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Chapter 1
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The gate has no handle on the outside.

I notice it as I notice anything with a door in it: hinge side first, then the latch side, then the gap between them. Wrought iron, twice my height, hung between two pillars of poured stone the color of wet slate. No handle. No keypad. No bell. A camera the size of a thumb is bolted to the left-hand pillar, and behind me the hired car ticks and settles in the snow, its exhaust going up straight and white in air that has no wind in it.

The driver has been unhappy for nine miles and has not been told what about. He took me on at the station with a face already set against the trip, asked twice whether I was certain of the address, and then did not speak again until the pavement gave out and the road became two ruts between spruce. “End of the line,” he says through the window, and he does not turn the engine off.

I take my bag from the back seat myself. Canvas, one strap, a brass buckle gone brown. I pay him what I owe him and add nothing, and he is gone before the sound of the tires has finished, and then there is only the snow, which is fine and dry and squeaks underfoot, and the iron, and my own arm raised to knock on something with nothing to knock against. The cold has already found the gap between my glove and my sleeve. I stand there longer than is sensible, reading the bars for a seam, a lock plate, a hinge pin I could name. The gate is hung on pivots buried in the stone. Whoever designed it did not intend a visitor to have any opinion about it. A chime sounds before my knuckles reach the metal.

Two notes, soft, the second a little lower than the first, like someone in another room clearing his throat. The camera on the pillar turns. It turns a few degrees to find me, and stops, and I have the sense that it has been watching the road for some time. The gate swings inward without a sound. The snow lying along its top rail does not so much as crack.

Ten feet inside a man stands with a dog at his knee, snow collecting on his shoulders as if he has been there all afternoon. He may have been.

“Ms. Vance.”

“Jules.”

He nods and does not use it. Late thirties, tall, with a carpenter’s hands, broad across the knuckles, a white seam of old scar along the left thumb. He takes my bag before I can decide whether to let him, and weighs it in one hand, and I know he can feel what is in it: the tin of index cards, the bone folder wrapped in a handkerchief, the white cotton gloves folded in tissue, the little recorder I talk into when my hands are busy. It isn’t heavy. It is the least interesting luggage in Michigan. There is some comfort in that, and I take it.

“David Ross,” he says. That is the whole of his introduction. The dog gets less. She is old, gray at the muzzle, one ear folded back on itself, and she does not come to me; she leans, with her whole weight, against my shin, and stays there until David says, “Kettle,” and she lets go.

We walk. My boots are city leather, wrong for this, and the snow finds the seam of each within fifty yards. The dog takes the side of me nearest the trees, which I take to be her habit and not an instruction. David walks on my other side, a little ahead, and he does not look back to see whether I am keeping up; he listens for it, I think, because twice his pace drops to match mine without his head turning. The drive curves through spruce and birch, the white trunks going blue as the light goes. Somewhere to the left, below the trees, Lake Superior is doing something heavy and slow. There are eleven lamps along the drive, on iron posts. Each has a dark eye beneath it, set in the post at the height of a man’s chest.

“He’s been watching since the gate,” David says.

It is the longest thing he has said. I look at him, and he looks at the road. His breath comes out in short plain puffs, and he shifts my bag to the other hand, and that is all the commentary I am going to get. Then the trees fall back, and there is the house.

It isn’t built on the bluff so much as poured out of it. Three levels of glass, stacked like slides in a tray and lit from inside against the going light, set between long slabs of the same slate-colored stone as the gateposts, so that the whole front looks like a lit cabinet at the edge of the world. Behind it the lake is the same color again. Someone chose the stone to match the water. Someone chose the glass, and the height of the lamps, and the width of the drive, and where on that drive a visitor would first see the whole of it, and I do not suppose any of it was left to chance.

There is no smoke from any chimney. There is a note in the air that is not wind, so low I feel it in my molars before I hear it. A furnace, I decide, somewhere deep.

* * *
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THE FRONT DOOR DOES not open when we reach it. It is already open, and warm air comes out to meet us, smelling of cedar and of nothing else at all. Not floor wax, not coffee, not the damp wool of the coat I am still wearing. A house that smells of nothing has been cleaned by someone with a purpose.

David sets my bag on a bench inside the door and does not follow it. He wipes his boots, one and then the other, on a mat that has clearly been put there for the purpose, and stays on the right side of the sill. “Straight ahead,” he says. “He’s waiting.”

I would like to ask him what kind of waiting. He is already turning back toward the snow, the dog beside him, and the door begins to ease shut behind them with a hiss so faint I take it for the draft.

The hall is stone underfoot, polished so that every step I take comes back to me a half second late. I keep to the middle of it. Then the room opens.

It is forty feet long and has one wall, and the wall is glass. In the last of the light the glass has not decided whether to be a window or a mirror. Through it I see the lake, flat and gray, a stone terrace, a steel rail; and laid over all of it a woman in a wet coat, standing a little too still, and behind her, rising from a chair without a sound, a man.

The woman is me. I take a moment to arrange that, since I would like to be the first to know it, and I put my shoulders down, and I walk toward him.

“Jules Vance.” He says it as one might say the name of a document finally found. “Thank you for coming so far in so little light.”

He is tall, about fifty, in a dark suit and no tie, with thin platinum cufflinks that catch the lamp when he moves, and eyes the dark amber of strong tea held up to a bulb. His hand, when I take it, is warm and dry, and he lets go at exactly the moment I would have.

