our former sergeant back at home base. Same age. Same generation. Same deadened way of viewing the capacity of a woman. Aurora had gotten him drunk one night, and he had been happy to brag about the rare earth mineral the camp had discovered, and all the ways the extraction would continue. He told her that waves of men and money and infrastructure would spring up in the region, enlivening it once again. How the plan was to push northward, deep into the permafrost, farther into the region than had ever been mined before.

“Tell them what else,” Sal urged.

“He knew about us by name,” Aurora said.

The Foreman had told Aurora about a military station north of camp that had been maintaining American sovereignty for almost three decades. He said that they had intentionally been abandoned to see how they might survive in such hostile conditions. They’d been successful, and even given birth to a new generation, and their presence provided a legal loophole to continue an American-financed northward push. By summer, the company he worked for planned to arrive at the station and use it as a base for further exploration.

“We disposed of the Foreman as best we could,” Sal said, “but he was a low-level hire and easily replaceable. If we don’t do something with actual consequences, White Alice will be taken from us.”

Twenty-seven years of living in the freeze, and we had never felt a cold so deep enter us. We were merely placeholders. Our work, our family, our lives were purely instrumental. All they needed were our bodies to live and breathe in the station to maintain it for their future.

All this time, we had thought survival was about the way we lived our lives and the choices we made. How we tried, as best we could, to raise our daughter with a morality that befitted the harsh life she had been born into:

Only take a life when it is absolutely necessary.

Love your family more than yourself.

Be reverent of your environment.

The sacrifice of one is worth the continuation of many.

Leave something behind for the future generation.

But we suddenly realized there, in the hotel lobby, that it didn’t matter how we lived or how we conducted our lives.

All that mattered was that we remain alive.

Sal turned to us. “We’ll caravan to the man camp and secure the delivery of the oil the camp uses to maintain the boilers.”

“And after?” we asked.

“Remember what we’ve always said.” Sal looked at each of us. “There can be no contingencies.”

 

The sun is just rising over the trees when we leave for the man camp. Aurora leads us in an old station wagon that Genesis found parked in the barn of his birth family’s homestead. The four pit bulls from the Blooms’ camp sit at our feet with their muzzles tightly fastened.

When we arrive at the camp, we stay in our vehicles while Aurora speaks to our new recruit, a young man in glasses with a beard, who hands her the keys to the semi. We watch him get into the station wagon and then drive to the village, where he’ll wait for us to lead him north. He looks young and earnest, the perfect benevolent father for our third generation and future partner to Aurora. We’ll name him Exodus—the one who allowed us to leave everything behind.

When the car curves out of sight, we jump out of the van and start dragging the barrels out of the back of the truck. We work quickly, methodically, without speaking, until the van is filled with the oil.

We get back into our vehicles, and Sal leads the caravan north of Dominion Lake, around the lake itself, where the forest is wooded and thick. We park in a clearing where four Airstream trailers are camped. The Blooms’ clients. Or, as Sal told us, the men who truly hold power in camp.

The pit bulls raise their heads when Sal calls for them softly by name. Turnkey, Blake, Spider, and Annie. She gently pulls off their muzzles and feeds them each a handful of kibble.

“Sweet darlings,” she whispers, and pets each dog on the head. They wag their tails and nudge at her thigh for more treats. “They’re ready,” Sal says.

We break off into pairs. One of us holds a dog’s leash, while the other stands ready at the trailer’s door. Sal had warned us that timing is everything.

On Sal’s command, we kick open the doors, and release the dogs inside the trailers.

With their muzzles off, each dog rockets into the air, a movement so sudden and fluid that we can’t help but take pleasure in watching them move without constraint. They land in the entrance of each trailer, sniff the air, and then find what they’re looking for—a man sleeping alone on a cot, cocooned in a burrow of blankets, chest rising and falling peacefully. The dogs lift their heads, sniff once again, and then lunge, dragging each man onto the linoleum floor.

We quickly shut the doors. The four trailers erupt into a cacophony of sound as the dogs do precisely what they’ve been trained for.

Once the trailers are silent, we open the doors carefully. Each of the dogs trots out, their mouths smeared with blood. They head straight to Sal, who rubs them behind their ears, and then rewards them with more kibble. She looks up. “Aurora, make sure the job is done.”

We watch Aurora disappear inside each trailer. She finally emerges covered in blood. “It’s done. I checked their pulses to make sure. But Meyer isn’t here. He must have moved to the prototype already.”

Sal shakes her head. “Meyer is irrelevant to us. He was always just a pawn.”

“And the final mark?” Aurora asks.

“You know what to do,” Sal says.

Aurora nods, and whistles once for Annie.

 

Sal is the first to crack a barrel. She begins to slosh the liquid around the edge of the trailers, leaving a slithering trail of liquid gold around each silver bullet. We overturn another barrel and then another, until the entire perimeter of the campsite is soaked in oil.

We stand together on a hill with our arms around each other.

This is it.

Sal lights a match, and the orange spark arcs onto the oil trail, erupting across the ground in a single breath. We watch the campsite become absorbed by flames.

When the trailers finally collapse, the sound is like something splintering under the earth.
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