“Dayton is a long way in November,” he says.

The roads were fine, I say. They were not; the last six miles were a sheet of packed snow and the driver prayed through most of them. I tell myself a host is happier with a guest who gives nothing to correct.

“Sit, please. I had tea made.”

A low table stands between two chairs, and on it a black iron pot, steaming, and a tray with three cups. I smell the tea from the door: smoke, pine tar, wet rope. One chair faces the fire, which is gas, flat and blue behind its own pane of glass. The other faces the lake. I take the one that faces the lake.

“Lapsang souchong,” Gideon says, and pours. He pours two cups, not three, and does not explain the third. “I’m told it’s an acquired taste, and that the people who have acquired it are never casual about it.”

“I am not casual about it,” I say.

He nods, as though I have confirmed a measurement. “And you took the chair with the view. You stopped at the threshold and looked at the door before you looked at me, and now you’ve put your back to the fire to keep the room in front of you. You don’t care for rooms you can’t see the end of.”

I tell him I like a view. It is true, and it is also the least of what is true, and he knows both. I can see him know it. He settles back, one ankle over the other knee, and lets a silence open that I could fill with anything, and I fill it with the tea.

“Of course you do,” he says at last.

In the glass the room has begun to appear: lamps, chairs, a second Gideon, a second me, a tray with three cups on it, all of it hung out over the water. The second Gideon lifts his cup half a beat after the first. The curve of the glass would account for that. I note it anyway, and where it happened.

Beyond the glass the terrace runs the full length of the room and stops at a rail of brushed steel. Past the rail there is nothing for a hundred feet, and then there is water. The rail is bolted to the stone at every second post, the bolt heads the size of walnuts.

“And heights,” Gideon says. “I’d have thought heights, too. You haven’t looked at the drop once.”

“Heights have never troubled me,” I say.

“Good.” He seems pleased to have been wrong; it makes him younger. “Then the terrace won’t trouble you.”

He hands me my cup. It is hot enough to hurt, and I hold it by the body anyway, I tell myself it is because to ask for a saucer would be to admit it.

“You’ll have read what they call me,” he says.

I tell him I read the magazine pieces. There were three, and I read them in the order they were printed, and then in the order they contradicted each other.

“Then you know it began as a joke, on a stage, a long time ago. I stopped correcting people. It saves time, and it unsettles the right ones.” He smiles at that, briefly. “Warlock. As though I had ever done anything a person with enough patience could not.”

I drink some of the tea. It tastes like a fire in a wet field. Somewhere beneath the floor the low note shifts, so slightly that I could not swear it did, and Gideon’s eyes go to the cup in my hand and then up again, and he does not say what he has seen.

“Forty boxes,” he says. “Thirty years of paper, from a man who never threw any of it away. I would like it ordered, described, and put where it can be found. You’ll start in the morning. The salary I offered is considerably more than the work deserves.” He lets that sit. “I find it keeps people careful.”

The figure is in the letter in my bag, and it is large enough that I read it four times before I believed the decimal. I say that I will try to deserve it. He looks, for a moment, almost kind.

“There are cameras in the common rooms,” he says. “Security. You will stop noticing them within the week.” He turns his cup a quarter turn on its saucer. “The house keeps its own counsel, Jules. I’d ask you not to take that personally.”

“That is fine,” I say.

“My wife keeps her own hours. You’ll meet her when she decides to be met.”

The third cup stays where it is, clean and dry on the tray. Behind him the glass has made up its mind. The lake is gone. The terrace is gone. What is left is the room, with its lamps and its two chairs and its steaming pot, hung out over the dark, and in it the two of us, looking exactly like people who have just met.

* * *
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HE TAKES ME UP HIMSELF. The stair is open, the treads floating out from a stone wall with nothing beneath them, and he climbs it without touching the rail, talking about the building stone, about how it was cut from the bluff and trucked fifteen feet. There are fourteen treads. My hand stays on the rail the whole way, and I do not suppose that escapes him either.

The corridor at the top is floored in the same cold stone and lit low, from beneath the baseboards, so that our shadows run ahead of us up the wall. We pass four doors on the left, all closed, all identical, each with a flat steel plate where a lock should be. Gideon does not say what is behind them. I do not ask. My room is the fifth, at the end. He opens the door and stands aside. “I hope it will do.”

It will do. Cedar, mostly: the paneling, the bed frame, a smell in the air like the inside of a pencil box. A bed made tight enough to bounce a coin. A desk, a lamp, a window onto snow and the black shapes of spruce, and far down the drive one square of yellow light, the gatehouse. A bathroom with a door of its own. The room is exactly as warm as my hands.

My bag is already here, on a luggage rack at the foot of the bed, with its strap folded under. That is not how I leave a strap. David must have carried it up while we drank our tea, and I did not hear him on the stone. I did not hear the front door either, or the stair. I think about what it would take to cross that hall unheard, and decide it would take someone who had practiced.

I touch the door first. A lever handle, and under it a flat steel plate where a lock should be, smooth as a healed scar. I touch the frame, the hinge pins, the strike plate, the window catch, the bathroom door. The window opens two inches and stops against a steel pin, so that the cold comes in as a seam and not a door. I touch them lightly and in order, as some people lay a hand on a wall in the dark. It is an archivist’s habit, wanting to know where things are kept, and I have never yet had to explain it to a room.

“No lock,” Gideon says from the doorway. He has watched me do all of it and has not said so. “On the inside, I’m afraid. A rule of the house. It’s a large place, and people wander, and I would rather they were found.”

I tell him that sounds sensible.

“Rest, Jules. A tray will come at seven. After that, sleep well.”

He steps back into the corridor. The door begins to close on its own. It does not slam and it does not click. It breathes in, a soft pneumatic sigh, and the seal takes the frame, and the sounds of the house go out like a tide: the low note, the tick of the pipes, the wind.

The light in the room warms by a few degrees. I notice because I have stopped moving.

I put my hand on the door, where a bolt would throw. Smooth wood. A seam. The cold of the stone beyond it. There is no bolt to throw and no keyhole to turn, and the door holds anyway.

I count to sixty. Then I count again.
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Chapter 2
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At seven the door sighs open on its own, the seal letting go of the frame with the same soft sound it made closing, as though the house had spent the night composing a sentence and had now got to the end of it.

A tray waits on a small table in the corridor: a black pot, one cup, steam. Lapsang. I did not ask for it. I stand over the tray until the steam has lost its shape, and then I pour. The cup is thin white porcelain, too good for a corridor, with a hairline repair at the rim that someone has glued with patience and no pride. When I set it down again the tray is warm under my fingers, and I understand that it is a warming tray, which is a kindness. I tell myself it is only a kindness.

I did not sleep well. I lay for hours on my back with the covers squared across my chest, listening to the pipes and to a second sound under them that was not the pipes, and whenever I closed my eyes the light in the room seemed to me a degree warmer than when I had opened them. When Gideon asks, later, I will tell him I slept well.

The main stair by daylight is a different animal. A tall window at the landing lays long pale stripes across the treads, and on the left, at the end of a short passage, a pair of frosted glass doors gives nothing back. I stand at the head of the stair. I look at the light, and at the doors, and at the long brown stain on the stone where someone, some winter, tracked in a boot full of meltwater and the cleaners never entirely won. I count eleven. When I go down, the house chimes once, so softly I take it for something in my ear.

The reading room is on the north side, along a corridor and through a door that is heavy but not sealed. It is a long room paneled in dark walnut to the height of my shoulder and in nothing above that, so that the walls seem to be wearing something too short for them. Shelves on three sides, floor to ceiling, mostly empty. A table of scarred oak twelve feet long, its surface cut with the ghosts of other people’s work: a ruled line, a ring where a hot cup stood, a patch of pale wood where something was sanded out. A beige copier with a squeaking paper tray, so old it looks as if it has wandered in from another building. One window, onto snow. From somewhere below comes the note I felt on the drive, a pressure more than a sound. Everywhere else the house is quiet in the particular way of a place built to keep sound in.

Three boxes wait on the table. Gray, acid-free, numbered in black marker in a hand I do not know: one, two, three. The marker is a cheap one, run nearly dry on the three, and whoever numbered them pressed harder as the ink failed, as if willing it to last.

I look for the camera, because it is there to be found. It sits in the crown molding above the door, a dark bead the size of a pea, and it faces the door. Not the table. Not me. Someone wanted to know who comes in, and did not much care what they read. That is worth knowing.

I lay my tools on a sheet of blotting paper, left to right: the white cotton gloves, the bone folder, the tin of cards, two pencils, the recorder. Pencils only. Ink is a decision, and I do not make decisions on other people’s paper. I wipe my hands on a clean handkerchief, though they are dry, because that is where the work begins, and I have never trusted a morning that did not begin properly. Then I draw on the gloves, one finger at a time, and the cotton goes tight across my knuckles and the room is a different room. I press the button on the recorder, and the little wheels turn.

“Box one,” I say. My voice comes out flat and steady, the voice of someone reading the forecast for a country she does not live in. “Folder one. Household accounts, 1996 to 1997. Forty-three leaves, unbound.”

Box One smells of cigars and cold basements. A box will tell you something before you have read a word of it; paper takes on the rooms it has lived in, and this paper has lived in a damp one, and a smoking one, for a long time. I number each leaf in pencil, lightly, in the upper right corner. Foliation. It is the least glamorous word in the language, and I say it into the recorder with some affection. The leaves are bank statements, a lease, a run of utility bills on the cheap green stock that utilities used before they learned to be ashamed of it. By nine I have finished Folder One and started Two, and the box has told me nothing except that its owner paid his electric bill early and kept the receipt.

Between folders I take a card from the tin, crease it in half and half again with the bone folder, and again, until it is a hard square the size of a stamp, and I put it in my pocket. I do this while I look at the shelves. There are three in my pocket by ten, and the pocket has begun to feel like the pocket of someone who is saving up.

* * *
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AT A QUARTER TO ELEVEN Gideon is standing in the doorway, and I do not know how long he has been there. The floors are stone, and even the doors have learned not to announce him.

“Did you sleep, Jules?”

“Well,” I say.

“I’m glad.” He looks at the table: the blotting paper, the gloves, the pencils laid parallel. His eyes rest on the three folded squares of card that I have, I realize, left in a row by the tin. He says nothing about them. “You work like someone who expects to be audited.”

“It is the only way I know,” I say.

“Come down with me. I want you to see the heart of the house before you start taking it apart.”

I slide the squares into my pocket, one at a time, unhurried, and peel off the gloves and lay them over the tin. He watches me do it with an expression of mild and complete attention, as at a performance in a language he reads well.

At the end of the corridor a steel door stands beside a plain gray plate. Gideon lays his palm on the plate. Something in the wall considers him, and the door opens. Then it waits a half second, and stays open for me too, which is not the same as being let in.

A stairwell goes down, concrete, the handrail worn bright in one place. Gideon goes first. At the top I stop and look at the light on the steps, a pale square from a high window that dies on the third tread, and then I follow him into a cold that has no wind in it.

The Archive is cut into the rock. I can tell by the walls, which are not walls but a face of dark stone, dressed flat and left bare, the drill marks still in it. The air tastes of wet rock and ozone. Rows of brushed-steel towers run down the middle of the room, each with a single green light, and they hum at a single held pitch. Along the far wall, on open steel shelves, stand the boxes: gray, numbered, running away into the dark. It is a loud room that has learned to be quiet.

Gideon is at a console at the center of the room, adjusting a cufflink, his back to me. He does not turn.

“At the head of the main stair this morning you stood for eleven seconds before you came down,” he says. “Yesterday you stood for four.”

I saw no camera on the landing. Either there was one, or he is telling me something about himself that I had not asked.

“Either the light held you,” he says, “or you were deciding whether to turn left.”

“The light was the best thing I had seen all morning,” I say. It is true.

He turns, slowly. He is smiling. A number has come out as predicted. “A plausible reason.” He lets the word sit between us. “Plausibility is always the cleanest place to hide.”

I do not ask what is to the left. He tells me anyway. “My wife’s wing. She is not receiving yet.”

He gestures at the towers. “The house runs on a system I built. I called it Merlin, which was a joke I have since tired of. It keeps the lights and the locks and the temperature, and it keeps count of a great many other things.” He lays a hand on the nearest tower. “You will be working above it. It will not trouble you, and you will not trouble it. It has taken your measure already. Most doors will open for you now. The ones that won’t will not say why.”

I tell him that sounds fair, and look past his shoulder at the nearest tower. Its green light is steady.

On the console a screen shows the house in thin white lines, floor over floor. Lights sit in some of the rooms. Two are here, in the Archive, and I understand which two. Gideon touches the edge of the screen and it dims.

His glance goes to my wrist. “A mechanical watch. You wind it every night; the crown has worn a bright place on the inside of your thumb. Most people have stopped winding anything.” I tell him I like a clock that needs me.

“Paper is the same,” he says. “It is the one witness I trust. It cannot be persuaded afterward.” He walks me down the shelves to a steel cabinet set apart from the rest, four drawers high, each drawer with a numeral on its face: twelve, thirteen, fourteen, fifteen. “The boxes are yours, one through forty, with four exceptions. These are my private archive. They are to be listed by number and nothing else. They stay locked.”

I look at the drawers. The steel is brushed, and at the edge of each drawer face the brushing has been worn through to the bright metal by a single repeated motion, a thumb or a finger, drawn left to right. Four drawers, four patches, all worn to the same depth. Someone opens these often, and in order. I tell him I understand.

“Of course you do.”

* * *
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I GO BACK UP ALONE. The door lets me out the way it let me in.

I work Box Three through the afternoon, and Box Three gives me almost nothing. Correspondence with a dental supplier. A warranty for a boat. One letter, dated 1998, typed on a paper stock that was not made until 2004: someone retyped it, years later, and gave it the wrong age. I record it as found. “Leaf fourteen. Date doubtful. Stock postdates text.” The tape does not wonder why. Then three years of parking receipts from a hotel garage on the other coast, each stapled to the page of an appointment book. It is the paper of a man who kept things as other men keep promises: faithfully, and with no intention of looking at them again.

In the last folder, between two warranty cards, I find one thing that is not a receipt. A handbill, soft as cloth from handling, folded in thirds and unfolded so many times that the creases have gone white. A black-and-white photograph of a younger man in a dark suit, looking directly out at me with eyes the camera has turned to coal. Below it, in plain type: GIDEON THORNE READS WHAT YOU DID NOT SAY. TWO NIGHTS ONLY. In the margin, in pencil, in a hand that is not his, a column of figures that I do not add up.

I give it the description it deserves. “Handbill. One leaf, offset, creased in thirds. Photograph and printed text. Pencil annotation, recto, margin.” I do not describe what I think of it, because the tape is a record and not a diary. For a minute afterward I stay bent over it with the gloves on, and the column of figures looks back at me, and then I slide it into a sleeve and file it where it was found.

A dull box is not a hardship. It is a puzzle with the hard part taken out, and the trick is to treat every sheet as if someone will one day have to find it, in the dark, in a hurry, with no one left to ask.

At five the window goes from blue to black and the walnut begins to hold the lamp. I record the last folder. Then I say my own initials into the recorder, and the date, and the hour, because the tape should end as a finding aid ends, with the name of the person who made it. “J.V. Monday, the thirtieth of November. Five-oh-six p.m.” I click the machine off. It makes a small, honest sound.

Gideon is in the doorway again. This time I do not wonder how long.

“Boxes one and two, and most of three,” he says. “I had allowed you a week for that.”

“A good day for paper,” I say.

He considers me for a moment. “You’re going to be very good at this, Jules,” he says. “Everyone before you was.”

Then he is gone, and the door he has left open lets in the long cold of the corridor.
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The note is under the teacup, folded once, so that the cup holds it flat against the tray.

Orchids at ten.

That is all it says. I carry it to the window, because paper will tell you things if you give it light. Laid stock, cream, the corner of a larger sheet torn along a ruler. No watermark. A broad nib rolled gently, in blue-black ink that will be brown in twenty years. The hand is upright and unhurried, every letter finished before the next is begun. Ink is a decision. Someone made this one on purpose, and then put it where the tray would carry it past a camera without a word said, under a cup that was going to be lifted. I fold the note along its crease and put it in my pocket with the cards.

I work Box Four until a quarter to ten. It is maps, as I will tell Gideon at dinner: county plat maps and survey sheets of the Keweenaw, folded and refolded until the folds have worn through to the white and the Peninsula comes apart along its own creases, a township at a time. I measure each against the table’s edge before I touch it and record the scale in pencil, and my hands do this without consulting me. Near the end I find I have recorded one sheet twice. I strike the second entry out and initial it, and then I leave the box open on the table, and the gloves beside it, and I go.

I go up the stair. The frosted glass doors at the end of the short passage are shut. I lay my palm against the left-hand one. The glass is warm. It opens, and it does not wait. The house has already decided.

The corridor beyond is the same cold stone as the rest, but it is warm, and it gets warmer, and there is a smell I cannot name until I reach the end of it. Wet bark. Green water. Something sweet gone one shade past sweet. Halfway along, on the right, a door carries a small brass plate engraved QUIET, which I take for a request until I see that the door has no handle at all. I stop in front of it for the time it takes to read the plate twice. Behind it there is no sound, and the absence has a texture of its own, like the silence in a room where someone has just stopped talking.

The conservatory is a room made of climate. A roof of glass panes, fogged white at the edges and clear at the center, so that the sky comes down in a gray square. Steel tables in tiers, and on every tier orchids: pale ones, spotted ones, a purple so dark it looks like a bruise. The heat sits on my skin like a hand, and within a minute my collar is damp. Somewhere a drip keeps time. High in the ridge of the roof there is a dome of smoked glass pointed down into the room, and I look at it, because I look at everything. In the reading room the camera faced the door. This one faces us.

A woman stands among the tiers with her back to me, watering a plant from a brass can, and she does it exactly, with no wasted motion, a count of three at each pot, the spout lifted clear before the third drop can fall. She is tall and narrow, in a gray cardigan too big for her, her pale hair gone to silver at the crown. The can does not tremble. Not once. Then she turns, and her hands begin to shake.

Some tremors rest when the hands are busy.

“You came.” Her voice is low and a little hoarse, like a room that has been shut up. “I wasn’t sure you would. I’m Celeste. I’m his wife. I’m sorry, I’m meant to say that first.”

I tell her I am Jules.

“I know.” She sets the can down on a steel table, and the can chatters against the metal. “The doors opened for you at once, didn’t they. They don’t, for most. It’s how he tells you that you’ve been chosen. Come here. Behind the Phalaenopsis. The leaves are thick here; it’s the only place.” She does not say the only place for what.

I go. The leaves close behind me like a curtain, wet and cool against my sleeve, and the light goes green. Up close she is younger than I thought and more tired, with pale eyes the color of water in a glass, and under them skin the color of the orchid I called a bruise. She smells of orchid bark and of something clean and medicinal, like the inside of a drawer. There is a fleck of potting mix on her cheekbone, and a nail broken to the quick on the right thumb, and I think that no one who was only acting a part would have left either of those uncorrected. Then I think that I do not know anything about what people leave uncorrected.

“He knows what you’re thinking before you think it,” she says. She says it so quietly I read it as much as hear it. “Get out before he makes you disappear.”

Then she takes both my hands.

Hers are colder than the room. They close around mine, hard, and the shaking goes through them into my wrists. I wait. One, two, three. Then I close my hands around hers, and she makes a sound in her throat, relief or something that sits close beside it, and holds on.

“Please,” she says.

I ask what she means by disappear.

“Ask him where they went.” Her eyes go to the dome and come back. “Not now. Ask him in a week, when he’s fond of you.”

“I am only here for the boxes,” I say.

“That’s what they all—” She stops. Her mouth stays open a moment on the next word. “Never mind. Never mind that.” She is looking at something over my shoulder, in the direction of the dome, and then she is looking at me again. “He will tell you I am unwell. That I say things.”

I tell her he told me she keeps her own hours.

She laughs without any sound at all. “Is that what he calls it.” Her hands tighten once and let go. “Go. Take the long way back. He times the short one.”

I take the long way. It adds four minutes, and I spend them looking at the walls: at the baseboard lighting, at a vent grille whose screws are bright where the others are dull, at the places where a corridor might hide a lens. I find two. Neither is hidden well. Both are meant, I think, to be found, or else no one troubled to hide them from a woman who would have been walking that corridor already.

* * *
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DINNER IS AT SEVEN, in a room whose table seats twelve and has been laid for three. The wood is pale ash, bare as a field of snow everywhere but the end by the fire, where three places sit close together as if the rest of the table had been abandoned. David wheels in a trolley, sets down three covered plates, nods once in my direction, and goes. His hands, setting the plates, are very careful with the silver and not at all careful with me, which I take for respect of a sort. The dog does not come with him. I notice the absence, because the house has so few warm things in it.

Gideon sits at the head. He has put me at his right. The place at his left stays empty.

“She may join us,” he says, lifting his cover. “She may not. We don’t ask.”

Under the cover is a fish I do not recognize, poached in something clear, and a small mound of barley. I eat as I would in any strange house, steadily and a little behind the pace of the host, so that he is always the one who has finished first. The silver is old and mismatched, worn thin at the edges, the only mismatched thing I have seen in the house. In the glass behind Gideon his reflection cuts its fish half a beat after he does. He asks about the day. Box Four, I say, is mostly maps. He asks whether I found Box Three amusing. “It had a handbill,” I say.

“Ah.” He puts down his fork, and something crosses his face that is so much like regret that it takes me a moment to find a place to put it. “I was thirty-one. I thought the world was a very large audience, and that someone had given me the wrong script.” He picks the fork up again. “I keep the handbill because it is the only honest thing I ever had printed.”

He talks then, easily, fond of his own telling. He says he began in a county fair tent, at a card table, reading farmers’ wives for a dollar a head. He says people believe a cold reading is a kind of seeing. “It is a kind of listening, so complete that it resembles a gift. I have never seen inside anyone, Jules. I see which way they lean.” He turns his glass a quarter turn on the cloth. “Tell me about the maps. I never looked at them. Is there anything in them worth looking at?”

I tell him there is a township on the Keweenaw drawn three times by three surveyors, and that none of the three agree where the lake ends. He asks which one I believe. I say the oldest, because the oldest had to walk it. He seems to turn that over, and to put it away somewhere he can find it, and I wish I had said the newest.

A door that I took for paneling opens at the far end of the room, and Celeste comes in.

She walks the whole length of the table with her eyes on the floor. The gray cardigan, the silver coming in at her crown, one sleeve pulled down over her hand. She looks at everything in the room except me, which takes effort in a room this size, and I, who have been looked at all day, find that I mind being avoided. She sits in the place at Gideon’s left, and he rises half out of his chair for her and says her name, once, as one says the name of a house one used to live in.

“Gideon.”

She reaches for the teapot, and her hand shakes, and the tea goes over the rim and across the ash in a long brown tongue. “I’m sorry,” she says. “I’m sorry.”

“Let me.” He takes the pot from her with gentleness, as he might take a knife from a child. She does not eat. She does not speak. Her eyes go once to the ceiling above his chair, to the fixture there, and drop. When the cloth has been laid over the spill she says, to the plate, “I’m tired,” and goes back down the length of the room and through the paneled door, and he stands until it has closed.

“A condition of the nerves,” he says, sitting. “And of the memory. We have had the best men in Chicago.” He says it without self-pity, in the voice of a weather report.

By the time I look down at my plate again the cloth is gone and the ash is dry, and I did not see anyone come in. He pours my tea without asking. The Lapsang fills the room with smoke and pine and wet rope.

“My wife tells people things,” he says. “It is one of the sadnesses of her condition, and I have stopped minding.” He sets the pot down. “She told you, I think, that I know what you are thinking before you think it. And that you should get out before I make you disappear.”

It is her sentence. It is not close to her sentence; it is her sentence, with her clauses in her order, and her little break where she took a breath between thinking and before. A man should not be able to carry another person’s voice across a house like that without spilling it.

I keep my cup where it is, level, and watch the surface of the tea, which does not move.

“Do I, Jules?”

I think nothing at all, and make my face say so.

“Good,” he says, and picks up his fork. “Then there is nothing for me to know.”

* * *
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I HAVE UNTIL TEN, WHEN the door seals. I use the time.

In my paper log, in pencil, I write what Celeste said to me in the conservatory, as near to word for word as I can make it. Under it I write what Gideon said at dinner. I hold the page to the lamp. The two sentences are the same sentence.

I say the sentence once, aloud, very quietly, in the empty room, with her breath where she took it. The room does not answer. That is not the same as the room not listening. Either he was listening, or she told him.

I write both of those down, one beneath the other, and under them I make a short list of what I have. The dome in the conservatory faces the room. Gideon did not say the word heard. And Celeste, in the whole of that minute behind the leaves, with her cold hands around mine, did not once ask me to keep what she said to myself.

Then I lay the note from under the teacup beside the page. My pencil is quick and ugly; I would not show it to a colleague. The ink is neither. The hand that wrote Orchids at ten does not look as if it trembled when it wrote it.

I draw a line under all of it, as one draws a line under a column that does not yet add up.

At ten the door breathes shut.
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Chapter 4

[image: ]


At a quarter past nine on Wednesday night I say my initials into the recorder, and the date, and the hour, and I click the machine off and drop it into my pocket with the fifteen cards. The pocket has begun to keep a shape of its own, a stiff little rectangle that knocks against my hip when I sit. I tell myself I am going down to the Archive for Box Five, which sits on a shelf I could have emptied this morning, and which will keep.

My door seals at ten. That leaves forty-five minutes. Forty-five minutes is plenty. I leave it there, because it is a poor habit to argue with a figure you have already decided to use.

Dinner was fish again, and Gideon, who talks at table the way other men breathe, spent it on the lake: its depth, the cold that freezes it from the margins inward, the shelf of ice that grows out from each shore toward the middle until the last open water closes over like the end of a sentence. He asked about the maps in Box Four and wanted to know whether the surveyors had marked the old mine adits or only the roads, and when I said both, he looked pleased in a private way, as though I had confirmed a bet. Celeste’s place stayed laid. Her napkin stood in its fold, her glass was filled by David at the start and not touched, and the whole setting was cleared at the end with the water still level in the glass. “Sleep well, Jules,” Gideon said, at the end of it, as if it were something I might not do. I told him I would. He nodded.

The steel door at the end of the corridor stands open an inch, left for someone expected. I put two fingers against it and it swings. The plate beside it does not consider me tonight. On Monday it took a moment over my hand; on Tuesday a shorter moment. Tonight the house has finished considering.

The stairwell is dark except for the window on the third tread, a gray square gone black. I go down by the handrail, along the one bright stretch worn into it by other palms, and I count the steps because I count everything: twenty-two. The concrete holds the cold evenly and without effort, the cold of a cellar that has never been asked to be anything else. The cards in my pocket shift against the recorder as I walk, a dry sound, someone shuffling in another room. Halfway down I stop and listen to it, and it stops when I do, and I go on.

The Archive at night is blue. The lamps have been turned down to the color of deep water, so that the only warm lights in the room are the green eyes of the towers, ranked down the middle in two files. The hum is the same, and it is not the same. By day it is one note. At night I can hear that it is several, held a little apart, a choir sustaining a chord under its breath. My own breath shows in the cold and goes. I put the back of my hand to the nearest tower, and it is warm as a sleeping animal, and it shivers against my knuckles with some small internal work. On the console the plan of the house glows at its lowest setting. I do not look to see where the small lights on it are. I know where one of them is.

There is a camera over the console, and it faces the console. The steel cabinet stands ten paces past the edge of its view. I worked that out on Monday, standing at the cart with a box in my arms, by the simple method of looking up at the lens and then at the floor beneath it and noticing where the shadow of the console fell. I told myself I had no use for it then. A person who has spent years in basements acquires such facts the way a coat acquires lint.

As I pass between the towers the light on the nearest one turns from green to amber for the length of a breath, and then back again, like a pupil adjusting. I find Box Five on its shelf, gray and square in its row, and lift it to the steel cart by its handholds. It is heavier than it looks, as paper always is. Then I leave it there, on the cart, as proof, though there is no one to show. Then I go to the cabinet.

It stands where it stood, apart from the shelves, four drawers high, the drawers numbered on little brass frames: twelve, thirteen, fourteen, fifteen. Each has a lock the size of a thumbnail, and each pull has been polished bright by hands. A thing nobody opens does not wear like that. I try the handles in order. Locked, locked, locked, locked. Then I do what I would do in any stack on any day: I run my fingers under the lip of the nearest shelf, feeling for the dropped slip, the pencil that has rolled, the card that has slid down behind the rest. Libraries are full of such small escapes. Staff hide keys in them, and borrowers hide notes, and sometimes the same person does both. My fingers find tape. Under the tape, a key.

It is brass, the length of my thumb, on a loop of string with a paper tag, and on the tag, in the hand that numbered the boxes upstairs, a single numeral. Twelve. I turn it to the light of the nearest tower. It is a good key, cut clean, with no burr on the bitting; no one has filed it by hand in a hurry. Someone had it made, by a locksmith, on a bench, to a code. I stand with it in my palm. The tape has not yellowed. Tape does, in a cellar, within a season. This was laid down lately and pressed by a thumb that took its time.

I weigh the possibility that someone left it here for convenience, and set that against the tape, and the string, and the tag in the hand I know.

It fits.

* * *
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DRAWER TWELVE SLIDES out on its rollers with a sound like a long exhalation. Inside is a gray box, the same gray as the others on the shelves, a black numeral on its end. I lift the lid by its corners, as I would lift the lid on anything I did not intend to leave a mark on.

Seven folders, upright, tabbed in typescript. The smell comes up before I have read a word of them: not the dry-leather smell of old paper but the sharp, clean smell of toner. Something in this box was printed today.

I read the tabs in the order they stand. DOYLE, M. PRYCE, H. ROSS, R. OKAFOR, T. BRANDT, N. VASQUEZ, C. And the last, thicker than the rest: VANCE, J. I take out the first.

Every folder is built the same way, as a form is built, and every one of them is a person. The top sheet is a table set in the house’s own plain typeface, the same face as the plates on the doors upstairs. SUBJECT. ROLE: ARCHIVIST. AGE AT ARRIVAL. DAYS IN RESIDENCE. SEPARATION. PUBLIC FOOTPRINT AFTER SEPARATION. Doyle, M. Thirty-four. Ninety-six days. Separation, unscheduled. Public footprint, none. Beneath the table, clipped to the corner, a photograph: a woman in a good wool coat at the gate, in snow, with a bag on her shoulder, looking up into a lens I can place to the inch. It is the camera on the left-hand pillar. I stood where she stood, and I looked up where she looked, and I thought nothing of it at the time but that the snow was wet.

Pinned inside the cover is a second photograph, a color print of a desk. Cedar. A window onto snow. Gray wool across the blotter, a half-knitted scarf, the two needles still through the last row, as if someone had stopped in the middle of a stitch and had not come back. I know the grain of that wood. It is the desk in my room. I do not put the folder down. I turn to the next.

Pryce, H. Twenty-nine. Three hundred one days. Separation, unscheduled. Public footprint, none. A square of yellow paper is stuck to the top sheet, left there as a flag, in a round hand, the careful print of a person used to writing for someone else to read: Return by Friday. Whoever she was, she kept her office habits to the end. The adhesive has dried at the edges, so the flag has lifted a little, and curls toward me when I breathe on it.

Ross, R. Thirty-six. One hundred eighty-eight days. Separation, scheduled. A plastic badge on a lanyard, clipped to the folder, with a small face in the corner and the letters R. ROSS, RN, and under them HOSPICE OF THE COPPER SHORE. The lanyard has been worried at one end, by teeth or by a dog. I look at the face for a while. It has the tired, patient look of a woman who has been photographed on her first day, before the work taught her what it would cost.

Okafor, T. Thirty-two. Two hundred sixty-four days. Separation, scheduled. A bundle of colored pencils held with a rubber band, each worn to a stub, arranged in the order of the spectrum. Not one is out of place. Someone sharpened them with a knife, not a machine; the facets are long and slightly uneven, and the red is down to the length of a thumbnail.

Brandt, N. Thirty-eight. One hundred ninety-seven days. Separation, scheduled. Three paper seed packets in a snack bag, labeled in an upright hand: tomato, cosmos, and a third word I cannot read. The packets have never been opened. The seal on each is still tight, and the printed date on the back says the seed would have been good for another two years.

Vasquez, C. Thirty. Three hundred twenty-two days. Separation, unscheduled. A cloth shoulder patch with a star of life, a thread still hanging from the place where it was torn from a sleeve.

Six women. Six gates. Six coats and six bags and the same lens. Public footprint: none, none, none, none, none, none. Six women who must have had a mother, a phone, a name that could be typed into a search box, and I type each one, in my head, and the box comes up white. I stand with the folders fanned in my hands like cards dealt to me from the bottom of the deck, and in the blue light the hum does something I can feel at the roots of my teeth. I take out the last folder.

VANCE, J. is thicker than the others, and my own face is the first thing in it. At the gate, on Sunday, in snow, in a wet coat, looking up at the lens. I look younger than I am and more tired than I felt. Under the photograph the same table, the same plain typeface. Thirty-one. Days in residence: four. Separation, and a dash, and nothing after it.

A second table sits below the first. SLEEP, NIGHT ONE: 4H 10M. NIGHT TWO: 3H 50M. NIGHT THREE: 4H 25M. REPORTED, DAY 2: WELL. It is a strange thing to read your own nights in a column. I had put the number in my log in pencil, and the pencil said four, and four and a quarter, and I had written well on no form for anyone. I had said it once, to a man in a doorway.

The next pages are a summary: a records-depot fire in Dayton, an inventory log, a sealed settlement. The file says what the file says. I turn the pages, and I do not let my face do anything, though there is nobody under the lens to see it do so.

The last sheet is loose, and it is still faintly warm from the printer. A list, one line to a day.

DAY 1. Subject will touch every door fixture within ten minutes of entry. OBSERVED.

DAY 2. Subject will account for a hesitation at the stair head by the light. OBSERVED.

DAY 3. Subject will not confirm the conservatory conversation. OBSERVED.

DAY 4. Subject will open Box 12 between 9 and 11 p.m.

DAY 5. Subject will say nothing.

I look at my watch, which I wound at nine. It is seven minutes past ten.

Nothing happens. There is no chime. The towers hold their chord. The word OBSERVED has not been typed beside the fourth line, because no one has typed it yet, and I stand in the blue with the paper in my hands and read the fifth line three times, with my thumbnail under the last word, until the nail whitens.

* * *
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I PUT EVERYTHING BACK the way I found it.

I square each folder to its neighbors to the sixteenth of an inch. I set the lid on the box by its corners. I slide the drawer home, and turn the key, and return it to its place under the lip of the shelf, and press the tape down with the ball of my thumb until the edge no longer shows. It takes longer than it should. My hands are steady, but they have grown literal; they do each thing separately, with a pause between, like hands that have been told what to do by someone reading from a card. Then I take Box Five from the cart, because I said I was going for it. For tonight it is only a weight to hold in front of me.

The stairwell: twenty-two, again, the same twenty-two. The steel door, which lets me out without comment. The long cold corridor, where the baseboard lights come up ahead of me and go down behind, so that I walk in a moving room of dim gold. My watch says twenty past ten when I reach my own door, and it is standing open.

It should have sealed at ten. It has waited, as the steel door waited for me, an inch ajar, and when I step inside it closes behind me with its soft sigh. Courtesy is the word that offers itself. I leave it there, unclaimed.

Someone has left the lamp lit. Someone has turned the bed down, the sheet folded back at the angle a hotel uses, the pillow squared. I set Box Five on the floor and sit at the desk, the cedar desk by the window, and run my thumb along the grain. There is no mark of a needle on it, no snag of wool. Someone has sanded it since, and oiled it; the surface has the slightly tacky give of a
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